
Chapter 1

 Melela

 

It was overcast, the sky dark with a cold drizzle, melancholic clouds hanging low over the 
city. I stood, looking out the window of my flat, caught up in my thoughts as I rested from my 
fencing workout. The view was monochromatic and depressing for a number of reasons. First, it 
was sorely cold. The winter storm that had swept down from the north had brought an icy chill 
to Corin, peppering my window with a mixture of rain and slush. Its bleakness made me shiver 
and yearn for warmer days and the bright, gay lights that normally winked on at this hour. It 
was odd not seeing my home’s usual collage of color–the rainbow hues that painted the evening 
skyline. The lack of their sight was disheartening, depressing me further, for I realized the lights 
were dim for good reason–that my home was withering under a cold, failed sun, and there was 
nothing I could do about it. 

I edged closer to the glass, searching the streets below for a measure of normalcy. There 
was nothing, no movement from anything or anyone–no cabs, no PMs, no ATs hovering 
overhead. It was unusually still; it’d been like this for days. Most everyone was gone–Corin 
evacuated. Everyone had fled, taking their families and belongings to the forests and mountains, 
or off-world, if one could afford it. It was only soldiers like me who remained behind; we had our 
orders. We were the last bastions of order, the ones left to protect the Imperial core even though 
that was a joke in itself. What were we protecting? Thirty-two planets had already been crushed 
under the boot of this enemy−Melela was just the icing on the cake. 

Angrily I whipped my sword blade, wishing I could somehow cut the head off the dragon 
that was coming to devour us all, but there was nothing I or anyone could do. That thought 
festered in me, souring my disposition like the bitter taste of rask. I rested my blade, resigned to 
the fact that all I had left was my duty; my orders to ensure the safety of the Relcor during the 
transition. Already the liaisons for the new leadership were here, and things were tense. By 
tomorrow, their full fleet would be here, filling our skies—giving formality to our surrender.

I moved to my bedroom and looked over my dress uniform. Everything was laid out 
across my bed, my dress boots on the floor polished to a high shine; the buckles and decorations 
on my uniform shining brightly under the room’s austere lighting. Sadly, this was the sum of my 
life; twenty-three years of military service laid flat across a bed. That sudden realization gave me 
a pang of regret. I was barely thirty-six and my efforts now seemed shallow and pathetic. Where 
had the time gone? So much of it seemed wasted. Undoubtedly that’s what my father would say. 
By my age he’d already risen through the ranks to become a Lieutenant Major. And yet, why did 
I care? It was hard to say.

Perhaps if I had pressed harder, pushed for an off-world commission, or been given the 
chance to fight the Relcor, then things might have been different. A battle commendation would 
have provided me the opportunity to make Major first class instead of Captain−as if it mattered 
at this point. The truth was, I was lucky to be alive, safe and sound on Melela. Too many had 
already died in our strange and bizarre war with the Relcor−nine hundred thousand in the Qui 
quadrant alone. No, on Melela I was secure with my commission and rank; the royal family had 
been good to me. Because of them, my tenure had always been assured, my assignments 
fulfilling, and the reality was, before the war, I’d seen more than enough adventure and travel to 
keep me from being bored. 

The question I faced now was what I was going to do after our surrender–for tomorrow 
was to be my last day in uniform. With the Emperor’s final decree, all remaining remnants of the 
Imperial government were to be dismantled; our military put asunder, our weapons destroyed. 
This was the end of our Empire, the very heart of our sovereign civilization and culture put 



under the knife. Already, many of our sister planets were dark and desecrated, disemboweled by 
the Relcor’s feudal dictatorship. Planets, which had once been free, were being laid to waste by 
an alien species of which we had little comprehension or understanding. The very nature of it 
was cruel. 

I began to undress and prepare for my shower, first pouring myself a glass of toka. The 
amber colored liquid held a sweet, minty taste, and I knew it would help me get to sleep quickly. 
I needed to be up early to oversee the security details for the Princess. Her care would be my last 
official duty until the signing, after which, she and her parents were to be sent into exile. I took a 
sip, allowing the liqueur to roll across my tongue–its bite seemed tart, my taste soured by the 
realization that I was going to miss my young charge. After seeing to her safety for twelve years, 
the fledgling Queen had wormed her way into my heart, and the thoughts of her banishment 
only darkened my mood. I started to take another sip to deaden my discontent, but was cut off 
by a knock upon my door. I moved to the door and opened it, finding a junior cadet awaiting me. 
He carried a sealed note in his hand.

“Sir …” he said, with a quick salute. “A message from General Spires.” 
He handed me the envelope, then crisply turned and left, barely giving me time to return 

formality. I closed the door and tore open the note. Inside were orders to meet the General in 
thirty minutes. I crumpled the paper and threw it into the trash in aggravation. Of all times to be 
called on the carpet; the security detail was set. Was the blustering old buffoon going to change 
everything now? Exasperated, I moved to my bedroom and grabbed a fresh shirt from the closet. 
I buttoned it and threw on a light jacket, along with my military saber, tucking my pants into my 
boots. If the old goat wanted me there in thirty minutes, he’d have to accept me as I was. I was 
not about to satisfy him by showering and appearing in full dress. Such short notice did not 
warrant full protocol, even if it was our last day of military service.

Leaving my resiplex, I walked toward the Palace, and the senior officer’s complex, my 
hair soaking up the rain–my boots sloshing through the puddles. It was dark and damn cold. I 
was shivering by the time I reached the outer security perimeter where my face and hand were 
scanned before admittance. Inside the officer’s atrium, I shook off the effects of the rain. Then, 
grabbing a lift, I headed to the third floor and General Spires’ office. The ride up was short and 
when the lift doors opened I rushed out, only to be stopped by two hooded guards–Relcor.

Instinctively, I drew out my blade warding off any further move from the two. In quiet 
response they held up their hands showing me their empty silver-metallic palms.

“Brother,” said one. “We stand in peace. You have no need for your weapon.”
I stared at the two aliens, both dressed alike in their ornate, blood-red robes. They were 

Lodans, mid-level custodians of the Rodan order−foot soldiers. I wondered if they were armed. 
Unsure, I challenged their presence by keeping my saber high.

“My sword will always stand ready against you, Relcor. Now out of my way. I’m here at 
the request of General Spires.”

The two said nothing. They simply followed my movement, staring at me with cold, cat-
like eyes–dull, yellow oculars that sent shivers up my spine. Both reminded me of zombies, 
stinking corpses that were long dead. Finally, one responded, waving his hand in the direction of 
the General’s office.

“Go,” he said, “your superior is awaiting you.”
Given a reprieve, I backed away from the two while keeping my eye on them. 

Fortunately, my steps were unimpeded. There was no move by them, and I made my way down 
the hall toward the General’s office unmolested though I was angry with myself for not bringing 
a blaster. As good a weapon as my sword was, it was no match for an autolock. 

I reached the General’s door and knocked. There was movement inside, visible through 
the opaque window that separated the office from the hallway. I then heard a voice bellow.

“Enter!”
Opening the door, I found General Spires at his desk; he was not alone. Another robed 



sentinel stood to one side.
“I might have expected you’d be late,” said Spires, looking up from his chair.
I bit my tongue, wanting to respond to his remark, but not with the Relcor creature 

looking on. Instead, I stood my ground and saluted.
“My apologies, Sir.” 
Spires rose from his desk and approached me. 
“Look at you …” he sneered in disdain, his face reddened from drink. “… out of uniform, 

body unwashed, hair unkempt. I can’t for the life of me understand why the Emperor keeps you 
on staff.”

He jabbed his finger into my chest for emphasis.
“Yes Sir,” I answered. “Again, my apologies. I came immediately upon your request.”
Spires turned from me and looked at the Relcor who was standing nearby watching.
“You see what you’re going to have to put up with? A bunch of lazy ploths like this one.”
The sentinel nodded as Spires backhanded my chest. The impact was sharp, and I felt my 

anger rise. He had no right to strike me, even if he was a General. I clenched my sword hilt 
fighting the desire to strike back. His actions were inexcusable. Suddenly, and without warning, 
Spires turned toward me, his look catching me by surprise. The gaze upon his face was forlorn, 
his eyes moist. Was this a look of despair? I was caught off guard. This was out of character and I 
was taken aback; Spires was a belligerent pricworm. What was going on? Before I could react, he 
turned and walked back to his desk while feeding me his instructions.

“I called you here, Captain, as there are details that require my attention before 
tomorrow’s signing.” He sighed heavily with resignation. “And our honored guest here wishes a 
tour of the Palace and the Senate hall where the signing will take place. In the interim, I need 
someone to hold the fort down, so to speak. Do you think you can handle this simple task?”

“Yes Sir,” I answered, more than ever curious to his request.
Nothing more was said and I waited at attention while the General gathered his 

paperwork from atop the desk. He stuffed everything into a briefcase and left the room with the 
Relcor following. I watched as the door closed behind them.

Alone in the room, I pondered what was going on. Something was definitely amiss. 
Spires was not prone to intrigue, nor would he treat me like a junior cadet simply out of bad 
blood. No, there was more to this. I looked about the room and saw nothing that gave a hint. The 
desktop was barren, the room stark–three of the four walls covered by heavy curtains. This 
office was a reflection of Spires himself—stifling. I moved to the desk and pulled open a drawer. 
It held only office supplies. I went to the one below it. Unexpectedly there was a noise behind 
me; a muffled voice. 

“Lock the door and draw the curtains,” it whispered. I whirled around, looking to see 
who had spoken. “And dim the lights …” 

The voice was feminine–and familiar.
Without further thought, I moved to the office door, locking it. I pulled the drapes 

covering the large crystalline windows that faced the hallway and turned down the lights. It was 
then that I caught sight of movement from behind the curtains. A woman appeared, simply 
dressed in a night robe; her dark, yet graying hair pulled back. I recognized her instantly. It was 
Lady Tasha, the Empress of Melela; I immediately started to kneel. She waved at me 
emphatically. 

“We have no time for that nonsense,” she snapped in a hoarse whisper. “Come to my 
side–now!” I obeyed instantly, moving forward to face her.

“My Queen, what is it?” 
I lowered my eyes in respect; her sudden appearance had me at a loss. To say the least, I 

had never seen her dressed so informally, with her face unpainted. She looked older this way, 
and though the light in the room was dim, I could tell she’d been crying. Her face was fraught 
with fear, and her eyes filled with emotion. I listened as she spoke in quick, hushed tones.



“The peace signing tomorrow is a ruse,” she breathed, heavily. “The Relcor have no 
desire to leave any part of our monarchy alive. We are under a death sentence.”

“You must flee then,” I responded.
“No, we are trapped. There are spies everywhere, including the palace. They hold us 

prisoner, and the Emperor—he’s been drugged.”
“My lady, what can I do?”
She grabbed my arm with a firm, hard grip. “I need you to get Leanna out of there.”
Stunned by her request, I sputtered weakly. “B-b-but how? I’m Shadow Guard—I.M. 

would never allow me in—I don’t have the clearance.”
“That’s precisely why I’m coming to you, Captain. I.M.’s been compromised, and I’ve 

nowhere else to turn. I need you—you’re the adjunct officer in charge of her care. She knows 
you, and I need you to get her out of the palace and off Melela. You must—I want her to live! 
General Spires says if anyone can do it, it’s you.”

I was speechless. My Queen was speaking to me as a mother begging for her child’s life, 
and I had no idea what was transpiring. I needed more information. I started to ask, but there 
was a rustling out in the hallway. One of the sentinels was at the door; he spoke through it.

“Brother, why have you locked the door and drawn the curtains?”
I felt the Empress’ hand press against my chest–she pushed on me hard–near the place 

where Spires had struck me. It was then that I felt the micro pin stuck to my jacket, its point 
pricking my skin. The Empress moved back and away.

“I must go before they find me gone.” She headed toward the curtains, but not without 
one final plea. “Save my daughter, Rez. Please!”

I watched her disappear, slipping into a hidden alcove behind the draperies. I was alone 
again, bewildered, and off-guard. The Relcor were rattling the doorknob; I sprang into action.

“What!” I yelled angrily, rushing the door. I jerked it open and glared at the two 
sentinels. “Can’t a man get a lick of sleep? Fucking pricworms!” 

The two aliens looked at me blankly; I knew their human side understood my meaning, 
but the alien infecting them was confused. This was my opportunity. I brushed past the two, 
pushing them aside.

“I gotta get some sleep,” I snapped. “Tell the General I couldn’t wait.”
I didn’t look back. I didn’t dare—not if my gamble was to succeed. I moved to the lift and 

hit the access button. By the hand of fate it was there, waiting. The doors opened and I entered.
Outside in the rain, on the safety of the streets, I mulled over what had just transpired. 

The Empress’ words rang in my ear, spies everywhere, watching—waiting. The news of this was 
inconceivable—the Interior Ministry had been compromised—but how? Security for the palace 
was layered precisely for this reason, to prevent outside forces from penetrating the inner circle. 
And yet, if the Relcor were in control of I.M., then there was no one I could trust. What was I 
going to do?

Plagued with a myriad of questions, I looked down at the micro pin sticking though the 
fabric of my jacket. It was more like a small nail about three quarters of an inch in length with a 
barbed tip on one end and a small green data crystal on the other. I left it in place. Undoubtedly 
it held answers, but I needed to find a place where I could decode it–someplace out of the 
exchange loop. If there was information on how to save the Princess, I needed to keep it private. 
Unfortunately, I was ill prepared. I had no weapons or the means to stage a rescue and I lacked 
discretionary funds. I carried few mercs and little coin on me. Like most soldiers I used the 
Imperial credit system to pay for everything, but using that system now would be a mistake. If 
there were spies watching the Imperial elite, a credit track would follow my every footstep–and 
returning to my flat was out of the question. Still, I needed money. Rescuing the Princess wasn’t 
going to be easy or cheap. There were bound to be bribes; just how much was the question. With 
few options available I made my way to a CTM where I withdrew an advance–enough to get me 
by for a few days. I left my card in the machine hoping someone would find it and use it. It 



wouldn’t hurt to have a vag create a false trail, giving me time to disappear off the radar.
Credits in hand, I walked the dark streets of Corin looking for a place where I could 

ensconce myself away from prying eyes. I wasn’t having much luck. Everything was closed; the 
shops, the taverns, even the street vendors were gone. Everyone was scared pithless—and who 
could blame them. No one knew exactly what to expect tomorrow. The stories regarding the 
Relcor were chilling at best. Some considered them alien zealots whose mere touch could usurp 
a man’s soul. And then there were the accounts of brutal sex rites, torture, and pagan sacrifices. 
Dark rumors flew about thousands being slaughtered for the pure pleasure of Juc T’Krola, the 
heathen ruler of Relcor Prime. These black horrors included stories of those who had vanished 
forever, including my father. 

Long before the war started he had been sent to negotiate with Juc T’Krola, but he was 
never heard from again. His disappearance had plagued my youth, and I often wondered if he 
had been killed or consumed by them. Was he now a Relcor hybrid—a concoction of human and 
alien genetics—a pagan religious cleric who lived and breathed the debauched, sadistic teachings 
of Rodan? I would probably never know, but I secretly questioned if he would be at the signing 
tomorrow. I also wondered how much of his knowledge had aided the downfall of the Empire; 
he had been privy to much. Perhaps he had been tortured or coerced, for it took only twelve 
short years for the Relcor to conquer everything–all thirty-three planets. To this day it was a 
mystery that yielded no answer. For me, it was simply a thorn in my heart, giving rise to the 
whispers behind my back. I kept walking—everyone had skeletons.

My journey soon took me toward the darker corners of Corin, where the seeds of 
corruption grew without help from the Relcor. It was the only place where the city still breathed, 
where the poor and the criminal merged, their faces lurking in the shadows, for they had 
nowhere to run. I looked up the street. I was in the brothel district. Things were slow, but the 
lights were still on. I moved along searching for a hostel with a measure of cleanliness. Finding 
one, I ducked in.

The lobby was small and dark, befitting a place where no one wanted to be seen. There 
was a Lacta sitting behind the front desk. He glanced up at me with disinterest, and then 
returned to his business. I approached him.

“Yesss,” he said, not looking up from his work.
I looked at his bald, crusty head. He was an old snik, molting, his scales falling off.
“I need a room.”
“Yesss, twenty credits. You want someone, yesss?” His black tongue flickered through 

thin lips. “We still have a good ssselection–businessss is ssslow.” 
He waved a bony finger toward the wall behind him. On it were pictures of men and 

women of varying ages–a slide show of entertainers–some were Melelan, others were from the 
outer planets. For a price I could choose one or two or more.

“No,” I responded. “I just need a room, and also a comm–an older unit, with memory pin 
access and a privacy DAAT filter.”

The Lacta looked up at me, curiously surprised by my request. “Those are illegal,” he 
slavered, saliva seeping from the sides of his mouth.

I threw a hundred on the desktop. “Make it legal then.” I unsheathed my sword and set it 
alongside the note, adding weight to my request.

“Yesss, I think ssssomething can be arranged.” He handed me a key. “Room twenty-four, 
upssstairs on the right. I will have the comm delivered ssssoon.”

I picked up my sword. “Don’t disappoint me,” I said, the edge of my blade coming 
dangerously close to his saggy-skinned throat. His tongue flickered and his black eyes widened.

“No, it will be there quite ssssoon.”
I left the lobby and headed to the room. It was sparsely furnished with a bed, a night 

stand, and a chest of drawers. On the ceiling was a large mirror and there were tattered curtains 
hanging across the window. The place stank of musty sweat mixed with cheap perfume. At the 



far end, facing the bed was a large view screen. It displayed the same show I had seen in the 
lobby; a parade of men and women for rent, only these images were more revealing. I passed the 
time looking at them as I waited.

After a few minutes there was a knock at the door. I opened it to find a young girl scantily 
dressed with long braids of yellow-straw hair. Heavy makeup covered her eyes and lips; 
definitely not my type. She handed me the comm and the DAAT filter I’d requested.

“Do you need anything else?” she cooed, posing in the doorway. “I’m available for a small 
fee.”

“I’ll let you know,” I replied, shutting the door on her. 
I returned to the bed and sat, unfolding the comm in my hands. I pulled off the back and 

looked for the internal data transfer chip. I pulled it out and replaced it with the DAAT filter. I 
then put the cover back on and tried to place a call; it would not go through. I then tried to 
access Corin’s M.A. network; it was dead as well. The filter worked. The comm could not send or 
receive data. I could now access the micro pin without worry.

Pulling the pin from my jacket I pushed it into the access port on the side of the comm. 
There was a low hum as the internal circuits read the device. Suddenly the comm screen flashed 
to life, producing a message. I looked at the screen not comprehending the gibberish I was 
reading; it looked like an array of hieroglyphics. I realized then that the message wasn’t in 
Melelan, but Barsin, an obscure dialect indigenous to my mother’s home world. This caught me 
off guard. 

I peered at the message, unable to decipher its meaning, my panic rising as I noted that 
the message was linked to a degradation timer. It had started at ninety seconds and was 
counting down from there. I forced myself to focus. I hadn’t spoken or read Barsin since my 
youth, and it took a conscious effort as my thoughts were hampered by the memory of my dead 
mother.

Seventy seconds. 
I began to sweat. Ten more seconds passed. There were eight symbols grouped into six 

phrases. What did it mean? I bit my lip, studying each image. The first was a crest—an emblem 
of some sort. Four triangles joined in a point with intersecting lines in between each. That 
looked familiar. The next symbol was a vector clip holding a phallic symbol. The vector was 
pointing to the next symbol, a wavy line, perhaps representing water or waves. The next image 
was a snake dripping venom into a bowl. This was followed by a “Y” and a heart. Lastly, there 
was a picture of what I could only call a helix bracelet, a chain symbolizing continuity.

I glanced at the timer. Another twelve seconds had past. I ran my eyes over the symbols 
searching for the key to unlock the message’s meaning. It then hit me. The first image was a 
family crest—my mother’s. I remembered seeing it as a small boy when we lived on Barsin. But 
what did it have to do with water? And what did the bowl and snake represent—and the “Y” and 
heart? I began filling the meaning of the symbols with synonyms—ten more seconds past.

Crest—family, heritage, coat of arms, house of names, bloodline.
Waves—water, sea, ocean, fluid, current, movement.
Vector clip—mathematic—an arrow indicating direction. In biology, a carrier, transport 

or transmitter.
Phallic symbol—man, male, person, human. Together they were pointing to the snake 

and bowl. And the snake was dripping venom. Was it a poison or medicine dripping into the 
bowl? Did it represent nature, patience, fertility, or rebirth?

The “Y” and heart really had me for a loss. Of course, the chain was never ending, 
looping in circles, binding—immortality.

Suddenly a thought popped into my head. The crest was my heritage, my bloodline. It 
was followed by a phallic—male—that was me. Then water or liquid—fluid. The snake was 
spitting a fluid into the bowl. I then realized it wasn’t the letter “Y” I was seeing, but a 
stethoscope placed next to a heart—and a heart pumped BLOOD. 



It was all there and I understood—D-N-A—of course. The message was coded to my DNA 
which meant it needed a blood sample from me. The micro pin was actually a hypoduct. Shit!

I glanced at the timer. There were thirteen seconds left. Twelve …
My heart raced. Only seconds remained. If I didn’t act, the pin would wipe itself clean. I 

ejected the device from the side of the comm and jabbed it savagely into the fleshy part of my 
arm. The nail bit hard as the miniature barbs on its end snapped open like a tiny fish hook. I 
yanked it out, leaving behind a bleeding hole with bits of flesh and blood clinging to the pin’s tip. 
I quickly pushed the pin back into the access port then waited–the timer froze in response at 
four seconds. There was a low hum, something was happening, hopefully an analysis of my 
DNA. 

As I waited, I put pressure on my wound, nursing the jagged hole left by the hypoduct. 
The experience reiterated why these archaic devices were illegal, not to mention unpopular. 
Aside from spreading infectious diseases, they hurt. Leave it to Spires to be a sadistic pricworm. 
I glanced again at the comm screen; the timer was still frozen. Finally, a few seconds later there 
was a tone and Spires’ face appeared on the screen. He looked tired. He began to speak, but his 
voice was so low I had to bring the comm to my ear to understand him. His words were 
sobering. 

“… situation is grave. As you have learned, the Emperor and his family have been slated 
for execution. Even as I speak the Relcor are consolidating power. I.M.’s been compromised and 
there are traitors everywhere, including some who stood with the Emperor himself. With the 
utmost of reservation I am turning to you as a last resort. I know you are only S.G., but it is my 
hope that you can work a miracle. Lady Tasha has expressed her confidence, and I have little 
recourse but to agree. You’ve always been a pain in the ass Cantor, but you are the most 
resourceful officer in my command. So, here is how things lay.” 

“Underneath the palace is a small labyrinth of tunnels; passages that lead in and out. 
They are known to only a few, including myself, and the Emperor’s immediate family. One of the 
passages you have already seen, it runs from my office to the Emperor’s personal quarters. The 
others run from the throne room to the Senate, while another exits into a tea warehouse in the 
Brookshire District. It’s called The King’s Tea Company and inside you’ll find a map, some 
weapons and supplies, also a ship with inter-dimensional warp drive. If you can make it there 
with the Princess you might have a chance to escape off-world. That’s all I have, Captain. Save 
the Emperor’s daughter if you can. She’s the only remaining hope for our people.”

Without further warning the screen went dead, and I caught a whiff of acidic foam. The 
comm and micro pin were dead, everything inside melted. I tossed it on the bed. What was I 
going to do now? I sat there, my mind racing with Spires’ words playing in my head. Even using 
the tunnels he mentioned, how was I going to maneuver inside the palace and kidnap the 
Princess with no one finding out? Security inside would be a nightmare, and I had only a 
rudimentary understanding of the layout and no authorization clearance to access more 
information. Still, I had to try.

As I pondered my options I took note of the slide show on the view screen–the men and 
women parading naked to my view. Suddenly an idea struck. I looked over to the intercom that 
rested on the night table next to the bed. Crossing to it I pushed the button for the front desk.

“Yesss,” answered a raspy voice. It was the snik from the front desk.
“The girl who brought the comm to room twenty-four,” I said. “Send her to me.”
“Yesss,” he replied. “Immediately.”
A minute later there was a knock on my door. I answered it finding the young girl I’d 

seen earlier. She was barefoot and wearing lingerie which revealed more than it covered. My 
eyes ran down her body, taking in her augmented breasts and her well trimmed pubic region. 

“Hello,” she cooed, a smile running across her lips. “I was told that you wanted to play.”
“Yes,” I answered, opening the door for her to enter.
As she walked passed me I looked her over. She was about the right height, thin, perhaps 



a little anorexic; it made her look quite young. That met my needs. Her makeup though–it was 
too heavy; it plainly showed she was a seductive. That wouldn’t do. And her breasts–well, there 
was nothing I could do about that. I looked at her braided hair. It was almost the right color. She 
stopped and pivoted as if she were a model, winking at me coyly.

“I like blonds,” I said. “Can you lose the braids? And take off the makeup?”
That caught her off guard. I don’t think anyone had ever asked her to do that before. I 

pulled a wad of credit notes from my pocket and handed her a twenty. She grabbed the bill 
eagerly, stuffing it into a hidden pocket inside her negligee. She then proceeded to undo her 
hair. 

“You want plain Jane–suits me. I’ve had stranger bids. I’ll wash my face in the privy, if 
that’s okay?”

I stepped aside letting her have access to the room’s lav.
A couple minutes later the girl returned, her hair undone, her face nearly clean except for 

the eyebrows. It seemed they were light brown tattoos permanently inked upon her face. Still, 
without the heavy makeup, she looked even younger; that was excellent. 

“This better?” she asked. She shook her head allowing her hair to fall freely about her 
face and shoulders.

“Much,” I replied.
“You like your sweets young, yes? But perhaps–a little dirty?”
I didn’t answer. I just moved about her, sizing her up. She watched me from the corner of 

her eye, taking me in. Then without warning she moved toward me, snuggling her body up to 
mine. I caught the scent of her cheap perfume.

“I like tall, clean shaven men,” she breathed, in a low, husky whisper. “And I can give you 
anything you want for a price. I’m very good at what I do.”

She then giggled and I felt her hand slide down to my crotch. I grabbed her arm and 
pushed it away, noticing as I did, the partially hidden track marks on her forearm. She was a 
hazic user. She pulled back; I couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed, hurt, or angry.

“I don’t care about that,” I said. “Look, I don’t like this room. Can we use yours?”
“What’s wrong with this one?”
“It stinks,” I replied.
“Okay—whatever you want. It’s all the same to me.” 
She walked to the door. I grabbed my sword and followed her out into the hall, relieved 

to be out of the room. I had reason to believe that the billet was probably bugged and I had 
already caused enough intrigue with my request for a pin comm and the DAAT filter. It didn’t 
make sense to take any chances. 

The girl moved up the hall with me following behind. I noted her gait, her small, firm 
buttocks moving up and down in a smooth rhythm. She was young enough and definitely the 
right size. As we walked she queried me.

“Are you an off-worlder? We don’t get many good looking ones like you—especially now.”
I didn’t answer.
“You look like you take care of yourself. Workout a lot?” She then giggled. “This should 

be a lot of fun. I might have to throw in some freebies.”
“How old are you?” I inquired.
“Twenty-three,” she answered.
Close enough, I mused. 
At the end of the hall there was a juncture. We turned the corner and entered another 

hallway at which point she offered me her hand and another look of invitation. I wasn’t 
interested, and I motioned for her to keep moving.

“My room’s down here at the end of this hall,” she said softly, giving me a wink.
She moved forward again, but not without advertising her wares once again. It was then 

that I got a good look at her legs and feet. She wore ankle bracelets; one on each foot–thin silver 



chains interwoven with percussion nodules. Instantly I knew she was an indenture–her 
movement tracked by a GP tracer with a detonator. This complicated matters.

“How much longer do you have?” I inquired.
She glanced back at me. I pointed to her feet.
“Seven,” she answered.
“Would you be interested in getting out?”
Suddenly, without warning, the girl turned on me. She slammed her fists into my chest 

and pushed me back against the wall. I could tell from the fire in her eyes she was livid with 
anger. She snapped at me harshly.

“Listen, you fucking pricworm. I’m stuck here in this filthy rat’s nest workin’ day and 
night, fucking sickos like you for chump credit. I don’t care what you think of me, but I won’t be 
played with. If you got religion, take it somewhere else; don’t come trying to save me. And don’t 
pretend that you want to buy out my contract like some free-wheeling high roller; no one gets 
out, not from the Lacta.”

I sensed the bitter resolve of those final words, her voice weakening as tears of 
hopelessness welled in her eyes. I said no more, but simply pulled my jacket back, then my shirt 
revealing my upper torso and the Imperial crest that was seared onto my left pectoral muscle 
near my heart. My chest bore the cauterized brand of the Emperor. The girl’s eyes widened.

“I can make it happen,” I whispered. “But only if you’re interested–and it won’t be free or 
easy. Now do you wanna hear more? Cause I’m in a hurry.”

Hesitantly the girl drew back, uncertainty and hope overpowering her ire. She glanced 
nervously up and down the hall making sure it was clear. She then motioned for me to follow, 
her pace quickening as we moved down the hall. We climbed out a window and sat on the escape 
stairs where we had privacy. It was damn cold, but we were free to talk and I told her what I 
needed. 

*  *  *

Fear is a powerful motivator and no one is immune, not even the Lacta, and they carried 
a reputation for being one of the tougher species in the Empire. The old snik manning the front 
desk was no different. He thought he was tough, but he quickly collapsed into submission once 
he realized I was serious about skinning him alive. I nicked him twice, once in the arm, the other 
to his thigh, drawing blood. I then pressed my blade hard to his neck. He was eager to give me 
the percussion release codes and the location of a laser cutter. I waited as the girl fetched it and 
soon she was free. Of course, this was only the beginning. I knew that buying this girl from the 
Lacta under duress was neither legal nor wise. The Lacta were a vengeful people, known for 
reneging on their deals, and I needed a guarantee of safety. In order to buy us time I shot him up 
with hazic, everything the girl had in her possession. The snik would be out for days, but just in 
case, I took his laser cutter with me; it made a good weapon.

Out on the street I walked with the girl. Her name was Penta, and she asked far too many 
questions. But with her slight physique, face clean of makeup, and long flowing hair, she could 
almost double as the Princess—at least under cursory scrutiny. My only problem now was 
figuring where to go from here, so I put up with her prattle, even though it was driving me nuts.

It was well after midnight by the time we found The King’s Tea warehouse. It was a large 
place, an exporting facility, situated in a trade center along with other commercial endeavors. 
Not surprisingly, it was heavily guarded by electronic surveillance. There were cameras 
everywhere, infrared, night focus and motion seekers. It was obvious that we weren’t going to 
get inside the warehouse without notice. The question was—who would be watching? I decided 
to opt for the simplest route; the front door. I had nothing to lose. At the entrance I paused 
before an opaque scanning screen that read my facial features. Fortuitously, it seemed that my 
approach had been anticipated, for a second later I heard a heavy metallic click and the door 



slowly opened. I knew I had Spires to thank for this. 
Penta and I entered the building. It was a typical warehouse, large and open, though 

dimly lit. Solar fuses were the only light source, providing just enough illumination for us to 
make our way around. Together Penta and I meandered through rows of pallets stacked high 
with tea while searching for the supplies left by Spires. As I led the way, Penta followed, whining 
incessantly, her voice turning my head from her blathering chatter. Literally, she was giving me 
a headache and I had much to concentrate on. I was overly concerned with the plan I was trying 
to formulate and I feared my chances for success. 

After searching for twenty minutes, I found the supplies Spires had left in a small office. 
Everything was there as he said, packed in a small knapsack–a battery powered porta-light, a 
knife, a small nitro-blaster, and a map showing where the tunnels lay. I was good to go. There 
was no mention of the spaceship, but I assumed it was here someplace. Looking over the map, I 
began to plan my next move when suddenly there was a loud thump. I looked up to see Penta 
lying on the floor. She lay there shivering, her breathing labored. I made my way to her side; she 
was sweating profusely, her eyes shut. I lifted her head.

“Are you okay? I asked, patting her on the cheek.
Her response was unintelligible. I lifted her eyelids to find her eyes rolled back into her 

head, her mouth dry, and her tongue swollen. I felt like an idiot, realizing now what the problem 
was—why she’d been blathering on earlier. It was the drugs; withdrawal from hazic was like 
that. Under its influence one’s metabolism was slowed, even lethargic, the mind coasting along 
in a peaceful, euphoric bliss, until you crashed. It was understandable why a girl in her 
profession might want something like that–it made sense, but withdrawal was another matter. I 
swore. This couldn’t have happened at a worse time. If she didn’t get more hazic soon, she’d 
probably die, and I still had to get us into the palace. This placed me in a quandary. What was I 
going to do?

I mulled my options. I wanted to leave the girl, and find another way in alone, but 
without a decoy they’d know instantly that Leanna was missing. Fuck. I needed a double on the 
inside; it was the only way, but the little critch was passed out. Damn it. I needed her up and 
functioning. She was willing–a whore seeking a way out. Without her, my chances for getting 
away were nil. I knew then and there what needed to be done. If this little critch needed hazic, 
then I needed to get it and fast. 

With that decision I tried to make Penta as comfortable as I could. I found some water 
and a pile of burlap tea sacks. I laid a few down for her to rest on and covered her with the rest. 
Penta didn’t resist–she couldn’t, her will to fight was fading fast. I then left the warehouse with 
the knife and nitro-blaster tucked into my belt. I needed to find a hazic dealer.

Retracing my steps, I soon found myself back in the seedier areas of Corin where I 
purchased hazic with little effort–though I did have to approach several dealers. It seemed the 
level of fear was running high in Corin, and the hazic business was booming. Needless to say, the 
price for the drug was high. Three small vials cost me well over two hundred credits. It might 
have cost more, but the nitro-blaster in my belt kept things within reason. I just hoped I’d 
bought enough. 

Unfortunately, the purchase of hazic presented a new problem. The dealers had no 
syringes, they were out, and I needed one to inject Penta. I’d broken hers when I shot up the 
snik. I was gravely frustrated. It seemed I was running into one obstacle after another and the 
hour was getting late. I now had to find a pharmaca where I could get my hands on a syringe. In 
a heat, I headed back toward the center of the city, cursing the fact that there were no cabs or 
PMs to rent or steal; anything that would make my journey faster. Worse yet, it was raining 
again, and I was wet, cold, and miserable. Still, as I walked I came to see a plus side to my 
ordeal. The isolation gave me time to plan and mull my options. I gave analysis on what I might 
find on entering the palace. Who or what would I face there? Would there be Relcor? Or would I 
find Melelan traitors holding the Emperor and his family? It was hard to say. In either case, I 



had my sword, a knife, a laser cutter and a small nitro-blaster; it wasn’t much, but it would have 
to do.

For a brief second I toyed with the idea of acquiring an autolock, or several percussion 
gannas, but it would take time to obtain them and they would be useless if I wanted to maintain 
stealth and secrecy. Besides, I wanted to save the Emperor and his family, not blow them up. 
There had to be a better way. Then it hit me. A decent pharmaca would be stocked with 
numerous drugs and chemicals. Surely I could find some combination that would aid my 
mission. Perhaps etheral, a soporific or two, or better yet, asper-vem extract. What else? How 
about triacene? When mixed with colaia and water the reaction created a smoke-like fog. I made 
a mental catalog of things I might use.

It took forty minutes, but eventually I reached a commercial district where I was able to 
access a street registry. I looked up the closest pharmaca, pleased to find that there was one two 
streets over. Auspiciously it was a small, obscure place, sitting on a side street. It was dark inside 
and padlocked, its windows sealed by heavy wire mesh. Making my way to the back, I found the 
rear entrance secured by a metal door. I pulled the laser cutter from my pocket and cut through 
it like butter. Within minutes I was stealing all the drugs and chemicals I needed, filling my 
pockets and several small bags. With my blood pumping I made my way back to the street. 
Everything was silent, there were no alarms or sirens and I was free to leave without hindrance. 
I laughed quietly noting the lack of a no civil response to my break in. Undoubtedly I had 
triggered an alarm, but who cared? With the Relcor taking over tomorrow nothing mattered. 
Besides, ninety percent of Corin’s civil security had already fled, along with everyone else.

Armed with my supplies I made it back to the warehouse where I found Penta 
unconscious. She looked worse than ever, sweat dripping off her as she convulsed, her lips blue, 
her mouth foaming. I took off my jacket and laid it under her head. I then went through the 
supplies I’d stolen and pulled out a syringe. I filled half of it with hazic, the rest with water, 
sorely afraid of killing her by giving her too much. Incapacitated as she was, it was easy to inject 
her, and within fifteen minutes I began to see results. Her eyes fluttered open and the color 
returned to her face. I gave her a couple tabs of anasin with some water. She was soon sitting, 
and babbling away. Now came the serious part.


