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			Chapter One

			Diego studied the input monitors, flashing information faster than he could read it. He was in a surveillance starfighter within the contested system. Resh warlords had built a massive outpost on Luretor Nine, the outermost planet of the Luretor system. Suddenly, an alarm sounded in his ears. Three small Luretor spacecraft converged on Diego’s ship. He had stayed too long spying on the Resh outpost. He had also neglected to keep his shields up. 

			Diego felt the shields distorted the information he was trying to gather, so it was a delicate dance trying to stay hidden and to spy. Diego set the engines to full power. Obviously, it was time to leave.

			With a force that shoved him back into the padded seat, the little ship swooped farther out into the depths of space between one system and another. There was nothing to hide behind here, no refuge from the enemy. He would have to stand and fight while he could do some damage. Diego accelerated the starboard engines, pushing him back again while spinning his ship behind the enemy fighters. 

			He realized his ship could take out two of the enemy, but which two? And what in the world was he going to do about the third fighter? He glanced at his monitor, trying to do the instant calculations to decide. A chirp in his headset told him his time was up. With a touch on the handset, he fired two laser blasts. Diego didn’t wait to see if he was successful or not. He shoved the controls forward to avoid enemy fire. His brain told him he was traveling straight down, but he had been told there was no ‘up or down’ in space. Too bad, his brain responded—it was down. 

			Diego rolled his ship as he checked the monitor. One of his enemies was gone, destroyed by his weaponry. With a dissatisfied growl, Diego studied the monitor while keeping his hand on the weapon controls. There! He fired. Another ship disappeared in a quick flash. Now for the last one. He banked left, keeping watch on the other Resh ship. It wasn’t on the monitor! Where was it, he wondered, ordering the computer to find it. 

			A flash and a violent shuddering told him the enemy had scored on him. 

			He sighed as the controls became dark and the outside lights brightened. Diego Perez, squire to Commander Ziron, a high-ranking officer in the Seressin Empire, wondered how in the world he had defeated three Resh star cruisers in an actual battle almost six months ago. He concluded as he had before, that he had a great deal of help and a lot of luck.

			With another sigh, he slid out of his seat in the simulator to face the flight leader, Commander Weelix, a very formidable wolf-like Breanth. “Give me your assessment of this exercise, Quirlis Diego.” 

			“I was defeated, Rejas,” Diego said bluntly. 

			“Can you assess what defeated you?” growled Weelix. His numerous sharp teeth in an elongated snout made him look fierce, but his golden eyes studied Diego with no hostility.

			Diego thought. There were ten students in the class, and none said anything while Diego considered. This was very unlike his first class after his selection as Commander Ziron’s squire. “I didn’t use my shielding devices correctly, which allowed the enemy to detect me and keep me from bringing back my information.”

			“Do you think you got more information by waiting overly long—and with your shields down?” Weelix asked.

			“Yes, Rejas.”

			“Did that information do the Seressin Empire any good?”

			Diego sighed again. “No, Rejas Weelix. I couldn’t get back with the information.”

			“Couldn’t the information have been sent in a message burst?” Rreengrol, Diego’s close friend, asked, his green eyes round in their concern.

			Diego gave himself a mental slap. “Knowing I was in a dangerous situation, I should have sent back the critical information.”

			Weelix nodded. “However, the good news is that you did better with your piloting skills. Are the systems becoming a little easier to use, Quirlis?”

			Diego realized that the computers and other electronic systems were getting easier to figure out. “Yes, sir!”

			“That is what we look for with the simulation. Improvement. Rishtez, you are next,” Weelix said to a young Seressin squire. 

			Several more squires went through the simulator exercises before Weelix dismissed the class. 

			“You are getting better, Diego Treshtura-lun,” Rreengrol said, slapping his friend on the back, using his newly acquired warrior name—Moon Crusher. 

			Rreengrol was a Grrlock, a creature with a light pelt of fur, a tail, and very cat-like features. He had been one of the very few squires in the early days who had been his friend. Rreengrol had been patient with him, and he was the one who had given Marix Ziron the idea for the new name. 

			Diego let his mind wander back to that time.

			***

			“How does it feel to be a sub-commander, Quirlis Diego?” Commander Ziron boomed after the ceremony where Diego had been promoted. A heavy reptilian hand slapped him on the back, and Diego almost fell forward. 

			“Not to mention a Moon Crusher, Marix,” Rreengrol added, standing just in front of his commander, Hreeshan, the highest ranking Grrlock in the Seressin Empire. They also promoted Rreengrol to the position of sub-commander. 

			Diego started. The Seressin word Rreengrol used was Treshtura-lun. It was somewhat like the Spanish equivalent trituradora de luna. 

			“Treshtura-lun,” Ziron said thoughtfully. “That is a good Seressin warrior’s name. That will have to be placed on the rolls.”

			And it was.

			***

			Several more sessions in the flight simulator had Diego thinking he might just be mastering the art of piloting the one and two seat starfighters. Of course, with another crew member, one could split the duties, thus making it easier. Diego’s favorite partner was Rreengrol, although any of the other squires in this class were good partners. 

			Still, sometimes Diego wished he had his favorite gelding and was riding over the hills and valleys of his homeland. He had checked in the library for any worlds that had creatures resembling horses and hills, like his father’s land. There was plenty of the latter, but those devilish-looking creatures he had fought on Koress were the closest animals to horses he had found. Diego quit looking.

			Recently, Commander Ziron had selected another squire, a young Breanth named Wengr, from Commander Weelix’s den. Diego had relinquished his mealtime duties after the marix had picked the Breanth. Diego swore Ziron seemed determined for him to pilot a starship before he was sixteen. At least that was Diego’s consensus after a lengthy day where he had attended a full day of classes and then stood a watch on the bridge, not only observing the various duty stations but taking a turn at each one. 

			That night, when he returned to his cabin, Diego gazed into the narrow mirror in his tiny bathroom. He saw dark brown eyes staring back at him, eyes different from almost any other creature on the ship. His brown hair was cut short. While he normally liked to wear it longer, long hair was too difficult to keep out of his face during training. Diego noticed that his skin was lighter than when the Seressin had captured him. You got little sunlight on a spaceship, and it had been almost a half-year cycle since he had been on Koress. His nose was narrow, again something totally different from the other species on board the Star Devourer. He had no fangs, no hard skin, fur, or scales, and no real claws. What in the world did Commander Ziron see in him when he and his sub-commanders landed on his planet? 

			

			With a sigh, Diego turned away. A ferocious yawn told him he was too tired to shower. Another yawn sent him to collapse onto his narrow bed. He was asleep almost immediately. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			A sickly colored, roiling fog curled around his boots. Diego gazed upward and saw the same oppressive yellow brown in the sky as he had seen on Koress. The clouds were black, but not with rain. Several creatures strode up, stopping two horse-lengths in front of him. They were thin and tall, with stick-like limbs. The limbs and body were jointed in strange ways, almost like praying mantises from Earth. Koressian diplomats. Diego remembered some of those on Koress when Commander Ziron and others were trying to negotiate with the Koressian leaders. It was when those same leaders were also negotiating with the toad-like Resh, enemy to the Seressin.

			They chittered in their clacking language, waving their stick-like hands in the air. 

			Diego was wearing his martial arts workout uniform without a translator or weapons. “I can’t understand you.”

			The Koressians paused, and one made a motion at the narrow part of its body that served as a waist. “Can you understand us now?”

			“Yes.” Diego looked around quickly to find Marix Ziron. There seemed to be no one else nearby. He heard no calls for help or greeting. 

			“Do not look for your companions to help you. It is you we want.”

			Diego realized asking why was foolish. He knew why, so he said nothing. 

			“You and your commander have ruined our world.”

			Diego shook his head. “You did that. By choosing to betray us….” The Koressians disappeared. Not even the fog swirled. A banging he thought he’d never hear again filled the air. In the distance, Diego saw the Koressian desert warriors on their fearsome horse-like beasts. He counted six of them, and they were all beating their gunstocks on a metal plate on their saddles. Then, the creatures shot forward like bullets from percussion pistols. The beasts screamed, their long, sharp teeth bared. 

			Diego looked around for anything to use against these fighters, knowing that it was useless. How did I get here? And why? He saw a large club and snatched it up. It was scant defense against such fearsome fighters, but better than nothing. 

			Still, he ducked beneath the spear of the first, grabbed the outstretched arm, and jerked the warrior from his saddle. That surprised him, but then two of the warriors fired their weapons at him and missed. That surprised him even more. 

			The warrior on the ground leaped for him, but Diego was ready, knocking him away with the club. Then, the riderless beast came at him. It didn’t slow down, attempting to trample him with its hooves, so Diego crouched, ready to spring. His timing was perfect as he sprang into the saddle. The beast reared, but Diego clamped his legs tight against the saddle, gathering the metal-link reins in one hand and jerking out a scimitar-like sword from a scabbard built into the saddle. 

			Two of the warriors came for him, aiming their weapons. Leaning low against the beast’s neck, Diego kicked it into a gallop. Apparently, that wasn’t how these riders guided their mounts. The creature screamed and reached around to bite him. Diego used his fist on its rough-skinned snout, wincing at the pain from his bloody knuckles. 

			That seemed to be the right move, as the ‘horse’ took off in the direction he wanted it to go. The wind whistled past his ears and made his eyes water. Diego felt strangely exhilarated despite the differences between this animal and the horses he had grown up around all his life. “¡Arre!” he shouted. “¡Arre!” Diego was astonished when the creature ran even faster. 

			Then he looked ahead and saw a line of machines, as well as more creatures. The warriors on their backs banged their weapons. The machines made high-pitched whining noises. Searing light flashed and….

			Diego jerked out of bed, his covers wrapped around his body, sweat dripping down the side of his face. The lights came partially on, telling him it was still the middle of the sleep period. Nothing else was in his room. Diego pulled the blanket off and glanced down. He was still in his uniform. 

			With a sigh, Diego pulled off the sweat-soaked coverall and took a quick shower. Then he pulled on his pajamas and sat on his bed. Putting in the earplugs, Diego lay down and listened to the gentle flow of the computer teacher, Anaar’s voice, teaching him more words in the Seressin language. Somehow, this form of teaching also provided him with the symbols for the words as well. However, it worked, Diego was glad. It was a lot easier than trying to memorize everything the way he had learned Latin in Father Antonio’s class. He fell asleep hearing Anaar’s voice teaching. 

			***

			Commander Ziron stood away from the chart he and Diego had been studying. The Seressin exhaled heavily, then bent close to Diego and bared his razor-sharp teeth. The reptilian ship commander’s blue cheek patches shone brightly, whether with anger or disgust, Diego couldn’t discern. He knew Marix Ziron was not happy. He was having trouble remembering the various names and places on the chart. The Seressin’s thick tail lashed from side to side. “Who would have thought you conceived and led an attack on the enemy only a scant hundred cycles ago? Not just once, but three times!” Ziron growled. “Perhaps we were both dreaming!”  

			“Marix, I…I didn’t sleep well last night. I kept seeing things from the past. What could have been when I saw you and the others dying. I don’t know why because we changed that outcome.” Diego sucked in a deep breath. “I know I should never apologize, but despite your victory, I keep wondering when the Resh are coming again. And I wonder if I might yet fail you.” Diego bowed his head. He would never have admitted such a thing when Ziron had first chosen him to be the commander’s squire. However, having saved the commander’s life, as well as several other high-ranking Seressin commanders, Ziron had been more considerate of his squire’s well-being the past month-cycles. 

			“You dreamed of the Resh?”

			“Not last night, but I have recently.”

			“I will check with the spies and with Seressin intelligence. Right now, that is the best we can do, but let me know if you have more of these dreams.”

			“Yes, Commander.”

			“You are a sub-commander, even as you are still my senior squire. It is good you continue to serve as my squire. You are not quite ready for a command. You still have much to learn.” Ziron drew back and thought, his eyes looking toward the ceiling. “I do not say that against your abilities. Your people seem complicated, and you learn differently. I feel you will be great someday. Still, I have never heard of this kind of thing you are describing. Perhaps it is something that afflicts mammalians. Your dreams saved our lives before, but too much interrupted sleep is also dangerous. Do you think they will go away?”

			“I don’t know, Marix. I only want to serve you, and I dislike feeling this way.”

			Ziron scratched under his chin with a clawed index finger. 

			When Diego first entered Ziron’s service, such consideration was unthinkable among any Seressin, much less the Lord Commander of a Seressin starship. The boy felt hesitant to admit even this much. 

			“Diego, put away the charts. Then go find Commander Hreeshan and send him to me. Spend some time with the other squires. It is almost free time.”

			“Yes, Marix.” With a sigh, he rolled up the charts, which contained statistics of several Seressin allies and enemies, then put them in a special cabinet inset in Ziron’s cabin wall. By calling his second in command, Ziron was contemplating replacing him. “I continue to serve you, Lord Ziron, in whatever capacity,” Diego intoned with a bow before heading for the door of the commander’s exercise room. 

			As though reading his mind, Ziron barked, “By the comet, I am not replacing you, nor do I plan on having you for dinner, Quirlis. You are too valuable. I want you able to serve as you did those hundred cycles ago!”

			“Yes, Marix.” Diego sighed again as he slid out the door. 

			

			It didn’t take him long to find Hreeshan. He was drilling new squires in the martial arts room. 

			“Here.” The Grrlock commander shoved a very plain but heavy sword toward the young man. Hreeshan was cat-like with pointed ears high on his head, whiskers which flicked in curiosity, a soft layer of short fur, and a tail held straight behind him. “You are capable. Show these new squires the Krillian defensive moves,” Hreeshan ordered. “And then dismiss them.”

			“Yes, Rejas.”

			Hreeshan swept out of the room, and Diego turned to see ten pairs of eyes on him. There were a few Seressin youths, one Grrlock, a Breanth, even a few Turengen, as well as two beings unknown to him. Diego exchanged the heavier sword for a lighter one. Despite his fatigue, he showed the moves specified by Hreeshan. After a few moments, he asked, “Would anyone like to try these moves against me?”

			“Me!” one of the Turengen called out. She jumped forward with her sword thrust out. Diego parried it away from his lower legs. Turengen, who resembled overgrown otters, stood thigh high.

			“Very well,” he said. Diego knew how fierce these little creatures were, but he still felt the short being was at a disadvantage. He needn’t have. The creature’s speed made up for her stature, and Diego found himself practicing the defensive moves more than he had expected. The Turengen darted in and out, making the defensive moves into offensive moves. Diego even felt the prick of the end of the blade on his ankle as the little being wove between his legs and behind him. With great effort, Diego finally knocked the blade from the Turengen’s paw. 

			“What is your name?” Diego asked when he finally had breath. “That was a very good adaptation of the moves, by the way.”

			“Fress, Commander Diego. Younger sister to Groosh. Groosh was a warrior. I will also be a warrior.”

			Diego couldn’t help it, even in his fatigue, he smiled. “I suspect you will, Fress. Groosh was a very brave warrior.” Before he dismissed them, Diego asked the other new squires for their names. All cleaned and stored their weapons and then filed out of the training room. The Turengen stayed behind, their bright eyes gazing into his face. Knowing their ability to read minds, he didn’t doubt they were concerned about his tiredness. 

			“Commander…” Grash began. 

			“I am still a squire,” Diego corrected him, uncomfortable with being called commander. 

			“You are commander,” Pesh, another female, corrected him. “You were promoted. Twice.”

			Diego sighed. 

			“Our grandsires might be able to help you with bad memories, with your nightmares, Commander,” Merff, a male, announced. 

			Diego expected several Turengen comments, but that wasn’t one of them. “What?”

			“Yes, sir. Our grandsires learned from their grandsires. The grandsires helped some other captured beings,” Merff added.

			Maybe that was another reason Diego had liked the otter people. “How do they do it?”

			“Not sure,” Fress said, “But we can ask during free time.”

			Diego hesitated. He felt he should be stronger than this. That he should take care of his own problems, but if he was a danger to his marix… “I don’t know.”

			The Turengen gazed at him, and then they all pattered out as Rreengrol entered the training room. “I was wondering where you were. Let’s get something to eat. It’s mid-meal.”

			Diego was ready to skip the meal and go to his room to get a nap, but his stomach overruled him. It growled loudly. 

			Rreengrol scratched behind an ear, trying to hide a grin. “Let’s go eat. Then you can nap.”

			“You a mind reader like the Turengen?”

			“No, you just have the look of someone who has missed a few hours of sleep.”

			“A few.”

			“Care to tell me about it?”

			

			Diego appreciated the concern, but it began grating on his nerves. Even Lord Ziron had been kind. Seressins were not normally kind. They were tough and admired toughness. “No,” he growled. “Not now.”

			Rreengrol shrugged. “The commanders have noticed.”

			“I know!” Diego said in a voice louder than he wanted. Several other squires gazed at him before continuing down the corridor. “Sorry, Rreengrol. I already said something to Lord Ziron, and he has undoubtedly spoken to Commander Hreeshan about it.”

			“What did Marix Ziron say, if I may ask?”

			“He seemed concerned, but I don’t think Seressins have this kind of problem. They don’t seem to be bothered by nightmares that make them wonder if what they are doing is right.” 

			Rreengrol shook his head. “I think Lord Ziron thinks of you as a soft-skinned son.”

			Diego stopped and gaped at him. He had several ideas about his changed status with Ziron, but a son? He couldn’t think of one thing to say, so he continued down the corridor. 

			They entered the serving area, where a dozen others ate. “We can talk later,” Diego muttered. 

			“All right.”

			The food here was even better than he had enjoyed when he was first selected by the ship’s commander. Still, despite his growling stomach, he chose little. Diego picked an empty table, and Rreengrol joined him after filling up his tray. 

			“You need a vacation,” Rreengrol said before he started on his mid-meal. 

			“What?”

			“You need to get off the ship. Take leave. Get some fresh air. Have fun. We’re squires, fledging sub-commanders, not machines.”

			“Leave? Sounds nice, but where and how?”

			Rreengrol shrugged and took a bite of his meat patty. “How about coming home with me on my next leave?”

			“Seriously? When is that?”

			“I have requested next Moon-day.”

			“What’s Moon-day?”

			“It’s a mid-summer holiday when the moon is in an extra-long dark phase. There are lots of fun things to do. At the very least, you’ll be able to relax. We have some of the best mountain exploration areas in the galaxy where we can camp, explore, fish, even hunt. Commander Hreeshan is taking leave then, too. He has been away from his life-mate too long. I’m going on the same shuttle he is.”

			“How do I go about getting this leave?”

			“Get on a computer and fill out the form. I can help you.”

			“I don’t know if Marix Ziron will let me.”

			“Never know until you ask,” Rreengrol said, shoving another bite of meat into his mouth. “Now eat. That meager little cub portion is probably cold by now.”

			Diego smiled and took a bite. Rreengrol was right. It was cold. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Buzzing woke Diego from a deep sleep. It was like an angry hornet creeping up his chest. In his half-sleep, the young man tried to brush it away. His hand grasped a small pin attached magnetically to his sleeping attire. It occurred to him what he was hearing. It was a summons from Marix Ziron. 

			Jumping out of bed, Diego threw on his ship’s uniform, practically leaped into his boots, and placed the communicator on the outside of his tunic. “I am almost there, Marix.” He glanced at his clock, which showed it was almost first-meal. He couldn’t believe he had slept so late. 

			The tiny cabins suited the most junior of the junior officers. There was a narrow bed that folded to become a chair for the tiny desk across from it. The room was incredibly minuscule. Still, it was a place to sleep, and last night, he had fallen asleep quickly and slept soundly, untroubled by dreams. 

			A final buzz told the squire Ziron had heard him. It didn’t tell him if the Seressin was angry or not. Diego sealed the edges of the uniform fastenings as he dashed toward the marix’s quarters. This time, he was well versed with the route. He also didn’t have to worry about waking a roommate. A sub-commander, even one of the lowest rank and job description, had his own cabin. 

			His hand brushed the identity plate next to the commander’s door. It slid open immediately. Ziron sat at his desk. There was no sign of the junior squire.

			“A half-minute later than last time,” Ziron barked. He leaned over the desk where Diego had come to attention. “At least you look more rested than you did yesterday afternoon.”

			“Yes, Marix.”

			“No dreams?”

			“No, sir. Maybe they will stop now.”

			“Perhaps, perhaps not. Remember, advise me of any dreams that seem important to you. The one on Koress saved the empire.” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“You have been on my ship for almost a Seressin year, half of that time under my direct command. Considering your background, you have done extremely well.” His sharp teeth gleamed as he smiled. 

			Diego blushed and ducked his head briefly before returning his gaze to his commander’s penetrating orange-red eyes. “Thank you, Marix. My only ambition is….”

			Ziron waved his taloned hand. “To serve me. I know. Few of my own kind can be counted so loyal.” He straightened up and drew in a deep breath. “I would like you to accompany Commander Hreeshan to his Grrlock home world during his leave. My understanding is that he is also taking his squire with him. You may take one of the younger squires with you.”

			Diego’s jaw dropped. “Marix?”

			“Don’t make me repeat myself, or I may change my mind!”

			“Yes, Marix! Thank you!”

			“You will come back rested and fit because by then, I might be ready to decapitate my junior squire. Besides, in thirty cycles, we will head out on an important assignment.”

			“Yes, sir!” He continued to stand as straight as a pike.

			Ziron huffed. “You are dismissed. Commander Hreeshan and his squire will leave at last meal today, so you have little time. Make sure you let Commander Lurin know which squire you have selected.”

			“Thank you, Marix!” Diego walked from the commander’s cabin with as much decorum as possible, but as soon as he was in the corridor, he sprinted to his room. Three weeks to relax and see a planet where the people were friendly. No fighting, no training, no stress, no classes. 

			Rreengrol stood in front of his cabin door, a big grin on his face. “You want some help packing?”

			

			“Packing what? I have nothing except my uniforms and workout outfits.” Diego swallowed. He couldn’t wear a uniform on leave.

			“I thought as much. What have you been doing with your stipends?”

			“Stipends?”

			Rreengrol sighed, but Diego could detect a bit of a purr deep in his throat. “My friend, once you were no longer a slave, you were on the payroll as part of the crew.”

			“You mean I have been paid for the past half year?”

			“You should have been. We can check on the computer for that, too.”

			“Lord Ziron said something about taking a squire to help me on my leave.”

			Rreengrol shrugged. “Even a sub-commander must keep up pretenses. Someone to help you with, uh, personal items, I suppose.”

			“You mean like a slave to help me with clothes and the like?”

			“Well, in the old days, you’d have had a slave to help you, but there’s been a little progress lately.” Rreengrol chuckled. “Well, who do you want to share this adventure with?”

			Diego opened his cabin door and motioned Rreengrol to enter. “Have a seat wherever you can find one.”

			He sat down on the end of the bunk and drew up his legs. “Who are you picking?” 

			Diego sat in the remaining space. “I’d like to take Bress, but last I heard, he was thoroughly enjoying training young covert warriors. Still, I want to take a Turengen.”

			“How about one of the new squires?”

			“All right, I’ll take Fress. She is unafraid but is also smart.” 

			“You’ll need to let her know soon so she can prepare.”

			“And tell Commander Lurin, too.”

			“Let’s send a message to Fress, then go eat. You can tell Lurin after the meal. We’ll also get you something other than a uniform from the ship’s stores.”

			***

			After first-meal, Diego barely had a chance to summon Fress before Rreengrol dragged him off to a clothing distribution room. This one was bigger than the one Phris, his first mentor, had taken him to after his capture, and the creature behind the counter was friendlier, even though it was stranger. 

			Arms reached up from the top of its head or body. Eyes blinked at him from the middle of its torso. The bright green skin warred with the orange and pink patches of fur down its sides. A box hung just above its eyes. A soft voice came from the box. “What is it you need, young Commander?”

			Diego looked around, then realized the alien was speaking to him. It was still hard to realize that he was a sub-commander. He glanced at Rreengrol. 

			“You do not have a pelt, and the nights are cold, so you will need a mountain jacket of the third degree, hiking boots, mitts. You will also need several pairs of leisure outfits.” Rreengrol ticked off each item on his fingers. 

			“What?” Diego choked. “But….”

			Rreengrol shook his head and sighed. “Kor-lung, can you check on the status of our friend’s budget?”

			“Yes,” the box said. Kor-lung’s arms reached in front of him and tapped on what Diego assumed was a computer. There was a pause and more tapping. Another pause, and then, “There is more than enough to outfit Sub-Commander Diego Perez for a furlough on Grrlock.” Seeing Diego’s shocked look, he added. “And plenty left over for more excursions.”

			“But how? All those kinds of things would take many seamstresses on my world and much time.”

			“Diego, my friend,” Rreengrol purred. “You first received a bonus for the defeat of the Resh and the Koressians. Then you got bounties for the destruction of several Resh ships, plus a sub-commander’s salary. You, my friend, are a very well-to-do Seressin citizen. I heard a High Commander added to the bonuses, too. So quit your stuttering, and let’s get you outfitted.” Rreengrol gazed at Kor-lung and added, “Do you have similar supplies for a Turengen female?”

			“Of course. Turengen do not need as many layers. They have a pelt like you. And are smaller. By the way, young Turengen or old one?”

			“Young,” Diego answered. That was the only thing he was sure of right now. 

			Kor-lung oozed through a door behind him. Diego didn’t see legs. They waited. While they stood waiting, the door to the supply room slid open, and Fress pattered in. 

			“Thank you, Commander. You are most kind to consider me as a helper on the planet of Sub-Commander Rreengrol. I will be loyal, helpful, and brave.”

			Rreengrol gave a throaty chuckle. “We are both still squires. It would not be fitting to call us commanders around those of higher rank.”

			“Perhaps not, but you were given that rank,” she reminded them. 

			“Yes, but we’re too young to use them properly,” Diego said, wishing she’d drop the subject. 

			She did but gazed at him, her eyes sad. Diego realized he had invited someone who could pick up his feelings, and he blushed. 

			“Will do my best not to intrude.”

			“You’ll be fine,” Diego reassured her. “And you’re coming to have fun, too.”

			“See what you think of these, Sub-Commander Diego Perez,” Kor-lung wheezed. There was a pile of clothes and supplies on the counter. 

			Rreengrol picked up part of the pile. “Let me help you take these to a private room while Fress waits for her things.” 

			Diego grabbed the rest, wondering how in the world Kor-lung managed all of this by himself. 

			Rreengrol pulled out a one-piece outfit that looked similar to a uniform in design but without the rank or work designation. “You shouldn’t have to try this on; just see if you like it. I guarantee it will fit.”

			Diego was still trying to get used to his newfound wealth. “I like it. It’s not as gaudy as a uniform and looks very comfortable.”

			“How about this one?” Rreengrol held up another one. He continued until they went through six different outfits. 

			Then he handed Diego the jacket. He tried it on and felt almost like he was wrapped in a quilt, except not as restrictive. 

			By the time they had looked at, tried on, and examined everything Kor-lung brought out, Fress had finished. She had all her things in a container on wheels that followed her around like a puppy. 

			A similar but larger container sat in front of the counter. “Do I put all of my new clothes in it?” Diego asked. 

			Rreengrol nodded. Soon, the three were heading out of the supply room. “I’ll take your belongings to my cabin. You need to let Commander Lurin know about Fress’s leave.”

			Diego nodded. 

			“Take mine, too?” Fress asked. 

			Rreengrol nodded. “Yes, I can.” He clapped his hands and turned away. The wheeled cases followed him like miniature carriages without horses. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Commander Lurin’s quarters were no longer below decks, but he roomed away from most of the senior commanders and their squires. When Diego and Fress had gone down two elevators and many corridors, he pressed his hand against the raised plate that identified visitors to an individual’s cabin. Like most things on the huge starship, he didn’t understand how it worked, only that it did. 

			The door slid open, and Diego and Fress entered. 

			Lurin stood over a large and extremely cluttered table.  Printed charts lay in one corner, loose machine parts holding down the edges. Some kind of contraption stood in the middle, metal parts and wires jutting out in a variety of directions. A small wheel spun slowly on one side of the apparatus. 

			“Unless you can suggest something to make this piece of junk work, state your purpose for being here and then leave!” Lurin snapped. 

			Diego wasn’t sure if Lurin was angry at them or the machine or just being his usual grumpy self. Fress nudged him on the leg. “Uh, Rejas. I have leave on Grrlock, and Marix Ziron told me to pick a junior squire to accompany me.”

			Lurin banged a piece of metal on the table and turned to gaze at him. “So?”

			“The Commander said to tell you when I made my choice, Rejas.”

			“And you decided to take a Turengen, probably one of my most valuable students.”

			“Uh, yes, sir. But if…”

			“By the comet, you deserve a bit of time away from all this. I assume you decided on this young fur-ball.” He pointed to Fress.

			“Yes, Commander.”

			Fress climbed up on the table, found a part, and handed it to Lurin. “Put it there, Rejas. Will work better.” She pointed at the spinning wheel side of the contraption.

			Lurin stared at her in surprise. “Yes, that is logical. Not sure why you Turengen weren’t tapped as mechanical squires and technical trainees long ago.” He turned to Diego. “Make sure you bring Squire Fress back in one piece.”

			“Yes, Rejas. I promise.”

			“You and Hreeshan’s squire make sure you also make it back.”

			“Oh, we will, Rejas.”

			Lurin had already turned back to his work. Fress hopped down off the table, and she and Diego left. They headed to Rreengrol’s cabin, but an old Turengen stood in the middle of the corridor in front of the elevator. At least Diego assumed she was older. White streaks mingled with the dark brown of her pelt. 

			“You come with me,” she said, pointing to Diego.

			He gazed at Fress. She shrugged. “I said I would talk to the grands.”

			“I have to meet my friend. There isn’t much time,” Diego protested.

			“Your friend will not leave you,” she said, beckoning for him to follow her. She chittered to Fress, who scampered into the elevator. 

			Diego had no choice but to follow. She led him through several corridors, down an elevator, and several
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