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Chapter One

My rocket pod bounces off the mountainside and tears through a long stretch 

of jungle before grinding to a scorching halt.

“Computer—” I cough in the smoke-filled cockpit. “Computer, where am 

I?”

The computer beeps. “…. Please repeat the question, Captain Starson.” 

The atmo readouts are in the green, so I jerk the escape lever. The rocket 

pod’s canopy blasts away, flipping end over end.  I wave the last of the smoke 

away and cough again. “I said—where am I?”

More beeping and a scratching noise I’ve never heard a Federacy computer 

make: “I’m sorry, I don’t understand the question. Would you like to try 
again?”

“That’s okay—” I straddle the side of the cockpit, flinching from the 

sparking navigation console—“You’ve got a lot on your mind.”

I cough the entire way to the ground. Rolling onto my back brings into view 

the cap bottoms of brown mushroom trees.

The Federacy trains their officers to deal with hostile situations in a variety 

of planetary environments. Regardless of the atmo, gravity, or temperature, your 

first two priorities are always the same: assure survival and transmit position. 

Granted, survival often depends on transmitting your position, but when raising 

the nearest rocket ship seems unlikely, it’s best to assume you’re staying put for 

a while. The most important thing you can do—regardless of the situation—is 

not panic. Doing so often wastes valuable time and even more valuable 

resources.



2

 I stand, unfasten the chinstrap to my helmet and let it plop to the blue grass. 

After wiping the blood off my forehead, I crawl under the pod’s belly. A quick 

read of my thumb print opens the cargo hatch with a hiss. I yank the survival 

backpack and DKR-50 blaster pistol free of their straps. 

The jungle’s humidity glazes me in a thin layer of sweat before I have the 

pack on my back and blaster on my hip. I raise the wrist-comp to my chin. 

“Bard, Livy—are you there? Space Pulp, do you read …?” I’m three whole 

steps away from the pod when something stops me cold.

No jungle noises. 

Federacy training teaches you to look for signs of an oncoming danger 

without actually being aware you’re looking for them. Jungles like this one—

thick with vegetation and moisture—should have more life than a nova dog has 

fleas. So when you don’t hear any of the usual jungle hooting, screeching, or 

honking—it can only mean one thing …

You’re being hunted.

I turn … hear a cross between a growl and a hiss. A red tongue rolls across a 

toothy maw as a four legged beast slithers out of the jungle. Eighteen feet of 

black, corded muscle and twitching tail rounds the exhaust port of the rocket 

pod, slowly—anxiously. Pointed ears lie flat against a long skull.  

I pull my blaster, point it at the beast’s head. “Easy, boy.” I raise the other 

hand, palm out, and take two gentle steps back. “You’ve probably never had 

human before. I hear we taste terrible—”

It growls, takes a step towards me.

I pull the trigger three times, filling the jungle with my blaster’s angry 

whine. Each laser blast slaps into the creature’s jaw, sending up sparks. The 

beast jerks its long head away … then slowly, dangerously, turns back. 

The blaster didn’t do a damn thing. 
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No blood, no mark—nothing. The beast’s side swells as it draws a long 

breath, then opens its mouth with a thunderous roar. 

I run like hell. 

Yellow branches slap my face. My training keeps me from looking back. Not 

that I would need to: The thing’s gallop shakes the blue leaves on either side of 

me.

I jump a log and splash into a deep puddle. My right foot slides out from 

under me, puts me on my ass. The beast leaps through the air, roaring—sunlight 

reflecting off its pointed teeth. I roll sideways. Its gaping jaw snaps up empty 

dirt. The creature slides ten feet before it stops, turns my way with a deep growl.

Dripping in muddy water, I jump to my feet and run into a thick grove of 

giant mushrooms. It gallops after me—smashing, tearing its way through the 

trees. Its jaw snaps again, tearing off a mushroom cap inches from my head. I 

dart right. It skids by, screeching, and crashes into another tree.

I slide, trying to change direction again, when the jungle suddenly opens up 

…

And I’m falling into a ravine. 

I fall twenty feet and land on my side—hard. I roll over, head throbbing—

stabbing—with a fiery pain. 

The creature peers at me from the ravine’s edge, long ropes of drool hanging 

from its mouth. It carefully picks its way down the cliff, rocks sliding away 

from clawed feet. Blood trickles over the rock under my head. My eyes grow 

heavy, desperately trying to close. 

The world goes black—the last thing I hear is a deep growl getting closer 

and closer …

***

SIX MONTHS AGO …
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When you’re a rocket ship captain, you learn to expect the unexpected. 

A routine charting mission can turn into the discovery of a sentient 

wormhole. A Hedgmonian diplomat may possess your first officer and then try 

to assassinate you. The Queen of Ridgimon IX may take you as her concubine 

and impregnate you with her seed. 

But still … when you’re suddenly ordered to the fleet admiral’s office 

twenty-four hours before you’re due to punch, it’s enough to give even the most 

seasoned captain pause. The Federacy doesn’t make hasty decisions, but they do 

give orders with little to no warning. Orders that can turn your life upside down, 

back to front, or—literally—inside out. 

“It makes one wonder, doesn’t it?”

I turn my head, look up at the Admiral. I never even noticed him walk into 

the lobby. “Sir?”

“The painting, Starson.” He gestures at the oil canvas hanging on the wall in 

front of me. “It really makes you think, doesn’t it?”

“Honestly sir, I really wasn’t looking at it.” I take in the painting. It’s The 
Odyssey, the original rocket ship that first explored Earth’s new home five 

hundred years ago. Earth hangs underneath it, distant but vibrant. “Most 

paintings of The Odyssey show it going deeper into the Twelve—exploring. I’ve 

never seen one of it leaving Earth.”

“Oh, most don’t. It’s not … sexy enough.” Admiral Bentura clasps his hands 

behind his back and straightens. “But I’ve always been drawn to this one. Helps 

remind me what it must have been like.” 

“Going to the frontier?”

“Leaving the … familiar. Leaving everything—everyone—you ever loved. 

In hopes of understanding why your planet had been yanked—torn away—from 

its solar system.”

“Sir, without The Odyssey’s discoveries—their experiments—we wouldn’t 
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have been able to travel space like we do now. It was for the greater good.”

He sighs. “The greater good … I wonder if that’s how they saw it once they 

returned, decades older?”

“I suppose sometimes that’s just part of the job.”

Bentura grins. It’s a haunted grin that shows his sixty-plus years. “And I 

suppose that sometimes the job requires too much.”

I stand from the couch. “What can I do for you, Admiral?”

Bentura turns, walking between the leather seats in the lobby and stops at the 

viewport, his hands still clasped behind him. Earth lights up his face with blue 

and green. “I apologize for this being so short notice. I realize the Athens is due 

to ship out tomorrow. But we really need your help with something.”

I step beside him at the viewport. “I’m listening.”

Bentura turns away and gestures to his office door. It hisses open. “A group 

of Preydean are willing to pay top dollar for a TMD. We can't let that happen.” 

I stop in the doorway. “Where—who would be stupid enough to sell the 

Preydean a temporal warhead?”

Bentura walks behind his black desk and looks up at me with a devilish grin. 

“We are.”

“… You're gonna draw them out. With a dummy warhead. Then capture and 

interrogate them.”

“Before somebody else sells them the real thing.” From a desk drawer, 

Bentura produces two small glasses and a bottle of Kreegari fire brandy. He 

places the glasses on the desk with a soft clink and pulls the cork from the 

bottle. “We've taken a casing and replaced the guts with a warp furnace from an 

old DC 10 hauler. You familiar with them?”

I nod. “They play hell on ship sensors.”
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“Just like a real temporal warhead would. It should be enough to convince 

them it’s the real thing, draw them out of whatever hole they’re hiding in.” He 

pours two fingers of the blue liquid into each glass and squeaks the cork back 

into the bottle. Within moments, the fire brandy turns red.

“You want me to make the sale … ”

He hands me a glass. “We want you to setup and make the sell. Frankly, 

there’s no one better.”

I let the glass stay in his hand for a long moment before taking it. “Admiral, 

I ... I've been exploring for a long time. Espionage isn't something I've even 

thought about for—”

He raises a hand. “We don't need just a rocket ship captain. Or just a spy. We 

need someone that can be a little bit of both. It's a short list and you're at the top 

of it.”

“I ... this isn't me. Not anymore.”

Silence.

“Think about it, Starson.” Bentura slides his glass off the desk and walks to 

his office’s viewport. He points at Earth, peacefully turning in its orbit below. 

“The Preydean are animals. If they get their claws on a Temporal Warhead? Aim 

it right at Earth? You know what the repercussions could be.”

I sigh. And take a long drink. The fire brandy burns all the way down my 

throat, but leaves a sweet aftertaste. “How long until the dummy warhead is 

ready?”

“Three weeks. Your crew can wait until—”

“No,” I place the glass back on the table. 

Bentura raises his eyebrows. 

“The crew of the Athens isn't up for something like this.”
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“No Federacy officer is—not really.”

I shake my head. “That’s why I don’t want Federacy officers.”

“…. What are you thinking?”

“Bard.”

The Admiral leans on his desk. “Dear Lord. That Kreegari gives me—well, 

he unsettles me.”

“Bard's ... interest in ancient Earth culture—” 

“Interest? The stuff he wears? The way he talks? More like an obsession …”

“He has his reasons. The point is that this ‘obsession’ gives him access to 

black markets all over The Twelve.” I point at the Bentura’s glass. “Including 

those with fire brandy.”

Bentura grins. “Touché.”

 “If we need this deal to happen, he’ll have the contacts to make it happen 

fast.”

“I don’t have a problem with him. He’ll just attract a lot of attention.”

“Which is what we want.”

Bentura nods. “Point taken. Anyone else?”

I raise the glass back to my lips and pause just before saying in a low voice, 

“Olivia Nova.”

“Nova!” The Admiral rounds on me, sloshing fire brandy out of his glass. He 

swipes a hand through the air. “No way—forget it!” 

“I know you two have history,” I say in a calm voice. 

“History—that's one word for it. She knocked out three of my teeth you 

know.”

“She's really good at what—”
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“And this scar!” He rolls up the blue sleeve of his uniform, spilling the rest 

of his drink.  “You see this scar? That was her too!”

“She's really good at what she does. You'll never find anybody better with an 

explosive. Or an engine. And she’s a hell of a pilot.”

“Oh, I'm aware,” He rubs the sleeve back down. “But it’s those same talents 

that has her going through clones like gym socks. What’s she on now? Sixty-

three?” He turns up his glass, and curls his lip when he realizes it’s empty.

I pick up the bottle and pour him another shot. “Her people don’t like the 

word ‘clone.’ ” He doesn’t hold the glass closer to me, but he doesn’t pull it 

away either. “They prefer ‘shell.’ ”

“Like I give a damn what she prefers.” He takes another sip before the 

brandy has a chance to change colors. He puckers at the sour taste. 

I ease the bottle back onto Bentura’s desk. “Livy’s experience gives her a lot 

of talents. She’s basically three officers rolled into one. And since we’re going 

to have limited space anyway …”

Bentura starts to raise the glass to his lips, then stops. “What do you mean—

limited space? We’ll give you a Federacy rocket ship. Something older of 

course, but you’ll certainly have the room to—”

I shake my head. “That may have worked years ago, but now I’m too well 

known. If I'm going to sell this, I need to use my identity. People have to think 

I’ve turned. I have to use my personal ship.”

He turns back to the viewport, fingering the rim of his glass. “I didn't even 

know you had a ship. How big is it?”

“Big enough to get the job done.” 

“What model?”

“Phoenix Dx.”
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“Phoenix? That's barely Solar Class.”

“It'll need some work.”

“You’d be better off in something bigger.”

“It’ll need some work.”

Bentura lets go of a heavy breath. “Phoenix Dx… those ships are—what—

thirty years old?”

“Forty.”

“It'd be strange if it didn't need work. How much are we talking?”

I smile. “Oh, I think anybody that’s footing the bill for a fake temporal 

warhead can handle it.”

Bentura crosses the space to his desk, picks up the fire brandy and pours 

himself another drink. “Alright. Fine.” 

“Bard and Livy will need to be paid.”

He gestures vaguely. “Fine to all of it.”

I place the empty glass back on his desk, then start for his door. “I’ll comm 

Bard and Livy first thing in the morning.”

“Starson …”

I turn, face him as his office door slides open. 

Bentura’s mouth moves a little, as if he’s trying to find the right words. “The 

Preydean are very unpredictable. And so is this crew you’re putting together. Be 

careful. There’s a lot riding on this.”

“Relax, Admiral. This will go off without a problem.”

***

SIX HOURS AGO …

“Patty, we got a huge problem,” the tall, cat-like Kreegari says from the 
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communication’s console. 

I step out of the gravlift. “What is it, Bard?”

He points a furry finger at the screen. “Our nefarious buyer appears to be 

early. Guess they know a shortcut.” 

“Or they’re just wanting to check out the area, like us.” I narrow my eyes at 

the Preydean rocket ship on the viewdome. It looks like a clawed hand reaching 

out for us, each fingertip bristling with blaster cannons and torpedo tubes. “In 

case things go south.”

“They punched out of warp six minutes ago. Been hailing us ever since.” 

Bard’s hands go to his hips. “I say we make’em wait. I just confirmed with 

Bentura that those Federacy rocket ships aren’t gonna be in place for at least 

another hour.”

Bard’s twentieth century clothing is just as strange as always: black shirt, 

stretched to fit his thick shoulders and golden fur (across the front it says “Got 

Milk?” in white letters); green camo pants; and a black belt with a Jack Daniel’s 

buckle.

“The Preydean aren’t known for their patience.” I nod at the view dome. 

“What does she look like?”

Bard taps a few buttons on the console. “Weapon signatures show she’s a 

match for the Pulp. We’re too far away to take a gander at the warp furnace 

though.” His tail twitches back and forth from the tailored split in the back of 

his pants. “There’s no telling how fast she is.”

I cross my arms. “Magnify.”

“Hang on,” Livy says from the helm. “The nebula is giving the dome sensors 

a run for their money.” She taps buttons on the white keyboard to her right and 

then rotates a dial with a slender finger. “Got it.”

A separate image appears on the viewdome. It zooms in with a blur, blocky 

pixels smoothing into a high definition image of the Solar Class rocket ship. 

The clouds of the Styx Nebula part to expose her markings. They’re in 

Preydean, so it really just looks like a bunch of claw marks.



11

“The computer says it’s The Stalker alright,” Bard says. He shakes his black 

tipped mane. “Never thought I’d be this close to a Preydean ship.”

 “They’re hailing us.” Livy turns away from her console, flicking her straight 

hair out of her eyes. “Last chance to back out, Patrick. There’s a warp tunnel 

about to open in thirty seconds. We can still rendezvous with—”

“We didn’t come all this way for nothing, Livy,” I say. “Let’s put on our 

game faces.” I give her a small nod. She sighs and then taps more buttons on her 

keyboard. 

The image of The Stalker flickers and shifts into the reptilian face of a 

Preydean. Yellow eyes dot either side of an angular head jutting out of a long, 

flowing cloak. Out slips a forked tongue between rows of needle teeth. The 

triangular badge of a warmonger—their equivalent of captain—is displayed 

prominently on the chest of the cloak, an ornate design made from the bones of 

some small animal. 

“Captain Starson,” the Preydean says in its deep, bubbled voice. 

“Warmonger Bar’tock,” I flash a fake grin. “You’re early. By a lot.”

Bar’tock’s mouth opens and his throat bulges, like he’s trying to cough up 

something. The Preydean equivalent of a laugh. “As are you. Perhaps we share 
your species’ tenacity for—what do you call it? ‘Getting down to business’?”

“Fair enough. I share your species intolerance for surprises.” I step closer to 

the viewdome. “Do you have my blood gems?”

“…. I have them. Whether they become yours depends upon your delivery of 
the merchandise.”

Livy curls her lip a little—just barely noticeable to someone that really 

knows her—and turns the dial for the shield emitters in the aft section of the 

Space Pulp. 

“We’re lowering the shields around the cargo bay, so that your sensors can 

see for themselves.”

Bar’tock looks off screen and then his head jerks diagonally three times. “…. 
Our sensors do indicate that you’re carrying a temporal warhead. But such 
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readings can be faked. I require a personal inspection.”
I sigh, long and hard. “Visual inspection wasn’t part of the plan. If you think 

I’m letting a pack of Preydean soldiers on board my ship, then you clearly don’t 

think much of my intelligence.”

“On the contrary, I think far more of your greed. No inspection. No deal.”
A pause. I feel Bard and Livy’s eyes on me. 

“Fine,” I say. “But only two Preydean, plus yourself.”

“That will not be enough. We require—”
“What you require is something capable of ripping a hole in space large 

enough to swallow a planet. I have it. You don’t.”

His tongue darts out of his mouth. “Surely some sort of compromise would 
be—”

“I’ve compromised all I’m going to, Bar’tock. Clearly you have no qualms 

about killing others to get what you want, or you wouldn’t be in the market for 

one of these things. So you can either do some compromising of your own or go 

back to your home. Nest, whatever. You have one minute to decide.” I look at 

Bard over my shoulder and mime a throat slice. He kills the transmission, and 

the muzzle of the Preydean Warmonger is replaced with The Stalker floating in 

the red clouds of the Syxx Nebula. 

Livy turns in her chair, narrowed eyes staring at me through strands of long, 

auburn hair. “Patrick, you can’t seriously be considering letting that thing on 

board.”

I hold up my hand. “We don’t have a choice, Livy. If he runs, there go our 

chances of figuring out why the Preydean want this thing and how to stop them. 

Eventually somebody somewhere may give Bar’tock what he wants.”

“I gotta side with Livy on this one, Patty,” Bard says. The fur on the back of 

his neck stands up a little. “I don’t think it’s a good idea letting that maniac on 

the ship. He’s just as likely to eat us as to pay us. Plus, there’s always the off 

chance that he’ll realize the TMD is a fake.”

“Bard, we can’t even tell it’s a fake, and we’ve seen the real thing.”
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Bard opens his mouth to say something else, and Livy stands. 

I raise my hands. “Look, I hear both of you. I don’t want to do this anymore 

than you do. But this may be the one chance we have to track them and get 

some answers. It’s worth it. End of story.”

Bard shrugs. “All right. Your call, buddy.”

Livy purses her lips, plops back in her chair. “He’s hailing again, Captain,” 

Livy says in a hard voice. 

I nod and Bar’tock’s grim visage fills the dome again. “Very well, Captain, 
we’ve agreed to your terms. Prepare to receive our boarding party in five 
tedras.”

I cross my arms. “Five isn’t nearly enough. We need to … spiffy up a bit. 

Let’s say … ten.”

“You have five. I suggest you ‘spiffy’ quickly.” The viewdome goes black.

I turn, face Livy and Bard. “What the hell is a ‘tedra’?”

Bard shrugs. “Something from their religion, originally. It’s the amount of 

time it took the Preydean to kill their god after they were granted life—around 

three minutes I think.” 

Livy rolls her eyes and crosses the bridge to the gravlift. “Charming.”

“Keep an eye on them, Bard.” I follow Livy into the lift. “Let us know when 

they’re at the door.”

Bard nods right before the gravlift door slides shut.

“Docking bay,” I say.

Livy and I ride there in silence. She never looks at me.

When the door finally opens, Livy walks out at a brisk pace, stopping next to 

the weapons locker. She opens the metal door, banging it off the bulkhead. 

“Livy … are you alright?”

She grabs a DH blaster rifle from the shelf and snatches an energy pack from 

the cubby next to it. “ ‘Alright,’ why wouldn’t I be ‘alright’? We’re about to sell 

a fake warhead to a bunch of ruthless Preydean. What’s there not to be ‘alright’ 
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about?” She slams the energy pack into the blaster rifle and kicks the locker 

door shut. Loudly.

I reopen the door. “Call it a hunch.”

She walks to the docking bay door control panel, still never looking at me. “I 

caught your comm. The one you sent to Bentura.”

“Okay …”

She wheels on me. “You’re requesting another assignment after this one?”

“Here is the part where you tell me why you’re mad.”

“I’m not mad.” She turns around, punching buttons on the console. “I’m 

furious! I thought we were … you and I—you know what, forget it.”

I step next to the console. “Livy …”

“No, forget it. I don’t know what I was thinking. Maybe it was something 

like we would finally talk about … about something other than the Preydean 

and weapons of temporal destruction.”

“There’s a lot going on here, Livy. Can we think big picture?”

“That’s all you ever see. Which means you never really think at all.”

“This isn’t fair. If you wanted—”

“Hey guys,” Bard’s voice cuts in from our wrist-comps. “They’re at the 
cargo bay doors. Guess a tedra isn’t as long as I thought.” 

I hold up a hand. “Give us just a min—”

“We’re ready, Bard,” Livy adjusts the strap on her blaster, jabs her thumb 

into the red button on the console. “Opening the doors now.”

The bay doors creak open. The shield emitters kick on, keeping the atmo 

contained inside the cargo bay. Passing through the field with a yellow burst of 

static energy comes a rocket pod carrying the most dangerous race I’ve ever 

known, here to buy one of the most dangerous weapons that’s ever existed, 
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being sold by me and the most dangerous girl I’ve ever had sex with.

***

Every Federacy Captain eventually asks himself two questions.

Question one: Why do we have to learn how to fight an enemy when we 

have access to Temporal weapons of Mass Destruction? Losing millions of lives 

on the front line doesn’t become an issue when a strategically placed TMD 

literally makes the universe forget your enemy ever existed. 

The answer: people need to sleep at night. To take some small measure of 

comfort in a hundred-year old treaty that keeps all members of the Twelve 

Worlds from erasing each other. However, deep down, everyone smart enough

—aware enough—eventually wonders question two: What really—I mean 

really, really—stops one planet from erasing another?

And the short answer: absolutely nothing.

At the end of the day, a government’s word is only as good as the set of 

circumstances surrounding it. All of them are just one economic crash, one 

military failure, one political uprising from initiating the unthinkable. And 

throwing Preydean into the mix just turns the ridiculously scary into the 

infinitely scary. 

The Preydean are a vile, nomadic species that can often be found close to the 

Styx Nebula, pillaging tiny outposts or any small ship unlucky enough to cross 

their path. 

Fifty years ago, a warmonger named Ga’kall sent a comm to a remote 

Federacy science outpost. The Preydean message pretty much amounted to 

“We’re on our way to steal everything you have—anybody that doesn’t want to 

be eaten should vacate immediately.” The scientists thought it was nothing but 

primitive saber rattling. And although the logs showed there was a general sense 

of anxiety—nobody made a move to pack up and leave. Two days later, another 

comm was sent to Federacy Command: It showed the Preydean Warmonger 

stuffing his mouth with human scientists. 
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And he was eating them alive.

After an hour of chomping, slurping, and chewing, the Warmonger 

eventually puked from over gorging his stomach. His Preydean pack then 

swooped in, feeding on the vomited remains. The video ended with the 

Warmonger laughing through tufts of human hair still clinging to his teeth. 

Using Weapons of Temporal Destruction may be unthinkable to most, but the 

unthinkable is well within the Preydean wheelhouse.

***

The Preydean rocket pod teeters on repulsers for a few moments before its 

landing gears scrape to a halt on the deck. The angular shuttle is faded brown 

and red, with edges that extend into long thin curves like razors. 

The side hatch slides open, and Warmonger Bar’tock is the first to emerge. 

His foot talons make soft clicking noises on the deck plating as he steps out. He 

pulls back the hood to his dark red cloak and makes a vague gesture with a three 

fingered hand.  Two blue cloaked Preydean snake their heads out of the hatch, 

then follow their leader down the ramp. The three of them stop ten feet away 

from me and Livy, swaying their thick tails back and forth. Their corded 

muscles tense under dark green scales.

Bar’tock straightens to his full seven foot height and his tongue flicks the air 

twice. “Captain Starson, at last. We meet—face to face.”

I cross my arms. “Didn’t know I was popular.”

Bar’tock barks out a laugh with a jaw large enough to fit three human heads. 

“Your ability to adapt to any situation the Federacy places before you has made 

you extremely popular. You saved an entire planet from a sentient wormhole. 

Persuaded a nebula dragon not to lay her eggs in the moons of Susexx Prime. 

Somehow wooed the Queen of Ridgimon IX to—”

Livy steps towards Bar’tock, sliding a finger inside her blaster rifle’s trigger 

guard. “Are we going to do business, or what?”

The three Preydean laugh. It’s a horrible sound, like metal in a garbage 

cruncher.
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“Of course,” Bar’tock says after the laughter slows to a series of low clicks. I 

was just making … what do you call it … ‘casual conversation’? And 

attempting to ascertain why such a successful Captain would want to leave the 

Federacy.”

“Keep ascertaining.” I step sideways, gesture to the TMD behind me. It’s 

black, circular, and covered with red blinking lights. “I think we can all agree it 

would be best to conclude our business and be on our way as soon as possible.” 

Bar’tock looks back at the Preydean on his right and quickly flicks his head 

in the direction of the fake warhead. The Preydean crosses the space, slowly 

pulling a digital monocle from the folds of his blue cloak and placing it over a 

yellow eye. He leans over the warhead and presses a scaly palm against the 

smooth surface. The lights shift from red to yellow, and a tubular lux casing 

slides out of the top with a hiss. The Preydean gently pulls the casing out of the 

warhead and examines it, monocle whirring as its lenses zoom in and out. After 

a few seconds, he looks at Bar’tock and grunts twice.

Bar’tock opens his mouth wide enough to show his pointed teeth, the 

Preydean equivalent of a smile. “Everything appears to be in order, Captain.” 

He reaches into the folds of his red cloak and brings out a leather pouch. “Here 

is our agreed upon payment.”  

He flings the pouch in my general direction. I take a quick step forward, 

snatching it out of the air. I shake its six contents into my palm: Blood gems, 

each one rare enough—expensive enough—to buy the Space Pulp five times 

over. Each stone is half an inch wide and literally glows red. 

“So, what are your plans with the warhead?” I say, dropping the gems back 

into the pouch one-by-one.

“It is of no concern to you,” Bar’tock says. He barks at the Preydean 

inspecting the casing. Within moments, the other Preydean has the casing slid 

back into place and pulling the monocle away from his eye. He and the other 

blue hood wrap a three-fingered grip at opposite sides of the warhead and lift. 
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Livy’s eyes suddenly widen.

I wait until they carry the warhead past us and then step closer to Livy, 

dropping my voice to a whisper. “What’s wrong?”

She points her chin at one of the blue hooded Preydean. “You notice 

anything peculiar about that monocle?”

“Seems a bit fancy for the Preydean, but—”

“Too fancy. It’s Federacy tech. There’s no way a fake warhead will fool it.”

My ears pound. “If they thought it was a fake,” I whisper, “they would’ve 

tried to gut us right here on the deck.”

“Which can only mean one thing,” she says.

With a clawed finger, Bar’tock activates the hatch controls to his rocket pod. 

His two Preydean carry the warhead behind him. 

I wheel around, raising my wrist-comp. “Bard, do a quick scan of the cargo 

bay.”

The longest seconds of my life pass before he finally comes back: “Sure, 
okay. Everything alright?”

The shuttle’s hatch slides open. Livy thumbs the blaster rifle to full-auto.  

“That’s what I’m hoping you’ll tell me,” I whisper. 

“Well … there is something weird in there. I’m picking up—holy crap—I’m 
picking up temporal radiation. The Federacy gave us the real thing!” 

As a rocket ship captain, you know that, occasionally, spending too much 

time trying to figure out why something awful is happening can only keep you 

from stopping the awful from happening. In those situations, all you can do is 

take action and hope you live to see if it was the right move.

Livy and I lock eyes. She presses the blaster rifle’s stock into her shoulder 

and nods.
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I turn back, facing the Preydean. “Wait just a second, you slimy, scale-

covered lizard-brains.”

Bar’tock and the others freeze, slowly turn their yellow eyes in our direction. 

“Was that supposed to be an insult?” Bar’tock says.

I step forward, holding up the bag of blood gems. “You’re damn right it is. 

Our guy said we were getting twice this!”

Bar’tock’s eyes narrow. “You counted the gems some time ago. I taste … ” 

his tongue flicks the air twice … “a deception.”

For a long moment, the only sound in the docking bay is the deep hum of the 

Space Pulp’s engines. 

Bar’tock hunches, clawed hands at his sides. One of the blue hooded 

Preydean hisses and crouches over the warhead. The other steps between it and 

us. 

Livy shifts her aim between all three Preydean, waiting to see which one will 

make the first move. My fingers brush against the butt of the blaster pistol on 

my hip …

If you’re human, the last thing you want to do is go toe-to-toe with Preydean 

in a confined space. Even if you’re armed, their thick hide and quick reflexes tip 

the scales in their favor. Unless you’re close enough to put a blaster bolt in an 

eye or an ear slit, all you can do is hope for something in the environment that 

will level the playing field. 

“Livy,” I say in a low voice, “the emitters.”

Her eyes flick to the shield emitters, just over Bar’tock’s right shoulder. 

“You got me?” she says.

Bar’tock’s jaw opens wide, exposing rows of needle teeth, then shuts with a 

loud clap.

I put one hand on the metal railing behind us, slide my fingers under the 
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back of Livy’s belt. “Always.”

Her eyes flick to me for just a moment. She immediately looks back to 

Bar’tock, tightening the grip on the rifle even more. 

Bar’tock yells. And charges us. 

He moves in a tight zig-zag, quickly jerking side to side. One of the blue 

cloaks stays next to the warhead, but the other one follows Bar’tock, moving in 

the same style charge.

Livy shifts her aim to the shield emitter and squeezes the trigger. A high-

pitched whine fills the docking bay and the emitter erupts into sparks. The force 

field flickers twice before disappearing completely.

A massive gust of howling wind shoves everything in the room towards the 

blackness of space. 

The Preydean clutching the warhead screams. Both he and the other 

Preydean tumble end over end out of the Space Pulp. Bar’tock hunches close to 

the deck, shoving his talons into the grating. He locks eyes with me, and hisses. 

His red cloak whips violently around him before being completely ripped from 

his massive shoulders.

Bar’tock’s corded muscles thicken underneath the dark green scales as he 

hunches closer to the deck. A portable generator is ripped from its storage locker 

on the far wall. The fifty pound hunk of metal spins through the air and then 

stops abruptly in Bar’tock’s open mouth. 

And he bites it right in two. 

Both pieces tumble into space, briefly clanging off the closing emergency 

doors. He bares his teeth and growls, slowly using the grate to pull his way 

closer and closer to us. 

I pull on Livy’s belt, desperately trying to ignore the burning in my arms and 

hands. Livy shifts her weight, wrapping her legs around my waist and squeezes 
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the trigger again. A yellow burst of light leaps from the blaster rifle and slams 

harmlessly into Bar’tock’s thick, scaly back. He bares his teeth at us and yells 

something about defecating our remains. 

Livy smiles, lowers her weapon, and fires three more times. But not at 

Bar’tock—at the grating panels he clings to.

Bar’tock screams my name as the panels twist and then yank away with a 

loud screech. They go spinning with him into the black and red of the Styx. 

The emergency doors clang shut a moment later, dumping us on the floor. 

Our chests heave in the deafening silence. 

“Somebody gonna tell me what’s going on down there?” Bard says from my 

wrist-comp. 

I raise the comp to my chin. “Bar’tock—he’s off the ship,” I say between 

hard breaths, “but we’ve got another problem—the warhead went with him.”
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Chapter Two

I grab a rung on the boarding ladder to the Space Pulp’s rocket pod and start 

climbing. 

Livy follows me up. “What are you doing?”

I slide back the canopy and ease into the cockpit, one leg at a time. “The 

Preydean can’t get their hands on that warhead, Livy. You know that and—”

“To hell with the Preydean! Let the Federacy worry about it! They’re the 

ones who saddled us with the real thing in the first place!”

“And later we’ll find out why.” I flick switches over my head, initiating the 

startup sequence. “But if we don’t take care of this—right here, right now—

somebody won’t have a later. Or even a past.”

“The Preydean are hailing us again,” Bard says. “And they’re saying some 
very un-nice things about my Momma.”

“Keep them distracted as long as you can, Bard.” I jab the red plunger 

button, igniting the engine. The rocket belches a wad of flame before 

immediately dying with a cough of black smoke. “When is the last time you had 

this thing checked?” I say to Livy. She clings to the top of the ladder, my helmet 

in the crook of her arm. 

Livy rolls her eyes, pushes the helmet to my chest. “When they realize what 

you’re doing, they’ll ignore us and come straight at you.” She slides the 

engine’s choke lever to full.

“Then I guess I’ll have to be really quick.”

She thumbs the igniter. After another belch of flame, the engine fills the 

hangar with a crackling roar. Vent fans kick on, sucking the fumes into space. I 
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toss the helmet into the cargo area behind the seat. 

Livy sighs, reaches behind me, shoves the helmet over my head. 

“…. We’re gonna get through this, Livy. Then we’ll figure this out. Figure us 

out. I promise.”

Her eyes briefly touch mine while she fastens the helmet strap under my 

chin. Her mouth moves a little before she says, “Don’t go full burn unless you 

have to. It may help you stay hidden for a little while.”

I flip on the LiDar screen. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

She pulls me close, kisses me—hard, then pulls away with wet pop. “I’m not 

wearing any underwear.”

I give her a numb stare all the way back to the lift. “…. That’s really 

inappropriate.”

The last thing I see is a smile spread across her full lips before the lift doors 

hiss shut.

“All right, Patty. We’ve got you pointed towards the trajectory of the 
warhead. You ready?”

I take a deep breath. The rocket pod raises on its repulser field, and I slowly 

swivel it around to face the heavy bay doors. “Not even a little.”

“Yeah, me neither.”

The doors creak open and the rushing air tugs at the rocket pod like an 

undertow. I fire the forward thrusters, keeping the pod in place until the bay 

doors finish opening—then punch it. Space envelops me as the Pulp falls away, 

her slick bullet-shaped body turning to face the claws of the The Stalker. 

Half a dozen panels slide open on the Pulp’s finned wings. Blaster cannons 

telescope out. The claws of the Preydean ship spread to reveal her own blasters. 

They’re smaller, less precise. But they make up for it by having four times more 
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cannons than we do.

Blue and red lasers slice across black space and the clouds of the nebula, 

thumping against the shields of both ships. the Pulp dives under The Stalker, 

pulls hard to port. The Preydean take the bait and follow her away from me. 

“Computer, scan for temporal interference.” 

The computer beeps and then comes back with, “Scanning for—alert: 
temporal interference found. Recommend extreme caution.”

A red dot appears on the LiDar screen, showing me the warhead three 

kilometers out.

I fire the thrusters, half speed. I’m on the warhead in seconds. The 

Preydean’s body still clings to it, look of horror forever frozen on his face as 

both of them spin through the darkness.  

I lower the tow cannon from the rocket pod’s belly. The LiDar screen blinks 

over to the tow cannon’s HUD. I line up the warhead in its red cross hairs. The 

magnets rocket away with a loud boom, crunching right through the Preydean’s 

body and attaching to the side of the lux casing. Frozen chunks of green scales 

and red guts pebble against the rocket pod’s hull. I flip the toggle to reel in the 

warhead. 

And a laser blast slams into me. 

The shuttle lurches forward, banging my helmet against the console. A dozen 

warning lights blink; the shuttle’s alarm screams at me.

The Preydean warship comes around to port. It starts a long arc to circle 

back to me, tips of her blaster cannons glowing red. Red contrails from the 

nebula cling to it. 

“Bard! What’s going on up there?”

The Pulp comes around my opposite side. “Sorry, Patty! They stopped for a 
bit, then just took off—got around us.” It twists into the arc, cutting off the 
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Preydean. The two ships’ blaster cannons open fire again.

 “Livy’s trying to keep up, but the Preydean are running their ships extra hot. 
They really want that warhead. Look, I think we can keep them off your tail, but 
you’re gonna have to leave that thing there and find a cozy spot in the Styx to 
hole up in.”

The warhead finally reels in all the way and the rocket pod’s belly clamps 

latch on, holding it in place. “Not an option—you know what it can do. 

Computer, locate the nearest warp tunnel.”

“Warp tunnel found, Captain Starson.”

“Fire up the warp furnace on my mark.”

“Uh … what are you doing?”

I reach behind me and yank down the seatbelt strap, clicking it to the 

fastener at my chest. “Taking care of this warhead, Bard.”

“That’s what you’re saying. But according to the sensors, you’re preparing 
for warp.”

I lower the propellors from under the rocket, bring them up to full spin.

“…. Listen, Livy isn’t out of moves yet, and we still got a lot of juice left in 
these blaster cannons.”

“Defeating the Preydean warship is fifty-fifty at best. We both know that.”

“But, they’ll just follow you in!”

“That’s the idea. If I can get it into a warp tunnel and destroy it—”

“Now, hang on. You fire a torpedo at that thing, you’ll have like half a 
second to come out of warp. Nobody’s that fast, not even Livy.”

“Warp space is the only place this thing can detonate without causing ten 

kinds of hell. You got a better plan, now’s the time.” I jerk the yoke in the 

direction of the warp tunnel and fire the rockets—full burn. 
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The Stalker points its claws my way and doubles its speed. She’ll be on me 

in seconds. 

Space Pulp comes up behind, matching the Preydean’s speed, firing all of 

her blaster cannons.“You’ll have to time it just right, Patrick,” Livy says. “You 
have to be at the exit—”

“At the exit before I fire the torpedo. I know.” I take a deep breath. “Guys, if 

I don’t make this—”

“You’ll make it.” Livy says in a firm voice. “You still owe me a talk.”

“If I don’t …”

Silence. 

Bard comes back. “That’s okay, brother. Us too.”

I dive into a corkscrew.  The rocket pod’s warp needle tears into the barrier 

between real space and warp space. 

With a chaotic flash of light—me and the warhead are gone.

***

Traveling through warpspace is a lot like being inside an ancient submarine, 

plunging into the oceans of Earth.

Warpspace exists as a series of fluid-filled tunnels outside of “real” space. If 

you have the tech and know-how, accessing one of these tunnels can shorten a 

year-long journey down to a minute. 

But there are consequences.

The thick warp-fluid that fills the tunnels forces you to use propellers instead 

of rockets; torpedoes instead of blasters; Sonar instead of sensors. And last—but 

certainly not least—energy shields are useless. The only measure of defense you 

have is the warp-fluid itself. It’s just murky and dark enough that, unless you’re 

pinged with Sonar, your enemy can just float right by you, giving you the 
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opportunity for an easy attack or even easier escape. As a result, warpspace 

combat usually turns into a game of cat and mouse, with neither vessel really 

getting a clear advantage over the other. 

Unless one of them happens to be hauling a temporal warhead, which lights 

up a Sonar display like Freedom Day fireworks. 

A huge green blip on my screen tells me the Preydean ship has just fallen 

into warpspace right behind me. The smaller blip crossing the space between us 

tells me they’ve fired a torpedo. It explodes on my right, a bright, bubbly 

fireball that quickly expands for a brief moment before warp-fluid snuffs it out. 

The shockwave slams into the rocket pod—spinning me the opposite direction. 

I check the damage: at least five systems are fried. But the only one I pay 

attention to is the torpedo launcher—there’s no way it can fire now. No way I 

can destroy the warhead. Unless … “Computer, distance to next charted exit?”

“Approximately, ten minutes.”

“I need something closer than—!” 

Another torpedo explosion. 

This one comes in wider, but to the left. Warning lights fill the cockpit again, 

telling me twelve different ways I could die in the next few minutes. A large 

crack fills the canopy. I flip a switch over my head, turning off the warning 

lights.  “What’s the distance to the nearest uncharted exit?”

“Warning, using an uncharted exit will—”

“How—far?”

“Thirty seconds.”

“Show me.” 

A red dot appears on the navigation console, telling me right where to go. 

I look over my shoulder, see the Preydean ship clawing its way through the 
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murk. Her search lights pierce the inky blackness, swiveling back and forth until 

all of them fall on me at once. A tow cannon telescopes out of the belly and 

fires.

I twist to port—hard. The cable swims right by, passing my belly with a few 

feet to spare. I shove the propellor to full spin, diving towards the warp-tunnel 

exit … towards the unknown. 

The Preydean dump two more torpedoes into the soup—two more dots on 

the console. I ease back on the throttle, letting them catch up … and then flip a 

toggle switch. The clamps holding the warhead release, letting it float to the 

Preydean ship in a meandering spin.

Right into the path of a torpedo. 

The torpedo detonates. The shockwave blows out my Sonar and bucks the 

rocket pod. The canopy cracks, the bulkhead groans, and the propellor grinds to 

a wrenching halt. I go into a spin as sparks fill the tiny cockpit. 

The tunnel exit spirals toward me, flashes as the warp needle punches 

through it …

***

NOW …

The small campfire is the first thing I see when my eyes open.

The nighttime shadows of the jungle’s mushroom trees press against the 

flickering light. Screeches and hoots from who knows how many nocturnal 

animals fade in and out with different rhythms. The smoke falls on me in a thick 

cloud, stinging my eyes, burning my throat. 

I roll to my stomach, easing my hands under me, push myself to a leaning 

sit. The last thing I remember drifts back—finding this planet after punching out 

of the warp tunnel, crashing, being chased by that thing, falling … 

I feel the back of my head. It’s tender and aching. But not bleeding. Just 
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clumps of dried blood matting the hair to the back of my skull. By the dim light, 

I see stains on my pants, an empty blaster holster … 

And a humanoid sitting on the other side of the fire.  

It’s female, with purple skin and long ears jutting from thick, red hair. A 

black leather top covers her breasts and straps at the shoulders. A skirt of the 

same material starts at her midriff and goes to her thighs.  A tail flicks back and 

forth as she raises a long black dagger to her chest. Her large silver eyes stare 

deeply into mine, never blinking.

I raise a hand, force a calm and level tone. “Whoa, easy. I’m not going to 

hurt you. I … do you understand me?”

She grunts and then moves around the fire, careful to keep the dark blade 

between us. “Yes.” Her voice is low, hard. 

“How?”

“Same way I understand them: talking.” Her mouth moves in a strange way, 

like her lips aren’t used to certain sounds. 

“No, that’s not what I mean. I mean—wait … ‘them’? Who’s ‘them?’ ”

“They … have things—like you.” She walks, carefully, slowly, around the 

fire. Long earrings and necklaces studded with bright yellow gems clack against 

each other. She kneels next to me. “But they not like you.”

“You mean they don’t look like me? Or do you mean they don’t act like 

me?”

She just stares at the fire, never blinking. Her grip on the dagger tightens. 

I clear my throat. “That creature back there …” I nod into the darkness of the 

jungle. “The one that was after me. Do you know where it is now?”

“Advack,” she says, then looks back at me.  

“That’s—what? A place?”
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She bares her white, pointed teeth. And makes clawing motions with her 

hands. “Advack!”

I nod. “Okay, that’s what it’s called. Why was the ‘advack’ after me and not 

you?”

“You were in it’s hunting ground.”

“And it stays there? It won’t follow us?”

She points at faint blue streaks on her legs and makes a rubbing motion. 

“This keep them away.” She reaches into a leather pouch and pulls out a handful 

of berries; they’re bright red, the same color as her hair. She waves at her nose. 

“Smell.”

“Any chance I can get some of that?”

She points to the blue stains on my pants. “You have.”

“…. Thank you.”

The fire pops twice.

I grab my bare wrist. “I’m missing some things: my wrist-comp, my 

backpack, my blaster? Could they be back there in the ravine?”

She grabs a large stick and pokes at the fire. 

“Especially my blaster. It looks like this:” I form a gun with my hand. “Have 

you seen it?”

Nothing. 

I sigh. “Okay, well how about your name? Can you tell me that? I’m Starson. 

Patrick Starson.” 

“Star-soon …” she says. 

“Close enough.” I point at her. “And you are …?”

She pauses. “Seranie.”
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“Seranie.” I nod, looking around. My eyes settle on a pile of tree nuts to 

Seranie’s right. And beside them—reflecting the orange light from the campfire

—lays my blaster pistol. 

I point at it. “That’s it right there—my blaster. I’ll just …” I lean forward, 

reaching out …

She makes a hooting sound and rushes me—pressing her dagger to my 

throat. Her nostrils flare with each heavy breath—her eyes hold enough cold 

pain and anger to kill an infant. “Sit,” she says through closed, needled teeth. 

My hands spread. “Whoa, alright. Okay, no problem. This is me—sitting.” I 

ease back to the ground.

She points the dagger at me for a long moment before sitting down herself. 

She slides the blaster closer to her hip. “You will not have, Star-soon.”

I lower my hands, gently. “The others, the ones that have stuff like me? They 

might be able to help me get off this planet.”

She nods. 

“Can you take me to them?”

“Will not take you to them.” She lowers her head at an odd angle, narrows 

her silver eyes at me. “Will trade you to them.”
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Chapter Three

For the rest of the night, Seranie meets every question I have, every 

statement I make, with frustrating silence. 

Ironically enough, escape would be easy. She has a knife and she knows how 

to use it, sure. But she never binds my hands, occasionally turns her back on 

me, and once even walked far enough away to relieve herself in private. 

The problem with escaping is … where would I go? When in an alien 

environment, it’s best to stick close to those that know their way around, know 

what you can eat and—even better—know what can eat you. Running away 

from Seranie may be safer in the short-term, but survival in scenarios like this 

forces you to play the long game.  All you can really do is bide your time, 

learning as much information as you can and pray you have the opportunity to 

put it to good use.  

And Seranie seems to be well aware of that. 

The next morning, we set off through the jungle to God knows where. We 

occasionally stop long enough for her to give the air a series of quick sniffs, and 

then she waves us on. It’s not until we’re about four hours from the campsite, 

under the purple canopy of a massive tree, that I try again for the first time 

today: “…. So, these people you’re going to trade me to, Seranie … how far 

away are they?”

She kneels to the ground, plucking more tree nuts from a blanket of white 

moss.

“Okay … how many of them are there?”

“Be quiet, Star-soon.” She gathers two more nuts and holds them out, still 
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without looking at me. “Eat.”

I take the nuts. “Seranie, if these people have hurt you—it’s important that 

you know I’m not like them.”

She keeps searching the ground.

I step closer, kneel beside her. “But you know that, don’t you? That’s why 

you won’t look at me. What is it you’re wanting to trade me for? Or is it a 

‘who’?”

She stands, looks at me with narrowed eyes. The nuts plop to the ground. 

“Star-soon will be quiet—now.”

I sigh. And give her a small nod.

Then we hear a scream. 

Birds flap to the air, leaving the purple tree behind as fast as they can. Other 

animal and insect noises in the jungle suddenly stop, leaving us with a mind-

numbing silence. 

Another scream. 

It’s louder. Closer. Full of pain and desperation. And the look in Seranie’s 

wide eyes tells me she recognizes it.

“Jiri!” She turns on her heel, runs in the direction of the scream. 

“No, wait!” I whisper. “Seranie!” I take off after her, mushroom trees 

shoving at my elbows. The trees continue down a slope, so steep that I half slide 

down to a boulder. Seranie is just ahead, watching a male of her species fumble 

into a clearing at the bottom of the hill. He’s tall and wears a black breechcloth. 

Red blood drips from open wounds on his chest and arms. He smears it on the 

mushroom tree that he clings to for support and turns, raising his fist at the 

jungle behind him. He screams again and follows it with a string of vowel 

sounds. 

“Jiri!” Seranie slips and fumbles into a roll down the hill. She slams into a 
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boulder, bringing her to a halt. 

The sharp whine of a blaster cannon echoes from inside the jungle. The tree 

Jiri clings to explodes. He lands twenty feet away, dirt and branches raining 

down. 

Seranie hisses through her teeth and yanks the dagger from her belt. She 

crouches, ready to run down the hill …

When I tackle her. 

I take her to the ground, a tumble of thrashing arms and legs. We slam into 

the back of the boulder. The dagger spins out of her hand, embeds into a tree. 

My right arm goes around her neck—left around her throat. And I squeeze, 

pinning her behind the rock. Her head turns my way just enough for me to see 

the hate—the absolute fury—spilling out of her silver eyes.  

Jiri moves his left arm a little, trying to ease it under him, trying to push 

himself from the ground. 

A vague booming sound slowly grows louder, closer. The hissing of crashing 

trees, the crunching of twisting trunks. And then laughter—the sick, demented 

kind that only happens when another person hurts.

Out of the jungle stomps an LL-43 Thumper, one heavy metal foot after the 

other. It’s a fifteen foot tall assortment of gears, servos, and weapons wrapped in 

eversteel armor. Inside the blast canopy stands the driver, a yellow-scaled 

Preydean. He lifts his legs as if he’s walking. The Thumper lifts its legs in 

tandem, stomping closer to Jiri. 

Jiri claws at the dirt, desperately trying to pull himself away from the 

Thumper. The Preydean’s laughter booms out of the loudspeaker bolted above 

the canopy. 

Seranie kicks at the ground furiously. 

I start in a low, even voice, “Seranie—”
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She jabs, claws, and kicks at me. It’s everything I can do to keep hold of her. 

“Seranie!” I press my cheek into her red hair, pinning her head against my 

shoulder. “That thing has a mounted blaster cannon!” I whisper into her ear. “It 

will burn you in half before you take three steps!”

Her breath comes in quick gasps. She then takes one, long inhale and opens 

her lips to scream. I clamp my hand over her mouth. Hot tears stream down her 

cheeks, run over my hand. 

Jiri crawls away from the Thumper, trailing blood across a patch of white 

moss. 

The Preydean keeps laughing. He lifts his right foot … the Thumper’s leg 

servos whine as he stomps Jiri’s thigh—the jungle fills with a wet crack and 

more screams.

The Preydean grabs the handle at his left side, bringing up the Thumper’s 

forearm blaster cannon. A massive energy bolt splatters red chunks of Jiri’s 

skull across the white moss. 

Seranie goes limp in my arms. 

Another Preydean emerges from the mushroom trees, panting through a 

gaping mouth.  He’s green and wears a blue cloak. It yells at the Thumper driver 

in a series of clicks and grunts. 

The driver yells back over the speaker, points the Thumper’s finger at the 

corpse. They seem to argue until the driver points the Thumper’s blaster cannon 

at the green Preydean. Green snaps his mouth shut.

The driver’s throat bulges as he barks out a laugh. He turns around, raising 

one foot of the thumper over the other.  The sound of its stomping feet slowly 

fades into the jungle.

I let Seranie go. She doesn’t move, just stares numbly at the ground. I pull 

my blaster from her knife belt, leave her behind the boulder to sneak down the 
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hill. 

The green Preydean’s tongue flicks the air twice. He raises his muzzle high 

and then plunges it into Jiri’s stomach. He gulps and slurps for a long moment 

before jerking his head away, pointed teeth filled with Jiri’s intestines. They 

land on the moss beside him with a wet flop. The Preydean then turns back to 

the body …

And sees me pointing a blaster pistol right in his ear slit.  

There are about a thousand things I should be asking him. Like how many 

are with him. And how did they get here. 

I squeeze the trigger instead.

***

Lack of sophisticated medical technology means that primitive cultures 

witness death on a scale that would stagger most post-warp societies. Just like 

rotating crops or hunting to put food on the fire, it just becomes a regular part of 

life. Still … even though seeing death is easier, losing a loved one never seems 

to feel any less real. Or less heartbreaking. 

It takes a few moments for Seranie to join me at the bottom of the hill. She 

walks right by, kneels next to Jiri. She takes a deep, shaky breath.  “He was … 

we were to be together. Forever.” She reaches down, picks two beads off the 

ground … I think they’re from Jiri’s necklace.  “Then, they came six years ago.” 

Seranie removes her own necklace and slides the two beads onto it. “For long 

time, we knew they were here, but we avoid. Then some from my village start 

to disappear. Then more. Then more. We discover they do—” her lips curl “—

this. Some of us understand—use—their language. Not know why. We listened 

to them. Knew they planned to capture all of us. Kill all of us. We try to warn. 

Some listen. But others … others did not. Jiri …” she shakes her head. 

I kneel next to her. “Jiri didn’t listen either.”
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Silence. 

I put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s—”

She rounds on me, necklace beads clacking from her fist. “Why is this 

happening? Why they do this? How can I use your words? If I am to die—my 

people are to die—I will know why!”

I shake my head, looking at the ground. “I don’t know how you can speak 

Common. Without someone to teach you, it doesn’t make any sense. As for the 

Preydean, they’re …” I trail off when I see something … something that tells 

me the Preydean’s motives are a little more complicated that I thought. I reach 

out … pick it up, and turn it over and over in my hand. “Seranie—”

There’s a squawk coming from Seranie’s pouch. I recognize it instantly: “My 

wrist-comp. May I?”

She reaches into the pouch, hands it to me with a gentle shrug.

I wipe berry juice off of it, dial in the frequency … “Repeat this is Space 

Pulp calling—”

“Bard!” I step away from Seranie, to give both of us some privacy. “You 

found me!”

“ …. Patty? That really you?”

I can’t help but grin like an idiot. “How’d you find me?”

“That’s a really long story, brother. Best we land and explain everything.”

“Fair enough.” 

Seranie picks more of Jiri’s beads off the ground. 

“Listen, I’ve got a situation here too. And I’m going to need some help.”

Nothing.

“Bard?”

“I hear you. But … you’re gonna wanna listen to us first. There have been 
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some …”

“What? What’s going on?”

“I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’m just gonna come out and say it: 
Some of that temporal warhead spilled over into your exit and caused … Patty
—you’ve been on this planet for sixty-three years.”

***

I step onto the Space Pulp for the first time in six decades. 

Rocket ship hulls are usually made with eversteel, a metal that stands up 

well to both the ravages of time and space travel. Still, taking all that into 

account, the outside hull looks like ten kinds of awful. Her once grey hull is 

blackened and pockmarked from laser blasts and micro-asteroids. The P is 

missing from the red stenciled letters on the side, so that the name of the ship 

looks like Space ulp. One wing has a large, jagged chunk missing. Several of 

the viewports have been shuttered with eversteel patches. The landing gears 

grind when someone steps onto the boarding ramp. 

And the inside only looks worse. Most of the computer screens on the bridge 

are cracked or missing all together … just empty holes with fiber cable hanging 

out. Dark stains cover the plating. More burn marks from who knows how many 

blaster fights. Markings on every button are faded or rubbed away completely. 

The gravlift doors are stuck open, the lift itself frozen between this floor and the 

engine level. 

“What happened to my ship?”

Bard steps up to me, twisting the lid off the top of a canteen. “Sixty-three 

years happened. I figured it was better that they happened with me than 

whatever shipyard the Federacy would have moth-balled her in.” Bard wears a 

blue shirt with an image of a long brown finger. The fingertip glows white, and 

below it are the words “E.T. phone home.” On either side of his head, patches of 
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golden fur give way to grey streaks. He hands me the canteen.

I hold up a hand. “I’m not thirsty.”

He presses the canteen into my chest. “And this ain’t water, brother.”

I take the canteen, raise it my lips.  Bourbon burns its way down my throat. 

“Sixty-three years …” I take another swallow. “How …?”

“Some of the horrible locked away in that warhead leaked out of the exit you 

went through. It wasn’t enough to wipe this pretty little planet out of existence. 

But it was enough to wrap it in a pocket. One where time moves really, really 

slow. Eventually, it dissipated. Letting a distress signal poke through. So I 

packed up the Pulp, boogied out here as fast as we could. Didn’t know what 

we’d find, but I figured—”

“Wait, I didn’t send a distress signal.”

“No, you didn’t. Check this out …” Bard jabs a button on the 

communications console. The bridge fills with a burst of static, followed by a 

series of clicks and growls.

I place the flask on the console. “That’s Preydean.”

“Yep. The Stalker to be exact. Way I figure, they followed you out the exit. 

At a different trajectory. Different trajectory means different time. Hell, they 

could have landed here years before you did.”

A rock forms in my stomach. “Like six years.”

Bard’s shoulders shrug under his black-tipped mane. “Sure. But, hey that 

doesn’t matter. We’ve got you, we can just pack it up and head—”

I cross my arms, lean against the console. “We can’t leave, Bard. Not yet.”

“Of course we can’t,” a female voice says. I turn around, and there she is—

slowly climbing up the yellow emergency ladder. Her current body looks 

exactly the same as the last clone: tone, long brown hair, smoldering blue eyes. 

She wears black pants and a dark green tank top. She pulls a rag out of her pants 
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pocket and wipes her hands with it. A smudge of engine grease smears her 

forehead. “Captain Patrick Starson has a mission to finish. He just has to go 

after the Preydean.”

I take a deep breath. “Livy, it’s more complicated than—”

She punches me.

It’s hard, right between my nose and cheek. It spins me around and bounces 

me off the helm. 

She stabs a trembling finger at me. “You don’t get to ‘Livy’ me, Patrick! 

Sixty-three years! Sixty-three goddamn years thinking you were dead! Your 

body just-just floating in warpspace somewhere! And you were here?” Her 

hands ball into shaking fists. “The entire time?”

 “You think I chose this!” I step into the space between us. “You think I 

wanted—?”

“I think you wanted to be a good little Federacy soldier, just like always. Yes 

sir, Admiral sir, please send me into space with a live warhead, sir!” She mocks 

a salute. “No questions asked, sir!…. Honestly, I don’t know who was more 

stupid. You for being so blind. Or us for following you.”

 “I tried to do something! Adapt to the situation! To fix this!”

“That’s your problem! Always adapting! Never thinking! If you’d asked us, 

at least we could have—”

“Asked—you?! We were NOT a team, Livy!” I pull myself away from the 

console with the helmsman’s chair. “I was your Captain! It was my call—I 

made it! And I suffered for it! I lost sixty-three years!”

“You think THAT’S suffering!” Livy shoves the chair off its magnetic 

clamp. It clatters to the ground and she steps towards me, fist raised …

Bard steps between us, furry palms pointed at each of us. “Now everybody 

just take a breath here.”
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Livy, who only comes up to Bard’s elbow, tries to shove past him. He shoves 

back. “Hey! Now I mean it! Livy, Patty’s right! He didn’t know this was gonna 

happen! Nobody could have.” Bard looks at me. “And Patty, Livy’s right. 

We’ve always been a team. That’s why we work together so well, get things 

done other crews can’t. At the end of the day, you were the boss, sure. But we 

accepted all the risk when we signed on. For you to go off like that, without 

even trying to … well, it burns—and I don’t mean just a little.”

For a long moment, the only sound is the hooting jungle noises coming in 

from the open ramp. 

He waves me over. “Now, come on. Home is actually only a few days from 

here if we—”

“No.” The word leaves my mouth before I even realize it. 

Bard’s ears straighten. “ ‘No’? What do you mean ‘no’?”

The Pulp’s landing gear creaks and up the boarding ramp walks Seranie. Her 

purple tail sways in a slow arc as she takes in the bridge.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Livy waves a hand at Seranie. “See, 

Bard! It’s not even the Preydean this time!”

I look at the deck, unable to meet Seranie’s eyes. “Livy, you don’t know 

what you’re talking about.”

Seranie steps closer to Bard, sniffing the air around him. 

“Can I help you?” Bard says. 

Seranie looks at me. “He is not like the others either?”

Bard narrows his eyes. “What’s she talking about?”

“It’s the Preydean, Bard,” I say. “They’ve been killing her people.”

Bard shakes his mane. “Look, that’s awful—and I’m sorry. Really, I am. But 

the Preydean sent their distress signal out a while ago. It’s just a matter of time 
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before the next little ship full of sociopaths picks them up. Soon as we leave, 

they’ll be right behind us. Problem solved.”

“We have to stay, now,” I say. “We have to fix this, now.”

“Please,” Livy rolls her eyes and then starts toward the ladder “Sweetheart, 

your purple ass has as long as it takes for me to fix this engine to get off ship. 

Then we’re out of—”

I slam a hand on the bulkhead, cutting off Livy from reaching the ladder. 

Her eyes lock on my hand and then slowly—dangerously—follow the length 

of my arm to my face.  “This really the warp tunnel you wanna go down?”

I reach into my pocket. Livy’s eyes widen when she sees what’s in my hand.

“This blood gem was pulled out of a dying person’s chest not an hour ago

—” I point at Seranie—“her husband’s chest. That’s why they’re capturing her 

people. That’s why they’re killing her people. The blood gems grow inside 

them.” 

She stares at the gems—hard.  “How …?”

“I don’t know how. But I do know the Preydean will never leave. Not until 

every last member of Seranie’s race is in chains, waiting to be hacked open.”

Livy’s jaw tightens. She looks at the floor for a long moment, then turns on a 

heel and walks towards the back of the Pulp. 

“Livy?” I say. 

“We’re going to need explosives,” she says. “Lots and lots of explosives.”



43

Chapter Four

Bard adjusts the dial on the lectronoculars. “The Preydean must have hit the 

ground pretty hard … looks like they cannibalized their ship, turned what was 

left into four—make that five—separate buildings.” He hands me the 

lectronoculars. “Pretty bad job of it too. Buildings don’t look that fortified. A 

stiff wind would blow them over.”

I point the lectronoculars at the camp and zoom in. The viewfinder pixelates 

before focusing on five slender buildings in a clearing a mile away, rising from 

the blue grass like a giant, rust-colored hand. A creek trickles through the 

middle, disappearing into a grove of mushroom trees. A blast door cracks open 

in the closest building and the clawed hand of a Preydean appears, shoving his 

way out. He steps out and pulls away his blue hood, letting his head scales 

absorb the late rays of the evening sun.  

“They’re operating the doors manually,” I say. “Must be low on power.”

“If they’ve been here six years, their batteries can’t have much left,” Bard 

says. He opens his mouth to pant.

Livy wipes sweat off her forehead. “Which building are the prisoners in?”

“The small one, this side.” Seranie points, careful not to rustle the bushes 

we’re hiding in. They’re thick, tall and have the same berries that she rubbed on 

my pants last night. 

I zoom into the building. Both the blast door and the ground around it are 

covered in bloodstains.  

Livy adjusts the strap on her shoulder bag. “I have three class D singularity 

bombs that will make short work of the whole place.”
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Bard’s ears lie flat against his skull. “Ah, geez, you brought sing-sings? 

Don’t you think that’s overkill?”

“Have you met the Preydean?” she says.

“It will work, but we’ve got to get the prisoners clear first. That means 

getting past the guards without raising an alarm. I count three walking the 

perimeter.” I hand Livy the lectronoculars. “But there’s no way to tell how 

many are inside.”

“Still, might not be as bad as I thought,” Bard says. “We’ll just do a little bit 

of recon, then come back tonight when those lizards are nice and slow.” He pats 

the five foot long rifle slung over his shoulder. “With this sniper cannon I got 

here, we can—”

“We can’t wait until tonight,” Livy pushes the lectronoculars into my 

shoulder “Check out the north side.”

I take them, zoom in on that area of the camp. A bead of sweat runs down 

my shoulder blades. “They have a rocket pod …”

“They must have saved it from the crash,” Livy says. “And they’re loading it 

up.”

“Rocket pod?” Seranie leans closer, squinting. 

“It’s a way off planet,” I say. “It won’t carry all of them, but it will carry 

enough.”

“Guess they’re getting impatient,” Bard says. “Tired of waiting on a rescue 

ship.”

I lower the lectronoculars. “Looks like it’s going to lift off in the next half 

hour. Livy’s right, Bard. We can’t wait. They’ll just bring more Preydean back 

here. We have to go in now.”

“Hey, now woah, Patty. Nobody wants to go John Wick on these guys more 

than I do, but we can’t just go in there, blasters blazing. And we can’t sneak in 



45

to plant the explosives either. Those tongues of theirs will smell you before 

we’re close enough to do anything.”

“…. Then we’ll need a distraction. Something to get their attention, give us 

enough time to plant the bombs and free the slaves.”

“You got anything in mind?” Livy says.

“Yeah,” I look at red berries hanging from the bushes around us. “But you’re 

not going to like it.”

***

Sometimes, your life—the very life of your crew—is determined by how 

well you understand the social norms of certain species. Leaklee are insulted by 

compliments. A Kreegari would rather rip out his own throat than surrender. 

Humans are fiercely independent … so on. Preydean warmongers are hostile 

towards everyone—especially their own crew. Which makes their soldiers fairly 

easy to manipulate, provided you’re brave or stupid enough to try. 

The Preydean closest to the rocket pod smells me first. He licks at the air 

twice before spinning in my direction, pulling back his blue hood. The boarding 

ramp’s pathway lights reflect off his green scaly head. He barks at the black 

scaled Preydean next to him. Black sees me and sets down a crate; it’s massive, 

and probably holds two hundred pounds. 

Two hundred pounds of blood gems. 

They raise to their full seven foot height, snouts jerking upward. Both of 

them step back, baring their pointed teeth in disgust.

I stop twenty feet away, hands gently raised at my sides. “Sorry about the 

smell, fellas. I fell in some bushes back there. Got berries smeared all over my 

pants and vest.” 

“More Preydean are moving your way from all over the camp,” Bard says 

through the earpiece linked to my wrist-comp. “And man, are their tongues 



46

twitching—those berries sure are doing the trick.”

I step forward, holding out my hand … “My name is Patrick Starson.”

Their eyes bulge—both of them roar and hiss at me. 

“Whoa, easy now!” I step back, both hands raised again. 

The green one barks something followed by a bunch of clicks. He reaches 

into the folds of his cloak, bringing out a Preydean dagger blaster. It’s a large, 

handheld weapon with a handle wide enough for their thick, three-fingered grip. 

Angry looking blades curve forward from the bottom of the handle and the 

barrel. 

I try not to stare at the blaster. “Who’s in charge here?” 

They look at each other, grunting and hissing.

“Alright, hey—look, doesn’t matter. Just get your Warmonger for me.”

Their throats bulge as they cough out a laugh.

“Okay, fine. But I would hate to be the one that explains to your Warmonger 

that you let a perfectly good ship get away. A ship that’s already on planet, just 

waiting to be loaded up with …” I gesture vaguely at the case … “whatever.”

They cock their heads at me.

“I’m talking about MY ship guys.”

Black flicks his eyes at Green. Green lowers his dagger blaster, just slightly. 

I step towards them. “It’s close. And I just want a cut of whatever you’re 

hauling.”

Black’s face splits into a wide grin. He clicks at me twice.

“Listen, I don’t speak Preydean. But if that was a threat—if you’re thinking 

about just torturing me until I tell you where my ship is, it’s set to auto-self 

destruct unless I send it a command every fifteen minutes.”

Again, they look at each other. Five more Preydean appear from the other 
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buildings, their tongues snapping at the air. 

“You want to explain that to your Warmonger now?” I say to the black one. 

“Or wait until after it goes boom?”

After a brief pause, Black grunts and then pulls a communicator free from 

his cloak. Green waives his blaster at my belt. 

“Is that really necessary?” I say. “We’re all business associates here, right?”

Green roars.

“Livy’s planting the sing-sings now,” Bard says. “And Seranie’s almost to 
the prisoners. Just keep them busy a while longer …”

“Fine.” I unfasten my blaster belt and toss it at their feet. Green hooks a toe 

claw in the trigger guard, slides it farther away. Behind him, a blast door creaks 

open. Out steps …

“Bar’tock …” I say, mouth hanging open. 

“Ah, you’ve gotta be kidding me,” Bard says. 

Dark, wet scars stretch across the right side of his face where scales should 

be. A cloudy eye hangs slightly out of its socket on the same side. He walks out 

of the command module with a limp, uncoiling to his full, seven foot height. 

“Starson …” he says with a low growl.

I force an even voice: “Nice to see you too, Bar’tock. I was just telling your 

… person here that it looks like you’ve found something valuable. I managed to 

get Space Pulp down intact … and I’m willing to help you get this stuff off-

world, to make a deal—”

“You think—” Bar’tock shoves a Preydean out of the way, lunges toward me 

with two angry stomps—“You think that you can just scurry into my presence, 

and talk about DEALS! AFTER WHAT YOU’VE DONE?” He shoves his 

scarred muzzle in my face, knocking me down. “Look at me! I was in the 

coldness of space for thirty seconds before fate just happened to carry me in the 
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direction of my ship. Before my pack hauled me aboard. We pursued the 

warhead. Pursued you! Only to be stranded here for years! With nothing but one 

… stringy species that won’t make us sick when we eat them?” He turns, kicks 

open a case and paws at the glowing blood gems inside. “Thankfully, fate 

smiled upon us, made this long wait worth our while.”

“Seranie’s got the prisoners out. Man there are a lot of them! Just hang in 
there, buddy. I’ve got the Preydean in my sites. Soon as Livy gives the word …”

“How? How does it happen?”

Bar’tock flicks the case shut. “The gems act as a sort of filter in their blood, 

weeding out toxins. Some have up to fifty. Others—like the one you saw in the 

jungle—only have a few.”

“Oh, yeah about that. Your guy and me got off on the wrong—”

Bar’tock licks the air with a slurp. His thick tail goes rigid. “You killed a 

member of my pack for the same reason you tried to take back the warhead 

years ago, Starson. You were a Federacy Captain, pretending to be something 

else then. Still pretending to be something else now.”

“Fine, I get why you think that way. But we can talk this out. Just give me a 

chance for you to hear—”

Bar’tock and the others laugh. It sounds like a million tin cans falling on 

gravel. “It is fortunate that I’m not as foolish as you believe me to be. We’re 

returning, Starson. We’re going to breed this species. Harvest their blood until it 

makes us rich enough to buy all the temporal weapons we want. Until we can 

bring the Twelve to their knees.”

“You’re not listening to me, Bar’tock. I can help you. I’m here to—”

“I do not care WHY you are here!” Bar’tock leans in, inches from my face. 

“Only that you are here! I do not want your ship! I do not want your help. I 

simply want to … eat you, Captain Starson.” A long string of thick drool hangs 
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from his lower lip. “Devour your insides as I peer into your soul. Watch your 

eyes beg for an end with each tender bite. With each satisfying gulp. And then—

when I have finished … with what I assure you will be a very long, very slow 

feast—I will hand deliver your defecated remains back to your loved ones. 

Watch as they cry—wail—for me not to do the same to them.” 

“Okay, Patty, we’re all clear. Just give the codeword when you’re ready.”

Bar’tock lets out a long, slow hiss. “What’s that?” he points his ear slit in my 

direction. “Nothing to say now, Captain Starson?”

I grin. “Only this: tedra.”

There’s a sharp retort of a sniper cannon in the distance.

The black Preydean turns around—right as his head explodes. Red, scale-

covered chunks splatter in every direction. His body flops to the ground, blood 

squirting from the neck. Another shot. Another Preydean falls.

The others scatter, nervous eyes searching the mushroomed tree-line. The 

sun hangs close over the trees, shining it’s blood-like glow directly in their eyes. 

Just as the echo of the last shot fades, Bard fires. Again. And again. 

Each shot blows apart another head. 

Bar’tock dives behind the cover of the rocket pod. What’s left of his pack 

run for one of the cobbled together buildings. 

“Fools!” he shakes a fist at them. “Return this instant! Return before—”

The buildings explode. 

The evening sky fills with roaring clouds of orange flame as each one of 

Livy’s sing-sings detonate in perfect unison. The secondary explosion triggers a 

half second later, wrapping the blaze with crackling arms of electricity. There’s 

a gush of wind as what’s left of the base seems to take one collective exhale, 

then sucks in everything with a furious gusto. Jagged pieces of eversteel, 

screaming Preydean—even the inferno itself—just rush inward, collapsing into 
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a gentle pile of flames, no larger than a campfire. 

Livy comes through my earpiece with a grin in her voice: “Can I cook, or 
can I cook?”

I slowly stand, mind numbed by the blast. No matter how many times you 

see a sing-sing go off, it’s something you just can’t quite get used to. I reach 

down, pull a dagger blaster from the cloak of a headless Preydean. It doesn’t fit 

in my hand that well, but it’s better than nothing. “Either of you got eyes on 

Bar’tock?”

“Yeah, he’s getting in the rocket pod.” Bard says. “But you got other 
problems …”

“What are you—” I turn around, the question dying on my lips. Out of the 

tree line on the other side of the river bed, stomps the Thumper. The Preydean 

driver takes a moment to survey the destruction and then his yellow eyes fall on 

me. 

“Ah, he must’ve been out on patrol! This sniper cannon isn’t going to do 
squat!”

The pilot barks something in his native language and then steers the 

Thumper around. It stomps right at me, servos whining, blaster cannon 

powering up.

And I do the only thing I can think of … run right at it.

“Patrick, what the hell are you doing?” Livy yells.

The pilot lifts the blaster arm …

“Trying not to die!” I slide under the cannon as it unleashes a hail of blaster 

bolts. I stop under its legs, looking up at the pilot. The Preydean locks eyes with 

me as I hold up the blaster, show him that I’m setting it to overload. 

He screams. I reach out, wedge the make-shift bomb into the crook at the 

canopy’s hinge. I get my feet under me and run like hell, the piercing whine of 
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the overloaded blaster following me the entire way.

I make it twenty feet before it explodes. I slow down, turn: The canopy has 

blown completely off and turned the cockpit into a smoking, sparking mess. The 

driver falls out of the Thumper, blood running out of his ear slits, and rolls to 

the ground. The Thumper goes limp beside him, powering down. 

The yellow Preydean claws at the grass, trying to pull himself up. I bend 

over, pick up a jagged piece of eversteel buried in the dirt and slowly walk to 

him. I’m raising the metal to his eyeball when Seranie steps in front of me, 

purple hand on my elbow. “This ours, Star-soon.”

Her people fill in behind her. There are at least fifty of them, all ages. Mostly 

skeletons from being malnourished for who knows how long.  Many of them 

have missing limbs, ending with scars shaped like Preydean teeth.  Seranie 

points at Bar’tock’s rocket pod: “That one yours.”

The Preydean driver gets to his feet and hisses at us. None of Seranie’s 

people back up, even an inch. 

“…. They don’t die easy, Seranie,” I say. 

Her chin raises. “Good.”

I hesitate for a moment, then drop the metal with a slow nod. In the distance, 

Bar’tock ignites the engines to his rocket pod. 

“Patty, if you’re gonna stop him you’re gonna have to do it fast.”

I climb into the the Thumper, grab the control sticks. Despite the blackened, 

sparking console, the thing still responds by quickly lifting its arms. I slide my 

feet into the leg stirrups and turn the Thumper around. 

Seranie and her people close around the Preydean. His wailing screams are 

eventually lost under the sound of the Thumper’s stomping feet.

***

The versatility of the LL-43 Thumper’s arms make it an ideal choice for a lot 
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of beings on the frontier. They can lift cargo containers ten times the Thumper’s 

weight. The expansion slots are large enough to add anything from a blaster 

cannon to a jackhammer. 

And the hand clamps have enough torque to rip eversteel completely in two.

Just as the rocket pod’s repulsers flash, lifting it into the air, I reach out—

grab onto its port side wing with the Thumper’s right clamp. 

And squeeze. 

The wing folds like paper, wrenching it into a tangled mess. I pull, bringing 

the Thumper up the side of the rocket pod, tearing through every sharp angle, 

through every razor edge along the way. I bring the other arm around—latch 

onto the upper hull with a screech. The rocket pod fishtails, but the clamps are 

too deep for me to be thrown off. I just keep climbing, one clamp over the other, 

until the Thumper crouches on the pod’s roof. I flip the switch controlling the 

foot clamps—they crunch into the hull, firmly holding me in place … then I go 

to work. 

I reach in, tearing away pieces of the rocket pod by the clampful. Eversteel 

plating, shield emitters, power conduits, insulation, grav plating—all of it’s just 

slung behind me, wind and gravity ripping it away. I stab both clamps deep into 

the rocket pod, open a wide hole …

Only to have Bar’tock reach through and yank me out of the driver’s seat.

He turns, slings me against the deck at his feet. I slide all the way to the helm

—smash into the console. Bar’tock stands, tail swaying back and forth. He 

hisses something, maybe my name.

Auto-pilot kicks in and the pod levels out. I stand. And immediately fall back 

down with a scream. I look down: my ankle is twisted, useless. 

Bar’tock clutches my throat, picks me up—slams me back to the deck. At 

least three ribs go. I roll over. Hurts to breathe. To think. To move. He grabs me 
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by the other foot, spins me against the bulkhead. He growls, fills the rocket pod 

with a bubbly laugh. “What will you do now, Captain? You don’t seem to have 

an air lock handy!”

I roll over, clutching my side. His hot breath pelts me in the face. “And 

you’re without a crew, Bar’tock,” I wince through the pain. “Without a ship.”

He laughs even louder. “Others will eventually answer the distress call! 

When I tell them what is here! Tell them how we can take the Twelve Systems 

by the throat! Take what was ours! Take what will always have been ours! How 

can you adapt then? When you never will have existed?!” His massive foot 

shoves me against the bulkhead—and presses. I try to force a breath into my 

lungs, but Bar’tock just pushes harder. I cough. Tiny lights dance at the edge of 

my vision, leading my eyes to something hidden inside the folds of Bar’tock’s 

cloak: his dagger blaster. 

I reach in, yank the dagger blaster from its holster. His good eye has just 

enough time to widen before I stab the barrel inside it. 

I squeeze the trigger. His eye socket muffles the whine of the blaster—light 

flashes between his pointed teeth. 

I step back, watch his body thud to the deck. A thin trail of smoke rises from 

his nostrils. 

“I’m through adapting.” The dagger blaster clatters to the deck. I turn, limp 

to the helm and stare at the Preydean control panel. It takes about ten minutes 

for me to figure out how to operate it and another fifteen to fly to the site of my 

rocket pod crash. 

I slowly—painfully—drag Bar’tock’s body to the side hatch and dump him 

out. He smacks against the side of my rocket pod, then slides to the ground. A 

case of blood gems follows him, shattering on impact. The glowing stones 

scatter in the night, like a shower of sparks that never goes out. 

Within moments, the advack appears from the dark trees. It walks over the 
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blood gems, right to Bar’tock. His muzzle nudges the Warmonger once. 

By the time I close the hatch, he’s eaten more than half.
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Epilogue

The next morning, Seranie’s people start putting their village back together. 

Huts are repaired or rebuilt. Crops are tended to. Irrigation trenches from the 

river are cleaned out. And every piece of technology the Preydean left behind—

even the medical supplies—is destroyed. 

I limp up next to Seranie as she stares from the rock, overlooking her village. 

She watches a one-armed boy lift a bundle of thick straw onto his shoulder, only 

to have it slide off and slap the rocky ground. He makes a face at the loose straw 

around his feet.

She looks at me, up and down. “You look terrible, Star-soon.”

Laughter stabs pain into my ribs. I whence. “Thanks.”

She grins, just a little. “The rest of your wounds will heal?”

I put my full weight on the bad ankle and grimace. “Another time or two 

under the heal lamp in sick bay should take care of it. They should be recharged 

in an hour or two if your people need any—”

“We find own way for a while,” she says in a firm voice. 

I nod. The boy tries to pick up the bundle again. It falls again.

“Something bothers Star-soon?”

“Seranie, I owe your people an apology. I did a horrible thing. If I had 

known your people were here, I wouldn’t have detonated that bomb. The 

Preydean wouldn’t have been here.”

“Or they find us later. When someone else can’t help.”

“You don’t know—”
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She puts her hand on my shoulder. “This what I know: We all do bad things. 

What we do after bad things sometimes more important.”

Silence. 

The boy eases the bundle back up to his shoulder. He takes a few small steps 

… the bundle teeters, but never falls. 

“Want to give Star-soon back something.” She gently takes my hand and 

places something inside it.

I can’t help but widen my eyes. “No. No way. This is Jiri’s blood gem.”

“But it not Jiri. This small thing is small to me. This small thing says—it 

mean more to you.” She closes my fist around it. “Remind you when you need 

it.” She smiles, turns and starts her long walk back down the hill.

***

The last of the blue atmo fades to black as the Space Pulp rockets away from 

Seranie’s planet.

Bard turns away from the viewdome, twisting the top off a beer bottle. He 

points at the glowing blood gem in my hand. “So the broad just gave it to you?” 

I sit in the Captain’s chair at the middle of the bridge. Two lose springs stab 

into my leg. “Yeah, as a reminder.”

“A reminder?” Bard says. “A reminder for what?”

Livy finishes typing the coordinates for the warp punch and swivels her 

chair around to face us. A thin smile spreads across her lips. “To not just look at 

the big picture.”

Bard takes a long gulp from his bottle. “Okay, fine. To each their own. But 

riddle me this, Batman: if these blood gems grow inside her people, how come 

we’ve never come across her race until now? I mean blood gems are rare, sure, 

but still …”
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I rub the blood gem with my thumb and forefinger. “What if Seranie’s 

people are the ones that ripped our home planets out of their orbits? Brought 

them together? Left us warp-tech?”

A pause. 

Livy shakes her head. “Impossible. That makes no sense.”

“Yeah, I’m with Livy on this one: You’re saying a buncha … jungle people 

somehow had the technology to pull twelve planets out of their solar systems 

five hundred years ago? Plus gave us warp furnaces? Not to mention all the 

other stuff?”

“We still don’t know who brought the Twelve together,” I say. “Or why. But 

so far, Seranie’s race is the only one we’ve come across that natively speaks 

some form of Common.”

“Son of a bitch.” Livy leans back in her chair. “It’s been encoded into their 

DNA. Just like the tech my people use on our shells.” She looks at Bard. “Tech 

that we found with ‘the other stuff.’ ”

“Makes sense, I guess,” Bard says. “It’s been filtering out, generation by 

generation. That’s why only some of them speak it.”

I nod. “Or they were brought here, further back, like our planets. And given 

the same things.” I shove the gem into my pocket. “There is no way to know for 

sure.”

Bard takes another drink. “If anybody ever went public with this, it would 

just be one more reason for everybody to come out here.”

Livy shrugs. “Then we’ll have to make sure nobody ever finds out, won’t 

we?”

Bard shakes his mane. “One day with you Patty, and you’ve already blown 

our hair back.” He raises the beer in a salute. “Just like old times.”

Livy’s console beeps at her. “Three minutes till punch.” She flips a switch to 
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lower the propellors. 

I stand and look at the readout on her cracked computer screen. “Why are we 

not headed for Earth? I need to look through Bentura’s logs about that warhead. 

I think we all do.”

Livy and Bard exchange a look. 

Bard takes another deep gulp from his beer. “I’m, uh … gonna go check on 

the engines.” He walks off the bridge, disappearing down the ladder. 

“Am I missing something?” I say. 

Livy sets the helm on autopilot, then stands. She faces me with a slow turn.  

“I … wanted to say I’m sorry. When I found out you were back, it brought up a 

lot of stuff that I thought I’d sorted out. But didn’t. And I—I shouldn’t have said 

what I said. Or did what I did.”

“You mean punch me?”

“No, you had that coming.” She laughs a little. 

I laugh too. And grab my side again.

“But, there is another reason.” Her face tightens. “Five shells ago, the body I 

had when we were together … became … I had a baby. Our baby. Eight months 

after you disappeared.”

I’m suddenly in the chair again, even though I have no memory of sitting 

down.

“Patrick, you have a sixty-two year old daughter. We’re on our way to see 

her now.”

My mouth is still hanging open when the Space Pulp punches into warp.
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More Patrick Starson adventures await! Click here for next volume: Space 

Pulp: of the Space Zombies! 

And …

Get free short stories and new release info by joining my weekly newsletter 

at www.sevanparis.com!

http://www.amazon.com/Space-Pulp-Menace-Zombies-ebook/dp/B01M2ZXMHC/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1510846064&sr=8-1&keywords=menace+of+the+space+zombies&dpID=51TJU-UlahL&preST=_SX342_QL70_&dpSrc=srch
http://www.amazon.com/Space-Pulp-Menace-Zombies-ebook/dp/B01M2ZXMHC/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1510846064&sr=8-1&keywords=menace+of+the+space+zombies&dpID=51TJU-UlahL&preST=_SX342_QL70_&dpSrc=srch
http://www.sevanparis.com
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