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The year 10,325 VE, by The Grace’s blessing

Conquistador Fleet Legio Five

System Kera 3467-25b

(Formerly known as Caelus)

One Million klicks out....

The war’la were the first to appear out of the vortex of swirling colors. It was standard practice for the smaller warships to proceed the fleet of a Legio, to sniff out any trouble that might be brewing.

Trouble was certainly what they found.

Imperator Teutates had placed his entire fleet in a half-sphere around the area he knew the two incoming Legio would use as they fell out of hyper-space and thus every ship had a clean shot at whatever appeared out of the swirling vortex. The twenty war’la were quickly and efficiently turned into a mass of scattered polycarb hull pieces and lifeless bodies lazily drifting in the general direction they had been moving when they exited the vortex.

Next to appear were three warha’ch, meant to bolster the smaller war’la with their powerful presence should there be a problem. These three were also turned into drifting hulks, pillars of flame erupting from them as if someone had poked holes in the hulls with a fork in numerous places, their aimless drift of no harm to anyone except those they might collide with.

Imperatrix Bellacos, former leader of Legio Five, had taught all her warships commanders well over the many standard years they had fought together and they were a tight-knit, compact, and powerful anti-matter core when working in unison. With the element of surprise, they were beyond formidable.

A massive warjarl came through next, any distress calls from the already incapacitated warships jammed and thus it also fell victim to Legio Five, falling off to the right-side of the half-sphere as it split in half, the fires raging aboard the behemoth visible easily from the planet surface off in the distance.

Then two more warjarl and a colossal warjarl’ma came through in a rush, the lack of communications from the rest of their fleet lighting off warning beacons. Their shields were up and they exited firing randomly in the hopes of stunning their assailants for a few moments so that more reinforcements could come through.

It was standard Va’Shan practice as written in the Ta'riq. As such, Teutates knew it well and prepared for it. Although several of his own ships now started to take damage, the destruction and incapacitation of these three monsters and the remaining ships of the two Legio exiting the vortex were but a matter of patience. Within half-an-hour, the formidable potential of two Legio was neutralized.

The armed transports carrying the Destructor’s Hand had no choice but to surrender as they exited last, finding a graveyard of destroyed and burning hulls the likes of which had not been seen in a Va’Shan fleet in over three thousand standard years.

At any other time, the Imperator commanding the victorious fleet would have found happiness, perhaps even joy and a feeling of accomplishment at having bested numbers twice his complement. The victory would have been heralded as an achievement of a life-time, turning the Imperator into an instant legend.

Imperator Teutates did not feel any of those emotions.

This was a hollow victory, achieved at the cost of those of his own navy, against his own fellow officers many of whom he actually knew.

No.

To Teutates, this was nothing more than the beginning of a bloody rebellion that would spread across the multi-verse like a class-one virus, infecting all it touched and killing billions in the process with no foreseeable end insight.

The Archus Superus and the High Command of the Va’Shan Navy would see this as an assault against them personally and spare nothing to end the lives of those involved even if it meant destroying the majority of the empire in the process.

Examples had to be made.

“The Grace will hunt you all down for this heretical breach of all that is holy,” the injured High Cleric spouted out from the chair on which he currently sat in one of hanger bays of the warjarl Tule. His wounds had been but superficially attended to, the blood still oozing from the missing lower left arm, the bandage around his right thigh soaked with the blood of his iniquity, the ragged scar across his face still raw and immediate, the pain in his voice like a tonic to his righteous indignation.

“You will all feel the horror of the Confessional Chambers for ages!”

“Why couldn’t you just die with your ship like the majority of the others, huh?” The Antesignanus Morgan lamented, sitting on the edge of a table and playing with a deadly-looking dagger. “Shut the fuck up before I give you something real to complain about.”

The hanger bay was partially filled with an odd assortment of officers from the two destroyed Legios as well as the two Antesignanus of the Destructor’s Hand assigned them and their various lower ranking officers. They looked like a motley bunch, most sulking over their complete defeat, most except for the two Antesignanus who stood with arms crossed over chests, staring at Morgan and Teutates as if they were the very seed of evil.

“The true faith will not be silenced by the actions of a handful of renegades. Yes, you heard me, renegades without the common decency that even one of the harlots on Joker’s Seduction has.”

“Would someone please gag him.” Morgan spit out as he threw the dagger into the table and stood. Amazing how these religious types always riled and preached about the wickedness of the prostitution planets and how they abstained from all such pleasures of the body yet they knew all the names of the planets and the best brothels to visit.

He always found that ironic.

One of Teutates’ sub-legates gagged the combative High Cleric.

“Now that we don’t have all that noise to deal with, let’s get started,” Morgan spoke as he approached the two Antesignanus and stared hard at them. He didn’t know them personally but had heard of each and their prowess within the Destructor’s Hand. “We have a simple offer for you all.”

“This I’ve got to hear,” one of them said with a drip, drip of sarcasm that was caustic.

Morgan looked over him and narrowed his eyes. “You can either join us or be left on the planet surface below to fend for yourselves as best you can. We don’t have the resources to provide you with any essentials, but there is water and food aplenty down there. You just have to work a little to get it.”

“That’s not much of a choice.”

“And what exactly are we joining apart from traitors to the Va’Shan?” the other Antesignanus asked with a lilt of arrogance.

Morgan walked away from them and passed other officers assembled. “I could add the choice of death as a third alternative if that would make you all feel better about it.”

“We’ll take our chances on the surface,” the first Antesignanus stated with the hauteur of command. “With the Destructor’s Hand, we should be able to find food and construct shelter until we’re rescued.”

Morgan stopped walking along the line of dismayed officers and turned to look back at the one who had spoken. “No one said anything about the Destructor’s Hand going down. We’re taking them with us. And as for rescue, I don’t think you should be basing your survival chances on that happening any time soon.”

The first Antesignanus stepped forward with anger and overconfidence breed into his class. “You can’t just take them from us. What kind of Antesignanus are you, Morgan? The Destructor’s Hand is the sole property of the Archus Superus and no one can just choose where they go.”

“Sure I can because I just did.” He studied him a moment. “You’re becoming annoying, did you know that? I understand that we’re all supposed to be ass-holes and arrogant and all that, but you’re the loser here. Remember that.”

The Antesignanus spit on the deck. “That’s what I think of you and your little mutiny.”

Morgan pulled out his blaster and fried the Antesignanus head off. His life-less body fell to the floor with a  thud. “No need for two of you to be here. Not really.” He looked at the other Antesignanus. “Do you have anything to say about all this? No? Didn’t think so.” He shot this one in the stomach, incinerating his bowels. The Antesignanus fell to the floor in anguish, the quick death of his partner not allotted him.

Teutates made a low, guttural sound in the back of his throat and Morgan looked over at him as he put his weapon back away.

“You don’t approve?”

“It’s not my place to approve.”

Morgan walked away from the moaning man and back toward the gagged High Cleric. “This is the way of the Destructor’s Hand, Imperator. Brutal, savage, efficient. I realize that you in fleet see us as animals, a destructive force barely contained. You’re probably right, else we couldn’t do the things we do.”

“It’s not that. The first one you killed, that I understood. He would have caused problems. But the second one...? I don’t see the point.”

“The point is that first of all, we don’t need two Antesignanus. These two were probably reassigned to come here to deal with us. One Antesignanus is more than enough to handle the Destructor’s Hand. Secondly, I killed the first one quickly because I respected him. He had the balls to resist, to act like an Antesignanus is supposed to act.

“The second one.... He didn’t even try to resist, to fight as is his place in the hierarchy of the Destructor’s Hand. He wasn’t a proper Antesignanus. Him I didn’t respect and thus the lingering death.” He turned to face the remainder of the officers assembled. “If you want to join our little rebellion, step forward, else you’ll go to the surface and try to survive down there.”

“What exactly are we rebelling against?” one of the female legates asked with conceit.

Teutates had no idea what they were supposedly rebelling against and he was certain that Morgan didn’t either. But if Morgan was one thing, he was very quick on his feet, a master of improvisation.

Morgan turned and pointed at the gagged High Cleric. “Him. The Grace. The Votums and the Emissaries if Righteousness and all those other ass-holes who try to tell us what to do with the fleet and the Destructor’s Hand when they don’t have a fucking clue how to even wipe their own asses from the shit they sweat out with their ever-sanctimonious holy books.” He turned to look at Teutates and winked.

Yes, a master of improvisation.

Morgan started to walk along the group as if giving a pre-landing lecture to his Destructor’s Hand. “How often have you had plans ruined, people killed, lives sacrificed because some idiot like him countermanded an order and fucked everything up? How often? I know it’s happened to all of you. How many of you have had you families threatened if you didn’t do everything from brushing your teeth to flushing the toilet the way the Votum want it done?”

Teutates could see the looks of agreement in the eyes, could see the slight nod of heads. Morgan was certainly good at this.

“Our empire, our very existence is being threatened by people like him who seem to think that they have a divine right to fuck with our lives as they see fit and suffer no consequences for all the damages and destruction they needlessly inflict. Join us and bring back the freedom of action that you all deserve and that the Va’Shan Empire needs if it is to survive.”

He lifted up his combat dagger, the dark surface absorbing the lights within the hanger bay. “Who’s going to be the first one to join us?”

“What do we have to do?” the female legate asked.

“Take this dagger and be the first to take out your feelings of hatred for The Grace and all the harm it’s done to the empire.”

She looked at him, then at the dagger, then at the High Cleric whose eyes were bulging now as the meaning of the Antesignanus’ words sank in. The legate stepped forward and took the dagger, then moved toward the now squirming and gagged-mouth screaming of the High Cleric.

“I hope you’ve made peace with whatever stupid deity you pray to,” she said with clenched teeth as she ran the dagger into his stomach, doubling him over. She drew it out and looked at the crimson-red blood dripping from its jagged edge. She looked over at Morgan and he gave her one of his tomb-stone smiles. She smirked back, then turned toward the others and held the dagger up.

A male sub-legate stepped forward and forcefully stabbed the High Cleric with relish. Morgan turned to look at Teutates.

“See,” he whispered to the Imperator. “All it takes is the right incentive to get people to do most anything.”

All of the assembled group were now in line to stab the High Cleric, his blood starting to pool on the deck below his chair like his own sanctimonious crap flowing out of him and staining the plates.

“Not sure this counts as the right incentive.”

“Doesn’t matter really. All that matters are the results.”

“And what do we do now that we have more than three Legios of Destructor’s Hands at our disposal?”

Morgan slapped him on the shoulder. “We go find the person who started this whole little rebellion of ours. The Imperatrix Amphitrite Bellacos.”

That bad feeling Teutates had when he first let Amphitrite escape was now a full-blown anti-matter eruption and he was astonished that his head hadn’t blow off his shoulders yet.
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That the Relligiosus Votum embodied

all the evil and iniquity of The Grace

was not understood by The Scions of Sanctity

until it was too late. That they then proceeded

to do nothing about it was more of a

cause of The Downfall than the Votum

themselves could ever be.

Reflections of a Failed Empire

Sai’ Al Qaum

Preator of the Faith

Planet of Aurora Harbor

City of Aurora's Sanctuary

Well-known pirate refuge

She awoke with a start, sweat glistening on her forehead, making her under-arms and nether-regions sticky and dirty feeling.

She remembered the transverse bulkhead ripped asunder by the plasma blast, the heat and the suction vortex as the command center was shredded before her eyes, taking her completely by surprise. She shouldn’t have, but she clearly remembered surprise, then that utter lack of breathable air as her lungs were compressed by the lack of pressure, her eyes bleeding, her blood starting to boil.

This she all remembered, as well as a dread of death over-coming her in an instant and a feeling of complete comfort with what would happen next, with her life-force ebbing from her and in an instant, ending it all.

Now she was here, wherever here was.

It felt and looked and smelt like a sickbay, but the false feeling of grav-plates was absent, as was that metallic smell that always permeated every ship she had ever been assigned to.

She was planet-side, of that she was certain but that was all she was certain about. What planet and whether free or prisoner was, so far, beyond her comprehension. There was a stickiness in her mouth, a taste like chalk and her lungs hurt to breath. Her face felt like something or someone very heavy had sat on it and her legs felt like weights had been permanently implanted.

This had happened to her before.

Many years ago, more than she wished to recall, she had been a junior legate on the Warjarl Naigameya, serving as assistant weapons officer. During a particularly difficult Suppression of a Level 9 civilization, the bridge had been hit with a missile, the resultant explosion killing all with the exception of her and one other. Although the emergency bulkheads and force-fields had sealed the breach, she had been badly injured, requiring extensive surgery and rehab.

This felt like that time.

She blinked a few times, tried to clear her vision and saw Jo’tal sitting by her bed, sleeping. Knowing that this had to be a hallucination, she blinked a few more times, rubbed her eyes with the back of a hand, then looked again.

Jo’tal was still there.

And it appeared that he had been there for quite some time. Did the lizard-thing like her? No one she knew would sit in her room like this patiently waiting for her to awaken from the induced coma. No one.

And yet there he was, snoring slightly, his head and snout hanging back, mouth open, jagged teeth exposed, a little drool escaping, completely vulnerable should anyone come into the room to want to do her or him harm and she was certain there were numerous people who fell into that category.

Crap.

The damn thing liked her.

A med-droid glided in gently, her awakening activating it. It checked her vital signs, told her in that soft, calm voice they had that she found extremely irritating that she was healing just fine and would be released in a few days.

Amphitrite motioned toward Jo’tal and the droid indicated that he had been sitting there since shortly after she had been brought in and hadn’t left. She frowned at the news, shook her head at the obstinate lizard-thing and laid her head back. That’s all she needed right now.

An amorous lizard.

She sat back up, looked around for anything loose, then settled for the half-empty glass of water on the table next to her and threw it at him. His head snapped up and his jaw snapped shut with an audible pop. His eyes opened wide a moment, then blinked a few times and then he promptly managed to fall off the chair onto the floor.

She snickered a moment, then laid her head back down and closed her eyes slightly lest he think she threw the object at him.

He stood abruptly, looking around to see if anyone had seen him fall, then he looked over at her and his eyes narrowed.

“You awake yet?”

“Yes. You been here long?”

“No. Just arrived actually. Wanted to see if you were going to stay in bed forever or if you wanted to get back to work already.”

“Really? Just got here?” She could hardly suppress the smile that wanted so badly to burst forth.

“Yeah. Why?”

“Nothing. So how are the repairs going? Was the Sumbtimondium a total loss?” Liar. Now she knew he liked her. Just great. Probably follow her around like a little lost frondle.

“No.” He sat again, felt the wet seat and stood, the wonder on his face why the seat would be wet obvious. “The bridge was destroyed as well as a few of the gun turrets, but other than that, they tell me that it should be repairable.”

“You’re having it repaired?”

“Of course. You’re kind of useless to me without a ship.”

“With what credits?”

“We’ve made enough the last few hauls and most of your crew give up a good amount of their share to help with the repairs. My uncle used to tell me that it says a lot about a leader by the way their people act when there’s a crisis. They must respect you.”

That certainly took her by surprise. She figured that they would have all shipped out as fast as they could when she was injured. Wasn’t expecting that at all. Must have been Gunara that convinced them all to contribute, whether they wanted to or not.

“Is Gunara overseeing the repairs? A lot of these outer rim repair shops are worse than the battle itself. They steal more out of the ship then they repair.”

“About that,” he said with a slight subdued tone. “Gunara didn’t make it. They say that he was able to get you to safety but didn’t have the strength to save himself. Sorry. I hated him, but I know that you liked him.”

She was stunned.

It wasn’t that she hadn’t lost crew before or even friends. That was common in her line of work. But Gunara? It seemed unreal. With all the combat they had been through these last few standard years, she always thought that he would be there when she stepped on the bridge.

Gunara dead?

“How many other crew? Are we going to have to recruit?”

“I didn’t lose any. You lost altogether thirty. Have no idea if that impacts the function of your ship to the point where you need more.”

“Thirty isn’t bad. All depends who they were.” There was a time when that little statement wouldn’t have touched her at all, no guilt associated with the loss of crew members for the greater glory of the Va’Shan. But this wasn’t for the Va’Shan anymore. This was for her, they were fighting for her and therefore she realized that thirty people had lost their lives under her command fighting for her.

Did that really make a difference?

Should it?

Was her guilt assuaged by the fact that it had been for the Va’Shan before?

Not the proper thought-mode for an Imperatrix.

But then, she wasn’t that anymore either.

Then a stray thought entered her mind and she realized that there was a warjarl stalking her ship and it was about to open her up to the void. What happened to that ship? There was no way that Jo’tal’s little warship could have done that.

“What happened to the warjarl? How did we escaped it?”

“Ah, that was quite fascinating I must say. One of the best investments we’ve made yet. Never seen anything blow up like that before. Very interesting.”

She sat up more. “How did you manage to defeat a warjarl? What investment?”

“Tegid Voel made me buy it for lots of credits and at the time I thought it the biggest waste, but wow did it deliver.”

What was he talking about now? “What?”

“Oh, what’s it called?” His brow furrowed as much as it could as she could tell that he was concentrating on his newest toy and what it was called. “A wattles’ flea. No, that wasn’t it. What was that thing called? Apparently I now have a lot of prestige after we managed to destroy that large ship and so I have the person we bought it from at our last port coming here with all he has for us to purchase. What was it called? A wattle’s teeth.... No. Started with a ‘t’ I’m sure. Warble? Does that sound like anything? Sometimes your words confound me something awful.”

Her eyes light up as thoughts coalesced into something she thought was a rumor. “A Warble’s Tick?”

He pointed at her and his eye twinkled a moment. “That’s it! A Warble’s Tick. Funny name but a great weapon. You know of it?”

“As an asteroid legend, yeah. It’s not supposed to exist. The Va’Shan have been chasing that legend for decades. You actually bought a Warble’s Tick and used it? No wonder your prestige has increased. I think I can count on my one hand the number of times a warjarl has been defeated in combat and you destroyed one with a puny ship like the Kraces. No offense. That’s quite an accomplishment.” If Jo’tal truly had been able to buy a Warble’s Tick, then the entire galaxy was about to stop and start spinning the other way. It was the kind of weapon that was a game changer, the kind that enemies of the Va’Shan would pay any amount of credits to own and then the protons would hit the injector coil.

“How many is he bringing you?”

“Three.”

“How often can he make more?”

“Apparently he can’t. From what I understand, and he was a particularly difficult little shit to understand, he found them in an ancient wreck on some forgotten planet when he was out prospecting, whatever that is. Now there are three left and he’s willing to sell them all to me.”

She laughed a little chortle. “Don’t be surprised if the price has risen greatly.”

“Why?”

“Because now that they work, he can sell them to the highest bidder and believe you me, there will be lots of them. Don’t expect to be able to afford them.”

“But he said he would sell them to me.”

“For the right price, sure.”

Jo’tal seemed to be a bit crestfallen at the thought that someone might actually be dishonest with him. How endearing. Naiveté. Barf.

Tegid Voel stuck her head through the doorway. “You awake yet? Any more sleeping and we’d have to have left you here.”

“Like that would be a let-down for you.”

“You know me too well. How long before you’re capable again?”

That was a double-edged question.

“Medic says a few more days.”

She stepped all the way in, barely acknowledging Jo’tal’s presence. “Good. So how was it to have him here....”

“So how are the repairs going?” Jo’tal interrupted, moving next to Tegid Voel and, from what Amphitrite could see, stepping on her foot.

“Ouch! Step on your own feet, scale-face.”

Something was amiss between these two, Amphitrite was certain. Before there had at least been a spark of some kind but now there was nothing but a dampening field shimmering around them. Either Jo’tal had finally grown tired of her, as had everyone she had ever known who was acquainted with Tegid Voel, or Tegid had finally had enough of Jo’tal’s ill-manners and parochial nature. Either way, it might prove to be an issue the next time they attacked a convoy. A good symbiosis between a commander and her first officer was crucial for any combat encounter to go well.

“How are the repairs going?” she asked to cut the tension between the two of them.

Tegid Voel stepped away from Jo’tal, lifting her foot up and rubbed it as she eyed the reptile with a baneful gaze. “Slow but effective. If you don’t watch these people like a guard droid, I swear you’ll lose half of your equipment by the time the job’s done.”

Amphitrite had to nod her head at that. “Where are we anyway?”

“Postulant’s Justice.”

“Seriously? I thought that was a Bastion of The Cause. Why are we there? When are the Va’Shan warships going to show up?”

Tegid Voel titled her head down slightly, her brow furrowing. “How do you know about Bastion’s of The Cause?”

“You’d be surprised what us uninformed Imperatrix know.”

“I guess I would. A lot has happened since we last touched at a port.”

“Like the Va’Shan falling apart?”

She snorted a moment. “Almost. The goddess Morrigan has apparently returned and caused utter havoc. She destroyed the leadership of The Cause and has taken over the leadership of The Grace. All High-Clerics have been ordered to return to Felicity’s Promise. All Suppressions have been halted and all Legio’s have been ordered to their fail-safe points to await further orders.”

“Wow. That’s something new.”

“That’s not all. It appears that you’ve started a trend with the killing of those two Votum. Your Antesignanus of your ex-Legio also killed off his Votum and a visiting Votum there sent to arrest him.”

That was beyond a wow. Nothing like that had happened in several thousand standard years. The Votum, despite her own actions to the contrary, were sacrosanct to the extreme and to kill one was unheard of. Of course she had killed those two on her ship but that was different. For several to be killed in a matter of weeks was like falling into a neutron star and getting back out again and thus it was no wonder everything was being thrown into chaos.

“Oh, and there’s a new Prime of the Sanctum and it appears that she’s behind quite a few changes with the Archus Superus.”

Amphitrite dismissed that news. She was never a fan of the Sanctum and all it stood for. “There have been many a changes in the favorite of the Archus Superus. That’s nothing new really and she certainly doesn’t have any say in matters of the day-to-day running of the empire, of that you can be certain.”

“Not from what I hear. She’s some kind of cat-girl and from the rumors circulating, she’s got the Archus Superus wrapped around her little fur-finger completely.”

Jo’tal, who had been starting to doze off with all the talk that she knew interested him less than little, popped his eyes open from the half-sleep into which he’d fallen and stepped forward. “Cat-girl?” The words tripped off his tongue clumsily, as if the words were still unfamiliar. “She looks like a cat? Wait, what's a cat?”

“Seriously? You get all worked up and don't even know what a cat is?”

“Is she furry, like all over her little body?”

“That’s generally what cat-girl means, yes.”

“What’s her name?”

He seemed genuinely either agitated with the news or concerned, Amphitrite wasn’t sure which.

“How should I know? Do I look like I belong to the Sanctum?”

He stepped closer to her and the anger in his eyes was impossible to miss. “Don’t fuck with me, Tegid Voel. I know you know her name.”

The reptile was even starting to talk like them, the curse word unusual for him.

She stared back at him with as much anger and, Amphitrite was certain, hatred, giving no ground. “Why is it so important to you? It’s not like you know her.”

“Are there many cat-girls in this galaxy?” he asked with a slight grumble.

“No,” she said with a slight hint of fear in her voice.

Amphitrite could tell that Tegid Voel was far more afraid of him than she wanted him to know. Who wouldn’t be? From what she had heard, he was more than ready to pull his blaster and use it as he was to use his extraordinary breath-weapon on anyone who he thought had offended him. Seeing that the amity between the two was no longer in force, it was prudent of Tegid Voel to not upset him too much.

“Then she’s most likely from my planet and thus I do know her because only two of them escaped and one of them was with me most of the time. So I’ll ask you once again. What is her name?”

“Okay already,” she said as she took a step back and bumped into the door frame. “I think they said it was Lore and lying or something stupid like that.”

“Lorelei?”

“Yeah, that was it. You do know her.”

“Yes. So she is still alive and the Prime nonetheless. She had to be real good at sex to get that position, yes?”

The question almost made Amphitrite blush, which was odd because such things had never had such an effect before. Must be the injuries she sustained. Maybe she had brain-damage from the lack of oxygen. “Yes, she would have to be very, very, very good at sex to be able to become the Prime in such a short time. If it is indeed the female from your planet, then that has to be a record.”

“It is. She also had the other Prime and the Lady Aithne killed.”

“Impressive. So all the people from your planet are vicious and cunning I see,” Amphitrite asked Jo’tal with a smile in her eyes.

“Especially those Kar. They have the power to....” He stopped speaking and his eyes narrowed, then he looked at both of them a moment.

“Yes? They have the power to what?” Tegid Voel demanded.

“Nothing. Never mind.” He pushed passed her and left the room, speaking as he did so. “We leave when the ship is repaired so you’d better be all healed up by then.”

Tegid Voel watched him leave, then turned to look at Amphitrite with curiosity gleaming in her eyes. “What was that all about? He usual loves to talk.”

“Not sure but perhaps there’s more to this new Prime than anyone knows. And what of you two? No longer lovers or what?”

She stood up straighter and made to leave. “Best you mind your own business. And like he said, the Kraces and the Sumbtimondium leave when the repairs are done, with or without you.”

“That would be a feat to take my ship away from me.”

“Not as much of one as you would think, bitch.”
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Many say that the reason the Va’Shan

Empire has managed to last as long as

it has is the Destructor’s Hand. I disagree

with this. The Empire has lasted as long

as it has because it never changes. Every-

thing runs smoothly and efficiently and

it is kept that way. When change comes

to the Empire, then will its decline and

fall be within sight.
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That conniving, manipulative little bitch of a Kar.

Here they were beating themselves up, facing death at every turn trying to save her and here she was all this time living a life of luxury and ease? He would love to be able to be there when Lo’thar found this out. That his little miss innocent Kar was in actuality a little temple-girl who had slept her way to the top and was now, for all intents and purposes, in charge of everything would certainly put a wrinkle in his hairline.

He let out a guffaw of a laugh that scared the person passing by at that moment white as a ghost. She dropped whatever it was she was carrying to a klaxon of bangs and clattering and ran the other way to get away from him.

The more he thought about it, the more he realized that that wasn’t even true. The little Kar had most likely not even slept with this Archus Superus but just convinced him she had with her mental powers and risen through the ranks of the other sluts with astonishing speed.

What a hoot.

This was better than he could have ever thought.

Lo’thar and his moralistic, proper, better-than-a-Dragor attitude, not wanting to bed Maegil because Lorelei was waiting for him to rescue her and all along she was having Togetherness anyway. He slapped his hands together in elation. Oh, to be able to be there when Lo’thar found out. That would be worth any price to pay.

And to think he had almost blurted out to Amphitrite and Tegid Voel that she could control minds. Don’t want that kind of information getting into the wrong claws of that he was certain. He would need to keep his snout shut where Lorelei was concerned and just quietly relish in the thought of her as Prime of the Sanctum and Lo’thar as idiot of the galaxy.

He felt and smelt her long before she made herself known to him, their time together in bed making him so in tune with her musk that he could find her in a crowd without even looking.

“Go back to the ship and watch over the repairs,” he said with as much ranker as he could muster. It was getting more and more difficult to be mad at her. Every time they had a fight, she would show up in his cabin afterward and allow him to do whatever he wanted to her regardless how degrading or how much it hurt her. He was loath to admit that he liked her in any way apart from her ability to allow him to relieve himself, but he was beginning to realize much to his chagrin that she was almost the perfect Dragor mate.

She fulfilled all the usual requirements and what else did he want from her?

But he didn’t want to like her in that way.

He didn’t want to have any more connections like that ever again, not with what happened to his elders and then to his entire clan. That type of loss was far more internal hurt than he ever wanted to experience again and he had ascertained rather quickly that in this line of work the chances of losing someone close to you was rather high.

Just look at what almost happened to Amphitrite.

He actually liked her more than he did Tegid Voel in an odd sort of way, especially since he hadn’t even had Togetherness with her yet. The fact that he needed her and her tactical skills had yet to make an impact on his conscious mind, but he did know that losing her would be to loss the use of the Sumbtimondium and that would be rather bad. The ship had, much to his displeasure, become a rather important part in his plans to wreck revenge on the Va’Shan.

“That little whisker-scarred face of a Grunlk is here with his weapons,” she said with just as much hatred in her voice.

“That was fast.”

“Don’t expect to be able to afford them anymore.”

“That’s what Amphitrite said. Something about the price going up because they actually worked. I’m still a little new with all this credit thing, but that doesn’t seem all that honorable.”

“Honorable?” she laughed, snot actually flying out of her nose. “Seriously? We’re pirates. There is no honor here.”

“It’s a wonder you people managed to rule for so long with so little honor.”

“We aren’t ruling anything.”

Jo’tal turned to look at her, saw the hatred still in her eyes though dampened slightly, but also saw something else, something he hadn’t seen in her before. There was a pride there now. Whether it was pride being with him or pride being associated with the Kraces he had no idea, but it was there as surely as....

He actually bounced off the body so engaged was he with looking at Tegid Voel. He took a step back and looked to see who had been so clumsy as to walk into him. All he saw when he looked straight ahead was a body. His eyes traveled up the length of the large, whitish torso until he finally found the head that was attached, a good two times his own height. The person was huge, even by Dragor standards and Jo’tal was certain that he was the largest person he had ever seen.

His face was angular and rough, as if only half-finished, his hairless skull almost like a cap, the deep-set sockets wherein he was certain there must be eyes, glaring down at him with a vengeance he could almost feel in the pit of his stomach. The monstrosity was shirt-less and his hair-less musculature was obvious for all to see. A belt hung loosely around his waist, holding up a pair of ragged shorts and a nasty-looking side-arm whereon a hand rested with little calmness.

He had a companion, a much, much smaller, almost diminutive thing looking very much like one of the ground-huggers Jo’tal used to hunt in the forest. His fur was coarse, his snout much like Jo’tal's, the color variation black and gray in a molted pattern that continued all the way down his little tail.

“Watch where you’re going next time,” Jo’tal spit out with an opening salvo. He was quite certain that this little encounter was not accidental. He felt the tension in Tegid Voel as much as saw it, the sharp intake of breath, the hand to the side-arm the more obvious indicators.

The tall, bald monster of a male pointed a finger that appeared to Jo’tal as large around as his own thigh down toward him. “You Am-Heh?”

“No, I Jo’tal. No get out of my way, I’ve got to meet someone.”

The monstrosity of a male made certain to block Jo’tal’s way and the little furry companion laughed maliciously.

“He means are you the Am-Heh,” Tegid Voel clarified as she un-did the safety on her blaster.

“The what?”

“Am-Heh. The titular leader of the pirates in this section of the galaxy.”

Jo’tal smirked as he looked over at her. “I don’t have any tits and you know that, Tegid Voel.” He looked up at the mountain. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you don’t get out....”

“You Am-Heh?” he thundered again with the pointing.

The furry companion laughed again, then spoke with a screech of a voice that made Jo’tal’s scales hurt. “He wants to know if you’re the Jo’tal who has become the Am-Heh.”

“Tegid Voel?”

“It seems that with the death of Rodriguez Ortix Tisgal Hort and the destruction of that warjarl, you’ve become the new Am-Heh. Didn’t I tell you that?” Her smile was anything but humorous.

“No, you didn’t tell me that. Get out of my way.”

The mountain reached down and grabbed Tegid Voel by the neck so quickly that neither of them had time to react, his motions so incongruous to his bulk. “He Am-Heh, you sex-slave, me have you now for my own.”

Tegid Voel tried to reach for her blaster but the mountain’s other hand knocked it to the ground as she struggled to breath through the choke hold.

Jo’tal watched for a moment as the furry thing laughed and laughed. Which part of any of this was funny Jo’tal couldn’t comprehend and the little thing was becoming very annoying.

“Put her down.”

The mountain looked at Jo’tal with a wide smile that showed such perfect teeth that Jo’tal almost vomited at the sight of such smoothness. Where were all the jagged edges? It was like looking at Lo’thar’s mouth magnified a hundred times over. “You no Am-Heh. You let me take sex-slave. I have way with her now and break her apart, then I break you apart.”

Oh, ok.

Now came the threats.

Jo’tal finally figured out what this was all about. It was just like with the warriors of the Dragor Clan. The most accomplished warrior was always taking challenges to his status. If any won, they became the new Nooog’aak Muk and were able to have any of the Dragor females they saw fit to take. This was the same thing. This very large male was challenging him.

Of all the times for this to happen.

The last thing he needed was to be late to the meeting with the person selling the remainder of those weapons.

But first things first.

He breathed on the furry one and set him afire, his hideous screams as he ran away far better than that stupid laugh of his.

He felt the plasma burst on his chest and stomach before he ever realized that there were more of them standing in the shadows. He crawled out of the bushes that were now burning, the impact throwing him a good twenty paces.

No, he certainly didn’t need this.

“Did no one inform you that those things don’t work on me?” He saw the ones with the blasters now, coming out of the shadows. There were six of them and although they seemed shocked that he wasn’t pieces strewn about the foliage, they appeared professional enough to not care.

He looked over at the mountain and saw that Tegid Voel was now naked, screaming for help. The mountain was taking what little clothes she had on off and Jo’tal didn’t want to see anymore of that.

He was struck again, this time the pain more than was usual. These warriors of the mountain were packing quite a punch. Jo’tal picked himself off the ground again to one knee, then lashed out toward those with the weapons, realizing that if the mountain managed to get that thing of his into Tegid Voel, she would be literally split in half.

The plasma from his hands erupted in an arc across the warriors and their screams were cut short by their complete vaporization. Tegid Voel’s screams now turned to that horror scream when you knew that you were going to die horribly. Jo’tal was aware that aiming at the mountain’s body would engulf Tegid Voel as well and he had no more plasma left anyway.

The mountain’s manhood was out now and was even larger than Jo’tal would have expected and he was starting to move Tegid Voel down toward it. Jo’tal let his breath weapon loose at the mountain’s legs but it appeared he was immune to fire.

Well that wasn’t very fair.

Tegid Voel’s pleas for help, invoking Jo’tal’s name with a supplication that actually tugged at his innards started that rage in him he felt when he saw all those machines destroying his city and heaping it all into piles before burning it.

He had her legs apart now.

Jo’tal ran and jumped, landing onto the side of the mountain and scampering up his side and onto his back. Rather intent on fulfilling his pledge to tear Tegid Voel apart, he seemed to care little for Jo’tal’s antics. His manhood was pressed up against her and he was getting ready to shove it.

Jo’tal climbed up onto his shoulders behind his head and started to beat at his eyes but they were so sunken that it was almost impossible to reach inside. The mountain stopped the insertion and let go of Tegid Voel with one hand, meaning to grab onto Jo’tal and throw him off.

“You bothersome little lizard but I crush you good soon enough.”

It was what Jo’tal had been waiting for.

With the mountain’s mouth open to speak, Jo’tal let loose with his breath weapon into his enormous mouth and down his throat. It was a gamble, but he figured that the mountain might be immune to fire on the outside but most likely not on the inside.

The scream vindicated Jo’tal’s choice.

The mountain dropped Tegid Voel to the ground in a heap and reached with both hands to bat at his mouth, now afire. Jo’tal deftly avoided the massive hands and poured more fire down his throat. The mountain stopped hollering and fell to his knees with a rumble that knocked Jo’tal to the ground, then fell face-first, barely missing the sprawled out and dazed Tegid Voel.

The cheers from those gathered were the first that Jo’tal even knew that others were watching. Why hadn’t they helped him? Stupid question. They all wanted to see who was going to win. Pointless to help if you help the loser. Then where would you be?

Jo’tal walked over to Tegid Voel, picked her up into his arms and walked away from the scavengers. What kind of society was this anyway?

“We need to meet with Omrat,” Tegid Voel said through bruised throat. “He doesn’t like waiting.”

“Do you want to meet him without any clothes on?”

“Not particularly, no.” She smiled at him, then laid her head on his scaly shoulder.

Jo’tal rolled his eyes as he carried her back towards the medical facility wherein Amphitrite still lay. This was all he needed. “Then we need to get you some clothes and the only place I know to do that is in the healer building.”

“He was huge.”

“That hardly begins to describe it.”

“Why did you wait so long to rescue me?”

“Wanted to see if it actually fit.”

“Ass.”

“I don’t think he wanted to put it in there.”

She laughed, a delicate thing he had never heard before and he realized with a suddenness that almost made him drop her that he truly did have feelings for Tegid Voel and now what was he supposed to do?

It took far longer than Jo’tal thought it would or should to get her dressed again and the result wasn’t even close to what she normally wore. It almost made her look normal, except of course for the blue skin and other extras. But it did make her look softer and that pang in his heart he took to be something bad he ate came back as he watched her walk out of the building. This was not what he wanted....

“So now I would say that your status as Am-Heh is settled once and for all,” she said with the normal brusqueness and hatred she spoke with before the encounter.

“I doubt that. People in that position always have to take on the newest challenger. It’s the way it works.”

She reached for his arm and stopped him, looking into his eyes with a sincerity that wasn’t like her at all. “Thank you. You didn’t have to save me seeing how you don’t really like me anymore.”

He made to say something, changed his mind as he realized that saying that would be like stepping on the ground-digger’s mound. He removed her hand from his arm. “I still have use of you. That’s all.” He turned from her so as not to allow her to see his face.

“I figured as much.”

“Don’t read too much into it.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.”

They walked the rest of the way without saying anything more to each other and that was just fine with Jo’tal. She talked too much anyway. Always going on about something or other, just like Maegil used to do. He wondered if Lo’thar had had Togetherness with her yet. He’d be a bigger fool that Jo’tal already thought he was if he hadn’t.

He laughed to himself.

He almost felt sorry for Lo’thar, having been so manipulated by that little Kar. But then what should he have expected? That was the way they had been since they had first arrived on the scene those many, many warm-times ago so why would they suddenly change just because Lo’thar wanted to Merge with one of them?

Stupid, foolish people.

Having never met Omrat, the person who had sold them the first weapon on Tegid Voel’s insistence, Jo’tal had no idea what he looked like and thus was rather shocked when they came to the small park and there sat... Or stood.... Or hunched, he really had no idea what it was doing for it was a web-spinner. A gigantic, hairy, grotesque web-spinner with a multitude of eyes staring at him as if he was going to be his next meal.

“That’s this Omrat?”

“Yes. Why? Are you afraid of spiders?”

“No. Well, what’s a spider?”

She pointed at him, then waved and Omrat waved back with one of its hairy, thin legs. “That’s a spider. Well, he’s not really a spider but that’s the closest thing to which we can compare him. He’s an Omnerian, from the planetary system of....”

Jo’tal held up his hand to forestall the lecture coming his way on this gigantic web-spinner. He really didn’t care at all from where it came or what it was called. “I don’t care, as I’ve said a hundred times before.”

She stopped walking when still out of ear-shot of Omrat and Jo’tal pulled up and looked at her askew.

“Are you afraid of it?”

“Are you actually going to buy these three Warble’s Ticks?”

“You said we couldn’t afford them.”

“But you’re still here.”

“And so is he, so obviously he doesn’t have any buyer because he has to know that I can’t afford these.”

She smiled at him and he knew that it wasn’t a smile of affection. It was one of those smiles females give you when they think you’re being naïve. “He’s here because it’s custom to offer you the first chance at buying. That’s all.”

“Why? He doesn’t even know me.”

“But he does know the Am-Heh and that’s you, whether you like it or not. It’s a long-standing tradition that everyone working within the pirate community selling such things as this has to give the Am-Heh first chance to buy.”

“Or else?”

“Or else he’ll be hunted down and killed by you as an example. The position you’ve found yourself in comes with a lot of perks and responsibilities. For instance, every pirate in this quadrant has to give you a percentage of their haul, automatically.”

“Really? How much?” Now this was finally something interesting she was talking about.

“Well, traditionally it’s twenty percent, but you can raise or lower it as you wish, all depending on how powerful you think you are and whether you can enforce it or not. There’s an entire industry revolving around the whole Am-Heh title and it takes care of what percentage and they collect it for you and then put it into a trust out of which you can.....” Her eyes widened a moment as a smile burst upon her face and Jo’tal thought that her cheeks were going to burst open so red did they get. “How stupid of me!” She turned him toward her and grabbed his shoulders. “You can afford them, or at least you can try if he’s willing to lower the price. You’ve now got access to the treasure hoard of the Am-Heh and it’s got to be huge.”

“Yeah? How huge?”

“Listen, get him to bargaining. Don’t just accept his first offer. He’ll know you don’t have the funds if you just accept his first offer. Make him work for it.”

“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. And how huge a treasure?”

“That doesn’t matter at the moment.”

“It does to me.”

“Do you mind if I do the talking here, with him?”

“Why?”

“Because you obviously don’t know the first thing about bargaining. You’ve said before that yours was a bartering system back on Caelus, right?”

“Yes. We didn’t have all this stupid credit this and credit that. If you wanted something you just found out what the other Dragor wanted in return and that was that.”

“Well, it’s kind of the same thing just a little more complicated.”

“A little?”

“Can I do the talking?”

“Sure. Does that thing even speak?”

“They're highly intelligent. Just please trust me, okay? And don’t blurt out something inane as you’re wont to do.”

“When did I ever....?”

She put a finger to his snout and he found it rather erotic, his eyes widening at the touch.

“Please?”

He smirked, or at least what passed as a smirk for a Dragor, then nodded his head. “But if I think that....”

“No. Only if he asks you a direct question.”

“But....”

“No!”

“I don’t think I’m going to like this. What are you doing now?”

She had pulled out that little hand device into which she sometimes spoke and then pressed randomly and it would spit out information, and started to work on it. “I’m trying to figure out how much you actually have access to so that I have a base for negotiating.”

He looked at the device and it started to give him a headache so he looked away. “When did you suddenly become the one in charge?”

“The moment you let me sleep with you.” She stopped playing with the device and looked at him with the endearing smile he found so vulgar. “Rule number one, my beautiful lizard. Don’t ever get sexually involved with a female who isn’t a sex-slave. Ever.”

“But that’s what everyone calls you.”

“It is.” She started to walk toward Omrat, waving at him again as she spoke out of the corner of her mouth. “That makes it even more of a problem for you.”

He opened his mouth a moment, snapped it shut, then exhaled as he followed her toward the web-spinner. Damn thing was probably going to spit out a web and entangle them both and then suck them dry. And he thought that Maegil as a mind-reader was bad to be around.
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When we decide that we can enslave and

control another species, then we must
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are we to think that we are better

than another species? Who are we

to enslave anyone?
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Its voice was deep, far deeper than Jo’tal would have ever expected from such a creature. He didn’t want to go near it. As a youngling he had been, although he was still unwilling to really admit it to himself, afraid of the web-spinners and here he was standing before the biggest web-spinner of all time.

And it was talking.

It was enough that the thing was huge and hairy and moved with that grace of leg and body that was beyond disturbing, but it also talked. Jo’tal kept a respectful distance from it lest the beast reconsider and encase him in a web.

“So glad to see you Tegid Voel.” The multiple eyes appraised her as if ready to buy her at the slave auction, then a few of them switched their attention to Jo’tal and he found that even more disturbing. That some of the eyes stayed focused on Tegid Voel, others were on him, and one set was apparently scanning randomly about set Jo’tal's teeth on edge and that was a hard thing to do. “And this must be the infamous new Am-Heh. I heard what you did to Itonde. That was some feat of martial arms to defeat that Kraakin. Not many do. It was one of the hardest Suppressions the Va’Shan ever had.”

It extended one of its hairy appendages out toward Jo’tal and he backed away. A few more eyes left Tegid Voel and bored in on him.

“It’s okay. I get that reaction a lot,” it said without any hint of malice or injury.

Is that the way others saw Jo’tal?

As some sort of monster?

Nah. Why would they?

Jo’tal was good looking for a Dragor so why would people look at him oddly?

“So then, down to business,” Omrat said with a few extra clicks of its mandibles. “Do you have the credits here?”

“Do you have the weapons here?” she asked.

“Of course not. I’m not that naive.”

“Neither am I, as you well know.”

He pointed at Jo’tal. “Why isn’t he talking?”

“I’m better at this than he is, that simple.”

“You certainly are good at it, as you are at other things.” There was more clicking as if it was agitated.

“How do we know that these are the only weapons of their kind? How do we know that you aren’t hiding a bunch of them and are trying to cheat us?”

“You don’t, really. You have to trust me that these are all there are.”

“And where did you find them?”

“You wouldn’t know it.”

“Try me.”

It clicked some more and Jo’tal was beginning to think that it was communicating with someone else they couldn’t see. He started to look around as indiscreetly as possible. But those eyes never left him.

“They came from a very old wreck on an uninhabitable planet in the Han Sector.”

“The Han Sector? That’s about as far out on the Outer Sphere as one can get? What possibly inspired you to go there?”

“A rumor.”

“And how old is old?”

What was this all about? Just get to the buying part already. Who cared from where they came?

“Pre-Va’Shan I’m certain. I’ve never seen anything like this wreck before. Never, and I’ve seen a lot of them.”

“And they only had four aboard?”

“No, but they only had four intact ones aboard. Is this really necessary to the negotiating?”

“No, but I like to know from where these things come. Hate to have the Va’Shan inspecting all my coils because I stole something from them.”

“Never stopped you before.”

“True, but not relevant. How much are you asking for each?”

“They come as a package deal.”

“You could get more if individually sold.”

What was she doing? Trying to get him to raise the price?

“I could, but I want to get rid of them as fast as possible. Now that they work, they are the most wanted weapon in the galaxy, if not the multi-verse.”

“So how much?”

“One billion credits for all three.”

Jo’tal had no idea what a billion was and so had no idea if that was expensive or cheap so he just stood there and observed. Besides, he wasn’t really sure if he wanted to engage in conversation with a gigantic web-spinner.

Tegid Voel made no effort to hide her emotions. “Are you insane? No one is going to pay you that. No one.”

“The Va’Shan will.” More clicks.

Tegid Voel laughed as she put a hand to hip. “The Va’Shan? You meet with the Va’Shan and all you’ll get is a seat in the Confessional Chambers as the Mind Purifiers dig out the location of the weapons from your head and then they feed you to the Destructor’s Hand. The Va’Shan. Seriously?”

He tilted his large head a little to the side. “I’m immune to their mind probes.”

“Ha! Like they haven’t figured out a special way to get to your thoughts over all these centuries. The Va’Shan are a dead end and you and I both know it.”

“Then there are those who want to use it against the Va’Shan.”

“That’s everyone else.”

“So do you have the credits? Because if you don’t, then I’ll take my business elsewhere. I’m only here as a courtesy to the Am-Heh.”

“And you know that I’ll fry you up and serve you as dinner if you didn’t offer it to me first,” Jo’tal spit out, the interplay going on here rather boring to him. He had listened when Tegid Voel had spoken about what would happen if Omrat hadn't approached the Am-He first. He listened sometimes.

All of Omrat’s eyes fastened onto Jo’tal with a menace that almost made him take a step backward.

“Yes, yes I think you would do that.”

“Lower the price,” Tegid Voel suggested.

“Find other weapons to buy. That’s the price and there it is.”

They stared at each other a moment and Jo’tal was about to fire up his breath-weapon and see how will this web-spinner’s hair burned, just like he used to do back on Caelus when it let out a series of clicks and then spoke again. “But, I see that there is possibly some room for compromise here.” Half its eyes focused back on Tegid Voel but it seemed to be addressing Jo’tal directly. “Give me Tegid Voel for my associates and I’ll give you all three for 500 million.”

Tegid Voel's smile told all and she was about to put the denial to words when Jo’tal spoke up first. “Deal.”

“What? No!” she blurted out.

Omrat extended a hairy appendage out toward Jot’al. “Deal?”

Jo’tal started to step forward but Tegid Voel stepped before him, blocking his path to Omrat. “What are you doing? You can’t sell me to him. I’m not yours to sell.” Her
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