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Prologue
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The year 2525 AD  (4000 P.Y.I. )

Earth

Home planet of the Human Republic

The room was dark.  

Shadows lined the walls like the expectant ghosts of former bad bargains. The quiet hum of the bio-filters lent an air of tension to the already rigid and death-still atmosphere hanging heavy around the eleven individuals gathered here in the bowels of a dugout mountain feeling more like a desiccated granite tomb; desolate, forlorn, anxious for the descent of a web of sticky lies entangling all their lives. They stood around a table dominating the room like a weathered grave-stone, statues of their former glory, chipped, cracked, the inscriptions of their past deeds faded and worn away until they were basically all the same beaten foes. A silently glowing holo-graphic display revolved slowly above the table, showing destruction on a grand scale. 

Most of the planets within two hundred light years of Earth had been laid waste, if not completely turned into bands of ice-encrusted rumble orbiting desolate stars of desperate hope. Earth was the only inhabited planet left in the sector, the only planet that had so far escaped the destruction sweeping like a virus through the Human Republic, rendering it moot as an organization.

And this was just the human territory. 

The other species had also suffered similar destruction of their assets in a vicious cycle of revenge and territorial expansion rivaling any of the inter-species wars of the past two hundred years. This most recent and unforeseen war had not gone well for any of them. In fact, it had so far been an unmitigated disaster.

It was as an eclectic  group as one could assemble in these troubled times. The three humans, representing the largest and hardest hit of the species present, were as different from each other as they were from the others gathered. One was tall and sturdy, built of that mold of giants who had shaped human destiny for eons, his one hard gray eye narrowed into a slit of intense dislike, the other eye permanently blinded and mutilated like a festering sore of his soul. 

The other male was short and stocky, yet powerful in his own right, his numerous scars criss-crossing his face like medals of honor, a testimony to his valor. He stood with arms crossed like a boulder, immovable and unimpressed with the others, his mind already set as to the validity of these proceedings. 

The last human was also tall, but where as it was obvious that the other two humans were warriors, this individual was regal in her bearing, almost righteous in her stance slightly apart from the two soldiers. Her golden mane was tied up in a tight bun, her amber eyes glaring with a tender softness belying her tough nature. She was here to represent the various human religions still valid, and as such held immense sway with her kind.

She was not one with which to mess and they knew it all too well.

The Druzsni warrior stood on the opposite side of the table from where the humans stood as if in defiance to their very presence, her amazonian appearance softened only by her stunningly beautiful face, out of which her blue-blue eyes sparkled in contemptible disdain. That she was alone was not much of a concern for her. She was always in touch with the consciousness that was the Legion of Druzsni Collective and thus carried them everywhere with her. That she had to carry the concerns of the entire Legion on her shoulders, however, was a concern, her nomination to attend this pathetically inadequate meeting a last minute decision that had thrown her into a position for which she was ill-suited.  

There were diplomatic Druzsni for this type of confrontation.  

She was a warrior and this was not a warrior's duty.

The Kroor stood near the Druzsni, his heavy battle armor beaten and dented from the myriad battles in which he had been involved. Old healed wounds on his exoskeleton looked brutal and his prematurely shortened right-side antennae was battered ruthlessly. His appearance here at this gathering was fortuitous, if not a little too coincidental. He was well aware what was to be decided at this meeting and was more than willing to agree. Let them reap the rewards they so rightfully deserved. None of this would’ve happened had it not been for their constant arrogance and interference. This was, he was certain, some cosmic karma coming around full cycle.

The Morype Slug lay in its environmental system looking on stoically. It was also well aware what was to be decided and wanted no part of it. Although they certainly deserved it on some level, it was the type of decision bound to come back and bite them all when they least expected it. It was a bad business in which to be involved.

The Triad of Drek stood by the far wall, huddled together as if for protection. They didn’t sport the head crest that would’ve made them part of the royalty. That would be expecting too much of the highly religious species for such an impromptu meeting. That they were here at all spoke of the importance J'tan placed on the decision to attend.  Their expressions were non-committal, their orange eyes blazing in contempt at the other species gathered, whom they saw as immature versions of pestilence, not much better than a virus.

That left the last two, who appeared human at this point in time but who were far from it. They were Dwad-Mehstiv, taking human shape because of the severity of the decision to be reached. What type of humans they looked like was unimportant. It was what they represented that mattered. Dwad-Meshtiv were here as intermediaries, negotiators between the endemic species of this galaxy and the F’gat Ynos, who had come in a rush of power and Hyper-Space to annihilate those who had offended. And also to gain new trading territory and new resource-rich planets. One mustn’t forget that little bonus. It was the way of the Ynos and there was little that would avert that course once chosen.

"We should really get started," the taller human male pounded out with an undercurrent of resignation. "The F’gat Ynos aren't going to wait forever." 

"No, they aren't," the Kroor grumbled out in rough Human-speak, the unfamiliar sounds tripping out of his mandibles. "This madness must stop now before my species is driven to extinction."

The Druzsni clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes. "Let's not start that again, H'cha. We’re all in dire straits, none more than any other. It isn't the purpose of this meeting for us to all hear about how badly the Kroor have it and so on and so forth."

"And who made you the leader of this gathering?" the Kroor slashed out in Druzsni, their ancient rivalry never very far beneath the surface whenever the two species met. But then this was typical for any meeting of these diverse and antagonistic species, which was why such a gathering had not occurred for decades. Accusations and recriminations would fly fast and furious until each species had insulted the other to the point that nothing would get accomplished.

Dwad-Mehstiv knew it all too well.

But this time it was different. 

Both the Kroor and Druzsni looked at each other, then shut their mouths and looked over at Dwad-Meshtiv. They were both aware of the serious business at hand. Their bickering could wait.

"So what’s the F’gat Ynos offer this time?" the stockier of the two humans inquired, his voice as hard as a rock-slide. He could really care less what the offer was. Offers from the F’gat, if one could even call them that, were always the same: unconditional subjugation or death.

"The Ba’rok Ynos Ka offer has not changed," Dwad-Mehstiv replied evenly. "They will have this system, and your destruction with or without your consent."

"Then why the fuck are we even here?" the taller human male pounded out with a sneer. "Our time would be better spent figuring out how to defeat the bastards."

"That would be..."

"A pointless exercise," the Drek said in that annoying speech-sharing technique they had. The third Drek stood by placidly, watching all those present. He would not speak unless it was necessary, and he wasn't expecting it to become necessary. The Drek could see what was coming for years and thus this meeting was no surprise.

"The F’gat Ynos..."

"In their present form..." 

"Are unbeatable."

"We must submit," they finished up pessimistically as always.

"The Legion of Druzsni Collective will never submit to another species. We’d rather die then live under their rule."

"Spoken like the true warrior you are," the Kroor clicked out.  "Unfortunately, it’s a diplomat that we need at present. Lofty war talk and sacrifices are useless to all of us at this time."

"Not necessarily," Dwad-Mehstiv said calmly. "There is one other option that the Ba’rok Ynos Ka have broached."

"I thought you said that the terms of the capitulation hadn’t changed?" the taller human spit out. "What’s this new development?"

"It is not a change in the terms. It is a separate option that we have given the Ba’rok Ynos Ka to consider. And they have responded favorably to it."

"I find that hard to believe," the Druzsni said disdainfully. "The F’gat Ynos can, if they so truly wanted, crush us all within a matter of years." 

But they won't, the Morype Slug stated telepathically to all involved.  The Ba’rok Ynos Ka are far more intelligent than that. Destroying all of the endemic species in this sector of the galaxy will also cause the destruction of the prime reason they are here: the resource-rich planetary systems. They’re far more practical than that. They want the systems far more than they want you all dead.

"If the Ba’rok Ynos Ka can achieve their objectives without ruining the financial wealth that this galaxy offers, they will eagerly consider it," Dwad-Mehstiv relayed. "Thus this new option."

"You spoke of sacrifices," the human female asked quietly, her voice floating over the assemblage in waves of forced tranquility. "What would these be?"

They all looked to Dwad-Mehstiv as if for guidance. The species had been the advisors of most of those gathered for centuries and had always been helpful. They needed such help now more than ever.  None of them ever stopped to think why Dwad were always so helpful, but like the handyman neighbor who is always so gracious and kind, one never stops to think of his ultimate goals. “The Ba’rok Ynos Ka wish to teach the humans a lesson that they will not soon forget.”

"They want to teach the humans a lesson for their insult and offense?" The taller human male laughed. "Is that all? Here," he said as he offered his arms to the group, palms up. "I'll offer my life for their sacrifice and then we can get back to living our own fucking lives."  Sarcastic, cynical.

"Ennobling, Morgase, but alas inadequate."

"What offense and insult are they speaking of?" the human female asked without bothering to look at the other human male and his dramatic antics. He was an explosive bulk of a man who thought with his muscles more than with his head and thus tended to be far too Machiavellian for her liking.

"It is most likely that..." 

“Their irreverent religions have offended," the Drek offered unsolicited.

"Which one?" the Druzsni inquired with a smirk on her lips.  "They’ve so many of the z'cavit things."

"It is not human religion with which the Ba’rok Ynos Ka take offense," Dwad-Meshtiv said with traces of vexation in its voice at the constant bickering. "What the offense and insult was is no longer important. All that matters is that it occurred and the Ba’rok Ynos Ka wish redress, as well as compensation."

"And that will only happen with our extinction?" the stocky human asked sarcastically.

"No. We have convinced them that there is a better use of your species than destruction."

"Well thanks for the support," Morgase said cynically. "What were you thinking of? Enslavement perhaps?" He was aware as soon as the words left his mouth that that was exactly what they were talking about.

"You've got to be kidding?" the stocky human said in disbelief.

"You’ve offered the humans up as slaves to the Ynos?" the Kroor asked in clicking approval.

Glances were exchanged between all the species, and they spoke more than any words could. They were all glad that it wasn't their species.

"It is not quite that easy," Dwad-Meshtiv stated. "The conditions are numerous and involve all species, but the humans would, indeed, take the largest share of the burden."

The Druzsni leaned onto the table. "And what would the Legion of Druzsni lose?" She could care less about what happened to the humans or the others for that matter.

Dwad-Mehstiv looked over at the warrior with calm, detached blankness. "You would have to give up your males."

"Our males?!" she sputtered out. "And how would we propagate then?  We aren't asexual."

"I believe that that is the entire point."

"And the Kroor?" the large insectisoid asked before the Druzsni dominated the entire conversation with her whining.

"The Kroor must completely disarm and give up their war-like ways.  They must also give up the secrets of the Hyper-drive they have stolen and refrain from all travel in Hyper-Space."

The Kroor clicked and snapped away for several moments in its own language, its bulbous eyes rolling about as if they were about to fall off.  "That’s absurd!" it finally blurted out in Human-speak.

"So it may be, but it is either that or annihilation. The Ba’rok Ynos Ka will take either decision. As for the Drek, they will give up their most lucrative systems to the B’ra Ynos, as well as any claim to any former H'chalk space. They will also supply the F’gat Ynos with yearly quotas of hyper-rods, or what humans would call Gnesthiolium."

The Drek remained quiet, preferring not to comment at this time. So far, their conditions were lenient compared to the others. Plus, J'tan recommended quiet at a time like this, quiet contemplation and inner peace. The time would come when retribution would fall heavy.

"And what of us?" the Slug asked placidly, as if it didn't really care one way or the other what the Ynos wanted.

"Morype Slugs will refrain from teaching humans and Kroor how to Hyper-travel. You will also not be allowed vessels of your own with which to travel."

"And Dwad-Mehstiv?" Morgase asked acidly as he shook his head with each demand explained. "What must Dwad-Mehstiv give up to the F’gat to sate their sense of effrontery?"

Dwad-Mehstiv turned its head to look at the humans. "Why would we give up anything? The Ba’rok Ynos Ka pose no threat to us. That is why we are the ones negotiating."

"Of course they don't," the stocky human belted out harshly. "It's the rest of us that have to basically strip ourselves to the bare essentials while you and the B’ra become our rulers. Why do I find this little arrangement of yours somehow lacking?"

"Yes. I agree with the human," the Druzsni said in a rare statement of solidarity. "Why does this deal stink of dribl'a feces?"

"It is all there is. Your options are truly quite simple. Either except, or the F’gat Ynos will destroy each of you one at a time, starting with the humans, who are by far the most dangerous. Once humans and their formidable droid armies are out of the way, the other species will be easy prey to the F’gat Ynos."

"And what do you get out of this?" The Kroor asked contemptuously.

"We get, nor want, nothing. We do this to stop the war that has and that will ravage this galaxy. That is the point of our existence."

"This is insulting to all of us!" the Kroor snapped out viciously. "And is unacceptable. We’ll not lay our weapons down so that the F’gat can over-run us whenever they wish. This we will not do."

"And we’ll certainly not give up our future, which giving up our males would most definitely do. These aren't options, they are ultimatums, designed to kill us off without the F’gat having to actually fight us to the death. It’s insane that we should agree to any of this."

"Be that as it may, it is all that there is. I see no other option for any of you."

"So what exactly will happen to us?" the human female asked quietly.  

"Humans will have to abandon their claim to any and all systems.  They will be relocated for their own safety to new systems far from here. They will be stripped of all weapons and interstellar vessels, as well as all technology associated with or leading to the Hyper-Gate drive." There was a collective gasp from a few of those gathered. These conditions were akin to complete subjugation.

"Relocated?" Morgase asked in barely subdued rage. "We must leave Earth?"

"We have made an arrangement with the Ba’rok Ynos Ka that the planet you call Earth is to be left alone, so that your history will be preserved. However, humans must all be relocated to systems that the B’ra Ynos choose. You will have to abandon your Earth in order to protect it."

"This’ll leave us completely at the mercy of the F’gat!" Morgase screamed as he pounded a fist on the table with fury. "This isn’t a compromise, it’s a complete surrender of our Humanity!"

"Yes, this is true, but it is also the only way that the Ba’rok Ynos Ka will allow humans to survive in any form. There is no bargaining or compromise to be achieved or haggled over."

"This is insane," Morgase said far more calmly, though he felt like exploding. "It’s virtual enslavement. Relocation? Isn't it better called resettlement?"

"Is it enslavement?" the human female asked pensively.

"No, it is not. We will guarantee your freedom. The B’ra Ynos just wish to move you to systems in which they are not interested, nor which would pose a threat to their trade routes. And it is only for a short period of time, perhaps one could even call it a temporary detention."

"So that the B’ra Ynos can strip all the systems they want without interference," the Druzsni breathed out with callous sarcasm.

"And what exactly is a short time for a species that lives several thousand years?" the stocky human asked.

"There was no time frame mentioned, as such. But as I said, we will make certain that you are not enslaved."

"And if we refuse, fight to the bitter end?" Morgase asked with clenched teeth. "Will the other species still be allowed their freedom if they follow their own ultimatums?" 

"No. This is an all-encompassing deal that all hinges on what humans do. If humans agree to the terms, then the other species will be left alone after they have fulfilled their terms. If humans refuse to cooperate, then the entire deal is off and you will all be destroyed completely. The Ba’rok Ynos Ka were very clear on this point. It is all or nothing."

"I'm sure they were very clear," the Kroor clicked out in agitation.

A deathly silence filled the room, descended like a cloak of purest black abomination. All eyes moved to the three humans, the fate of so many riding on the decision reached by two men and a woman. It was exactly what the majority of them expected to hear, but now that it had been said, it sounded far worse, as if giving voice to the horror also gave it more teeth with which to tear their flesh out.

Morgase shook his head slowly as a painful smile creased his face with a macabre grin. The woman took a deep breath, as if drawing in the last lung full of free air she might get, looking back at those gathered with as much dignity as she could. The stocky man looked as if he were about to cry from the perceived injustice.

"We’ll have to discuss this with the remainder of our council," the human female intoned gracefully.

"There is no time for such a discussion. The Ba’rok Ynos Ka must be answered directly from this meeting."

"So in other words, humans are to be singled out and held responsible for the fate of the other sentient species represented here, today? We either capitulate or cause the extinction of everything?" Morgase growled out hatefully.

"Yes."

Morgase, for the first time since entering this room, looked at his two human companions. They looked back, and he could see in their eyes that neither of them wanted to have the final decision laid in their laps. He shook his head again, the macabre grin still fastened like a death shroud. He took a deep breath, then another, closing his eyes in a vain attempt to shut out all that was being laid at his feet. It didn't work. He could hear them all, could sense all their fears and trepidation, the hatred building at what humans had brought to this galaxy. Perhaps in some strange world this was righteous justification for their continued hubris, which had plagued Humanity every since man had first learned to harvest their own bitter guilt.  

Perhaps all this was just a long, never-ending nightmare.

"There seems to be little to no choice placed before us," the human female stated with pretentious elegance. "Debate would be meaningless." 

"Stop being so selfish and accept your place," the Druzsni flushed out forcefully, viciously.

"You’re not one to call any other species selfish, Druzsni bitch," the stocky man rebuked hotly. "Druzsni have been more selfish—-"

"Enough." It was not said loudly or with much force, but the simple word carried across the room and brought the deadly silence back down on those gathered. The human called Morgase had always had such an effect on others. "We’ll accept this offer."

"You’re mad," the Kroor said simply, with much clicking. "You’re well aware what the B’ra Ynos will do with you? They’ll relocate your species to the most barren, inhospitable systems where they’ll allow you to die off one by one."

Morgase turned to look at the Kroor while tears began to slowly course down the human female's cheeks. "I trust Dwad-Mehstiv. If they assure us that this will not happen, then we as a species will bite the bullet for the rest of you. It’s the least that we can do. I suppose we did inadvertently start all this."

"Oh please," the Druzsni said as she rolled her eyes again. "It's not like you're doing us a favor with this. Stop acting so noble."

"But they are," Dwad-Mehstiv said with a barely concealed anger.  He looked at the Druzsni and she closed her mouth with a snap, then shook her head in disgust. "So then it is decided. We will inform the Ba’rok Ynos Ka forthwith. You may all wish to inform your own respective species about what is to be expected. Complete compliance is demanded. Anything less will result in total extinction."

They began to filter out, slowly as if at a wake, their own death march so to speak. Soon all that were left were Dwad-Mehstiv and the Morype Slug, who contemplated each other stoically.

The B’ra Ynos will enslave them, the Slug mentally intoned quietly, as if talking to the wall.

"Yes. It is their ultimate plan." 

And you sanction this?

“We are not in a position to sanction anything. It is either this or complete extinction. We choose survival for their species."

There was silence between them for what seemed to be hours.  Then the Slug transmitted its thoughts again. And later?

"Later, when the F’gat Ynos vacate this galaxy and leave behind but the B'ra Ynos, we will re-evaluate the human position. There is no other option."

Yes. No other option.  

There was silence again, dragging out between them like badly spun webs. 

We wish it to be known that the Morype Slugs do not wish to be put on record as agreeing with this decision. This will lead to nothing but trouble. For all of us. We smell a long-range Dwad plan in this and thus it is not the altruistic plan you wish them all to believe.

"So noted."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1



[image: ]


I once heard that deception was like a wilted flower.

I have no idea what that's supposed to mean,

but it certainly had me thinking for a while.

Excerpt from: 

Reflections on a Life

Bhasan Volans V, 

3750 Y.I.

––––––––
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The year 3712 Y.I.

High orbit of the planet Elysian Promise 

The Prime House Volans

Seat of the Imperium

Mishi paced the room nervously, expectantly.

She barely noticed the other two insignificances in the room with her. She was far more concerned with the immediate problem of what she found on this planet, a planet that was supposed to be the best protected in the Imperium, than to dwell on fractured thoughts of a fat, useless female and a weak-willed, spineless man. If this planet was so totally shattered, then what hope was there for Togo Prime?

The Lord Sultan Amal Ben Sharon sat in one of the many comfortable chairs barely containing her mass, thoroughly intoxicated, spilling what remained in her half-filled glass down the front of her sack-cloth-looking dress hanging in folds of coarse humility from her spacious frame. Her glazed eyes followed Mishi hypnotically as drool escaped from a corner of her slightly open mouth.

The Lord Duke Gada Kampilya stood by the large trans-aluminum window looking out on the fleet surrounding them, the cruising warships sitting in the blackness with impotent rage. Unlike Amal, he was far from drunk, though the more he thought about it the more he wished he had downed a few more shots of Varna Blos and put himself into the same state in which Amal ben Sharon was. His slack-jawed gawk and sloppy clothes hanging on him like discarded rags gave him the look of a beggar, but he was far from that status. At least a beggar had the courage and the decency to let people know that he was monetarily and perhaps morally bankrupt.  Gada, scared to death of what Mishi might do to him, what the other Nobles might to do him after this was all over, didn’t even offer any opinions whatsoever. He just wanted it all to end so that he could go back to his systems, his whores, his old life—or at least what was left of it—and die in splendid isolation from the political travesty that was the Imperium and its version of Humanity.

He wanted to be, in all honesty, anywhere else but here, with this fleet, in orbit of this planet, ready to follow Mishi's lead into another disaster. He had, at one time, respected the brutally handsome diva, but recent events and the introduction of Nerodia into the mix had severely eroded his fealty to her demands. Nothing seemed to be working out as it was planned, not even remotely. He turned his gaze from his perusal out the window. He was always amazed at the placid serenity planets such as Elysian Promise presented from orbit, despite the obvious black mars upon the surface he assumed were once cities. Planets such as this one always seemed so docile from up here, and then when one set foot on the surface they turned into dens of iniquity that could corrode one's soul in a matter of seconds like some toxic spores. 

He looked over at Mishi in her satiny black dress, form-fitting and cut low to reveal her bump of a bosom as if there was something there at which to actually look. Those emerald eyes of hers flashed in her skull like internal fusion chambers, scorching all they came across in lances of green icicles with that cold heat smoldering within her, eating away until all that would be left was a shell of external beauty and a hollow interior of eroded morals. She might, actually, have already reached that point. He’d always thought her a beautiful woman, her small features, high cheek bones and rounded face enough to tempt any man into sin. But he’d learned long ago that the old adage of beauty being only skin deep was certainly true when it came to this one. The evil she possessed inside—or which possessed her, he really wasn't sure about that yet—boiled just under the surface like an infectious disease. She was like one of those beautifully flowering trees holding within them a teeming mass of ants that had eaten the trunk away from the inside.  

So many times he had seen her seduce strong men only to corrupt them and then trample them underfoot with little to no regard for their feelings or even their survival.To Mishi, all that mattered was that she was able to climb one more rung up the ladder toward her ultimate goal, which he wasn’t even sure she had a firm grasp on yet. All she seemed to know was that there was a goal out there for her and she was damned if she wasn’t going to reach it, whatever the cost. That she had seduced him, that he was willing to do anything to get into her bed just once, to see what lay under those dresses, was bad enough.  

That he had known that she was playing him and yet still clung to her like a magnetically held electron made it even worse. He’d always thought himself a rather strong man when it came to those of the opposite sex, able to seduce them in turn with his charm and wealth, but now he knew the truth about himself and it wasn’t a pretty sight.  She’d played him, was still playing him like the consummate artist she was and he just let it happen, just let her run rough-shod over his mind and his ideas and he was well aware that there was no way by G’nash that he would ever get a peek under her dress, much less a full romp in her bed.

And that made him pathetic in his own eyes.

He couldn’t even imagine what the other Nobles thought of him.

But at least he hadn’t found himself drowning in a bottle of his own wine, like Amal was wont to do. She’d also once been a powerful force among the Nobles, respected for her staunch stands against iniquity and inequality. Now she was nothing more than a joke among those in the know, having lost herself one too many times in her own system's splendid wines. He envied her sometimes in that regard, her ability to just lose herself and her cares in alcohol something that Gada had considered many times in the past. But one raging drunk Noble seemed to be enough and he wasn’t ready to join her ranks at the bottom of any bottle just because he was unable to get down Mishi's pants or that he was a pathetic excuse for a man.  

Although those certainly were good reasons. if there ever were any.

But for all her faults and drunkenness, which seemed to have increased ten-fold in the last few weeks, Amal was still a sharp and aware individual, her mind constantly working for her own benefit. And that scared Gada almost as much as Mishi scared him. Perhaps even more. With Mishi, at least he was aware of her plans, was conscious of her blatant attempts at power. With Amal, one never really knew what was going on inside that fat head of hers. She knew the game just as well as Mishi did, just as well as Nerodia or Mastif. She’d not always been like this. In fact, she’d once been a rather attractive woman in her younger days when it was important for her to be able to seduce in order to control.  

She’d inherited her House at a tender young age when her father had died a mysterious death—which to those in the know had not been all that mysterious considering that Lord Duke Ganymede had been even then making a bid to gain more territory in an ill-advised power struggle with the Prime House Volans. Amal's mother had already been banned from gaining any inheritance after she was found in the bed of another, which left the young and attractive Amal in full control of a Greater House of the Imperium and the profitable agriculturally rich planets that were the bread-basket of Humanity, as well as the almost virtual monopoly on the wine trade. She’d been forced early on to use her looks and sex-appeal to stave off the more dirty-minded and always power-hungry Nobles who swarmed around her like bees to nectar, wishing for that special union that would produce honey in the form of a child, a child who would be able to inherit the Greater House Tarij and give it to the lucky Noble who’d managed to impregnate Amal.  

There was also the fact that she was young and tender and that always seemed to perk the interest of certain men.

She, fortunately, had other plans.

Gada remembered well her succinct and subtle playing of each Noble off the other until each one thought that they would be the lucky man to find her bed, only to discover when it was far too late that she had already married a Noble from the Lesser House Apirk, who had already been divested from any inheritance of the ruler of The Lesser House, Deva Alons Apirk IV. With that shrewd move, Amal had made it certain that the Greater Nobles would not make any plans to accidentally kill her. Her death would bring about the fall of the Greater House Tarij into the hands of a complete outsider, and that the Nobles would never allow to happen. So with that simple and elegant marriage to a man she barely knew and didn’t even really like, Amal ben Sharon, at the age of fifteen, had made her impact on the Imperium and had assured her presence among the other Greater Nobles.

Unfortunately, that maneuver was also the beginning of her slide down the road to drink and sloppiness, to not caring about her body or her looks or the opinion of others. Most blamed this sudden change on her new husband and many attempted to get rid of him, but Amal just continued to find the bottom of whatever bottle she could, her sharp mind keeping her capable of staying one step ahead of detractors and those wanting her to just disappear. She went, in an exorbitantly quick time, from being respected for her wile ways to being laughed at and dismissed as irrelevant to any plans the other Nobles might have to further their own power. No one really understood what brought on this descent, but it was sharp and powerful and when she hit the bottom, it was heard many systems away.

On some level, Gada felt sympathy for her.  

But then she would open her mouth and utter some completely trivial, irrelevant tripe and any sympathy that might have risen was quickly quenched. Amal was a grown woman who knew what she wanted and what she was doing and she didn’t need his sympathy or unheeded support if she wanted to drown herself in Filac wine.

"Would you please stop pacing, Mishi," Amal drawled out in that slow and deliberate speech pattern of hers infuriating so many. "You're making me dizzy." She put a hand to her eyes and rubbed them.

Gada watched Mishi for any reaction, but there was none as the sultry woman continued to pace as if her life depended on it.  

He smiled at the way she ignored Amal. It was to be expected.  Although they were all supposed to be in league with each other, they were all keeping their opinions behind sensor blocks, for not one of them trusted the other after the affair that took place with Nerodia on Togo Prime.

Now there was a man whom Gada truly feared.  

All those religious types made Gada nervous to the point of dread, with their righteous attitude and fanatical loyalty to a set of doctrines they claimed came from some all-knowing Creator. If this Creator was all knowing, He’d have known that giving such doctrines to humans was the worst thing He could have done. He’d have known that people like Nerodia and the Dei Glorium would arise to corrupt all they touched and He’d have known that fanaticism to His name would result in the killing of millions of people in protracted wars. 

So the question Gada always asked these people who seemed to think that they and they alone held the key to the understanding of the universe through this Creator, was simple: if this Creator of theirs was truly omniscient, then how could he allow all the death and destruction that the establishment of The Church of the Blessed Prophets foretold? As far as Gada was concerned, there were only two options. Either this Creator was not all knowing and thus not all powerful and thus not worth worshiping, or he was a malevolent Creator who thrived on the chaos created by His decisions. 

Either way it made the doctrines established not worth the paper they had been written on so long ago. If he was not all-powerful, what was the point of worshiping Him? And if he was malevolent, why even bother recognizing Him at all? Why try to make Him out to be a god if He wasn't?

Those religious types to which he had asked this question invariably sputtered out unrelated platitudes or specious arguments either skirting the question all together or just rising more questions rather than answering anything. It was so typical of that type of person.  Press them on their beliefs and they became defensive, even hostile, reverting when all else failed to that simple catch-all that seemed to end any argument for them: faith. 

Gada just didn’t have any faith and thus didn’t understand.  

One either believed or they did not.

Arguing was considered useless.

It made for a tidy little belief system.

What it did was make Gada laugh. But it also made him very nervous, for it was people like Nerodia whose fanaticism could destroy entire systems with the blink of an eye. In fact, it was Nerodia whom Gada was thinking of at the moment. That man had the capability to destroy everything Mishi had planned, if he hadn’t done it already. That stunt of his in kidnapping the Lord Marshall Bhagavan, beating her, and then letting her escape could be the end of all of them. And it certainly didn’t align with the purported doctrine of harmony among all of the Creator's creations. 

Gada was certain that the Lord Marshall Bhagavan was, even as they stood up here and brooded, on the surface below, along with the Lord Cardinal Prabhasa and the Lord Duke Mastif, horrifying the other Nobles with the tale of how Mishi and Amal and Gada had organized the entire kidnapping of Amalthea, relating Gada's part in the drama and his attempts to get Amalthea to bed him. It’d be the ruin of them all and he was uncertain how Mishi was going to get them out of it. And once again it as all due to a religious nut and his predisposition toward evil.

How had Mishi allowed herself to be seduced by that man? 

Sure Nerodia was considered handsome and all that by women—and most likely a few men—and sure he could be sly and intriguing with that tongue of his, but Mishi had known, was well aware of what Nerodia was after and how he was willing to get it. She had to have known. Everyone knew of the man's propensity for guile and subterfuge. Was he that good in bed that she couldn’t help herself? He found that hard to believe, which meant that she must’ve thought that she could con him, and that scared Gada even more. 

He’d tried to figure out exactly what Mishi had in mind, but for the life of him it still didn’t make any sense, the numbers just didn’t work out, and thus any con against Nerodia seemed rather futile. Mishi was convinced that he and Amal would back Mishi's bid for the Throne. That would be three Greater Houses. Mishi was also convinced that she had some kind of titular claim to the Greater Houses Aldebaren and Gôrecki, which would bring the total up to five. Mastif also could bring a total of five to the table: the Greater Houses Dubai, Prabhasa, Anrknas and Yati, as well as his own House.  

Mishi might be thinking that the Lord Cardinal Prabhasa, because of her earlier defection, was no longer able to cast a vote. It was a thin thread on which to base one's plans. Prabhasa would vote, Gada was certain of that, regardless what Mishi thought to the contrary.  Amalthea, even though she was the Lord Marshall Bhagavan, was not a member of the Greater House Beebhatsu and thus couldn’t vote for that House, and since the former Lord Marshall Bhagavan Rohini Nahsirk was no where to be found, that House would forfeit its vote.  Apsara appeared to be siding with Nerodia, so she was basically out of the picture. The Prime House Volans, whose Throne was being claimed, also had no vote since there was no eligible living member of that Noble family left. If there was, this whole charade would be a waste of time.

That left them in a quandary. Where was Mishi planning on getting the extra vote to break the tie? She had to have a plan, or why else come to this system, to the former glory of the Prime House Volans.  Unless, of course, she was hoping to force the issue and break Apsara away from Nerodia. He didn’t understand it and anything he didn’t understand he didn’t like. Change was bad, regardless what form it took and change without clear understanding was even worse. And this had such a feeling of foreboding to it all that he felt ready to vomit at the slightest provocation.

"Please, Mishi, stop pacing. You're giving me a headache just watching you."

"Shut up, Amal, and drink some more, else I'll give you something to induce a headache in that fat head of yours," Mishi finally said quietly, under her breath in that short, bursting dialect of hers.

She did, however, stop pacing. 

She stood between Gada and the large trans-aluminum window and the light from the distant star shone in and through her thin dress, revealing her body beneath to a pleased Gada, whose eyebrows rose majestically. Mishi looked up from her deep thoughts, for they could only be deep thoughts with the creases on her brow making her true age call itself out like a road-map. She looked at Gada as if she could read his mind, could see what it was that he was staring at, frowned with that delicate mouth of hers, then turned back toward the communications system still open, the officer at the other end still waiting for an answer to his earlier asked question. "It's all destroyed?" Mishi asked for the tenth time, as if perhaps the first nine times had been some sort of illusion of her hearing. 

"Yes, Lord Comté.  The planet was completely razed."

"And you say that there are human life signs down there, as well as one Druzsni and many Kroor?"

"Yes, Lord Comté. There are three ships on the surface at what was once the Volans country palace. Most of the people seem to be congregated in the large Noble shuttle while the Kroor appear to be in the smaller Noble shuttle."

"And the two fleets in orbit? They've been confirmed as the same ones from Togo Prime?"

"Yes, Lord Comté"

"W’at are you t’inking, Mishi?" Gada finally asked, these questions and answers having already made the rounds once. She knew all this.  Why was she rehashing it?

She pursed her lips, gave him a quick, furtive glance, then stepped away from the window, spoiling his view. "I'm thinking that they're all already down there, that they may be voting as we speak and we're stuck up here doing nothing, that's what I'm thinking, you moron."

"You know, Mishi, perhaps you’d better start treating us a little better if you plan on us backing you in any bid for the Throne," Amal slurred out in a moment of lucid consciousness.

Mishi turned toward her slowly, her lips curling into a loose smile that had the coldness of a frosted nitrogen insulator. "Was that a threat?" 

"Did it sound like one?"

"Yes, it did, Amal."

Amal flung her arm at Mishi in a distracted gesture, sloshing her drink's contents all over her arm, then brought it back and gulped the remnants back down with a flourish. "Then I guess it was one, wasn't it?"

Mishi stared at the drunken Noble with the far too perceptive mind, then looked over at Gada. "And you? Do you feel the same way?"

Gada looked at her, wanting to tell her to go to G’nash but instead he saw nothing but her beautiful eyes and her body and gulped once, internally chastising himself as he spoke. "I’d neve’ do that to you, Mishi."

She stared at him a moment longer, gave him a fleeting moment of pleasure lighting her face up like a candle, then turned back toward Amal. "Why can't you be more like Gada and back me, Amal?"

Amal reached back and grabbed another glass full of red wine off the bar droid, then looked back at Gada as she answered. "Because I’ve no desire whatsoever to get down your pants or bend you over a table and do you from behind, Mishi. That's why. You’ve nothing, anymore, that interests me." 

She rose, barely, pushing her bulk up with effort from the chair and spilling most of her drink in the process. "In fact, after you let Nerodia between your legs and then let that little girl escape, I don't even know why I'm talking to you. You're a liability is what you are. A fucking whore of a liability." She staggered across the room toward the window and fell against it, bracing herself with a meaty hand as the window strained under the load. She pointed down toward the planet with her drink. "The real power is now down there, with Mastif and Nishada and Prabhasa. Your always hot nether-regions have screwed you out of this Throne once again." She giggled as she looked back at Mishi. "That's funny. Screwed you out of the Throne. So apropos, don't you think?"

"So that's it then? All the loyalty that I've shown to you and this is how you repay me, you stupid fat drunk?"

Amal turned her head half-way toward Mishi, a devious smile planted on her thick lips like a paragon of sarcasm. "Repay you for what? For your stupidity? For betraying us by whoring around with Nerodia? For making us accomplices for the kidnapping and brutal treatment of the Lord Marshall Bhagavan and thus destroying any chance we might have had at gaining the Throne? Repay you? You just haven't figured it out yet, have you? You need us a whole lot more than we need you. If fact, we don't need you whatsoever. Being with you makes us like you and that I don't want to be anything like you.  Nishada had the right idea." She turned back toward the window and the planet below. "Repay you.... Fucking ludicrous."

Mishi's face fell for a brief moment from its concentrated smugness, then curled into disregard. "You're drunk."

"You're fucking right I'm drunk, you stupid bitch," Amal sputtered out as she turned harshly back toward Mishi. "I far prefer to be drunk at this moment then fully conscious like poor Gada over there who's so enamored of you that he can't even see straight, can't see the evil and destruction that seem to follow in your wake like some kind of distorted gravity wave. Besides, I'm smarter drunk than you'll ever be sober."

Mishi started for the door. "I've had enough of your abuse, you drunk whore. I don't need lessons on intrigue from someone like you."

Gada was amazed at how fast Amal moved, how nimbly she maneuvered so that she was between Mishi and the door before Mishi even had an idea that the fat woman was moving.

"Get out of my way, Amal."

"I don't think so, Mishi. Do you really think that we're just going to let you leave us after the mess you've made, leave us to clean it all up?" 

Mishi stepped back, away from the cloud of noxious breath emitted.  "Go land on G’nash, Amal."

"You first, you stupid twit. And don't even think about drawing that weapon, because as you've so astutely pointed out, I'm drunk and there's no telling what I might do to you if you physically threaten me."

Mishi moved her hand away from her waist, then looked over at Gada. "Are you going to let her treat me like this?"

Gada frowned. He actually agreed with Amal's assertions, but how did he keep his good standing with Mishi, how did he keep his chances of getting into her bed if he contradicted her now? "’Ow would you like her to t’eat you?"

Mishi's face fell a moment, as if the one person whom she thought would never betray her, had. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means t’at Amal ‘as a point, Mishi. If we go the’e divided, we'll all be ‘eld accountable for w’at ‘appened to Amalt’ea and for our ‘ebellion. You damn well know t’at the Volans set a p’etty ‘igh standard of punis’ment for t’ose foolish enough to attempt a ‘ebellion against the Impe’ium."

"The Volans? You're as stupid as this fat whore blocking my way.  There’s no more House Volans! We’re the new future of the Imperium, not Mastif and certainly not Amalthea." Spittle flew from her mouth as her face contorted with suppressed rage.

"May the Creator help us then," Amal mumbled as she downed the last drops in her glass, then threw it against the far bulkhead, a somehow appropriate gesture for the fractured relationship in the room.

"How can you do this to me, Gada?" Mishi moved forward, put a magical hand on his shoulder, ran a finger along his chest as she demurely lowered her eyes.

Gada stood shock still, her touch somehow imbued with a heat all its own that found a concentration of testosterone in his groin. He took a deep breath. "This can be all yours, Gada, if you just give me a chance, if you just trust me to resolve this crisis for the best of all of us. Mastif doesn't have the support. I know this for a fact. We can out-vote him, but only if you help me. You know," she said smoothly as she moved her eyes back up to his and her green icicles stabbed directly into his heart. "There can be a pleasing reward for you after this is all over, after I become empress."

Gada shook for a moment as a chill ran down his spine and the tension in his groin reached the exploding point. She reached down and caressed his hardness as she smiled at him and, unable to control himself any longer, let loose as he closed his eyes and almost collapsed onto the deck.

Mishi smiled slyly as she felt his release, removed her hand—presenting a brief look of utter disgust as she wiped it on his pants—and turned back toward Amal, cocking her head to the side in that mocking look of victory. "So what do you say, Gada? You still with me?"

Gada opened his eyes, ashamed of his reaction, ashamed of his pathetic existence, ashamed of his weakness. "I'm wit’ you, Mishi,” he said weakly.

"Yes, I thought you might be."

Amal laughed as she looked down at the deck a moment, shaking her head at the far too obvious ploy and the feeble reaction of Gada.  "You two make me sick. Are you going to attempt that with all the male Nobles? Better yet, bring your knee pads and you can really have a go at it, all professional like. Do you really think that it's that easy? Do you really think that Mastif will be assuaged so easily when he has Prabhasa and Amalthea to play with? By Morgase's one eye, you're so full of Kroor-shit that you can't even see straight anymore."

"I’ll not be talked to like that by a fat, drunken bitch who whored her way into a Greater House."

Amal shook her head again in mirth, but didn’t move out of the way. "That may very well be true, but my whoring actually worked, now didn't it?"

"And that makes a difference?"

"You're not that stupid, Mishi, despite your attempts otherwise.  What I did as a teenager, I did out of the necessity for survival. What you did with Nerodia.... I’ve no idea why you did what you did with Nerodia. That man played you like he owned you. I got a Greater House out the deal. What have you gotten out of Nerodia beside the blame for Amalthea? A disease perhaps?"

"You're disgusting is what you are. What by G’nash makes you think that I ever slept with that asshole?" Mishi stormed away from the door, hands on hips, and stopped by the window, staring out with tense back and seething fury. How dare that fat thing defy her? Who did she think she was to defy the soon to be empress?

"We assumed t’at the only way ‘e could get you to go along wit’ ‘is plans was t’at ‘e ‘ad bedded you and you’d become enamored of him," Gada added quietly. "What other ‘eason could you ‘ave to abandon us and go wit’ ‘im?

The quiet laughter coming from Mishi sent a chill up Gada's spine and he reached for the bar droid, that had Amal's next drink ready, grabbed it and threw the whole glass full back down his throat.

Amal stepped forward with a look of intrigue playing across her face like a shadow. "Are you trying to tell us that you were playing him all this time?"

"Is that so hard to believe, Amal? Am I so hideous in your eyes that I can't seduce men, that I don't have the skills or the experience to play a man like Nerodia?"

"You're kidding, right?" Amal drawled out with a laugh. "Are you really trying to tell us that you were working Nerodia? That's pretty funny, Mishi. You had me going for a minute there."

Mishi turned around with a flare. "Yes, it's true. If those other idiots hadn't come down, if Nishada hadn't betrayed me, it would’ve worked out just perfectly. But noooo. You're all a bunch of traitors, ready to stab me in the back at the first opportunity—-"

"Please, Mishi, you're going to make me sick if you go on about how much you've done for us again." Amal walked over to the bar droid, eyed Gada viciously a moment for having taken her drink, then took the empty glass and held it in her hand as if the mere presence of the alcohol there made her feel better. "Whatever plan you think you might have had to con Nerodia wasn’t good enough. He most likely saw right through the whole damn thing and that's why he was stringing you along."

"I didn't see you opposing him any, Amal. I didn't see either you or Gada or any of the other whining Nobles oppose him when he showed up with the Lord Marshall Bhagavan tied up behind a Kroor like some kind of pet. So don't you dare stand there and tell me that I did the wrong thing. At least I did something."

Amal set her glass down—a very rare event—and started to clap, slowly, deliberately.

"What by G’nash is all that about, you fat H'chalk?"

"Isn't that what you wanted? Recognition for your fabulous blow job, I mean fabulous job of conning Nerodia into doing just what you wanted?" 

"You're an ass, Amal."

"Yes, but I'm an ass that you need and that makes it alright."

Mishi headed for the door again and Amal's large girth blocked her again. "I told you, Mishi. It's not going to be that easy this time." 

Mishi frowned, placed hands on hips and Gada was certain that she almost stomped her foot, but restrained from that immature motion at the last minute. "What by G’nash do you want with me, Amal? We need to get down there before it's all decided without us and you standing there all drunk like that and preventing me from getting a shuttle ready isn't helping matters much at all.”

"What do I want? I want someone to love. I want to spend my nights looking out over my vineyards as the sun sets slowly, colorfully. I want things to be back to the way they used to be before the virus and the Ynos and the damnable assassination of Aquila Denebs. But what I'll be satisfied with is an explanation of how you're planning on claiming Aldebaren and Gôrecki as your own and hence claiming the Throne, because if you don't have a decent, workable plan then I'm going to back whomever tickles my fancy when I get down there, or whomever appears to have the best chances. I’ll not attach myself or my House to a losing cause only to have it all taken away by the person who actually claims the Throne, because that's exactly what's going to happen. So convince me, Mishi. Bring me back to your side by convincing me that you have a positron's chance in the anti-matter mixture container of living through the next few hours."

Mishi eyed the large woman for several minutes and neither said anything as Gada watched, apprehensively. He wished that he’d the balls to speak his mind like Amal just had. It might just make him feel better. But then, it might also make him throw-up. 

"Okay. I guess it's only right that I at least tell you my plans since you're also putting your necks on the line." She walked over to the bar droid and picked up the next glass of wine that the little device had prepared for Amal's consumption. She picked it up, brought it up to the light, took a delicate sip. "3710?"

"Eleven, actually. Not the best year or vintage. It comes from one of the lesser vineyards in a colder region of Filac Prime. But it's all that this stupid ship has. Not my first choice, certainly."

"I tend to like the white wines better. Not as rich, far drier."

"Your explanation, Mishi. Getting me wrapped up into talking about my vineyards isn't going to work."

Mishi eyed her over the edge of the glass, finished the rest of the wine and set the glass down gently. "Back in the late 2500's, when the Lesser House Toyodago was still a new House and the Second Imperium was starting to purge the Houses of anti-Volans sentiment, it—-“

"Is this going to be a long story, Mishi, because I'm starting to get hungry already."

Mishi eyed the smiling Amal viciously, but continued. "It was decided that the Lesser House Toyodago needed to strengthen their hand against any intrigues directed their way. A marriage was arranged between the Lesser House Toyodago and the Greater Houses Aldebaren and Gôrecki, to interlock the families together. Both those Houses were new, risen up by the Volans and considered loyal beyond a doubt, so our intermarriage sealed our loyalty and began the long line of military leaders that my House provided for the Second Imperium."

Amal started to laugh as she sat back down in her chair, causing it to bend under the strain.

Gada looked at Mishi as if she were an idiot, the string he’d tied around his penis and attached to her body snapping distinctly. "A’e you t’ying to tell us t’at you're basing your acquisition of t’ose two ‘ouses on an obscure ma’iage t’at took place over a t’ousand yea’s ago?"

"You're a fool, Mishi. A fool,” Amal managed to get out through the peels of snorts racking her body and making her flesh jiggle disgustingly. "But you must have balls of steel if you truly plan on using that connection to gain those Houses, and for that I applaud you."

Mishi actually looked hurt by the ribbing she was receiving. "It might be an obscure marriage, but it still places me in direct line to their respective Houses."

"And ‘ave you conveniently fo’gotten about the off-sp’ing of t’ose two dead Nobles?" Gada asked as he took another drink from the droid and downed it mercilessly, forgetting all about his vow not to become intoxicated. “Do you ‘eally believe t’at t’ey’ll just allow you to over-‘ule thei’ p’e’ogative and take cont’ol of those ‘ouses? T’ey might all be young, but Amal was only fifteen when she took over ‘er ‘ouse. T’ey a’en't stupid, Mishi."

Mishi pursed her lips again as she stared down at her two adversaries who had once been her closest allies. "No, of course I haven't forgotten about the legitimate heirs, but do you really think that they’re down there on the surface at the moment? I hardly think so.”

"And t’at some’ow makes it ‘ight?

"Actually," Amal slurred out as she eyed Mishi slyly. "Perhaps the Lord Comté is even shrewder than we assumed."

"And ‘ow’s t’at? She plans to sc’ew us over wit’out us catching on?" 

"No." Amal set her glass of wine down and stood again, this time taking far longer but eventually managing to get onto her feet. "I do believe that Mishi expects to actually gain the Throne, and then what the real heirs of the Greater Houses of Aldebaren and Gôrecki think will be a moot point, because those two Houses will cease to exist. These are strange times. It's actually quite brilliant in an odd, surreal sort of way." Amal picked her glass up off the table and rose it in salute to Mishi.

Mishi had trouble hiding the smile dancing across her face, across her eyes. "So do I have your support now?"

"Hardly," Amal drawled into her glass as she sucked down the red liquid. "But I will say that I’ll withhold my opinion one way or the other until we get down there and I see what we're up against."

Mishi made to protest, but Amal shook a finger at her in warning.  "Wait. Don't go jumping to conclusions. If it appears that you’ve a chance, then I’ll back you, as will Gada. Right Gada?"

Gada, still not understanding the complete implications of all that had been said, looked over at Amal, then back at Mishi. He finished his drink and sighed.

"See, Mishi.  We can all come to an amicable arrangement that will eventually benefit all of us."

"I'm not quite sure that I agree with you, Amal," Mishi mumbled out as she rubbed her forehead to forestall the upcoming headache she knew was going to attack at any moment.

"Yes, well, we can't all be happy, now can we? As for the possibility that you’re not able to carry the day, that we find that they’ve already created a voting block against anything you can do, then I most humbly suggest that you start working on your seduction techniques, Mishi. The chances are a male will be chosen. Nishada doesn't want it and I really don't think that Prabhasa will want it either. So even if you lose your bid, it’s very possible that you could become the emperor's mistress and gain your craving for power from behind the palace doors. It wouldn't be the first time it's happened, now would it? And besides, you seem well suited to such an existence."

Mishi rose both eyebrows in her state of shock as she look at Amal from under her hand. "You want me to sell myself like that? You really think that I’d do that?

Now it was Gada's turn to laugh, and he quickly covered his mouth, looking guilty.

She turned her head to look at him, piercing him with emerald icicles. "And what did you find so funny about that statement, Gada?"

"Probably the same thing that I do. You'll do about anything.... No, you will do anything to gain the power you crave like water, and slutting around the emperor is certainly not beneath you, especially considering that you had the bad sense to try it on, of all people, Nerodia."

"How many times do I have to tell you that I never slept with that man? And anyway, what would be so bad about it? It's not like he's bad looking and couldn't get the job done."

"Do we ‘eally need to talk about t’is?" Gada asked, feeling like an invisible participant whose opinion was handed to him by others. “All t’is talk is.... Well, ‘ather vulga’ as fa’ as I'm conce’ned. Shouldn’t we be concent’ating on how to get down the’e wit’out ou’ s’uttle being blown to bits by the othe’ fleets?"

"That? You're worried about that?" Amal asked harshly, with a hint of amusement. "That's the last thing we need to worry about. We're all Nobles here, of Greater Houses of the Imperium nonetheless. We’ve a right to go down to Elysian Promise at any time we wish. It's part of the Samicaná Decree."

"Eally?" Gada asked in all honestly. He’d never really paid much attention to all that political jargon and documentation. It only gave him a headache.

Amal turned to look at Mishi. "Shall we?"

"And what if they choose a female to be emperor? What sage advice do you have for me then?"

The door slid open before Amal's bulk and she answered as she stepped out of the room. "The same thing you'll do if it's a male.  Seduce her and become her mistress. I'm sure you have it in you."

Gada watched them both leave, having, it seemed, forgotten all about him as if he were truly invisible. And the funny thing was that he’d actually finally made up his mind as to what he was going to do once down on the surface. And he was fairly certain that neither Amal nor Mishi were going to like it very much.
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Insanity is simply another form of the reality we take for granted.

Who’s to say that those who are insane are actually the only rational

ones and the rest of us are lost in our own worlds of deceit? What moral leg do we have to stand on when we proclaim that our form of reality is superior to other forms? Is that not what the insane person claims all along?
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She sat with her back to the door, facing the window looking out onto the planet they were approaching. A cup of tea was cuddled in her hands, her hands in her lap, its heat having already dissipated. The scent of mint, strong when first poured, now lingered in the air like an after-taste, tart yet subtle as it mixed with the artificial odor of the anti-grav plates and the out-dated environmental system. She watched with muted expression as the warships in orbit came into focus, became more than just small smudges against the blackness as they caught the rays of the sun and glinted in their deadly dance. She counted far more than she thought would be in a single fleet and found it reasonable that there would be so many here, orbiting this planet.

It was, after-all, the Seat of the Imperium, or at least used to be. 

There were supposed to be lots of fleets milling about this system, not lots of debris of shattered and burnt-out hulks of warships heralded as indestructible. And the fleets that were intact, that looked whole, also seemed to be in disarray, appeared as if straight out of combat, as if something were wrong with them, the way they moved, guarded, brooded. She was certainly no military-minded individual and knew about as much as any urchin off the streets concerning fleet formations, but she was aware of the tension that seemed to emanate from the warships as they moved about restlessly, a tension she didn’t think belonged, surrounding the poly-carbon coffins as they made their intricate preparations for death.

But it was a fleeting thought, really.

Her mind, trying to grasp onto anything that was not the last few hours, had her thinking of things on which she normally would never reflect. It was a defensive mechanism she’d learned to employ long ago. Keep the mind busy on non-consequential matters and the worries would eventually subside, if only for a few hours, and not intrude like the cutting knife they were to her soul. All she had needed was a few hours between the time of the failed mutiny and when they would reach Elysian Promise. That was all she needed to deal with at the moment.  One block of time at a time, nice and easy.  

It was, in reality, a few hours too many. 

She’d even forgotten about her tea, a distraction she normally enjoyed but which couldn’t even calm her
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