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Chapter One: Congregation

	Meeting of the minds

	Lord Pondur stared outside his office’s panoramic windows watching the industrial district back in full swing. Rust red vapors drifted from the giant smokestacks, briefly coloring the sky a soft pink before dissipating. Construction rings surrounded the main refinery for the rebuilding of the upper halves, still caved in and exposed to the elements. 

	Every crevice on his craggy face scrunched deeper. 

	He straightened his stance, clasping both hands behind his back, which made the quarter length dress jacket pull tight around his shoulders. A charcoal vest and cream-colored ascot complimented his maroon matte tailored suit. The Dreridian crest etched on the vest and jacket’s shiny gold buttons gleamed in the light. His collar curved up around his oval head. Casual, yet dignified. He always came prepared regardless of no scheduled meetings.

	Every planet in the Dreridian system sat on high alert after an unknown enemy scourge attacked them less than a year ago. Battle cruisers patrolled the space, looking out for any vortices that may pop open. Business resumed following the disruption of trade though behavior and movement became solemn. Construction for new satellite hubs replacing the previously destroyed ones was only half completed.

	A small spark of fury lingered at the enemy’s audacity to strike his home. And not only his. Their relentless pursuit targeted the two most powerful races in the five solar systems, Razzna and Azrom, along with the newly formed Lassian force.

	A proposed alliance between the three made him uneasy. Granted, combining their resources would make them a might of staggering proportions. That also meant they could challenge him in the future. Maybe we throw our hat in the fray as well? He figured having a spot in the alliance would help deter such an outcome. As powerful as they were, each race only gained their status over a millennium ago. Mere babes in the scheme of things.

	The Dreridians scoured the galaxy, setting up trade systems for the past two thousand years, making them the prime industry leaders. Others tried to build similar ones, yet never achieved the same level of success. Lord Pondur snorted. The Dreridian reach was vast.

	The door slid open. His head of science, Lord Graggor, entered. The portly creature moved gracefully, despite his size, to stand next to him. A dark grey tailored three-piece suit a shade darker than his cragged skin made him the picture of an aristocrat. His two stone horns were short and stubby, in contrast to Pondur’s thinner, pointy ones.

	“I read the reports. Everything is almost back to peak production.” Lord Graggor laced his fingers in front of him and rested them on his belly. “The damage proved minimal after crunching the numbers.”

	“What do you think about joining the alliance with those three imbeciles?”

	Lord Graggor turned towards him in shock at the sudden outburst. He drew a deep breath and reverted his gaze back to the scene below.

	“We could monitor them better. Keep them at bay in case they decide to go against us.” His face tightened. “I think we’re giving them more credit than they warrant.”

	“I agree. They are still too young.”

	“We could,” Lord Graggor seemed to tread carefully as he spoke, “mentor them. Get their leadership on track so they won’t drastically trade like before.”

	Lord Pondur’s brow lifted in surprise. He had not thought of that. Instead of the constant chastising, they would benefit from a lesson in true power. He thought about their military might. Crass and barbaric. Useful for when the Dreridians didn’t want to get their hands dirty.

	“Why, Lord Graggor, that is a fascinating proposal.”

	Lord Graggor tilted his head to one side and shrugged. “I do what I can, my Lord.”

	“You came for a different reason.” Lord Pondur frowned. “What is it now?”

	“It appears the enemy received the location of New Lassa’s gate coordinates and attempted to raze the planet.” Lord Graggor grimaced.

	“Is that so? How did that happen?” Lord Pondur asked, not happy. He had a theory.

	“Planet Barrima, under Sestis’ regency, felt slighted and sought revenge. Of course, they realized their error too late.”

	Lord Pondur lowered his head in defeat. His fears further solidified from his mistake to not help the regency planets at the start.

	“The damage?” He braced for the reply.

	“Astonishingly,” Lord Graggor began, “the Lassians managed to push them back. That woman,” his disdain for the Lassian scientist Ganna clear, “had devised a defense system in such a short time.”

	“Really?” Lord Pondur replied with intrigue. “So, they learn quite fast. Good.” He nodded.

	“What are your next moves, my lord? The enemy hasn’t unleashed any attacks in the past cycle. They are surely regrouping, as they have done before.”

	“No doubt.” Lord Pondur unclasped his hands and tapped his chin with one finger. “Send out a message to all our posts. I want to know the whereabouts of their main fleet. We will reward any information leading to its location.”

	“Monetary or credit?”

	Lord Pondur turned a sour expression towards him. “This minor distraction does not warrant payment,” he snapped. “Trade credit will suffice. Add in free shipping for hauls outside their system.”

	“Very good, my Lord. A perfect incentive.”

	“Now, go find out what kind of defense system that Lassian scientist has created.”

	“On my way for inspection in two days.”

	Lord Graggor exited the office, leaving Lord Pondur to his quiet observations. The Lassians. He still had little information on that race. They appeared out of nowhere. Or had they? The speed with which they learned, and the complicated nature of their cores, made him think they may have been something else entirely. 

	What jumpstarted their evolution?

	When they came for a seat at the trade table, he was leery of them. They had not divulged their planet’s location and, being new, the other conglomerates didn’t push the issue since they had no intention of visiting. The gate coordinates had changed with the new planet. Lord Pondur now wanted to know the location of their original home world. Something told him it was the key to all this.

	And I will find it.

	###

	The calm, yellow tone of New Lassa’s clear skies added to the sun’s rays. A warm breeze caressed the Eastern landscape. A large ship port housed four Lassian vessels docked on the far side, taking up its capacity. Workers from each clan did check points, preventative maintenance, and cleaning. A new skill they all had to learn after being driven into the trade industry. They used the ships for transport of goods and meetings on other planets.

	This new reality made many Lassians nervous. They had never built such things, nor needed them in the past. The gate had always sufficed. Each battle meant the clans acted more like militia than warriors. None wanted this.

	On the overhead platform above the docks, Ganna stared down at the four ships, admiring their craftmanship. A labor of love, and a necessity. After sending the enemy packing only two moon cycles ago, she had a council meeting to advance New Lassa’s defense system. In the north, she established another gate to lessen the burden on the two already serving as pre-check and entry.

	The slow-moving breeze swished the hem of her off-white robes around her ankles, tickling the tops of her feet in the leather sandals. Not ideal footwear for the docks. She had no reason for going down there. Workers loaded cargo for an order in a nearby ship. Ganna frowned. She didn’t like the Dreridians’ terms and would be glad when they completed the last obligatory one. She prided herself on keeping New Lassa’s location from them this whole time.

	Until now. The enemy had ruined that. Lord Pondur would seek New Lassa itself. An anti-tracking system built into each gate left many visitors confused as to their true coordinates in the cosmos. That method no longer provided safety for them.

	She straightened her posture and turned away from the railing. A deep hate smoldered in her chest. The secret she alone kept for so long would have to be revealed sooner than planned. When the representative from the Tolitha system’s royal planet showed footage of the enemy, in that moment, every fiber of her being wanted to cry out in terror. Instead, she remained calm and began a plan of action.

	The Dreridians finding their home world close to where the enemy originated frightened her. She never thought in a thousand years that they would encounter those creatures ever again. 

	Why? Why had fate thrown us to the depths of despair once more?

	The need to find an appropriate time to tell Chardon and the council about the enemy weighed on her. There would be anger, for her silence, and confusion. Not yet. Her first priority went to creating a weapon to defend against the enemy. She stopped walking as she reached outside, shielding her eyes from the sunlight.

	Before that, she needed to diffuse the fire caused by the revelation that Hon and Mota, two manbeasts of the same litter, had ended up mated to each other. The situation escalated because she had known about it and kept Mota’s promise to keep it secret.

	“Everything is such a mess,” she sighed.

	Shaking her head at the task ahead, she resumed walking towards the main hall where the other leaders congregated to fulfill their duties.

	###

	Jaron sat at her large wooden desk inside the one hundred square foot designated work quarters. She had moved it in front of the lone picture window on the far wall with her back to the scenery, eliminating distraction. Her long-sleeved white gown dragged on the floor, the sleeveless blue overlay an inch shorter. She sat back in the hand carved chair courtesy of her mate, Modas. Handy when it counted.

	Her mind raced as she thought about her children. Once again, Ganna had played God. How many secrets do you have? Jaron was beyond angry. Not because of the mating situation between her litter. No. The not knowing. Ganna could have told her about it when the case first became certain. It would have made it easier to comfort Mota these troubling days.

	The muffled tap on the door let her know Ganna had arrived. She had demanded the woman come to explain herself. That she agreed surprised her.

	“Come,” Jaron called out.

	The door opened and Ganna strolled in, a wide grin on her face as she shut it behind her.

	“What a glorious afternoon!” Ganna sat in the chair across from Jaron. “You can’t possibly be still working. Get out in the fields before the day is over.”

	Jaron narrowed her eyes and rested her chin on the hands of her propped up arms. Ganna’s expression didn’t waver.

	Lassa’s love, I despise her!

	“You know why you’re here. Spit it out.”

	“Really,” Ganna smirked. “There’s no reason for that.”

	“You kept this from us and, as a result, harmed my family. You deserve much worse.”

	“I promised Mota I would never tell a soul.”

	“When did you do that?”

	“When his core revived him. There was no way the litter would have survived. He was heartbroken.”

	The way Ganna delivered it with no emotion made Jaron bristle. It meant nothing to her.

	“But you knew before that,” Jaron spat.

	“Well, yes.” Ganna leaned away from the desk. Jaron raised her brow, amused that she thought she might strike. “I made that observation when Mota fell ill one day.”

	“So, you gave counsel to Mota and Hon without my knowledge?” Jaron dropped her arms.

	“Not quite.” Ganna turned her head, looking away.

	“What does that mean?” Jaron placed her hands flat on the desk, ready to push herself up.

	“Hon did not know.” Ganna glanced back at her. Jaron froze, her eyes widening. “I had made the discovery only a few days before the blast.”

	Jaron slumped down in her seat, arms extended across the desk’s surface. She stared at nothing, her heart aching for her poor children. Then the entirety of it struck. Mota and Hon. An unlikely match. A terrible one. As if realizing the same, Ganna turned back to her with the same expression.

	“It is quite disturbing.” Ganna sighed. “Hon will be more than a handful than ever before. I can’t imagine his desperation for reclaiming his status and…” She eyed Jaron.

	Having a litter to replace the one lost, Jaron finished in her head. Regardless of how Mota would feel about the idea. She glared at Ganna.

	“Any more of my offspring with these attributes?”

	“Amazingly, no.” Ganna sat for a moment, appearing to contemplate something. Then she slapped her thighs and stood. “Well. That’s all I have.”

	“That’s a lie.” Jaron slid her arms off the desk and let them flop in her lap. “You have so many secrets, there isn’t enough lifetimes for us to expose them all.”

	The way Ganna tilted her head with hooded eyes before leaving solidified her statement.

	What else are you hiding, you monster?

	###

	Chardon stood on the platform adjacent to the docking area, watching the Barrima ship touch down onto the clamping mechanism. A loud clank resounded when they secured its underbelly. He exhaled slowly, calming his increased ire for their actions the first time they arrived on New Lassa. A dark blue trim accented the hem of his white robes, along with a sleeveless duster of the same color. He pushed the sides of his now waist long hair behind his ears in frustration.

	I need to cut this mess!

	It amazed him how Talas always kept his long hair in check. The real reason he let it grow so long stood beside him. Halfar found his long tresses to be some new toy to play with, wrapping his fingers in them during mating to the point of tangling. Chardon glanced over at him.

	Halfar wore his signature white tunic with black leggings, boots, and coat. He focused those murky green eyes, angrier than usual, on the ship’s ramp coming down.. His superior air as a former Supreme Ruler of Azrom never went away. Authority exuded from his entire being.

	“Take a breath, my love. They learned their lesson already.” Chardon saw the first few passengers head down the ramp. “Be nice.”

	“Have they?” Halfar balked. “And absolutely not.”

	His reply, dripping with disdain, made Chardon tense with desire. He took another deep breath. Sensing his mood, Halfar turned his head towards Chardon.

	“I will remedy your ailment after this.” He said it so deadpan; it caught Chardon off guard. “I won’t be gentle either.” He turned back to the Barrima ship. “I need release since I can’t torture or kill these imbeciles.”

	“No, you can’t,” Chardon admonished him. “We’ve talked about this so many times.”

	“Still don’t agree.”

	The leader of Planet Barrima, Master Adan, followed by his first officer, Commander Ryben, stepped onto the platform right as the ramp’s edge connected to the walkway. Ten soldiers, looking worn out and dingy as usual, followed. Chardon reined in his disdain.

	Truth be told, he had yet to send a convoy to Barrima to assess the planet. He also knew they were mechanics, getting dirty being part of their trade. It still irked him they used their appearance to gather sympathy from other systems.

	“Regent Chardon,” Master Adan greeted with a slight bow, his tone playful. “It is good to see you doing well.” He straightened his posture, then flinched as his gaze landed on Halfar. “Lord Halfar.” He cleared his throat and tilted his head forward. “You as well.”

	Halfar, not amused, let his stare burn into their guests like hot coals. Chardon let out a sigh. “Let’s get this done.” He walked off to the lift, sitting open at the end of the walkway.

	The group in tow, Halfar tracked them as each passed before he took up the rear. Trust had to be earned. The Barrimans had ways to go, their credit already starting in the negative.

	They rode the lift down to the surface and headed towards the main commons attached to the temple. Manbeasts serving as guards eyed the entourage, zeroing in on the Barrimans. When they arrived at the conference room, the already seated council members were having drinks.

	“We didn’t expect them to arrive on time in the first place,” the head engineer said. He took a sip of his drink while sneering at Master Adan.

	“There was traffic in the next system.” Master Adan… pouted? “You insisted on making us hold there until you opened the gate.”

	Chardon felt Halfar’s intensity rise. He placed a hand on his shoulder. 

	Easy.

	The head of science gawked at him. “You dare to complain after what you brought to our home?” Her voice rose with each word.

	“We have apologized thrice over,” Master Adan replied.

	“And it’s not enough!” Jaron walked around them as she entered.

	They all sat on cushions around the large oval table. Servants arrived to dispense drinks to the newcomers, then hurried back out.

	“Now,” the head of science said. “What shall we do about all this?”

	“Can I make a request?” Commander Ryben raised his hand at chest level.

	“What could you possibly ask at this juncture?” the head of science snapped.

	“It’s about my counterpart on the neutral zone planet.”

	“Ahh, Commander Veris, was it?” The political head asked.

	“Yes. Would it be feasible to have him and his soldiers released?”

	Silence.

	“That,” the new liaison for New Lassa began, “is up to the planet’s leaders. Have you forgotten? Your people let an enemy force ravage their world. It is only fitting they’re imprisoned and forced to assist in repairs.”

	“I understand that.” Commander Ryben’s brow furrowed. “They are also master mechanics, and we need them if work resumes.”

	Well, damn. 

	Chardon had not thought about that. “Negotiating their release will not be without consequences.” He leaned forward. “By taking responsibility, which would be perceived as such if we go on their behalf, would open us up for sanctions.”

	The mood became heavy. The liaison folded her arms and sat back against the wall behind her. She glanced over at the political head.

	“This will be messy. I can go plead their case, but there are no guarantees I will succeed.”

	“We only ask that you try.” Master Adan appeared to have humbled. Halfar snorted.

	“Let’s get on with the agenda for today,” the political head said. “We need to get an assessment done quickly before the enemy regroups.”

	Jaron set the tablet in her lap on the table to interface with its system. A hologram of planet Barrima floated in midair above the center. Beside it showed a zoomed image of the surface. Chardon stared at them in awe. It appeared worse than expected.

	“What a vile ecosystem,” the head of science blurted out. He turned away, covering his mouth with one hand.

	“No need to be nasty,” Master Adan stated, rightfully offended.

	“What exactly happened here?” The chief of agriculture asked with narrowed eyes.

	Even Halfar seemed disturbed by the condition of the planet. The regions of extreme weather made it look almost uninhabitable. Chardon finally understood. When they first came to New Lassa, seeking Sestis, they were out for revenge. To have an appointed Regent simply abandon them after citing hope for the future, Barrima needed help, feeling slighted. And the Dreridians gave them to the one person who would not, nor cared to.

	Jaron caught his eye, and the two cousins locked into a wordless agreement. Chardon, not a skilled tactician like Jaron, could also see what they required.

	“First, we need to form a blockade to prevent the enemy from reaching the planet again.” Jaron placed her forearms on the table, clasping her hands. “They may have already realized your broken deal.”

	“Protection will be key while we figure out how to fix the planet’s generator.” Chardon reached over and tapped the surface image where the giant structure sat and zoomed in further. “It also regulates the atmosphere, correct?”

	“Yes.” Master Adan nodded. “When it malfunctioned, we scrambled to find a remedy.”

	“The damage was swift, and we had no time to do so. Lives were more important,” Commander Ryben added. “We have been merely surviving since then.”

	“Question.” The head of science raised her head, perplexed. Everyone gave their attention. “Why does this planet have or need a generator? What happened to its original characteristics?”

	“Being a repair planet requires different biospheres for the ships we take in,” Master Adan replied.

	“It depends on what materials are required for the ship’s build,” Commander Ryben jumped in. “We try to manufacture them in the best possible arena for that technology. If a hull has a low melting point, we dock it in the cooler regions.”

	“And the reverse.” Master Adan smiled. “We take great pride in our work and do it to the fullest of our abilities. That requires taking the material into consideration.”

	It dawned on the Lassians in that moment who they were in the company of. Although they implied the term on so many occasions, it didn’t set in until now. These master mechanics could build, modify, and repair any ship in the five systems and beyond, as verified by the one they brought that crippled the enemy ship from the Azrom battle.

	Master Adan’s skills warranted arrogance. Still don’t like him. Chardon saw why. He reminds me of myself so long ago. Master Adan turned to him, a smirk on his face. Yep. The man would get another rude awakening.

	The Experts

	Ganna tracked Lt. Treshur’s movements around their pristine designated lab on the science planet, Halios. His royal uniform stood out like a sore thumb in the all-white interior. Its pleated material forming the armor effect gave the black bodysuit a dull sheen. The blood red cape he removed earlier from the body armor’s shoulder clasps, lay draped over a nearby chair. His boots made resounding clacks as they struck the hard flooring.

	She watched him stop at one workstation and lean over a specimen in a petri dish. His shoulder length hair, a dark blue hue with sporadic silver, swung forward causing a few strands to fall against his cheeks. He suddenly froze, his eyes narrowing as he glanced sideways. Ganna didn’t waver.

	“Aren’t you uncomfortable in that getup?” She propped the side of her head in one hand. “A lab robe would be much more accommodating.” His physique she found quite pleasing. That aside, she felt the proper attire would be more functional in their current setting.

	A muffled snort came from across the other side of the room. She could only see the partial left side of Lord Graggor, standing behind another workstation, walled off separating it from the rest. The bottom of his dark slacks and shined to perfection shoes were visible under the white lab coat. Part of his craggy neck peeked above the collar.

	Lt. Treshur raised his head a few degrees and placed his hands flat on the surface. The way he stared at her confirmed how she had been observing him. Like a piece of meat. An object.

	“Careful, Lieutenant,” Lord Graggor chided. “She seems to be on a hunt.”

	“Focus on the task at hand, Lassian. If you can’t do that…” His expression hardened.

	“Oh, pfft!” 

	Lt. Treshur resumed his work.

	Ganna straightened her posture at the table occupied by the dismantled enemy weapon in its center. Digital tags labeling each piece floated above them. The ugly, snarled black design ruined the aesthetic. An eyesore among the purity.

	“I am more than capable of getting my end of the research done.” She turned sideways. The blinding white light of day poured through the panoramic windows. Shielding her eyes, she turned back around.

	“Maybe we should lower the pane shields until sunset?” The Razznian scientist came out of hiding from the enclosed space for forensic analysis. The reptilian wore a reddish tan robe attached across one shoulder, leaving the other bare. Its flowing fabric dragged across the floor, making a soft shish sound. “This lab is so bright on its own, especially with the overheads.”

	The Razznian went to the door’s side panel and tapped the window icon. Smoky grey film lowered over them, blocking the sunlight, until it whirred to a stop at the bottom. Ganna breathed a sigh of relief, her retinas still burning. Lord Graggor came around the wall towards the main table where Ganna lounged. 

	“Gather around, please.” Lord Graggor waved them over. He assembled the bundle in his arms next to the enemy parts on the table. Digital tags popped up as he laid them. “As you know, we have replicated all the components necessary to create our counter weapon. There will be a few tweaks going forward but this will do for now.”

	Ganna frowned, already aware of the outcome. Even Lt. Treshur seemed put out. Yet again, the Dreridian outshined them. It should have been me! She had the same knowledge, possibly more, yet she couldn’t figure out the mechanics of the enemy weapon. Its simplicity eluded her. The Razznian’s short talons drumming clicked on the table.

	Lord Graggor placed on the table a cylindrical vial, eight millimeters long and three in width. The turquoise liquid sloshed gently in contrast to the enemy’s thick red gel. Seeing it made them exhale with pride. A feat accomplished in record time; they had created a nullifier for the red tendrils’ damage.

	“And now for the delivery system.” Lord Graggor picked up the first piece. “This will be our masterpiece.”

	The others followed suit, picking up components. Together, they assembled the new weapon, carefully connecting every part before inserting the vial. The Razznian snapped it in place, then raised the weapon. Shorter than the enemy’s and lightweight. Lt. Treshur had commented on it earlier. The enemy’s weapons reflected their stocky, heavy form. They could carry them with ease. For the races in the alliance, not so much. Ganna gauged the original at nearly ten kilos and it came close once they got it on the scale.

	“Your verdict?” Lord Graggor’s thin lips curved into a smirk.

	“Did you really need our assistance?” Lt. Treshur asked.

	Lord Graggor scoffed. “Of course! I am not omniscient. Collaboration is key with these things. It benefits all of us.”

	“It shouldn’t be a surprise.” The Razznian turned the weapon in his hands. “Dreridians are known for their products of war.”

	“That sounds so insidious,” Lord Graggor objected.

	“Yet true.” Ganna took hold of the weapon as the Razznian handed it over. She hefted it a few times, then rested the back end against her shoulder while aiming it at the wall ahead. “Perfect. Even I can handle it.”

	“What? No rude remarks or dissention?” Lord Graggor raised his brow.

	“There’s no point in that.” She handed the weapon to Lt. Treshur.

	Contrary to belief, Azrom used projectile weapons as well. Their expert fighting skills lie in morphed forms and swordsmanship. On a large-scale assault, they resembled Dreridians more than they liked.

	Lt. Treshur scrutinized the weapon with those expert eyes. Lord Graggor gave him a knowing stare. A queasiness hit Ganna. Azrom didn’t need new weapons. Neither did Razzna nor the Dreridians. The Lassians would rarely use this new one, since she had no intention of letting the enemy near New Lassa ever again.

	In her quest for more knowledge and scientific advancements, she forgot to question her motivation. Her conversation with Chardon decades ago, where he admonished her enclosed, narrow vision that didn’t allow a common sense factor, smacked her in the head. She looked over at Lord Graggor and his intense expression made her unconsciously step back. He understood her concern, and she wasn’t sure if he would exploit it.

	The Razznian and Lt. Treshur seemed to realize the same thing. Lt. Treshur stopped examining the weapon and set it down. He addressed Lord Graggor.

	“Just so we’re clear. This is not an invitation to eliminate each other. This is an alliance that we were reluctant to have you in.”

	“Oh, I know.” Lord Graggor’s beady grey eyes appeared to brighten. “The same goes for you. We will not tolerate any backstabbing. Against us or yourselves.”

	The Razznian tilted his head. “Are Dreridians accepting us as equals, then?”

	Lord Graggor’s eyes went wide. “Let’s not go that far!” He became calm. “We merely acknowledge your status in the five systems.” He turned to Ganna. “The Lassians have yet to show their true might. I look forward to that.”

	Ganna stiffened. What does he know? She saw the way the Razznian and Lt. Treshur glanced at her before turning away. Her skin grew warm in the cold lab. Have they stumbled on something I didn’t keep hidden well enough?

	Lord Graggor slapped his meaty hands on the table, his large talons hitting the surface so hard Ganna thought it had cracked. Looking down, she found it still intact.

	“Enough chatter. Let’s head to the demonstration wing and try it out.” Lord Graggor motioned to the enemy’s weapon. “Our assistants can reassemble this and bring it to us.”

	“That makes no sense if we are going there now.” Lt. Treshur gave him a suspicious stare.

	“Oh. That’s because we need to have sustenance first. Look at the time. We have been at it since the night before.”

	They stared at the universal time displays spanning above the entrance. The window shields held off the heat of midday.

	“I guess I could eat.” Ganna walked towards the door.

	Lt. Treshur followed, getting close to her, and leaned into her neck.

	“Be careful you don’t reap what you sow, Lassian,” he whispered. “I would tread carefully with the Dreridians.”

	“I could say the same to you,” Ganna countered.

	“We always do.” Lt. Treshur moved past her into the equally pale corridor.

	Once again, Ganna felt like she missed something important.

	###

	The Dreridian invitation listed it as a meeting of the minds. Halfar stared at the digital card with contempt. To prevent the strain on his neck, he sat upright on the bed, swinging his legs over the side. His hair splayed across his shoulders over the white tunic, almost touching his thighs. The black leggings hugged every inch. A Lassian robe would have been more comfortable, but he couldn’t get used to them.

	Focused back on the invite, he saw the names of the other guests. Lord Kraznan with his head of military, the lord of planet Yaos, and Emperor Calabra of planet Jiez. This was no ordinary meeting. Every one of them had conquered worlds with devastating might. He understood the reason for the secret collaboration. The thought of being in the same room as those vultures made him ill.

	Along with his name were Generals Kur and Rass. They would easily deter any scrutiny from Romnus and make rendezvous point on time. Fooling Farin would be another story. His daughter could sniff out the truth instantly, yet never tell her mate. Halfar chuckled.

	Serves Romnus right!

	Halfar stowed the invite in his leggings’ fold pocket when the chamber door opened. Chardon eyed him with suspicion while closing the door. That’s where Farin gets it. He leaned back on the bed, propping his elbows. Even with that distrusting stare, he found Chardon stunning.

	I love you more than life.

	“What are you doing?” Chardon asked. She crawled next to him on the bed. “You look like you’re hiding something.”

	“Hmm? Is that so?” Halfar cocked his head, smiling mischievously. “I was waiting for you.” He reached out, running his fingers along the exposed skin above her breasts.

	“Stop that!” She smacked his hand away, frowning. “We have more important things to do than mating.”

	Halfar feigned anger, narrowing his eyes at her. She didn’t acknowledge the rejection. He flopped down, lying flat. “What could be more important than that?”

	Chardon balked at him. “Have you forgotten we are in the middle of an impending war?”

	“I have not.” Halfar grabbed hold of her, pulling her body over his. He cupped her face in his hands. “I need you, always.”

	“Halfar,” Chardon sighed.

	He flipped her over with ease and straddled her. In the seconds she lay startled, he yanked off her robes, exposing slightly tanned skin. He really needed relief. His ire at the Dreridian’s blatant display of power festered. Removing his own clothes, he smacked Chardon on the side of her buttocks when she tried to protest.

	“Lay still.” Halfar watched her eyes glaze over in ecstasy as he entered her. So dishonest. He opted to punish her a little. Leaning close, he whispered in her ear, “I won’t let you go this day.”

	###

	The second gate on New Lassa had a secondary system created by Halfar that allowed Azrom to tap into the coordinates and reroute if necessary. In the dead of night, he made his way to the site. Far from satiated after his long bout of mating with Chardon, he tried to calm himself. Anxiety crept in. Kur had commissioned a small recon ship and would pick him up at a checkpoint outside of New Lassa’s system.

	The darker than usual night sky marked the start of the cold season. He felt a touch of icy air caress the back of his neck. The moist underbrush muted his footsteps. Multiple presences alerted him to manbeasts keeping watch in the hills and mountains above. A peaceful planet that seemed to not have any woes. Halfar brow scrunched. New Lassa should not be tainted by war and forced into military might! He remained adamant about that.

	Halfar stopped at the gate console, a few feet from the guardian. The man stared at him in confusion. Halfar let out a loud sigh.

	“You will walk away and not tell anyone where I have gone. The coordinates are to be wiped from the system.”

	The guardian went into a defensive stance. “And why should I do that?”

	Halfar morphed his hands into giant claws. The guardian hissed, backing away, still holding his position.

	“Because it would keep New Lassa safe. Even if for a little while.”

	The guardian hesitated at first, then stood straight, moving to his post.

	“I don’t trust you. I can never trust you.”

	“That’s fair.” Halfar’s arms reverted. “I expect nothing less.” He motioned for the guardian to step aside. “I will set the destination myself. You only need to remove its trace afterwards.”

	“The less I know?” The guardian retorted.

	“Exactly.”

	Halfar entered the points he received from Kur and activated the gate. It would alert Ganna and Chardon within minutes. By the time they reached the gate, he would be long gone. The mini vortex gaped open. Wrapping his cloak around him to stop it from being taken by the wind, he walked through the black swirling mouth that engulfed him.

	The guardian stared at the coordinates before reluctantly deleting them. Right as he finished, Ganna and Chardon came running up the hill towards the gate. He hung his head, fists clenched on the console. From above, he felt a manbeast’s stare burrow into him.

	###

	Planet Jiez had too many colors for Halfar’s taste. The always jubilant population showed off their wealth in excess extravagance. He sat slumped against the porthole of the cruiser’s main cabin. Across from him, Kur smirked, with arms crossed, at the scene below. Rass stared in disgust. Light streamers flew in the air despite it being midday. The space docks on the planet surface were close to full. When one departed, another sat not far behind to take its place.

	Emperor Calabra’s palace, looming in the distance, would once again accept visitors from the five systems. The cruiser approached the dock near the sprawling structure and landed with ease on the clamp mechanisms. They secured the ship, making it jolt. Halfar waited for the ramp to open before getting up, with Rass and Kur close behind.

	Wearing full regal uniforms, the three stood out as they stepped down onto the ramp. When Halfar pulled out his former attire from a storage bin, Chardon immediately confiscated it for cleaning. Chemical solutions erased the scent of blood and battle. Where Kur and Rass had red capes flowing from their shoulders, Halfar wore a black full length collared coat with red trim.

	The emperor’s assistant, a small creature barely five feet tall, their face smooth like a child’s, came up to them. The eyes brimming with joy had seen too much. A bodysuit of black and silver vertical stripes hugged their body.

	“The mighty Azrom of old has graced our halls once more.” He bowed. His voice, a higher register, had a strange lower ting. “Greetings.”

	Halfar’s lips thinned. “We appreciate the hospitality.”

	“This way, please.” The assistant led with tiny legs that moved faster than expected. “Emperor Calabra is glad to have you. The Lord of Yaos, Lord Kraznan, and Lord Pondur have already arrived.” The assistant turned towards them, smiling. “Azrom always commands an entrance at the last moments, hmm?”

	“I never thought of it that way.” Halfar shrugged. “We get to our destination on time. That’s all that matters, correct?”

	“Yes, yes.”

	They took a lift down to the sky bridge level and loaded into an open top vehicle. The autopilot engaged, lurching forward as it gained speed. The scene before Halfar seemed almost comical as he noticed the assistant sitting between Rass and himself in the front seat with Kur seated in the rear, his tall frame not fitting comfortably.

	At the end of the sky bridge, the assistant placed a hand on the scanner set in the side panel of the palace entrance’s wall. The doors slid open.

	“Welcome back to Jiez.” The assistant gestured for them to enter.

	Down the familiar corridor, they found new artwork bursting with color, lining the already stark white walls. The conference room sat at the end. He could make out Lord Pondur delicately raising a drink even from his current distance.

	The doors slid apart to each side. Emperor Calabra, dressed to the hilt in a brocaded gold and yellow robe over an azure blue suit, turned to them and smiled like an excited child. Usually timid, his attire over the top, he nevertheless resembled a respected figure in the five systems. His appearance belied his cunning and eye for revenue on par with the Dreridians.

	“Azrom has arrived!” He came forward and grabbed Halfar by his arms. The look in his eyes startled him. A slight move of the emperor’s gaze towards the table gave Halfar the reason for the overzealous greeting. “We have been waiting for you.”

	“Azrom never bothers to have the common courtesy to arrive early like everyone else.” The Ruler of Yaos snorted. “Still find yourselves special?”

	The way his lips curled back to reveal his shark-like teeth as he raised his drink made Halfar bristle. The emperor let him go and stood straight, glaring at the ruler.

	“You will not disrespect my guests. That goes for the Dreridian, too.”

	Lord Pondur’s cup, half down to the table, halted. His craggy brow fused together, then he exhaled softly, placing his drink on the saucer before him.

	“I wouldn’t think of it.” He glanced over at the ruler of Yaos. “We are not all so uncouth as to sling insults at another race’s might.”

	Lord Kraznan’s beady eyes opened to their fullest. “Surely, you’re joking.”

	It felt like déjà vu. The last time they were all in the same room, a food fight occurred. A shameful display that cost them all.

	“I was merely commenting on the arrogance of a former ruler not knowing his place.” The ruler of Yaos stared at Halfar in defiance.

	To everyone’s surprise, Lord Pondur came to Halfar’s defense.

	“Would you rather discuss this urgent matter with a ruler so green with less than a century of command under his name than one who has conquered worlds? One being your own that not even your army could stop from falling into Azrom’s hands?”

	The Yaos ruler sputtered, spraying a mist of the drink from his mouth. The assistant tugged on Halfar’s cloak and motioned for him to sit. Kur and Rass went to the other side of the table across from the Yaos ruler and sat with Halfar between them. Lord Kraznan was to their left. Lord Pondur sat close to the end at a distance from the Yaos ruler. Emperor Calabra took his seat at the head of the table.

	Only small platters of food spread down its length, making sure not to obscure the participants’ view of each other. The tallest items were crystal-clear drink carafes filled with Jiez mineral water.

	“We all know why we are here,” Emperor Calabra began. His assistant refilled a half empty glass then went to sit in the corner. “This new enemy has brought chaos to our territories.”

	“Yes.” The ruler of Yaos, not deterred, went further with his insults. “If not for the Dreridians’ misjudgment and poor assessment of the situation, we might not have had to endure such setbacks.”

	Halfar watched Lord Pondur’s posture go erect and his eyes turn red. That’s right! Halfar couldn’t agree more. He also knew the Yaos ruler was in the wrong for speaking it.

	“That’s uncalled for!” Lord Kraznan pounded a fist on the table, shaking it. “None of us had a clue as to what kind of monsters these brutes were. We were all blindsided!”

	“Hmph!” The ruler of Yaos resumed drinking.

	“We are here to find a solution.” Lord Pondur crossed his legs and draped his arms over his knees. “If you have nothing to contribute, then this trip was a waste for you.”

	“I know full well why we are here. If any of us had an answer, we wouldn’t be.”

	Silence blanketed the room. None of them looked at each other, opting to grab a few snacks and drinks in the awkwardness. Emperor Calabra finally broke the mood. He cleared his throat to get their attention.

	“I believe the first order of business is to find out where they came from.” He addressed Lord Pondur. “You have some inkling of that effect, correct?”

	“Perhaps. We captured their language long ago. Even then, they were too far from our system, and we had no way of tracking them.” He paused. Looking over at Halfar, his expression went stern. “I believe they are somehow tied to the Lassians.”

	“What?” Halfar yelled. His face tightened with anger. He didn’t know why, though. Something about it rang true, yet he couldn’t bring himself to accept it. Not right away
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