
  
    [image: Fire Flare]
  


  
    
      Fire Flare

    

    
      
        Chris Ward

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: AMMFA Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Contact

        

        
          Also by Chris Ward

        

        
          Become a Patron

        

        
          Fire Flare

        

      

      
        
          1. Caladan

        

        
          2. Harlan5

        

        
          3. Caladan

        

        
          4. General Grogood

        

        
          5. Caladan

        

        
          6. Harlan5

        

        
          7. Caladan

        

        
          8. Kal Al’Tinth

        

        
          9. Caladan

        

        
          10. Harlan5

        

        
          11. Caladan

        

        
          12. Kal Al’Tinth

        

        
          13. Caladan

        

        
          14. Paul

        

        
          15. Harlan5

        

        
          16. Beth

        

        
          17. Paul

        

        
          18. Caladan

        

        
          19. Harlan5

        

        
          20. Harlan5

        

        
          21. Caladan

        

        
          22. Harlan5

        

        
          23. Beth

        

        
          24. Caladan

        

        
          25. Beth

        

        
          26. Paul

        

        
          27. Caladan

        

        
          28. Beth

        

        
          29. Caladan

        

        
          30. Beth

        

        
          31. Paul

        

        
          32. Harlan5

        

        
          33. Caladan

        

      

      
        
          Thank you for reading!

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
        “Fire Flare (The Fire Planets Saga #4)”

        Copyright © Chris Ward 2021

      

        

      
        The right of Chris Ward to be identified as the Author of this Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the Author.

      

        

      
        This story is a work of fiction and is a product of the Author’s imagination. All resemblances to actual locations or to persons living or dead are entirely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Subscribe for news and special offers:

      

        

      
        Chris Ward’s Readers Group

      

        

      
        If you would like to chat to Chris, visit his Facebook page at

      

        

      
        Chris Ward (Fiction Writer)

      

        

      
        or go to his website at

      

        

      
        www.amillionmilesfromanywhere.net

      

        

      
        And to listen to audiobooks for FREE, subscribe to the

        AMMFA Publishing YouTube Channel

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Chris Ward

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Head of Words

        The Man Who Built the World

        Saving the Day

        Ugly Thirteen

      

        

      
        The Fire Planets Saga

        Fire Fight

        Fire Storm

        Fire Rage

        Fire Flare

      

        

      
        The Endinfinium series

        Benjamin Forrest and the School at the End of the World

        Benjamin Forrest and the Bay of Paper Dragons

        Benjamin Forrest and the Lost City of the Ghouls

        Benjamin Forrest and the Curse of the Miscreants

      

        

      
        The Tube Riders series

        Underground

        Exile

        Revenge

        In the Shadow of London

        Genesis: The Rise of the Governor

      

        

      
        The Tales of Crow series

        The Eyes in the Dark

        The Castle of  Nightmares

        The Puppeteer King

        The Circus of Machinations

        The Dark Master of Dogs

      

        

      
        The Tokyo Lost Mystery Series

        Broken

        Stolen

        Frozen

      

        

      
        Also Available

        The Tube Riders Complete Series 1-4 Boxed Set

        The Tales of Crow 1-5 Complete Series Boxed Set

        The Tokyo Lost Complete Series 1-3 Boxed Set

        The Endinfinium 1-3 Boxed Set

        The Fire Planets Saga 1-3 Boxed Set

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Become a Patron

          

        

      

    

    
      For many writers such as myself, being able to do what you love full-time is still only a pipe dream, but YOU can help to make it a reality.

      For as little as $3 a month, you will receive exclusive advance copies of all of my ebooks, get early-bird cover reveals, and other Patron-only content. Higher tiers include audiobook codes and hard-copy signed cover pictures (mailing address required).

      Please take a moment to visit my Patreon site through the link below.

      
        
        Click here for more information

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fire Flare

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Caladan

          

        

      

    

    
      They called it the Snake Pit because the gambling den rested on the back of a giant, inert snake. The rare and ancient creature—officially a Duforn Giant Limbless Lizard, rather than the regular kind of snake that seemed to have evolved independently across the known universe anywhere where conditions were dank and miserable enough—hadn’t, by any reckoning, so much as twitched in more than a thousand Earth-years, allowing an entire town to grow up around it. The townsfolk, famed for their carefree hedonism, enjoyed life safe in the knowledge that, if attacked, with a little encouragement the Duforn might rise up and wreak untold havoc upon any invading army. It was an assumption that had never been tested, but nevertheless, the frontier community of Upton was one of the most peaceful in which Caladan had ever found himself misfortunate enough to reside.

      Until, of course, one scratched the surface.

      ‘May I remind everyone of the rules?’ said the card shark, a spine-backed Rue-Tik-Tan ridiculously attired in a red velvet cloak through which its razor-sharp cluster of spines had pierced. It’s unnaturally small, serpentine head swung back and forth between the fifteen players circled around the card table. ‘All games are to be played fair. No cheating. No outside interference. And … your buy-in must be announced prior to the beginning of the game. We will start on the left.’

      One arm swept towards the nearest player, a powerfully built Jeeeb, a doglike creature twice the size of a man, standing on all-fours but with an additional pair of limbs at the front that resembled a muscular pair of human arms. It lifted one, the spines on the underside of its palm making Caladan shiver. It was said that one swipe could turn a soft-skinned face into a pin cushion.

      ‘A Halberd-class land speeder,’ the creature said.

      Grunts came from around the table.

      ‘Next,’ said the card shark.

      ‘Three of my daughters, primed and of age,’ said the Oulufani through a mouthpiece translation device. The announcement by the caterpillar-like creature was met with grunts of annoyance, considering most Oulufani laid a hundred eggs at a time. Having a propensity to eat their own young raised the stakes a little, but it was still considered a weak contribution, acceptable only because of their market value once they reached maturity.

      The bids continued. A remodeled Peacekeeper craft. The seed of a rare tree from Dilpok in Phevius System. An ultra-cannon, refitted. Nine laying Trinkle birds, rare outside the remote and inaccessible Frail System.

      At last the card shark’s gaze turned to Caladan.

      ‘And what would you like to bid?’ he asked, eyes looking Caladan’s ragged frame up and down. Aware he hadn’t washed, shaved, or changed his clothes in some time, Caladan pouted, trying to look more important than his appearance suggested.

      ‘A single working limb,’ he said.

      Guffaws came from around the table. The card shark lifted an eyebrow.

      ‘And which limb might that be?’

      ‘His penis!’ shouted a Tolgier from across the table.

      ‘It has to be working!’ cried a Karpali. ‘Quite a value given to a useless sausage!’

      ‘And a small one, no doubt!’

      Laughter echoed across the table. The Jeeeb panted in great lurching gulps, while even the Oulufani tittered through its translation device.

      Caladan stood up. He shook off his outer cape to reveal the stump of his left arm, severed long ago just below the shoulder.

      ‘My right arm,’ he said.

      The Rue-Tik-Tan nodded. ‘Quite the risk you’re taking, don’t you think?’

      Caladan smiled. ‘That depends how well you play.’

      ‘Then let us begin.’

      Cards flashed across the table, almost too fast for the eye to follow. Nine cards each, part of a 153 card set of Whorl, still popular in Trill System even though on many planets it was considered outdated or even archaic. Caladan felt some comfort at the sight of the different characters in his hand, even though it had been losing at a similar game many years before which had resulted in the loss of his left arm. He surveyed the characters, found he had a pair and a high Grail, probably enough to beat half the sitting players already.

      A decent start.

      He thought of the Matilda, sitting beneath its pile of moss, space-worthy except for one last remaining part.

      ‘Players, your first hand, please. On three.’

      They laid. At once the Tolgier across the table stood up, slamming down his fists. He had played a Sift, a card too high for so early in the game. In Whorl the highest and lowest card always lost. Keeping near the centre was a matter of judgment.

      ‘Guards!’ shouted the card shark as the Tolgier lifted his chair over his head. At once hands closed over the Tolgier’s arms, and Caladan suppressed a gasp of surprise at the sight of two Evattlans, the mindless insect-like warriors which fronted Raylan Climlee’s land armies. Had they made a misjudgment? Had Raylan’s forces already infiltrated this far west?

      ‘Eject him,’ the card shark instructed, as, with far less fanfare, the Oulufani shuffled away, grumbling through its translation device.

      The cards came again. Caladan watched the other players carefully, judging their responses from their expressions. Most of the players were humanoid or subspecies, giving him an advantage as someone who had once lived among the card tables. On the other side of the table, a single Gorm, a super-intelligent lump of jelly which early human settlers had unknowingly harvested as soap, sat inert within its wheeled cart, a small robotic pincer playing its hands. It had taken some kind of stimulant prior to the game, Caladan knew. The usual flushes of colour which gave away a Gorm’s emotions were frustratingly absent.

      ‘Play,’ the card shark said.

      Caladan, feeling bold, laid a pair of Treels, the third highest hand. As the card shark turned them over, he let out a held breath. A Karpali, throwing down his remaining cards, had been forced into a pair of Grails, the second highest. Slamming a fist down on the table, he stood up and retreated quickly, before the guards could arrive.

      Eleven players left. Then nine, then seven. With five players left, the hands reduced to just three cards per player, Caladan scowled. A low Cord and a high Boom. Only a Grail, the second highest card in the deck, might save him. He closed his eyes, trying to remember how many Booms of the pack’s five had been laid.

      ‘Play,’ the card shark said.

      Caladan laid the Grail. With a howl, a Rue-Tik-Tan on the other side of the table kicked back his chair and walked away, throwing down a Boom at the same time. Caladan let out a sigh of relief.

      It was down to three: Caladan, the Jeeeb, and the Gorm.

      Twelve cards remained in the pack: players received a single card each. Caladan took his card and turned it over. He held his smile as he gazed at the piece of worthless crap, a Cord, the lowest card in the pack. He had no chance other than a split lay.

      ‘Play.’

      The Jeeeb growled as it laid a Cord and called low. Caladan closed his eyes. From across the table came a squeal as the Gorm, having laid a high card, tried to back away. Caladan opened his eyes, watching as the two guards came forward, tipping the Gorm out of its chair on to the floor.

      It had bought in with its transportation. Caladan felt a brief pang of regret as laughing spectators kicked the lump of jelly away, before turning back to the game. If you gambled, you had to be prepared to lose. He flexed his arm, hoping it wasn’t for the last time.

      ‘A tie,’ the card shark said. ‘We will have one last draw.’ He turned to Caladan. ‘As holder of the lowest surviving card in the previous round, you will have the choice. High … or low. Choose now.’

      Caladan stared at the nine remaining cards. He could remember six of them, but his card brain wasn’t what it was, and a couple of losing players had tossed their cards away before he could get a decent look. It was a gamble either way.

      ‘Isn’t that the way of the game?’ he muttered under his breath.

      ‘Hurry up you subhuman piece of scum,’ the Jeeeb snarled.

      ‘Low,’ Caladan said.

      ‘Like your place in life,’ the Jeeeb snapped, baring its teeth.

      The card shark nodded. He drew a card, passing it to Caladan. ‘Reveal.’

      Caladan glanced down at the card, raising an eyebrow. A Trowel. The second lowest card, higher only than Dirt. Caladan whispered goodbye to his arm.

      ‘Reveal,’ the card shark said to the Jeeeb, passing him a card. ‘High wins. Low loses.’

      The Jeeeb turned over the card. With a sudden howl of rage, it ripped the card into pieces. ‘Fix!’ it hollered as it stood up, attempting to turn over the table with its powerful front paws, but finding the table fixed to the floor. Instead, it swiped the remaining cards off the table, then aimed a spiny paw at the card shark’s face.

      For a supposedly peaceful community, far more weapons than Caladan would have expected appeared in hands and claws. The Jeeeb, knowing it was lost, dropped its paw and turned away, stalking back into the crowd.

      ‘I’d watch your back there, gunslinger,’ came a deep voice at Caladan’s shoulder. ‘I’ve heard Jeeeb used to farm Farsi children for food.’

      Caladan glanced back at Paul, standing in the shadows behind the card table, cloaked, a hood pulled over his head. Caladan rolled his eyes. For a member of the supposed Resistance, Paul had little idea how to make himself inconspicuous.

      ‘You were ready to bail me out, I take it?’

      Paul smiled. ‘I was, but Beth told me to trust you. I only just arrived. It looks like I wasn’t needed after all.’

      ‘You might still be. The honor given to a winner isn’t what it was. Come on, let’s get out of here. I need to claim my winnings.’

      ‘What did you get?’

      ‘Apart from the chance to keep my only arm a little longer?’ Caladan smiled. ‘The grand prize. A refitted Gondor 3 Interplanetary Shuttle.’

      Paul’s eyes widened. ‘You were able to buy into a card game for a prize like that?’

      Caladan lifted an eyebrow. ‘In case you didn’t notice, there’s a war on. There’s quite a market for useable limbs right now.’

      ‘Even yours?’

      Caladan shrugged. ‘Harlan forged me some evaluation documents. They worked.’

      Paul lifted a hand and gave Caladan an awkward fist bump on the stump of his left shoulder. ‘So, you got us a ride out of here at last?’

      Caladan scowled. ‘You think I’d be seen dead flying a Gondor? They look like someone took a dump and wrapped it in aluminum foil. Not to mention that they fly like Earth-turkeys, as in hardly at all. I could literally pilot it with my ass.’

      ‘So what are you going to do with it then?’

      ‘What I’ve been dreaming of doing since we landed in this dump. I’m going to use whatever decent parts I can find to fix the Matilda.’
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      According to his programming, the Matilda, partly reclaimed by forest in Cable’s wildest frontier region, had a future as one of two things: a historical artifact to be discovered by some far future race, or as a home for monkeys.

      Three years since she had last flown, hidden initially to keep her out of sight of the dozens of spy bots and roving bands of Bareleon mercenaries which had swept the planet’s surface in search of them in the wake of the stunning destruction of the Bareleon Helix, it had seemed impossible that her condition might worsen due to inactivity, but that had been what had happened. Undiscovered problems had revealed themselves, and what had initially seemed a medium to high flight risk, had quickly morphed into what Earth’s ancient stories might have deemed “a steaming heap of dung”, according, at least, to Harlan5’s programming.

      In the wake of their decision to go underground, as Caladan had called it, the reaction of the humans had been most interesting. For Harlan5, the passage of time was unimportant as long as he remained close to a power source and had the means to mend any minor defections that might occur. For the humans, the thought of a long period of inactivity had been rather more worrying. Caladan, and later Little Buck Sanders—who preferred the name Paul, but, well, Harlan5 enjoyed a joke from time to time—had taken to drink, first polishing off the ship’s small supply and then accessing the ship’s memory banks to learn which of the surrounding plants could be distilled into something suitably mind-numbing. Consequently, one of the lower cargo holds had been turned into a makeshift a brewery.

      This, in turn, had found them a way into the local community, with Little Buck growing a thick beard to appear as Caladan’s younger, taller, and two-armed brother, selling their excess to locals on the black market, avoiding the high taxes Raylan Climlee’s occupying forces had unsuccessfully attempted to force on the outlying regions. In time, they had managed to infiltrate the nearby towns, gaining trust and learning secrets, all the while plotting an eventual escape as soon as the search parties had given up.

      Beth, on the other hand—whose gentle nature Harlan5’s programming told him was far more agreeable—had chosen to collect flowers and study botany. Indeed, with the help of the Matilda’s database, she had discovered a species of planet in the surrounding forest that, while not quite capable of growing Caladan a new arm, certainly fixed most other ailments. Locals from the primitive native Bilbing tribes had begun to regards her as some kind of mystical healer, and she now spent her days playing with their children and teaching their adults how to use her newly created healing medicine.

      A flashing light on what still worked of the Matilda’s flight deck caught Harlan5’s attention. The robot inserted a metal fingertip into a port on the nearest computer terminal and brought up the scanner’s details. An approaching ship, coming down to land in the forest nearby. As it touched down it sent an encrypted transmission, decodable only by the Matilda’s unique decryption software.

      We made it. We got the ship.

      Harlan5 didn’t have the capacity to smile, but the lights on his face gave a little flash. His programming had told him that the odds of Caladan surviving a card game in Upton were remote. Perhaps it was time for a little rewiring.

      A ship even Harlan5 would consider ugly appeared on the monitor screens. The Matilda’s computer gave it an analysis and on a scale of one to ten for flightworthiness, gave it a three, one below the score she had given to herself. Harlan5’s eye lights flickered. So much risk for a reward that was more potential that realistic. Humans could be so unpredictable sometimes.

      He headed down from the Matilda’s bridge, climbing down a ladder in the elevator shaft. The elevator itself was in pieces all around him, yet another aspect of the ship that needed to be fixed.

      ‘Miss Beth,’ Harlan called, as he reached the cargo level where the girl spend most of her time. ‘Caladan and Little Buck have returned.’

      The door—one of the few that still worked—slid open. Beth looked up from a workbench where she was weaving flowers into some kind of rope, and smiled.

      While it was merely computer code to Harlan, most humans would consider the girl beautiful. While being grounded and in hiding for three years had turned Caladan and Paul into wild rogues, Beth had transformed into something Harlan5’s databases might romantically call an earthen princess. Her hair, grown almost to her waist, was braided, dotted with flowers. Her clothes were all greens and browns, woven from locally harvested plants. She watched Harlan5 with a look of carefree joy for a few seconds, then smiled.

      ‘They’re back?’

      ‘Yes. They’ve acquired a ship. I believe Caladan plans to harvest it for parts.’

      The girl’s smile dropped, and for a moment the old Beth, the young revolutionary who had once hijacked the Matilda, returned.

      ‘So they joined that stupid game. They could both have gotten killed.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Or worse, they could have been captured and tortured to reveal the Matilda’s position.’

      ‘It seems luck is on their side.’

      ‘I imagine the stocks are running pretty low.’ She gave a mischievous grin. ‘Let’s go and berate them.’

      Harlan5’s eye lights twinkled. Sometimes the girl reminded him so much of his old captain that he felt an almost human-like ache of longing.
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      It took them half an hour to get through the forest to where Caladan and Paul had brought the shuttle down. A Gondor 3, capable, on a good day, of hopping between local planets, but lacking the stasis-ultraspace drive required to take it to neighboring systems.

      They had brought it down on a cleared patch of ground next to a gushing river. As the lower hatch opened and first Paul appeared, thickly bearded and wearing the brown forest cloak that made him look like ancient druid, followed by Caladan, limping a little as though the pilot’s chair had been too narrow for his frame, Beth picked up a stick and sent it twirling in their direction. It landed at Paul’s feet. He looked down at it, then stared at Beth as though she had pierced his very heart.

      ‘Aren’t you pleased that we’re back?’

      ‘This is the Bilbing’s parade ground, you pair of imbeciles,’ she snapped. ‘Move this ship at once.’

      Paul threw back his hood with an extravagance that was as unnecessary as it was strangely endearing, from a human perspective. Harlan5, allowing his programming to keep him up to speed on how a human grandfather might feel, would miss these unpredictable creatures if something happened to them. Watching their interplay was a highlight of his time in hiding, without a doubt.

      ‘Don’t you like your present? It’s Cable’s Lover’s Day next week. I thought you might like it.’

      Beth scowled. ‘You’re too kind.’

      ‘My programming would like to ask where my present is,’ Harlan5 said.

      ‘Your present is that we’re using this heap of junk for parts instead of you,’ Caladan said. ‘Reckon there’ll be enough here to work with? It’s time you started earning your keep, robot.’

      ‘As opposed to maintaining the heating and air filtration systems to allow you and Little Buck to indulge in your hobby?’

      Beth grinned. ‘It’s certainly been quiet around here. For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re both still alive. Move this ship to the other side of the river and then you can tell us how you survived.’
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      ‘He rigged the deck,’ Paul said, wincing at the taste of one of the fritters Beth had cooked from local plants. ‘He sleeved a couple of cards from a pack he bought in the market.’

      ‘That’s a complete lie,’ Caladan said, swigging back a large gulp of homebrewed beer from a carved wooden tankard.

      ‘That’s exactly what you told me on the flight over.’

      Caladan shrugged. ‘I only told you that to get you to shut up.’ He grinned at Beth. ‘I don’t mind admitting in front of a lady that I won by blind luck. Truth was, I had no clue what to do once I’d lost track of the cards. I got lucky, that’s all.’

      ‘Well, let’s hope you’ve got enough luck left to get this ship into the air.’

      ‘I have completed my analysis of the Gondor 3 and believe that it contains enough parts to get the Matilda airborne once more,’ Harlan5 said from his position near to the pilot’s terminal, from where he spent his time constantly monitoring the surrounding forest for signs of danger.

      ‘That’s something,’ Beth said. ‘Then we have the next question, don’t we?’

      ‘Does the beard stay or go?’ Paul said, giving a loud guffaw and then slamming his tankard down on the table.

      ‘A more pressing question,’ Beth said. ‘What do we do once we’re up there? We’ve been hiding out here for three years.’

      Caladan took a long drink, staring out through the monitor screens which currently showed the forest at twilight, Trill star dipping below the horizon, the glow in the sky from the light and heat amplifiers creating a fanlike pattern around it.

      ‘If she’s still alive, we find her,’ he said.

      Beth gave a wistful smile. For once, Paul had no quips or comebacks, and Harlan5’s lights twinkled.

      The captain. Oh, how his programming said he would like to see her again.
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      ‘From Vantar’s Seven Hells, do we have time for this rubbish?’ Paul muttered, standing beside Caladan as they waited in the clearing beside the river for Beth to conclude a farewell ceremony with the tribe of native Bilbing, the oddly shaped forest dwellers whom the girl had befriended. She was walking down a line of creatures straight out of Caladan’s nightmares, even after everything he had seen, pausing at each one to place a braid made of flowers around their elongated necks. Caladan, who had rarely seen them clearly until now, shivered every time one of them creaked like a piece of old rope blowing in the wind.

      Three tiny elephantine legs protruded from stumpy bodies which rose only to knee-height on a human. They had no arms but instead had snakelike, scaly necks more than a meter long with thin, oval heads. They looked utterly defenseless, but he had seen them shimmying up trees using their necks like hooks to propel their bodies upwards. And once, Paul and he had encountered a dead one, and, in trying to move it, discovered that they weighed several times that of an average human, meaning that their necks were extremely powerful indeed. Their bodies, he had latter discovered, acted as solid bases while the Bilbing used their necks to encircle and then snap through tree branches, often as thick as a man’s waist. They used the branches to make their treetop nests.

      Beth might have befriended them, but neither Paul nor Caladan would be sad to wave goodbye. He had been unable to sleep for a week after their first encounter. It had been one of the reasons why he had set about distilling his own liquor.

      ‘At least they’re harmless,’ Paul said.

      ‘What planet are you from? Do you want to wake up with one in your bed?’

      ‘I meant that they have no tech. No blasters or cannons.’ Paul patted the weapon in a holster on his hip, hidden beneath his cloak. ‘I could take out twenty at a time.’

      ‘Good luck,’ Caladan said. ‘I hope you’ve been keeping that gun charged.’

      Across the clearing, Beth had squatted down and began to talk in a series of hums and clicks with what appeared to be the leader, a larger Bilbing with silvery feathers covering his back.

      ‘What’s she doing now?’ Paul said.

      ‘I have no idea.’

      Standing beside Caladan, Harlan5 said, ‘My programming suggests she’s negotiating a release deal.’

      Caladan scoffed. ‘A what?’

      With a frown, Beth stood up and came across to where the three of them were standing. ‘I’m afraid there’s a bit of an issue,’ she said.

      ‘What’s going on now?’ Caladan said. ‘We’re ready to leave. Just pat them on the scaly backs and wish them well.’

      ‘I’m afraid they require a gift in order to allow us to depart,’ Beth said. ‘Their elder says that we have lived on their land all this time, and that we need to provide them with some kind of recompense for the trouble we’ve caused.’

      ‘You’ve got to be joking.’

      Paul put a hand on his hip. ‘How about we pay them with a few photon blasts?’ he said.

      Beth slapped him on the arm. ‘Don’t be such a brute,’ she said. ‘Don’t you know anything? They could have ripped the Matilda apart at any time. Some of their nests are made of shredded metal taken from fallen starships. Elder Tik-Tik said they would be most displeased if we left without offering some kind of gift.’

      ‘Elder Tik-Tik?’ Caladan rolled his eyes. ‘And what if we say no? What if we turn the Matilda’s guns on them?’

      Beth patted his arm. ‘You could never do that to a peaceful people like them.’

      Caladan knew she was right. Too much of Lia had rubbed off on him.

      Where are you? I miss you.

      ‘I suppose we’ll have to come up with something.’

      ‘These ugly mothers have a bit of gumption,’ Paul said with a smirk. ‘Perhaps we could recruit them into the Defenders of the Free.’

      Caladan rolled his eyes at the mention of the supposed rebellion that had led to Beth and Paul hijacking the Matilda. The last rumor he had heard in one of Upton’s gambling dens was that Paul’s revered rebel fleet had been crushed in a single desperate battle somewhere deep in Quaxar System. Paul, however, remained convinced a huge victory over Raylan Climlee’s forces was just over Cable’s war-soaked horizon.

      ‘So what do we give them?’ he said.

      ‘How about the robot?’ Paul suggested, waving a thumb at Harlan5.

      ‘I understand the reasoning, but we need his help with the ship,’ Caladan said. ‘Not so much as with the flying, but with keeping the thing in the air.’

      ‘According to my programming, when it comes down to probability, the most expendable member of the current crew would be you, Little Buck.’

      ‘Count me out,’ Paul said. ‘Where would you be in a firefight?’

      ‘Not in it, most likely,’ Caladan said, as Paul began air maneuvers with his fingers held in a gun shape, little bleats of pseudo-blaster fire coming from his lips. At the sight of him, Beth gave a little chuckle.

      ‘Can’t we give them one of the escape pods?’ Caladan said. ‘They don’t work properly anyway.’

      Paul clicked his fingers together, his eyes widening. ‘Of course. What about the other guy?’ he said. ‘We could leave him behind. Tell them he’s a god or something.’

      Caladan’s immediate response was a sharp ‘No!’ but even as he said it, the sense in Paul’s suggestion began to grow on him like a series of persuasive vines.
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      ‘Sorry about this, old buddy,’ Caladan said, letting out a sigh as he peered through the stasis tank’s glass window at Jake O’Flagon’s face, murky beneath a couple of centimeters of sustaining liquid. The brave journalist out of Cask System, whom Caladan had promised to help, had lain in stasis these three long years of hiding, waiting for the rare medical treatment that would save him. After they had established themselves in the forest and made their assumed identities known, Caladan had tried to find a smuggling vessel heading for the secretive and restricted Cask System in order to send Jake home, but with war ravaging much of the Fire Quarter, even finding a ship heading off-world had been near impossible. Jake O’Flagon had remained in stasis.

      ‘Okay, robot, we’re ready,’ Paul said, patting the stasis tank as though it were a trailer of metal ore. ‘Give it a pull. Try not to knock it over.’

      Harlan5 moved forward, pulling the stasis tank along on its wheeled gurney, down a route they had prepared to the clearing beside the river. Beth stood next to the assembled Bilbing, a far greater crowd than before, several that looked much older than the others as though the Bilbing had dragged out their elders for this leaving ceremony.

      As Harlan5 brought the gurney to a stop in front of the leader, Caladan walked over to Beth and leaned close.

      ‘Translate everything I say as clearly as you can,’ he said. ‘Jake’s an old friend. I’d hate to have them eat him or something.’

      ‘They’re vegetarian,’ she said.

      ‘Yes, but these are wartimes. Desperate times for desperate measures.’

      Beth smiled. ‘I’m sure they’ll keep him safe. They really are a peaceful race.’

      ‘I’ll be holding you to that.’ He stepped away from her and lifted his arm. ‘Friends, I’d like to thank you for your hospitality with this wonderful gift.’ He waited for a few seconds while Beth stumbled through a translation which left the Bilbing nodding and clicking with awe. Then, pausing every few sentences to give Beth time to translate, he recited the speech he had prepared while Paul and Harlan5 were shifting the stasis tank out of the Matilda.

      ‘Friends, you have been most kind to us, a group of weary travelers from afar. Crash-landed among you, instead of food, we became friends. I thank you for not adding us to your menu or putting us through the kind of torture neither of my naïve young companions have ever experienced. While it might have been assumed we were perhaps criminals or smugglers, I’m happy that you didn’t treat us with the savageness we might have expected from such an outwardly monstrous race. And to show our appreciation as we once again return to the skies, I offer you a gift.’

      He waited while Beth, glaring at him, finished her translation. While no doubt she had been selective with her choice of words, there was a collective ‘Ahhh!’ at the end, followed by a mass stomping of feet which Caladan took as a sign of excitement.

      ‘You may or may not know that a war has come to the skies above you. A war among the gods.’

      More ahhs. Beside him, Paul was trying to keep a straight face, while Beth looked anything but amused.

      ‘And one of those gods fell to earth, and was rescued. By us. Hurt but not dead, we have protected him ever since, until the time comes when he will rise and return to the skies. But for now, we must resume the battle. Our gift to you is the greatest we could give. The opportunity to protect this fallen god. Here, in this tank, lies Jake O’Flagon, Lord of the Stillwater. Protect him with your lives, and one day we will return victorious.’

      Beth translated. The Bilbing stomped their feet some more, then the one Caladan assumed was Elder Tik-Tik stepped forward and clicked something at Beth.

      ‘He says thank you,’ she said. ‘They will do what they can to protect Jake of the Stillwater.’

      Caladan gave a solemn bow. ‘They have my eternal thanks.’

      Beth grinned. ‘He also said he would like to take possession of your brewing equipment in order to ensure Jake of the Stillwater’s guards are well lubricated.’

      ‘He’s an asshole. Tell him he can have it but I’ll piss in it first.’

      Beth rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll paraphrase that last bit,’ she said. As she began to speak to Elder Tik-Tik, the Bilbing did a little shuffle, then his neck extended, his diminutive head rising up towards Caladan. It stopped a couple of inches away. Caladan glanced at Beth, wondering what she had told him, but the girl just grinned and shrugged. Elder Tik-Tik’s mouth opened and he clicked something at Caladan, who gritted his teeth to stop himself flinching away from breath that smelled like rotten vegetation.

      ‘He said you’re a man of great honor,’ Beth said, as Elder Tik-Tik’s neck retracted. ‘He is honored to have known you.’

      ‘The pleasure is all mine,’ Caladan muttered. ‘Now, can we please get out of here?’

      With the ceremony concluded, Caladan watched the Bilbing drag Jake’s stasis tank away into the forest with a sense of longing and regret. ‘I’ll be back for you, old friend,’ he muttered, as Paul shifted beside him.

      ‘Come on, Captain,’ the younger man said, clenching a fist and tapping it against Caladan’s shoulder as though he were knocking on a door. ‘We have a ship that needs a pilot, and a war that needs to be won.’
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      ‘There are too many, sir. We can’t take them.’

      General Grogood of the Trillian Space Navy didn’t respond. He stared out at the star field around the outlying Dynis Moon, trying to put the destruction he had witnessed on Feint, the moon’s planet, out of his mind.

      Entire countries wiped off the planet’s surface. Cities reduced to rubble. Millions of citizens turned to dust.

      Old texts talked of Bareleon Helixes, planet-eating monsters which laid waste to entire systems, churning up all life and civilization, and spewing it out as hideous, warring pureborn creatures which spread forth like a virus, assimilating with or destroying whatever survivors they could find.

      He had never thought he would see one, and he hadn’t. By the time his portion of the Trill System Space Fleet had reached Feint, the monstrosity was gone, reduced to space debris, leaving behind only the destruction it had caused.

      ‘My fish,’ he growled, staring out of the view-screens at the dots moving against the background of stars. ‘That was my fish.’

      ‘Sir, more ships are dropping out of stasis-ultraspace. The closest have launched their fighters. We’re already taking huge damage.’

      General Grogood turned to the officer, a mere boy in a uniform likely ironed by his mother in one of the villages on Dynis Moon’s surface.

      ‘Are you out of diapers yet, boy? Do you understand anything about war?’

      ‘Sir, respectfully, all our intelligence reports predict that our forces will be overwhelmed within hours. High Command has communicated—’

      General Grogood lifted a hand. ‘I don’t care what those fools in their bunkers have said. ‘As soon as they chose to hide, they ceased to have a hand in the war.’

      ‘But, sir, respectfully—’

      ‘Dismissed.’

      The officer, perhaps having knowledge of General Grogood’s fearsome reputation, wisely withdrew. Others would come for sure, but the response would be the same. These officers were little more than children. They were onlookers. Wars were fought by men.

      ‘Captain,’ he called to Revel Sind, his chief navigation officer, ‘Take us in closer. I will not stand back while my fleet engages the enemy like some coward.’

      The catlike creature turned and hissed a response before resuming his work. General Grogood smiled. At least some members of his crew had absolute loyalty, even if the number grew less as the war continued.

      Far out across the sky, flashes began to appear as his fleet engaged the Shadowman battleships that had appeared out of stasis-ultraspace already in attack formation. They numbered more than a hundred, and most far outsized his own.

      ‘My fingers will encircle your vile little throat and squeeze out whatever life I find,’ he growled, thinking of Raylan Climlee, the non-entity of a warlord who had dared to bring such invaders into the Estron Quadrant. The Shadowmen, like the Barelaon Helix, were truly alien, and had no place among the Seven Systems. They would be expelled, as their comrades had been, and having missed that chance, General Grogood wasn’t about to miss this one.

      ‘You’re mine,’ he growled, gritting his teeth, as the star field moved around them, the ship accelerating towards the battle. ‘Arm all cannons,’ he shouted to the crew. ‘Prepare all fighters for launch. Tonight we feast on evil, and victory will be ours.’

      ‘Sir.’

      It was the officer again, standing to attention, sweat soaking the rim of his cap.

      ‘What is it, officer?’

      ‘Respectfully, sir, we have received another message from High Command. They say to withdraw immediately.’

      General Grogood narrowed his eyes. ‘Son, is your father a military man?’

      The officer nodded. ‘He served under General Crait on the TSF Excellsior, sir. He died in the battle of Polpan Moon in the Uprising.’

      General Grogood scowled. ‘Then he died a brave man. And he would be rolling in his grave at the sight of you. Wipe that sweat off your face, you pathetic coward. There is no High Command. There ceased to be when they failed to defend Feint. Run back to your mousehole and bother me only when you have something worthwhile to say.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ The officer ducked his head and hurried away.

      ‘Fool.’ General Grogood shook his head, then felt a momentary pang of regret that his own boy had fared little better. Huh. He could barely even claim to have a son; it was better to convince himself he was childless. Perhaps, when this war was done, he would find himself a new woman
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