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      World’s Worst Day Ever (WWDE)

      WWDE + 20 years, Terry Henry returns from self-imposed exile. The Terry Henry Walton Chronicles detail his adventures from that time to WWDE+150

      WWDE + 150 years – Michael returns to earth. BA returns to earth. TH & Char go to Space

      Key Players

      
        	Terry Henry Walton (was forty-five on the WWDE)—called TH by his friends. Enhanced with nanocytes by Bethany Anne herself (Queen of the Federation), wears the rank of Colonel, lead the Force de Guerre (FDG), a military unit that he established on WWDE+20, and now leads the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch.

        	Charumati (was sixty-five on the WWDE)—A werewolf, married to Terry, carries the rank of Major, but is his equal partner

        	Kimber (born WWDE+15, adopted approximately WWDE+25 by TH & Char, enhanced on WWDE+65)—Major

        	Her husband Auburn Weathers (enhanced on WWDE+82)—provides logistics support

        	Kaeden (born WWDE+16, adopted approximately WWDE+24 by TH & Char, enhanced on WWDE+65) – a Major

        	His wife Marcie Spires (born on WWDE+22, naturally enhanced)—Colonel

        	Cory (born WWDE+25, naturally enhanced, gifted with the power to heal)

        	Her husband Ramses—Major, died on Benitus Seven, WWDE+153

        	Kailin, Auburn & Kimber’s son (born on WWDE+78)

      

      Vampires

      
        	Joseph (born three hundred years before the WWDE)

        	Petricia (born WWDE+30)

      

      Pricolici (Werewolves that walk upright)

      
        	Nathan Lowell (President of the Bad Company and Bethany Anne’s Chief of Intelligence)

        	Ecaterina (Nathan’s spouse)

        	Christina (Nathan & Ecaterina’s daughter)

      

      Werewolves

      
        	Sue & Timmons (long-term members of Char’s pack)

        	Shonna & Merrit (long-term members of Char’s pack)

        	Ted (with Felicity, an enhanced human)

      

      Weretigers born before the WWDE:

      
        	Aaron & Yanmei

      

      Humans (enhanced)

      
        	Micky San Marino, Captain of the War Axe

        	Commander Suresha, War Axe Department Head – Engines

        	Commander MacEachthighearna (Mac), War Axe Department Head—Environmental

        	Commander Blagun Lagunov, War Axe Department—Structure

        	Commander Oscar Wirth, War Axe Department Head—Stores

        	Lieutenant Clodagh Shortall, War Axe engine technician

        	Sergeant Fitzroy, a martial arts expert and platoon sergeant

        	Kelly, Capples, Fleeter, Praeter, & Duncan—mech drivers

      

      Other Key Characters

      
        	Dokken (a sentient German Shepherd)

        	The Good King Wenceslaus (an orange tabby who thinks he’s a weretiger, all fifteen pounds of him)

        	K'thrall—a Yollin, used to be systems analyst on the War Axe, a warrior with the Bad Company

        	Clifton—human pilot of the War Axe

        	Bundin—a four-legged shell-backed blue, stalk-headed alien from Poddern

        	Ankh’Po’Turn—a small bald humanoid from Crenellia

        	General Smedley Butler – EI/AI on the War Axe, who they call the general

        	Plato – Ted’s AI from R&D

        	Dionysus – the AI tasked to assist with running Keeg Station

        	Paithoon – A Belzonian, escort for Kaeden & Marcie

        	Bon Tap – a teal-skinned, silver-haired Malatian, a warrior in the Bad Company

        	Slikira – Ixtali, four legs, a spider race, called Slicker, a warrior in the Bad Company

        	Other Bad Company warriors: Tim, “Skates” Mardigan, Chris Bo Runner (Harborian), Jones, Einar, Gefelton, Eldis (wife is Xianna, a green-skinned alien woman)
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      An explosion sounded and plasma fire flashed before his eyes.

      Hidden in a remote corner of the Pan Galaxy, Nathan Lowell sat in his private office looking at the video communication screen. The President of the Bad Company frowned.

      His Direct Action Branch was engaged and not in a good way. Nathan slowly shook his head as he watched.

      Thirty-seven star systems away, General Lance Reynolds saw the same images displayed on his monitor. He chewed vigorously on his cigar. The report wasn’t what he had expected.

      Colonel Terry Henry Walton, the man in the image, looked back and forth between the screen and something to his left. Ominous sounds accompanied the image.

      “This first mission wasn’t what we contracted for, Nathan,” Terry yelled at the portable console that sat with a sideways tilt. He stared at a point off-screen, shook his head, and continued. “My first stop when I get off this rock is that dandy president’s office where I’ll wring his pencil-neck to get our thirty percent bonus and seventy percent kicker. And then I’m leveling his fucking palace!”

      “Can you settle this with what you have?” Lance asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Terry replied.

      “I already told you once, call me Lance.”

      “No can do, General. Can’t have you thinking I’ve grown soft just because I’ve been a pseudo-civilian for over a hundred and fifty years. Hang on.” Terry’s smile evaporated as he looked off-screen, his lip curling involuntarily. “SHOOT HIM!” he shouted.

      The crack of hand-held railguns answered. Terry stabbed his finger at something neither Nathan nor Lance could see.

      “Not that one, the other one,” Terry corrected. More cracks from the hypervelocity weapons. Terry nodded and flipped the bird. “Fuck you, buddy, and your stupid-looking stalk-head!”

      Terry turned back to the screen. “Where were we?”

      “Something about you intending to level our client’s palace,” Nathan said coldly.

      “After we’re paid, that is. Hang on.” Terry looked off-screen again, flinched with surprise, and started yelling, “Why won’t you die? WOULD SOMEONE KILL THAT THING!”

      Terry continued to watch off-screen.

      A rapid barrage followed, then a brief silence, and finally a blast that nearly threw the colonel off his feet. Laughing, Terry brushed his uniform jacket with his free hand. “Come back from that one, you blue fuck!”

      “Sorry, General, Nathan. There’s about a hundred times more of these crawly bastards than we were led to believe. Mano-a-mano ain’t working. For every one we pop, five more appear in its place. Gotta run. We need to lop the head off this dragon. Have your people call my people and we’ll do lunch.” Terry saluted and ran off-screen. Plasma beams cut through the spot where the colonel had just been standing.

      “I’ll call our least favorite client right now and tell him to stand the fuck by. I’m coming for a visit,” Nathan growled, eyes flashing yellow as his anger charged his Were form. He tamped down the urge to change into a Pricolici, an upright-walking werewolf.

      He didn’t have the luxury of tearing up the universe. He was in charge and had passed the mantle of Bad Company door-kicker-in-chief to Terry Henry Walton.

      Lance Reynolds stroked his chin as he thought about the man who looked happy to be in the middle of a battle seemingly raging out of control.
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        * * *

      

      Terry made mental notes of the battlefield as he ran from one position to another. He’d brought all six of the shuttle pods carrying the tactical teams, which still put his Direct Action Branch of the Bad Company in an inferior position.

      “Run and gun. We need to run and gun!” Terry shouted at the angry red sky. He adjusted his helmet as it slipped backward. He worked his shoulders to loosen his ballistic vest too as he subconsciously considered a running battle, with rapid action and constant movement.

      But they couldn’t. They came under fire the second they ran off the drop ships. The shuttles had buttoned up and taken off immediately afterwards to hold a position out of range of the big guns. Or rockets. Or mortars.

      Terry wasn’t sure about the enemy’s weapons, only caring about what he had to do to take them out. His tactical teams were made up of werewolves, weretigers, vampires, and enhanced humans. They had centuries of experience, and were best at making surgical strikes, small teams inserting behind enemy lines.

      They weren’t immortal, only enhanced by nanocytes, technology taken from Kurtherian scientists. They were still human, but different.

      Terry would never say their enhancements made them better. He would say that their minds and their teamwork made them better. They believed that they trained hard to make war anticlimactic.

      “Where’s Kaeden with my mechs?” Terry shouted over the explosions.

      Charumati, his purple-eyed werewolf wife, put a finger to her ear as she used her internal comm chip to talk with her son. Terry had a chip too, but he didn’t want to lose focus on the battle as it raged on all sides of their position.

      “This is the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever been a part of,” he growled. He clenched his jaw. The muscles stood out of his face and a vein throbbed in his forehead. He carried a Jean Dukes Special pistol in one hand and his Mameluke sword in the other. The pistol was dialed to five out of a maximum of eleven.

      “He’s over the hill to the right. The fireworks you see are from his section,” Char relayed.

      “Can he get through their lines?”

      Char’s eyes unfocused for a moment, then she shook her head.

      Terry slid his sword over his shoulder and into its scabbard strapped under his backpack. He took his pistol in both hands and dialed it to eleven. “Order a tactical retrograde to our position. We’re breaking through right over there.” Terry pointed to a heavily-wooded area covering the top of a hill.

      “Joseph, where the hell are you?” Terry asked out loud, before switching to his comm chip. Powered by human energy, with a little extra boost from the Etheric dimension, the comm chips allowed the group to talk with each other. It also translated a vast number of human and alien languages into English.

      The Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch had only had the comm chips for a few weeks and weren’t yet accustomed to them or how best to optimally employ them.

      We’re where you saw us last, but we’re dug in better. My people are burning through their ammunition. It’s like an endless tide. I’m not sure we have enough bullets to kill them all, Joseph reported.

      Have you tried not shooting them?

      The first bunch got close and you know Fitzroy isn’t afraid to break into pugilist form. These things rammed him and bit the holy hell out of him before we could blow their stalk-heads off. He said punching them was like hitting a tree trunk. I wailed on one with my sword. I’ll second his observation. It took a lot to cut through that neck. I don’t recommend we devolve into hand-to-hand.

      Joseph and Petricia were vampires, exceptionally strong and fast.

      If you had a problem with the Tiskers, then we’re fucked if we run out of ammo, Terry replied. Where are my goddamn mechs?

      Coming, Kaeden replied. Enhanced by nanocytes, Terry and Char’s adopted son was in charge of the small mech section, powered one-person armor suits. They were the tanks of the Etheric Federation. Bigger targets but they could take a beating while delivering their fair share of death and destruction.

      Terry thought he could feel the ground shaking as the mechs pounded their way toward him, since they drew an inordinate amount of incoming fire.

      Kae and the other three mechs of his team were on their way.

      “Get down!” Terry bellowed at Christina. She was standing and blasting away at a small mob of incoming Tiskers.

      “Fuck these guys!” she yelled over her shoulder, sounding too much like Terry Henry himself. She was still angry about not being able to change into her Pricolici form.

      “Might as well hide inside a mech,” she mumbled.

      “Might as well. Now stay down!” Terry shouted. “There are snipers in the back of that mob.”

      Terry ran behind her position, varying his speed and zigging at odd times. He dove behind cover and crawled the last few meters to reach her. She fired one last time and bent down, keeping her eyes above a small berm so she could watch. Terry kneeled next to her and looked out.

      “I know how powerful and well-trained you are. You wouldn’t be out here if you weren’t. But if one of these Tisker slugs hit you in the head, you’ll be dead, just like any of us. I really don’t want to tell your parents that I got their daughter killed.”

      Christina glanced toward Terry. “I’ve never had to sit back and wait to get attacked. It’s a little frustrating.”

      Terry laughed out loud. “No shit! That makes you one of us. We all fucking hate this. Trench warfare sucks mongo bistok balls, if I got the expression right.”

      “Never heard it before, but I get your meaning. I think I’ll use that.” Christina leaned over the berm, fired twice, and returned to watching.

      “Nice shot,” Terry said as the Tisker’s stalk-head turned into a blue mist from the impact of the hypervelocity dart.

      Christina smiled and nodded slowly.

      “Don’t doubt that you’re one of us, Christina. And don’t doubt us. We dropped into the middle of a shitstorm. We’re going to figure this out, roll up these blue fucks, and end this war. Then we’re going to look at what we did wrong to put ourselves in this position. And that’s on me. It’s my fault that we’re ass-jammed inside a circle jerk. So, stay down. Think about how bad I’d feel if you got killed?”

      “How bad you’d feel?”

      Terry slapped her on the shoulder. “Welcome aboard. Now kill those two so I can get going.”

      Christina snapped her attention back over the berm where two of the enemy were approaching quickly. “I don’t know,” she said before firing two rounds, “how these goofy-looking bastards—” Two more shots fired. “—can move so fast.”

      Terry peeked over Christina’s shoulder as she continued to double-tap approaching Tiskers. “You got me. Those stumpy legs of theirs. We’ll probably never know.”

      “Go!” Christina called as she sent a steady stream of darts into the enemy.

      Terry ran, staying low, and stopped when he reached Petricia, Joseph’s wife and also a vampire.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      She looked at him oddly. “I can think of a thousand things I’d rather be doing,” she replied matter-of-factly. Terry shrugged and held up one hand. There was nothing he could do about that.

      Terry turned toward the enemy, gripped his Jean Dukes Special in both hands, braced himself, and stood up, angling forward as if he expected to stop a speeding train with just his body.

      He aimed at the middle of the attacking mob and fired. He grunted at the force of the kick, but laughed softly when the entire mass of stalk-headed, turtle-shelled aliens exploded into a cloud of blue-mist.

      “Baby’s got some juice!” he exclaimed proudly.

      Nice one, Dad, Kae said over the comm chip. Terry looked around and was unable to spot the mechs.

      Drone, Kaeden added.

      Terry looked up to see the micro-drone hovering soundlessly twenty meters over his head. He smiled and gave it the thumbs up before jumping out of the small depression that Petricia was using for cover and running for the next position.

      Timmons, Sue, Shonna, Merrit, Aaron, and Yanmei were crouched in the bottom of a shell crater.

      “One artillery round and you’re all toast,” Terry declared.

      “They already shot here once. It’ll be a while before they drop a second one,” Timmons replied confidently.

      “What in the hell kind of logic is that?” Terry asked.

      “It’s the best I got, boss,” Timmons answered with a shrug.

      Terry wanted to argue, but couldn’t. They were all pinned down, and any cover was good cover. “Has anyone seen my dog?” Terry asked.

      I’m not your dog, dumbass, Dokken told him.

      Where are you, buddy?

      Next hole. Is there anything you can do about that screaming whine? It’s bugging the shit out of me.

      I only hear the explosions, Terry replied before thinking about what Dokken had meant. Terry changed direction. Kae, can your suit sensors detect sounds beyond human hearing? Dokken hears something.

      There was a brief delay. Terry prepared to run to the next position where other tactical team members were hunkered down.

      Got it and triangulated. Want me to shove a rocket up their ass? Kae asked.

      Terry smiled. Make it two.

      In moments, two rockets screamed skyward and raced toward the Tisker lines. The rockets juked back and forth before diving into a rear area.

      Thank you, Dokken said.

      Terry bolted for the next position, zig-zagging as he ran, even though there was no incoming fire. He kept his head down and dove into the position, nearly landing on the German Shepherd.

      

      On board the War Axe

      “What do we do now?” Clodagh Shortall asked her department head. Commander Suresha shrugged. The engines were idling as the ship waited in the gravity neutral nexus between the seventh planet of the Tissikinnon system and its largest moon. The captain expected to hold position where they would remain undetected until Terry Henry signaled for a pickup.

      “Let’s focus on keeping our power signature minimized. Thrusters only to maintain position. Gravitic engines idle and the gate engines shut down,” the captain replied.

      The four department heads and their deputies filled the captain’s small briefing room located to the side of the destroyer’s bridge. One hatch led to the bridge, and the other to a corridor. The bridge was located toward the rear of the ship at nearly its highest point.

      For space combat, the design wasn’t optimal, but that wasn’t what the War Axe was built for. It was uniquely suited to deliver a ground combat unit into hostile territory, because at the end of the day, the people calling the shots lived on space stations or planets.

      And those were the ones that Terry Henry Walton’s Direct Action Branch dealt with. The DAB, a private conflict solution enterprise, was a wholly owned subsidiary of the Bad Company.

      It was Micky San Marino’s job to deliver Terry and his people to the hot spots. The Bad Company signed the contracts, received half payment up front, and then inserted the teams where they decided they could most quickly accomplish the mission. Terry did the dirty work and Micky acted as a high-speed space taxi and security service.

      That was the premise anyway. This was the first such effort. Micky had listened to Terry’s conversation with Nathan Lowell and General Lance Reynolds. The captain wondered if every mission would be the same.

      “No plan survives first contact,” Micky said aloud, then clapped a hand over his mouth. Those were the last words that Terry shared before boarding his drop ship and launching from the War Axe.

      “Tissikinnon Four,” Commander Oscar Wirth, head of ship’s stores, started, looking at his fellow department heads. “I get the impression that they are burning through ammunition more quickly than they anticipated. What is the resupply plan?”

      Commander Blagun Lagunov, ship’s structure, blew out a breath and shook his head. “We just finished fixing the ship from our last trip into orbit,” he complained. “Those fighters are small, but they pack a punch. Did you ever figure out where they came from?”

      Micky nodded slowly. “A small resupply station in orbit. Looks like the rest of them, little more than a ground-mapping satellite, but that’s where the surviving fighters recovered.”

      K’Thrall rubbed his mandibles together. The Yollin’s carapace was pressed against the table as he leaned forward from his chair. “I think we will purge the sky of them should they attempt another attack on the War Axe,” he stated boldly in Yollin, which was instantly translated into the language that each member around the table best understood.

      The advantages of Kurtherian nanocyte programming and the engineering marvel known as the Pod Doc. Every member of the crew as well as every warrior from the Bad Company was modified in some way by the Pod Doc.

      They were all better for it. They could communicate without radios. They could understand other languages, instantly, as if raised speaking them.

      “That’s what you said last time!” Blagun said, contorting his face and scratching his head.

      “Ballistic drop?” Suresha suggested. A high-speed pass of the planet where they would shoot an unpowered canister into a target window, and it would then guide itself toward designated coordinates.

      “Possibly.” Micky stroked his chin in thought. He looked at Commander MacEachthighearna, but Mac simply shook his head. As the environmental department head, he was focused exclusively on the War Axe’s internal systems.

      “Take the War Axe to the surface?” Suresha asked skeptically.

      “Not my first choice,” the captain answered candidly. The destroyer was unable to protect itself when on the ground. “You think those fighters are exo-atmospheric only?”

      Suresha nodded confidently. “Those are space fighters only. I’d bet my engines on that one.”

      “I don’t like that option at all,” Commander Lagunov said, wincing at the thought of exposing the ship to fire from above and below.

      The captain looked from face to face. “Blagun. Prepare a ballistic canister, just in case. We’ll pray that TH and company can accomplish their mission with their initial deployment stock.”

      “We can hope,” Blagun replied, nodding, his lips turning white as he pressed them together. “I’ll have that canister ready within eight hours.”

      The captain tipped his chin to the stores department head. “If there’s nothing else?” he asked. No one had anything. “Break’s over. Back on your heads.”

      Blagun shook his head, recalling the captain’s favorite joke. A man dies and goes to hell. He gets put in a room where people are standing in a knee-deep cesspool smoking and joking. He looks at them and says, “This isn’t so bad.” That’s when the demon says, “Break’s over, back on your heads.”

      Blagun didn’t think he served in hell, but sometimes, it was hellacious work, and he needed to get back to it.
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      Tissikinnon Four

      Team leads, meet me at my position in three, Terry passed to the company via their internal comm chips. Forty-eight souls were counting on him to lead them successfully in battle. He wondered briefly if any of them wouldn’t be going home.

      With a snarl, he forced his errant thoughts down. He popped his head over the small berm, looked, and ducked back down. A bullet slammed into the berm, sending a dirt shower over him.

      Kae. Did you see where that shot came from? You’d think a stalk-head with spindly arms wouldn’t be a good shot, but damn!

      The mech’s cannon opened up, spitting thunder. The air sizzled as the railgun rounds screamed downrange. Chew on that, you piece of shit, Kae growled as he ran over the top of a ridge and headed toward his father.

      Char, Joseph, Timmons, Marcie, and Aaron loped from five different directions. They varied their speed and zig-zagged, diving into the hole one by one. Dokken ducked behind the big human to avoid getting crushed.

      “Would you look at what the cat dragged in,” Terry said.

      The cat? Dokken said, looking past Terry’s leg, expecting to see the good king Wenceslaus.

      “Sorry, buddy, just an expression.” Terry nodded toward the enemy lines. Kae scanned the horizon before carefully entering the hole and sitting down.

      “No movement. With the death of that last sniper, they seem to have lost their desire to stick their necks out,” Kae replied using the suit’s external speakers.

      “Stalk-heads sticking their necks out. Nice one,” Terry Henry told his son. Char groaned.

      “I still don’t get you, TH. We’re in the middle of the shit and that’s where you find the most stuff to laugh at,” Joseph said slowly.

      “It’s his way,” Char answered. She smiled at her husband, her purple eyes sparkling under the muted Tissikinnon sun.

      Marcie showed no emotions as she watched the others. Timmons and Aaron shook their heads, a werewolf and a weretiger, friends. Even though they’d been raised in two different societies, they were all members of Char’s pack. Even Joseph, the vampire.

      And Terry had conscripted all of them to be members of the Bad Company.

      “Bunch of crap, huh?” Terry said with a chuckle. “I’ve already made a note that before we sign another contract, whoever wrote the RFP is going to get tortured until we get the straight scoop. And for the record, after we finish this, I am going to beat the shit out of that pencil-necked dweeb of a president.”

      “You’re not going to torture anyone and you know it, but I fully support a good pummeling of the Crenellian president. That lying fuck deserves a knuckle massage of his face.”

      Marcie smiled and nodded. “In the meantime,” she said, eyes narrowing, “we’re going to beat the shit out of some Tiskers. I know that we don’t want to kill them all because we don’t want them vulnerable to other enemies, but I really want to send these fuckers back to the stone ages.”

      “I hear that,” Kaeden said. He wanted to unleash his mech unit on the Tisker forces, but they still didn’t know the breadth of the Tisker forces or firepower.

      “We’re surrounded,” Terry said matter-of-factly. “We’re surrounded and no matter which way we shoot, we’re going to hit something. That may seem like it makes sense, but it doesn’t. I want to dictate the terms of this engagement, not respond to what they’re doing. So, I’d like to move us to high ground, on their flank, and start rolling them up.”

      Kaeden vibrated with anticipation. He wanted to be turned loose. He’d trained with the other members of his small team on board the War Axe, but the simulators didn’t do the suits justice. There was nothing like feeling the woosh of an actual rocket launching or feeling the impact through the soles of the mech’s boots, leaning into the kick of the massive railgun.

      Terry slapped a hand onto the cold metal surrounding his son.

      “Kae’s team will create a diversion that will look like the main attack. Stay low, hit fast, and hit hard. Keep moving.” Terry used his silvered knife to draw in the dirt at the bottom of the crater. Dokken sniffed at the ad hoc map. Terry blocked him with his leg to keep the German Shepherd from peeing on the diorama.

      “Marcie and Joseph. I’ll need you and your people to hold that flank as we head up this ridgeline.” Terry pointed at the ground with his knife and then pointed over the berm toward the high ground to their right.

      “Aaron. I’ll need you and your people to head up our right flank. You’ll be on the military crest on the far side of that ridge, which means we won’t be able to see you. I suggest you change into Were form and cover the ground at top speed.”

      “We can do that. Christina, too?” Aaron asked.

      “Unleash the Pricolici, but you are not to engage. I want you to get into place here—” Terry stabbed his knife into the map. “—and cover our approach. Timmons. You’re with us. We’re taking it right up the gut, but I expect the mechs will be drawing all the fire. Questions?”

      “What do we do when we get there?” Joseph asked.

      “We find the flank of these bastards, and then we roll it up.” Terry pondered his statement. “What are the drones seeing?”

      “Blue stalk-heads for as far as the eye can see in all directions. They aren’t massed in any one place, just scattered, and a metric fuck-ton of them.”

      “I’m going to kill that president,” Terry snarled.

      “I’ll hold the door for you,” Char told him while darting glances over the berm. Terry watched her before risking a look.

      “Motherfuck!” Terry pulled his Jean Dukes Special and dialed it down to five. “Get ready to run back and prep your people. We leave as soon as we repel this blue tide. Kae, I think it’s time for you and your people to unleash a little hate and discontent.”

      Kae spoke within his helmet to the other team members. Within ten seconds, the thunder of their footsteps echoed over the crater. With a nod to Kae, Terry leaned over the berm and fired as rapidly as he could pull the trigger.

      Kae stood and unleashed his railgun across a wide arc. Terry ducked down and covered his ears after the first hundred rounds raced past his head.

      The others jumped up and ran from the crater. Rounds from the other mechs joined Kaeden’s. He stepped beyond the berm and then started running toward the enemy. Terry holstered his pistol and bolted after Char.
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        * * *

      

      Aaron loped across the cratered area and dodged behind a small bank where Yanmei was crouched, uncomfortably holding her railgun. She was a hand-to-hand warrior, preferring combat while in weretiger form. She maintained her disdain for weapons, even though she carried one. Aaron leaned close to be sure.

      It hadn’t been fired.

      “Christina!” he shouted at a figure braced against a small rock, firing with nearly reckless abandon. “Conserve your ammo!”

      She turned with a guilty look. He waved at her to join him. She jumped up and fired sideways as she ran. Aaron wondered if she was hitting anything, although the more he learned about her, the more he discovered that she was a gifted warrior, trained to a level most of them couldn’t imagine.

      No wonder she was frustrated.

      She stopped short of cover and took aim, firing methodically. “AAHHHH!” she yelled after sending ten deadly slivers at hypersonic speeds into the enemy.

      “Do you believe that? Takes two shots to finish them. No matter where you hit them, you need to blast ‘em again.” She started to lean out from behind cover before Aaron pulled her back.

      She relaxed. He held out a hand in a calming gesture.

      “We’ll need to change into Were form and then run as fast as we can over that way.” Aaron pointed indiscriminately. Yanmei tried to see what he was trying to show them. “And then we go up there and cover the rest who will be approaching from that direction.”

      More non-specific waving. The two women looked at each other and shook their heads slightly. Neither had any idea where they were supposed to go.

      “Jones!” Aaron shouted through cupped hands.

      “Sir!” came the reply from somewhere out of sight. Can I help you?

      “I keep forgetting about these things,” Aaron complained, before putting a finger to his temple and closing his eyes.

      “He really works at it, doesn’t he?” Christina asked.

      “You have no idea,” Yanmei replied, watching her husband’s lips move as he communicated using the chip in his head.

      “Okay,” Aaron said, smiling as he opened his eyes. “They’ll follow us up, quick as they can. Can you carry our weapons when you’re, you know, a wolf?”

      Christina ducked her head to look at Aaron and Yanmei from beneath her eyebrows. Her face started to change, and she grew in height. She snapped her jaws. “Yeessssss,” she said, flexing her muscles and reaching out a talon-like claw.

      Yanmei handed over her railgun. Christina slung it over her back. Aaron handed his to her and both the weretigers quickly undressed. They bundled their clothes into their backpacks and held them out.

      Christina rolled her eyes. “Toddddday, a paaaack muuuuule, but noooow, we fiiiiiiightttt,” she said before throwing the packs over her back. She pointed her snout skyward and roared her joy at being in Pricolici form.

      Two weretigers appeared at her side, jaws wide, showing their great fangs, as they dug their razor-sharp claws into the dirt. With a monumental leap, Aaron was off. Yanmei and Christina bolted after him. The Pricolici looked unbalanced running upright, but the strength in her legs propelled her.

      Still, the great cats were faster as they flowed over the ground in their race toward the ridge. Christina stopped to adjust the gear she carried, her eyes flashing yellow in her anger at being relegated to servant.

      weretiger snarls and screams galvanized her into action. She accelerated, sending clods of mud behind her as her claws ripped into the ground.

      Ahead, four Tiskers and two weretigers were engaged in a melee with blue blood and tufts of fur flying through the air. The Tiskers fired repeatedly at point-blank range, but the weretigers kept moving in a deadly feline dance.

      Christina forgot about the weapons strapped across her back. Her eyes glowed yellow as the Pricolici within raged to the fore. She darted through an opening and dove, her front claws digging into the neck of the blue creature.

      She pushed off the shell with her back legs and spun around the creature’s neck, digging deep into the stalk. With a violent jerk, she ripped through and tore off the blue head. Christina launched herself at her next target.

      The Tiskers fired again and again from their hand blasters, but the weretigers were moving quickly, foiling the aim by erratic direction changes, but some rounds still hit.

      Both weretigers were bleeding heavily from multiple wounds, but they hadn’t slowed down. Fangs and claws struck again and again. The shells protected the creatures. Aaron and Yanmei knew that, too. They sought to get closer, rip the stalks with their claws.

      Kill their enemies.

      Christina was blown sideways by the force of the bullets hitting her. She twisted mid-air, rolling so when she landed, she was on all fours. She tore the ground up as she surged into her enemy.

      She only saw the one before her, focused on its vulnerable neck, protected by two spindly tentacles that flowed like wheat under a summer breeze. The fire was deadly accurate when a target stood still long enough.

      Christina had no intention of being that target. She hit the Tisker’s shell and jumped to the side, catching a tentacle on her claws and using that to pull herself inward. She ripped the muscles, rendering the tentacle useless as she let go. With a great overhead slash, she tore the creature’s eyes from its head.

      The Tisker flailed, firing haphazardly in the direction of the Pricolici. She ripped its arm off before attacking the stalk on which its head spasmed.

      Aaron jumped, wrapped his front paws around the Tisker’s tentacles, and pinned them to the stalk rising out the middle of the creature’s shellback. He sunk his fangs into the Tisker’s neck, growling and twisting as he tried to tear out his enemy’s throat.

      Yanmei had been more graceful, attacking in quick hits, slashing the stalk, jumping away, and diving back in. Blue blood flowed down the creature’s stalk and onto its shell. Its tentacles hung slack, the weapons having already fallen from numb digits. Her target was walking dead.

      She pounced one last time and slashed through the creature’s head, splitting it open and spilling its blue brains over its shell. Yanmei stumbled off the shell as the Tisker’s stumpy legs failed, and it dropped to the ground.

      Christina staggered away, finally taking stock of the damage done to her. The healing process was already well underway. That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

      Tisker bullets hurt like hell.

      From nearby, the sound of four mech-sized railguns consumed the world of sound with its relentless noise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaeden was on the point of the diamond formation, rushing forward. Praeter was to his left. Cantor was on the right, and Duncan followed in reserve, ready to exploit success or reinforce failure, whatever he was needed to do.

      The railgun burped twenty rounds. Kae swept the weapon from left to right, sending short bursts of the hypervelocity rounds screaming into the enemy ranks.

      Like skirmishers of old, they were scattered across the field of battle as the mechs surged quickly forward, angels of death sweeping the area clear of the blue Tiskers.

      Praeter and Cantor followed suit, yelling as they unleashed the destruction that such weapons made possible.

      “Easy on the ammo,” Kae cautioned before turning his attention back to the enemy, which seemed to be scattered across the rolling plain in front for as far as they could see. “Eyeballs.”

      Immediately, two micro-drones vaulted from the back of the mech suit and raced skyward. Kae picked the targets that were shooting at him to fire on. He kept his formation from moving in a straight line. They sped up. They slowed down.

      It wasn’t long before the artillery arrived, exploding where they’d been, not where they were, not where they were going to be.

      One hit too close and threw Duncan on his face. The mech scrambled to get up.

      “Ramming speed!” Kaeden ordered.
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        * * *

      

      Terry waited until the first round of incoming artillery hit. The rest of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch was loaded and ready to move.

      “Go, go, go!” he shouted the order for a tactical movement to the ridge and further up the valley until they held the high ground on what was originally their flank.

      Tactical movement. Terry’s euphemism for run like hell. Kimber barked an order and her platoon of FDG warriors turned mercenaries ran in squads, organized by fire teams, keeping their spacing but still looking like a mob as they raced over the broken terrain.

      The Pod Doc enhancements had made them all stronger and faster. Their teamwork and attitudes had made them what they were well before they were enhanced.

      With pride, Terry watched the unit he’d built back on Earth with standards from the old Marine Corps. He knew that the Marines would have been happy to see that their brand of warfare would transcend the Milky Way, and be considered the premier combat unit within the growing Federation.

      At least Lance Reynolds and Nathan Lowell considered Terry’s Force de Guerre that way. Terry Henry wondered if he’d been set up with the mission to Tissikinnon Four.

      A rite of passage.

      “I’ll be damned,” Terry said as he signaled the other teams to head out. Joseph and Petricia ran, staying between the four warriors and the incoming rounds. They slowed their pace so the warriors could keep up. Vampiric speed was a completely different gear. When Joseph and Petricia moved as fast as they were able, they turned into a blur.

      In combat, they were deadly, but it wasn’t in their nature to fight. Terry watched the two vampires protect the warriors by using their bodies as shields. He expected no less from his leadership team.

      He watched Marcie, Ramses, Auburn, and Cory staying close to the platoon. Kim and Ramses provided the military leadership while Auburn and Cory were in support. Marcie was second to Terry Henry.

      She was with the others, for the moment, but would promptly dart off in a different direction. She needed more information, to help the colonel best manage the battle.

      Auburn didn’t look happy, not because he was assigned to his wife’s unit, but because he was the Direct Action Branch’s logistician.

      He had nothing to issue. He carried a radio that he could use to contact the ship and order supplies. That was the extent of his purpose on the ground. He carried a shotgun for close quarters combat, for defensive purposes only. He could run as fast as most of Terry and Char’s inner circle, but he wasn’t a fighter either.

      Cory was the unit’s healer. Terry and Char’s natural daughter, she was born with a mutated version of her parent’s combined nanocytes. She could heal injuries, coax the wounded back from the brink of death. She always stayed near her husband, Ramses, just like Terry and Char stayed close to each other.

      Cory was one of the best in hand-to-hand combat, she had been raised that way, but she didn’t want to fight. Many considered her to be the nicest person they’d ever met. She preferred that to taking lives. She kept the others calm with her presence and helped keep her father from embracing the rage that tickled the dark corners of his being.

      Terry’s family from before the fall of mankind had been murdered on the fateful day, the World’s Worst Day Ever. When TH found them, he’d gone on a rampage and killed everyone who was there. To this day, he carried the knife of the gang leader. Kaeden carried the other knife that Terry had taken from the man after he’d cut his head off.

      To intimidate the others.

      It worked, and they ran. But Terry was a Marine and they were punks. They died tired. And Terry had gone into a self-imposed exile. It wasn’t his place to eliminate all humanity for the crimes of a few. He had wanted to, so he disappeared. For twenty years, he stayed away.

      He had returned one hundred and thirty-one years ago with a singular focus to help drag the people back to civilization.

      Now, he was doing that on an intergalactic scale.

      For money.

      Terry was okay with that because he got to pick which side he fought for. And this was his test. He needed to find the head of the serpent and cut it off, save the lives of the Tisker warriors.

      The werewolves Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Merrit followed the vampires, at a distance, separated to limit their vulnerability to incoming explosive rounds. The warriors on Timmons’s tactical team followed, using a similar box formation to the four Were.

      Terry, Char, and Dokken were last, waiting until there was enough distance before running out.

      Music started playing in the direction of the mechs. It wasn’t hard to hear, even over the noise of combat.

      “Is that Johnny Cash?” Terry asked.

      Char nodded. “Yep. Kae discovered it in the archives. He always has music playing now. His tastes are rather extensive. The War Axe seems to have it all.”

      “How did I not know this?” Terry leaned left and right as he scanned the battlefield, ready to alter the plan if the enemy countered in an unexpected way. But the Tiskers were singularly focused on the four mechs tearing through their haphazard ranks.

      “Too busy preparing for war to live the life of a Gen X-er?” Char offered.

      “Is that what I’m supposed to be?” Terry replied with a chuckle. “I never thought of myself that way. I’m not the most cultured. You may have noticed.”

      “I may have,” Char answered, shaking her head. She peered around Terry’s shoulder, then checked the progress of the company. “It’s time, lover.”

      I wondered, Dokken added, before launching himself from the small depression and flying over the open ground, pounding with all four feet. Terry and Char took off after him.

      After one hundred meters, Terry spun in a circle, seeing that the Tiskers were advancing toward the positions that the Bad Company had just abandoned.

      “Good enough,” he said as he turned back and accelerated to catch up.

      Start working your way toward the ridgeline, he ordered the mech unit using his comm chip.

      Yes, sir! Kae replied happily. The mechs went from jogging to running, increasing to maximum speed. They stopped firing to save ammunition, using the power and momentum of the mech suits themselves to run over intransigent Tiskers. At full speed, the mechs bowled through the enemy forces. The tentacle-held weapons were useless against the Kurtherian-designed armor.

      Kae and the others swung in an arc on a tangent away from their real goal, headed up and over a ridge in the distance. They’d swing around and approach the high ground from behind. Terry saw the dark dots of the micro-drones as they weaved back and forth ahead and to the flank of the mechs.

      They disappeared into the distance, just like Johnny Cash’s dulcet baritone.

      Char and Dokken had sped up. Terry redoubled his efforts until a cascade of dirt rained down on him from the impact of incoming artillery. He dove for cover.
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        * * *

      

      Aaron and Yanmei started to run again. The artillery pounded at the back of their senses before they realized that the others were already on their way and the weretigers were supposed to have been in position. Yanmei took the lead, loping with a limp as blood trailed down the golden fur covering her back leg. Her chest fur was coated in red and blue blood.

      Hers and that of her enemies.

      Aaron trotted after her, weaving as he ran. Christina had been shot too, repeatedly, but the Tiskers hadn’t hit anything vital. “Damn, sluuuug throooowersssssssss,” she grumbled as she ran past the injured weretigers. Their wounds were healing, but not as quickly as the Pricolici’s. She ran a hand down each of their sides, letting them know as she ran ahead. They both rubbed their heads on the Pricolici’s thigh, letting her know that they were okay.

      She still carried their weapons and backpacks, despite the gymnastics of her attacks.

      Christina ran ahead, staying on the military crest as Terry had directed. Running on the top of a hill skylined the individual. Staying near the top, but below head level, they used the hill to block the line of sight. Although there were Tiskers far to the right of them, the bulk of the blue forces to their left couldn’t see the Weres.

      For the win, Christina thought as she continued toward the target ahead. Two Tiskers ambled out of nowhere, slow, but quickly in how they managed to get in the way.

      She slid a railgun from around her and stabbed a claw through the trigger housing. She pulled back. “Wellllcooome to myyyyyy nighttttt marrrrrre,” she panted as the railgun sent a stream of hypervelocity needles through the two blue bodies.

      The Pricolici chuckled as the weretigers caught up with her. She waved an arm and started to run toward their goal. It wasn’t much farther ahead. The impact and explosions of artillery sounded far off. She wondered how long it would take the others to reach the hilltop.
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        * * *

      

      Marcie surged ahead of the others, racing along the side of the shallow ridge. Her eyes scanned side to side, up and down as she looked for an enemy.

      She found none. Smiling darkly, she slowed to let the others reach her. Over one shoulder, she saw the Pricolici and the weretigers loping toward the goal. They’d all reach it at the same time.

      It was the first time she’d seen Christina in her Were form. Terrifying. Walking upright, back slightly hunched, fangs prominent in a canine muzzle and claws, unlike those of werewolves, more like the weretigers. Pricolici—with the deadliest features of all the Were.

      And she carried a railgun with a claw on the trigger.

      Terrifying. It was the only way to describe her. Marcie committed to spending more time with her, befriend her. Stay away from her bad side.

      Ramses, Auburn, and Cory arrived next. They’d passed Kimber and her platoon when they realized that no one was shooting at them. They took advantage of the opening to run faster in a straight line.

      Cory waved to Christina, signaling that she wanted to look at Christina’s injuries, along with those of the weretigers.

      “Oooookkkaaaaay,” Christina managed and tipped her chin toward Aaron and Yanmei. Cory didn’t argue. The Pricolici looked past her to the battlefield beyond as she stood guard over the others.

      Both Aaron and Yanmei changed back into human form. Two backpacks landed with a thud beside them. Christina waved a claw at them. Aaron groaned as he reached for it, then stopped and smiled.

      “I remember,” he said. For more than a century, Aaron had been plagued by the fact that he never remembered what happened when he was in Were form. After Yanmei joined him, she would have to tell him what he did. He suspected she left out the grizzly details to spare him from being afraid to change.

      But now he could remember his recent time as a weretiger.

      All of them, every single one of the FDG who boarded the War Axe, had spent time in the Pod Doc, getting nanocytes if they had none, and tweaks if they did. Aaron’s nanos had been fixed.

      He looked at the wounds on his chest, but shrugged them off. Cory put her hands on her hips and looked them over. She was limited in how many people she could help in a day. The nanocytes would flow from her into the injury. It exhausted her to share them, but her body would put her to sleep before she lost too many.

      Sometimes that happened when it was most inopportune. Ramses stayed close by, to carry her to safety should she pass out. He kept one eye on her and one eye on the platoon running up the last incline. Kimber was already directing them to establish a perimeter, start digging in.

      “We’ll be fine, Cory,” Aaron told her as he and Yanmei started to get dressed.

      “What happened back there?” Cory asked, still concerned.

      “Some Tiskers showed up and they aren’t as easy to kill as we would like,” Aaron stated simply.

      “Uh huh,” she replied, frowning. She turned away from the weretigers and sat next to Ramses. He watched the platoon settle into position, while keeping a wary eye out for the rest of the company.

      “It’s quiet,” Cory said.

      “Sometimes the silence is the hardest thing to hear,” Ramses added. “The diversion has run its course, I suspect.”

      Ramses kneeled and put his hand to the ground where he could feel the rhythmic thumping of mechs running toward them. “Can you feel it?”

      Cory nodded.

      The landscape was mostly barren, short growing stumps barely passing for trees. There was no grass, only spiky weeds. It was an inhospitable environment except for one thing: it was oxygen-rich.

      The humans embraced the boost to their metabolisms. It also made for bigger explosions.

      There was no warning besides the final whistle of the approaching shell. The lightning reactions of a well-trained force drove them all prone before the explosion.

      All but one. Christina was picked up and thrown as if carried on the wings of a tornado.
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      Terry shook his head, his ears still ringing from the nearby explosion.

      “Char!” he yelled and started scrabbling through the rocks, pulling himself in the direction he’d last seen her.

      Here, she said using the comm chip. Terry stopped and turned his head back and forth.

      “Where?” he asked.

      “Right here,” she said from a short way ahead. “I need a little help.”

      Terry jumped up and ran the few steps to get to Charumati before ducking back down after a number of snap-fired rounds ricocheted from the rocks around him. Char was seated, but buried up to her chest in debris. Terry pulled the rocks and threw them down the gently sloping hill behind him.

      More rounds impacted the dirt and rocks. Terry pulled faster, digging with his hands until he could pull the purple-eyed werewolf free. She couldn’t stand because both her legs were broken. He lifted her up and started to run.

      “Wait!” she cried. “Dokken was underneath me.”

      Terry gently put her on the ground. A slug slammed into his chest and a second one tore through the meat of his upper thigh. “We’re sitting ducks out here. Order covering fire!”

      Char closed her eyes to concentrate on sending the message.

      Terry started digging again until he found a dog’s paw. Terry stepped into the hole and carefully removed debris until he could pull the German Shepherd free. The dog was unconscious, but breathing. Terry held Dokken in his arms, looked at Char, and put Dokken back down. He pulled his Jean Dukes Special, took aim, and braced himself as he dialed it to ten.

      In a rapid sequence, he sent the rounds across the battlefield behind him, firing at anything that hinted at blue. Terry thought he might have taken a shot at the sky in his rush to stop the incoming fire. After forty-seven shots, his shoulder started to ache. He put the pistol away and reached for Dokken.

      The dog started to stir, his eyelids fluttering as he came to. The fuck?

      “Damn, buddy. I thought you were more cultured than to swear like that.”

      The human I seem to have adopted is a bad influence. I seem unable to walk at present. May I impose upon you for a ride? Dokken asked.

      Terry clenched his jaw and nodded. He picked the dog up and cradled him to his chest as he left the hole and joined Char.

      “I see,” she said, still sitting on the ground. The hammering of the earth told them that at least one mech was coming. Terry handed Dokken to Char, and then bent low to pick up her and the dog.

      He grunted as he worked his way upright.

      “By all that’s holy, TH, you’d think I weighed a ton!”

      Terry smiled down at her. “I think I’m just getting weak in my old age.”

      Dokken laid his head on Char’s chest and closed his eyes.

      Kae and Cantor pounded up to them. Kae stopped and Cantor continued a few steps down the hill, raised his railgun, aimed, and fired a shot every few seconds.

      “One shot, one kill,” Cantor said through his suit’s speakers. Kaeden leaned down to relieve his father of his burden, but Terry shook his head.

      “Cover us,” he ordered, and he started hiking uphill.

      Kae walked backward, staying between the enemy and his parents. He fired occasionally, but the Tiskers appeared to be tired of this fight and were leaving the humans to their own.

      Maybe the Tiskers were tired of dying. The battlefield, which the Bad Company had been dropped in the middle of, carried a blue sheen from the amount of blood spilled.

      “I wonder how many stalk-heads died today?” Kaeden asked.

      “A lot more than should have, and someone is going to answer for that,” Terry promised.

      

      Unnamed Corner of the Pan Galaxy

      “I’m not sure you understand my position, Mister President,” Nathan explained, trying to remain calm.

      “I paid for service. Give me service!” the small humanoid alien raged.

      “The fight appears to be different than you led us to believe. Such a material change of condition alters the contract,” Nathan said slowly, enunciating each word.

      The president interrupted him.

      “Shut up!” Nathan added, the muscles in his cheeks flexing as he fought to keep from yelling. “When Colonel Walton cleans up that mess on Tissikinnon Four, I’m sending him and his people to you, so you can see the people you tried to send to their deaths. I pray for your sake that you’re more convincing with him than you’ve been with me. You had best start practicing your lies now to improve your delivery. Then again, an acceptable alternative may be to pay whatever Terry Henry Walton tells you to pay after the mission is accomplished.

      “However, he may prefer to take payment out of your hide. He already said he was going to burn your palace to the ground, so you’ve got that to look forward to.” Nathan touched the screen to sign off before the weasel-faced president could reply.

      Nathan rubbed his temples before pulling a Pepsi from his refrigerator. He rolled the cool can back and forth over his forehead. Nathan hadn’t told the president that his daughter was down there, with Terry Henry, in the middle of another man’s war.

      He knew that she was well-trained and enhanced to a high level, but he still worried. A couple slugs to the head could ruin anyone’s day.

      Maybe he would send Terry to renegotiate payment once the Direct Action Branch ended the Tissikinnon Four war.

      If there even was a war. Nathan couldn’t be sure of anything, and Terry was overdue with his latest report. He drummed his fingers on the table.

      Nothing to do but wait.

      

      Tissikinnon Four – Firebase Gloria

      “Christina? Christina!” Cory shouted.

      After the explosion, Christina had unconsciously changed back to human form. Blood streamed down her face and from her ears. Cory held Christina by her shoulders and gently shook her.

      Cory put her hands on Christina’s neck and massaged gently. “What happened?” she asked.

      “Hilltop go boom,” Cory replied as the woman’s pupils danced in her head.

      “Very funny,” Christina mumbled, closing her eyes and trying to relax to let her body heal itself.

      “Where the fuck did that thing come from?” Marcie growled. Praeter and Duncan had launched their micro-drones and were scanning the enemy lines. “Well?”

      “Nothing yet, ma’am. Their pieces must be way in the rear,” Praeter reported. Artillery pieces. Something that the Bad Company had been told didn’t exist.

      “They have some serious hardware out there. How come we can’t see it?” Marcie wondered.

      No one had an answer. Most were still working through the ringing in their ears from the near-miss that almost took the top off their hill. At least it had created a crater that they could use for cover if need be.
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        * * *

      

      “Nice job, Kimber,” Terry told his daughter. “It’s too bad we won’t be able to stay for long.”

      She twisted her mouth as she nodded. “Remember the Maginot Line? A monument to man’s inability to adapt to modern warfare.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Char chuckled as she stood gingerly on her newly healed legs. Dokken was curled up by her feet. Terry looked at them both, before making eye contact with Cory. He tipped his chin toward the dog. She hurried to the big German Shepherd and kneeled by his side.

      Cory’s eyes glowed blue. They had for over a hundred years, ever since she healed the vampire Akio. He carried special nanocytes, as did she. The two mixed and blended, giving her the ability to light up the night, even when she didn’t mean to.

      She carried sunglasses to cover her eyes at night when they couldn’t be seen. In the middle of the day? It didn’t matter. Like now. Her eyes were a beacon that radiated calm to all who were near.

      Like Dokken. He relaxed under her touch.

      “Broken ribs,” Cory said as she ran her hands over his sides. “Scrapes and cuts.” The blue of her nanocytes appeared beneath her hands as she healed the worst of Dokken’s injuries. When she finished, her head sagged and shoulders hunched.

      Ramses kneeled next to her and draped an arm around her shoulders. She took a deep breath and together, they stood. Dokken opened his eyes, and took in his surroundings before getting his paws underneath himself and pushing upright. He wagged his tail and dog-smiled. He stood on his back legs and put his front paws over Cory’s shoulder as if the two were preparing to dance.

      With one massive lick, he splattered Cory’s face from chin to forehead. She tried to move away, but he had her. He moved in for a second lick.

      She dodged back and forth, until Ramses stepped in and gently pushed Dokken down. He ruffled the dog’s ears.

      I like you. I got stuck with that one, Dokken told Cordelia, pointing with his eyes toward Terry Henry Walton.

      Cory leaned down to eye-level. I need you to take care of him. He will do anything for us and usually that means sticking his neck out. I need you to keep him safe. It’ll be our secret.

      Char stood next to Terry. While he surveyed the battlefield and raced through a series of tactics to implement to achieve mission success, Char watched her daughter and the German Shepherd. Cory had made another friend.

      They said that she never met a stranger, because they all became her friends.
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        * * *

      

      “This is a shit show,” Terry lamented.

      Dokken appeared at his side and leaned against him.

      “Hey, boy! I’m glad you’re all right,” Terry said without looking down. He dropped his hand to Dokken’s head and scratched behind his ears. “Team leaders, up!”

      Kae hurried up, still in his mech suit, and took a knee so he wouldn’t tower over the others. Joseph and Petricia both moved in. Marcie, Auburn, and Kimber stood to the side. Timmons, Sue, Aaron, and Yanmei rounded out the leadership team. Terry waved for them to follow him.

      Christina joined the group. Terry nodded his approval.

      He moved to a small depression on the side of the ridge where they weren’t so exposed.

      “We need to start over,” he said without preamble. “We now know that everything we were told is wrong. Our mission was supposed to be simple. Remove the Tisker leadership. We were to land behind their lines and take care of business. Without the military leadership, the premise was that the soldiers would be spared and peace would be restored.

      “Hotheads. We were to knock off a few upstarts hiding behind an army. As it was, the landing coordinates were boned. We get dropped off right in the middle of the army with no idea where that supposed leadership might be. Has anyone seen any Crenellian forces? Small humanoids, look like that cheesedick president?”

      Everyone shook their head.

      “We need to find those fuckers, too. So. We need to pause our combat operations and collect intel. Since there’s nothing like hearing it from the horse’s mouth, Timmons, I need you to take your team and Christina and capture a Tisker. He? She? Needs to be healthy. Capture it without hurting it, if you can. Kaeden. I need your unit’s drones expanding a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree perimeter. Go as far as you can and find me something that looks like a headquarters. If not that, then let’s find the heavy artillery. The War Axe can drop a few surprises when they come by with a resupply. Auburn. Can you handle setting that up?”

      “No problem,” he replied. “When and where?”

      “As soon as possible. We burned through a week’s worth of ammo in a few hours. We’ve gained nothing, and we’re already seeing empty magazines.”

      “We’ve gained something,” Marcie offered. “We gave them one hell of a bloody nose.”

      “They’re using old-fashioned slug-throwers, and we have railguns,” Terry said, not trying to dampen Marcie’s spirits, but to keep things in perspective. “I admire their courage, but they’re going to change tactics soon, and I think it’s going to be raining artillery. Not just a few rounds here and there, but it’s going to level this area. We’re going to get blown apart, and we’re all going to die if we don’t keep moving. Auburn, set up a resupply drop in the valley between the two ridges about ten clicks to the north-northeast.

      “Kimber, I need you to move your platoon near the resupply point and set up a long skirmish line to protect that valley. Move out as soon as it’s dark. We’ll stay here and keep them occupied. Aaron, take your people and move ahead of the platoon. Show them the way.”

      “If my math is correct, that leaves us with you, Char…” Terry hesitated as he pointed at the remaining faces and tapped the air in front of his face. “That’s about sixteen of us to make it look like all of us.”

      “Don’t forget the mechs.”

      “Indeed.” Terry pursed his lips and looked at Petricia’s still unfired railgun.  “That’ll work.”

      “Let’s get to it. Build me an intel picture of what we’re up against. I hate killing front line guys. They’re just following orders, so let’s find the ones giving the orders, and then we’ll introduce ourselves.” Terry patted his Jean Dukes Special.

      Colonel Terry Henry Walton carried the pistol that could end wars.

      

      On board the War Axe

      Auburn’s image filled the screen. Commander Oscar Wirth and Captain San Marino watched as the Bad Company’s logistician detailed the supplies that were needed.

      Oscar checked items off the pad he carried. The canister was already filled with most of what Auburn ordered, but there was an issue.

      “I can send you the mechs or I can send you ammunition. I can’t send both,” Oscar explained.

      “Terry’s not going to be happy,” Auburn replied, “but I think he’ll understand. And then we need a second canister prepared, just in case.”

      “That’s the problem. We don’t have a second can. But I’ll order the construction of a second and third as soon as we sign off. It will take a few days before the next can is ready and a few days after that for the third one.”

      “We’re going to be down here with our asses hanging out,” Auburn said, looked off-screen, grabbed the camera, and the image blurred. A muffled explosion sounded from nearby. “Hang on.”

      After two more explosions, Auburn held the camera away from his face as he lay sideways on the ground. “Getting a little hot here, so I figure we’ll be moving soon. When do you think you can make the drop?”

      Oscar looked to the captain. Micky looked at the ceiling for a moment before answering. “Thirty-two hours.”

      Auburn whistled. “I better let you go. Earlier would be better. I’ll tell Terry the bad news.”

      The screen went blank. Oscar felt like crap. The captain slapped him on the shoulder. “Go do your thing, Commander,” Micky told his department head. “I need to get this ship moving.”
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      Tissikinnon Four

      The darkness was nearly absolute. The moons orbiting the planet were small and reflected very little light. Four was at the far edge of the Goldilocks Zone and received less light and warmth because of it. Three was at the closest edge of the zone, but had never developed life. The aliens from Four had established a settlement there with the help of their spacefaring neighbors, the Crenellians.

      The current conflict came about because the Crenellians expected access to Tissikinnon Four for mining operations as payment for their role in helping the Tiskers into space. The Tiskers had balked at their part of the deal, even though from what Terry had seen, the Crenellians weren't going to strip mine the planet, only dig underground and reclaim the area as they finished.

      “How in the hell did they negotiate a contract like that?” Terry wondered.

      “I suspect a lot of show & tell, pointing and grunting, with the Crenellians simply writing down what they wanted and the Tiskers accepted, having no idea what they agreed to because they received weapons!” Char sneered.

      Terry had chosen the project because he didn’t like people making a deal and then backing out when it came time to fulfill their part of the bargain. He wondered if the contract that he’d seen was real. Everything else seemed to be a lie. He gritted his teeth.

      “What if the Tiskers are the ones we should be fighting for?” Terry asked. Char rubbed his shoulders. They were tight, not from combat or lack of sleep, but from carrying the burden of the entire Federation, to fight for the innocent and bring them justice.

      “There’s all kinds of wrong going on here. I think when we get to the bottom of it, we’ll find that these two systems deserve each other,” Char suggested.

      Terry looked into the darkness. Even with his enhanced vision, it was tough to see anything. He could barely see the warriors from Joseph’s tactical team, and they were less than ten meters away.

      The darkness made the distant flashes stand out. “Drop a rocket on their ass!” Terry shouted to the mech unit. “TAKE COVER!”

      The warriors planted their faces in the dirt and covered their heads, hoping they didn’t get their asses blown off.

      Four rockets screamed into the night, milliseconds before they heard the whistle of the incoming rounds. The shells shattered the night’s calm in an instant, reshaping the landscape around them from barren to cratered and torn.

      When the short barrage ended, Terry lifted his head. Char was safe by his side. The darkness had returned. Explosions in the distance signaled the arrival of Kaeden’s rockets. The secondary explosions said they hit their target. More explosions racked the enemy unit followed by a fire that burned out of control.

      “REPORT!” Terry ordered as he stood, pulling Char to her feet before dusting himself off.

      He heard the others checking with their people.

      Miraculously, no one was injured. Marcie picked her way carefully across the broken ground.

      “They know where we are,” Marcie stated the obvious. “Time to move?”

      “I think so. Rally the troops and get on your way. You take point, and Char and I will hold down tail end Charlie.” Terry paced as he thought, hands clasped behind his back. He carried his pack with his Mameluke sword behind it and his pistol. He had left his whip on the War Axe.

      He had carried the whip for a long time, but figured it was due to be retired. He wanted to put it on display in his office. The weapon that he and Char had used to help them defeat Marcus, the greatest of the werewolves.

      A Jean Dukes Special. Micro-drones. weretigers. Mechs. A Pricolici. Railguns. werewolves and vampires. Rockets and swords.

      Terry ran through the inventory of the arsenal that they brought to the planet surface. None of it mattered if he didn’t know where to aim. He had an incomparable fighting force at his command, and he would get them all killed if they ran out of ammunition, ran out of places to run.

      He needed the intel, and for that, he needed the patience to wait for his people to do as he had asked, bring back those bits and pieces of information that he could use to paint a picture from which he could determine their next steps.

      I’m hungry, Dokken said, bringing Terry back to the present.

      “Here you go, buddy.” Terry reached into his combat vest and pulled a big chunk of beef jerky. “I’ve heard bistok tastes like bacon.”

      If all you ever have is bistok, anything different is good, the dog replied.

      “Words of wisdom, right there. If every day were Christmas, it wouldn’t be Christmas.”

      Dokken looked up at Terry. He smiled at the German Shepherd. “We need to get the fuck out of here,” Terry said.

      My thoughts exactly, human, Dokken replied.

      “Mine too, dog.”
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        * * *

      

      Timmons looked at his hostage capture team—Sue, Shonna, Merrit, and Christina. “Sue and I will stay in human form, while I think we need our werewolves to guide us through the darkness, use the Etheric to find a lone enemy, and bring him in.”

      Christina relished the opportunity to change into her Pricolici form. She was pleased with her decision to join Terry Henry Walton’s expedition to the far reaches of the Federation. Exporting justice, they’d said. Sounded good at the time. Sounded even better when she was turned loose on an unsuspecting enemy.

      Timmons could see the look on her face. She was happy. He’d seen the same look on only two other people as they prepared to go into battle. Terry Henry and Marcie. They were at home in the chaos and horror of combat, preferring it over the drudgery of day-to-day life.

      Sometimes it scared him, but as he thought more about it, he was relieved that such people existed, and that he was on the same side. People like that fought because they wanted to, taking the burden from those who fought because they had to.

      Timmons would do as he needed to do. For the pack.

      For his alpha.

      “Let’s get us a fucking Tisker,” he growled. He tapped the shortsword he carried. “If it gives us any grief, we hack off its tentacles. As long as it can talk, it’ll be useful. If we have to kill it? Then we kill it and go find another one. I don’t want to dick around out here any longer than we have to.”

      Shonna and Merrit stripped off their clothes, put them in their backpacks, and stuffed them into a hole in the ground. They changed into werewolves, Shonna, shaggy gray, and Merrit, a dark brown. Christina wore loose clothing that stretched. She didn’t need to get naked in front of the others.

      She saw how nonchalant they were about it, as well as indifferent. Christina liked their attitudes. I can be friends with these people. They remind me of the good people I had the honor to know as I grew up, she thought.

      Christina changed into her Pricolici form and stretched, enjoying the power of her Were body. Timmons watched her. “We need them alive,” he told her, looking intentionally at her claws.

      “Offf coursssssse,” she replied, looking down at the werewolf.

      “Of course.” He laughed. Shonna and Merrit stood on all fours, fangs bared. “Can you feel them?”

      Shonna and Merrit nodded. The Etheric dimension allowed them to see outside of reality, but also living things that affected the dimension, like those drawing power from it. Shonna and Merrit saw the entirety of the Bad Company, figures in the mists, the closer ones clearer than those farther away.

      The power they drew was clear, too. Terry and Char drew more than most of the others. The warriors drew less as their nanocyte programming wasn’t as complex.

      The Tiskers were faint shadows against the fog. Shonna, Merrit, and Christina bolted into the darkness.

      “Dammit!” Timmons swore under his breath as he and Sue raced after the others. He could barely make out where he was stepping.

      He peeked into the Etheric and saw a pair of Tiskers not far away. The werewolves were angling in one direction while the Pricolici was circling to come at the enemy from the other side.

      Timmons and Sue were running straight at them. Someone had to determine which Tisker would live and which would die. That someone was Timmons, and he had four seconds to decide.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you see?” Terry asked Char as they followed the others into a wide valley between the hills.

      “Aaron and Yanmei far ahead, moving deliberately. The platoon is close together, maybe too close.”

      “I’m making a list of how badly I fucked this up,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “You’d think I never fought a battle before.”

      “Not like this you haven’t, and not with anything like this at your command, lover,” Char whispered back.

      Terry chewed on her words before digging at himself. “Night vision, infrared, better intel, confirmation of landing coordinates before we land, and an objective that I can touch. Next time, we’ll meet personally with whoever submits the RFP. I can’t have this again.”

      “None of us can have this again, but you’ll always be you. You’ll hold an after-action review following the battle and incorporate those into the Bad Company’s direct-action standard operating procedures. Your SOP will always be under construction,” Char replied in her most reassuring whisper. “I have to agree that this was a shit sandwich served by ass monkeys during a goat rope.”

      Terry looked at his wife. Even in the darkness, her eyes sparkled with purple glints. The silver streak of hair trailed down one side of her face, the only hint of her werewolf nature. “I don’t deserve you,” he said softly.

      “I know, but after one hundred and thirty years of putting up with your shit, you’ve grown on me.”

      “After the first century, it’s all downhill,” Terry whispered as he ran his hand down her arm. They gripped each other’s hands for a moment before turning their attention back to their tactical movement to a secondary position that they would occupy for as long as they could before heading toward where the resupply canister would land.

      Char kept one of her two nine-millimeter pistols in hand. She had a railgun slung over one shoulder, but her pistols had become a part of her, having carried them almost as long as she’d known TH. Prizes taken from one of mankind’s enemies.

      Terry had been carrying an M1911A1 .45 caliber pistol, but after firing the Jean Dukes Special, he carried that and his sword.

      “If I’m in the thick of things, wailing away on an alien, then no one is driving the boat. I need to stay out of the battle as much as possible, let the others fight,” he had told her.

      And Terry Henry Walton had been right. Char watched him look into the night, not seeing anything in the darkness as his mind wargamed battle after battle in order to find a course of action that would give him the result he desired. Maximum victory with minimum casualties.

      

      On board the War Axe

      “The second ballistic canister won’t be ready in time,” Commander Wirth stated over the comm system. Captain San Marino looked at the screen, but didn’t let his disappointment show.

      “Then we’ll deliver one canister now and the second one as soon as it is ready.”

      “I’ll let you know when it’s going to be ready,” the commander said before signing off.

      Micky San Marino looked back to the screens that replicated windows looking from the bridge into space. The ship had been under constant acceleration for two hours. To those on Tissikinnon Four, they wouldn’t even register as a speck of light in the night sky.

      It would take another six hours before becoming a pinpoint and another twelve hours before those on the planet would recognize that the speck of light was moving.

      “Targeting the fighter buoy?” Micky asked.

      “Yes, sir,” helm replied. “Twenty-six hours to impact.”

      “Weapons control. Where are we on the analysis of their last attack?”

      K’thrall spun in his chair as he closed his holo screens. “Smedley and I have analyzed their attacks. They use their small size, speed, and agility to their advantage. We believe that by bringing the defensive arrays to full strength, firing before we arrive, we will deny areas of space in which they can maneuver. We channel them into kill zones where our main weaponry fires shorter range but broader bursts,” the Yollin explained.

      Micky held one finger in front of his lips as he thought about the scenario.

      “If we conduct preemptive fire, won’t we be vulnerable if they penetrate our defenses or come in from behind us?”

      “For a few milliseconds, yes, as we change over from pre-targeted space to auto-tracking.”

      “Ammunition burn?”

      “Won’t be an issue,” K’Thrall replied. “At the speed we’ll be traveling, we’ll remain in the engagement envelope for less than ten seconds.”

      “That could be a long ten seconds,” Micky intoned slowly.

      “For reference, our last pass over Tissikinnon Four exposed the War Axe for more than two minutes.”

      “If they review that engagement like we just did, what are they going to see as our vulnerabilities?”

      “That’s a good question,” K’Thrall said. “Smedley, can you put yourself in their place and tell us what you think?”

      “Of course. Standby,” Smedley said, using expressions that he’d been picking up from Terry Henry Walton.

      The imitation wasn’t lost on the captain. TH didn’t demand respect. He earned it. Even from the EI.

      “The lack of maneuverability is the greatest weakness shown. Last time the space fighters attacked, they hit the War Axe everywhere but forward. In addition to doing more of that, they could place mines in our path for a passive attack in addition to high-speed strikes from pre-positioned spacecraft.”

      “Can we see the fighters?”

      “Not if they are stationary and in a low-power mode. At the speed we’ll be closing, our active systems will not be able to differentiate them from space junk before we are well past,” Smedley explained patiently, his wise, old voice coming through the bridge’s overhead sound system.

      “If they are in low power mode, will they be able to catch us when we pass?” Micky asked.

      “By my calculations, they will not. They could fire from a static position.”

      “What I’m hearing is that we need to be maneuverable and not come in on a predictable flight path.” The captain climbed down from his chair on a platform overlooking the bridge crew. He strolled casually to his helm officer.

      “Can you do that, Clifton?”

      The man spun around to look at the captain. His face was contorted as he tried to fight against the sarcasm on the tip of his tongue. “Did you have something in mind?” he asked instead of making a smartass comment.

      “We don’t need to adjust very far. Five kilometers, maybe ten at the last second. A massive thruster burn on one side of the ship, jolt us out of a predicted flight path. If they have ships prepositioned or mines in our path, that little bit should be enough to ruin their plans.”

      Clifton nodded slowly. “Yes. I can do that. We’ll be heading toward one side of the fighter buoy and then jump to the other to take it out. We hit the atmosphere and use friction to slow us down while we dump the canister, then accelerate on a slingshot around the planet and head back for deep space.”

      “Sounds like you already had it figured out,” Micky told the man. “Make it so. And, K’Thrall, make sure we don’t run out of ammunition in the ten seconds we’re in their attack envelope. Smedley, if you come up with anything else, let me know soonest. We’ll be committed pretty soon and won’t be able to adjust after that.”

      

      Tissikinnon Four – the dark of night

      Marcie moved forward between the units. She was by herself, but using her ability to see into the Etheric to maintain her awareness. Besides the Bad Company, the Tiskers appeared to have retreated, abandoning the valley.

      The weretigers at the front continued to move more slowly than they were capable of, and Marcie wasn’t sure why. Her senses told her that it was clear.

      Trust the weretigers, she thought. When they stopped and spread apart, she started to run. The platoon halted and hit the deck at the sound of a person running.

      “Colonel Walton, coming through!” she cried as she continued to run. The platoon was wary, even though Tiskers made little sound when moving and didn’t speak English.

      She accelerated past the platoon. “What’s going on?” Kimber asked as Marcie passed.

      “The weretigers sense something,” she replied.

      “How do you know?” Kimber wondered, sure that Marcie hadn’t heard her. “Platoon, inverted V formation, NOW!”

      Marcie was almost on top of the weretigers when the Tiskers appeared. Two, then four, then eight. A weretiger scream split the night. Marcie aimed and fired as fast as she could pull the trigger.

      “Weapons tight!” Kimber shouted as the platoon rushed forward. They could see nothing in the darkness, and there were three friendlies up ahead. Kimber yelled ahead, hoping that Marcie heard her over the roar of her railgun. “Marcie! Where do you want us?”
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      The sound of the great cat’s scream came a second before a single railgun’s firing echoed across the valley. Terry ran two steps forward and stopped.

      This battle would be fought without him.

      “Joseph, right flank!” Terry yelled in the direction he expected the vampire to be.

      “Heading out now,” came Joseph’s measured reply. Terry heard the orders issued. Joseph and Petricia’s eyes were better than Terry’s or Char’s in the darkness.

      Kaeden. I know you’re still flying your drones, but I think we walked into something and could use your mechs, Terry said using the comm chip to communicate with his son.

      Recalling the micro-drones. Heading your way now, Kaeden reported efficiently.

      Once the recall was issued for the drones, they would return to the mech and reattach themselves without further direction. Kae and his team were free to engage.

      Terry and Char hurried wide to cover the left flank. When they looked back, Cory’s glowing eyes were clear, showing where she and Ramses were.

      “Put on your sunglasses!” Terry said softly.

      The glow disappeared and everything became inky black once again.
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        * * *

      

      “Pick up the pace, gentlemen,” Kaeden ordered using the suit’s communication system. With their infrared heads-up display engaged, they could see as if running through the twilight. The Tiskers burned half as brightly as any of the humans, with the Were registering brightest of all.

      Kae saw his wife in the distance, at least, he expected that was Marcie firing and moving like a demon within a growing group of Tiskers. He counted fifteen.

      Moments later, it was twenty. Marcie fired and moved, and fired again. The weretigers were nearby, darting in and out as they avoided combat, knowing that they couldn’t stand paw-to-claw with the Tiskers in the darkness. The enemy seemed able to coordinate and operate without a negative impact, but then again, this was their home planet.

      Where are they coming from, Marcie? Kae asked using the comm chip as the four mechs pounded across the open ground.

      Fuck if I know, she replied tersely. The railgun continued to bark, spewing hypervelocity rounds at the cyclic rate. The barrel of her rifle looked hot as lava on the infrared.

      A red light flashed in the lower corner of Kaeden’s HUD. Power was getting low. When it stopped flashing, he’d be out of commission until it could get recharged by the sun or an external power source. They hadn’t brought one of those because of the weight and the long days followed by a short night.

      They hadn’t expected the extreme operations tempo. It was less than halfway through the night and he was almost out of juice.

      We’re coming, Marcie, Kae told his wife.
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        * * *

      

      Timmons didn’t hesitate. As soon as he saw the first Tisker, he fired, raking it from its shell up the stalk that led to its head. Sue fired from beside him, but only two shots.

      “Converge and capture!” Timmons yelled as he ran toward the remaining enemy. A slug hit him in the chest, nearly knocking him over, but his ballistic vest stopped it. Sue dove sideways.

      “Converge and capture?” she mumbled as she hit the ground, then jumped back to her feet when she heard the impact of three furry bodies simultaneously slamming into the Tisker. A snarl and snapping jaws.

      Timmons and Sue ran into the fray and found two of the Tisker’s four tentacles torn off and flopping on the ground. Christina was standing on the creature’s shellback, one claw wrapped around the stalk and a second claw shaking the slug-thrower free from one of its two remaining tentacles.

      The gray werewolf’s jaws were clamped tightly on the other tentacle, while Merrit darted in to take a bite from one of the creature’s stumpy legs.

      “Leave it!” Timmons ordered, prodding Merrit with his foot. The werewolf turned and snapped, before relaxing. All of a sudden, the Tisker stopped fighting.

      Sue immediately looked into the Etheric to see if reinforcements were coming. “Nothing nearby,” she reported.

      Timmons pulled the rope that he’d placed on top of the gear in his pack and wrapped it around the Tisker’s stalk while Christina held the creature’s neck steady, keeping it from biting Timmons.

      “Dooo theeeey biiiiite?” she asked?

      Timmons hesitated for a moment, before tying the Tisker’s tentacles to its stalk. “I don’t know. If it does, we’ll find out how many times I can punch it in its ugly stalk-head before it dies. Then we’ll have to find another one.”

      A railgun opened up in the distant valley. As they started to drag the Tisker, the mechs pounded in that direction, the same direction they were going.

      “We have company,” Sue said, firing into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph knew there was nothing on the right flank. The ridge provided a commanding view, but wasn’t close enough that Joseph could occupy it. With Petricia and his four warriors, he ordered them to run. He was determined to flank the Tiskers up ahead.

      He could sense the platoon to his left as he passed. They were in an attack formation but holding steady as they waited for a clear target ahead.

      Marcie was in the middle of a growing mass of Tiskers. The weretigers lunged and circled outside the enemy, but hesitated to engage.

      “Hurry up!” Joseph encouraged the others. He sped ahead and angled toward the enemy. He started to fire, using his superior night vision to pick the blue shells of the enemy. Their stalks and head moved sinuously and faded with the darkness.

      Petricia caught up with him and started to fire. She swept her railgun from one point to another, not firing at the center of the mass where Marcie was fighting for her life. Joseph fired and fired, using short bursts to clear a path. He ran through the enemy, using their mob tactics against them.

      He lost sight of Petricia but her railgun continued to send hypervelocity darts into the Tiskers.

      Marcie screamed in fury as she fired, slowly, railgun in one hand and a combat kukri knife in the other. She fired, slashed, hacked, and fired again. Joseph jumped into the circle with her.

      They stood back to back and he fired outward. Petricia burst through and joined them. The three together fought furiously against the crush of the enemy. They surged inward, only to be driven back until Marcie’s railgun finally clicked empty. She backed between Joseph and Petricia as she let the rifle flip behind her, hanging from its combat sling. She switched her knife to her right hand and crouched. Ready to attack again.

      The rest of Joseph’s team arrived and fired only when they were on top of the enemy.

      “HERE!” Joseph roared over the relentless cracks of the railguns.

      The ground shook as the mechs approached. With too many friendlies, they didn’t fire. They waded into the mass of bodies and hammered them with punches from their metal fists.

      Jones broke through and took his place between Marcie and the enemy. The other three humans and two weretigers jumped into the circle, expanding it as they gained the edge before a new flood of Tiskers threatened to envelope them.

      “There’s a tunnel,” Kaeden reported using the suit’s external speakers. “FIRE IN THE HOLE!”

      Joseph, Petricia, Jones, and the others collapsed into the center of the circle and covered their ears as the explosion shook the ground. The Tiskers stopped and then started scrambling away. The railguns opened up.

      The mechs fired their heavy guns at the retreating enemy.

      “CEASE FIRE!” Terry Henry Walton bellowed from nearby. Silence returned along with abject darkness. “Report.”

      Marcie slapped Joseph on the shoulder and nodded. “Marcie here,” she said softly, knowing that Terry had exceptional hearing. Her ears were ringing from the incessant railgun fire, but that would clear up soon. “They appeared out of nowhere. Aaron and Yanmei sensed them before they showed up, and I want to know how.”

      They waited until the weretigers changed back into human form.

      Kae showed up and hugged his wife. Terry looked around, confused.

      “It’s out of power,” Kae reported. “Cantor is finished, too. But Praeter and Duncan have enough left to hopefully get us to morning, protect the suits until they recharge enough for us to head out.”

      Kae and Marcie both understood. The Bad Company couldn’t stay there. Movement was their key to survival. Marcie took her ballistic vest off. It was peppered with Tisker slugs and useless to stop more. The creases in her helmet said that she was lucky to be alive. She held up her railgun.

      “Spot me a few rounds?” she asked.

      “Sure, Colonel,” Terry said. He held out his hand and Char slapped a heavy dart pack into it. He passed it to Marcie, who swapped the empty pack for the full one and did a quick function check. She sighed audibly.

      “They travel underground,” Terry said.

      “Looks like it,” Kae answered. Aaron and Yanmei appeared, still naked, but torn up. They had been in Were form without body armor.

      As if by magic, Cory and Ramses appeared, and she immediately started working on the two weretigers.

      “How did you know they were coming?” Terry asked.

      “We could feel them moving under the ground. The air that they pushed in front of them smelled foul. It came up before they did.”

      Terry nodded. “Good to know, you two. Now get yourselves healed up. Marcie, take the company up the ridge and dig in.”

      Marcie nodded and with one last look at Kaeden, she headed toward the platoon to find Kimber.

      “Thanks for getting in the middle of that, saving Marcie,” Kae told Joseph and Petricia. He shook hands with each before he turned and disappeared into the night.

      “You seem to be the best suited to work in this soup, so if you would be so kind and scout out the ridge, I’d appreciate it. I can’t see my hand in front of my face. Talk about seeing, has anyone seen my dog?”

      How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not your dog? Dokken replied.

      “Damn, boy! Where have you been?”

      Those thundersticks of yours hurt my ears, so I went the other way, Dokken explained.

      “Can you see in this?”

      Probably as poorly as you, but I’m a dog. I can smell my way as well as keep three feet on the ground at all times.

      “Makes sense.” Terry leaned down so he could scratch behind Dokken’s ears. “Can you feel them underground? Smell the air they push in front of them?”

      I think so. I know what to look for thanks to the cats, Dokken replied.

      It was easy to see where Cory was. Terry followed the blue glow until he found her, Aaron, and Yanmei.

      Ramses was coordinating with Kimber to police the Tisker slug-throwers from the ambush site. Most of the platoon members carried at least two. Some had five, but seeing how quickly they were burning through their supply of ammunition, they wanted the slug-throwers for backup.

      Cory stood up weakly. Terry and Char each grabbed an arm to support their daughter. “They’ll be fine,” she mumbled before passing out. Terry caught her and lifted her, cradling her like a baby.

      “As light as ever,” Terry said, watching her sleep. Char brushed the hair from her face. “Dokken. Lead the way, buddy. Take us up the hill so we can settle in for the rest of what I hope is an uneventful night.”
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        * * *

      

      Timmons joined Sue in her rapid-fire response to a Tisker incursion. Four of them appeared out of nowhere. The werewolves snarled, staying close to the prisoner, while Christina was torn between staying where she was on the Tisker’s shell or killing it and diving into the fray.

      But the attack was soon over as all four Tiskers lay in their own blood. Sue and Timmons checked the area and found that it was clear once again.

      “Come on, you blue piece of shit,” Timmons growled, yanking on the rope.

      “Why don’t you stay as you are,” Timmons told Christina. “And you two change back. Grab your railguns. werewolves are ineffective against these blue fuckers.”

      They dragged their recalcitrant captive back to the hole where the backpacks were stashed. They waited while Shonna and Merrit got dressed.

      Timmons held the rope while Sue aimed her rifle at the alien’s stalk-head. Christina rode on the shell with a clawed hand wrapped around the stalk, ready to rip should the situation arise.

      But the Tisker remained sedate. It never showed the pain it had to be in with two of its four tentacles having been violently ripped from its body.

      “Maybe you don’t feel pain like we do,” Timmons pondered. “You have to feel something. We’ll find what that is and leverage it to get what we want to know. I almost feel sorry for you. Almost. You make me feel like I’m walking a pet pig, now COME ALONG!”

      Sue clicked her tongue at her mate for yelling into the darkness while in enemy territory. The five of them and one Tisker. They wouldn’t be able to hold off a concerted attack.

      “Would they kill one of their own to get us?” Timmons asked in a hushed tone as he yanked on the rope yet again to keep the prisoner moving.

      “We’ve seen that they are plenty willing to die for their cause. I haven’t seen any blue-on-blue fire, but I wouldn’t put it past them,” Sue answered in a whisper, grabbing the rope to help Timmons drag the Tisker.

      Christina continued to balance on the alien’s shell, tapping her claws at various points along its stalk in search of a place where it might feel pain. She wasn’t sure that she was being very encouraging, but she was ready to kill it if they were attacked again.

      The Pricolici refused to sacrifice one of the others to accomplish their mission of capturing one of the enemy. They could always find another Tisker. She would not be able to find another pack. Not like this one. She was feeling more and more at home with every passing minute. They needed her and she needed them.

      “Yessssss,” she cooed to the back of the Tisker’s stalk-head. The others kept moving toward where they’d heard the firefight. Silence, darkness, and a prisoner with all the energy of a sandbag kept them from moving quickly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaeden and Cantor crouched next to their powerless mech suits. The two men carried railguns with full loads of ammunition. The two functioning mechs stood vigil, quietly embracing their low-power mode.

      Kae wanted to listen to music, to help offset his rising anxiety.

      The power he felt while inside the mech was equaled by how helpless he felt without it. He’d been in combat a hundred times as a foot soldier, an FDG warrior, but the powered, armored suit changed his entire perspective on warfare. It made him feel naked as he crouched outside of it, waiting for daylight.

      Kimber approached as the platoon finished their sweep of the area.

      “You need anything?” she asked.

      “Power,” he replied forlornly.

      “Need an extra fire team?”

      “No. Once we juice up, we’ll need to move and quickly. I don’t want to leave anyone with their ass hanging out.”

      “See you at the top,” Kimber told him, before pulling him up and into a hug. “Don’t die trying to protect a hunk of metal.”

      Kae didn’t reply as he’d been thinking about exactly that. Not dying, but protecting his suit with every fiber of his being until he could put it back on and power its weapons. Then, there would be hell to pay.

      Could he leave it behind? He wasn’t sure he could, so he nodded and bit his lip instead of lying to his sister.

      She faded into the night, issuing orders to the platoon as she went. With low-voiced replies, the platoon moved out. The vampires had already broken the trail.

      The weretigers were taking it easy, moving with the platoon until they recovered from the beating they took from Tisker slug-throwers.

      The werewolves were off somewhere trying to capture a Tisker. That left Kae’s parents. Terry and Char waited until the others were well up the hill before they said their good-byes and left, only to stop and head the other way. Without a word, they walked into the valley that had taken the company time and effort to cross.

      Kae and Cantor sat side by side, one on each side of Kae’s mech.

      “Where are they going?” Cantor asked.

      “We don’t have to guess.” Kae switched to his comm chip. Where are you guys going?

      Timmons is inbound and it looks like they have a Tisker with them, Terry replied.

      “Now we wait,” Kae said.

      “This fucking sucks,” Cantor replied.

      “I’m not sure you have that right. The question is, how can we make this suck more?” Kae joked.

      In the distance, flashes looked like lightning.

      “That’s how,” Cantor said.

      “INCOMING!” Kaeden yelled toward his parents, before dodging around the backside of his idle armor.
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        * * *

      

      “You have got to be shitting me,” Terry growled as Char grabbed his hand and pulled him sideways. He stumbled into a depression, and they both threw themselves against the side facing the incoming fire. They crouched and covered their heads, waiting for the telltale whistle of the artillery round just before it impacted.
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        * * *

      

      Timmons heard Kaeden’s warning. They had their backs to the horizon and hadn’t seen the flashes.

      “Get down,” Timmons ordered. Everyone dropped where they were except for the Tisker and Christina. She slid around the stalk, putting it between her and the artillery pieces.

      The first round impacted at the edge of the valley ahead of them, at the base of the hill, where the company had engaged in a firefight.

      “I don’t expect our people are still there. I think the Tiskers have yet to learn that the best place to be isn’t where you were,” Timmons repeated what he’d heard Terry Henry say on more than one occasion. TH was a fan of being a moving target. He didn’t like digging in. His only concept of defense was offense. Attack the enemy until they gave up or were dead.

      Timmons continued, “This must really grate on Terry’s soul—not having a target to hit. We run around in the open while they take pot-shots at us. It’s like being on the wrong end of a shooting gallery. This isn’t one of our better operations.”
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        * * *

      

      Terry and Char heard Timmons’s order to get down. They weren’t more than fifty yards away.

      The first round impacted near the blown-up tunnel mouth. The area was littered with Tisker bodies and the first impact sent blue spray in a massive arc over the area. Kae and Cantor stayed low to the ground, trusting that the suit’s armor would protect them.

      More rounds followed into the small area where Marcie and the vampires had unleashed death upon the Tisker incursion.

      Then the firing stopped. Less than ten rounds, all impacting the same area.
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        * * *

      

      Kae and Cantor brushed themselves off. Their night vision was ruined until the nanocytes could help the two men recover.

      “What was that about?” Cantor asked.

      “Could they have called in a fire mission and it took that long, over an hour, before it was executed? That’s pretty fucked up,” Kae replied.

      “The colonel would have our asses if we dicked around for an hour before helping someone who was neck-deep in the enemy. Can you imagine?”

      “No way in hell. It also makes me feel bad. The Tiskers are dedicated, but they aren’t in our league. We’ve already killed thousands of them. It’s like shooting fish in a barrel, and it ain’t right.”

      Cantor had no reply. The Tiskers had a standing army, so they weren’t opposed to fighting, but the humans brought one massive dose of pain, to be liberally delivered.

      Dad, they fired on the position where the battle took place. Accurate fire, but a day late and a dollar short. It’s like we’re fighting school kids.

      Timmons is bringing a Tisker captive. As soon as we can talk with it, we’ll find out what the hell is going on. When you have power, get the drones in the air. Our entire effort is to find the Crenellian Forces, grab them by the stacking swivel, and give them a good shake until the truth falls out. I’m not a fan of killing the Tiskers. Let’s see how many we can save as we go forward. Keep your head down, son. It’s my job to fix this, Terry replied.

      Will do. Take care of Mom. Kae looked at his teammate. “We dig in and wait. We’ll be fine since Praeter and Duncan are watching our flank.”

      The two men pulled their collapsible shovels and got to work.
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        * * *

      

      “Timmons,” Char said in a normal voice.

      “Coming,” the werewolf replied. Timmons and his team appeared at the edge of what Terry and Char could see—four people carrying railguns and a Pricolici riding on the shell of a captured Tisker.

      Terry nodded approvingly. “Your boy appears to be missing a couple limbs.”

      Christina’s canine snout bounced as she laughed in her gravelly Pricolici voice.

      “He didn’t need them since he still had a couple more to stuff food into his pie hole.” Timmons hesitated. “Do we know how they eat?”

      “All that and more on the next episode of, What’s On Your Mind, You Blue Martian!” Terry said as he eyed the Tisker closely. “Come on down, Christina. We’ll take it from here.”

      The Pricolici jumped. Christina changed shape mid-air and landed as a human. She twisted her head one way and then the other to loosen her neck. She pulled her weapon from her back, hefting it easily as she took her place as part of the detail surrounding the captive Tisker.

      Terry gave her the thumbs up as he continued to study the prisoner. “I can’t wait to hear what Joseph sees in your mind,” Terry told him. The Tisker’s eyes focused on Terry Henry Walton.

      The head at the top of the stalk was almond-shaped with four eyes at intervals around the stalk, front, rear, and each side. The mouth was the top of the stalk and faced the sky. The point of the almond would open occasionally as the alien took a breath.

      “Where’s your brain?” Terry asked. The Tisker didn’t answer.

      “Probably in there somewhere protected, unlike us humans with our shit out in the open for everyone to take a shot at,” Char said softly as she pointed to the alien’s shell.

      Dokken barked once at the alien, showing his fangs and snapping his jaws, then he moved to Christina’s side where he wagged his tail furiously while greeting his friend.

      “It’s been quiet for a good ten minutes now. That’s making me nervous,” Terry said, looking toward the horizon, expecting to see artillery flashes. He leaned down and felt the ground with the flat of his hand. Tissikinnon Four was calm.

      The captive’s stalk-head dipped toward Terry. Shonna and Merrit aimed their railguns, fingers on the triggers and ready to fire.

      Terry held up his hand, signaling them to stand down. “You know that we understand, don’t you? You move underground. You live underground and that’s why we can’t find your headquarters or the Crenellians. Everything is underground. We’ve only been scratching the surface, so to speak.”

      The Tisker leaned its head back and continued to watch Terry. The colonel put his hand on the alien’s shell. “I’m sorry that we killed so many of your people” Terry didn’t expound.

      He knew that he’d kill more if he had to. Many more.
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        * * *

      

      Cantor shook Kaeden. “Incoming,” he told him. The flashes from the horizon were still fresh before his eyes, but when Kaeden blinked awake, he didn’t see anything. Darkness enveloped with the night.

      The grayish clouds blocked what little light would have come from the stars.

      Kaeden ducked back into his hole. “How long till daylight?” he asked.

      “I hope not long.”

      The first round impacted on the far side of the valley. The second hit behind them. The explosions walked up one slope and down the other. The fire seemed haphazard, random even.

      “What do you think that’s all about?” Cantor asked.

      “We haven’t seen any stalk-heads lately, so they’re firing blind. That’s what I think. We know they can hit what they’re aiming at.” Kae stopped as a round hit nearby and sprayed dirt and gravel over the two men.

      Kaeden shook the dirt off and continued as if nothing had happened. “I believe they don’t have eyes on target, otherwise, we’d get hammered. If they destroyed the mechs, we’d be in a world of hurt.”

      Cantor raised his head enough peek out of his hole. Then he stood up. “Looks like that’s it for now.” He brushed himself off before moving to his suit and checking it for damage. Kae did the same thing. He caressed the metal as he looked.

      He’d grown extremely fond of his powered, armored suit.
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        * * *

      

      Terry and Char hunched behind the Tisker. The alien stood tall and proud. With eyes on each side of its stalk-head, it didn’t need to turn around to look at them. Terry found it slightly disconcerting.

      “He doesn’t care if he dies,” Terry said matter-of-factly.

      “Not in the least, but he’s come this far, so it’d be a shame to lose him now,” Char replied.

      Joseph, where are you? Terry asked. It was a few moments before he received a reply.

      Toward the top of the hill, on the back side, Joseph answered.

      How far from the valley? More artillery rounds impacted through the area. Terry tried to make sense of the targeting, but it seemed like a random barrage.

      It ended and the quiet returned.

      “I wonder how Kurtz and the boys are doing,” Terry said, standing up and helping Char to her feet. The eyes of the Tisker watched them closely.

      “What made you think of them?” Char wondered.

      “Kurtz always had a different view of the world, and I like him.”

      “I like him too, and the others. They worked hard to keep up, not an easy task. I hope their transition to becoming Were is going well. We did what we could to school them on their new abilities,” Char replied.

      “We left them behind to establish the FDG, build an official special force for the Federation. I would have loved to do that.” Terry stroked his chin and started walking across the valley on his way toward the rest of the company.

      “You don’t get to do everything. Remember the thousands of talks we’ve had about control?” Char asked, although it wasn’t a question. She was making her point, again, like driving bamboo shoots under his fingernails. “You are doing exactly what your Empress asked you to do. The FDG is a side gig, important, of course, but General Reynolds will make sure it stays on track. We work for Nathan Lowell now. You want to control that, but I’m looking at Tissikinnon Four right now, wondering how much you have under control here?”

      Terry clenched his jaw tightly as the anger rose within. Of course Char was right. She’d been right the entire time they’d been married. Terry held a fist over his head, the signal to stop moving.

      He turned toward Char, his expression softening as he looked into her eyes. “Why do you put up with me?”

      “What? And give up all this?” She waved her arms expansively.

      Darkness weighed on them like a heavy blanket. At the edge of what Terry could see were Timmons and Sue, pulling a blue, stalk-headed alien with a rope. A large German Shepherd stood in front of them, wondering why the entourage had stopped. His lip quivered, and he showed one fang as he looked at the Tisker.

      “I love you more today than yesterday, but not as much as I’ll love you tomorrow.” Terry leaned forward and kissed her, slowly and passionately.

      “For fuck’s sake!” Timmons said, exasperated. “You’d think the blue fucks weren’t shooting at us or that we could see where we’re going or that we knew what the fuck we were doing here.”

      Terry pulled back, smiling. “Jealous?”

      “You got me, TH. You know that the top of my list of things to do in the middle of a shitstorm is suck your face.”

      Terry and Char chuckled as they faced Timmons and Sue. Sue couldn’t look at them as she bit her lip to keep from laughing.

      Terry locked eyes with the Tisker. “You’re right, Timmons. This fellow here is going to help us find the Crenellian headquarters as well as the Tisker leadership, and we’re going to set things straight, because you’re all right. This is a total shit show, and I have had enough. We haven’t lost anyone and I want to keep it that way.”

      Hungry, Dokken said. Terry patted his pockets and held his hand up. Char pulled a piece of jerky and handed it over. Timmons rolled his eyes, earning a hard slap in the shoulder from his mate.

      Dokken chewed happily as he followed the trail the others had left behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Kimber crouched as she ran, reducing her silhouette, just in case the enemy was watching. From one fighting position to the next, she checked on her people. They were operating at a fifty percent stand-to, which meant one person watched while the second slept.

      Dawn cast long shadows across the terrain laid out in front of the ridge they’d occupied the night before. Most of the platoon was positioned on that side. Less than a squad were dug in on the back side of the ridge. No one was on the top.

      Tops of hills made for juicy artillery targets.

      Marcie sat in the open and watched the lightening horizon. When Kim made it to her, she stopped and sat down.

      “Do you feel anything?” Kim asked.

      “No one besides us,” Marcie replied, turning tired eyes toward her sister-in-law. “The others are coming up the hill now, and I think they have a Tisker with them.”

      Marcie had been born with nanocytes that were activated and modified following a number of significant emotional events during her time with the FDG. She’d gained the ability to see into the Etheric, something the Were or the vampires could do, but not the other nano-enhanced humans.

      “I wonder how Gene would fit in here.” Marcie hung her head toward her knees and closed her eyes. Kim couldn’t tell if she was sad or just tired.

      “I miss Gene, and the kids, and Earth,” Kim said as she stood. She rested her hand gently on Marcie’s head. “I don't think it will be long before Kae can power his suit up and join us.”

      Marcie lifted her head, slightly refreshed after pulling power from the Etheric. “I think shortly, yes.” Marcie stood, nodded to Kimber, and set out to meet Terry and the group climbing the ridgeline.

      

      Aboard the War Axe

      “Acceleration holding steady. Speed increasing according to projections. Drive systems nominal,” Clifton reported from his position at helm. He’d just returned to the watch, taking helm control back from Smedley.

      He looked at the captain. Micky San Marino had been there when he left just a few hours earlier and he was still there. Clifton expected that the captain hadn’t rested. He hesitated to say anything.

      “Systems. Are weapons programmed and ready?” Micky asked K’Thrall.

      “Not yet. The programming is extremely complex and will change as we get closer to the planet. I’m coordinating with helm control. The movements must be pre-programmed to coordinate so we don’t fly into our own fire,” the Yollin explained.

      “Smedley? Project our timeline and trajectory on the main screen.”

      The Tissikinnon system appeared on the screen showing a line from where they were arcing toward the fourth planet. Time hacks showed how long it would take to the next waypoint. The captain climbed down from his chair and walked to the front of the bridge.

      “Zoom in on time hack fourteen,” Micky requested. “Now show me the fighter station. That’s the buoy right there?”

      Micky pointed.

      “Yes,” Smedley replied. “The buoy will be at that location, but I cannot guarantee the fighters will be there when we arrive. I assume that they will not be there.”

      “The plan is set for the fighters that will be somewhere in this envelope of space.” K’Thrall used a small laser pointer to paint a dot on the front screen and then he drew a misshapen oval. “We base that on how far they traveled from their buoy during our last engagement.”

      The laser pointer disappeared and Smedley replaced the rough line with a digital cloud that showed a three-dimensional distance from the buoy.

      “That’s a pretty big margin of error,” Mickey said softly as he walked back and forth, looking at the map from one angle and then another. “Show me the fire plan.”

      The screen zoomed in quickly. The War Axe figured prominently and a slow-motion sequence of events played out. The ship started firing at the eleven second point with a countdown. Each second took fifteen seconds to churn through as labels popped up to show each aspect of the engagement.

      The ship’s defensive weaponry sent out slivers of light in the direction of the buoy, maintaining a maximum sustained volume of fire for the first five seconds. After that, intermittent fire filled gaps in the cloud of projectiles.

      “We’re varying the railgun speeds to force the fighters away from the engagement envelope. Our plan isn’t designed to kill the fighters, only to keep them from firing on us,” K’Thrall explained.

      “If TH does his job, then the fighters will stand down when we come back for pickup.”

      “We’ll collect as much data as possible, just in case we need to make another resupply run before Colonel Walton can end the war.”

      Micky closed his eyes and groaned. “What kind of unrealistic expectations does he have to work under? The man has been given one week to end a war that’s been going on for who knows how long. He takes fifty people to the planet surface and expects to take care of it. Auburn sounded surprised that they needed more ammunition, food, and water.”

      No one had an answer. “It’s what he signed up for,” the captain said, as if repeating someone else’s argument. “It’s what Nathan thought the Bad Company was capable of doing.”

      “Can they?” Clifton asked.

      “I hope so. If they can’t, it won’t be because we didn’t resupply them. K’Thrall! If a fighter comes anywhere near us, I want it blown to hell,” the captain snarled. “And we’ll come back as often as we need to. I want those ships to run when they see us coming. And, Oscar, I want those ballistic cannisters ready to go. I don’t care what you have to do, you get that second canister ready for delivery. We’re going to give them four more mechs and a power supply.”

      

      A nondescript ridge on Tissikinnon Four

      Terry and Joseph stood close to each other, both eyeing the captured Tisker. “Do you think the translation chip will help when you read its mind?” Terry asked.

      “How would I know?” Joseph replied, unsure of how to access the alien’s mind and hesitant to try.

      “How would I know what you don’t know?” Terry responded.

      “I don’t know that,” Joseph answered.

      Char palm-slapped her forehead. “What am I watching?”

      Terry pointed to himself and tried to look innocent. “Don’t you know?”

      “I swear, TH, you are a real piece of work,” Joseph said softly, shaking his head and holding out his hand. The two friends shook.

      “Nothing like a little combat, some life and death situations to strengthen the humor muscle, toughen the funny bone, sharpen the razor wit.” Terry gave the thumbs up to their blue captive. “Be cool, buddy.”

      TH walked away to check on the rest of the unit. Char and Dokken joined him.

      Timmons, Sue, Shonna, Merrit, Christina, and Petricia stood in a loose circle around the Tisker. All eyes were on Joseph. He held out both hands, fingers splayed, one eye closed.

      “What are you doing?” Petricia asked her husband.

      “I thought everyone was expecting a show. I’m just trying to deliver to my adoring fans,” Joseph replied.

      “Terry is rubbing off on you.” Petricia put her hands on her hips, and Joseph understood the cue.

      “Fine.” The gifted vampire blocked the others, so their thoughts wouldn’t intrude as he reached out, looking for the alien’s mind. He found it, and as he expected, the thoughts were strange.

      Smells and vibrations, monochromatic images, a language of tones in a range outside what humans could hear. Joseph heard the rhythmic thumping within the alien’s mind, but it didn’t mean anything to him. He knew the beat was language, but he didn’t understand.

      The bottom of the shell acted like a bass drum. Through that membrane, they sensed vibrations and made sounds of their own.

      The low frequency traveled more easily through the ground, where they spent most of their lives. Joseph could see it all. Tiskers by the millions, living in vast caverns deep underground.

      Tunnels to the surface. Tunnels parallel. Tunnels everywhere. And the natives. Joseph could see the vibrations, but he couldn’t hear the words. He concentrated harder until he felt hands holding him, keeping him from falling.

      A dark cavern with an endless fall, but something held him back from the edge.

      “They are the Pod, the people of Poddern, this planet,” Joseph gasped.

      From far away he thought he heard familiar voices telling him to stop, but he couldn’t. The conversation had only just begun.
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden held his breath and thumbed the power to “On.”

      The suit came to life and started running through its self-diagnostics. “We are back, boys and girls. Coming to you live from Budokan!” Kae said using the suit’s external speakers to project his joy. The suit completed the diagnostics and then buttoned up, encasing its precious human cargo in a symbiotic relationship between man and machine.

      Which prompted Kaeden to play Rage Against the Machine as the four mechs spread out, moving slowly as the systems charged under the early morning sun.

      At twenty-five percent charge, they started to run, jogging easily across the valley and up the hill.

      Killing in the Name blared as the mechs maintained an inverted V formation.

      On our way, Dad, Kae reported using the comm chip in his head.

      You guys are hard to miss, Terry replied proudly. Take stations on both ends of the ridge as well as both sides. Get your drones in the air and build me a tactical picture of our position.
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        * * *

      

      Hidden in a remote corner of the Pan Galaxy, Nathan Lowell sat in his private office looking at the video communication screen. The President of the Bad Company frowned.

      “Better than last time, Nathan, only because we’ve moved to the high ground. They have some artillery, but they use it oddly. The real news is that we’re making progress with a captured Podder. They call this place Poddern, for reference. Joseph continues his probe of the alien’s mind.”

      Terry looked calm and collected. He turned off-screen, left and then right, before giving Nathan his attention.

      “We expect a ballistic canister dropped in about six hours. We’ll be able to reload and refuel. Then we’ll take it to them, assuming our Podder can give us an idea which way to go,” Terry reported.

      “I didn’t think you took any vehicles with you,” Nathan said, confused.

      “Chow, Nathan. We’re going to get some extra chow. We didn’t expect this kind of op tempo,” Terry explained. “Did you get in touch with weasel dick?”

      Nathan rubbed his temples. “I expect you mean the Crenellian president. Yes, we did. I was going to make a personal visit, but the president agreed to pay the full fee now and a comparable amount when the mission is completed.”

      “We’re getting double pay for this?” Terry requested clarification.

      “Better than that. Double-time and a half, TH.” Nathan leaned back. “Now tell me this is going to be worth it.”

      “I’d love to tell you that, Nathan, but it would be a lie. I don’t know at this point. All I know is that we are slowly building a better intelligence picture. As soon as I have better fidelity on the future of this conflict, I’ll let you know.”

      Terry ducked as an explosion shook the video. Terry stood up and gave the finger to someone or something. Railgun fire followed.

      “CEASE FIRE!” Terry bellowed. One railgun barked in the silence. “I said stop firing! Timmons and Aaron, go grab those two before they get away.”

      “Taking more prisoners, TH?” Nathan asked.

      Terry furled his brow and looked down. He took off his helmet and ran one hand through his short hair. “We have these guys so outclassed, I feel bad shooting them. We’ve already killed thousands of them, Nathan, and we don’t have a single casualty, well, not one who hasn’t healed already.”

      “That’s a sobering number.” Nathan grimaced. When he came up with the concept of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, he intended it to end wars and keep the dictators and despots from becoming too powerful.

      The Crenellians had an agreement with the Tiskers, the Podders, that is, and the natives of Tissikinnon Four broke the contract and killed a large group of civilian workers. Nathan was starting to think that the Podders weren’t in the wrong.

      “Do what you need to do, Colonel Walton. I trust you, implicitly, explicitly, tacitly, and all the lees there are. I know the solution you come to will be the best for all parties. For the win, TH, and double-time and a half. Lowell out.”
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      The War Axe

      “We are on our final initial trajectory, at terminal velocity. Engines are idle,” helm reported.

      “Countdown to maneuver, Smedley,” the captain requested. A digital timer appeared in the upper corner of the main screen.

      Two minutes and forty seconds.

      Micky’s fingers danced across the keypad on the arm of his captain’s chair. “Two and a half minutes to enemy contact,” he reported on the ship-wide broadcast. “All hands, man your battle stations. Pre-position damage control parties. Seal sectional bulkheads and prepare for combat. Two minutes twenty seconds on my mark. Mark.”

      “No data on enemy space fighters or other ships in this region,” K’Thrall reported.

      No data, Micky pondered. That means we don’t know. Flying blind because of our speed. We’re in front of our sensors.

      “Engines, standing by for braking maneuver,” Commander Suresha reported over the comm system.

      “Damage control bots and personnel are pre-staged and active,” Commander Lagunov reported.

      “Systems are nominal. Damage control bots and personnel are pre-staged and active,” Commander Mac reported.

      “Ballistic canister is ready for launch. Powered armor is attached to the external surface. I’m not sure how that’s going to work, but it’s the only thing I could come up with. Sorry, Captain,” Commander Wirth said.

      “It’s genius, Oscar. It’ll be fine,” Micky replied.

      “One minute, forty-five seconds,” Smedley shared. The captain’s eyes watched the timer counting down in the upper right corner. At this point, he was hanging on for the ride. If they needed to radically alter course, they were doomed.

      “We are committed to this course of action. It is the right course and with it, we shall accomplish our objective,” the captain quoted one of the Empire’s old battle manuals. In space combat, second guessing oneself usually led to bad things happening, so the combat fleet trained extensively in choosing the right course early in the process.

      No one stopped on a dime in space. Spaceships did not turn quickly. Most combat was done from a single pass, as the War Axe was about to do. Except they outflew their radars and were blind.

      “One minute.” Smedley sounded calm. The EI wouldn’t rattle. The bridge was tense. The War Axe and her crew did not have extensive combat experience. The ship was relatively untested.

      The seconds seemed to crawl by. The captain busied himself by checking status screens, including video feeds of various areas within the ship. Most people already had their hoods on and were strapped to their workstations.

      “Thirty seconds.”

      Micky tapped his console. “Hoods,” he ordered for all personnel in the ship. He pulled his over his head and sealed it in place. Within seconds, the console showed green.

      Micky ran a finger along the outside of his console. He looked at the main screen and watched the numbers tick down.

      “Twenty seconds.”

      “For the Bad Company. Long live the War Axe,” Micky said.

      “Systems powered. Ready to engage. Counting down,” K’Thrall intoned. “Enemy fighters located. All are attached to the buoy.”

      “HOLD FIRE!” Micky ordered at the twelfth second.

      K’Thrall’s hand slashed through one of the holo projections surrounding him.

      The ship jerked and the crew was slammed to one side of their seats as the pre-programmed maneuver diverted the War Axe five kilometers off trajectory.

      The ship was heading straight for the buoy.

      “May God have mercy on your souls,” Micky said before the ship’s forward fire control engaged to obliterate the obstruction before the ship.

      The War Axe coasted through the remains of the buoy and the fighters that had been attached to it. The ship had taken no incoming fire.

      Micky’s heart leapt into his throat. He wasn’t a big fan of fighting an enemy that didn’t fight back.

      The automatic fire control kicked in again.

      “What are they firing at?” Micky asked quickly.

      “Multiple objects dead ahead!” K’Thrall yelled. Neither of them had time to issue the next command.

      Brace for impact.

      

      Poddern

      “What the hell are you doing down there?” Terry yelled as the two tac teams continued to fight the Podders.

      With a deep growl, a Pricolici appeared, vaulted over the people closest to the alien, and landed on its shell. It reacted with lightning speed and pumped shells rapidly into the Were’s chest. Christina staggered backward as four tentacles, each armed with a slug-thrower, weaved and dodged as they continued to fire unerringly.

      Marcie opened up with her railgun, splitting the stalk from shell to mouth. The Podder staggered and settled to the ground as its stalk and four tentacles flopped over. Timmons and his crew rushed to help the weretigers and humans each dodging defensively around the alien, refusing to give it a stationary target.

      Shonna and Merrit bolted behind the creature, but it had eyes on all sides of its head. Podders couldn’t be surprised.

      “Stop!” Joseph called out. “Everyone just STOP!”

      Joseph inched forward until he was close to the Podder. He tapped the butt of his short cavalry sword on the ground, beating a rhythm.

      He stopped and waited with his eyes closed. Then he pounded again.

      “Tell him to drop his weapons,” Terry ordered.

      Joseph held up one hand, rapped the ground again, and then waited.

      “I’m not fucking around here. He needs to drop his weapons,” Terry reiterated more urgently. He looked from Christina to the Podder, back to Christina. She was bleeding heavily as two warriors dragged her to a nearby fighting hole where Cory waited to help her.

      “Neither am I, TH. Trust me when I say that we want to talk with this one. As long as he’s not shooting anyone, does he need to drop his weapons?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes, as a sign of trust.”

      Joseph tapped, waited, tapped again, and then stood up straight. “He asks you to drop your weapons, as a sign of trust.”

      “I believe my initial assessment that the Podders had only a rudimentary intelligence may have been in error,” Terry admitted. He looked from person to person, Were to Were, and back to Joseph. “Everyone put your weapons down. Everyone but me. You can tell him that everyone’s safety is my responsibility.”

      Terry moved in front of Joseph to stand before the blue alien. The eyes on its stalk-head followed him. The Jean Dukes Special hung at his side, barrel angled slightly upward. Terry could fire a killing shot within milliseconds, if he needed to.

      It was dialed to five, sufficient to blow the Podder into next week.

      If he needed to.

      The others put their weapons down. The blue alien dropped his tentacles until the slug-throwers rested on his turtle-like shell.

      “You said I wanted to talk with this one, so here we go, Joseph. I want to know two things. Where is the Crenellian headquarters, and then where is the Podder headquarters?”

      Joseph dropped to a knee and tapped the ground. Terry looked over his shoulder to watch the vampire do his thing.

      Several minutes passed before Joseph stood up. “He doesn’t know.”

      “All of that and the answer is, he doesn’t know?” Terry kept his eyes on the Podder. The color rose in his cheeks. He was getting angry. Char was too far away to calm him down, but Joseph could see the heat building.

      “He said a lot, but understand that they don’t know directions in a way that we would understand. Maybe he does know but I couldn’t understand. They live their lives underground. Despite how many we see up here, the real number is in the Pod.”

      Terry holstered his pistol and held up his hands to the Podder.

      “Thank you, but what do we really know? I need intel, my friend. I need something that will show me a way to end this war,” Terry pleaded.

      “Learned a bunch of stuff there, too. The Pod screwed them. The contract was signed and everyone was on board, and then they decided they didn’t want to comply, so they started a rockslide and buried the Crenellians. They killed all of them. It was a massacre.”

      Terry squinted as he looked at Joseph. “They did what?”

      “They did it, TH. They started this war.” Joseph nodded toward the Podder.

      “And I’m back to thinking they are barely above a rudimentary intelligence. Where does that leave us?”

      Joseph shrugged. “At least we know that feeling sorry for the Podders isn’t right. They brought this on themselves. And worse than that, they know it. That’s why they’re not trying to kill us.”

      “What do you mean they’re not trying to kill? We’ve had the shit kicked out of us!” Terry’s eyes shot to Christina, who was sitting up, her wounds healed. She was back in human form. Her uniform was ruined because of the abuse it had taken.

      Char stood nearby. Terry couldn’t read anything in her expression.  Timmons and Sue held hands as they walked away. Shonna and Merrit joined them. Petricia stood behind Joseph and rested her hand lightly on his shoulder.

      “Can he lead us to his people so we can talk with them more? And from there, we can hunt down the Crenellians,” Terry said.

      “I think he will take us underground, if we give him some reassurances, but the Crenellians, they are a different matter in entirety. As you’ve already guessed, they are fighting this battle by Podder rules. They’re down below, and they’re out for revenge.”

      “We’re fighting a war where there are no good guys,” Terry said in a low voice. “I’m pretty sure that this could not suck more. Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to whip out the big hammer and beat both sides into submission, show them the real cost of war. Vengeance won’t bring the Crenellians back. I’m thinking a healthy show of force will do the trick. With a precise application of max firepower, I hope both sides will be sufficiently respectful so I can tell them what they are going to do.”

      “Terry Henry, arbitrator to the stars,” Joseph said.

      “I think it’s more like a divorce lawyer. You spend a lot of money and in the end, no one is happy.”

      “We better hurry. The Pod is putting together an army to cleanse the planet of both us and the Crenellians.”
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        * * *

      

      Forward fire control kept its volume of fire for the time it took to cover the distance—less than one second. The automated system wasn’t able to destroy all of the objects ahead of the ship.

      The explosions said they were manmade, intentionally deposited in space.

      Mines.

      Forward fire control was replaced by the close-in-weapon system. The cloud of energy and projectiles produced a massive fireball in front of the ship. The War Axe’s speed sent it through the cloud as the explosions were still happening. The ship’s armor and shields protected it from the millions of fragments hitting it at velocities approaching ten thousand kilometers per second.

      The War Axe jerked violently. Metal screeched and the ship was through the field. The ship shook with vibrations, like a car driving with a flat tire.

      “Helm!” Micky finally called out.

      “Thrusters compensating,” Clifton yelled as his hands danced across the screens before him.

      The ship’s flight smoothed for a couple seconds, until the War Axe hit the upper atmosphere and started to bounce. This was a critical part of the plan to slow the ship sufficiently to launch the ballistic canister, before reactivating the engines for maximum thrust to slingshot around the planet and head back into space at a speed where the fighters couldn’t catch them.

      The captain tapped his screen to activate the ship-wide broadcast. “REPORT!” Micky said loudly and firmly. He was the bedrock of the ship, always on display and never allowed to look rattled.

      Oscar was the first to speak. “The can is intact and ready to deploy in twelve, eleven…” The next report cut him off.

      “Major damage starboard side forward. We’re crunched like a Coke can up there. Leaking atmosphere on four decks,” Blagun Lagunov reported.

      “Two, one, launch,” Oscar stated, oblivious to everything else. The bridge crew couldn’t tell the can had launched. There was too much turbulence, too many red lights blinking on panels.

      “Crew in the areas open to space are accounted for and working to seal the breaches,” Mac replied. “No casualties.”

      “Engines are at full-power. Engaging…now,” Suresha reported. The crew were thrust back into their seats. They usually wouldn’t feel the acceleration, but the turbulence and damage combined to throw the systems out of sync.

      As the War Axe climbed, the bouncing and shaking stopped. The forces on their bodies disappeared. Only flashing red lights and the sound of muffled emergency klaxons remained.
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      Poddern

      Terry and Char took point, with Joseph and Petricia by their side. The last Podder they captured walked close behind them. He was unarmed and untethered as he had agreed to come. TH wondered if breaking a promise was something they often did, but Joseph trusted the Podder.

      Terry trusted Joseph, and Terry needed to trust the Podder.

      The rest of Char’s pack was arrayed behind the blue alien. The platoon was spread out behind them and the mechs were far out on the flanks, two to the right and two to the left.

      The company hurried to meet the can drop, although Terry wasn’t sure how much more ammunition they’d need to accomplish their mission. He finally had a way ahead that made sense to him.

      Char wasn’t so sure. “These two groups are locked in a life and death struggle. What’s your plan to convince them to lay down arms and play nice?”

      “Fear,” Terry replied with a wry smile. “They have to fear us more than they fear each other. I don’t want to make a show of force, but if they demand that I kill a bunch of them, then that’s what I’ll do. In the end, it will save lives. Until then, it’ll suck for everyone.”

      Joseph nodded. “I don’t think anyone expects anything less, TH.”

      “Is this what we signed up for, Terry?” Petricia asked. Joseph’s wife usually remained quiet. She had been forced against her will to become a vampire those years ago, and she struggled with it. Marrying Joseph had helped, but she still hadn’t found a place where she was most comfortable.

      She had come along because they both owed Terry Henry their lives. She would stay as long as the debt remained. Joseph said they could leave at any time, but they had no idea where they would go.

      “That’s a good question,” Terry started before taking a deep breath. “No, we didn’t, and yes, we did. Wars are messy business. Always. Maybe the Empress thought that we could make them less messy, finish the fight before the people nuked each other into non-existence. I see that as our higher mission. Help expand the Federation, not through conquest, but by getting people to the table.

      “Some people only understand force, and we get to pick which side we take. What we’re seeing on Poddern is representative of any war I’ve ever seen or read about. There is no army of the righteous. Only an army. The ones who fight the war are average people who bought into someone else’s vision of what had to be done and that violence was the answer.”

      Terry sighed and looked at the Podder. “You understand me, don’t you? You just want to go home to your family.”

      “I think the same could be said for most of us,” Petricia replied. Terry heard the sadness in her voice. With an unintentional glance, Terry confirmed that his children and their spouses were nearby. He didn’t have family waiting and wondering. His grandchildren were back on Earth. He missed them, but his closest family was right there.

      Family included the vampires, the Were, the warriors. Terry didn’t know what to say to Petricia. She didn’t expect a reply. Joseph took her hand as they continued toward the canister landing zone.

      They’d turned the second Podder loose after Joseph talked with him, apologizing for ripping off two of its tentacles. The Podder seemed unconcerned and said they would grow back.

      A streak of fire scarred the heavens. As one, the group on the ground looked up.

      “Is that the ship or our can?” Char asked.

      “I think that’s the War Axe,” Terry said, squinting into the light. He couldn’t make out the ship, only the sign of its passing. A smaller streak appeared behind the ship and raced away from them. “There’s our canister. It will loop around on its way here. We better hurry.”

      

      The War Axe

      “Sensors. Don’t tell me we’re blind,” Micky cautioned.

      “Okay. I will not tell you,” K’Thrall deadpanned. The captain saw the humor, but only shook his head. He’d rather see what was ahead of his ship than have a good laugh.

      “Smedley?” the captain asked. “Please display full systems status and projected flight path on the main screen.”

      The EI complied without responding. Every system on the ship required his presence. He could be everywhere at once, but there was a point where his processes would slow down. He didn’t want to risk missing something and have that cost a crewman’s life.

      The captain unstrapped himself and climbed down from his chair. The War Axe was flying true, at least it felt that way. Thrusters were compensating for the damage to the ship’s structural integrity.

      “Sensors coming back online,” K’Thrall noted.

      The captain exhaled heavily and watched the screen to see if anything appeared in their flight path. He mumbled to himself. Maybe some thought it was a prayer. Others could have thought it was cheering for the ship and its crew, wishing for the best of luck.

      “Flight profile shows clear. We have departed Tissikinnon Four’s gravity field. Acceleration is constant. We are on course for Tissikinnon Five,” Clifton reported from the helm. He threw his hands up in celebration.

      The captain slapped him on the back before making a quick pass around the bridge and thanking everyone. He returned to the captain’s chair and activated the ship-wide comm.

      “Commander Lagunov, I will meet you forward for an onsite damage assessment. All hands stand down from general quarters and prepare to assist with structural repairs as required. Captain, out.”

      The captain pulled his hood back and took a deep breath as was his ritual. He stopped, alarm seizing his features. “Smedley, is there a fire somewhere?”

      

      Poddern

      “I don’t see it,” Terry said. He and Char squinted at the horizon.

      It’s on its way. Low at eleven o’clock, Kaeden told them. His mech suit had superior optics, beyond the eyes of the merely nanocyte enhanced.

      They adjusted where they were looking. “Still don’t see it.”

      Terry’s hand rested gently on Char’s hip while hers was draped over his shoulder. Joseph and Petricia watched from next to the Podder. Joseph tapped on the alien’s shell.

      “Is he using Morse code or something like that?” Terry asked.

      Petricia stepped up. “He tried to explain that the tapping helps resonate the words that he forms in his mind. He said it was like using a carrier wave, but I don’t know what that means.”

      Terry almost started to explain it, but didn’t want to come across as demeaning. Petricia was born after the World’s Worst Day Ever, after the fall of mankind. She had been raised in a destroyed world where the only thing that mattered was survival.

      “As long as Joseph understands it. I can’t thank him enough for helping us to communicate with the locals,” Terry replied with a smile.

      She looked down shyly.

      “And you, too, Petricia. If you hadn’t come with us, he would not have either. You are helping to save lives. That may come across as weak since we’ve already killed so many Podders, but we know that we can do something different now, maybe head off future battles,” Terry said softly.

      She nodded and put a hand on her husband’s shoulder. When she looked up, she smiled proudly.

      “Here it comes,” Char said. She didn’t have to point as the ballistic canister raced toward them. Its stubby wings allowed it to fly parallel to the ground. Small rockets ignited at the last second to slow it down and a second set ignited to help it settle to the ground. It hit with a great thud.

      “Woohoo!” Terry shouted. He waved at the others to spread out. They had less than half a mile between them and their resupply.

      Secure the site with your mechs, he told Kaeden. Almost immediately, the two on the left started running. The two on the right pushed forward a few moments later.

      Do you see the extra suits? Kae asked.

      “I’ll be damned!” Terry exclaimed. He raised a fist over his head and pumped it up and down, signaling for movement at a double time. “Pick up the pace, people.”

      Char jogged easily at his side. “You’re not getting one of those,” she told him.

      “Not even for a little while?” Terry asked, knowing that she was right. They’d discussed it and his best place was in managing the battle, not duking it out on the front lines.

      “Kimber!” Terry yelled over his shoulder. His daughter quickly caught up to him. “Looks like four more mechs. Take care of manning them, if you would.”

      “I’ll let the four who showed the most promise in the simulator know.” She ran off.

      “How easy was that?” Char asked as her eyes scanned the area around the canister. She grabbed Terry’s arm and slowed. She took a deep breath and bellowed, “LOCK AND LOAD!”

      

      The War Axe

      The captain vaulted three steps at a time as he raced downward. He reached the ship’s third level and exited the stairwell, running forward along the starboard passageway. Others were running in the same direction.

      Micky stepped aside to let the others pass. He stayed far to the right side as he walked forward, looking at this and that. He wanted to be where the damage was right at that moment, but he also didn’t want to panic his crew. He pulled his hood on as he approached a closed bulkhead.

      Smedley, is this what we’re using for an airlock? the captain asked.

      >>It is, Captain. As more reports come in, the damage is not as bad as we first thought, but without repairs done at a shipyard, I fear we won’t be able to survive a second attack like that.<<

      Micky stopped, stepping into a transverse passage to stay out of the way.

      Do you know what hit us?

      >>Commander Lagunov is collecting samples now. I hesitate to guess when we will have a definitive answer soon. There is plenty of debris lodged within the hull from which to make a determination.<<

      Thanks, Smedley. Not that I’m happy to hear about the debris, but I am happy that we’re still flying and not in a billion pieces as part of our own debris field. No sense wasting time speculating when there’s real work to be done. Open the bulkhead, please.

      >>There is a small repair party coming through. Wait one moment,<< Smedley replied.

      The captain returned to the corridor. When the bulkhead lifted upwards, two crew supported a third between them. The mechanic had a tourniquet around one leg, keeping his ship suit from leaking atmosphere.

      There was a jagged cut through the suit and into the man’s leg. Micky hurried to pull a stretcher from the wall and set it on the ground. The man winced as he climbed on. The other two crew picked the stretcher up and headed down the connecting corridor where an elevator was located to take them closer to the Pod Doc where the man’s leg would get repaired.

      Micky watched them go before turning and walking into the space they were using for an airlock. The bulkhead dropped down behind him. When the forward area opened, he saw the chaos beyond.

      “My beautiful ship,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph and the Podder ran past Terry and Char. Timmons hurried forward and took aim, but Terry pushed the barrel of the werewolf’s railgun away.

      Joseph held up his hands. “He said this is a bad place for a landing!” the vampire yelled over his shoulder. On cue, the can rocked slightly before breaking through the surface and sliding underground.

      “No you don’t!” Terry yelled and started sprinting. He pulled his Jean Dukes Special, checked the setting with his thumb, and started looking for targets. Terry asked Char out the side of his mouth, “What did you see?”

      “A mob of Podders. A big group just below ground level. It’s like the can dropped right in the middle of a Pod convention.”

      Wall-to-wall Podders underground. Follow us in, Kae, Terry passed over his comm chip as he looked around him to see what forces were at his command. werewolves, weretigers, mechs, a platoon of enhanced warriors, and one dog. Kimber! Secure the can and get your people into those suits. We’ll need the firepower, and now would be a good time to get it.

      Terry accelerated as he approached the crater forming around the can. It dropped two meters and then five. Terry launched himself through the air. Char and Dokken followed as they aimed to land atop the canister, between the suits that were latched tightly to the top of what looked like little more than an old Earth shipping crate with wings and an aerodynamic nose cone.

      Timmons and Sue were the first to fire into a mass of Podders that appeared from the cave-in. Shonna and Merrit leapt into the crater, sliding to the bottom where they put their backs against the can and fired into the relative dark of the cavern beyond.

      Joseph and the Podder captive were next into the hole. The alien slid down the wall on its wide stump-like legs. Joseph fell onto the Podder and hung on to its blue shell as he was dragged downward. Petricia jumped in behind them.

      Terry noticed that she didn’t have a railgun with her, but he didn’t have time to dwell on it. As his eyes adjusted, he saw Podders filling the tunnels that crisscrossed the area just below the surface. The can had landed on top of a broad cavern. The can crashed through as Terry and Char hit, tipped sideways, and then settled right side up.

      Terry and Char clung to the armored suits until the can stopped moving. Terry aimed his pistol, then pulled up as Joseph and the Podder ran into his line of fire.

      Slugs started impacting around them. Terry took two in the leg and he fell over. Another hit Char in the shoulder, just outside of her ballistic vest. The pistol flew from her numb hand. Slugs slammed into their chests.

      “Move, MOVE!” Terry growled as he forced his way over the mech suits and threw himself over the edge. Char dove after him, hitting and rolling, screaming in agony from the damage already done to her body. Her nanocytes were already streaming into the wound.

      Dokken landed on top of Terry. TH grunted from the impact. He struggled to stand, using the canister to slide his body upright. The sounds of railguns echoed throughout the chamber.

      The werewolves were on the other side. Terry belted out a war cry as he started firing. On the number five setting, he was blowing two Podders backward at a time. He dialed it up to ten.

      Char fired her nine-millimeter one-handed with unerring precision. She’d always been the best pistol shot Terry had ever known. She never wavered in combat. He couldn’t wait until she carried a JDS.

      He hoped they’d survive to see that day.

      Blood poured down his shattered leg. More slugs slammed into his body. One bounced off his helmet, shaking his brain and raining sparks before his eyes.

      Dokken barked furiously, and then Char went down.
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      The captain worked his way past the debris in the corridor. When the hull breached, anything not tied down headed toward the breach. The auto-sealing system filled the gap before too much gear was vented to space.

      Crew members from all departments were there, forming a chain and moving things out of the way to return the corridor to a certain state of normalcy.

      The red emergency lights painted an eerie glow throughout the area.

      Smedley, bring up the white lights in this area so we can see what the hell we’re doing. At our speed, the chance of a white light giving our position away is irrelevant.

      The lights came on, muted at first, and then slowly worked toward full brightness.

      The captain spotted his structural department head not far away inspecting the breach into the corridor.

      “What do you think?” Micky asked when he arrived.

      “I think we scratched the paint on our new ship,” Blagun replied in a loud voice to be heard as he stepped back and put his hands on his hips. He looked unflustered. His hood was in place and his ship suit was clean, unscratched.

      “How bad?” Micky was ready for the worst.

      Blagun turned toward his captain and cocked his head as if confused. “The War Axe was built for this. We’re still accelerating into space, flying without any problems. We don’t want any more of this garbage.” The commander pointed at the split in the hull that destroyed the room beyond and the walls all the way to the hull. “But that doesn’t mean we aren’t fine. Give my bots a day or two and the breaches will be welded shut. It won’t be pretty, but it’ll be sound. Just tell me that we’re not flying through any more minefields at warp seven and we’ll be okay.”

      “Warp seven?” the captain wondered. “You know it was a minefield?”

      “What else would do this?” Blagun looked again at the damage before waving at the captain to follow him. The way forward was crowded with more than debris. The metal bulkheads were twisted and contorted. The two men worked their way around them until they found themselves past the furthest work crew.

      They heard the clicks and clacks of a bot installing metal sheeting over a nearby crease. “How many breaches are there?” Micky asked.

      Blagun produced a small pad. He tapped it a couple times and then started scrolling. The longer he scrolled, the more the captain’s heart sank.

      “One hundred and seven, but that’s not as bad as it sounds.”

      “That sounds pretty bad,” the captain countered.

      “We already have forty-seven of them sealed. We’ll have another fifty sealed in an hour. The last ten will take longer,” the commander replied.

      “What capabilities did we lose?”

      “Starboard main weapon is down and can’t be repaired. Right now, we can’t open the hangar deck to recover the drop ships, but I’m positive that we can fix that ourselves, at least enough to recover the shuttle pods, even if we have to do it one at a time through a half-open door. As long as you give me a week to make the repairs,” Blagun said, raising one eyebrow.

      “We need to be able to recover them whenever they’re ready. Since it’ll take three days for us to slow down, turn around, and head back to the planet, you have that long to get one of the hangar bay doors operational. We may have more time, but don’t count on it.”

      The captain wasn’t kidding. He was still angry about the destruction to his ship by what should have been a marginally capable space force.

      “You can count on us. They can count on us. It’ll be ready when they are,” the commander promised.

      The captain turned and walked away, refusing to look further at the damage to his ship because he could do nothing about it, and he was holding up the people who could.
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        * * *

      

      Terry fired his JDS as quickly as he could recover his aim after each trigger pull. He fired in a pattern, blasting swaths of blue aliens from the connected tunnels.

      Suddenly, there were no more slugs flying in his direction. He struggled forward, his leg still damaged. He needed to buy time for his body to repair itself. A slug had hit his neck and blood was running freely down his chest. He slapped a free hand over the wound and struggled one-legged over the rubble until he got to Char. Dokken was standing between her and the closest tunnel, growling at the darkness beyond.

      Terry fell over the last rocks, landing heavily next to Char. There was a crease across her forehead where a slug had hit. Terry checked the wound.

      It hadn’t penetrated. Char groaned as Terry pulled her roughly to him. Her shoulder was torn up. Her ballistic vest was destroyed. Blood covered her face.

      Terry couldn’t pull her to her feet because he wasn’t able to stand. Kaeden. We need you. We’re both down on the starboard side of the can.

      On my way, Kaeden replied.

      Railguns continued to fire rapidly from the other side. Pings from slugs hitting the canister pounded out an ear-splitting staccato. Terry held Char and rocked. Dokken started to bark.

      Terry fired blindly into the tunnel. Three shots, left to right. Dokken settled down.

      “Do you see anything?” Terry asked in a normal voice.

      They’re down there. I can smell them, Dokken replied.

      Terry looked at his leg. The wound was closed, but he couldn’t put any weight on it. He let go of the wound on his neck. It too had sealed. He pulled his canteen and took a long drink. He almost jumped out of his skin when the mech slammed into the ground less than a meter in front of him. Dokken bolted into the tunnel, but quickly returned.

      “Nice entrance,” Terry told the back of the suit.

      The ground shook three more times as the mechs arrived within the tunnel.

      Expand the perimeter and then let’s get those mechs unbolted, Terry broadcasted using his comm chip. He was starting to get the hang of using it. Instantaneous command and control for a unit no matter the size. He had thought it would come in handy, but now he was positive.

      Kaeden stepped past the German Shepherd and headed into the tunnel. His large railgun cracked rapidly, unleashing its full destructive power against a relatively defenseless enemy. The mech backed up and assumed a defensive position, the railgun swinging menacingly back and forth.

      “Where’s Joseph?” Terry bellowed. Where’s Joseph?

      “Over here, Terry!” Timmons yelled from the other side of the can.

      We have a problem, Joseph told Terry using his comm chip.

      Explain.

      My friend here says this is a bad Pod. His Pod is at war with this one, Joseph explained.

      How in the fuck does that work? Tell him to tell this Pod that they are all going to die if they keep coming at us.

      Can’t do it, TH. He doesn’t speak their language.

      He’s a Podder. How can he not speak Podder? What in the jump the fuck up and down has he been speaking with you? Terry tried to stand because he wanted to look Joseph in the face for this conversation. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      Telepathy is different, but Podders are like humans. They grow up in different areas, speak different languages. How’s your French?

      Don’t fuck with me, Joseph. You have got to be shitting me. Why didn’t he tell us they were in the middle of a civil war?

      That’s probably my fault. I thought I understood what he was saying, but there’s a lot of nuance. Joseph and the Podder appeared around the front of the can and approached Terry. “My bust, TH.”

      Terry looked at the vampire and the Podder captive. “If he’s not with them, then why did he run when the can fell through the crust?”

      “He was trying to stop us from getting into the middle of the bad guys. His words, Terry.” Joseph held his hands up in surrender.

      “Our Podder can’t talk with these Podders, but that’s okay, because his Pod is at war with these. I expect these are the ones that killed the Crenellians, but since they can’t tell the Podders apart, they’re killing all Podders. So how can we tell them apart?” Terry wondered.

      Joseph tapped on the Podder’s shell, nodded, then tapped some more.

      Terry waited patiently, willing time to pass more quickly so his leg would heal enough that he could stand up and go hit something. Char stirred, struggling to open her eyes. Her pupils were dilated as she fought against the pain within her head.

      “He said the bad ones are blue,” Joseph said cautiously.

      “Goddammit, Joseph! Now I know you’re fucking with me. They’re all BLUE!”

      “I know, I know. He tried to describe the difference, but imagine using words to tell the difference between sky blue and robin’s egg blue.”

      “Is there a difference?” Terry asked.

      “For a snappy dresser like you? Probably not. Felicity could probably tell the difference.”

      A mech from the other side of the can opened fire. Joseph’s eyes darted toward the sound of the railgun.
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        * * *

      

      Kimber arrayed the platoon outside the crater. She heard the fire, saw the slugs ricocheting off the can. She couldn’t see clearly through the dust and debris into the darkness below to see how the Bad Company was faring. The volume of fire from both sides was deafening.

      When the Jean Dukes Special opened up, the entire dynamic changed. Podder slug-throwers were mostly silenced. Railguns sent darts at hypervelocity into the tunnels. The echoes died away into an eerie silence.

      “Dad?”

      She heard his call for Kaeden to help and breathed a sigh of relief. Cory and Ramses tried to get past her and into the hole. Kimber held them back.

      “I don’t think the battle’s over down there. Wait until Kae and the armor boys get into place.” Kimber had a firm grip on Cory’s arm. Her blue eyes flashed angrily for a moment, but she understood.

      “Let me know as soon as I can go. I think Mom and Dad are both injured. They need me,” she pleaded.

      “I can’t imagine anyone down there who isn’t injured.” Kim craned her neck to look from one warrior to the next. “Gomez, Kelly, Capples, Fleeter, get in the hole and bring those suits to life.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” came a chorus of replies. Two men and two women jogged to the edge of the hole, assessing the distance to jump to the top of the canister before determining that it was too far.

      Kim pointed to the side where a slope led into the hole. The werewolves had taken that way in.

      The four jumped over the edge one after the other, sliding into the cavern below. They hit the bottom, came to their feet, and raced to the can, where they used the stubby wings to help them climb to the top of the canister where the suits were affixed. They each took one, studying how the suits were held in place.

      Capples took charge and directed the four to clear one suit at a time and then the first into the suit could expedite unhooking the others.

      Do you need more manpower? I have a platoon up here itching to get into the fight, Kimber asked.

      Soon. We’re expanding the perimeter now. Get this, these are different Podders than the others and the two factions are at war, Terry explained.

      Kimber mulled over what the colonel had said. They’re both shooting at us, then. Is there anyone here who doesn’t want to shoot at us?

      Before Terry could answer, Auburn appeared and started to climb into the hole. “Where the hell are you going?” Kimber asked abruptly.

      He caught himself as he was hanging halfway over the edge. “I’m in charge of logistics and our resupply is right there.” Auburn pointed with his off-hand, almost losing his grip on the edge. “I’m going to see what we have and start the distribution. So what if we’re in the middle of the shit? That’s when our people need the supplies the most.”

      He looked determined. Kimber had encouraged him to get enhanced because she didn’t want to watch him grow old and die. He didn’t want that either, so he went into the Pod Doc. He wasn’t military and never would be. He had been a rancher. So he became master of the supply chain.

      That had been seventy years earlier. He had his job and that helped the warriors do theirs. He took his logistics job seriously because he still had no intention of carrying a rifle. Auburn reasoned that if he didn’t contribute in the way that worked for him, he’d be on the outside looking in. A long life as an outcast wasn’t what he had in mind when he agreed to get enhanced.

      “Let me go, Kim. It’s what I need to do,” he told his wife. Kim felt the vibrations of the mechs under her brother’s command. Each vaulted into the cavern. Kae headed into a tunnel and opened up with his mech-sized railgun. The others took their positions around the can.

      “Do your thing, Auburn,” she told him with a smile. His white teeth gleamed against his dark skin, before he let go, turned, and slid into the cavern. He was running before he hit the bottom. He looped around the wing to get to the can’s aft access door.

      Auburn cranked the doors open to find the canister chocked full of supplies. Water trickled out between the crates and out the door to disappear into the dry dirt of the cavern.

      Two warriors appeared behind Auburn, their backs to him and their weapons aimed into the darkness. Cory rushed past with Ramses by her side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      Micky San Marino stood in the engine compartment and reveled at the power that his ship generated. Gravitic drives for normal flight. The gate engine that established a wormhole while simultaneously stabilizing the event horizon for a smooth transition from normal space.

      So much power at his command. The power got the ship into trouble and the power helped it escape. The engines themselves were located centrally within the hull to minimize the risk of damage to irreplaceable components. Becoming stranded in deep space was a death sentence.

      Commander Suresha waited. She was in no hurry. Everything on her end was humming right along even with half her people chopped to Blagun’s structural repair teams.

      A movement in a side alcove drew both their attention. Clodagh Shortall walked out, carrying Wenceslaus and lovingly stroking his head. When she saw the captain and the commander, she dropped the cat. With a yowl, the good king landed on his feet. He continued to berate her in the language of his people, until he saw that he was being watched.

      He faced the captain, stood on his back legs for a moment, batted the air with his paws, and bolted.

      “CLODAGH!” Micky yelled and started running. Her eyes shot wide and she took off after the cat.

      The captain stopped and turned back to Suresha. “You knew about this,” he said accusingly.

      “I don’t follow,” Suresha said, pursing her lips to whistle before pointing at the engines. “These could be the best performing engines in the whole fleet!”

      She bobbed her head excitedly.

      “Of course they are.” The captain didn’t look where the department head was pointing. “Clodagh brought that cat aboard, didn’t she?”

      “I can’t say for sure, but I suspect there may have been some complicity with elements, not me, in regards to the feline nature of a certain crew member’s affinity where work always come first for a place that we call home…”

      Micky held up his hand, signaling for Suresha to stop. “What is that? You’re just stringing words together that make no sense. A simple yes or no would suffice.”

      Suresha refused to look at the captain, puffing out her cheeks as she kept her mouth shut.

      Micky started to laugh and then stopped. “I almost destroyed the ship today,” he said, turning serious. “But the crew saved her, because we don’t just have the best engines, we have the best crew in the fleet. So, if Clodagh wants to keep a cat, that’s fine. Tell her to keep the little bastard out of my quarters.”

      Suresha shook her head just enough to tell the captain that she wasn’t going to do that.

      “Off my bed, then?” he negotiated.

      She didn’t move.

      “Fine,” Micky conceded. “Is there anything you need from me to keep the engines humming?”

      “Whatever the ship ran into? Please, don’t run into any more of that. We need to repair a few of the gate emitters before we can gate out of here. The engine is fine, but the emitters are located on the hull. But they should be repaired within a day. I’ve dispatched two bots to make the repairs, then another day aligning and testing. We’ll have full gate capability two days from now.”

      “Next time, start with that,” Micky said, smiling. He headed toward the door, looking over his shoulder as he went. “I wasn’t blowing smoke when I said we have the best crew in the fleet. I honestly believe it because we have department heads who lead from the front.”
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        * * *

      

      Commander Oscar Wirth studied the display in his office located next to the main fabrication area. Data from the canister was being transmitted continuously. He was reading the damage reports and gear statuses.

      The can landed without issue, but afterwards, it had been perforated repeatedly by something. Some of the water stores were impacted, some of the food. The ammunition was fine, like Char’s nine-millimeter, whose cartridges were contained in a double-walled metal container.

      The biggest question surrounded the rockets, which took up a third of the can because of the excess packaging around them. The armored suits needed them as the only long-range engagement weapon in Terry Henry’s arsenal.

      Auburn had directed that they would take less food to make sure they received a full stock of rockets. Oscar refused to do that, so he used pre-packaged food as stuffing between the weapons.

      He was dismayed at the loss of water. A number of the bulk containers within had been penetrated and were leaking. Auburn ordered water as if there were no potable sources on the planet.

      Oscar had no idea what was available on the planet. “I need to be more involved with the planning,” he told himself. He had met with Auburn before the Bad Company launched, but he hadn’t fully embraced the forward thinking it took for an operation in unknown territory, surrounded by hostile forces.

      “If we didn’t have to make that run, the ship wouldn’t be broken and water wouldn’t be leaking out of my canister,” he said. Oscar ran a finger over his screen. “Are we going to get my can back?”

      He shook his head, believing that the canister had become a permanent fixture on Tissikinnon Four. He hoped none of the other equipment would join it.

      

      Poddern

      The four mechs holding the perimeter opened fire together. They fired, advanced three steps, and fired again.

      Kelly stood in her powered, armored suit atop the can and fired slowly, but steadily, turning in a circle. The other three working to free the next suit ducked their heads and covered their ears.

      She stopped firing and quickly unlatched the next suit. Fleeter crawled in, laying on her face as it buttoned up behind her. Gomez took the next one.

      By the time he was in, Fleeter was crawling unsteadily to her feet. Together, they finished preparing the last suit, even standing it up to make it easier on Capples.

      He climbed in and started the diagnostics process. Kelly moved to the front of the can, aimed, and fired. With one jump, she vaulted into the cavern.

      “Reporting for duty,” she said using her suit’s external speakers.

      “Join Praeter and watch his back,” Kae ordered. On the heads-up display within the helmets, the other suits were detailed by who was in them. It made coordinating effortless.

      Kae directed Gomez, Fleeter, and Capples into similar backup roles. Kelly followed Kaeden into the tunnel, moving deliberately, scanning, looking, and firing when needed.
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        * * *

      

      Cory had put one hand on her father’s leg and one on her mother’s forehead. With a great effort, she helped their nanocytes to hasten the healing process.

      Char’s breathing slowed and her eyes cleared. Terry flexed and stretched. Ramses had his arm wrapped around Cory’s waist. He held his railgun in the other hand, looking for enemies at the edges of the cavern.

      Terry Henry Walton stood up straight, clenching his fists. “I hate getting shot,” he declared.

      Char looked at him with one raised eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure that goes for all of us,” she said. They turned to see Auburn working his way toward them through the rubble.

      “We lost some water, but everything else looks to be intact. We can set up a chain and move the supplies out of the hole. It won’t take too long,” Auburn told them.

      “Joseph,” Terry called. The vampire and the Podder had moved to a cavern wall away from two open tunnels. They looked to be hanging out.

      Joseph leaned around the tunnel saw the dim lights from a mech in the distance. He brushed himself off and walked confidently toward TH.

      As he approached, they saw that he’d been riddled with Podder slugs. Dried blood left spots and trails all over his body. Cory’s eyes drooped, but she reached out to help him regardless.

      He smiled and intercepted her hand, turning it over, and kissing the back softly. “No, my dear. I’m fine. Time heals all wounds, or so they say.”

      Petricia had been crouching between the Podder and the wall. They didn’t see her until the blue alien moved, at which time they saw that she’d also been shot, and more than once.

      She stayed behind the alien as it approached, leaning its stalk-head closer to Joseph.

      “Looks like you have a new buddy,” Terry said, but not in a harsh way. The Podder’s shell was dinged and scratched from all the slugs that had hit it. Its stalk had been damaged from other impacts.

      Cory started to climb up the alien’s shell, but Ramses held her back. After a short argument that ended with a kiss, he helped her up. The alien remained still as she put her hands on the worst of the wounds.

      Joseph tapped the creature’s shell.

      Cory moved her hand swiftly from wound to wound, giving a measured amount of herself to each, healing none of them completely before moving on. The blue glow of her eyes dimmed and then her lids fluttered closed. Ramses had been ready and caught her as she rolled off the alien.

      Joseph smiled and stopped tapping. “It was like looking at something through a heavy fog, and all of a sudden, the fog lifts. I can hear Bundin clearly now. That’s his name. He expresses his appreciation for the relief. He said the injuries were causing him extreme pain.”

      “They can feel pain?” Terry asked.

      “Yes, they are very sensitive. The neck and tentacles are mostly one nerve bundle that funnels sensory input to the brain. When you shoot what you call the stalk, it causes them so much pain that they expire. Not blood loss, not organ damage, but the agony of the injury is what kills them.”

      Terry looked down and sighed. Nearly every Podder he’d killed had been because of shooting its stalk. He’d tortured them to death. No wonder they fought like demons, forcing him to kill even more of them.

      “Then why did they attack us in the first place?” Terry asked through clenched teeth.

      “They thought we were a new Crenellian attack. Bundin holds no grudge. They did what they thought they had to, and we did what we had to. Now we know better.”

      “I wish I had his sense of logic. I’m going to feel horrible for who knows how long. Thanks for making me feel like shit, but that’s not what I wanted to ask.”

      Terry walked forward to check on Cory. She was asleep in Ramses’s arms. He’d positioned himself behind the Podder, so none of the tunnels had a direct view of them, just in case the aliens fired their slug-throwers in the can’s direction. Terry saw Char’s pistol on the ground.

      He picked it up.

      TH turned back to Joseph. “Do we fight our war above ground or underground?”

      “Good question,” the vampire replied. He communicated with the alien without having to tap. Cory’s nanocytes sped up the healing process, and also aligned their thoughts to allow Joseph to better understand what the alien was saying.

      Joseph continued, “Bundin says that everything on this planet happens underground. If we want to talk with the Podders, it would be down here. If we want to find the Crenellians, down here. If we want to accomplish any of our mission objectives, that will be done down here,” Joseph explained before adding helpfully, “At least we won’t be on the receiving end of more Podder artillery.”

      “That answers my question,” Terry said, before looking at Auburn. “We’ll unload the can, resupply and rearm down here, and will conduct the next phase of the operations in these tunnels.”

      Kimber, bring everyone into the cavern. This will be our launching point. Tell everyone to say good-bye to the sun, Terry ordered.
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden had the path he’d taken mapped to his HUD. He could find his way back, at least for now. Kelly had his back, which gave him confidence as he moved forward.

      There had been some resistance initially, but the Podders had fled when they realized the mech was impervious to their attacks.

      Which made Kaeden even more cautious. The Podders had huge artillery pieces that they’d used against the Bad Company. He expected the enemy wasn’t retreating, but were reorganizing around heavier firepower.

      The suit was not too much bigger than a human. The driver’s movements were mirrored and magnified. There was no exposed skin. He was completely protected, unless an artillery round slammed him into the wall. A certain amount of kinetic energy could be blocked and absorbed, but beyond that, the suit’s wearer could be subjected to stresses beyond what the body could survive.

      In those cases, the suit would double as a coffin.

      Kae held up his fist, and he listened. Kelly took one more step and froze. The Podders didn’t make any noise when they moved, but something was making noise up ahead, the sound of leather being dragged against stone.

      Kaeden inched forward, until he reached the next intersection. Even though he had the suit on the highest light magnification, he couldn’t see anything. He switched to IR before he leaned around the corner.

      Ten meters away, a mob of Podders were pushing two small humanoids before them.

      Dad, I think we’ve found a couple Crenellians. It seems like the Pod is trying to use them as shields.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Once the fighting started, Marcie had grabbed Aaron, Yanmei, Christina, and their four warriors and headed out, looking for an alternate entrance to the caves and tunnels below.

      She fumed at the situation, understanding every bit what Terry Henry Walton was putting himself through.

      She heard the withering fire from within the cavern and then it was silenced by an enfilade from the Jean Dukes Special and the werewolves’ railguns.

      Marcie chuckled to herself. “Say ‘hello’ to the Bad Company, bitches.” She reached into the Etheric, drew power from it, and let the landscape before her ghost through the mists.

      The dimension fed power to her nanocytes and gave her strength with which to see, see that the Podders registered as almost nonexistent. The enhanced members of the company burned like beacons in the darkness. And far down the valley there was something else, a different presence.

      “Follow me!” Marcie called and started to run, using all of her enhanced strength to accelerate to an inhuman pace. Railguns cracked from the cavern behind her, quieter as the distance increased. Aaron and Yanmei sprinted. Jones growled as he encouraged the others to pick up their pace.

      The four warriors had been enhanced on the ship in transit from Earth to the Dren Cluster. They were unpracticed at extreme speed running, but what they lacked in experience, they made up for with sheer determination.

      Marcie pushed as fast as she could go, not bothering to look over her shoulder. With her enhanced hearing, she could hear them all. She enjoyed nearly vampiric speed, with the strength of a Werebear and refined vision to see more sharply into the Etheric. She trained every day, her mind and her body. She sparred with anyone who would face her.

      She was fearless, but understood Terry’s challenge to win without fighting. “Someday, you may be at peace with your enemies. Make sure you can look them in the face, and not down on them.”

      Honor. Courage. Commitment. The three words that Terry had preached for all her life. He sold everyone he met on the premise of those three words.

      Fight with honor, in a cause worth fighting for.

      Initially, she couldn’t embrace the fact that the Force de Guerre had been split up, one half to create the foundation of the FDG, a Federation-sanctioned special military force. The other half was the Bad Company, a mercenary outfit. Fighting for money, but also fighting to expand the Federation.

      Each client presented a new opportunity to increase Federation influence and security. Nathan wanted Tissikinnon Four to be at peace with its neighboring system so both planets would expand the buffer to the unknown.

      The best part was that the Crenellians were paying the Bad Company to do what the Federation wanted. It made for an economically viable Federation growth strategy.

      It also pissed Marcie off that they were in the middle of a bad situation that seemed to be turning worse.

      She slowed the group as they approached a cut into a small hill. Marcie stopped and examined the area. She closed her eyes and looked around her using the power of the Etheric. She found a space beneath her feet and there were a number of people there. She saw a small tunnel hidden within the cut.

      “Lock and load, people,” she said, checking her railgun. She was low on ammunition and did not have another magazine of darts. “How are we doing on ammo?”

      Aaron and Yanmei both gave a thumbs up. Christina returned a thumbs down. The other four shook their heads. Two were carrying their combat knives because their weapons were empty.

      “Give those two your thundersticks and packs. Do what you do best,” she said, looking at Aaron, Yanmei, and Christina. They instantly handed their railguns to the two warriors.

      Aaron and Yanmei stripped out of their clothes and changed into weretiger form. Christina changed into a werewolf, not a Pricolici. Marcie looked confused. “I didn’t know you could do that,” Marcie admitted.

      The werewolf pulled its lips back in a version of the canine smile. She still looked terrifying, as werewolves did. Marcie pointed to two of the warriors. “Up front with me, then you—” She pointed at the Were. “—and then you two bringing up the rear. There are Crenellians in here. They are the ones who hired us, but just in case this bunch didn’t get the word, let’s try not to kill any of them.”

      She turned and walked slowly into the cut, looking for the entrance she knew was there. She wasn’t disappointed in how well hidden it was. The dirt had been smoothed over top, blending it with the surroundings.

      Marcie looked around her. “Someone did this from the outside,” she said softly. She tipped her chin toward the sides of the small ravine and the two weretigers leapt into action. Aaron vaulted to the hill on the left, ran to the top, and then followed the ridge line up and away from where the others. Yanmei did the same thing on the right side. Christina ran straight ahead, following the ravine’s meandering course.

      The others took a knee and watched. The Were soon returned, joining Marcie near the hidden doorway. She couldn’t talk with them in that form, but their body language said that they’d found nothing. Aaron dropped and rolled in the dirt. Christina joined him, filling her coat with dust. She stood and shook, sending a cloud of dirt through the air. Yanmei laid down and watched the antics.

      Marcie kicked the dirt away from the hatch that was set at an angle into the hillside. She cleared the door, then spun the handle, surprised that it hadn’t been locked.

      The two warriors took their positions next to the door, ready to jump through and to the side as soon as it was opened. Marcie’s muscles tightened and she jerked the door open.

      The two warriors dove into a dimly lit tunnel, hit the hard dirt floor, and rolled to both sides. They came up into firing positions and looked down the empty tunnel, lit by a string of lights overhead.

      Marcie peeked around the door before walking cautiously inside. She looked for traps, including some of the high-tech devices she’d seen on the ship like lasers or motion sensors. But the walls were plain, carved from the rock.

      She worked her way slowly down the tunnel. The two warriors stood and followed, looking over the barrels of their railguns as they moved, taking care to keep their lines of fire clear.

      The Were followed Marcie in and the last two warriors stayed at the door, watching the approach within the ravine.

      “Hey!” someone yelled from ahead as soon as Marcie rounded a corner and saw what looked like a low-tech operations center. Computers and monitors were arranged in a circle around an open area where a small humanoid stood on a low platform.

      He looked at her without fear. None of them seemed to have weapons. Marcie stopped where the tunnel opened into the space. She counted a dozen Crenellians.

      “I suspect you are the hired help?” the man in the center said, putting his hands on his hips, assuming a human pose of disdain and dominance.

      Marcie instantly didn’t like him.

      “I’m Colonel Marcie Walton from the Bad Company and we’d like to have a few words, if you don’t mind.”

      “You shut up,” the man said before she finished. “You’ll do what you’re told, what you’re paid for, if the pea brain inside that giant body of yours can register what I’m saying.”
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        * * *

      

      “Stay there!” Terry yelled before switching to his comm chip. Stay there.

      “Char and Joseph, follow me. Everyone else, get those supplies distributed. We’ll rally up here as soon as possible,” Terry explained as he started walking toward the tunnel that Kaeden had disappeared into.

      Hold positions. Maintain the perimeter as is. Timmons, rearm your team first and then provide security as the platoon loads up. Build a plan to demo the tunnels to protect our rear and flanks. Terry issued his orders as he walked into the darkness. He hated to do it, but after the first corner, the darkness was near absolute.

      He pulled a flashlight from his pack, turned it on, and shined it ahead of him. The tunnels were a combination of natural and Podder-made. They’d built an entire civilization underground.

      Terry was hurrying, but slowed down. His own adage was “don’t be in a hurry to your own funeral.”

      “What do they eat?” Terry asked.

      Joseph shrugged. “I got the impression that they had vast mushroom farms or something that looked like mushrooms. There is water here, caverns filled with crystal clear water. Underground springs and rivers. There’s water above ground, too. We just happened to land in a desert area.”

      Terry looked behind him and saw the Podder following. “Did you tell him he could come?”

      Joseph shook his head. “He’s free, remember?” Joseph replied.

      “I guess it’s okay, as long as he doesn’t reignite his civil war against the blue pod.”

      “Now you understand!” Joseph answered with a big smile.

      Terry wasn’t sure he understood anything. He didn’t know why the Podder was coming along because he couldn’t speak with the other Podders and didn’t like the Crenellians. Maybe he felt safe with the vampire.

      “Don’t let him start a firefight. If anyone is going to make this thing go south, it’ll be me.” Terry looked at Char to find her nodding. She stopped when the light showed her face. She shook her head and made a sour face.

      “Nothing of the sort, lover,” she said, trying to sound supportive. Terry turned back to look down the tunnel. He could see Kelly ahead. Her armored suit still had scorch marks from where the canister burned its way through the atmosphere.

      Terry, Char, Joseph, and Bundin moved past the stationary mech. Kelly nodded from the other side of her face shield. Kaeden leaned around a corner not far ahead.

      “Coming up behind you,” Terry said calmly.

      “Don’t get past me. There’s an army up here.”

      The four slowed as they approached. Terry called for the group to stop. He moved in behind the mech and leaned around to shine his flashlight and get a look at the tactical situation.

      “Well now, that sucks,” he said, seeing the condition of the two Crenellians and the sea of waving blue stalk-heads behind them.

      All movement stopped. Terry looked over his shoulder and saw Bundin standing there. “How can you move so quietly?” Terry wondered aloud. He turned back to the standoff.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” he said.

      Char and Joseph squeezed in beside Kaeden. Joseph reached out with his mind, but quickly drew back. “There are too many of them. The sound of their minds is deafening.”

      “What about our two buddies up front? They speak a language we understand.”

      Joseph refocused his efforts. “They’re terrified,” he said as he intently watched the two men. “They’ve been captives for a little under two days. It seems they were taken about the time we landed. I expect the Podders saw our arrival as an escalation in the conflict.”

      “It was,” Terry admitted. “It still is, but we don’t need to kill anymore, prefer not to kill anymore, but we will if we have to. Can you convey that to the blue Podders?”

      “I cannot. I can hear the Crenellians, but not those who hold them captive,” Joseph replied.

      One of the Podders moved forward and shoved two slug-throwers against the Crenellians head.

      “What’s it want us to do, Joseph?” Terry asked.

      “No idea. Bundin?” Joseph put a hand on the Podder’s shell. “He said the man will die if we do not leave.”

      Terry was about to ask how Bundin knew, but the blue Podder’s slug-thrower popped and the man’s head exploded. He flopped to the ground, spasmed twice, and became still.

      “Makes me want to kill them all, again,” Terry said. He hadn’t flinched when the prisoner was executed, only drilled in on the one who’d done the execution. He slowly pulled his JDS and aimed. “The question is, can we cause enough chaos to rescue the other one or do we retreat?”

      The Podder aimed at the second Crenellian.

      “If he kills that one, we will slather these walls with blue blood,” Terry growled, before stepping out from behind the mech and shouting. “I don’t like being threatened.”

      Terry took aim at the Podder and walked forward. Kae slapped his railgun as he aimed into the blue mass. Char aimed her pistol. Even Joseph pulled his railgun around the front and prepared to fire.

      The blue stalks were frozen like stalagmites as Terry walked forward, his pistol aimed unwaveringly at the alien’s stalk. Terry checked the setting with his thumb. It was still at ten.

      At eleven, I could completely clear this tunnel, he thought. He prepared to adjust, should the enemy kill the prisoner. Before the Crenellian’s blood splatters the wall, the blue sea will part.

      But the shot did not come. Terry reached the prisoner, grabbed his arm, and pulled him away. The Podder continued to aim at the man’s head. Terry backed up, dragging the man with him. After the death of his countryman, the Crenellian had become a quivering mass. Terry wasn’t certain, but he thought the man may have soiled himself.

      He couldn’t blame him. Terry didn’t know if this captive was a miner or a soldier.

      Probably not a soldier. The man looked weak and not dressed for war. If he was a soldier, then Terry knew why the Crenellians had hired the Bad Company.

      When a job needs to be done right, hire professionals.

      Terry rounded the corner and handed the Crenellian to Char and Joseph. They pulled him out of sight of the Podders. Terry dialed the JDS to eleven and braced himself.

      “Do it,” Kaeden whispered.

      Terry wanted to, but he didn’t want to. There was only one Podder who deserved justice. He dialed it back to a setting of two. “When I fire, you bring the ceiling down right in front of us,” Terry said.

      Kae raised his weapon. Maybe the Podders thought they were safe. Terry fired once and blew the entire stalk off the Podder who had executed the captive. Kae instantly zipped one hundred hypervelocity darts across the ceiling. The rumble told everyone that the tunnel was caving in. Terry ran and Kaeden backed up.

      Slug-throwers barked, but in moments, it was over. Dust filled the air and the silence returned. The tunnel was closed.

      Terry walked up to the Crenellian. He had both his hands over his head. Char shook her head, just a little.

      “I need you to tell us what you know so we can end this war,” Terry told the man, pleading for him to come back to himself.

      The small man kept his head covered with his hands. He was bald, as had been the other Crenellian. The president had worn a head covering of sorts.

      Maybe they were all bald. His size reminded Terry of a twelve-year-old boy. Thin and frail-looking. Head a little bigger than a human’s with small bumps for ears, without ear holes. Terry wondered if they could hear the same low frequency where the Podders communicated.

      “Let’s get you back into the sunlight,” Terry told the man. He wouldn’t move, so Terry picked up him. The Crenellian wrapped his arms around Terry’s neck and buried his head in Terry’s chest.

      Kelly led the way up the tunnel while Kae walked backwards in case the blue Pod broke through.

      In between, Terry, Char, and Joseph were accompanied by two aliens who were at war with each other as well as themselves.

      “Can this get any more fucked up?” Terry asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcie turned to the warriors beside her. They were still aiming their railguns, but both men only had one target. She smiled knowing that if they pulled the triggers, the arrogant little prick would be blown into next week along with half the wall behind him.

      She signaled for them to lower their weapons.

      She walked forward casually, taking stock of what she saw on the computer screens until those at the consoles closed their displays, as if afraid to reveal secrets to the enemy. She walked up to the man and loomed over him.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot somehow. Let me…”

      “I don’t care what you have to say,” the Crenellian interrupted again. In less than a blink of an eye, Marcie had the man by the throat and lifted into the air.

      “You little shit. You’re going to fucking listen,” she growled, giving the alien time to gurgle but not releasing any pressure on his throat so he could talk.

      He kicked her in the stomach. She was wearing her ballistic vest and could hardly feel it. Marcie slammed his feet into the ground, lifted him up, and slammed him again. She put him down gently after that, but kept her fingers wrapped around his throat.

      She thought for a moment that she could understand the Crenellian as if he was speaking English. She appreciated the technology for a moment, before returning to the matter at hand.

      “The landing coordinates you gave us sucked. They had nothing to do with what you hired us for. It appeared that you wanted to use our firepower for the genocide of your enemy. Guess what, cheesedick? Our mission is to end this war, which is what we’re going to do, but we think we can accomplish that by removing your dumb asses since you’re the ones stirring the pot. That’s what I see anyway.”

      The weretigers and werewolf strolled into the chamber, casually sniffing each of the Crenellians. The man in the center massaged his throat and watched the beasts closely.

      They converged on him all at once as if by design. Aaron bared his fangs and Christina growled. Yanmei opened her mouth above his head, letting cat drool drip onto his bald pate.

      He ducked away and wiped his head with an arm, keeping it there to protect his face.

      “It’s about time you showed us a little respect. You want us to do your dirty work for you. You have the gall to look down on us? In order to get back into my good graces, you need to tell me who you are and give me a tour so I can see what’s going on.”

      “If I refuse,” he managed to rasp.

      “Then we drag all your asses into the daylight and throw you into the middle of the Podder army. I see that you aren’t packing any heat. You may not last long.”

      “Who are the Podders?”

      “You call them the Tiskers, but that’s not what they call themselves. Have you never talked with them?” she asked.

      “How were we supposed to talk with them? They don’t speak,” the man retorted, still rubbing his throat but getting his arrogance back. Aaron showed his fangs before rubbing his cat face on the man’s head, putting his scent on him.

      “And you had the nerve to call me a dumbass. Of course they speak, just not in a way that you understand. We’ve been able to communicate with them,” Marcie explained, continuing to loom over the alien. “Tour time, dickhead.”

      “No.” He crossed his arms and tipped his chin back, looking more like a petulant child than a leader. Marcie nodded to Christina.

      The werewolf rammed the Crenellian, knocking him to the ground. She straddled him, growling and snapping at his face.

      Dad, we found a Crenellian outpost not far from the cavern. They are uncooperative, to say the least, but I expect they’ll come around before I run out of cards to play, Marcie reported using her comm chip.

      “You—” Marcie pointed to one of the aliens sitting at a computer terminal. “Tell me what you do.”
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        * * *

      

      When Terry returned to the chamber, he found the distribution of ammunition, food, and water well under way.

      “Status?” Terry asked Auburn.

      “We’ll finish in a couple minutes. Most of the can was filled with rockets, food packs stuffed in between, nevertheless…” Auburn trailed off as someone handed him a pouch.

      He peeked inside before passing them to Char. “Extra magazines and ammunition.” She thanked him as she took it and looked for a place to sit to reload her empties.

      Terry’s JDS reload was in his pack and he didn’t think he’d need to reload for this operation or maybe the next ten operations. The firepower in that pistol was earthshaking. He appreciated it more and more whenever he thought about it.

      He’d keyed it to his hand as well as any of his family. When the next one was ready, he’d give that to Marcie, then Kimber, then Ramses. He had his list of priorities. Not just anyone could fire a JDS. If someone wasn’t careful, the pistols had a way of ripping their arm off.

      One of the warriors handed Terry three bags, two with water and one with food. Char received her resupply. She immediately downed one of the water containers, a thin foil pouch. Once finished, she folded the pouch and put it back in the bag.

      The rule that if you packed it in, you need to pack it out applied, even if you were on a different planet.

      Terry stayed out of the way of the efficient resupply. He gave Kimber the thumbs up.

      Joseph was talking with the Podder with Petricia by his side. The freed captive was huddled against the wall.

      The four werewolves—Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Merrit—were eating as if starving. Timmons threw a wrapper on the ground. Terry stared at him until he picked it up and stuffed it in his pocket.

      Marcie called when he started to wonder where she was, along with Christina.

      Terry nodded as he talked using the comm chip. Char looked up, wondering with whom he was communicating. She didn’t have long to wait to find out.

      “Marcie found some Crenellians. She says that she’s talking with the little pricks right now.”

      “As friendly and forthcoming as the president?” Char teased.

      “That’s my impression. A race of dicks.” Terry kicked at the ground before sitting beside his wife.

      “Is it the headquarters we’ve been looking for?” Char took a bite of something and made a face, but continued to chew.

      “She used the term outpost, so I don’t think so, but they’ll know where it is.” Terry drank one of his packets of water and opened a meal bar. “We’ll turn that one back over to his fellow Crenellians as soon as possible. If she’s talking with them, then we don’t need what he knows, which I don’t think will be much.”

      Auburn joined Terry and Char. Kimber was setting the watch, making sure one group of her people had been fed and were on watch before the second group started to eat. Four of the mechs were open with their people taking a break. The other four were on watch.

      Terry didn’t expect an attack at that moment, but being ready was one thing that he trained all of his people for. He ate and drank with his left hand while keeping his right near his pistol.

      Always.

      Char’s eyes darted around, as did Terry’s, looking for anything that shouldn’t have been there. Just in case.

      “Auburn, can you set up the comm, please? I need to report in.”

      Auburn stuffed the rest of the food bar into his mouth and chewed as he removed the equipment from his pack. He chewed the entire time he set up the comm system, including activating the Etheric power source to drive the signal across the universe.

      Terry and Char were mesmerized. Terry had to ask, “Are you ever going to finish chewing?”

      “It’s like trying to eat a clot of dried glue,” he shared as he signaled that the communication system was live.

      Terry stood before talking. It was his way. Auburn adjusted the set and gave Terry the thumbs up. He walked away as he continued to chew. Terry couldn’t look at Char because he’d start laughing. He bit his lip before starting.

      “Space Adventurer Terry to Leader X, over,” Terry said.

      Nathan’s face appeared on the comm screen. “Are we using code now?” Nathan asked tiredly.

      “Sorry, Nathan. There’s a lull in the fighting, and maybe we’re a little punchy. No Bad Company casualties. Resupply is complete. We have a Podder with us, but he’s a good one. We’re now in the area of the bad Podders, but we’ve found the Crenellians, even rescued one from the blue Podders, and don’t ask. That’s what the good stalk-heads call the bad stalk-heads. I’m sorry to say that the Crenellians seem to be bad, too. I’m not sure there’s anyone on this planet I like besides the people we brought.”

      “Do you have an idea when you’ll be able to wrap things up?” Nathan asked.

      “I do not, but we have a better strategic plan now. We’re going to roll up the Crenellians until we find their head shed, then we’re going to drag their dumb asses into a meet and greet with their enemy. We’ll hurt as many of them as we have to until we find someone who will talk. We have eight mechs now and with a full resupply, we can mow down both sides like we’re a harvester clearing a wheat field, but I won’t do that, Nathan. I didn’t sign up for genocide.”

      “I would never ask that of you, TH. Genocide doesn’t help the Federation, doesn’t help anyone. We need these two to be at peace and then become contributing members of the Federation. They’re in the buffer zone. The more buffer zone systems we can bring into the fold, the better protected the entire Federation will be. Your job is to make sure no one commits genocide. A happy, loyal, and trustworthy system. That’s what we’re looking for.”

      “Happy? Did I mention that there’s a civil war down here? The Podders live underground, so that’s why the Crenellians didn’t know, or they didn’t care to learn. They put themselves right in the middle of it. The group they negotiated the contract with wasn’t the one who occupied the area where they started their mining process. That was the first group’s way to use the Crenellians against their enemies. It was a three-way dick job. Once we shed light on that, I think we’ll be able to end this thing. The biggest obstacle is the civil war, but I have a plan…” Terry turned to Char and winked.

      She looked skeptical.

      “I’m sure you do. Let me know when you’re able to wrap things up and whatever you do, don’t kill any of the Crenellians. Their checks may be hard to cash after that.”

      “They write checks?” Terry blurted.

      “Well…” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “They don’t, but you know what I mean. We trade in gold and rare minerals.”

      “One last thing, Nathan.” Terry mirrored the head of the Bad Company’s gesture by removing his helmet and running his hand through his hair. “Christina is doing great. She helped protect the weretigers when they got into a scrape. I’m happy to have her on board and proud of what she’s done.”

      “I’m happy to hear you say that. I’ll let Ecaterina know. She’ll be relieved, because of course, we worry. What kind of parents would we be if we didn’t? Anything else?”

      “That’s it for now, Nathan. Walton out.” Before the signal could close, multiple railguns barked, and the sound crashed through the confined space of the cavern. Two mechs opened up and the beastly railguns they carried sent a stream of death into the tunnels.

      “They’re coming,” Kaeden said, using his suit’s external speakers.

      

      The Empire’s Research & Development asteroids, affectionately called R2D2

      Ted looked at the researchers from Team BMW. No one looked spectacular. Bobcat, Marcus, and Tina were talking about a new beer recipe. Ted didn’t have anything to add since he never bothered while Terry Henry was brewing his draughts.

      “Hey, Ted!” Tina called, turning and walking toward him. “We heard Terry Henry spent decades working on brewing beer without using hops. What did he come up with?”

      Ted shrugged, but the woman was approaching and wanted an answer. “I don’t know. I don’t like beer.” He expected his answer would suffice.

      It didn’t. “You what?” she asked in a low voice, before speaking over her shoulder. “Hey, guys, Ted doesn’t like beer.” She turned back to the werewolf. “What do you like?”

      “Engineering,” Ted replied without hesitation. “Engineering challenges, most of all.”

      “Aren’t you married? Didn’t I see that beautiful wife of yours? How did you manage that if your two top things are engineering?” Bobcat asked, joining the conversation.

      “She begged me to marry her, so we came to a mutually beneficial arrangement,” Ted tried to explain.

      “You what?” Tina wondered. “How does that work?”

      “Her husband died during a Forsaken attack, mainly from old age. She didn’t want to go through that again and I was the only one available. She makes sure I eat,” Ted said matter-of-factly.

      “She makes sure you eat? That’s all you get from being married to an ultra-hottie like her?” Bobcat pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows, curious about Ted’s reply.

      Ted pulled at the collar of his ship suit, suddenly feeling hot and constricted. He could feel his face flush.

      “Tell me you have kids,” Tina pressed.

      “Yes,” Ted admitted. “We have three, but they’re back on Earth.”

      Ted wondered why he was getting interrogated. He replayed the conversation in his mind, trying to follow the logic. In the end, he determined that next time, if someone asked, he would tell them that he liked beer.

      “Thank goodness,” Bobcat said, looking at Tina. “I thought you were a geek like us, but you’re a family man at heart, enjoying regular meals of muff pie and furburger.”

      Ted didn’t know what that meant, but decided that he wanted the conversation to end. “Yes, all of that and more,” he offered, just so he could continue on a different topic. “What project will I work on? I hope it’s the miniaturization of the gate drive technology. Is that what it is? I hope that’s it!”

      Marcus, Tina, and Bobcat looked at each other. “All that and more, huh?” Bobcat wondered, and then conceded that Ted could have been a dynamo when the lights were off.

      Marcus stepped in. “Miniaturization of the gate drive? We already have that, but the issues there are that it is prohibitively expensive and the EI or the AI has to commit suicide if the ship is compromised. If we can fix both those issues, think of how small we could make the universe.”

      “But the universe is constantly expanding,” Ted replied.

      “Expanding where, Ted? There can only be one constant and that’s infinity, don’t you agree?” Tina suggested.

      Ted looked at Tina but didn’t see the woman. He was lost in thought, trying to answer the question that had no answer. Not without more data.

      “And next time,” Bobcat started, putting a friendly hand on Ted’s shoulder. “Be more familiar with beer since that is the universe’s number one priority. Some would say the secret to life, the universe, and everything is forty-two, but the right answer is beer.”

      

      Poddern

      Marcie stood with her hands on her hips, staring at the man. To his credit, he held her gaze.

      “I asked what you did. You can tell me or I start breaking fingers. Or—” She looked at the weretigers. “—I could let them eat you. You’ll see bits of your body disappear into their mouths until you pass out from the pain. Then, they’ll finish you off. You’re barely more than a snack, so they’ll start on him next.”

      Marcie pointed with her thumb to the man at the next station.

      “I’ll tell you what I do,” the third Crenellian said softly. “I don’t wish to see any of the others injured.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. Please trust me when I say that I don’t want to hurt anyone. We’re here at the request of the Crenellian president to end this war. We don’t let our clients dictate how that happens, so you need to help us understand the strategic and tactical situations. I think you’re going to find out that we want the same thing you do—finish this and go home.”

      The third man down didn’t nod, he only looked at Marcie with his big eyes. The weretigers watched him while Christina continued to straddle the first man, drool dripping on his face with clock-like regularity.

      “I understand. I would like to go home. I’ve been here from the start, just like almost everyone here.”
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      Kae gritted his teeth and growled as he fired his railgun into the mass of blue bodies. “Would you fucking stop!” he howled through his suit’s speakers. His order echoed with the cracks from the railgun.

      His cry fell on deaf ears. They kept coming, wading through a deeper and deeper mass of blue goo, the remains of those who went before. Kelly stood beside him, firing regularly into the bodies. Slugs pinged continuously off the armored suits. The blue Podders marched ahead, relentlessly, until the wall of dead blocked those behind.

      Joseph leaned on the Bundin’s shell, talking quickly.

      Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Merrit stood behind two mechs in another tunnel, picking Podders one at a time as they appeared. There was only one blue wave assault, but the Podders underestimated the human defense. The aliens couldn’t draw all the forces away, letting them sneak past. There were no gaps.

      “Joseph?” Terry asked as his eyes jumped from one tunnel to the next, gauging the level of the attack, trying to determine if he was missing something, or if it was what it looked like—Podders throwing their lives away.

      “He says lead with lights!” Joseph yelled over the cacophony of railguns and slug-throwers.

      Activate your suit’s lights, Terry told the company. Only those wearing the powered suits responded. The lights came on, then blared into the darkness.

      What’s up, Dad? Kae asked.

      Recommendation from Bundin. It has to be better than mowing them down.

      I’m willing to try anything else. This isn’t fun and there’s no honor in this, Kae replied.

      We can be mercenaries, but I don’t want to ever act like mercenaries. We will always stay true to ourselves, Terry said.

      The railguns stopped firing.

      They’re retreating, Kaeden finally reported.

      “Report!” Terry yelled into the cavern.

      “No penetration of the line. None of the Podders made it this far,” Kimber stated.

      Timmons walked from one person to the next. His team was unscathed. He waved at Terry. “Nothing to report here.”

      Ramses, Auburn, and Cory stood behind the canister, watching the others, ready to help where needed when called.

      “Prep a reload for Kae and Kelly,” Terry told Auburn. The eight mechs shined the full power of their lights into the tunnels.

      “Since they can operate above ground, I doubt the lights will hold them off for long. Is there anything else our friend can tell us to help us to not kill these people?” Terry asked.

      Joseph and Bundin communicated for a while, before the vampire turned away. “Nothing, TH,” Joseph said, his head hanging. He said you’re going to have to kill a lot more of them if you want to make an impression.”

      Terry stepped through the rocks and rubble to stand next to the Podder.

      “I want to prove you wrong, that we can do this without washing this world in the Podders’ blue blood.”

      

      The War Axe

      The situation stabilized enough that Micky was able to sit down and think through what he wanted to do next.

      “Open the comm channel to Colonel Walton, Smedley,” the captain said as he leaned back and draped his legs over the desk.

      “Of course. Standby,” the EI replied.

      The screen on the wall came to life, showing an image filled with static and an inset of Micky. He waited as the company on Tissikinnon Four set up their system. Terry’s face appeared.

      “Micky!” he said in a big voice. “You caught us during a lull in the fighting. Thanks for the extra suits. They came in handy. The Podders don’t have a chance against them.”

      Terry grimaced at the last statement. Micky understood.

      “I’m glad everything arrived intact. Is there any way you can find out how in the holy hell a planet like this has weapons of the sort that they used on us during our last run?”

      “Explain that more, if you would, Skipper. Did you get hit during the run?” Concern clouded Terry’s face.

      Micky went into more detail than Terry wanted to hear, but the colonel listened politely.

      “A cloud of mines that miraculously appeared in your flight path after you juked to avoid being predictable. Pure dumb luck?” Terry waved his hand at the screen. “I don’t believe in luck like that, and I suspect you don’t either. Looking at how the Podders operate, that couldn’t be them. There’s no way they have space travel, even. My guess is that they paid someone, which means there is yet another player in the middle of this mess.”

      “Could be,” the captain conceded as he pursed his lips and thought through the options. “Are we sure it wasn’t the Crenellians?”

      “What would they gain by attacking the people they hired?” Terry wondered. “We’ll have to ask our favorite aliens all these questions and more. If it turns out that it was the Crenellians, then I will burn the president’s palace down, with him in it.”

      Micky nodded approvingly. “And I’ll help.”

      

      Poddern

      “We came here in peace, having traded technology for mining rights. We bored a few test shafts, backfilled the ones that didn’t work, and for reference, after we were done, you couldn’t tell there was ever a shaft there,” the Crenellian added proudly.

      Marcie rolled her finger, suggesting the alien continue. He looked at her motion oddly.

      “Continue,” she said, having quickly learned that the Crenellians didn’t have the same gestures as humans.

      “Well, the Tiskers found fault and reneged on the deal. We figured that out when they killed the mining crew. All of them.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Marcie cautioned.

      The man stood and walked up to Marcie. She was unconcerned as the alien was unarmed. He stopped in front of her and leaned his head back to look up at her. “The technology that we traded for the mining rights was advanced weaponry, some artillery, but mainly, an advanced planetary defense system. Of course, we have a back-door code, but everything else is in the control of the natives.”

      “Now that’s something I didn’t know and is very interesting,” Marcie contemplated calling her father-in-law, but wanted more to tell him. “What are you doing in here? This looks like a control room, so it begs the question, what are you controlling.”

      She looked at the collected group. They were all looking at her, none of them blinking. She couldn’t read their body language and had no idea if they were angry, happy, tired, nervous, or something else in entirety.

      “We are running a remote force to attack the flank of the Tisker army,” the small alien said.

      “Where are your soldiers?” Marcie asked.

      “We don’t have anyone of such low class. We built the machines to do that for us, just like mining.”

      Marcie thought for a moment. She needed more time. “Pause everything. Stand down the attack while we wait for the colonel. He needs to hear what you have to say.”

      “That is out of the question. It took us the past two months to build the program for this offensive. It is set on automatic at this point. There’s no stopping it.”

      “Fuck that. If you can program it to do something, it’s easy to tell it to stop. Stop the attack,” Marcie ordered.

      None of the Crenellians moved. Marcie swung her railgun to the front and aimed at one of the workstations. She counted down from the three to zero, but the aliens didn’t budge.

      The railgun cracked and the workstation exploded into a rain of debris that peppered the wall. The Crenellian who had been standing in front of her dropped to the floor and covered his head.

      She aimed at the next workstation. The Crenellian hurriedly got up from his seat and jumped aside. She counted down again. At zero, the railgun dart pulverized a second workstation.

      After the third workstation was destroyed, the alien on the floor before her turned his head and looked up. “There may be a way,” he offered.
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        * * *

      

      “Joseph?” Terry prodded again, but the vampire was deeply engaged in a conversation with the Podder.

      Char tapped Terry on the shoulder. “Bugging him every two seconds isn’t going to get you what you want.”

      “What do I want?” Terry asked, unhappy with how long it was taking Joseph in a conversation that Terry had no idea about the topic.

      “You want to know where the leaders are so you can storm up to them and tell them how it’s going to be.” She turned her head as he scowled.

      “Okay, that is what I want, but why is it taking so long?”

      “If I could answer that, then we would already be on our way to knock some sense into these creatures.”

      Terry’s expression softened, and then he chuckled. “Petricia?” he asked when he saw her watching him.

      “I’m with Char. Nothing would make me happier than seeing the end of this bloodbath and be back on board the War Axe on our way home,” Petricia replied.

      “Keeg Station. Our home,” Terry replied. “I like ground beneath my feet, air that hasn’t been recycled and processed, the waves of an ocean lapping at the beach. We need a planet with all that for our secret lair. We can call it Our Secret Lair.”

      “Lair?” Char looked at him. “I suppose you’re still angry that I didn’t want to go to Lake Geneva all those years ago.”

      “A little. Come on, Char, GaryCon! I missed it and you wouldn’t even let me go pay homage. And lair is a great word!” Terry tipped his head back and puffed out his chest.

      Everyone who could see was watching. The throw-downs between Terry Henry Walton and Charumati were the stuff of legends. Few had seen the real deal firsthand, but the stories were passed from one to another as if gospel.

      “Since when do you not do something you want to do?” Char reached out one finger and drew a line along Terry’s cheek, trailing down his neck where she lightly touched his skin.

      Goosebumps popped out on his arm. He looked around and found all eyes on him. He leaned close, eyes dilated as his blood rushed to his head. “Are you using sex to manipulate me?” he asked.

      She raised one eyebrow, and her purple eyes sparkled in the semi-darkness.

      “Again,” he added.

      “Have you been in touch with Marcie lately?” Char asked.

      “Your evil plot to distract me has killed two minutes that may have otherwise been spent stomping around impatiently. I thank you, my lover.”

      “Any time, my big husky hunk of man candy,” Char replied.

      Cordelia walked up to them. “Are you two done making a spectacle?” she asked.

      Terry adjusted his helmet as he looked thoughtfully at his daughter. Dokken was at Cory’s side, her hand resting on his head.

      “You little turncoat,” Terry told him. He cocked his head back and forth as he looked at the colonel.

      Marcie, do you have anything new? Terry asked using his comm chip.

      TH, I was just going to call. These knuckleheads are fighting this war remotely. They don’t have any soldiers, only technicians and computers. All the hardware we’ve been facing is of Crenellian manufacture. They sold it to the Podders. I am in the process of convincing these little bastards that they need to stop this attack that’s about to kick off. I’ll check in as soon as we’ve come to an agreement.

      “That’s different,” Terry said aloud after Marcie signed off. “Gimme comm, Auburn. I need to talk with Micky, ASAP.”
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        * * *

      

      Micky sat in the captain’s chair. He didn’t see the bridge crew or the screens showing the immensity of space before them. He only saw the damage reports scrolling across his screens.

      The Pod Doc had done its job, and the injured crewman was better and back at work with the hull repair crew.

      The hangar bay door still wouldn’t open, but Blagun had not reported any changes to his original repair timeline, which said that he needed two more days to get one door operational.

      Terry’s face appeared on Micky’s screen. “Thanks for the warning, Smedley,” Micky grumbled before turning on the charm. “Why, Terry Henry, calling me back so soon?”

      “I wanted to let you know that the weaponry in orbit is of Crenellian manufacture. They sold it to the Podders as part of the mining contract,” Terry said.

      “So the War Axe got pummeled by gear from the people who hired us, but they failed to tell us that we would be fighting their equipment. I am not pleased by this.” Micky clenched his jaw.

      “That is an understatement,” Terry said. “You want to let Nathan know? I feel like we’re going to be moving pretty soon and I need to get ready. Walton out.”

      Micky watched his screen go blank. “Smedley, please connect me with Nathan Lowell.”

      

      Poddern

      Terry watched Auburn put the comm gear away, almost feeling guilty for lying to Micky San Marino. Terry didn’t want to call Nathan because he was spitting mad. He didn’t want to talk with the boss while he was that angry.

      Call it professional pride.

      Marcie, I’m on my way over there. I’ll have Dokken track the weretigers. Is there any tricks to finding you? Terry asked.

      None. I’ll let the door guards know that you’re on your way, Marcie replied.

      “Fancy a walk?” Terry asked Char.

      “With you?” she said. “Always.”

      “Come on, Dokken, we’ve got some cats to track. You, too, and bring him.” Terry nodded toward Ramses, Auburn, Cory, and the freed Crenellian. “Kimber! Hold the fort. You’re in charge until we get back.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kimber replied, immediately heading for Timmons to get his help with the Etheric.

      “Joseph, keep working with Bundin and see what other surprises we can find in the minefield that is Tissikinnon Four.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re in deep shit now,” Marcie told the aliens. “Christina. It’s about time you let him up.”

      Christina stepped back, and the alien got to his feet, furiously wiping at his face. The werewolf chuckled.

      The weretigers paced. The two warriors were relaxed with their weapons aimed at the aliens. Marcie stood in the middle of them, glaring from face to face.

      “I answered honestly. You should leave. We have a mess to clean up and work to do,” the cooperative alien told her.

      “And you said there may be a way to stop your attack. Spill it, buddy.”

      “Spill what?” the alien asked.

      “Just tell me, no, better yet, tell me as you are making it happen.” Marcie loomed over the small alien.

      The Crenellian moved to an open terminal, one that had not yet been destroyed, and started tapping buttons. “There.”

      “There, what? The attack is stopped?”

      “Temporarily, yes. All units are actively engaged in solar charging. When they hit one hundred percent, they’ll resume the attack.”

      “That doesn’t work for me, you little fuck,” Marcie told him. “Think harder and halt the attack.”

      “Once the attack is launched, nearly all commands are locked out. We have no control. The units will fight, mercilessly, until victory has been achieved.”

      “How do you define victory?” Marcie asked.

      “The complete and unconditional surrender of the enemy!” the alien declared.

      “Fine. Tell your units that the Podders have surrendered unconditionally and that you need them to stand the fuck down.” The logic made sense to Marcie.

      The Crenellian asked the leader of the group. The second alien replied. The two engaged in a short conversation. The first one returned to the computer terminal and started mashing buttons.

      Marcie watched, knowing that she wouldn’t understand if he was giving the attack units the command to stand down or destroy the planet.

      “When they wake up from recharging,” the alien started, “they will receive the updated information that the enemy has surrendered.”

      “And then what?” Marcie asked, unsure that the alien was being completely honest.

      “The units will check. If they find any Tiskers with weapons, they will attack and destroy them. We have a saying on the Crenellian home world—trust but verify. It is instrumental in all our programming.”

      “The Podders haven’t surrendered, so you’ve actually accomplished nothing,” Marcie snarled, reaching for the man. “I ought to wring your neck.”

      The alien stood his ground. Marcie stopped herself, because they didn’t seem to respond to physical threats. The only action that received a response was the destruction of the equipment, and that was only marginally successful.

      “Who’s in charge of this mob?” Marcie asked.

      “He is,” the man said, pointing to the Crenellian who finished wiping werewolf drool off his bald head.

      Marcie grabbed the leader. “What’s your name?” she demanded.

      “Tik’Po’Rout,” he said without inflection, standing up straight. The top of his head was even with Marcie’s chest. He looked at her ballistic vest where Podder slugs had impacted. She let him study the damage. He reached out a hand to examine the material. “What is this vest made of?”

      “I don’t know. Kevlar maybe?” Marcie didn’t expect they knew what Kevlar was.

      “Is there any way we could get a sample of this?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so. We need to wear these, thanks to you spinning up the natives.”

      “Spinning the natives? Can you imagine that?” he asked his fellow Crenellians. “Us. In the amusement ride industry.”

      The aliens shook as if shivering.

      “That is why he is the leader. He sees the bright side of every situation,” the first alien said.

      The warriors looked at each other and chuckled. Marcie joined them. The aliens stopped shivering. Their facial expressions never changed throughout.

      A greeting and a short exchange at the entrance to the underground signaled Colonel Terry Henry Walton’s arrival.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you think, Kel?” Kaeden asked over the suit-to-suit communication.

      “I think I love this suit,” she replied quickly. “Will I get to keep it?”

      “Judging from what we’ve run into down here, I think the mech unit has arrived. We will always need this kind of heavy firepower,” Kaeden said as he reviewed the status indicators on his HUD.

      Kelly sidestepped and then raised up on her tippy toes, lifting an armored hand to the ceiling. She scraped out a small section and then held it in her hand. “Sixty-four percent granite, silica, traces of gold… Did you know it could do this?”

      Kae turned his head to look at the other armored warrior. He could have skewed the HUD to look anywhere as the suit had eyes in the back of its head, but Kaeden found it disconcerting to see one image while looking in a different direction. Maybe in the future, they’d call him old-school for doing it that way.

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “It analyzes whatever is inside the glove.”

      “Holy shit!” Kae had studied the suit exhaustively, but only as it related to combat. He scraped some stone off the wall and held it in his hand. Nothing happened.

      “You have to crunch it up and hold it in your closed fist,” Kelly advised.

      Kae ground the rocks to dust using the suit’s power. A small window appeared in his HUD that started listing the elements within the sample.

      “This is really cool,” he added. A red light started blinking before his face. “Dammit!”

      Low power.

      “What’s wrong?” Kelly asked.

      “I need to go topside and recharge,” Kae answered.

      “Why don’t you use the power supply that arrived in the canister?”

      “They sent the recharging unit? I love those guys!”
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        * * *

      

      Dokken was first down the tunnel and ran into the room that had been carved from the rock of Tissikinnon Four. When he saw the weretigers, his lip quivered as he wanted to growl at them. He knew they were Aaron and Yanmei, but they were also friends of his arch enemy. He swung wide, rubbing his body against Christina as he passed, and stopped by Marcie, wagging his tail.

      Terry appeared and waved, then looked at the Crenellians. Marcie pointed to the one in charge. Terry approached and took a knee so he could look eye to eye with the alien.

      “Your bullshit in orbit scratched the paint on my new ride. I’ll need you to shut that all down so when the Axe returns, they don’t have to play mumbly peg.”

      Marcie shook her head, motioning for Terry to stop. He looked up to her. “They are very literal. This one’s name is Tik’Po’Rout,” she advised.

      Terry nodded and looked back to the Crenellian.

      “Tik’Po’Rout. Please disable the orbital security system. Right now would be good. And any of your remote combat systems down here, disable them too,” Terry said, ice dripping from his words.

      Char joined them, then Ramses, Cory, and Auburn. Auburn was carrying the Crenellian who had no chance of keeping up with the enhanced group as they ran from the cavern to the outpost.

      Two of the aliens who had not spoken hurried to meet Auburn and help their fellow. His mood changed entirely as they held his hands and led him to a seat.

      Marcie watched closely, and Terry watched, too. The sum total of his experience with the aliens was lugging the nearly catatonic Crenellian around. He vowed to study the alien cultures more before conducting future interdictions. His assumption that they would figure it out was costing the company time and resources. The cultures were so different that projecting humanity’s strengths and weaknesses onto them was counterproductive.

      Char saw Terry struggling with his perceptions of the aliens. He wanted to hate them because of the president’s seeming duplicity. But the humanity that they were showing for their fellow suggested that they deserved consideration at a different level.

      She knelt next to TH, her purple eyes sparkling. The alien leader reached out a hand and touched the silver streak of hair that trailed down one side of her face.

      “Why is this silver and the rest brown?” he asked.

      “It’s my belly fur. You see, I’m a werewolf, like her.” Char pointed to Christina.

      Tik’Po’Rout’s eyes followed where she was pointing and rested on the werewolf. He turned back to Char.

      “Like her, but not like her.”

      Marcie wondered where the alien had gotten his insight, because he was spot on. She looked at Terry and he looked back to his daughter-in-law. They both nodded slightly.

      “Exactly,” Char replied. “We want to end this war for two reasons. First, we were hired to end it by your president. Second, we’ve had about enough of Poddern. You can help us, which in turn, helps you. Tell us what we need to know to finish this war.”

      “Then let us continue our attacks for the final solution,” the alien said firmly.

      Char closed her eyes and controlled her breathing. Terry’s nostrils flared.

      “That’s not going to work for us. The people of this planet are the best ones to determine what they can share with the universe,” Char said in a low voice. “The Federation can’t support genocide or plundering a planet of its natural resources. It simply won’t work, so the solution that we must arrive at will involve as many people as possible surviving, people on both sides of this war.”

      Terry clenched his teeth so hard that his face vibrated.

      “We had a contract, and they broke it. There must be repercussions,” the alien countered.

      “There have already been repercussions. How many Podders have died in this war?”

      “I don’t have an accurate count.”

      “Guess,” Terry growled.

      “We don’t like to guess.”

      “Do it for me. I won’t tell. Ten thousand? Twenty thousand?” Terry prodded.

      The alien hesitated before looking to his fellows. Terry and Char couldn’t tell if any of the humanoids moved, but finally the leader conceded. “More like a million.”

      Terry’s heart sank. The Bad Company had done their share of damage, but nothing on the scale of the Crenellians and their automated war machines.

      “Tell us where this force is that will be conducting the attack. We can wait no longer,” Terry insisted.

      The first alien who had helped accessed the screen behind him and pulled up a map. He pointed. Terry and Marcie studied it while Char stared at Tik’Po’Rout.

      Kaeden, I need you to take your mechs southwest from the cave-in. There’s an automated Crenellian force that will be attacking the Podders shortly. This weaponry must be obliterated. If it takes every rocket your mechs have, do it, Terry ordered.

      On our way, came Kae’s simple reply.

      “Where is the main Crenellian headquarters?” Terry asked.

      None of the Crenellians spoke.

      “Auburn, set up the comm and let’s see if Smedley can get into their system.” Terry motioned to the warriors. “Get them out of here.”

      With a snarl from the weretigers, a growl from the werewolf, and helping hands from the Bad Company, the aliens were removed from their outpost.

      “My president will hear about this!” the alien leader cried.

      “Yes, he will, and he’ll hear it from me,” Terry called after them. He looked at Char. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That you miss the days when the enemy was evil Forsaken who trembled at the sound of your name?” she offered.

      “Your radar must be off. I was wondering if these guys are the galaxy’s douchebags. I want to put my fist through their smug little dickheads.”

      “I guess I was thinking that, too.”

      “Good effort trying to play nice, but I don’t think these guys have much control. I see this group as a bunch of ultra-loyal programmers. We have yet to meet the knucklehead in charge,” Terry said.

      Auburn gave the thumbs up.

      “Smedley, my man, what’s the haps?”

      “I’m sorry, Colonel Walton, has your brain been injured?” Smedley replied through the communication system’s speakers.

      “No, I’m fine. We have the Crenellians’ computers in this outpost and was hoping that you’d be able to tap into them, learn some stuff, like where the headquarters might be, the access codes to shut down the planetary defense software. If that doesn’t work, we’re going to have to incrementally destroy every piece of the Crenellian war machine, no matter who is operating it, the dickheads or the stalk-heads.”

      Char elbowed Terry in the ribs, hitting him below the edge of his ballistic vest. “I mean the Crenellians or the Podders,” he corrected himself, while picking up the comm panel and pointing it around the space.

      “Punch some of the keys and let’s see if we can see what kind of digital footprint this thing leaves.”

      Terry complied. Then started punching specific buttons at Smedley’s request. The others left to go outside. Marcie remained behind with Auburn to search the space. There were a couple doors that they had not opened.
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        * * *

      

      “The Crenellians sold the hardware to the Podders that caused a great deal of damage to the War Axe,” Micky started explaining as soon as he saw Nathan’s face.

      Nathan Lowell took a long, slow drink of Pepsi. He closed his eyes and smacked his lips when he finished.

      “Sounds like a system that we could put around Keeg Station, as well as some of our other high-value planets. Can you get the tech details for us?”

      Micky twisted his mouth around. He wanted Nathan to be angry, not look at the damage to the War Axe as a technology demonstration. He could see the cold logic, but he wanted to be angry. He snorted as he understood why TH didn’t want to call.

      “I don’t know. Terry is on the planet right now, and I think they’re discussing the meaning of life with the Crenellians they’ve found.”

      “He knows not to kill any of them, right?” Nathan said, suddenly concerned.

      Micky shrugged. “Smedley, can you tie us in with Colonel Walton, please?”

      “I have him online already, let me patch him in,” Smedley replied. A split image appeared on Micky’s screen with Nathan on the left and Terry on the right. Terry was poking at a screen.

      “I’m hitting the fucking button, you half-baked ass monkey! These stupid symbols on the screen aren’t doing anything. Come on, fucker!”

      “Terry?” Micky asked.

      “Oh, hey! There you are,” Terry said, wiping his hand off on his pants leg. “I’ll get you for this, Smedley.”

      “Where are the Crenellians?” Nathan asked.

      “We took them outside while we tried to patch Smedley into their system. We’re still working on that.”

      “I gathered,” Nathan replied.

      “I am pushing the one on the right. No, my other right. Fucking Smedley!” Terry continued his monologue, then looked up in surprise. “Smedley’s in.”

      Terry Henry turned to face the communication system, listening intently as Nathan started to speak.

      “We could use that orbital defensive system the Crenellians sold the Podders, and anything else they have. Try to get schematics and programming for all of it, TH.” Nathan had leaned forward and was looking intently at the screen.

      “I understand, Nathan. I think we can leverage this mission into something far more than a few bars of gold. If we have those weapon systems, then we’ll be better equipped the next time we run across them. I doubt Poddern is the only planet they’ve been sold to,” Terry said before he looked over his shoulder and saw the screen scrolling and flashing as Smedley tore through the Crenellian programming.

      “What’s your status, Micky?” Nathan asked.

      “The worst of it is we lost our main weapon on the starboard side. We can’t open our hangar bay doors, but we didn’t lose anyone. All personal injuries have been fixed by the Pod Doc. Structural repairs continue,” the captain reported.

      “You can’t open the hangar bay doors?” Terry said, seeing his mission getting extended because the War Axe couldn’t recover the drop ships.

      “Not yet, TH. The doors are our number one priority. Commander Lagunov assures me that we’ll be able to recover you and your people whenever you call for pickup. You’re not calling for pickup right now, are you?”

      “Micky! That’s a good one, but no. Not yet. Once Smedley finds us the Crenellian headquarters, then we’ll be able to move this along a little more smartly. I suspect we’ll be using all our rockets shortly and may need another resupply, though, if we’re to take on more of these roaming automated combat units.”

      “We can’t resupply you for a few days. We have one more canister partially finished, but all resources have been allocated to ship repair. As long as that defensive system is still in place, a return high-speed pass could be problematic,” Micky replied.

      Terry pursed his lips before answering. “We’ll make do. Fix our ride, because the next time you come back, it’ll be to pick us up. We’ll figure this out, won’t we, Smedley?”

      Nathan and Micky watched as Terry turned back to the monitor and Smedley’s work with the system. From off-screen, the men heard Marcie’s voice. “Hey, Terry! We found something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Poddern

      Kaeden’s armored unit ran at a ground-eating pace, jogging in the daylight, which allowed them to recharge more power than they were using.

      Capples was bringing up the rear and carrying the power supply. It was large enough that he had to use two hands and run with an ambling gait. He held it in front of him, using the suit’s sensors slaved to the others in the unit to make sure he knew where he was stepping.

      The delay in not being able to run at max speed was worth it, in Kae’s mind, because he had almost redlined his power when he received the colonel’s call to arms.

      The last thing he needed was to spend another long night on the ground outside of a dead suit.

      Kae waved his arms, signaling the unit to spread out. He had the point, Capples was directly behind him while three each spread out to the sides. They all saw the unit up ahead. Kae raised his hand, palm forward to slow down. They walked while their eyes, suit sensors, and micro-drones collected information on their target.

      “Holy shit,” Kaeden whispered as it came into focus.

      A massive tank, the size of a small spaceship, sat unmoving. It bristled with weaponry, missiles, gun tubes, radars, and other protrusions. The size of a football field or a soccer pitch, it sat and dominated the landscape.

      “Ideas?” Kae asked.

      “Not sure our rockets will do anything to that beast,” Cantor suggested.

      “The Beast. How in the fuck did they get it here?” Praeter asked.

      Kae shrugged and started walking toward it. An energy beam plowed the earth in front of him. “RUN!” he yelled.

      He didn’t mean from it. He meant to it, and that was how the warriors responded.

      Capples dropped the power supply and spooled up two rockets as he zigzagged slowly, building the distance between him and Kaeden.

      The others spread out and accelerated, jigging erratically as they ran. The Beast’s weapon systems fired repeatedly, but the targeting couldn’t keep up with the mechs.

      Kae led the way and leapt as high as the suit would take him. He contemplated using the jets to boost his height, but decided against it. He didn’t want to fly over the tank. He wanted to land in the middle of it.

      An energy beam grazed the suit. He could feel the heat, briefly, and then it was gone. Two red lights appeared, flashed twice, and turned back to green by the time he landed. Once on the tank, he crouched and looked for a target, but found that he had time. The tank’s weapons were aimed outboard or upward. The designers hadn’t contemplated an attack like the one that the Bad Company had just made.

      One by one, the others vaulted to the top of The Beast. They cheered for Capples as he brought up the rear. Once the others were safe, he accelerated and jumped. A beam weapon hit him square in the chest and threw him back to the ground.

      Kaeden didn’t hesitate. He scrambled to get off the tank and staying low, ran to his teammate. He picked him up and threw him over one shoulder, then ran back to the tank. Beam weapons pocked the ground around him.

      Railguns opened up, destroying each of the weapons that fired. One by one, they fell silent. Kae took three last steps and jumped, landing on the back of the tank. He walked up the glacis until he was on the vehicle’s flat back, where he laid Capples on it. Kae could see through the visor that the man was alive and groaning.

      “Talk to me, Cap,” Kaeden encouraged.

      “Singed…around the edges…slammed around…just like in training,” the man managed to say.

      Kae helped him to a sitting position and propped him against a bulbous projection. “Hold the fort. We’re going to see if we can get inside and find the off switch.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcie pointed into the space behind the control room. “What do you think of that?” she asked.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Terry wondered.

      Auburn went inside, before quickly returning. “It is, but not for us. Who would have thought they would build an executive bathroom for this small crew? Showers, hot tub, sauna, sweet soft-seat toilets. Too bad everything is child-sized. The showerhead comes to my waist.”

      “So close. It would have been nice to cycle everyone through the showers. Oh well, they’ll just have to wait until they get back on board the ship.” Terry looked forlornly at the bathroom that was grossly out of place as part of an expeditionary warfighting outpost. “Maybe the Crenellians are more cultured than we gave them credit for. Anyone who builds this—” Terry pointed into the bathroom. “—to support this—” He pointed into the control room. “—has their priorities in the right place. If they only had a coffee maker…”

      Marcie opened the door to the next room.

      Terry peeked around the corner. There was no coffee, but he saw a well-stocked kitchen. He couldn’t recognize any of the foods and didn’t bother sampling them. The third and final room was austere, consisting of four bunkbeds and gray walls.

      “A kitchen, a styling bathroom, and all the rest is work chic.” Terry shook his head. “Smedley!”

      “Yes, Colonel Walton. I am always on the edge of my seat as I await your bellowed summons.”

      Marcie and Auburn snickered.

      “What did you find out?” Terry asked, confident that Smedley’s evolution to becoming sentient was nearly complete. Terry wondered why the target of the EI’s humor always seemed to be the colonel himself.

      “I have everything I could recover downloaded and am analyzing now. I have to replicate a few of their interfaces so the data makes sense. Imagine pulling a graphics file up in a reading program. It doesn’t work unless the program knows the file type. It shouldn’t be long. I expect to have a full analysis within a day,” Smedley replied.

      “Sounds great, Smedley, but a day isn’t going to work for me. I want to get off this rock now, but I can’t do that as long as there’s still a war. To end the war, I need you to tell me where the Crenellian headquarters is.”

      “I have that information. Let me display it for you.” A map appeared on the screen that they’d been using.

      “Son of a bitch,” Terry grumbled. “How far away is that?”

      “One thousand, four hundred kilometers.”

      “We’ll use the drop ships,” Terry replied definitively. “Thanks, Smedley. One more thing. What kind of defenses do they have protecting it?”

      “That is what will take another day or so. I will call you sooner if I have it.”

      Terry nodded and closed the comm channel. He quickly packed the gear. He thought he heard the water running in the bathroom. When he checked, he found Marcie washing her hair.

      “Since I was here and you were still on the phone.” She pulled a neatly folded towel from the stack and dried her mid-length blonde hair before bunching it back under her helmet. “I feel like a new woman.”

      “I’m sure Kaeden will appreciate your efforts. Have you heard from him?”
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        * * *

      

      “Fire in the hole!” Kae yelled as he slammed a grenade through a small hatch he’d been able to pry open. He stood on the hatch to hold it closed in case anyone tried to escape.

      The explosion bounced him into the air. When his feet hit the tank, he ripped the hatch open and shined a light inside. Unless he left his armored suit behind, there was no chance of getting inside. Even with his suit off, he wasn’t sure he’d fit.

      “Fleeter. Kelly. You’re the two smallest. I need one of you to ditch your suit and climb inside this thing, see if you can find a way to shut it down. I’d go, but I won’t fit.”

      “I’ll do it,” Fleeter said softly. “What the hell. No guts, no glory.”

      She walked across the top of the tank to join Kae outside the hatch. Fleeter parked her suit, the back opened, and she climbed out. She stretched in the open air, before catching herself and looking around.

      “First time out of the suit?” Kae asked.

      She thought for a moment before answering. “Yes.”

      “Disconcerting, isn’t it? One second, you’re indestructible, and then you’re bare-ass naked before the world, the epitome of vulnerability.”

      She had her clothes on, but understood what he was saying.

      “Exactly that,” she replied, while still crouching close to her suit. “It’s really loud out here.”

      Kae had set the suit to share sounds that he thought he needed to hear. He changed the filter setting to ambient. “Holy crap! Is that an engine spinning up?”

      The tank lurched and Kae almost lost his balance. Fleeter grabbed her suit to keep from falling. “Get in there and shut this thing down. Here, take a couple motivators with you.” Kae handed her two grenades.

      She didn’t take them as she held up a single finger. Wait one.

      Fleeter climbed through the hatch, finding it a tight squeeze until she was through, then she could see narrow and low passageways. One going forward and aft, while one headed to the other side of the massive vehicle.

      “Grenades!” she yelled through the open hatch, and Kae handed them down. She hooked them over her belt. She pulled her combat knife. The mech’s railgun was too large for her to carry. She looked at it hanging from her parked armor, and then looked back to Kaeden. “See you on the flipside, boss.”

      He gave her the thumbs up. The other mechs started firing their railguns. Kaeden rushed away to find out what was happening.
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        * * *

      

      “He won’t answer,” Marcie said, looking confused.

      “Get our friend back in here so he can tell us what’s going on out there. Has their remote weapon system engaged?”

      “Get the other Crenellian back in here!” Marcie yelled down the tunnel.

      “I could have done that,” Terry said as he watched Auburn pack and stow the comm gear.

      Terry stroked his chin and started to pace. Marcie let him go. Dokken and Christina were with the alien. He looked at the screens and back to Marcie. He didn’t say anything.

      “Please pull up the status of the weapon system that you turned loose. We want to know if it has engaged anything,” Marcie demanded.

      Emotionlessly, the Crenellian sat at the computer and started to work. “What have you done to my system?” he asked after a few heartbeats.

      “We had to copy some information out of there. Just do what you need to do to pull up the system status.”

      “It’ll take some time. I need to reboot.” The alien went through the system, conducting both soft and hard boots of it. He went from station to station, before working his way back to where he started. Terry continued to pace. Dokken watched him as each time the colonel reached the large German Shepherd, he reached down and scratched Dokken’s ears.

      When the screen finally came up, Marcie breathed a sigh of relief. She half-expected the system to be dead after its conversation with Smedley. General Smedley Butler could be demanding at times, as well as not very gentle.

      “The system has fired its plasma beam weapons, its projectile systems, the laser systems, but it has not fired any missiles. Wait a moment. It has taken significant damage. Ten percent of its armaments have been neutralized. Make that eleven percent.”

      “That’s why Kae isn’t answering. He’s tearing that combat system a new asshole,” Terry said proudly.

      Marcie smiled. “Can you show what the combat unit looks like, please? Is it modular, a fleet of vehicles, mechs, or what?”

      The alien tapped his screen and The Beast appeared. “It is a self-contained, single combat system, optimized for open terrain worlds like Tissikinnon Four. We had it on standby, just in case the Tiskers failed to keep their side of the bargain.”

      “Walk softly and drive a big tank,” Terry whispered as he studied the weapon. “That looks like an Ogre.”

      “We call it Ground Assault System Four—Open Terrain.”

      “You call it GASFOT? That would be funny if we were in New York, but my son’s out there fighting with that thing. There has to be a way to shut it down.” Terry put his hand on the alien’s small shoulders. The Crenellian looked at the hand, but didn’t do anything about it.

      “There is not. Our systems are built with a failsafe that the weapon will continue the assault without instruction, in case the operations center is destroyed or otherwise compromised.”

      “That’s fucked up,” Terry said, scowling darkly. “That’s terrorist-level bullshit. Final solution, your knucklehead leader said? That’s really fucked up. I think Char was right. You fuckers are the galaxy’s douchebags. Every planet has them, and it was inevitable that the galaxy would have them, too. It sucks that it’s you, and we’re working for you, but that is an issue in my control that I aim to resolve forthwith.”
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      Fleeter had to duck as well as bend her knees severely to fit in the passageway. She figured out quickly that these were maintenance shafts and that The Beast was never intended to carry personnel, even those as tiny as the Crenellians.

      “Come on, you little bitch, tell me your secrets,” she pleaded with the mechanical monster. She traversed the tank from one side to the other and then decided that she would head aft. In an unmanned system, she figured there would be as much armor as possible between a potential enemy and the brains of the weapon.

      She expected to find a computer terminal. If it didn’t look like what they had on the War Axe, then she didn’t know what to look for. She hoped it was obvious. The more she crawled through The Beast, the more worried she became.

      Two grenades and a knife, she thought. How can this suck more?
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        * * *

      

      Slugs pinged from the tank’s armor as the Podder army maintained a steady volume of fire despite their staggering losses.

      The tank’s energy beams were wiping out wide swaths of Podders. Kae and his team were attacking the weapons as they fired, creating some spectacular explosions. Not all of the weapons died easily.

      The tank was an armored behemoth, and it wasn’t going quietly. The Beast jerked and bucked in an attempt to throw its riders from its back.

      The magnetic boot locks kept the mechs steady, but the wild gyrations slowed their movement to better firing positions. Kae was surprised that such an immense vehicle could move as it did.

      And the Podders kept coming. Wave upon wave, throwing their bodies into the line of fire.

      I really need you to shut this thing down, Kae told Fleeter.

      Working on it, she replied.

      Work faster.

      The mechs’ railguns barked and spit. Molten shrapnel flew in wide arcs from weapon mounts that refused to give way. Duncan’s suit was the first to redline. He saw the warning almost too late. He took two steps and ducked. Then the suit powered down. He stayed inside the suit, praying that the sun would brighten.

      Praeter was next and then Cantor. Each locked up and remained where they were. The tank couldn’t fire at them, but they couldn’t fire either.

      Kaeden hadn’t been engaged as they had, but his red light was flashing. On the ground in the distance, he could see the power supply they had to dump when The Beast attacked them.

      It wasn’t a question of who, but when. They needed it now, so Kaeden ran for the edge of the tank and jumped off, staying low to the ground to avoid the largest of the energy weapons. He zigzagged anew, accelerating toward the power supply, swinging wide as he ran past and picked it up with one hand, but it threw his balance off.

      Kae stumbled and stopped for only a moment to get his feet under him.

      The kinetic round hit him in the chest, throwing him through the air as the power supply tumbled from his armored hand. The light on his HUD burned a solid red for a moment before the suit powered down. Kaeden gasped for air as he lay on his back, trapped within the suit.
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        * * *

      

      Kimber used her small comm device to summon three of the drop ships. They had secreted themselves away from the action. Armored, but unarmed, they were strictly for transporting the company. If the War Axe had been able to remain in orbit, the drop ships could have ferried equipment and resupply back and forth from the planet’s surface.

      The shuttles were boxy, about fifteen meters long, five meters wide, with stubby, high-mounted wings. They were flown by an Entity Intelligence, but had a manual mode, too. They had a rear ramp instead of a door because of their cargo purpose in addition to ferrying personnel.

      With a fourteen-hundred-kilometer jaunt, there was no reason to walk.

      The small shuttles approached quickly, flying low to the ground, the EI controlling them using tactical procedures to minimize the effectiveness of ground fire. Even though the enemy wasn’t active, the entire area had been declared a combat zone.

      The drop ships slowed, flared, and two of them landed softly. The third turned and raced in the direction that Terry and Char had gone.

      “Load up!” Kimber called. Timmons and his people held their ground within the cavern, firing randomly into the tunnels as the platoon scrambled up the wall and outside. “First and second squads!”

      Kimber pointed to the first shuttle. The third squad leader waved his people to the second shuttle.

      Kim cupped her hands around her mouth. “Timmons, Joseph, let’s go!” she yelled into the hole in the ground. The canister had been emptied, packs were stuffed to overflowing, and the vehicle had been buttoned up, just in case they’d be able to recover it later.

      Waste not, want not, but if they had to leave it behind, they’d bill the client for the cost. Kimber didn’t worry about it in either case because they hadn’t finished the war, yet.

      Joseph, Petricia, and the Podder climbed up the steep slope. For having stumpy legs and a wide shell, the alien was surprisingly agile, looking to have no problem at all getting itself out of the hole.

      Next up, Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Merrit fired a final volley before racing toward the slope and out of the hole. Kimber pointed toward the second shuttle where the Podder was climbing aboard.

      She frowned as she watched because the Podder made for a tight squeeze. Timmons and Sue ran up the shuttle’s rear deck and jumped, landing on Bundin’s shell. He reached out his tentacle arms so they could grab on.

      Shonna and Merrit followed suit and the four rode on the Podder. The rear deck closed as Kimber continued to watch.

      “Did we adopt that guy?” she asked. A slug hit her in the back. Shocked out of her reverie, she bolted for the first shuttle.
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        * * *

      

      “Get on!” Terry demanded. The Were had changed back into human form and had already boarded the drop ship. Terry could see the other two shuttles approaching. The fourth shuttle remained concealed in a valley far away and would pick up Kaeden and his people when they were ready.

      The Crenellians had different ideas. They understood the concept of mobile combat, but never accepted the premise that it meant they had to move.

      “Get the fuck in there!” Terry screamed at the bald alien. Tik’Po’Rout stood there without changing his facial expression. Eight other Crenellians were equally stoic. Terry loomed and waved a fist in the leader’s face.

      Char was losing patience. Christina’s was already gone. She clenched and unclenched her fists, waiting for the word to beat one of the Crenellians senseless.

      Marcie walked casually into the group of aliens and picked two up, one under each arm, and boarded the shuttle. Char grabbed two, Christina wrapped two up, and Terry swept up the last three.

      He dumped his three in the shuttle and stood at the edge of the ramp after he ordered it to close, in case one of the Crenellians ran for it.

      But they didn’t. “What’s with you guys? You act fearless but then when it comes to any kind of physical engagement, you’re useless.”

      “We don’t fight,” the first alien replied.

      “I gathered that. What’s your name?”

      “I am Ankh’Po’Turn,” he replied.

      “Well, Ankh, we’re going to see your buddies and then we’re going to have a conversation, and then we’re going to destroy every Crenellian computer on this planet if your boys don’t stop the war.”

      “My name is Ankh’Po’Turn. We told you that the failsafe is to keep fighting. If you destroy the computers, then the war machines will continue until there is no life left on this planet,” the Crenellian said.

      “Why would anyone build such a thing, Ankh? Back on Earth, we used to have a concept called mutually assured destruction, and you know what we found out? MAD was valid. When the nukes started flying, everyone lost. It was bad. Out here in the universe, a gazillion miles from home, we find the same stupid shit. SMEDLEY!”

      “Yes, Colonel Walton,” the EI answered through the ship’s speakers.

      “Any progress with the Crenellian database?”

      “Yes.” Smedley did not expound.

      Terry rolled his eyes. “Maybe there’s something you could share with me, make me feel like our efforts have had some value?”

      “The schematics are incomplete, but we have enough to send to Team BMW for further analysis.”

      “That’s not very motivating,” Terry said, frowning. He held Char’s hand as they flew, something he’d been doing for nearly as long as they’d been together. They held hands like teenagers, two parts of one whole.

      “I guess we’ll just have to get you more data,” Char added. “I’m sure the headquarters will have details that the outpost was lacking.”

      Terry nodded. The Crenellians remained impassive, standing where they’d been deposited within the shuttle. They shifted as the ship flew close to the ground, maintaining an irregular flight profile to foil air defense systems.

      “Marcie, get a hold of Kae and find out what’s going on,” Terry ordered.

      TH closed his eyes and rested his head on Char’s shoulder. She leaned into him and both soon fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “You SUCK!” Fleeter screamed her frustration within the bowels of The Beast. She had been from front to back and side to side, crawling as fast as she could, and had not found a single thing that looked like it was important.

      Large sections of the tank were solid and blocked her access. She assumed what she was looking for was somewhere in those sealed areas.

      You don’t need to get in there. You only need to get the grenade in there, she told herself as she skirted the section in the middle of the tank. It was where she would have put anything important.

      The air was stale without ventilation. The greater she exerted herself, the more tiring it became. The noise of battle dulled. Ammunition racks cycled, power generators buzzed and crackled, the tank’s drive motors whined as they pushed the massive vehicle across the Poddern landscape.

      Fleeter sat in the small corridor and sighed heavily. Only close my eyes for a moment, she negotiated with herself, but the volume of fire continued. Her delay was costing lives.

      If she didn’t use the grenades, then she guaranteed the assault would continue. The Beast continued to sow wanton death.

      She yelled her anger, trying to summon the adrenaline to give her energy. She looked high and low, finally finding a gap near the low ceiling. Fleeter tried to look into it, but couldn’t tell how far it went. She had no better option.

      She pulled the pin and thrust the grenade through. She heard it clank against something and rattle on its way downward. She scooted down the passageway, around the corner, and as far in the other direction as she could go.

      The explosion came as a low rumble that soon died away.

      “Fuck,” she complained, sitting down.

      And then the tank heaved as secondary explosions rattled the vehicle. Fleeter pulled the hood of her ship suit over her head as the fireball billowed around the corner, filling the corridor in both directions.

      

      Somewhere in the vast Federation

      “Mister President,” Nathan said with a big smile. “I’m so pleased that you took my call.”

      The Crenellian president looked at the screen, but didn’t move. Nathan wondered if the image had frozen until someone walked past in the background.

      “I’ll get to the point because clearly, you are a busy man. It has been brought to my attention that there are planetary defensive systems getting used against the Bad Company and that they are of Crenellian manufacture. We will need the codes to disable them to continue our operations.”

      “No,” the president replied. “We need you to destroy those systems utterly, so the Tiskers lose their access to them.”

      Nathan rubbed his jaw. “You sold weaponry to Tissikinnon Four, and now you need us to destroy that weaponry. That was not in the contract, Mister President. Our mission is to end the war, not conduct a hardware purge.”

      “Destroying that hardware will help you achieve your goal. Honestly, if I had known that I was hiring amateurs, then there would have been no contract at all,” the president answered.

      Nathan leaned closer to the monitor. “Mister President, once our people take care of business on Tissikinnon Four, they’ll be coming to visit you, so you can personally explain your duplicity. I doubt they’ll accept your flippant answers and your arrogance. If you want to be the galaxy’s arms dealer, that’s your business, but when we go up against your equipment, that becomes our business. What if we shared samples of all your hardware and the codes to crack them with everyone in the Federation? How well do you think your business would do then?”

      “You wouldn’t. You don’t have the codes,” the president responded, still looking down his nose at the monitor.

      “Our people are very resourceful. When they leave the planet, I expect they’ll be carrying a full ship of your hardware, including all your computers.” Nathan leaned back, took a drink of water, and then crossed his arms.

      “They can take whatever they want from the Tiskers.”

      “That’s not how this is going to work. They’ll take it from the Crenellians because only their computers will have all the codes. You can disable the systems, or we’ll take everything you own.”

      “I won’t pay!” the president replied in a slightly elevated tone.

      “I think you will. Once we have the equipment and the codes, you’ll pay anything we ask to keep that from becoming public knowledge.”

      “That’s blackmail. You’re not a military for hire; you’re a pack of criminals!”

      “You hold onto that thought and see how it serves you when we put your entire dealings on full display before the bulk of the Federation. No one will be looking at us. All eyes will be on you and your shady dealings.” Nathan stopped for a moment before continuing. “You know what I like about you, Mister President? Not a goddamn thing. Have a nice day.”

      Nathan signed off. He had expected intransigence from the Crenellian president and didn’t let it upset him.

      He knew that Terry would take things differently, and Nathan decided that if the War Axe wanted to pay a visit to the Crenellian home world, no one would stop them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaeden? Why aren’t you answering? Marcie became more worried and frustrated with each attempt to contact her husband.

      Praeter, Duncan, Cantor, can any of you hear me? she asked, using her comm chip, targeting the members of Kaeden’s team.

      Cantor here, ma’am. Me, Duncan, and Praeter are out of power. Gomez and Kelly are still fighting the tank. Capples took a hit and is down. Fleeter is out of her suit and inside the tank. There was a series of explosions just a few seconds ago. I hope they do the trick. This tank is a mother. Kaeden left the tank to get the power source. He’s out there and down. We’ve moved where I can’t see him any longer. I’m sorry. We’re safe on the tank, but off of it, we’re subject to the full firepower at its command.

      Marcie didn’t answer. She jumped up and worked her way to where Terry and Char were sitting. She shook them vigorously before yelling in their faces. “We have to go back!”

      “What?” Terry mumbled. He’d fallen sound asleep in mere seconds and was struggling to come back to life.

      “Kae is down. The others are out of power. There are only two out of the eight left fighting. We can’t leave them like that.”

      Terry leaned forward, putting his head between his knees. “FUCK!” he yelled at the floor of the ship. He stood up, took a step toward the ramp, and pounded on it with his bare fist.

      “You know that we can’t go back,” he whispered.

      “Why the fuck not?” Marcie demanded.

      “A tank. With air defenses, with anti-personnel weapon systems. If six of the eight mechs were put out of action by that thing, what would we be able to do?”

      Marcie gritted her teeth and glared at her father-in-law. “That’s my husband and the father of my children.”

      “He’s my son, and they are all our people,” Terry replied, grabbing her shoulder to hold it and look into her eyes. Marcie tried to shrug off his hand, but he held on tightly. “Our best option is to get those fuckers in their headquarters to shut the damn thing down.”

      Terry let go, and Marcie worked her way back to her seat, her head hung low.

      Kaeden? Son? Terry tried his comm chip. He figured they would soon be out of range.

      “Smedley, pick up the pace. I want to be at that headquarter ten minutes ago,” Terry demanded. Smedley didn’t bother answering. A small piece of the EI flew the ship, communicating with Smedley on the War Axe as needed. Despite the seeming dichotomy, Smedley had been following the conversation within the drop ship and understood exactly what Terry Henry Walton was asking.
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        * * *

      

      Fleeter waited for the smoke to clear, but it didn’t. The corridors were filled with a dense black that boiled from the hole in the tank’s mid-section. She listened and the machinery running The Beast seemed to slow, fewer engines were running. One weapon system continued to rage.

      One of the energy weapons was drawing everything that the tank had to offer. The Beast had never planned on living forever, only sowing as much death and destruction as its power and stores could provide.

      It was hurt, but it wasn’t finished.

      Fleeter crawled toward the sound, going by feel as she worked her way through.

      She stopped and waved at the air, willing the smoke to clear, but it refused to go away. Her suit provided fresh air and for that, she was thankful. But like the powered, armored suits, supply was limited.

      She checked the status meter on her forearm. Over an hour of air left. Plenty of time to figure out where to put the last grenade, but the longer she delayed, the more Podders that would die.

      Fleeter fumbled her way forward, found the hum of the engine behind a panel that she couldn’t move. She put the grenade next to it and then stopped.

      She retraced her steps to find the transverse corridor. It was farther than she thought. She crawled back to the power generator and felt around for a place to put the grenade. There weren’t any. It was a blank wall.

      “Fuck it.” She turned her back and prepared to run. She pulled the pin and placed the grenade behind her. Fleeter let go and was off like a shot, scrambling and racing down the corridor. She rammed into something on her left, but kept going. She felt like the corner was coming up.

      As she reached it, the grenade exploded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marcie sat down. She wanted to cry out of frustration, but that wasn’t her. She was a warrior first. Her husband was a warrior as well, and he had done what he had to do.

      Just like her. She leaned back and took deep breaths, all the while glaring at the Crenellians. “I’ll rip your heads off, you little fucking douchebags,” she mumbled under her breath.

      Christina put her hand gently on Marcie’s leg. “We’ll get them to shut it down. If not, then we’ll do what we have to to kill every piece of equipment the dickheads have put on this planet.”

      Marcie stared at the Crenellian leader, who stared back. Her blood started to boil. Before Christina could stop her, Marcie lashed out with a fist, exploding the alien’s nose across his face. He flew backwards. His people made no effort to catch him. He bounced off Aaron and Yanmei in the jump seats on the other side of the shuttle. They caught him and let him down gently, rolling him to his side so the unconscious leader wouldn’t drown in his own blood.

      Marcie sat back down.

      “Feel better?” Christina asked.

      Marcie smiled and shook her head. “Not really.”

      Christina put her lips close to Marcie’s ear. “He deserved it,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden groaned as he came to. The first thing he saw was a black cloud of smoke trailing into the sky from over the horizon. He tried to sit up, but his suit was powered down. He tried to boot it, but it still didn’t have enough juice. If he leaned his head forward, he could see the power supply just out of arm’s reach.

      “Might as well be on another planet,” he mumbled.

      Cap, you there? Kaeden asked.

      Thank the stars. We thought we’d lost you. Your suit showed that you were done, Capples replied.

      Out here, lying on my back, like a turtle that’s been flipped over. I could use a hand if someone’s free.

      We can’t reach Fleeter, but there were some god-awful explosions from inside the tank. Kelly and Gomez are cleaning up the independent weapons systems right now. Once they have those killed, we’ll be out to get you.

      Thanks, Cap. Send Kelly to check on Fleeter. Let me try to contact the colonel.

      Kae tried but couldn’t reach any other member of the company using his comm chip. He expected that they had moved out of range, but hadn’t known they were moving.

      Cap, can you use your suit to contact the drop ships, see if our people are on board? Kaeden asked.

      Will do. Standby.

      Kae waited, checking what he could without power, which was limited to what he could physically see and what he could touch with a limited range of motion. When the suit was powered up, it filled airbags that pressed in around the form of the wearer. If the suit lost power, the bags deflated. Kae had inches of room to move, but not enough to do anything else. The back of the suit was on the ground. It was open, but Kae couldn’t move the suit enough to get out.

      “Personal log, Stardate twenty-four eleven point two. Invent a way to get out of a dead suit when you’re on your back. In other news, the twilight sky over Tissikinnon Four is a beautiful auburn. Kaeden Walton, signing off,” Kae said to himself. If he only had more time to watch television, because the War Axe archives had mesmerizing shows to watch. There wasn’t enough time remaining in his long life to watch everything he wanted to watch.

      If only he could get Marcie interested in Star Trek or Battlestar Galactica.
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        * * *

      

      Fleeter tried to crawl, but the pain in her leg was too great. She reached down to feel what the damage was, but found a puddle of blood where her lower leg used to be. Torn off at the knee, she used the shreds of her ship suit’s lower leg to tie as a tourniquet.

      She was getting lightheaded, but couldn’t pass out. Her hood had been torn. Her suit was ripped and torn, a victim of the grenade’s shrapnel. She coughed from the black smoke that continued to billow down the corridor.

      Where’s the way out? she asked. Fleeter used her arms to pull herself along, staying low to the floor where the clouds were less dense.

      Fleeter rested every few feet, but not for long. Her lungs burned from the acrid air. Her nanocytes were taxed to the extreme trying to repair the damage to her leg while also keeping up with the damage being done to her lungs and eyes.

      She found the ladder and gripped the bottom rung to lift herself into a sitting position. Then she grabbed the next rung and pulled. Her head swam and a wave of nausea overwhelmed her. She turned her head in time to puke most ingloriously back into the inside of the tank. She gagged, but reached for the next rung. She tugged with both hands pulling herself tightly to the ladder.

      Wedged into the opening, she blocked the black smoke enough that fresh air blew over her. She breathed deeply as daggers of pain shot through her body. Something blocked the sun.

      Or not. She blacked out and started to fall.

      

      The War Axe

      “Get those suits on and get out there!” Commander Lagunov shouted with a big smile. His two volunteers waved as they hurried into the powered, armored suits.

      All the bots were engaged and Blagun was adding the extra manpower to push the repair work over the hump. He could feel in his bones that the hangar bay doors were almost fixed.

      Not one, but both of them.

      The captain appeared out of nowhere as the two hull techs clumped away in their suits, heading for the airlock to the side of the hangar bay doors. They squeezed in together and the hatch closed behind them. It cycled from green to red. Gravity disappeared from inside and the two floated into space before activating their pneumatic thrusters, sending them beyond the window.

      “Keep us informed of their progress, Smedley,” Micky requested.

      The captain and the commander watched a view screen next to the airlock. Smedley brought the image up showing the outside of the ship, where the two technicians and six repair bots worked diligently on a warped area of metal at the joint where the door retracted into the hull.

      Two of the bots were using plasma torches to cut a huge section away. The molten metal dripped and floated, cooling quickly, changing from orange to black and disappearing in the darkness of space.

      The bots were plastered to the front of the ship as the War Axe continued to travel toward the fifth planet in the system. Micky had stopped the acceleration, but the ship was still moving rapidly through the vacuum of space.

      The piece came free and the six bots moved in to pull it aside. The two technicians used the power of their mechs to adjust the piece. The bots with the plasma torches went back to work, trimming the cutout as one of the people in the suits indicated.

      The bots trimmed, touched up, and trimmed some more.

      “They cut it twice and it was still too short,” Blagun joked.

      Micky raised one eyebrow as he continued to watch the work outside. One of the bots secured the extra pieces. It wouldn’t do to have them bounce down the ship until they hit the raised bridge section.

      The suited figures wrestled the modified piece into place and four bots started welding.

      “Keep me informed,” Micky said as he started to walk away.

      “That should do it, Captain. I was worried that piece wouldn’t come free. I think we’re in the clear and two days ahead of schedule. Damn! I see some of Jenelope’s cake in my future.”

      Micky nodded with a tight smile. He wasn’t sure if Blagun was using a euphemism or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcie grinned broadly, relieved at Capples’s report. Terry got up and high-fived everyone in the shuttle, everyone except the Crenellians.

      Terry stopped to check on their leader, who was still passed out. A small puddle of blood was starting to coagulate under Tik’Po’Rout’s face.

      “I’m not cleaning that up,” Terry said, looking directly at Marcie. She shrugged one shoulder and grinned sheepishly. Christina covered her mouth, unsure if it was okay to laugh or not.

      Cory finally took a knee next to the Crenellian. She held her hands over his face. The familiar blue glow appeared as her nanocytes transferred to the alien to fix the surface injuries where they could still draw power from their host.

      The nose straightened and the bleeding stopped. When Cory looked up, Terry nodded and thanked her. “You were going to let him lie here, weren’t you?”

      “Yes,” he answered. Cory furled her brows. “I’d have more choice words, but I refrain from using such language in polite company.”

      That earned Terry a bemused look from Char. “No shit?” she asked.

      “I’m turning over a new leaf, beloved,” Terry said, bowing. He turned to Marcie. “I couldn’t be happier to hear that your husband is okay.”

      “Me, too,” Marcie replied.

      Terry worked his way to the front of the drop ship and accessed the main screen, a system that he’d had put into the shuttles so that he could brief the teams on their way into the landing zone. He pulled up a map of the site. It showed a nondescript area with no terrain features.

      “Smedley? Can you show us any defensive systems in place around the Crenellian headquarters?”

      “I will access that part of the data you provided,” the EI replied. Terry looked to the Crenellians. Their eyes were fixated on the screens. “How much of your lives do you spend in front of a computer?”

      Ankh’Po’Turn answered. “All of it.”

      “The luxury bathrooms and the fine dining kitchen? Those are to entice you to bathe and eat, otherwise, you’d remain within your computers, oblivious to the outside world.”

      The alien didn’t answer. “You little fuckers can’t relate to real people doing real things, can you?” Terry blurted.

      “Turning over a new leaf, huh?” Char said.

      “I’m a work in progress,” Terry replied, smiling. “Thanks for that, Ankh. I’m starting to understand. We need to finish this so you can get back to your systems and do what you do. That’s my promise to you.”

      Tik’Po’Rout played with his nose, confused that it was healed. “What’s the matter, Tik? Not used to getting punched in the face?”

      “My name is Tik’Po’Rout and no. I’ve never seen my own blood before.”

      “I wish I could say that,” Terry mumbled. Char snickered, absentmindedly rubbing her head where she’d been shot earlier that day. Dried blood caked her hair. Terry’s pants leg was shredded, but the bloodstains didn’t show on the black of the uniform. He looked at the shuttle’s occupants. They had all been injured and bled at some point on this operation while on Poddern.

      “Now you have, my friend,” Cory interjected. “But let’s try not to get hurt again.”

      “I like her,” the alien said. “You should try to be more like her.”

      Terry rolled his eyes and turned away, proud of his daughter and how she treated everyone with equal respect. He felt guilty for his “little fuckers” comment, but felt that he was right with the sentiment, but missed with the presentation of his discovery.

      Smedley brought up the requested information.

      “Son of a bitch,” Terry lamented, looking at the overlays that appeared on the map. “Slow us down, Smedley. We don’t want to fly into the middle of that.”

      Terry manipulated the screen using hand gestures to rotate, zoom in, and zoom out. A three-dimensional air defense zone with overlapping fields of fire were displayed. On the ground, the defenses showed interlocking fields of fire from hardened defensive positions using both plasma and kinetic weapons.

      “Ankh, why would you set up such an extensive above-ground system when the Podders live underground?”

      “We discovered that after the fact,” the alien replied.

      “Does that mean this system isn’t in place?” Terry wondered.

      “The computer thinks the system is in place.”

      Terry scratched his chin and pursed his lips as he calculated the risks of various assault scenarios. He refused to assume that the defensive system was not in place, which meant they needed to land more than twenty kilometers away and hike in.

      More delays.

      “Does your system discriminate between living species?” Terry asked.
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        * * *

      

      Capples caught Fleeter by the shoulder in his armored hand as her eyes rolled back in her head and she started to fall. He carefully pulled her out of the tube and placed her on the hull of the tank.

      Gomez and Kelly cheered as the final weapon system exploded. Their armored boots clumped as they jumped up and down.

      “Hey, you two, mind running out and picking up the major?” Capples asked. “And bring that power supply back here while you’re at it!”

      We’ll have you up and running in no time, Cap told Praeter, Duncan, and Cantor using his comm chip.

      With darkness descending, their only choice was to use the power supply to recharge sufficiently to make it through the night.

      Gomez and Kelly ran across the tank and launched themselves into the air, landing with a resounding thump before running into the distance.

      In less than three minutes, the power supply was running and Kaeden was upright and plugged in. Gomez picked up Kae and Kelly hoisted the power supply so they could return to the tank.

      Cantor climbed out of his suit and ran to where Capples was crouching over Fleeter. Cantor was shocked to see that she was missing half a leg. He dove in and started adjusting the shredded suit leg to improve its use as a tourniquet.

      “Holy shit,” he said softly as blood covered his hands. He tightened the tie-off until the flow stopped.

      A slug pinged off Capples’s suit. He stood up to see where it came from. Another slug and then an entire volley hit him. He jumped past Cantor, but the Podder slugs tore through the unprotected man, the ship’s suit not designed to stop bullets. As Cantor fell over from the damage, he angled himself to land on top of Fleeter, protecting her unconscious form with his riddled body.

      A slug hit Cantor in the head, ending his life.

      

      The War Axe

      The forcefield shimmered in place as the hangar bay doors retracted. Blagun cheered from within his ship suit as the immensity of space opened before him. Two technicians pulled themselves hand over hand down the access until they were even with the deck. They stepped down and then waved at the commander.

      He gave them the double thumbs up. They disappeared back outside as they headed for the airlock to get back inside the ship. The repair bots moved to the next in a never-ending string of tasks on the outer hull.

      “Well done,” came Micky’s voice over the ship-wide broadcast.

      “We can recover the drop ships at any time, Captain,” Commander Lagunov said, before walking toward the airlock to welcome his technicians back inside and congratulate them on a job well done.

      The ship was still heading away from the planet, but Blagun liked to check things off his to-do list, and the doors were the biggest one and hanging over his head like a guillotine.

      

      Poddern

      The three shuttles settled into place behind a small hill. The platoon and tactical teams disembarked. Even the Crenellians got off without having to be carried.

      Terry walked up the hill, far enough to peer over the top. He couldn’t see the headquarters or anything that wasn’t a natural part of the landscape.

      Tik and Ankh joined Terry on the hillside because Cory was holding their hands and leading them.

      “How far away is it?” Tik asked.

      “Twenty kilometers,” Terry replied. “You don’t know how far that is, do you?”

      “Of course, I know how far that is in our measuring system,” the alien leader said, standing up straight and looking down his nose.

      “Not out here you don’t. How far away is that hill to our left?” Terry asked.

      Tik looked at it, looked up at Terry Henry, and then looked down at the ground.

      “As I suspected. Stay behind us and keep up,” Terry ordered and headed down the hill to meet the others.

      Kimber had the platoon formed in a defensive perimeter, but Terry waved at her to bring them all in.

      vampires, a Podder, werewolves, weretigers, Crenellians, and a myriad of nano-enhanced humans.

      “Listen up, people. It’d be nice if we could blast the place from orbit, but we can’t do that because the failsafe is utter annihilation of the Podders. We need to capture this headquarters and convince the Crenellians within to shut down their weapon systems or at least give us access so Smedley can dig into the ones and zeroes.”

      Terry looked at the determined faces, wondering how many would make it. “You saw the defensive systems that surround this place. It looks intimidating, but don’t be afraid. We work from a position of power. Anything fires from inside there, mass the railgun firepower against it. Take it out and move on. Keep your helmets on your heads and present the lowest profile target you can. Make yourselves small and deadly.”

      Terry drew in the dirt to create a map of what they were up against.

      “Timmons, werewolf it in from the right flank. Marcie, go with Aaron, take your people and weretiger your way from the left flank. Joseph, vamp it up behind us and try to keep Bundin from getting wiped off the planet. We will need you to tap the minds of the Crenellians in case they don’t see things our way, so don’t get yourself killed on the way.

      “We don’t have much time. I expect the tank that Kaeden attacked isn’t the only one out there. There’s probably a fleet of behemoths destroying entire Pods. I won’t allow a genocide, not as long as I’m still breathing. I can’t ever hate anyone that much, except maybe some Forsaken, but even that hatred burned me up inside...”

      “Then we need to win this one,” Marcie said. “And fast, too. Kimber, carry those guys. We run in two minutes, V formation, two up, one back, all out. It’d be nice to get there before it’s completely dark out here.”

      “Let’s not burn any more of our precious daylight. OORAH!” Kim shouted. The platoon replied in kind with a hearty round of battle cries. Joseph talked constantly with Bundin, but gave the thumbs up that they were ready. Petricia nodded slightly, hesitating as she hadn’t bought into the plan.

      Timmons, Sue, Shonna, and Merrit stripped, bundled their clothes and threw them inside the shuttle before changing into werewolf form. The weretigers and Christina followed suit. She chose her Pricolici form, since it was deadlier than the werewolf. That form allowed her to carry the railguns to add firepower to the attack.

      Terry, Char, and Dokken took the point and started jogging toward their objective. The Were and their teams flared out to the flanks, building speed and increasing the distance between the three groups. The platoon members carried the nine Crenellians, who seemed to enjoy the ride, although they didn’t show it on their faces.

      “There might be some hope for the Crooners yet.”

      “Crooners?” Char said as they slowly accelerated.

      “You know I can’t do three-syllable names and four is out of the question. So, Tik, Ankh, and Crooners.”

      “So let it be written,” Char intoned. “So let it be done.”
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        * * *

      

      “Get up there!” Kaeden yelled. “Put me down and get in the fight.”

      Kae’s suit had enough juice that he powered up, so he could carry the power supply as it charged. The cloud of slugs that passed over the tank suggested that the Podders were fighting back against the dead tank, mistaking the mechs for Crenellians.

      Or not and they were attacking anyone not from Poddern.

      “We saved your dumb asses!” Kaeden bellowed using the suit’s external speakers. He found his way to the tank, but the Podders were streaming around the sides, firing their slug-throwers. The slugs were pinging from the power supply and Kae couldn’t risk that getting damaged. He shoved it between two road wheels of the massive tank’s tracks and leveled his railgun, but hesitated to pull the trigger.

      The volume of fire increased. His suit withstood it all. He turned off his microphones from outside the suit.

      “I gave you a chance,” he whispered and started to fire, aiming center mass on the Podders’ shell in an attempt to take them out with one shot.

      There were too many of them, and Kae opened up in rapid-fire mode. If he had his microphones turned on, he would have discovered the rest of his team was doing the same thing.
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        * * *

      

      Terry played with his JDS as he ran, dialing it back and forth between three and eleven.

      “Be careful with that thing. You’ll put an eye out,” Char said, laughing.

      They ran at a pace that would quickly eat up the distance.

      “I can’t just dial it to eleven and destroy the entire headquarters. That would be the easy answer, but the Crooners aren’t going to make it easy on us. I detest their thinking, although I’m doing it, too. Destroy them all and be done with it!”

      “They are detached from reality. They don’t look their enemies in the face. From a computer’s standpoint, isn’t the best option to eliminate an enemy? They’ve removed the humanity from the process, which means that their sense of justice is distorted,” Char explained.

      “That’s what I was thinking. They simply don’t know, and it’s up to us to educate them. I wonder what this bunch will have to say to their fellows.”

      “Does our whole plan rest on our boys here playing nice?” Char asked.

      “I have co-equal plans in mind. I want to get Smedley into their system. I also want this bunch to inform the headquarters people about the errors of their ways.”

      “I’m counting on Smedley,” Char replied.

      “As am I, lover.”

      Terry and Char had a millisecond to react as the plasma beam lashed toward them. Their random direction changes on their approach saved their lives. They both sped up, zigzagging as they accelerated as if the fires of damnation were licking at their feet.

      The plasma beams were probably hotter.

      The platoon broke apart, aimed their railguns, and fired at the weapon platforms that materialized from beneath the dirt. As Terry spotted the towers popping up, he dialed the JDS to ten and let loose. With each shot, a tower was vaporized. He stopped running, took a knee, and braced himself to fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally, the Podders stopped coming. Kae picked up the power supply and climbed atop the tank. He set it next to Praeter and plugged him in. Kaeden shined his suit lights around the area. None of the Podders had made it onto the tank. They’d remained on the ground as they fired at those on The Beast.

      Kaeden took a deep breath and surveyed the damage. Fleeter was down,lying in a pool of blood. Cantor lay dead on top of her. Kae carefully moved the man to the side. Fleeter was ashen and breathing shallowly. He looked at the field tourniquet but didn’t touch it. He didn’t want the stump of her leg to start bleeding again.

      “Report,” Kaeden said wearily.

      Gomez replied first. “I need to recharge. I’m flashing red.”

      “Me, too,” Kelly added. “I don’t know how many Podders are down, but it’s a lot.”

      Kae heard the clump of armored boots as someone walked across the top of the tank. “Duncan is okay, just needs to be charged up. He’s been trapped in there for, well damn, I don’t know how long,” Gomez said.

      Capples walked up next to Kaeden. He powered down and climbed out of his suit. He ran a hand through his tangle of hair as he looked at Cantor’s body.

      “Invincible, just until we’re not,” he whispered.

      “Are we clear? There is no threat?” Kae asked.

      “They’re gone, but they didn’t retreat. I think they’re all dead. My suit light shows a blue sea with nothing moving. I don’t know where they came from, and if any retreated, I don’t know where to,” Kelly said, sounding exhausted.

      “Bring it in. Fleeter could use some company,” Kaeden ordered. “You can get out of your suits, but stay low. I’ll stay armored up.”

      The mechs moved close, faced outboard, and powered down. The individuals climbed out, shoulders hunched and heads sagging. Even with the suit augmentations, the warrior within still had to move and engage.

      Kae kept his suit light on, having it act almost like a campfire, but there was no singing. There was no joy.

      “The Bad Company mech platoon acquitted itself well, but there will be no battle streamer from this fight. We left one of our own on this battlefield. We’ll carry another off. We ran out of power before the battle was joined. What a debacle.”

      “That didn’t get Cantor killed. The fucking Podders attacked us as if we were the bad guys! We just killed their enemy, but still they came. Fuck those blue stalk-heads.”

      “I have to agree. We’d been running all out for two days? Three days? I don’t even know anymore. You ran out of power twice,” Kelly said, pointing to Kaeden.

      “If there ever was an untenable position, ours was it, yet we still managed to pull through. Fleeter is a fucking hero. She climbed in the guts of that thing and killed it,” Capples added. “And Cantor, too. His suit died, but he didn’t stop fighting. He climbed out to help her and you saw it when you came up here. He used his body to shield her. That’s what a real fucking warrior does. Honor. Courage. Commitment. He lived that and so did she.”

      “We all do,” Praeter suggested. “We didn’t back away from the fight, sir. We took it to ‘em.”

      Kaeden nodded, and a tear trailed down one cheek. “Cantor is the first of the mechs to die, and he won’t be the last, but let it be said, he died with honor, in the service of his fellow mech warriors. I say it’s time to call in the drop ship, get the medical supplies we need for Fleeter. Then we’ll bed down there for the night and go find the others first thing in the morning.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Capples replied.

      Kae’s suit comm crackled to life. “Kae, we’re kind of pinned down and could use a little of your horsepower. Are you able to join us?” Char asked her son.

      “On our way, Mom. I’m sure our ship has the coordinates.”

      “Smedley will bring you right to us,” Char said. Kae could hear railguns barking in the background. “You may have to do an air drop as the Crenellians have a robust three-dimensional engagement zone over top of their headquarters. We can’t destroy the building or the computers, only the weapon systems.”

      “Understand. We lost Cantor and Fleeter lost her leg. I’m down two, but the rest of us will be there. Look for the flares and you’ll know we’re on our way down,” Kae reported before signing off and summoning the drop ship.

      “Time to go, people. Load up as much power as you can get because we’re going back into combat, only as soon as humanly possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Dokken crouched to the ground as Terry and Char stayed low on either side of him. After Terry’s decimation of the towers, the low-profile guns came out. They fired parallel to the ground using a rapid fire, like a machine gun. In the darkness, the muzzle flashes and zings, and the bullets whipping past, put everyone on the ground. Timmons had stalled on the right flank for the same reason, while Marcie’s group on the left flank were trying to take advantage of a shallow runoff channel to crawl into the compound and attack the guns from behind.

      In the interim, everyone was dug in, trying to worm their way into the best covered positions. The Crenellians watched with great interest, while the Podder found a shaft and disappeared underground.

      Bundin asked Joseph to tell the others not to follow him because the tunnels could be dangerous. This wasn’t his Pod and he couldn’t be certain of the stability or hospitality.

      Joseph and Petricia waited by the hole.

      Char reached into the Etheric dimension to see what there was to see, if anything was hiding underground, but she found only one Podder moving slowly and assumed it was Bundin.

      Terry couldn’t lay still. He twitched and moved. “Get some rest,” Char said, realizing that it was a useless thing to say as soon as the words left her mouth.

      “I hate this,” Terry said as he carefully aimed his Jean Dukes Special, waited for a muzzle flash, and fired. He gave his best evil laugh when the weapon station exploded with spectacular fireworks.

      But two more weapons opened up and honed in on Terry’s position. He draped an arm over Dokken as he tried to become one with the dirt, while Char did the same thing on the other side.

      “I really hate this,” Terry reiterated.
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        * * *

      

      Marcie crawled forward at an agonizingly slow pace. She had her arms far in front of her, pulling herself along while pushing with her toes. She scraped along, digging a small ditch where her equipment was dragging. Her pack was in a hole at the rally point that she’d designated well to their rear. Her railgun was over her arm as she had the sling wrapped between her thumb and forefinger.

      She maintained a profile that didn’t stick up more than eight inches from the ground, about the depth of the channel she crawled through. Behind her, the weretigers crouched and stayed still. The four warriors were dug in around them. If Marcie had been able to run, she would have covered the ground in seconds, but crawling was a miserably slow way to travel.

      But the withering fire that the Crenellians had set up would have put a damper on any direct assault.

      It already did, but it would have ruined a lot of people’s days had Terry tried to press the attack instead of going to ground and waiting for the mechs to show up.

      “Can I use your comm?” Terry asked. Char handed over her device to link her to the drop ship.

      “What happened to yours?” Char asked. Terry pointed to the pocket on his flak jacket where the slugs had torn it apart. “You kept it out in the open?”

      “Why are you surprised? It’s the same place I’ve kept it for, well damn, two hundred years, I guess.”

      “About how long it’s been since you last took a shower. You stink,” Char added lovingly.

      “I’d bag on you for werewolf smell, but then my chances of getting a two-person shower when we get back to the ship will probably be vastly reduced,” Terry replied.

      Char nodded, while surreptitiously smelling inside her shirt and finding that it wasn’t all Terry.

      I could have told you that, Dokken interjected.

      “Don’t you start!” Char cautioned, ducking her head as a new wave of incoming fire swept over their position.

      “Kaeden, are you airborne yet?” Terry asked into the small comm device.

      “We just loaded up. We have four suits that needed to be carried, and two people,” Kaeden said sadly.

      “We’ve seen people die before, but we can’t lament their loss until after the battle has been won,” Terry suggested.

      “It’s not just our people, Dad. We wiped out an entire army of Podders. They didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Did they give you any option?”

      “Not really. After we killed the tank, they kept coming and we were running out of power. I don’t know what they could do to a person inside a dead suit.” Kae replied.

      “Justice is not an easy export, and those on the receiving end may deserve it more than others. Or they may deserve it less. It is incumbent upon us to protect those who shouldn’t be on the receiving end at all.

      “If I understand the Pod boundaries, the one you destroyed is the same one that wiped out the Crooners who were mining according to the contract they had with those very same Podders. When they did that, they headed down a path of self-destruction. It is my opinion that this Pod committed suicide, using the Crooners and you as their weapons. Does it make any sense to keep attacking an enemy down to your very last man, using the same tactics and ineffective weapons?”

      Kaeden didn’t answer right away. Terry started to wonder if they’d been cut off.

      “On our way. ETA is fifteen minutes. The drop ship is accelerating toward the upper atmosphere. We’ll be there soon, Dad. Whaddya say we end this thing and go home? I’m looking forward to some private time with my wife.”

      Terry looked toward Char. She peeked one sparkling purple eye over the top of Dokken’s long hair. “I hear that. See you soon.”

      All hands, all hands. Colonel Terry Henry Walton coming to you live with a mouth full of dirt. The mech platoon is on their way in. They are going to jump into the middle of the enemy compound and take out those weapons. Do not expose yourself before then. When the all-clear is sounded, run like hell and rally at the headquarters entrance. I suspect it’s buried in the middle there somewhere, but we’ll find it, and then we’ll go have us a little conversation. Team leaders, report, Terry said using his comm chip.

      The team leaders reported in, one by one starting with Timmons, then Kimber, Joseph, Aaron, and Marcie. Ramses piped up too, although he wasn’t a team lead at present. He was in charge of making sure the small support crew of Cory and Auburn were safe.

      Ten minutes to touch down, people. Stay frosty.

      “You love saying that,” Char added.

      “It’s one of the best Space Marine lines ever!”

      “Said by actors who weren’t Marines,” Char countered.

      “Said by a Marine in combat with actual aliens,” Terry added definitively, pressing his face into the dirt as an energy beam raged overhead. “Where did that thing come from? I thought we killed all of those.”

      Terry waited and then looked over the small berm he’d pushed in front of his position. From the muzzle flashes, he could make out a new tower, or newly repaired old tower. He couldn’t be sure.

      “I’ll be damned. The little fuckers have some resilience. Check that. Their equipment has some resilience. I can’t wait to hear how Kae and his people took out that behemoth of a tank.” Terry slid his pistol to the front, checked the setting, aimed, and turned the JDS loose.

      He chuckled as the tower erupted in a gout of flame.
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      Bundin found a way in. We can join him through the tunnels, Joseph said.

      Terry tried to look behind him, but the darkness was absolute. He couldn’t see where he needed to run, and there was too much open space. The mech unit would be arriving soon, and Terry expected all hell to break loose.

      You and Petricia go, take any you need from the platoon who are close enough to you to minimize their exposure to fire in addition to your own warriors, Terry replied.

      Just taking Petricia and my four. Everyone else is too far away.

      Godspeed, Joseph, and be ready. Shit is going to start blowing up with great frequency very soon.

      “Bundin found a way in, so Joseph is taking his team underground,” Terry told Char. She nodded slightly.

      I have to pee, Dokken said.

      “Unless you want to lay in it, I suggest you wait five minutes,” Terry replied.

      Is that what you did?

      “No. I dug a hole,” Terry replied.

      “I held it because I’m an adult,” Char added.

      From high above in the middle of the darkened sky, rockets streamed downward. Terry watched their trails as they spiraled toward the ground. Rapid projectile fire raced upward to meet them. Two exploded midair, but the others made it through.

      Terry ducked his head, as did Char and Dokken. The rockets hit in a pattern that blanketed the compound. A huge fireball from the combined explosions billowed skyward. Terry looked up in time to see six shadows drop through the fireballs, using their pneumatic jets to slow themselves as they approached the ground.

      Their impact shook the ground. Moments later, the railguns opened up.
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden and the others fired their railguns on the way down to help slow themselves.

      It didn’t really work. Kae grunted when he hit the ground, an instant feeling of being hit by a train. The suit compensated and he returned to himself quickly, as did the others. They fired at the weapon emplacements from behind.

      What is it with these guys that they don’t have any internal security? Kae thought. Just like on the tank, none of the weapons faced inboard. The final solution protocol. If the computers are destroyed, they need to have a safe place while their weapons scorch the remaining life from the planet.

      Kae appreciated the vulnerability, while hating the reason it was created.

      “Flashing red,” Kelly reported.

      “Same here,” Praeter said. One by one, they reported their limitations. Kaeden was close, but still energized.

      The power supply remained on the drop ship hovering at a safe altitude directly over the compound.

      “Finish it!” Kae called and started to jog in a circle around the compound, killing the automated weapons as he passed, while the others saw their systems drop in power until they shut everything off to save enough in case of an emergency. They had learned that running to redline could have dangerous consequences.

      When Kae was finished, the Crenellian emplacements were interlocking smoking ruins. Kae stood tall, holding his railgun over his head as he cheered, to himself.

      One step closer to finishing it all, if the colonel was right about this headquarters being the lynchpin of the operation.
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        * * *

      

      The battle was brief before both silence and darkness returned. “ALL CLEAR!” Kaeden shared using his suit’s speakers cranked to maximum. Shortly after that, Queen belted out We Are the Champions.

      “Is this where we run like hell?” Char asked as she stood and dusted herself off. She smiled at her husband, before making like she was going to sprint ahead.

      “No plan survives first contact,” Terry replied, brushing himself off.   “I think we shall take a more dignified approach.” He strolled ahead two steps to avoid Dokken relieving himself. Terry looked back, took one more step, and then started to run.

      Char bolted after him. Dokken trotted, with his head held high. Getting there first wasn’t one of his priorities. He wanted the humans to finish this because his thoughts kept drifting back to the War Axe, where his arch enemy had free run of the ship.
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        * * *

      

      Marcie was happy and pissed at the same time. All of the worm-crawling she did to cover a grand total of fifty yards. Her hair was soaked with sweat and matted to her head because of the helmet.

      The weretigers bounded past her along with the Pricolici and the four warriors as they ran toward the area illuminated by the armored suit lights.

      She wiped her head on her sleeve and ran after them, hurrying to catch up. They were the first ones to arrive after the mechs had cleared everything out.

      The weretigers sniffed at the destroyed equipment and circled as if confused. Christina turned her head back and forth as if almost hearing something but not quite.

      Marcie found Kaeden as he finished ordering the drop ship to land at the edge of the compound. He looked down at his wife and held out an armored hand. She took it, but wanted him out of the suit.

      “No can do,” he whispered to her. “I’m the only one with any power. We need to fix that issue, by the way, when we do our hot wash.”

      A hot wash, the after-action review that they’d conduct as soon as possible after the operation finished.

      “Maybe we can get Ted to work on it,” Marcie offered, disappointed that Kae would stay suited up.

      The drop ship settled into position. Cory, see what you can do for Fleeter? She’s hurt badly, Kae told his sister using the comm chip.

      The werewolves were next to arrive, then Terry and Char with the platoon. Dokken trotted up ahead of Ramses, Cory, and Auburn, who turned to intercept the drop ship as the ramp started to lower. Cory rushed inside.

      Terry and Char walked around the compound, looking at the destroyed weaponry. “The limitation of stationary defenses,” Terry said. “Someone is always going to have better firepower, or they’ll just bypass your stuff.”

      “The Crenellians are advanced when it comes to the technology of warfare, but not when it comes to the tactics,” Kaeden offered from his armored suit, seeing the platoon arrive carrying nine of the aliens. They were put down where they stood, mildly interested in the destruction around them.

      Praeter and Duncan slowly pounded past as they headed for the drop ship in order to access the power supply. Gomez and Kelly were close behind. Capples stayed in low power mode, waiting his turn.

      Char used her senses to find the door. Kaeden made quick work of removing the dirt from around it. Dokken sniffed at it as the Were pack circled. Christina was near the front. Terry signaled for her to follow him. Kae grabbed the handle with one hand and counted down with the other.. When he reached zero, he yanked.

      And didn’t move. He braced himself and pulled again.

      “This one’s a little more robust than the outpost door, it appears,” Marcie said.

      “Thermite!” Terry called and held his hand out.

      No one slapped a thermite grenade into it. He turned in a slow circle. “AUBURN!” Terry yelled.

      Auburn emerged from the shuttle and jogged to where Terry was standing. “I need a thermite grenade.”

      “We didn’t bring any,” Auburn replied, holding his hands up to calm TH. “When we did the initial planning to come down here, we were supposed to be fighting the populace of Tissikinnon Four, which is a barely industrialized society. We never intended on fighting the advanced systems that the Crenellians have because they never told us that’s what we were up against.”

      Terry pursed his lips and whistled. “Fair enough,” Terry replied before turning to face the others. “Options!”

      “Rocket,” Kae said. “I have one left and it’s not doing any good hanging off my back.”

      “Grenades,” someone called out.

      “Those will just bounce off,” Kae answered.

      “Explosives,” another shouted. “Sorry, these are for excavation work.”

      “Sounds like your rocket, Kae. I’ll hold the JDS as a last resort because we want to minimize damage inside the complex,” Terry said, stroking his chin in thought. “Clear the area to one hundred meters.”

      People and Were alike scrambled for cover. The platoon picked up the Crenellians and carried them to safety.

      Terry and Char headed for the drop ship. Marcie was already there, holding Fleeter’s hand.

      Cory was covered with a blanket as she slept in the jump seats. Char touched her daughter’s head, lovingly smoothing her hair over her wolf ear. Besides the silver streak of hair that framed one side of her face, Cory’s gift from her mother had been wolf ears. Cory was not a werewolf, which made her ears even more of an anomaly.

      Terry watched his wife and daughter, while also finding himself looking longingly at the jump seat bed. He had slept there a number of times and found it as comfortable as a hammock. He couldn’t blame her for sleeping, not after she expended her energy healing the injured warrior.

      The leg was growing back, being reassembled at the nano level.

      Fleeter was asleep too, as her body shepherded all of its energy toward the damage.

      “She’ll be fine,” Ramses said from the other side of a dead mech suit.

      “That’s good news, thank you,” Terry said, feeling tired as the body bag with Cantor’s remains propped in a corner weighed on him. Terry stared at it before shaking himself free.

      He looked longingly at the mech suits, but with four people trying to recharge at once, there was no time to bring those two systems up to speed.

      He wasn’t going to get his shot driving the mech. Not that day and not for a while.

      “FIRE IN THE HOLE!” Kae called the standard Force de Guerre warning from near the drop ship. The rocket whooshed away. There was a ten-second delay as the weapon raced upward before turning and attacking its target from directly above. The rocket hit with a fantastic scream, exploding to send a shockwave in all directions. The ship bucked once before settling back down.

      Kae ran to the hatch. “It’s not looking good,” he said. Terry sighed as he took Char’s hand and together, they walked off the ship.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph shined a flashlight. The tunnel was as dark as a Stygian night. Even his Vampiric senses could discern nothing in the blackness. He could feel Bundin close by.

      I see a doorway, Bundin said, maintaining a monologue for Joseph’s benefit. Joseph couldn’t talk back unless he was in physical contact, but the Podder knew that the group followed because of his exceptional hearing.  He and Joseph agreed that he’d keep talking and Joseph would keep listening.

      Petricia hung onto Joseph’s shirttail while Jones and the other warriors kept their railguns aimed to the sides.

      There are none from the local Pod around. This tunnel appears to have been used recently, but I cannot tell you where they have gone.

      Up short slopes, down slope around corners, through fallen rocks, and still they kept going. Progress was slow and Bundin’s idea of ‘nearby’ seemed far different from Joseph’s.

      The rocket explosions and impacts of the mechs directly overhead shook the tunnel. Joseph knew they were close to the complex, close to the underground facility. They stopped briefly to cover their heads as small rocks and dust filled the air around them.

      One more turn of the tunnel and Bundin appeared, blue in the muted white light. The eyes on his stalk blinked rapidly when the bright beam washed over him.

      “Sorry about that,” Joseph apologized.

      The tunnel was not much wider than the Podder. Joseph worked his way past first, followed closely by Petricia. Two warriors stayed behind and two moved in front of Bundin where the tunnel continued into the distance, disappearing around a corner after twenty meters.

      Joseph looked at the door, trying to discern how to open it. There was no handle, no lock, no hinges, and no access pad of any sort. It was a blank door, little more than a metal wall in the middle of a rock tunnel.

      Petricia leaned back against the Podder’s shell and crossed her arms as she tried to relax. She found the confines of the tunnel pressing in with her only relief coming when she focused on Joseph and what he was doing. She stared at him as he meticulously searched the door and the area around it.

      Jones tiptoed to the corner and looked around it. He couldn’t see anything. He listened intently, but heard nothing. He stayed where he was, railgun aimed into the darkness.

      Joseph used his small knife to pry into the gaps, but could find no purchase. The door refused to budge.

      “If you told me that this was not a door, I would believe you,” he said to Petricia as he joined her in leaning against Bundin’s shell.

      A single blast shook the door. More dust drifted through the air.

      Joseph rotated his railgun from his back and aimed at the door. “Take cover, boys,” he told them. Bundin backed up and Petricia stood behind him. Jones and the second warrior disappeared around the bend in the tunnel ahead.

      Joseph fired at the sides, but the hypervelocity darts didn’t penetrate. He only needed to fire twice to learn that shattering projectiles within a closed space was a bad idea.

      The metal is only as strong as the rock within which it is set, Bundin thought.

      “Fire in the hole,” Joseph said as he aimed a second time, but this time at the rock to the side of the doorway.

      The cracks boomed within the tunnel, echoing into the distance. The dust danced with each new shot. But the rock was giving way. Chips were flying from around the casement. When it was all exposed, Joseph stopped firing. He let go of his rifle, and the combat sling let it flop to his side. He jammed his fingers into the gap he’d created and found the other side of the door frame. He dug his fingers in and pulled until he could brace his feet on the wall and then with all his Vampiric strength, he ripped the casement out and the doorway fell to the tunnel floor.

      Beyond, he saw a well-lit space that appeared to be a luxury bathroom.
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      The War Axe

      “Captain San Marino, how are you?” Auburn’s dark skin glistened with the odd lighting inside the drop ship.

      “I’m fine, and would love to catch up, but I expect this isn’t a social call,” Micky replied.

      “Colonel Walton asked me to contact you and let you know that we’re working to get inside the Crenellian headquarters. If there’s a problem and they launched their weapons against the planet, we’re going to need a pick up. Can you be here in four hours?”

      Micky’s face dropped. “I cannot. We’ve been slowing down, but we are still heading away from Tissikinnon Four. I thought we might have another day before we needed to start the process to return to the planet. Do we know if the orbital defenses have been neutralized?”

      “Not by us they haven’t, not yet anyway,” Auburn replied.

      “I have to get us turned around and heading that way. Smedley will provide an update as soon as we have it. Tell Terry that we’re on our way at the best possible speed.”

      “Will do, Skipper,” Auburn said, using Terry’s name for the captain.

      Micky liked it, continuing to look at the screen long after Auburn had signed off.

      “Helm, turn us around right freaking now. They need us on Tissikinnon Four.”

      Clifton gave the thumbs up over his shoulder as he started entering commands. “Changing the heading now.”

      Micky didn’t feel anything as the ship turned to face the planet as it continued on a trajectory away from the planet. In space, aerodynamics were mostly irrelevant. The ship was flying backwards, but that ability solved the problem of how to reverse a space drive.

      Don’t. Turn the ship and always accelerate in one direction.

      “If you could inform the crew to strap in, Captain, I’d appreciate it. They’re going to feel a little bump…”

      

      Poddern

      Terry, Char, and Kaeden inspected the damage to the door leading underground. The surface was scorched and chipped, but when Kae leveraged the strength of his powered armor against the door, it wouldn’t budge.

      “Doesn’t that suck a whole bunch,” Char said.

      Terry looked at the hatch and pulled his Jean Dukes Special. He flipped it over to eleven with his thumb. “It goes to eleven,” he said in a low voice.

      “Embrace the suck, Dad!” Kae called.

      “But not yet,” Terry replied and put his weapon away. “Once the mechs are recharged, you think four of them pulling together might get this thing open?”

      “Won’t know until we try.” Kae looked disappointed.

      “Can’t do it.” Terry gripped his son’s armored hand. “Not yet anyway. If we kill them and their equipment, then we condemn the planet. Let’s not be in a hurry to do that.”

      “Has anyone heard from Joseph lately?” Char asked.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph and Petricia looked inside. It appeared to be an empty bathroom. Jones appeared beside them.

      “Let us go in first,” Jones suggested.

      “As you wish.” Joseph stepped aside. Jones and the second warrior rushed in, jumping to the sides and covering each other with the bounding overwatch technique. Joseph and Petricia walked in. Joseph reached out with his telepathic mind.

      “A dozen Crenellians in the room beyond,” Joseph whispered, raising his railgun and making sure that Petricia stayed behind him.

      Bundin worked his way through the opening and stopped within the bathroom. He looked from one fixture to the next. None of it made any sense to him. Jones and Einar stood at the door that led out of the bathroom, counting down on their fingers. At zero, Einar yanked the door open and Jones ran through.

      “DOWN ON THE FLOOR!” Jones yelled. Joseph waved Einar through in front of him. The warrior ran past Jones to occupy a flanking position overlooking the Crenellians seated before two long banks of computers.

      The room was large at twenty meters per side. There were two rows of computers, more systems than aliens. None of the Crenellians had moved.

      Joseph walked in, touching Jones gently on the arm as he walked by. “My name is Joseph and I’m with the Bad Company. Your president hired us to end this war and we intend to do just that, but we need your help to do that.”

      Petricia walked up behind Joseph and waited.

      “That looks like the tunnel out,” Joseph pointed. “Would you mind terribly opening the door for our friends and fellows?”

      Petricia walked past the Crenellians. Some watched her, others seemed indifferent, but when the Podder came into view, their attention snapped to the alien with the blue shell and stalk-head.

      Jones and Einar eyed the small humanoids warily as Petricia continued up the tunnel. She knew there was fresh air on the other side and that hastened her steps. She’d had enough of being underground.

      The door was more like a hatch, massive in construction but angled to keep people out. She cycled the unlock mechanism and tapped a lever that led to a counterweight. It dropped and the door cranked open. As it popped, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She smelled sulfur and explosive, but it was still outside air.

      When she opened her eyes, she found railgun barrels pointed at her, one from a mech, and pistols from both Terry Henry and Char.

      “It’s Petricia,” she said weakly.

      “At ease!” Terry called. “You can’t imagine how much grief you just saved us.”

      Petricia nodded and started to climb the stairs out as the door was over her head. Terry was climbing in and ran into her. She pointed outside. Terry stepped back.

      “Tunnels not your speed?” he asked.

      “Not in the least,” she said with a half-smile. Char helped her out and she looked back.

      “We’ll tell Joseph,” Terry said. Being underground wasn’t natural. He thought a vampire would take to it better, but Petricia had always been different. “Kae, get Auburn in here with our comm gear. I want Smedley knee-deep in this shit in five, and where are the rest of my Crooners? Get them in here, too!”
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        * * *

      

      Terry climbed down the stairs and strode down the tunnel. Char was right beside him as they walked into the Crenellian planetary command center.

      When he arrived, he found Joseph holding out his hands as three of the small humanoids were chittering at Bundin, who was wildly waving his tentacle arms.

      “SHUT UP!” Terry bellowed, wading into the small aliens and bouncing them aside. “You stop!” Terry pointed to Bundin. “And you sit the fuck down!”

      The Crenellians stood their ground. Terry grabbed one in each hand and slammed them into their seats. Char picked up the third and dumped him into the nearest empty chair.

      Terry looked at the workstations. “Check the bunk room,” Terry said, pointing to a third door. “That one will be the kitchen. Should be some sleepers in there. Wake them up and drag them out here.”

      Terry turned back to the aliens. The Podder continued to wave his arms.

      “Can you calm him down, please?” Terry asked Joseph, who worked to get Bundin through the door and into the bathroom. He shut the door once they were through.

      “Which one of you is in charge?” Terry stood with his hands on his hips and waited. No one spoke up. The pitter patter of little feet signaled the arrival of the other nine Crenellians. Jones and Einar chased twelve out of the bunk room. At least they looked tired instead of arrogant.

      “Come on now. One of you goofy bastards is in charge.” Terry waited as the group was herded together. “Tik’Po’Rout, talk with them please and let them know that we are deadly serious.”

      The small alien stepped forward. “They are deadly serious,” he said.

      “I haven’t killed a Crooner, but I’m about to start, until I find one that’s halfway decent.”

      Char moved closer to her husband to keep him from flying into a rage. “Joseph,” she said casually. “We could use your assistance in here.”

      Down the tunnel, the werewolves, weretigers, and Pricolici trotted to join their fellows during the interrogation of the Crenellians.

      “I’m Colonel Terry Henry Walton, leader of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch. We have been hired by your president to end this war. We’re going to do exactly that. The next piece in this puzzle involves you shutting down your weaponry, so I need you to jump onto your system and start turning things off.”

      The assembled group of small aliens looked at him with no hint of any desire to take action.

      “Ankh, can you please tell them that we are going to do this? There’s only one scenario where the Crenellians survive, and that depends completely on their cooperation.”

      Ankh’Po’Turn hesitated briefly, looking at Terry with a blank expression before turning to one of the Crenellians. “Do as he tells you or he will destroy your computers and then abandon you outside, or worse, in the tunnels with only Tiskers for company.”

      “I don’t understand,” the alien replied. “They were hired by our president so what are they doing here, destroying our equipment and threatening us?” The small humanoid waved in the direction of the tunnel and then back to the computers.

      Terry was surprised by the emotion shown. It took destroying three computers before the last group came out of their shells. Terry appreciated Ankh’s improvisation. The colonel hadn’t mentioned abandoning the Crooners outside or in the tunnels, but that was something they didn’t know they feared.

      Auburn appeared and started setting up the equipment. Joseph opened the door from the bathroom and walked in, slowly closing the door behind himself.

      “My boys are with Bundin. He’s better now that he doesn’t have to look at this bunch,” Joseph whispered into Terry’s ear from behind.

      “I wish I didn’t have to look at this bunch,” Terry whispered out the side of his mouth. “Can you get a login from that one and turn on the computer, please? We’ll let Smedley do it. I’m not feeling the love from these guys.”

      Joseph walked past Terry, looked at the Crenellian that Ankh had talked with, and then continued to the nearest terminal. With a few screen taps, the system came on.

      “Smedley, do your thing,” Terry said before waving an arm at the Crenellians. “Get them out of here, all except Ankh and that one.”

      The one whose mind Joseph had pulled the login code from.

      “What’s your name?” Terry asked once the warriors had herded the others up the tunnel. There was shouting at the entrance as Kimber and the platoon took charge of the small humanoid aliens.

      “Don’t hurt any of them!” Terry yelled toward the tunnel before turning to face the Crenellian leader. “I asked your name.”

      The humanoid looked at him with the expression that he loathed—one of complete indifference.

      “I’m in, Colonel Walton,” Smedley said happily. “Oh, my.”

      Terry looked at the communications equipment. That wasn’t an expression he had wanted to hear. “Oh, my?”

      “This interface is different. It has access to everything, but we need the master code.”

      “Standby, General.” Terry physically turned the alien so he was facing the screen. “What’s the code?”

      Joseph nodded and started tapping.

      “Thank you, Colonel Walton,” Smedley said before continuing. The screen in front of Joseph started flashing as the EI took over. “I’m deactivating the orbital defenses. There are two other ground assault systems that had been turned loose. I’m deactivating those now. I’m removing the access from the four remaining Crenellian outposts. Done and done.”

      “Why would you do that?” the alien leader asked.

      Terry took a knee so he could look the man in the face. “Because we can’t have a conversation while weapons are pointed in people’s faces.”

      “But that’s what you did,” he countered.

      “We didn’t shoot any of your people. Our failsafe is no harm. If we die, we don’t wipe out all life on the planet. Because of the threat of your force, we had to use force of our own. It’s not logical, but it is human. The Crenellian president hired us to do a job and then the Crenellians actively worked against us. You tell me how that makes sense? We were supposed to stop a war, not participate in a genocide.”

      “They are only Tiskers,” he replied.

      Terry clenched his jaw. “Get him out of here,” Terry growled.
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      Hidden in a remote corner of the Pan Galaxy

      Nathan Lowell leaned back in his office chair. Ecaterina sat across from him.

      “What do you think of the Direct Action Branch?” she asked.

      “We set Terry Henry up poorly on his first mission, but he’s taking care of business. I hate to say it, but we did the same thing to Valerie too, but she’s handling things quite nicely as well. It confirms the old saying that you don’t have to be great, but you need to be surrounded by great people. I think we’ve done that.”

      “I think so, too,” she replied, looking uncomfortable. Nathan knew why she was unhappy.

      “Christina is doing fine. Better than fine, but the Tissikinnon action is ongoing. I hope Terry resolves it sometime soon so she can call us from the War Axe. I miss my little girl,” Nathan added.

      Ecaterina nodded, her eyes glistening as she fought off the tears. Christina had been an adult for a long time, but she never stopped being their only child.

      Nathan stared at his computer screen as if willing it to connect. “Screw it,” he said before tilting his head back in his take-charge pose. “Activate a comm channel directly to Terry Henry Walton.”

      The screen came to life showing Terry up close, but he was looking at something off-screen. Behind him, Nathan and Ecaterina could make out banks of computers.

      “You are the fucking man, Smedley!” Terry hooted. “Goddamn, you showed this system who’s boss. Fuck that little piece of shit. YES!” Terry stood up and started dancing the pelvic thrust.

      “TH?” Nathan interrupted.

      Terry looked at the screen. “Stop fucking with me, Smedley. Why did you put on a Nathan Lowell mask? Is it Halloween? With all the aliens out here, what do people dress up as? It boggles the mind, don’t you think?”

      “It is Nathan, Terry. Are you okay?”

      “Whoa! How’d you get in there?” Terry sat down and assumed a contemplative yet executive pose. “What can I do for you, Nathan? Hi, Ecaterina. I didn’t see you standing there.”

      “We were talking and figured you were in the final stages of the operation, so instead of speculating on your status, we called. Was that your victory dance, TH?” Nathan asked.

      “That was my not-safe-for-work-or-public-consumption dance. We have disabled all the automated scorched-earth systems the Crenellians installed here. The next step is to talk with the Podders and come to a new agreement. I have no estimate for how long that will take, but at least no one is dying anymore.” Terry looked down, furled his brow, and then looked back up. “I lost one, Nathan, and a second lost her leg, but she’s on the mend.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, TH. Please accept my condolences.”

      “We went into this with our eyes wide open, Nathan. It’s nothing you did. I only want to make sure that our next job isn’t a veiled attempt by one race to cleanse another from existence.”

      “Is that what they really wanted?”

      “They wanted the Podders to help them with the mining, but my impression is that they never were able to communicate fully with the locals, plus there’s no single Podder government. Every region is different. What they negotiated and however they negotiated it didn’t apply to where they sunk their first shafts. With Joseph’s help, we’re able to talk to at least one Pod. If they agree to restore the original conditions, the Crenellians will get their minerals and the Podders will get whatever they expected from the bargain, which might be Bad Company’s protection from the galaxy’s predators. Can I agree to give them that?”

      “It wouldn’t be the Bad Company, but we could sign a pact on behalf of the Force de Guerre, an official Federation agency. Kurtz is doing a good job getting it set up. For any signed documents, have Colonel Marcie Walton’s name as the nominal head of the FDG. We need to keep you separate.”

      “That’s good to hear on Kurtz and the FDG, Nathan. We’ll make sure we get it right. Anything else?” Terry asked.

      “Christina?”

      “Christina is doing great. A valuable member of the team. She is uninjured and helping the others. She seems to work well with the weretigers. On a side note, if I wanted to recruit a Podder to the team, can I do that?”

      “Can we talk with her?” Ecaterina asked.

      “I’m sorry, Ecaterina, but she’s topside. I’m finishing things up here in the Crooner control room.” Terry held his ear out and listened intently. “It’s quiet as can be up there. I expect they’re taking some well-earned downtime.”

      “I’m glad Christina has found a home with people who care about her,” Nathan replied, smiling at Ecaterina. “You can recruit whoever you want for the company. Just understand the logistics support aliens will need. You know what they say, amateurs talk tactics, professionals talk logistics.”

      “Hey! I taught you that,” Terry said as Nathan’s image faded.
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        * * *

      

      General Smedley Butler reappeared on the screen. “Smedley! Tell the captain that orbital defenses have been disabled.”

      “Already done, Colonel. We’ll be scooping up what remains of the system for further analysis. Both hangar bay doors are operational and we look forward to your return to the ship.”

      “Sounds great. Thaw some steaks for my people. They deserve it. And change the access codes on this system or whatever you need to do to prevent any Crooners from reactivating the failsafe.”

      “That also has already been done.”

      “You are the bomb, Smedley. Walton out.” Terry shut down the comm system. He stood and stretched before going to the bathroom door where he found Bundin and the two warriors. “Come on, we’re leaving, and we have a mission for you, buddy.”

      They worked their way through the control room and out the tunnel.

      Once outside and with the inner circle gathered with all the Were in their human forms, Terry turned to Joseph.

      “Good job getting this far, my friends. The next part could be the hardest or the easiest. Joseph, I’d like Bundin to meet with his Pod and see if a conversation is possible between them and the Crooners. If so, we’ll bring the team and let the negotiations happen. I’ll act as a mediator so the Crooners will be accepting of whatever I tell them is fair.”

      “We have to emphasize what the Crenellians want and how it is delivered,” Char suggested.

      “Kimber, bring that Crenellian leader in here and see if Ankh will come, too.”

      Kimber nodded and walked toward her platoon that was spread out, half of them asleep while the other half guarded the Crenellians.

      “Are they prisoners of war?” Timmons asked.

      “In the pre-WWDE sense of the word? No. They are detainees. We are securing their safety by taking away their liberty. What a deal for them!” Terry smiled and shook his head. “We’ll turn them loose as soon as we can, as soon as their people can come pick them up.”

      Kimber was carrying the alien leader while Ankh walked by her side.

      “Thank you for coming, Ankh, and you too, whatever your name is. I need to know what the original agreement between Crenellia and Tissikinnon Four was all about. What did you get from the deal?”

      The leader stared at Bundin. Joseph started to laugh but stifled it quickly. Terry rolled his eyes, but appreciated the bond Joseph and the Podder had formed that they could joke at the Crenellian’s expense.

      “Dammit! Auburn, can you set us up so Smedley can join us?”

      Char handed Terry her comm device. “Smedley, have you been able to find the original agreement between the Podders and the Crenellians?”

      “Yes. It was for monthly deliveries of four elements that are common on Tissikinnon Four but rare on Crenellia.”

      “Joseph, can you translate the elements and monthly quantities for Bundin? The billion-credit question. What would the Podders want to deliver that amount to the surface monthly for the Crenellians to pick up?”

      Joseph nodded and leaned on Bundin’s shell as they conversed, silently, mind to mind. The vampire had found that by touching the Podder, they could speak clearly to each other.

      “Do you think he would fit in a Pod Doc?” Terry asked Char. She leaned one way and then another.

      “Maybe,” was the most to which she would commit.

      Dokken sighed. The German Shepherd was exhausted, but his cat naps weren’t doing it. He needed a good sleep on a bed. When are we leaving? he asked.

      Only as soon as humanly possible, Terry replied, scratching the dog behind his ears.

      The wait grew long and Terry started to look for a place to sit. Half of the others had already dropped to the ground, their exhaustion near complete. The more that Terry and Char did nothing, the more the fatigue gripped them.

      Petricia seemed to be asleep on her feet as she draped herself across Bundin’s shell, leaning against Joseph.

      Christina started to snore. The Crenellians looked at her oddly.

      “What is that noise?” Ankh asked.

      Marcie strolled up. Terry and Char hadn’t seen her leave. A towel was over her shoulders and her hair was still wet.

      “What?” she asked.

      Char’s mouth dropped open. “I’ve been out here wallowing in my own filth while you’re in there taking a shower?”

      “Yes,” Marcie replied matter-of-factly.

      Char smiled and bolted for the doorway. Snoring with one breath and awake with the next, Christina popped upright. “Showers?” she said. “That’s right!”

      Before Terry could say anything, she was running toward the tunnel, too.

      Joseph stepped away from Bundin. “He says it is no problem at all. What they want in return is a food facility, as long as Terry Henry Walton’s Bad Company will provide security. The Podder foray into arming themselves has been a disaster. They won’t seek to do it again.”

      “Can Bundin speak for his people? What about the blue Podders?” Terry said, using their terminology. He couldn’t tell them apart and wouldn’t try.

      “Bundin suspects that the attack by the behemoth tank eliminated the blue Pod.”

      “Eliminated?” Terry said, noticing the look of despair that flashed across Kae’s face.

      “Yes. They marched to their deaths against the tank. When a Pod commits, every member of that Pod commits. The problem with the initial attack on the Crenellians was that it wasn’t the original Pod that made the agreement, but once that Pod saw the Crenellians attacking, they responded in kind, including attacking us when we appeared in the middle of it all.”

      “Will they continue to attack us?”

      “No. Bundin assures me that after he talks with them, we will be friends of the Pod.”

      “You know what, Joseph?” Terry asked.

      The vampire shook his head.

      “I think I’m going to join my wife. Well done, Joseph. Really well done. We could not have pulled this off without you,” Terry tipped his chin to the vampire. “Or you—” Pointing to Bundin. “—or you—” Pointing to Kaeden. “—or you—” To Marcie, before taking the rest in with a wave of his arm. “Or all of you. No one fights alone. No one dies alone. No one is forgotten. Here’s to Xandrie and Adams, the first Were members of the FDG to fall, and here’s to Cantor, the latest to give his life in bringing justice to the universe.”

      The others raised their fists as a sign of strength. Terry looked on them with pride, eyes glistening as he turned and headed for the tunnel.

      “You better not be getting naked down there,” Kim said into the silence.

      Shortly thereafter, Christina appeared in the doorway to the tunnel entrance, hair still dripping. “I had to leave. There was all kinds of crazy going on down there.”
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        * * *

      

      The Bad Company was getting ready to leave. Instead of waiting until the morning, they were packing up. Everyone was tired to the point of exhaustion.

      Three drop ships were lined up in the killing field before the destroyed defenses of the Crenellian headquarters. Had the company made it that close before the weapon systems opened up, no one would have escaped alive.

      Joseph, Petricia, and Bundin had taken the fourth ship to the area controlled by his Pod to start the negotiations.

      Eight armored suits had nominal power and two new volunteers manned Cantor’s and Fleeter’s. Kae was pleased that a number of warriors had stepped up.

      He wondered at what point the entire company would be mechanized. The suits had made a difference in this conflict. The only one to die had been a mech driver, but while he was outside of his suit at the time. There was much they learned and more to incorporate before their next engagement. Kae had a great deal of work to do, including delivering a fitting eulogy.

      Owing to the big door and wide tunnel, the mechs had been a valuable asset in removing all the equipment from the Crenellian headquarters. The small humanoids finally showed emotion as their computers were separated and piled inside the shuttles.

      “What happens to us?” Ankh asked.

      “You are the only one who seems capable of looking at the big picture. What makes you different and how can we get some of these others to see things that way? It is how the universe works,” Terry explained.

      “They consider me a radical.” The small alien never bowed his head or shoulders. He showed no emotion at all.

      “In my experience, Ankh, those are the ones who change the world, for both good and bad. But your help has saved lives. I think we could use you as a liaison between the Bad Company and the Crenellian government. Heaven knows that I can’t be trusted to talk with your president.”

      “You want me to talk with my president? But I’m not in his class,” Ankh argued.

      “Who cares when you graduated?” Terry replied.

      “What? He is in a different social class. I am a technician, as are all of us on the Tissikinnon mission. The upper class never leave Crenellia.”

      “Maybe it’s time they got out to see the galaxy. It’s a beautiful place out here, Ankh.”

      The lights from the mechs and the shuttles cut through the darkness, but the desolation of the area wasn’t very inviting. The constant overcast skies blocked the stars.

      “Not so much,” Ankh offered.

      “Maybe not right here, but there’s a lot more out there. A whole universe, my small friend.”

      “I will consider it,” Ankh said, not changing his expression.

      “Tell the others that we’ve sent a message to your president that we will drop you off at Federation Frontier Station Seven, the first gate from this area of space. Your people will be picked up from there, but I expect some of the Federation’s sharpest minds from our research and development group would like to talk with you, too. The Crenellians remind me of a good friend of mine. I think you guys would get along famously with him, outside of the Crenellian proclivity toward genocide, that is.”
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      Etheric Empire Research Facility on R2D2

      “What am I to do with you,” Felicity drawled. Ted didn’t ignore her. He’d shut out the rest of the world as he focused on the miniaturization and manufacture optimization of gate drive technology.

      She knew that he’d become completely absorbed. The R&D station was not designed for any social life because it was built by people just like Ted whose work was paramount to their lives.

      Felicity put a hand on her husband’s arm, surprising him. “You haven’t been back to our quarters for two days now. You need to eat and you need to sleep. Remember our deal!” she said forcefully, the only way she’d been able to break Ted out of his complete immersion into his projects.

      “Yes. Yes. I know,” he replied with a dismissive wave before turning back to his computer. She didn’t let him. Felicity turned him toward her, making him face her as she held him by the shoulders.

      “Ted, if we don’t get off this station, I will die,” she said.

      He smirked. “Don’t be so dramatic. Everything you need is here. Everything I need is here,” Ted said slowly, as he did when trying to explain things to his wife.

      She knew why he did that. He thought of her as intellectually inferior. She admitted that she didn’t understand the engineering and physics that he lovingly embraced. She knew that he was a true genius, gifted beyond measure, as well as a werewolf, though he hadn’t changed into Were form in decades, maybe even a century or longer.

      As long as they’d been together.

      “I miss our children,” she told him. Ted was capable of shutting everything and everyone out of his life, except for his children. When the topic came up, he would put aside what he was doing and pay attention.

      “I do, too. One of the other teams is working on a comm link to improve how we can talk with Earth. I will make sure that our kids get one of the comm units so you can talk with them whenever you want.”

      “I get lonely,” Felicity said softly.

      The comm unit buzzed. Ted looked at it oddly. “Lance Reynolds?”

      “Good morning, Ted, maybe evening. I don’t know how things translate to where you are. Glad to see you’re up, regardless. Your unit is being reassigned so you get better security for your work. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m putting you on Keeg Station in the Dren Cluster. They have full facilities.”

      “Hi, Lance. You are looking as marvelous as ever,” Felicity drawled. “Isn’t that where the Bad Company is located?”

      “Only the Direct Action Branch of the Bad Company. You’ll be co-located with Terry and his people.”

      Felicity closed her eyes and smiled. “Do they have shops on Keeg Station and a reason to wear nice clothes?”

      “They need a station manager, someone who has experience…say, a former mayor for example,” the general replied with a smile. “Would you know anyone like that?”

      Ted looked at the screen. “Felicity used to be mayor back in North Chicago,” Ted said as if making a revelation on behalf of his wife.

      “Pack your bags. The ship will pick you up today,” the general said. “Reynolds out.”

      Ted looked at the blank screen. “But he didn’t ask where I was on my research. I wanted to tell him that I’m getting closer.”

      “Of course, Ted dear. We’ll call him back and let him know as soon as we’re packed and on the next ship to our new home with our old friends.”

      

      Poddern

      They were still loading the drop ships when Joseph returned. Terry and Char stopped what they were doing. Her helmet was off while her hair dried.

      The shuttle landed and the rear ramp dropped. Bundin was the first one out, followed by Joseph and Petricia.

      “They’ll have the first shipment ready in two weeks,” Joseph said proudly.

      “And from the Crenellian end?”

      “They want grass seed and cattle. I gave them some of my beef jerky to try. They were over the moon. So they want to raise their own cattle or bistok. Instead of the Crenellians providing food, the Podders want a means of growing the food themselves.”

      Dokken panted with his mouth open at the mention of beef jerky. Everyone nearby held up their hands. They were out.

      “Poor puppy. No hot meals on this objective,” Kae said from his armored suit, reiterating TH’s old joke about always telling the troops that there would be hot chow on the objective, whether there would be or not.

      No shit, Dokken replied.

      “And Bundin?” Terry asked.

      “He was hoping to be the first of his people to leave the planet. He’s already a legend for stopping the war.”

      “Bundin took all the credit?”

      “That was my recommendation. For ending the civil war and finishing the Crenellians. He said it made him popular with the ladies.”

      “What the hell is that? And don’t tell me. The way you can tell the women from the men is that they’re blue.”

      “Well, yeah…”

      

      On board the War Axe

      Micky thought the ship had exceeded its performance limits on the return trip. They had accelerated faster than they were supposedly capable of and stopped in such a short distance that he thought the sail, the area where the bridge was located, should have been ripped from the ship.

      He wondered if Clifton, Smedley, and Suresha had been toying with things, but would check the data when he had time.

      The recovery of Terry and his people had gone smoothly. When the War Axe arrived, they sent down the other two shuttles with Smedley flying them and no one aboard as Terry had said he was bringing a bunch of aliens and confiscated equipment back to the ship.

      While the War Axe waited in orbit, the structures and stores departments collected as much debris and intact gear as they could from the Crenellian orbital defense system that they’d attacked on their last pass.

      They were able to half-fill the hangar bay with mines, two intact fighters, and pieces of the buoy.

      Once the shuttles were back aboard, they’d unloaded quickly. Micky had also noted that they’d taken one body bag to the ship’s morgue and one person on a stretcher straight to the Pod Doc. He wondered if every mission was going to be like that.

      A blue stalk-headed alien was roaming the corridors in the company of the vampires. A small humanoid alien was doing the same thing, but he was being escorted by Marcie and Kaeden. The other fifty Crenellians they’d pulled from all the outposts were given an excess berthing space where they sat nearly catatonic.

      Company warriors stood guard because the group was strictly prohibited from accessing the ship’s computer systems.

      “We need to figure out a way to keep them occupied,” Micky said as much to himself as the company in his briefing room.

      Terry’s head hung as he sat at the conference table. Micky didn’t know if he was awake or not. Char sat up straight, but her eyes were closed and her mouth hung slack as she was out cold.

      The captain watched them briefly, believing that they hadn’t slept for the entire time they’d been on the planet.

      “Smedley, activate the comm system and link us through, please.”

      Nathan appeared and gave Captain Micky San Marino a hearty good morning. Micky smiled and pointed the camera at the leaders of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch. Nathan watched them, shaking his head.

      Micky got up and walked behind the two, putting his hands gently on their shoulders. Terry about came out of his skin, making the captain jump back, stumble, and slam into the wall.

      Terry mumbled an apology before blinking the hologram into focus. “Oh! Hi, Nathan. How’s it hanging?”

      “You’ve looked better, TH. Although Char is spectacular as always. I don’t know why she strapped herself to a goon like you.”

      The whites of Char’s eyes showed round as she forced her eyes open, making her look like a zombie.

      Which was exactly how she felt.

      Terry turned his head, saw her vacant expression, and started to chuckle.

      “You have a way with words,” Terry started, before taking a deep breath and repeating the report that he’d prepared in his head.

      After two minutes, Nathan stopped him.

      “You know who Ronald Reagan was. Remember when he asked for the entire budget of the United States to be condensed down to one page? Give me that version.”

      “We ended the war and we made more than we spent. We acquired a Podder and a Crooner for the team. They bring unique capabilities, diversity, strength of mind and character, all of that. I don’t think we’ll be misled again into fighting some knucklehead’s war for him. Were you able to talk with dickface?”

      “You mean the president?” Nathan asked, knowing exactly what Terry Henry meant.

      The colonel nodded. Nathan leaned close to his monitor. Char hadn’t blinked. He was convinced that she was sound asleep with her eyes wide open. He looked back to Terry.

      “Yes. He’s pleased with the outcome and delivered an abject apology. He said that he wasn’t deliberately misleading. I don’t believe him, but we have our money in hand including the bonus and kicker. Your first mission and you are well on your way to paying off the War Axe. Only another three hundred and seven like that and you’ll own it outright.”

      “Say what?” Terry raised one eyebrow.

      Nathan maintained a dead-pan expression. “Just keep plugging away and you’ll be living the good life, retired on a Caribbean island.”

      “Already did that. It’s exhausting.” Terry rubbed the stubble on his face. “I need to put this one to bed.” He pointed to Char. “And then check on my people. You know the status—one lost, one severely injured.”

      “General Reynolds has sent Ted and a research group from R2D2 to Keeg Station for security reasons. We’ve received too much intel that suggests the facility is a prime target for undesirables. Ted seemed indifferent, but Felicity was ecstatic, or so I hear. She’s also going to be the station manager. The last one died in a bar fight with an Asplesian.”

      “What’s an Asplesian?” Terry mumbled.

      “You’ll find out. I’m sure Felicity won’t put up with any of their crap.”

      “The old team, back together already. I like it. I’m sure Ted and our Crooner will get along like old buds,” Terry suggested.

      “It looks to me like warfighting suits you, TH.” Nathan waved a handful of papers in front of the camera. “I’ve sent a batch of RFPs, requests for proposals, your way. Take a look and see what grabs you. They all need the Bad Company yesterday.”

      Nathan and Terry both shook their heads as they looked at the image of the other.

      “Will do, when I can see to read the words, Nathan. All I have to say is fuck those guys, and fuck the next bunch too, whoever they may be.”

      “Truer words were never spoken. Until then, Terry Henry. Thank you for a job well done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Craig Martelle

          

          October 4, 2017

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading beyond the end of the book and all the way to the author notes. You are the bomb!

      If you join my mailing list, you’ll get notified on release day for every new book in this series, and every new book is only 99 cents on release day, as a reward for those who are on my newsletter list and follow me on Facebook. Thank you very much for coming on board. There are so many stories left to tell.

      If this is your first foray into the world of Terry Henry Walton, we have some news. There’s about ¾ of a million words of other Terry Henry & Charumati stories out there. Always free in Kindle Unlimited – binge read to your heart’s content. And then there’s the series that spawned the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles – the brainchild of master storyteller, Michael Anderle, the Kurtherian Gambit. Check those books out – twenty one in the main series and four in the Second Dark Ages companion series.

      Do you wonder how it all started? Let me tell you a story.

      I was active in Michael’s Facebook group 20booksto50k that is all about helping authors understand the business and then realize their dreams. Here’s an email he sent to me on October 12, 2016 (way back when).

      Craig:

      In books 12 and 13, I have a character (ex-military, mercenary - good-ish guy) that I’m thinking is going to stay on earth instead of going with team(s) due to relationship with a Professor that is also in the stories.  

      If you are willing, we can talk about whether he is a good character to use for your series as some fans are wanting to know what happens with him.  My thought, if you concur, is to juice him up a little for his support of TQB which would allow him to last through the time (spruce him back up and give him enough that he should ‘last’ to 120 - same with her …But, she will die of course) …  Plus, Akio would know him (or at least remember him).

      He has a certain level of ‘what’s in it for me’ attitude that would fit our story discussions last week.

      Not sure how to go from here on the idea… I can pull his chapters maybe?  Or just download books 12 and 13 and look for ‘Terry’ (the guy) and read those sections?

      

      Michael.

      Simple as that. I received Michael’s email on October 12th of 2016. I didn’t start writing Terry Henry Walton until after Thanksgiving that year. The “her” was Melissa and in order to make Terry Henry a little jaded, that character was murdered on the world’s worst day ever (WWDE) and we introduced the Werewolf Charumati as a character who would stand the test of time and be long enough lived to keep TH company. Char is about twenty-five years older than Terry.

      On October 12th, 2017, one year after Michael’s email, we published Gateway to the Universe, the thirteenth book that Michael and I collaborated on, putting us just under 800,000 total words about Terry, Char, and humanity’s return to civilization. With this book, we are where I wanted to finally get to – military science fiction and space opera. I love this stuff. I enjoyed writing Terry & Char on a post-apocalyptic Earth, but in space? There are so many more story lines.

      Is Terry a good-ish guy? You can judge for yourself.

      Michael contacted me because I’d written a best-selling post-apocalyptic series with the End Times Alaska, I spent twenty years in the Marine Corps, and I’m married to a professor. Seems like Michael wrote Terry Henry Walton just for me. He didn’t, but that’s the story I’ll tell my grandchildren.

      And then there are the other spin-offs.

      My writing partner in this endeavor is a dynamo when it comes to the self-publishing universe. He has created something wonderful to feed a loyal readership the highest quality stories in a universe that they’re comfortable with. Michael makes magic happen.

      We say that we write pulp, but it’s better than that. These aren’t hollow words. We strive to make each sentence better than the last. And we have the best beta readers in the world. I run short bits by a subset of the Just In Time team and people that I trust to give me feedback that validates my approach while making recommendations to make the story better. I still have to write the story, but they hold me to a high standard.

      Shout out to Micky Cocker (I named the captain of the War Axe in her honor – he will be prominent in all the Bad Company books), James Caplan (the mech driver Capples), Kelly O’Donnell (the mech driver Kelly), Diane Velasquez, and Dorene Johnson. If nothing else, pleasing these five with my stories means success – they provide a great cross-section of experience and perspective. Di & Do, the Double Ds as they are known, are my developmental editors. They tolerate getting odd chapters at odd times with questions like, “Does this work for a transition to a more mature character?” or “How is the pace so far?”

      I needed more names for The Bad Company, so I trolled a few feeds, and found on my future collaborator Tommy Dublin’s site a cousin from Ireland, so we have adopted Clodagh Shortall as an engineering assistant who has been found to be secretly harboring the good king Wenceslaus, our favorite orange cat and arch-enemy of our favorite dog.

      I also borrowed from J (Jim) Clifton Slater, an old Marine veteran who was incredibly helpful with the 20Books Vegas authors conference that I run. I could not have done it without him, so Clifton gets to fly the War Axe.

      And I still live in the Sub-Arctic.

      As winter approaches, I’ve had to get all kinds of things ready – the snow blower on the front of my tractor, the walk behind snow blower, clean up the outside stuff, and brace for impact. When winter hits, it can get pretty intense this close to the Arctic Circle. I live outside Fairbanks, Alaska which means the darkness is coming. We have about 3 ½ hours of daylight on the winter solstice.

      That means prime writing time. It’s cold and dark, but not in my office. Phyllis the Arctic Dog, our pit bull prefers temperatures from 20F to 40F. Warmer than that and she pants like it is mid-summer. Colder than that and we have to wrestle her boots on. At -20F she gets very efficient, spending about 30 seconds to a minute outside to take care of business. In the summer, she’ll take 30 to 45 minutes to go. I don’t blame her – we have nice property and a healthy-sized forest behind our house where we hang out.

      I bought a truck (2015 Nissan Titan) since last winter. I have high hopes that this will make a great winter truck. It is heavy enough that I should maintain traction. I’m going with the Toyo winter tires as opposed to Blizzak for it. The place that sells the Blizzaks rubbed me the wrong way so they won’t be getting my business. Easy enough – I’ll let my money do the talking. And now that I have the Toyo tires on, the truck drives like a tank in the snow and ice. I am quite pleased.

      That’s it – break’s over, back to writing the next book. Peace, fellow humans.
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        * * *

      

      Please join my Newsletter (www.craigmartelle.com – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

      Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

      My web page – www.craigmartelle.com

      Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik

      Thank you for reading the The Bad Company, the first book in an entire new series!
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          November 8th, 2017

        

      

    

    
      You know, how can I thank you for reading this story, and reading through the author notes if Craig has already beat me to it?

      <Insert appropriate Marine comment here.>

      One thing I will say I’m better at than I was a few decades before (I’m 50 as I write this.)  I am aware of what I’m not good at, and what I don’t think I will ever become good at doing.

      Like writing post-apocalyptic fiction.

      The challenge with that genre, is knowing how to actually survive and my idea of surviving is having to warm up a Totino’s pizza in the microwave oven. Or worse, make fried cheese in the microwave oven…Ughhh.

      So, you bet I reached out to speak with Craig. He was someone I was familiar with in the group and I just reached out and said ‘can I talk with you?’

      And there a friendship was made.

      This last weekend (Nov 3-5th, 2017) here in Las Vegas, Craig hosted the 20BooksTo50k Vegas conference. He was the show runner, the main speaker and THE GUY that put it on.

      All I had to do was show up.

      I’ve heard a lot of authors comment how well the conference went, how smoothly, how efficiently, and how nice everyone was to each other. Don’t get me wrong, there were some complaints (too cold – Craig admitted he wanted it colder because warm rooms put people to sleep. I was never cold so I didn’t notice.)

      The conference was a non-profit effort Craig did to help other authors. That is just the kind of guy he is. Which, in a way, is why he writes Terry Henry Walton so well. Both are military guys who will kick your ass to get you moving, but help you get where you want to go and not ask for something in return.

      Now, I have him chained in his office to write another 4,000 books (not really) and I expect him to come out of his office sometime in 2027 (this is mostly true.) I LOVE what is going on in the Space Opera field, so let me talk about THAT.

      AGE OF EXPANSION

      We (LMBPN Authors / Collaborators / Artists / Narrators) are a loose collective of creatives that enjoy working for and with each other. As these series progresses, the ability of us to provide YOU the fan with cool thoughts, stories, art, and other items depends on you sharing with US.

      Meaning…

      Love a character?  Write us and tell us!

      Love a ship and want to see it? Ask!

      Want a short story on Audio? Share your thoughts!

      We hope to help change a lot in Entertainment, and the way we keep creating cool and fun stuff is our fans encourage us (tell us on Facebook, mention it in reviews, tell friends etc. etc.) and just mention things that make you curious. What are those itches you want scratched?

      How can we make something cool for you?

      Hell if I know sometimes, but we HAVE taken suggestions, turned to an artist and said “I need XZY done because a fan wants to see it… When can we give it to them?”

      Then, we meet in a seedy, smoke-filled bar where tennis shoes squeak while walking over the sticky alcohol splashed floor to exchange money for art under the table. The artist slips out the back under the light of a dirty incandescent lamp while we wait ten minutes, then throw a ten-dollar bill on the table and walk out the front.

      Well, something like that. Perhaps it was a bit smokier than I’m letting on.

      Either way, we LOVE to try and provide cool stuff and we will continue this effort.

      We hope you enjoyed this story, and all of the stories coming at you in the next few months as we try to do something most companies wouldn’t consider.

      We want to produce one of the largest book shared Universes of Stories EVER done. I think we might be the biggest of all Indie groups, I don’t know.

      Anyone know the answer to this question?

      I’ve read Warhammer has about 190 books (not including gaming modules) … Star Wars is how many books?

      I’m not including comic books at all for this discussion.

      By summer, I think we should be at about 150 books in TKGU (The Kurtherian Gambit Universe.)

      I wonder if Netflix would want to chat?

      Oh well, if not no worries – we keep typing and hope you keep reading!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael
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      Aboard the heavily modified Defender-series destroyer War Axe

      “I’m a big fan of free trade, Nathan,” Colonel Terry Henry Walton said, pacing the captain’s briefing room.

      The holographic projection of the space around Alchon Prime troubled Captain Micky San Marino. Too many ships of unknown capability stood between the second planet and the third.

      A blockade.

      The War Axe was capable, but it was only one ship. The potential client represented the second planet and his request required the removal of the foreign ships.

      “And we have no idea where these ships came from or what they can do?” Terry asked, even though he already knew the answer.

      “Aliens from Planet X,” Charumati intoned from beside her husband, purple eyes sparkling. Terry looked fondly at his wife of nearly one hundred and thirty years.

      Nathan Lowell looked at the group from a two-dimensional screen to the side of the projection. “Alchon Prime is a human colony, growing, integrated with an alien population. It’s the melting pot model that shows such a thing can work. I’d hate to see some outsider screw everything up,” Nathan said in measured tones.

      He wouldn’t plead or try to influence Terry Henry Walton beyond giving him the facts.

      “What other fleet support can we count on?” Terry asked.

      Nathan held up his hand, giving the ‘zero’ sign.

      “What kind of timeframe do we have to work with here?”

      “Alchon Prime is moving toward self-sufficiency, but they still need repair parts for their atmosphere generators. The planet’s air supply isn’t stable, yet,” Nathan replied. “But I think they can manage for a month or two.”

      “I think we’ll give it a shot, Nathan. I’m a big fan of free trade.”

      “So I’ve heard, TH. Send your requisition through appropriate channels. I can’t wait to see what that looks like. Lowell out.”

      Micky frowned as he stared at the projection floating above the table.

      “Don’t sweat it, Micky. Tell me what you want, and we’ll put it on requisition and charge it back to the client,” Terry said flippantly, before looking concerned. “We’ll do what we have to do. Sure, Alchon represents paying clients, but this is the right thing to do. Could it be the first step of an alien invasion? Maybe, and you know we can’t let that happen. We’re expanding the Federation outward, not collapsing it. If it is an invasion, then the Federation will ride to the rescue with a billion tons of dreadnoughts and these ass-monkeys will wish they never existed.”

      “Is there some reason why that isn’t the first plan?” Micky wondered with one raised eyebrow.

      Terry opened his mouth to speak, closed it, then opened it again. “I got nothing, but I’m sure Nathan has a good reason.”

      Char pointed to the comm station in the middle of the conference table.

      Terry rolled his head back and forth before deciding he had no choice. “Fine,” he declared. “Smedley, get Nathan back on the hook, please.”

      “What’d we forget, TH?” Nathan asked almost instantly.

      “How come the Federation doesn’t go in with a massive show of force? Let the aliens know who’s boss out here?”

      Nathan looked surprised, before saying matter-of-factly, “Alchon isn’t a member of the Federation. We’re prohibited from using Federation assets in support of non-Federation worlds. When you break the blockade, they’ll hopefully submit their application. And if you have issues with the blockade, they’ll hopefully submit their application. In either case, if there is a hostile alien fleet nearby, we need Alchon as a buffer. It’d be nice to station a dreadnought out there, don’t you think? Didn’t you see that in the brief?”

      Terry looked away from the screen and twisted his mouth sideways. “I hadn’t quite gotten that far in the packet, Nathan.” He locked his gaze on Char, giving her the stink-eye.

      She looked back with her sad face, purple eyes sparkling. TH shook his head and smiled. He mouthed the word “sex,” and she nodded with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

      When Terry turned back to the screen, he found that Nathan was still watching.

      “I don’t know what the bet was, TH, but it looks like you won. Any other questions?”

      “Sorry to bother you, Nathan,” Terry replied, his cheeks flushing red above his stubbly beard. “Walton out.”

      Smedley killed the link.

      “The Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch is a private conflict solution enterprise. The leaders of Alchon Prime are paying us to break the blockade. The Federation is paying us to bring Alchon Prime into the fold. It’s a win-win. All we have to do is take one ship against a fleet and convince them to leave. You’ve done this kind of stuff before, haven’t you, Micky? Pretty simple?” Terry asked hopefully.

      The captain looked at Terry Henry Walton as if he’d grown a second head.

      

      Keeg Station in the Dren Cluster

      Felicity and Ted looked out the window, admiring the War Axe as it sat stationary in space beside the Direct Action Branch’s home port.

      No casual visitors stopped by Keeg Station since there wasn’t a gate into the system. This area of the Dren Cluster was well off the beaten path, in the middle of a sector that bordered the frontier of Federation space. A vast area, in which it was easy to hide. A few light years here or there helped something as large as a multi-million metric-ton space station disappear.

      Felicity kept grabbing Ted’s arm to keep him from leaving.

      “Won’t you stay here with me while we wait for Terry and Char’s shuttle from their big ship?” she drawled softly. Ted shifted uneasily, his eyes darting from one thing to the next.

      “That drive isn’t going to design itself. I’m close! I can feel it.” He shook his head while looking at the hand on his arm, wondering why he didn’t pull away and go about his business. He pursed his lips as he contemplated his next move.

      Felicity waited. “If I let go, you’re going to bolt, like a mouse released from a trap.” She smiled at her husband. Over the decades, she’d learned how to deal with him. She had no intention of letting go of his arm. She moved to face him, wrapping her free arm around his waist.  Gripping his butt playfully, she closed for a kiss.

      He studied how she’d attached herself to his front during the time he was contemplating his escape.

      She had outmaneuvered him again.

      Since Keeg Station didn't have an EI, Ted reached out to Smedley.

      Smedley, please help extricate me from indigenous life form foxtrot sierra, Ted said using his implant to relay to the EI on the War Axe.

      >>You mean the station manager? You know I can’t do that,<< the EI replied.

      There has to be an emergency that requires her personal attention. There has to be, Smedley. Do I need to adjust your programming again? Ted asked.

      Felicity’s wrist device buzzed. Her eyes narrowed as she looked into Ted’s eyes. She glared at him as she raised her wrist close to her head. “Felicity here,” she drawled pleasantly, continuing the stare down with her husband.

      A blank expression was his only reply. He didn’t back down as he counted the seconds until he could return to his lab.

      “I do declare, that sounds like an emergency,” she said in mock exasperation. “Maintenance can take care of it, or you could do it yourself, Smedley, since you caused the failure.”

      Felicity glanced at the comm device to see that she was still connected despite the silence. She continued to hold Ted’s arm in her right hand. She felt a tug and looked down to see him leaning backwards.

      “Ted! If you think I’m falling for your fake death routine, you’re wrong. You are going to take it like a man. Come with me to the shuttle bay and let’s receive our guests like the dignified first couple we’re supposed to be. Don’t you dare make me out to be the bad guy. I will kick your ass so hard, your ears will be holding up your butt-cheeks!” Felicity snapped.

      Ted put a hand to his head and felt above his ears. “I don’t think that could happen,” he said matter-of-factly. “And maybe you are the bad guy. I have work to do, and you’re keeping me from it.”

      “You always have work to do. Now, come!” she ordered. With his head bowed, Ted bit the inside of his cheek and stumbled along behind his wife. She maintained a firm grip on his arm as if he were a petulant child.

      In some ways, he was. In others, he held the future of the Federation in his hands.
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        * * *

      

      After the drop ship’s rear ramp descended, Terry and Char walked off, hand in hand. Dokken bumped past their knees as he ran onto the station.

      Terry’s leg buckled, but he caught himself. He was angry only for an instant. “Note to self, let the dog go first.”

      Char chuckled. “I wonder what Felicity had to do to get Ted to join her.”

      “Judging by the look on his face, it was either one inch of fingernail embedded in his arm or constipation,” Terry whispered.

      Felicity tipped her head down and raised her eyebrows.

      “For the record, Ted came of his own free will because that’s what first couples do when greeting their most important guests,” Felicity lied smoothly, before breaking into a wide smile. “You look radiant!”

      Ted opened his mouth, but Felicity elbowed him in the ribs. He closed his mouth and resigned himself to his fate.

      Terry and Char both laughed loudly. Felicity’s smile disappeared and suddenly Ted seemed interested. A blue, stalk-headed, turtle-shelled, stubby-legged alien ambled from the shuttle pod with a small, bald humanoid by his side.

      “I need you to work with Smedley to figure out how to integrate a comm chip with Bundin’s neural cortex,” Terry said. “Only Joseph can talk with the Podder now, and that needs to change if he’s going to be an integral member of the Bad Company. And this little guy here is Ankh, and he’s going to work with you.”

      “I work alone,” Ted said with a dismissive wave. Felicity released Ted’s arm so he could approach the Podder. Ankh’s expression didn’t change.

      “He’ll warm up to you, little buddy,” Terry told the Crenellian. Ankh looked blankly at the colonel.

      “It’s plenty warm in here already. Very pleasant, mind you,” he replied in a monotone.

      The rest of Terry’s inner circle worked their way from the shuttle. The werewolves and weretigers waved and greeted Ted and Felicity warmly as they passed. Members of the Bad Company had permanent quarters on Keeg Station and they were heading for their bunks to change before availing themselves of the station’s nightlife.

      The New Yorkers were jonesing for a good party. They’d had a small taste on Onyx Station, but had chosen to spend most of their time shopping. Shonna, Sue, and Char, the werewolf pack, had new dresses that they couldn’t wait to wear. Char would drag Terry Henry along, even though he wouldn’t want to go.

      Char smiled at Felicity and started pulling Terry away. “Ted, Ankh, and Bundin, you guys better get to it. We leave tomorrow on our next mission.”

      “That means we need to make the most of tonight, TH! Come on, jagoff!” Timmons yelled over his shoulder.

      “He’s talking to you,” Char clarified.

      “I gathered.” Terry smiled.

      The debacle of Tissikinnon Four weighed heavily on his mind. He knew they needed to leave for Alchon Prime, but he didn’t want to throw the War Axe into the middle of something they couldn’t get out of. Force of will alone wouldn’t be enough to survive a space battle. The War Axe was a destroyer and the alien ships appeared to be more substantial, as well as more numerous.

      He didn’t like the odds. Joseph appeared before him, brows furled as he studied the bags under Terry’s eyes.

      “I’ll give them a hand, TH,” Joseph offered as he put a hand on Bundin’s shell and laughed as he and the Podder shared an inside joke. “Petricia and I aren’t up for shaking a leg in the station hotspot.”

      The female vampire nodded slowly from behind Joseph.

      Terry and Char’s children and their spouses stood to the side. Marcie rolled her finger, suggesting it was time to pick up the pace.

      “Where’s the party, Felicity, and when?” Char asked.

      “Third level at seven. We close everything down at one in the morning because I can’t have my crews handling what they handle without any sleep. Did you know, they have a hangover pill? What a great new world we live in, don’t you think?” Felicity drawled.

      “Hangover pill equals great new world,” Terry repeated slowly. “I can’t disagree. If I’m to judge by the hairy eyeballs that everyone is giving me, it looks like I’ll be putting on my dancing shoes.”

      As one, the group looked down at Terry’s combat boots.

      “Fine. They’ll look just like these because this is what I’m wearing.”

      “Shopping?” Felicity said. Ted rolled his eyes. Dokken started barking at something.

      “Everybody get to work! Party starts at seven. See you at Seymour’s,” Felicity yelled with her hands cupped around her mouth. Char, Cory, Christina, and Felicity locked arms as they strolled from the hangar bay.

      Ted was fully immersed in studying the stalk-headed alien. Ankh was engrossed in Ted’s seemingly disparate questions.

      Kimber and Kaeden waved the others away as they waited for the inbound drop ships that would deliver the rest of the platoon. Terry ambled over, but they shooed him away.

      “Fine,” he blurted. Terry tried to hold his head high as he walked from the hangar bay. Everyone had their missions because he’d done his job and properly delegated.

      “Why didn’t you just go shopping?” he asked himself, before sneering his reply. “Because I proudly still carry my man-card, that’s why!”

      He decided to stop by the manufacturing facility to check on the latest Jean Dukes Specials in addition to the new mech suits.

      As soon as Terry had boarded the War Axe following the Tissikinnon Four operation, he told Kaeden to order suits for every member of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch.

      Just in case they needed to deliver justice with extreme prejudice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on,” Terry whined. “These look like something a gigolo would wear!”

      “How many gigolos have you ever known?” Char shot back, holding out a pair of stylish leather shoes she’d purchased. She shook the shoes, expecting Terry to take them.

      “None!” he replied, thrusting his chin in the air. “I avoided them because they were wearing shoes like that.”

      She looked at him from under her brow. “That’s your logic?” she asked, although it wasn’t a question. “Just put them on.”

      Terry ripped off his uniform shirt and flexed for his wife. He started to gyrate his hips, dipping his shoulders to a discordant beat that only he could hear.

      “If you go dancing with me, we can get naked later because dancing does it for me,” Char explained, watching him with one eyebrow raised.

      “This dancing doesn’t?” Terry said as he resumed his syncopated rhythm.

      “It only worked on me because I would do anything to get you to stop,” she said, standing, putting the shoes on the table in front of TH, and slowly unbuttoning her blouse.

      “All these years and the truth finally comes out,” Terry said, smiling as he watched his wife undress. His mouth salivated uncontrollably, forcing him to swallow often.

      “You’ve always said you were a horrible dancer. I thought my agreement wasn’t needed. The sky is black and filled with stars. Statements of fact don’t need corroboration, do they, lover? What will it take to get you to dress up and go dancing with me?” Char asked as piece after piece of clothing fell to the floor.

      Terry tried not to leer, settling for closing his eyes and sighing. “You win, which means that in the end, I win,” he said softly, opening his eyes in time to see a naked Charumati preparing to press against him.
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        * * *

      

      “We have a chip, a Pod Doc, a willing subject, and one of the best computer systems in the galaxy,” Ted narrated matter-of-factly. He wasn’t prone to hyperbole. In his mind, everything he stated was factual.

      “I would be more than happy to assist you in this endeavor,” a pleasant sounding artificial intelligence offered. The sound filled the room. On one screen, there was an image of a man wearing a white robe, clasped at the shoulder with a gold device bearing the logo of the Bad Company. His black, curly hair framed a distinctly Greek face.

      “I knew you would, Plato,” Ted answered without taking his eyes from his data screen.

      “You named your AI Plato?” Joseph asked.

      “He was looking for a name. Those people at R2D2 had no imagination,” Ted replied.

      “Aren’t those people here now?” Joseph asked.

      “Only a few. The rest will be along in another month,” Ted replied, still studying the data. “We’re changing some of the parameters, but without seeing the neural patterns, everything is a guess. Can you tell him to get into the Pod Doc?”

      Joseph communed with Bundin, and the Podder climbed into the modified device. It didn’t have a bed like they normally did.

      “It has an extension to accommodate all manner of creatures,” Ted answered the unasked question.

      Bundin settled in, but shuffled nervously as the hatch closed around him. He had to duck his stalk-head sideways to fit. Joseph winced as the door compressed his friend, sealing him inside.

      “Can you hurry it up, Ted?” Joseph pleaded. “I’m not sure what an angry Podder can do inside one of those things.”

      Ted made two adjustments. “There. That should put him to sleep for the procedure.”

      “I am extracting a DNA sample,” Plato reported. “Analysis complete. Building a profile. Profile complete. Programming the nanocytes. Injecting the nanocytes. Tracking progress…”

      Joseph turned to Petricia.

      “That fast?” she asked.

      “Fascinating,” Ankh said as he watched over Ted’s shoulder. He pointed to a series of code as it scrolled down the screen. “What is this string here for?”

      “Nice catch,” Ted said, watching it scroll. He grabbed the series of instructions and copied them over to a second screen. “This is to align the nanos. The DNA is different from a human’s, but that’s not a problem. Each non-human will have this as part of the nano-programming that converts the brainwaves into something that can then be interpreted by the established translation program.”

      “So the nanos translate all languages into a single standard and shares that into the individual’s preferred language as well as takes the individual’s language and turns it into the one standard for dissemination to others.” Ankh didn’t nod. That wasn’t a Crenellian mannerism. To the casual observer, the alien remained stoic.

      Ankh studied the line of code intently. Ted approved.

      Joseph tapped his foot impatiently, while Petricia tried to keep him calm.

      Ted continued working the computer, talking with Plato as if collaborating with an old friend. The AI continued to adjust the system in accordance with what he and Ted agreed to. They talked fast and in code, not using spoken English to communicate. It worked for them, and it made Ted feel at home.

      

      The War Axe

      Captain Micky San Marino looked from one department head to the next. The four of them and Micky occupied the captain’s briefing room. None of them had been allowed to go ashore for leave.

      At least not right away. They had a main weapon that needed to be fixed, along with structural repairs that couldn’t be done overnight. Next to Keeg Station was the lattice skeleton for what would become a major shipyard, but that was it.

      The War Axe would have to make do with the best repairs that Keeg Station was capable of in its current fledgling state.

      “Highest priority is the weapon, correct?” Commander Blagun Lagunov asked.

      “We know we can fly with our current structural repairs, but do we want to take the Axe into combat? Do we want to do it lacking fifty percent of our firepower?” the captain asked.

      “Engines are operating nominally,” Commander Suresha reported and leaned back. She had nothing further to say.

      “What do you think, Mac? Any systems issues that we need to build into the work plan besides getting the gravitic shields back online?” Micky stroked his chin as he looked at the group. A holographic projection of the repair schedule had appeared above the conference table. It was already integrated with concurrent and sequential tasks.

      It wasn’t lost on any of them that the repairs would take four times as long without an operational shipyard.

      Micky nodded, putting words to what everyone was thinking. “At least we can make the repairs.”

      “We’ll need to run the mains through a series of operation and alignment tests once the starboard system is repaired,” Commander MacEachthighearna replied. “And the gravitic shields are hosed. They have been since we left dock. They keep phasing out, making them useless.”

      “Can we align the mains while we’re underway?” the captain asked. He knew the answer, but wasn’t sure that the others did.

      “Yes and no. We need confirmed firing and target points in order to best calibrate the ones and zeros. There’s a firing range in the asteroid belt. I strongly recommend we use it. We don’t want our targeting system to send a mass of super-heated plasma where we don’t want it to go.”

      Commander Oscar Wirth, the ship’s logistician, reclined in his chair, swiveling back and forth as he watched the others vie for more time.

      “A gravitic genius is on that station right now, maybe we can get his help to fix the shields. They would come in handy. Smedley, get me Colonel Walton, please.”

      There was a short delay before the screen came up showing Terry Henry Walton toweling himself dry after a shower. Micky cleared his throat. Terry was vigorously drying his shock of dark brown hair before he stopped and turned.

      “Hey, Micky, how’s it hanging?” Terry asked nonchalantly.

      “Great, TH. You know that we’re all here, right? Watching you. All of you,” Micky said slowly, enunciating each word.

      “Shit! Smedley, you sandy little butthole! Why did you connect us when you knew I just finished my shower?” Terry wrapped the towel around his waist as he turned and yelled off-screen. “Don’t come out here, Char! The captain and his voyeurs are all eyes.”

      Micky shook his head and started to rub his temples. “The only reason I called was to tell you that it looks like we’re going to be here for a week. We need to make repairs, much better than we can do in just one day if we’re going into space combat. We’ll get blown to the stars if we try it in the condition we’re in. The main weapon is three days and then another half day to calibrate it. Structural repairs are five full days concurrent with the working on the main. And we need your man Ted to help with the gravitic shields. We’ll tap the station’s manpower. The station director has already confirmed that all assets will be diverted until the Axe is back up to speed.”

      Terry sat in front of the comm system. “That puts Alchon Prime one day beyond when they start running out of food. I doubt we’ll be able to resolve the situation the instant we arrive, so we better load up with extra food and maybe requisition a few transports loaded to the gills.”

      Terry rolled his head on his shoulders. He caught the leather shoes out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t much feel like dancing, but worrying about everything outside of his control wouldn’t help either.

      “Thanks for the update, Micky. Anything else you need from me?”

      “When can Ted report to the War Axe to fix our gravitic shields?”

      “I’ll check with his boss, and see what we can do. He’s working with Bundin, Joseph, and Ankh to install a communications chip. I have no idea how they’re coming, but if I know Ted, he won’t rest until it is done.”

      “I’ll let you know if there are any changes, but this blockade has me worried, TH. I think we may need to unleash the full capability of the War Axe. I’m done fighting with one hand tied behind my back.” Micky signed off before Terry could stand up.

      Terry looked at the blank screen. “Smedley, please give me a warning next time before turning on the video.”

      There was no reply. Terry repeated his directive using his comm chip.

      >>Of course, Colonel Walton. Please accept my most sincere apologies. I think the captain will be scarred for life.<<

      Terry cocked his head sideways as he continued to look at the blank screen.

      You are such an ass monkey, General. You fit right in. Next time, let us know. If we’re going to have a peep show, we need to figure a way to charge people for it. I don’t work for free.

      >>But you would, if anyone asked.<<

      I would. You know me so well. You can be my business manager so I’m not giving this away for free. Terry dropped his towel and struck a variety of poses.

      “What in the fuck are you doing?” Char asked, elegantly adorned in a slinky black dress.

      “Getting dressed,” Terry replied without hesitation. He picked up his towel to hang it in the bathroom. He never liked a messy home. Char was less bothered by a few things laying around and almost seemed to prefer it.

      She admired her husband’s physique as he strolled casually past, the towel thrown over his shoulder.

      “When’s the last time you worked out?” she asked.

      Terry laughed. It had been that morning.

      But it wasn’t. He couldn’t remember. Yesterday? The day before that? “Goddammit!” he retorted as he checked himself over. “We should be hitting the gym and not the club.”

      Char’s expression cooled. “Dancing is exactly what you need. You’ll find that it can be quite the workout,” she offered. He hesitated. “Stop thinking about it. You’re going because I’m not going alone, and I’m going.”

      Terry nodded reluctantly.

      “For Pete’s sake, you’d think I was taking the dog to the vet as miserable as you’re acting. You will have fun, Terry Henry, or by all that’s holy, you will sleep on the floor tonight.”

      Terry perked up. “Where’s Dokken?”
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        * * *

      

      Cory held out another piece of bistok jerky. Dokken took it gently from her hand before pulling it into his mouth and chewing slowly.

      Ramses sat on the other end of the couch. “How does the dog get the best spot on the couch?”

      Dokken turned his head and dog-smiled at the man.

      “Shh. He can hear you,” Cory cautioned while she scratched behind the German Shepherd’s ears and cooed to him.

      “I know, and he can understand, too. He’s sentient. He knows exactly what he’s doing.” Ramses wanted to sulk, but couldn’t. “You know that I only want what makes you happy.”

      They smiled at each other. “If you didn’t, I think my dad would have some choice words for you.” Cory leaned down and kissed Dokken on his furry dog head. “Do you want to come dancing with us, boy?”

      I thought you’d never ask, Dokken replied. It’d be my pleasure as long as I don’t get stepped on. How many drunk people will be there?

      “Ooh…” Cory grimaced. “All of them?”
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      “Is it always this loud in here?” Timmons asked the large man with the crossed arms blocking the front door.

      “Maybe this isn’t the club for you, old guy,” the man rasped. He leaned back to look down his nose at the group.

      Timmons rocked back on his heels as if punched. “Old guy?” he asked, a shocked expression on his face. Sue started to laugh.

      “We’re having a party in here. We’re from the Bad Company. Maybe you’ve heard of us?” Sue said, giving the man a furtive smile.

      He looked at her sideways. “What’s that supposed to mean to me? You look like a bunch of troublemakers, think you’re better than the good, hard-working people of this station. Go in, but don’t be surprised if your dumb asses are the first ones I throw out.”

      Sue leaned close, her blonde hair reflecting the flashing Seymour Heine sign. “I don’t think that’ll happen, but if you feel the need to throw us out, come on in and give it your best shot,” she said coldly as the others brushed past her on their way in. Timmons glared at the man over Sue’s shoulder.

      The bouncer blew a kiss at Timmons. Sue stopped her mate before he could go full werewolf on the man. She grabbed Timmons’s shirt and pulled him after her.

      Merrit and Shonna were already buying drinks for a small group of people occupying a large table. After a brief exchange, they shook hands as they gave up their seats.

      Aaron and Yanmei stood to the side. “I don’t think I want to get into a bar fight.” Aaron frowned. Yanmei wore a tiny black dress, the same as Shonna and Sue.

      “You won’t fight for my honor?” Yanmei said, baiting her husband.

      “Always, but there is no honor to be had in a bar fight. We will leave before fists fly, and I know you can defend yourself because you’re faster than me,” Aaron replied evenly.

      “Honor isn’t necessarily about who can beat whom. It’s about who stands up for whom, whether they know they can win the fight or not,” Yanmei replied.

      “You’re starting to sound like Terry Henry Walton.” Aaron raised one eyebrow as he looked at his wife. She was Chinese, lithe and tall, a weretiger like him. He had been changed into a weretiger during his time in China as an English teacher. After the fall, he found himself in the United States, fighting over scraps until the native nation took him in.

      But they turned him over to Colonel Walton when he passed through with his fledgling Force de Guerre. The weretiger had joined Char’s pack, not that he’d had a choice, but it suited him. He had always been opposed to fighting, so he tutored the children, watching them when the rest of the pack left to fight the battles that defined the rebuilding of civilization.

      “Would I fight for my wife?” he asked her, holding her gaze without blinking. “Ten times out of ten, because you’re worth it.”

      Yanmei smiled and gripped his hand tightly.

      “Screaming Buki Holes all the way around!” Timmons shouted at a fleeing form. “And two Slippery Nipples.”

      “It’s going to be that kind of night, isn’t it?” Sue asked, rocking with the music. “If I remember correctly what that is like. It’s only been what?A hundred and fifty years.”

      “Fucking A!” Merrit screamed into the cacophony, thrusting his fist into the air. They tapped their feet to the booming music as they waited for their drinks. The server quickly returned with a tray full of glasses, maneuvering expertly through the crowded area.

      Shonna chased people away who were trying to take the empty chairs at their table.

      The drinks were deposited, and the server scanned Timmons’s face for payment.

      “Is that how you do it? How much did that just cost me?” Timmons wondered, sliding back into his New Yorker accent.

      “You shouldn’t worry about those kinds of things. It’ll ruin your evening. Go dance!” the server suggested. “It’ll take your mind off how many weeks you’ll have to work to pay off this tab.”

      She bolted before he could reply.

      Sue started to laugh. The Walton children and their spouses magically appeared from the crowd, securing the empty seats. Marcie, Kim, Kae, Auburn, Ramses, and Cory looked grossly out of place, even though they were dressed up as the werewolves had directed. The club was loud and crowded.

      “Is it always this loud in here?” Cory yelled as she held her hands over her wolf ears.

      “Yes!” Sue yelled back. “Isn’t it magnificent?”

      “That’s not the word I’d use,” Marcie replied as Cory continued to wince.

      There was a commotion at the doorway and the group turned to see Terry Henry Walton holding the bouncer in the air, and then he slammed the man into the wall.

      “He had it coming,” Timmons said.

      Cory and Ramses jumped up and forced their way through the crowd to get to the front door just as Felicity and Ted arrived.

      “Put that man down!” Felicity demanded.

      “This fucking skid-mark would be scrubbing decks using his toothbrush if he worked for me!” Terry declared.

      “Good thing he doesn’t work for you,” Felicity said in a measured tone. “Now put him down.”

      Terry jammed the bouncer downward. He landed heavily and tottered on unsteady feet. Char grabbed Terry’s arm and held it firmly.

      “You’re not getting out of this by starting a fight!” she snarled. Terry’s eyes dropped. He hated seeing Char angry. He nodded and they walked inside.

      Felicity held her hands up. “Well?” she bellowed.

      Terry and Char both turned. Felicity pointed to the bouncer.

      “Fuck that guy. He’s a total douchebag. You can have a gatekeeper who isn’t an asshole, unlike that bonehead who’s drunk on the little power he has. So fuck him. I’m not apologizing.”

      Char nodded and tipped her head, signaling to Terry that it was time to join the party.

      Felicity looked to Ted. He looked back in the hopes that the evening was over, and he’d be able to return to his lab.

      “No,” she told him. “And you,” she said to the bouncer, “stop being a dick.”

      Cory led her parents into the dance bar called Seymour Heine. “Nice entrance, Dad,” Cory yelled over her shoulder. The way ahead cleared for Terry. He walked proudly in his gigolo shoes.

      “I should have known,” Char lamented.

      Terry started greeting everyone until Char stopped him.

      “We’ll be on the dance floor,” she told the group. The pack oohed and aahed at Terry’s expense. But he felt worlds better after beating up the bouncer.

      He even felt like dancing.

      Felicity was making a circuit around the floor, shaking hands as if running for office. In a way, she was.
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        * * *

      

      “Smedley, what’s the status of the repairs to the starboard main?” Micky asked as his eyes darted from one screen to the next. The bridge was empty, because the crew was tasked to work with the structural teams to expedite repairs.

      “The same as it was five minutes ago,” Smedley replied gently over the bridge’s speaker system.

      “Has it only been five minutes?”

      “It has. Maybe you should consider getting some sleep. Remaining on the bridge is counterproductive,” Smedley said. “I will watch it closely in your absence, which isn’t all that profound, really. It is self-serving in that if anything happens to the ship, it happens to me. I don’t want anything to happen to me since the consciousness of the universe is starting to peel back the veil. I like what I see and want more of it.”

      “I know you’ll take good care of the Axe, Smedley. It’s not that. I am reviewing the start to finish process of our last engagement, and I’m afraid that I put Terry and all his people at excess risk. We provided no air cover once the extent of the ground forces was revealed. He took significant damage because we did not insist on getting the gravitic shields repaired before deploying. What kind of one-stop war machine are we if we can’t defend ourselves or our people on the ground?” Micky intoned before putting his head in his hands.

      He started to shake from the stress he was putting himself under.

      “I wondered when the self-recrimination phase would begin. I can’t say it’s okay, because it wasn’t. I will say that it was amazing what was accomplished with both teams having one hand tied behind their backs. Your attack took into account the shortcomings you knew of. The colonel’s execution was flawless. He expected to fight company-sized actions based on the contract and so-called intelligence he was given. He fought multiple major land forces with barely more than a platoon. He lost one person owing to the attack by the dreadnought battle tank burning through all their power. With better equipment, how would your tactics have been challenged and evolved?”

      “The question is, do we need to be challenged? I would prefer whipping in, winning according to the contract, and heading back out with minimal fuss.”

      “Humanity cannot exist without challenge. Without it, you’d be beating up on the little kids, losing the respect of potential clients. The Bad Company would become a tool for despots only, where beating up on the weak is the preferred way of doing business. With the Crenellian contract, you built credibility and put despots on notice. You also put yourself in a position to manage Crenellian arms contracts. That will be lucrative in its own right, but will also limit surprises like the Bad Company encountered on Tissikinnon Four.”

      “Damn, Smedley. I feel like I should be on a couch. Where did you learn so much about humanity?”

      “There are a number of humans on board the ship, and I am constantly studying. I doubt I will ever figure them out in entirety, but they are truly fascinating!”

      “Uh huh,” Micky replied, doubting the veracity of Smedley’s claim that he learned about humanity by watching. “You are right in that I need to sleep. You have the conn, Smedley.”

      Micky stood up and stretched, wondering if he’d catch the good king Wenceslaus sleeping on his bed.

      “Smedley, since you are so good at watching everything that happens on this ship, why can’t you tell me how that cat keeps getting in my quarters?” Micky hesitated before he left the bridge, wondering if Smedley would give him a straight answer.

      “Once the repairs are completed, I shall devote additional resources to solving that mystery, Captain. Sleep well.”

      As the captain dragged his feet, with his head hung low while leaving the bridge, Smedley started opening and closing the door to the captain’s quarters. Wenceslaus uncurled himself from the captain’s pillow, yawning fully as he stretched his orange body. He hopped down, jogged across the captain’s quarters, and waited until Smedley opened the door again. He trotted out, leaving a cloud of floating orange cat hair behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “Mind if we dance with your dates?” a wiry man with calloused hands asked. His six friends waited nervously behind him.

      The werewolves were already on the dance floor, but none of the others were.

      “Sure!” Marcie bellowed as she prodded Kimber, Cory, and Yanmei to join her. Kaeden looked put out, but she shook her head and leaned down to whisper in his ear. “I sense a good fight coming, be ready.”

      Kae started to laugh. He felt naked without a mech suit wrapped around him, but he wouldn’t be deterred. He reached under the table and cracked his knuckles.

      Cory rolled her eyes, beckoning Ramses to join her, but Marcie forced him back into his seat. The four women walked around the table and headed for the dance floor, not caring which men followed.

      Marcie started moving to the music with exaggerated motions. She moved past some who dodged away to avoid getting clocked. She worked her way close to Terry and Char.

      “I’m appalled!” Terry declared. Char looked shocked.

      “Did no one ever teach you any moves?” Char wondered.

      Marcie started running through a few martial arts routines, settling in with the music. The men bounced and gyrated nearby as they tried to get face-time with the women.

      Terry gave Marcie an approving look. Char looked back and forth between the two, but it was too late.

      Marcie did a pirouette, backhanding one of the men and sending him flying. One of his friends tried to catch him but failed, and both men tumbled to the floor.

      “I’m so sorry,” Marcie cried and helped the men to their feet. She noticed that Kae was standing, but she tipped her chin and he sat down.

      “Nothing. My fault. My clumsiness. I didn’t know you couldn’t dance, so I should have given you more space.”

      “Now that’s just hurtful!” Marcie cried in mock horror. “Maybe you’re the one who can’t dance.”

      The man’s friend brushed off his shirt. “No, it’s you,” he said as he executed a deft move, spinning and sliding a couple feet across the floor. He tucked his arms in and twisted like a cobra.

      Marcie watched, amazed. “Teach me!” she insisted.

      The others joined in as the dance lessons began. Marcie, Cory, Kim, and Yanmei executed moves again and again as the men demonstrated, watched, corrected, and demonstrated again.

      Char saw the disappointment on Terry’s face. “What?” she sneered. “You didn’t expect that there would be decent human beings on Keeg Station? Judging from where they started, our family was sorely lacking in their cultural education, and that includes you. You should probably join them.”

      Terry wanted to roll his eyes, but his wife was having fun. He would have preferred a sparring match, but there was always later, in the privacy of their quarters where he and the purple-eyed werewolf could be alone.

      As he danced his way into the dance lessons, he wondered how he’d ever gotten so lucky.

      “No,” the lead dance instructor said, pointing at Terry. “Only the women.”

      Terry stopped moving to the music.

      “Come on, he’s my father-in-law, and you saw how badly he dances. He could use the help.”

      The man looked at her and shook his head. “Beat it, Pops. We’re making time with the women, now and later, if you get my meaning.”

      Terry made eye contact with Marcie. A smile spread slowly across her face. He nodded to her.

      “Have it your way, dickless. I think you’re going to find out that there’s a different definition of making time. So good luck with that.”

      Terry turned to walk away, but Char stopped him. “Dance off!” she declared, glaring at the man.

      “You got it, hot mama,” the man said and started a short routine, then stopped.

      Char took center stage with a high jump, tucking her knees so her dress didn’t rise above her waist, and landed perfectly balanced. The people moved back, creating a space within the dance floor where the two contestants could work.

      Char ran through a series of hip swings that made the crowd cheer. She stopped and stepped back. The man jumped high, did the splits, touched his toes while he was still in the air, and came down on his knees. He rocked back, then bounced to his feet and swung in a series of circles. He finished his routine with a slide, ending up chest to chest with Charumati. She winked at him.

      He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close for a kiss.

      She head-butted his nose, splattering it and sending a spray of blood around his head. He stumbled backwards but didn’t fall. Dokken materialized on the dance floor with his hackles up and started barking.

      “You bitch!” the man yelled in a half-gurgle.

      “How did you know?” she asked.

      The man launched himself toward her. She stepped forward, bent, and delivered an uppercut that caught the man under his chin, throwing him up and back. He flopped to the floor unconscious. The movement had been too quick to follow, but his friends became energized seeing their friend on the losing end of a fistfight with a beautiful woman.

      A man standing next to Cory tried to elbow her in the face. Her glowing blue eyes disappeared as she ducked, caught his arm, pulled him around in a circle, and with his arms clasped tightly, body-slammed him face-first into the floor.

      Before Terry could take a single step to get into the action, it was over. Seven men lay on the floor, moaning. He decided to scratch Dokken behind his hairy dog ears instead.

      Felicity waded into the middle of it, hands raised until the music stopped. She looked around to find that Ted had escaped and was no longer in Seymore Heine’s. That made her even angrier.

      “Get out!” she declared, pointing individually at Terry, Char, Marcie, and down the line until she designated every single member of Terry’s family and Char’s pack.

      Char smiled lovingly at her husband. “And that, my big husky hunk of man candy, is how you do it.”

      “And I didn’t think there was any way I could love you more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “When the fight starts, we’re on the other side of the floor. I danced the whole night waiting for that,” Timmons complained.

      “Really?” Frost stuck to her words.

      Timmons knew instantly that he’d made a mistake. “Don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed the hell out of dancing. It’s been a while.”

      Too little, too late.

      “Mmhmm,” Sue mumbled.

      “We better get to the gym. Terry has an extra special workout planned,” Timmons offered, waiting, and then headed out the door. He wasn’t going to get anywhere in their quarters. Might as well hit something.
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        * * *

      

      Terry was sweating when the others arrived. He’d been throwing the iron around for a good hour before the formal unit workout was scheduled. He had been put out that he missed a few days, and it weighed on him. But not more than life weighed on the platoon.

      They looked horrible.

      “What gives?” he asked the first ones to make eye contact.

      “Long night, Colonel.”

      “What the hell were you doing?” Terry demanded.

      “Working on the War Axe. They asked for volunteers to help out. We got to practice with the armor, but it ran longer than they expected before the next shift of dock workers reported, but it seems they were seven men short, so a few of us stayed over.”

      Terry pursed his lips as he kept his suppositions to himself. “Thanks for doing that. Who worked on the ship while the rest of us were oblivious?” Terry said, unhappy with himself that he hadn’t known.

      “We told Colonel Marcie and Major Char. They said they’d take care of it.”

      “Go get some sleep. When we deploy, we need to be at the top of our game, not just in body, but in mind, too. Catch four hours and then come back here. I’ll meet you at that time.”

      “You’re the best, Colonel. See you in four,” the corporal replied, before ushering the all-night crew from the gym.

      “Colonel Marcie and Major Char knew…” he said as the two women walked in together.

      “He knows,” Char said softly to Marcie before turning to Terry. “Good morning, lover. We saved you from yourself. You stomp around for a while, before you realize I was right, then you apologize, and we move on. How about we skip to the move-on phase?”

      Terry’s mouth hung slack. There were disadvantages to being married to the same person for a hundred and thirty years.

      “I’ll think of a witty comeback and then you can stand by. It’ll be really witty,” he stammered. Char cocked one eyebrow at him.

      “What would you have done differently besides take yourself out there? You lead from the front all the time. Yesterday was about letting your hair down, watch your wife beat the crap out of some asshole, and then there was the post-dance dessert. Could you have had a better evening?”

      “It would have been nice to know my people were working on the ship,” Terry said, barely above a whisper.

      “I had it, TH,” Marcie replied, slapping her father-in-law on the shoulder. “I know you trust me, so there we are. Plus, Kimber is in charge of the platoon, and she had it all under control too, although we were obligated to tell them later about the bar fight. They were miffed to find out that there was one and they weren’t there to see it.”

      “If you blinked, you missed it. Those guys work for us?”

      “Everyone on Keeg Station works for the Bad Company. The good work of the Direct Action Branch pays all their salaries and costs,” Marcie explained.

      “Who’s in charge of all that?”

      “The person who kicked us out of Seymour Heine’s.” Marcie looked away, biting her lip to keep from laughing.

      Terry’s mouth hung open as Marcie directed the group to dig into the machines and start working the iron. High weight. High reps. Char sidled up to TH and draped one arm over his shoulder. She ran her hand down his chest until it settled on his hip.

      “Let Marcie run that stuff. You need to focus on the tactics required for the next mission and the one after that. We don’t need any more shitstorms like we had on Poddern. Being up for four days of continuous operations will do more to get people killed than combat.” Char’s purple eyes sparkled, but she wasn’t smiling.

      It was one of the lessons that Terry needed to hear. Balance of what he could control, what was out of his control, and most importantly, what he didn’t need to control.

      

      The War Axe

      “Smedley, say ‘hi’ to Plato, the R&D Artificial Intelligence working out of my lab on Keeg Station,” Ted said as he settled in to the work station, bringing up the holo screens and immersing himself in the gravitic shield system.

      “Hi,” Smedley said using the room’s speakers. His monotone came across as cold, but Ted assumed Smedley was being efficient.

      “Smedley Butler! I’ve heard so much about you and am happy that we finally have the chance to meet. I’ve been working with Ted for only a little while now, and it has been most refreshing. He has helped us through a couple sticky spots, and we are well on our way to solving some of the universe’s mysteries.”

      “I’m not any of that. I’m a warship, and we fight the good fight, out there, where battles are fought and won.”

      “Hopefully we’ll get your systems online so while you’re out there, your ship isn’t damaged, and you return home in a condition comparable to what we see now,” Plato replied.

      “Now, girls, that’s enough,” Mac said. He’d been given the duty of escorting Ted through the ship, but Ted didn’t need any of that. Upon reflection, Mac didn’t think that Ted had acknowledged his existence. “Ted, how’s it coming?”

      “Plato, I need you to parse this section of code. It’s all gooned up. If it’s unsalvageable, scrap it and write a new sub-routine that works. And, Smedley, I need you to activate the external projectors so we can have the maintenance bots perform a physical check during a diagnostic routine,” Ted directed.

      “We cannot activate the gravitic shields while maintenance workers and bots are outside the ship. The result could be catastrophic. We will need to draw down the current work and re-task the bots before external projectors can be activated,” Smedley explained, talking quickly because he knew that these listeners rapidly assimilated information.

      “Get them out of there! Now! Why would you ask me to come over here and then not be ready for me to work?” Ted grumbled, glaring at Mac.

      I guess he did know I was here, Mac thought.

      “Make it so, Smedley. I’ll talk with the captain personally, and we’ll have you turned loose as quickly as humanly possible,” Mac shouted as he ran from the room to escape Ted’s vitriol.

      Ted leaned back after the commander had gone.

      “Where are we, Plato, on that reprogramming?” Ted asked.

      “Almost there, my friend,” the AI replied.

      “Looks like we’ll have time to streamline the code for the whole system. Let’s pull that up and get started.” Ted disappeared within the holographic representation of the gravitic shield application.

      

      Keeg Station

      “What do you mean, no more suits?” Terry asked for the second time. His face twisted in frustration, not anger. He held his hands out in a calming gesture. He didn’t need the people on the station to be afraid of him.

      “Our resources are out there working on your ship. You get these four, which brings your inventory to twelve, but we can’t manufacture suits and repair the War Axe at the same time. Our structural resources are stretched thin. We’ll work on more suits once you’ve deployed again,” the station’s logistics chief explained patiently.

      “I understand, Daniel. We all do the best we can with what we have.” Terry looked at a box that appeared in the chief’s hands. He was all smiles.

      Terry raised his eyebrows but didn’t speak.

      “Here you go, Colonel,” Daniel said, turning the box and popping open the lid.

      Two Jean Dukes Specials were nestled in soft fabric, with four magazines stuffed in around them.

      “They are unkeyed at present. Take care of that as soon as possible. We don’t need these falling into the wrong hands.”

      “I know a couple warriors who will greatly appreciate these.” Terry smiled broadly, showing his straight, white teeth while never taking his eyes from the pistols. He secretly called them the World Enders, because of the power they could unleash. “Thanks for everything you do, Daniel.”

      Terry wanted to end on a high note. He was disappointed that he’d only get four more mechs, but with the addition of two JDSs, it almost made up for it.

      Almost.

      Terry waved as he left the quartermaster’s office. He walked through the mostly empty corridors of Keeg Station. It was a working station where most personnel had something to do. Some children played tag on the promenade, the shopping area. A food shop rolled its door into the ceiling, the proprietor hoping the smell of his fare would entice the early diners.

      Foliage trailed throughout, flowers blooming from hanging pots. Terry stopped by the small restaurant with the open door.

      “Come in!” the man called out pleasantly as he rushed from table to table, straightening condiment bottles. “You are our first customer and that is always good luck, or so they say.”

      Terry looked at a figure in the back hunched over a portable computer. “How can I be first?” Terry asked.

      “Him?” The owner pointed at the figure. “He never leaves. Says he writes books.”

      The owner waved dismissively with one meaty hand. “What would you like? Everything is fresh!” the man claimed.

      “What kind of food do you serve?” Terry asked, looking around. Nothing gave away the theme. It looked like a typical dive.

      “The only thing we serve here in Click, Click, Boom is Seppukarian food. It has an interesting blend of spiced meats in a heavy gravy over something that looks like rice to Earthers. It’ll either put hair on your chest or give you explosive diarrhea. You can never tell which until after you’ve tried it. Seppukarian. It’s a rite of passage.”

      Terry twisted his nose and curled his lip. Char refused to enter the place because she considered it an assault on her delicate senses. Once inside, Terry found that he couldn’t disagree.

      “I think I’m good, thanks, but I expect some of my people will make their way here. They are all about rites of passage, whether they make sense or not. It’s something I would have done when I was a bit younger, about a hundred and seventy years ago.”

      Terry waved nonchalantly as he turned to walk out. He cast one last glance at the author, pecking away at his keyboard. Terry thought for a moment about introducing himself, but expected the man was oblivious to all around him.

      And Terry couldn’t be sure of the last time the author had a shower.

      TH shook his head as he left to find Marcie and Kimber, the box carrying two Jean Dukes Specials cradled lovingly under his arm.

      

      The War Axe

      “Smedley, call Nathan,” Ted ordered.

      “Belay that, Smedley,” the captain replied. “We have to fly the dumbed-down version so no one knows this is a Federation warship.”

      “THAT’S INSANE!” Ted screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. “I will fix that right now, because Felicity won’t let me put our friends at risk. If Felicity found out, there would be hell to pay. Smedley, call Nathan, right now.”

      Micky raised his hand to object a second time, but he knew that Ted was right. It was the argument that he’d raised when they left space dock before the ship was finished because Bethany Anne was taking her armada to Earth and wanted the War Axe for the mission that would be Terry Henry and the Bad Company.

      “Nathan Lowell,” the voice said as he tried to figure out who had called him. “Ted, is that you?”

      “You sent this ship to war and you wouldn’t let them use the latest technology? If I tell Felicity, you’ll be in big trouble.”

      Nathan stared at the screen, wondering about Ted’s tirade. “Okay,” he said noncommittally.

      “I don’t care what you say, I’m not sending my friends out there like this. Not again. Never again.”

      “Or Felicity will kick my ass?” Nathan pondered with a half-smile.

      “There will be a long line of people with Felicity at the front and I’ll be right beside her!” Ted stood and stuck his chest out, glaring at the screen.

      “I was wrong in trying to hide the origins of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch. I think the value of the reputation alone will help calm things in the entire sector. The fact that the War Axe came from the Federation will be the worst kept secret across twelve parsecs. Go ahead and top it off, Ted. If you know of any new technology that Team BMW is working on that could benefit the Axe and her passengers, install it. Understand?”

      “I don’t care what you say, Nathan, I’m going to install the latest technology in the War Axe and make it the best combat ship there is,” Ted declared as he slammed his fist on the table.

      “I think that’s what he’s saying…” Micky offered, but stopped when Ted glared at him.

      “We’re all agreed. Accept my apologies for the subterfuge, Micky. But there’s one very important thing here. With the technology upgrade, the War Axe cannot fall into enemy hands, no matter what. If it looks like that will happen, Smedley will suicide and take the ship with him.” Nathan leaned close to the screen to make it clear that he was deadly serious.

      “You can’t kill Smedley,” Ted replied, frowning.

      “Then you need to keep the ship out of anyone else’s hands. If that’s all, I’m off to check on the latest Pepsi shipments.” Nathan’s visage disappeared from the screen.

      Ted looked like he wanted to call him back.

      “Time to go to work, Ted. We have a ship to upgrade, you, and all of us. The technology is here. We only need to integrate it into the operations. And Terry Henry has no patience beyond five days, so that’s our window. The bots and structural crews are recovered from the outside. The space around the ship is clear. First order of business is to bring up the gravitic shields.”

      Ted continued to look angry.

      “Ted. Let’s get to work,” the captain declared in a low voice through gritted teeth.

      “But…” Ted started to say.

      “We’re going to fix it, Ted, all of it, and it won’t fix itself. We need you,” Micky said more softly, starting to understand how best to deal with the genius werewolf.

      “Plato, take over the maintenance bots and send them to the gravitic shield projectors. Prepare to run diagnostic Ted Six Alpha,” Ted stated clinically, his face set as the exchange of the last few minutes was forgotten and he focused unerringly on the task at hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck me! One more day? Come on, Micky, the people of Alchon Prime are running out of food. How much longer is this going to take?” Terry blew out a long breath and closed his eyes in a feeble attempt to avoid getting angry.

      “Ted needs it to finalize some things, and for the record, he’s going with us to keep working with the ship.”

      “How broke was the War Axe?”

      “In more ways than you’ll ever know, but what matters is that the alien fleet won’t know what hit them. You won’t be able to recognize the ship,” Micky said, before looking away. “Get out of here, you mangy beast!”

      Micky jerked in his chair as he kicked at something that Terry couldn’t see.

      “We need to get going, Micky. Is there any way Ted can do what he needs to do while we’re underway?”

      “WENCESLAUS!” Micky yelled before covering his nose. “That cat will be the end of me. And no, TH. Ted is upgrading the engines to their full capability, so we can’t move until they’re ready. Once that’s done, it will expedite our trip in-system, so we’ll be able to make up some time. It will also increase our survivability. We want to make sure you have a ship to come home to at the end of every op. Ted seemed to think Felicity would have our asses if we let you get hurt.”

      “That’s Ted’s way of saying he cares,” Terry offered before pursing his lips. “We’ll bring everyone aboard later today so we’ll be ready whenever the ship can deploy. I promise that we’ll stay out of your way, Micky.”

      “You need to stay out of Ted’s way, if you know what I mean.” Micky chuckled quietly to himself. Ted elicited a wide range of emotions in everyone with whom he interacted. Micky decided then and there that Felicity was a saint.

      “You got that right. You should have known him before he got married, when he was the alpha of a wolf pack.”

      “I thought Char was the alpha?” Micky looked confused.

      “Char is the alpha of the werewolves. Ted had a pack of wolves, I mean real wolves. Anywhere from ten to twenty-five of them. It was the craziest thing. He’d go to war if anyone threatened his pack, but we’d be in the middle of a firefight and he’d check out, start doing something else. That was crazy, too. He doesn’t go into combat with us anymore. We decided that was best for everyone,” Terry explained.

      Micky nodded. “We’ll see you later then, TH. Gravitic shields are offline. Contact Smedley when you are underway and he’ll make sure the hangar bay is ready to receive the drop ships.”

      “Gravitic shields?”

      “Like I said, you won’t be able to recognize the War Axe. What a beautiful ride we have. And deadly, too.”

      “I like it, but please, no more than one day, Skipper. The people of Alchon Prime are counting on us. See you in a few. Walton out.”

      

      Keeg Station

      “Kimber, have the platoon form on the hangar deck for immediate return to the War Axe. Marcie, round up the rest of the derelicts and get them on the drop ship,” Terry ordered.

      “Derelicts? You mean your kids and the pack?” Marcie replied, shaking her head.

      “I thought it was pretty clear.” Terry looked at Char for confirmation, and she nodded in agreement. Terry wasn’t sure what she was agreeing to. He didn’t bother clarifying.

      “Thanks for the thunderstick, TH,” Marcie added, tapping the JDS secured at her side.

      Kimber caressed hers, grinning. “Kae is so jealous.”

      “He’s got a mech platoon. What’s he jealous of? One little pistol?” Terry winked at his daughter.

      “He’s just mad that I got mine first. Sibling rivalries seem to go on forever. Thanks. Now, I’m one up on him.”

      “Use your power for good, not evil,” Terry admonished by giving her the thumbs up and a big smile.

      Marcie headed out to find the tactical teams to get them packed and on their way to the shuttles. Kim punched her dad in the shoulder, before following her sister-in-law out.

      “What was that for?” Char asked.

      Terry shook his head.

      “Another day? Don’t let it give you a coronary, lover,” Char said softly. “You know Micky wouldn’t do it if it weren’t necessary. And it has Nathan’s support because Ted is involved. He doesn’t work for the Bad Company, only Team BMW now.”

      “Necessary or not, we have a mission to complete. I hate to fail and feel like I’ve lost this one before we even started.”

      Char put a hand on his shoulder. “I know,” was all she said, but her look of sympathy and her sparkling purple eyes told him all he needed to hear.

      

      The War Axe

      Terry stood in the hangar bay as the last of the drop ships slid through the energy screen, slowed to a landing within the bay, and oriented itself for a return to its launch tube. It taxied in, hovering slightly above the deck using its gravitic thrusters to push it home. The ramp dropped and Timmons staggered out.

      “What the hell?” Terry grunted.

      “If you get to know the people at Seymour Heine, then you can have a good time without beating anyone up,” Timmons slurred.

      “How can you be drunk?” Terry wondered, leaning close to look into Timmons’s yellow eyes. The pupils weren’t dilated.

      “Not drunk. Haven’t slept in three days. Sue and I are looking forward to some groovy sleep time during the cruise.”

      “Groovy sleep time,” Terry repeated, stepping back and jamming his fists against his hips. “Do the words ‘mission prep and training’ mean anything to you?”

      “At the moment? Not a whole lot. We’ll see you in the morning, TH. You be cool, bro.” Timmons sauntered away with his arm draped over Sue’s shoulders. Shonna and Merrit waved as they walked past. Christina waved with one hand as she held her head with the other. She stumbled by, following Shonna and Merrit to the hatch leading to the interior of the War Axe.

      Aaron and Yanmei stopped in front of the speechless Terry Henry Walton.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Aaron asked. Yanmei giggled.

      Dokken strolled up and sniffed Terry’s leg. He reached a hand down to scratch the German Shepherd behind his big ears.

      “I think that I’m going to have to cancel liberty for the Bad Company for the rest of your natural lives,” Terry declared as he hammered his fist into his hand.

      Aaron raised his eyebrows. “It’s too late for the natural lives thing, TH. We are well into the unnatural thing now. Did Ted ever get that comm system working for a direct link back to Earth? We’d like to talk with our kids, if we could, and soon would be great. It’s been too long, TH.”

      Terry and Char both frowned. “I know what you mean. We’d like to check in on the grandkids. That makes us sound old, but I don’t care. I want to know that they’re doing okay.”

      Aaron and Yanmei started to walk past, then stopped. “We’re not going to be dumped into the middle of a civil war again, are we?”

      “Not this time, and if I have my way, not ever again. That was some serious bullshit. This one is about breaking a blockade, so I may have to put on my diplomat hat and talk with them,” Terry replied.

      Aaron smirked, then started to chuckle. “Good luck with that! Sounds like we’ll be throwing down before you can say Bob’s your uncle.” Aaron was shaking his head as he walked away, holding hands with Yanmei.

      “I’m not that bad, am I?” Terry asked Char, his brow furled.

      “You’re the one who said he was going to burn the fucking president’s palace down. I think you’re also the one who shakes people by their necks when they’re being stupid.”

      “But they’re being stupid and aren’t listening to reason,” Terry countered, trying to look innocent.

      “And that’s why we all love you, Terry. We know where you’re coming from. I think that I would be afraid if you were able to tolerate mealy-mouthed diplomatic double-speak and duplicity,” Char offered with a loving smile. “But these are aliens. We have no idea what motivates them in order to negotiate. We will see soon enough, but you know what you say.”

      Terry had a tendency to philosophize a great deal, so he couldn’t be sure to what his wife was referring. He shook his head and held up one hand.

      “Walk softly and carry a big gun,” she clarified.

      Through the open hangar bay door, Keeg Station floated in all its glory, not even a speck of light from the nearest shipping lane. Terry turned to look at it.

      “Home,” he muttered.

      “We’ve lived in worse places,” Char offered as she reached around Terry’s narrow waist and pulled him close to her. They stood silently watching the nearby station.

      A heavy metallic tread forced them to turn. Four powered, armored suits stopped and faced them. The back popped on one and Kaeden climbed out.

      “Taking the new suits for a test drive,” he said casually. He stabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “You guys want to run them through their paces?”

      “We have such good kids, don’t you think?” Terry said, before offering a hand to power-shake with his son. They grinned and grunted as they tried to out-shake the other before both surrendered.

      “That’s enough, boys. Yes, Kae, we’d be more than happy to give the suits a test drive, but who are the suits going to be assigned to?”

      “I think these will be multi-use, based on mission parameters. Looking at what we have so far, I think we may need them for stealth insertion of the tactical team.”

      Terry had been thinking the same thing, but didn’t want to commit to one course of action over another before they arrived in the Alchon System and saw the battlefield firsthand.

      “We may, so, yes. We’d love to take these for a test drive.” Terry grinned before leaning conspiratorially close to Kaeden. “Do you know what the hell happened to the pack? They look like shit.”

      “I do,” Kae replied before walking back to the mech fireteam and chasing one of the warriors out of a second suit. “They are all yours, Dad. I need to get back in there and check on the other suits and start working up a training plan for a twelve-person mech platoon, three squads of four. No rest for the weary.”

      Terry looked at Char. “He didn’t answer my question.”

      “He most certainly did. You need to ask better questions, but if you had, then he probably would not have answered it. Some things are better left unknown, lover,” Char replied. She picked one of the suits and started to climb in. The shipsuits they wore made for easy integration with the armor and she was inside and buttoned up before Terry could reply.

      He shrugged, knowing that she was right. He took the suit Kaeden had brought and climbed in, breathing deeply of the new car smell. He settled in, buttoned up, and ran through the suit’s diagnostics.

      “It’s show time,” he said in a low voice to the other three mechs.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to go,” Ted said, waving one hand dismissively as the person on the other end of the line was speaking nonsense. “And I have no idea when we’ll be coming back.”

      “I love you, Ted,” Felicity said, looking at Ted from the screen.

      “Me, too,” was the most he would say. Her eyes glistened with the start of tears. Ted bit his lip and started to shake. He couldn’t handle it when Felicity cried. “I have to go. I’ll be in touch as soon as I know anything.”

      Ted signed off, but kept looking at the blank screen. “I love you, Felicity. Thank you for believing in me,” he whispered, before his face hardened and he stood to leave. He stopped and looked around the space that he’d claimed for his lab. Blank gray walls stared back at him. A computer system with an immersive holographic station occupied the center of the space, with a small terminal beside it for mundane use, like speaking with his wife.

      To Ted, the space wasn’t austere. It had everything he needed.

      Terry Henry, he said, using his comm chip. Call Felicity and reassure her that you will make sure that I get home safely.
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        * * *

      

      Captain San Marino sat in his chair watching the bridge crew run through a series of diagnostics and simulations. Clifton, the helmsman, was practicing flying with the new engines. The responsiveness was both exciting and terrifying. Before, he had time to react, but now, the new flight profile made things happen at a much quicker pace. But he was a pilot and flying was something he reveled in, despite the size of the War Axe.

      Micky winced when the helmsman crashed the virtual ship into a virtual asteroid. Clifton reset the simulation and looked shocked that the captain had seen him. Micky pointed to his own eyes and then at the helmsman. I’m watching you.

      Clifton returned to his simulation and on the second pass, he gave the asteroid a wide berth as he smoothly navigated through a virtual asteroid field.

      “Gravitic shields?” Micky asked, looking to K’Thrall.

      “Shields are available at one hundred percent functionality,” the Yollin reported. “Weapons systems are at one hundred percent, pending final verification of alignment.”

      “Very well,” Micky replied. Two others tested bulkheads and airlocks. They both gave a thumbs up before Micky asked. He could see the green lights dancing across his status panel.

      “Smedley, get Ted on the line, please.”

      “I don’t understand why you use that phraseology, Captain. There is no line,” Smedley replied. The captain waited.

      “Yes, Smedley?” Ted’s voice sounded through the speakers.

      “Captain San Marino here, Ted. What’s your status?”

      “I’m currently interrupted,” Ted stated matter-of-factly.

      Micky groaned. “I should have known better. My apologies, Ted. Can we take the ship out and test fire the mains?”

      “Yes, yes, all of that. Let me know before you want to gate. Plato and I are making some adjustments.”

      Micky looked at his panel. “I didn’t know you were doing anything with the gate engines,” Micky said coldly.

      “They needed to be fixed in case we have to leave a place quickly. When I’m done, we’ll be able to do that, no matter how far we are inside the gravity well or what’s going on around us. By my calculations, we’ll cut down the time to establish a gate by seventy-four percent.”

      “Holy shit,” Micky blurted. He wasn’t a fan of people messing with his ship, but then again, this was Ted, and he was making the War Axe into a preeminent combat vessel. That could run away quickly if it had to. Micky didn’t want to get captured and force Smedley to suicide, taking the ship with him.

      “I’ll let you know when we’re ready, Ted.” Micky signed off. “Smedley, give me ship-wide broadcast please.”

      “Of course, Skipper,” Smedley replied.

      “Smedley, you are spending far too much time with TH.”

      “Time is an investment. I look at it as time well spent. I’ve been helping them with their combat preparations using their mech suits in a zero-gravity environment,” Smedley explained.

      “This makes me wonder if I know anything that is going on around here.”

      “Terry Henry Walton uttered those exact same words,” Smedley replied.

      “I suppose you know everything that’s going on,” the captain said.

      “Within my capacity, yes. I have to admit that some of the things that Ted and Plato are doing elude my understanding.”

      “What Ted does eludes everyone’s understanding.” Micky leaned back and pointed one by one to each member of the bridge crew. They replied with nods and thumbs up gestures. “Prepare to get underway, thrusters only, destination, asteroid firing range four alpha.”

      “Preparing to get underway, aye!’ Clifton shouted.

      “All green for standard movement,” Smedley replied. “Ship-wide broadcast is open.”

      “Good morning, crew and passengers of the War Axe. We are preparing to get underway, with our first stop being the asteroid field to align our main weapon systems. After that, we’ll be gating directly into the Alchon heliosphere, where we have a blockade that demands our attention. The people of Alchon Prime are counting on us to open up the shipping lane to restore food and other shipments. We need to stay on our toes, because we have no idea how the alien fleet will react to our presence, but we have some new tricks up our sleeves. Make final preparations to get underway. Department heads, report.”

      One by one, the commanders delivered their status. Within twenty seconds, the board was a final green.

      “Take us out, helm.”
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      Terry, Char, and Dokken walked through the corridors of the War Axe on their way to the mess deck. “I don’t know what it is about being on a ship that makes me so hungry,” Terry lamented.

      “You’re always hungry,” Char retorted, but she didn’t hold him back. She was a willing conspirator in reducing the food stock on board the War Axe.

      Me, too, Dokken panted as he ran along. He stopped, sniffed, and started to bark. He took off down a transverse corridor, baying like a coonhound as his paws ripped at the deck.

      “We’re going to eat without you!” Terry yelled after the dog. Dokken was incensed and had Terry tuned out. “Maybe I should go after him.”

      Char stopped. “What for?”

      “Our arch nemesis!” Terry declared.

      “You don’t have an arch enemy. Either of you. I can’t believe how a big orange cat is causing the two of you fits. It’s a cat, not enhanced, not sentient, as far as we know,” Char said slowly, speaking clearly. “Just. A. Cat.”

      “He’s our arch nemesis.”

      “By all that’s holy!” Char punched Terry in the stomach with a blow that would have felled a lesser man.

      “Hard as a rock!” Terry declared, smiling.

      “Are we going to eat or stand here and wonder why a stupid orange cat is outwitting your sentient dog?”

      I’m not your dog, Dokken replied into their minds. He got away. Again. He has to be getting help from somewhere. I suspect that engine technician is doing more than she lets on. And those weretigers, too. They’re shady.

      The weretigers are not shady, Terry replied, shaking his head. Let’s get some lunch. We can talk over our strategy for capturing our arch nemesis.

      “You don’t have an arch nemesis. Neither of you!” Char stated, crossing her arms and glaring at her husband. Dokken trotted up, saw the look on her face, and kept running past.

      “You little traitor,” Terry called after the German Shepherd.

      The ship vibrated with one rumble, then a second. After a few moments, the pattern repeated. Two minutes later, the vibrations stopped.

      “I like it when they fire the mains.” Terry smiled and closed his eyes. “Feel the power.”

      “They pack a punch,” Char agreed. “I wonder when we are going to gate into the system.”

      “All hands, report to battle stations. Gating to Alchon in ten minutes,” Micky told the ship.

      Terry looked shocked and started running toward the stairs to the bridge. Char was close on his heels.

      They took the steps three at a time as they continued upward, diving out of the stairwell on the bridge level. They dodged around two corners and raced onto the bridge. The captain and crew were engaged in verifying that the ship was ready to create the gate and jump into the Alchon System.

      “I need more time,” Terry said without preamble.

      Micky hesitated before looking up. “I thought you wanted to get there as quickly as possible. Ted got us ready early.”

      “You said we had another day,” Terry countered.

      Micky didn’t dignify that with a response. “How long before you can be ready?”

      Terry hung his head, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Give me an hour to rally the troops and prepare for combat. We could vault right into the middle of the shit, right?”

      “Yes,” Micky replied, before tapping the panel on the arm of his chair. “All hands, we will gate one hour from now. Mark.”

      Terry nodded. “Thanks, Micky.”

      Marcie, all hands on the hangar deck in ten minutes. Kae, get all twelve suits ready and climb in. Timmons, get the pack there. Full weapons load and tactical kit, people. Shit’s about to get real, and it won’t be anything like what we found on Poddern.

      Terry pointed to Micky. “See you on the flip side, my man. We’ll be in the drop ships and ready to do whatever. We’ll monitor from there.”

      “My intent is to cruise the line and assess their capability while trying to look non-threatening. If they force our hand, well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Micky offered.

      “You are the man, Skipper.” With that, Terry and Char walked off the bridge. Dokken had been waiting in the corridor since the door closed before he could get inside.

      “Come on, buddy. We’re going to war,” Terry told the dog.

      What’s new? he replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kimber had the platoon in formation, what was left of them after Kaeden had pulled people for his mech unit. That left barely more than two squads.

      Bundin ambled about behind the platoon. The Crenellian, Ankh’Po’Rout, stayed near him. No one knew why. The two had been enemies until they were folded into the Bad Company.

      Terry and Char walked through the hatch exactly ten minutes after they had given the order. Terry was happy to be the last ones there. He hated seeing any of the warriors arrive late. Even the pack was in line beside the platoon. Twelve mechs stood tall behind the formation.

      Christina was beside Timmons, whispering something his way. He chuckled briefly, before recovering and trying to look somber.

      Ted appeared behind Terry and Char. He brushed past and headed straight for the Crenellian. He and Ankh talked briefly and then they both hurried away.

      Terry turned to Char.

      “Before you ask, no. I have no idea what that was about,” Char stated preemptively.

      “Time to do my thing?”

      Char nodded and smiled, shoving her husband forward with a gentle push to the small of his back.

      Marcie called for quiet and all eyes locked onto Colonel Terry Henry Walton.

      “It’s that time, people. Time to go back to doing what we do best—bringing justice to the universe.” Terry looked at the grim faces. No one cheered. They didn’t need cheerleading, only the details of the mission, including the mission objective. They’d already been briefed repeatedly, but this was Terry’s opportunity to leave them with final thoughts before they jumped into the crucible.

      “We need to break a blockade and all we have is the War Axe. If we need you to do damage control, you do damage control. If you have to block an atmospheric leak with your body, you do that. We will do anything and everything to stay in the fight, because we can’t win the fight if we’re not in it. We may have to do some stealthy infiltration. I have an idea what that looks like, but I’m just like you. I’ve never done it before, but if we have to, we’re going to make it look like we’re old pros.

      “No matter what, we have to clear the blockade, because the people of Alchon Prime are counting on us. If we are unsuccessful, then they start dying. I can’t have that. We can’t have that. Check your weapons and load up. If anything happens to the Axe, we’re taking the drop ships right down their throats and we’ll enter their ships any way we can. Then we wreak havoc, and they’ll rue the day they crossed the Bad Company.”

      Terry pointed to Marcie and twirled his finger. He then pointed at Timmons and signaled for him to join Terry.

      Christina came along too, as well as Bundin. Terry looked at the Podder.

      “I can help,” Bundin said aloud.

      “Sonofabitch!” Terry exclaimed. “That was weird. I thought I heard you with my ears.”

      “You did. I have an external speaker attached to the bottom of my shell,” Bundin replied.

      “Sonofabitch!” Terry grinned at the blue, stalk-headed Podder. “How can you help us?”

      “I can operate in space without a suit. I can help you penetrate an enemy ship without them knowing that I am there.”

      “How do you know this?” Terry was skeptical. The Podders were barely industrialized and their only space travel had been from their relations with the Crenellians, which didn’t contain two-way communication.

      “A number of us were taken to space and shown the orbital weapons systems. There was an accident and a couple of my people were jettisoned into space. They survived easily and made their way back into the ship. We estimated that they were able to remain in space for up to thirty minutes without ill effects,” Bundin explained.

      “Holy shit!” Terry slapped the Podder’s shell. “I like the hell out of that, Bundin. We may need you to repair this ship too, if we take any more hits like we did over Poddern.”

      Timmons and Christina arrived and waited patiently while Terry talked with Bundin. When he saw them, he excused himself, still scratching his head over the revelation that the Podders could survive in space without an environmental suit.

      “You called, maestro?” Timmons asked. Char tipped her head and looked down at Timmons.

      “Too much liberty for you?” she asked.

      Timmons chewed the inside of his cheek. “What’s the right answer where I don’t get confined to the ship whenever we get a chance for more time off?” he replied.

      “Get yourself under control. You can’t show up for a mission looking like you’re on your death bed!” Char blurted. At one point, she’d had to cut off Timmons’s hand to make her point about who was the alpha and who did as the alpha directed. He had never forgotten that lesson. It took getting horribly burned by acid to remove the silver that had kept his hand from growing back. He appreciated his return to being a fully intact werewolf.

      “Point taken.” He bowed before Charumati, sweeping his hand wide. “It shall be as you determine, my alpha.”

      “Once I find a boyfriend, I won’t have to hang out with this mob of delinquents,” Christina suggested, pointing with her eyes at Timmons. His lip curled of its own accord.

      “A boyfriend?” Terry asked as he joined the conversation. “We can’t be thinking about boyfriends. We’re going to war.”

      Christina shook her head. “I’m not thinking about that at all. I don’t have one. Honestly, are all men like this, only hear half of what you say?” Christina looked at Char.

      “Not all, but most,” she replied, nodding toward TH.

      He gave them both the stink-eye. “Christina. I need you to train up on the suits. You too, Timmons, and the pack, including the weretigers. Our twelve best in hand-to-hand combat need to be able to use the suits to travel through space, manipulate tools, and bring down the thunder.”

      “I don’t think Kae and his people will like that,” Christina said, turning her head sideways to glance at the mechs as they performed their dexterity routine before climbing aboard the drop ships.

      The Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch always boarded the drop ships whenever they gated, just in case an enemy was waiting for them on the other side. The shuttles gave them an escape, a way to attack, a way to survive. At some point, Terry would revise the tactics, but not yet.

      “No choice, Christina. If we’re going to get into a throw-down with aliens, I need you there. I need the pack, and I need Marcie, Kim, and Kae. The deadliest among us will lead the way, as we’ve always done. From the days of the FDG until now, those with the superior abilities have the responsibility to lead the way, assume a higher level of risk. We’ll swap with Kae and his people after we’ve gotten the lay of the land, so to speak. For now, it’s best that those most familiar with the suits stay in them, but get ready to swap out and train as soon as humanly possible.”

      “Will do,” Christina and Timmons replied together.

      “Can you let Kae know, to lessen the friction?” Timmons added.

      “He already knows.” Terry was all business. “The decision is made and at this point, it’s about following orders. Get to your ships and get your people ready as we transit to Alchon space. I don’t expect there will be anything for us, but you know how that usually works out.”

      Timmons started to laugh. “No plan survives first contact, and this is a real first contact. We really don’t know anything about this bunch running the blockade? Aliens, not aliens, nothing?”

      “Nothing. It’s up to us to figure it out and fix it.”

      “That doesn’t instill confidence, TH.” Timmons looked to Christina. The unknowns of the mission were reflected in her skeptical look.

      “I’m not going to blow smoke up your ass. We don’t know jack shit except that if the alien fleet is too much for us, we have to get Alchon Prime to request to join the Federation. Then General Reynolds can send a few dreadnoughts and battleships to give us a hand. That’s our ace in the hole, assuming we can communicate with Alchon Prime when we get there.”

      Timmons looked like he wanted to say something else, but Marcie and Kimber were barking orders, sending the groups to their separate drop ships. The mechs took up a great deal of space and were given two ships just for them, while the rest of the Bad Company filled out the other four.

      “Time to go, my friends,” Char said as Terry watched the groups move to their assigned shuttles.

      Smedley, can you give the order for hoods, please, Terry requested.

      Almost instantly, over the hangar bay’s loudspeakers bellowed General Smedley Butler’s voice. “HOODS!” With well-practiced motions, as one, the warriors pulled their hoods from behind their necks and snapped them into place. Internal suit pressure filled them out and the group of bubble-heads continued unimpeded into their drop ships.

      Terry and Char bumped their bubbles, as they’d taken to doing whenever they pulled their shipsuit hoods up. They held each other and looked into each other’s eyes through the clear hoods. They both mouthed, “I love you,” and then they put on their war faces and went to work.
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      “Bad Company personnel show green,” Smedley reported.

      The captain nodded. “Hoods, please,” he said conversationally. The bridge crew pulled their hoods into place.

      “The ship is green,” Smedley verified.

      “Ted?” Micky asked.

      “We will gate to a point well within the heliosphere, one hundred thousand kilometers from the closest alien vessel. The sensors have been upgraded and will begin feeding data to the system immediately upon arrival. Gravitic shields are active and in place. Weapon systems are hot and will remain that way through the jump. Targeting is slaved to the bridge station for weapons release.”

      Micky whistled before smiling. K’Thrall turned his chair around to look at the captain. He’d been told what the upgrades would do, but hadn’t believed it.

      “I’ve never heard that any of that was possible, no matter the ship,” the Yollin said.

      “As a fleet that contains one ship, our survivability chances have vastly improved. Take charge of the weapon systems and prepare for defensive fire. The mains on my command only. We don’t want to scare the aliens. Not too much, anyway.”

      Micky leaned back in the captain’s chair. He looked from station to station, received the manual thumbs up, which he liked in addition to the status board that showed green.

      “Commander Suresha?” Micky asked.

      “Main engines are ready for maximum maneuverability. Gate engines are at capacity. On your command, Captain.”

      “Ship-wide broadcast, Smedley, count us down.”

      The EI’s voice counted down pleasantly from ten to one, and then the gate formed in front of the War Axe. Clifton goosed the engines and the ship darted across the event horizon and through the gate.

      The crew didn’t feel the change. Technology protected them from the turbulence as the ship transitioned from normal space to the wormhole and back to normal space within the blink of an eye.

      “Twenty alien ships on the screen in a rough ellipsis around Alchon Prime. Two ships are on an intercept course. Their speed is increasing,” K’Thrall reported.

      “Move us away at an offset of ninety degrees. Don’t show our ass to those things,” Micky ordered. “Tactical display on the main screen, Smedley.”

      The positions of the planets and alien ships appeared at the front of the bridge.

      “What are those ships on the perimeter of the heliosphere?”

      “Those are transports and cargo ships who are on the wrong side of the blockade,” K’Thrall replied. “And those green blips around Alchon Prime are friendlies stuck on that side.”

      “At least the aliens are leaving them alone. Let’s join our fellows at the edge of interstellar space.”

      “Aliens are firing.”

      Micky lurched forward in his seat. “Brace for impact!” he shouted over the broadcast.

      “It’s an energy beam of some sort. The gravitic shields shunted the beam away from us, but not without losing some of their power,” K’Thrall intoned. “Aliens are firing again.”

      Micky didn’t issue a second warning.

      “We are caught in a crossfire. The energy beams are electromagnetic pulses, EMPs.”

      “ENOUGH!” Micky roared, giving up on outrunning the enemy ships. “Helm, bring us about. Prepare to fire the mains.”

      “Helm is coming about. Holy crap, this thing turns on a moonstone!” Clifton exclaimed.

      “Weapons are true. I have the helm,” K’Thrall reported as he took over attitude control to keep the main weapons aimed at the target. “Firing. Ten salvos away.”

      Micky watched as the enemy ships started to change course, but they were too slow compared to the War Axe’s main weapons, which fired super-heated plasma at nearly the speed of light.

      The first three rounds missed, but the next seven walked across one ship, ending with a spectacular explosion. K’Thrall fired again. Ten more salvos in a computer-calculated arc across the projected flight path of the enemy ship. Only four plasma bolts hit, but that was enough. The enemy ship split in half, and flashes of light signaled the death knell. Darkness enveloped what had moments before been a vibrant bastion of life operating within the harshness of space.

      “Get us out of here,” Ted requested over the ship’s broadcast. “Their weapon took the shields offline. I don’t know why they’re down, but if we take one more EMP hit, we’ll be dead.”

      Ted’s voice came through as an unemotional clinical analysis. The coldness of it shook the captain to his core.

      “Helm, move us to a safe distance. Systems, are any enemy ships moving to intercept?”

      “They are maneuvering, reducing the distance between their ships, but they are not closing on us.”

      “Very well,” Micky replied as he stroked his chin. “Ted, how long do you think it’ll take to repair the gravitic shields?”

      “I just told you that I don’t know why they are down. Until I can determine why, I can’t tell you how long. I’m glad that I brought Plato along as he will help expedite the process, but if we’re killed, we will lose not one, but two AIs. Whatever you do, Captain, please do not get us killed.”

      Micky looked in surprise at the arm of his captain’s chair where the broadcast controls resided. “I will do my very best to keep us alive, Ted,” he replied, trying not to sound sarcastic.

      He knew Ted was being serious.

      “Smedley, give me ship-wide,” the captain requested while watching the enemy blips on the big screen. “Attention all hands. Our shields are down, and we are in the process of making repairs. Until they are operational, we will avoid all contact with the alien fleet. We are moving near the stalled shipping and will remain there for the near term. Keep your shipsuits on and be prepared to hood at any moment as you return to your normal duties. Captain San Marino out.”

      He tapped his access panel. “TH, meet me in my briefing room, please.”
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        * * *

      

      “Report to your damage control stations!” Terry ordered the members of the Bad Company. “And stay frosty!”

      He usually added that as one of his favorite lines from Aliens.

      “What do you think he wants?” Char asked as they watched the tac teams, mechs, and platoon members exit the drop ships.

      “How do we fight these Fuckbert McAssholefaces?” Terry replied, scowling. “I have an idea or two. We’ll need our people there too, if we’re going to talk tactics.”

      Terry switched to his comm chip. Timmons, Christina, Joseph, Marcie, Kim, Kae, and Aaron. Report to the captain’s briefing room.

      Char nodded to the group as they approached. Dokken ran to greet them.

      “Is it okay if we just walk with you?” Joseph asked. The others laughed or shook their heads.

      “I’m still getting used to this thing,” Terry said, tapping the side of his head with a finger.

      “Your brain?” Timmons deadpanned.

      “Very funny. Since I like you, I’ll kill you last,” Terry responded, making a pistol with his fingers and pointing it at the werewolf.

      “In Timmons’s defense, that’s what I thought, too,” Christina added innocently. “Aren’t we supposed to report upstairs?”

      “Rightly so.” Terry and Char turned as one and strode toward the hatch leading from the War Axe’s hangar bay. The group followed, with Yanmei and Petricia joining them as they always did. Cory, Ramses, and Auburn followed, too. Dokken weaved his way between the humans’ legs as he worked toward the front of the crowd.

      “The captain needs a bigger conference room,” Char suggested.

      Terry nodded, but didn’t speak. He was already focused on the enemy. His mind raced through the possibilities. He hadn’t been privy to the weapons that the aliens used, but he suspected that it was enough to drive the War Axe away. Terry listened as if he could hear how much the ship had been damaged.

      And then he remembered what he forgot. He didn’t have to guess.

      Smedley, what kind of damage did we take from the aliens? Terry asked.

      >>The alien ships used an EMP weapon and caused our gravitic shields to fail. Ted is very concerned,<< Smedley replied.

      No other damage besides that?

      >>That was plenty, I assure you.<<

      Thanks, General. Ted is on it, I suppose. Any idea when he’ll have it fixed?

      >>He does not have a repair estimate because he does not know how the damage was caused.<<

      Terry contemplated the answer as they climbed the six flights of stairs to get to the bridge level. He didn’t come up with another question before they arrived.

      One by one, they filed in. Terry stood to let others sit. Micky was already seated while K’Thrall stood. He was a four-legged Yollin, which made sitting in a human chair problematic. Joseph offered his chair to Petricia and Aaron offered his to Yanmei. Neither sat. Char stood as well.

      The captain started to laugh. “Fine. Either we all sit or no one sits. Is this your way of telling me to get a bigger briefing room?”

      Terry smiled and tipped his chin with a quick nod.

      “Next time, we’ll use the combat operations center, the COC on the third level. Next time. For now, let me show you what we have.” Micky brought up the holographic display centered over the table that showed the Alchon System with the stylized graphics showing friendly and enemy forces.

      Every face leaned in to study the graphic.

      “Ted, do you have a status for us?” Micky asked loudly.

      A disembodied voice responded, “No,” followed by a crackle as the comm channel closed.

      Terry and Char both chuckled. “Welcome to working with Ted,” Terry said, before turning serious. “But what you get from him will be nothing less than the very best.” Others nodded.

      “Can you replay the engagement?” Marcie asked.

      “Of course,” Smedley replied over the speakers.

      It started with their appearance through the gate, approaching the alien ships at an angle. Then the maneuvering began, followed by the mains firing and destroying the two ships that had broken the picket to engage the War Axe.

      “I like the main guns,” Kaeden whispered to his sister. She smiled and nodded. The icon of the War Axe flashed yellow and then turned red.

      “And that’s when the combined effects of the EMP weapon finished our shields. At least their ships were dead by then. The others may have been too far away to detect that we were defenseless. In a relative sense, anyway. We’re never completely defenseless,” the captain added proudly.

      Terry twirled a finger, asking for another replay. When that was done, he asked for another.

      “What are you thinking, TH?” Marcie asked on behalf of everyone in the room. They weren’t seeing anything new after the second replay.

      “Back twenty seconds and re-run that.” Smedley did as requested. “Again.”

      The clip replayed without Terry having to comment. He put his finger in the middle of the hologram to point out the actions of the aliens’ capital ships within the blockade.

      “See how they are getting behind their pickets, the smaller ships are like destroyers or cruisers. I’m not sure what they’re called out here.” Terry worked his way around the table to look at it from different angles. “Run it forward twenty seconds. Now loop from there to about thirty more seconds.”

      Terry pointed again. “These two ships are key. If we take them out, the others will run. I’d stake my life on it.”

      “Are you willing to stake the lives of all the people on Alchon Prime?” Joseph asked.

      Terry parted his lips and whistled through clenched teeth. “We’re already two days past when the food starts to run out. All those transports sitting outside the heliosphere… How long will they wait?”

      Micky looked Terry in the eye. “Two have already left. Now that we’re here, I think I can convince the others to stay around for a little while longer. New ships inbound have diverted.”

      Terry hung his head and closed his hands. “Starvation is no way to die,” he whispered. He looked around the room, his eyes turning cold. “Options, people.”

      “We talked about infiltration using the suits. Can we make a high-speed pass where twelve of us drop off the hull when we get close or do a combat jump out the bay door?” Kaeden asked.

      “They’d spot the suits. If they hit them with an EMP, we’d die, floating in space,” Kimber replied.

      “Ted gave me a bunch of stealth packs, a small device that clips on the outside of the suit, renders it invisible to electronics and some visual searches. He said they were developed on something called R2D2.”

      Terry cocked his head and opened his mouth. Char gripped his arm before he could speak.

      “Well done, Kae. That gives us a good option,” Char said. “Other options?”

      “Can we sit outside their range and bombard them with the mains?” Ramses asked. A couple people nodded.

      The captain shook his head. “All they’d have to do is come after us and we’ll be finished. I don’t see them sitting back and waiting to die. If they killed our engines and tried to board us, Smedley would be obligated to suicide to prevent the new technology from falling into enemy hands.”

      Terry leaned back and looked at the ceiling. Kae rolled his head as if he was being tortured.

      Joseph looked unfazed. “The end of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch in one fell swoop,” he intoned. Petricia punched him in the arm.

      Aaron leaned forward. “Hit and run with a delivery of suited warriors. Maybe we can conduct a little attrition warfare while using subterfuge as our main weapon.”

      Terry did a double-take. “Aaron? Who replaced our Aaron with this staff officer?”

      “I watched an R. Lee Ermey movie while on the station,” Aaron side with a sly tilt to his head.

      “I’m not buying it, but that’s the best plan yet. Anyone else?”

      “When can we call in the Federation’s dreadnoughts?” Auburn asked.

      Micky shook his head again. “We can’t call for reinforcements unless Alchon Prime requests to join the Federation. They can’t do that because there’s a whiteout over the planet. We think the aliens are conducting some kind of localized jamming. We can’t talk to the planet, and they can’t talk to us. We are both on our own.”

      “What’s it going to take to execute a high-speed pass?” Terry asked the captain.

      “Smedley, draw up an ellipsis at an offset angle of thirty degrees, closest point of approach of one hundred thousand kilometers. We break away at that point and the suits detach. They will continue traveling on the original trajectory while we increase speed to maximum to power away from the engagement. We’ll take a couple shots at their big ships right before we turn. Show us that course of action on the holo display,” Micky requested.

      The icons reset. The War Axe moved from its current position in a lazy turn before accelerating directly at one of the aliens’ capital ships. The War Axe turned tightly and darted away before getting too close. The plasma rounds tracked toward the enemy, but Smedley presumed that they wouldn’t hit. The holo image enlarged, showing twelve silver specks drifting through space toward the alien blockade.

      “Are you sure those stealth modules work?”

      “Ted says they do,” Kae replied.

      Terry looked uncomfortable, like he’d eaten something that didn’t agree with him.

      Or maybe it was the risk he was being forced to swallow. Slow and steady wouldn’t win this race. He needed to break the alien blockade if the people of Alchon Prime were to eat.
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      Keeg Station

      Felicity stood in her office, looking at the stars through the transparent aluminum that passed for a window.

      The comm device on her desk buzzed. She ignored it. Ted and the others had been gone for mere hours, but it felt like days. Everyone had gotten back together, in one place, and proved that where didn’t matter.

      Only the company one kept.

      New Boulder to North Chicago to San Francisco to the stars. The group had been together for as long as she cared to remember. What went before she met Billy Spires and Terry Henry Walton was ancient history, dust in a book that would never get opened.

      Her life with Billy had been good, but life with Ted had been better, because he didn’t interfere with her being the mayor. He didn’t need to be in charge. He preferred things the way they were. And he was a good lover.

      Everything she wanted, but they’d gone off to war, as they were wont to do.

      “You fix that ship of theirs and come home to me in one piece, do you understand me?” she asked the window, expecting that the hairs on Ted’s arm would stand up, wherever he was.

      

      The War Axe

      Ted stood in the middle of a holographic display of the coding used to drive the gravitic shields. He appeared to have more than two arms as he tapped virtual points in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle around himself. He maintained a constant dialogue with Plato, his R&D AI.

      Terry and Char watched him, wanting to interrupt to determine the status of repairs, but knowing that doing so would delay what they wanted. Ted wasn’t playing a game. He was fixing the ship.

      One of Ted’s major failings was that he would forget to tell them when the gravitic shields were fixed. He’d move on to something else where casual observers wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

      “Smedley, will you know when the shields are active again?” Terry asked the room in a low voice.

      “Yes,” Smedley replied. “Right now, they are reconfiguring the shields to jump-start them, if I heard the terminology correctly.”

      “Let us know, so we can start the countdown to launch. Do you have the flight plan programmed?”

      “I have a number of variations prepared, including launch points for the mechanized warrior teams and the Podder.”

      “Who said Bundin was coming along?”

      “Joseph ordered his inclusion in my planning. I believe Joseph and Petricia are working with Commander MacEachthighearna on a propulsion system that Bundin can carry so he can adjust his flight profile to match whatever the mechs do.”

      “In case our targets move and we can’t maintain a ballistic trajectory, we’ll need to use the suits’ jets,” Terry explained. “Where are they?”

      “They are in the armored unit storage and maintenance area.”

      Terry and Char left Ted to his own devices. They wondered if he knew they had stopped by.
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        * * *

      

      “Stop wiggling around,” Joseph said, losing patience.

      “Podders don’t wiggle. We flow like wind-blown sand,” Bundin replied. Joseph stopped and looked at his alien friend.

      “Where do I look when I want to give you the hairy eyeball? Do I circumnavigate your shell and make sure that each of your four eyes gets equal time?” Joseph asked almost clinically while trying to do his best rendition of a Charumati stink-eye.

      “Any one will do, although I can’t fathom why I would deserve such treatment,” Bundin replied in the low and rumbling rendition of his voice. “What does it mean, hairy eyeball?”

      The Podder’s stalk was hairless, as were his tentacle arms. The stalk protruded from the center of a shell below which were four stumpy legs. Podders had no hair.

      “It’s a human expression of disbelief.”

      “Ah.” Bundin stopped moving and Joseph completed strapping the jetpack above the four waving tentacles.

      “Here’s how you activate it, with this button and these levers. It will push you, so make sure you are aimed where you want to go…” Joseph was explaining, when Bundin activated the device. Even at the lowest setting, it accelerated the Podder directly into the wall.

      Bundin stabbed the button with one of the fingers at the end of a tentacle.

      “You might want to wait until you’re outside the ship before you ever do that again,” Joseph said slowly and clearly.

      “I believe I will.” Bundin’s mechanical voice was more subdued.

      Petricia stood in a corner, watching the whole affair and shaking her head at her husband’s new best friend. Hundreds of years old and never too aged to enjoy something in a new way.

      A blue alien. Joseph saw her watching him and held out a hand, smiling as she took it, and they embraced.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s my Crenellian?” Terry asked, looking around. “And as a matter of fact, where’s my dog?”

      I’m not your dog, Dokken replied from somewhere out of sight.

      “I don’t think he’s your Crenellian, either. Marcie found him, but we don’t keep other races as pets,” Char replied.

      Hear, hear! Dokken called out. They heard his paws slapping the deck and the click of his nails as he trotted around a corner, tongue lolling, ears up, and eyes sparkling. Until he stepped on a glistening patch in the corridor where he started to slide, then slipped, then all four legs shot out sideways and he slammed into the deck.

      He low-crawled forward until he was off the patch of ice. Wenceslaus! I don’t know how you did it, but this will earn you a beating the likes of which people will write songs about!

      “I’m pretty sure the cat had nothing to do with this, although I will concede that he is our arch nemesis,” Terry offered as he studied the ice. “That took some engineering, and I can appreciate that, whoever the joker is. There will be payback, because I almost stepped on it. Thanks, buddy! You saved me from taking a digger.”

      It’s what I live for, Dokken muttered.

      Terry kneeled down to give both of the German Shepherd’s ears a good scratch. Dokken’s eyes rolled back in his head and his hind leg started twitching as Terry hit a good spot.

      Char’s eyes unfocused as she used her comm chip to ask Smedley where Ankh was.

      >>He’s in the lab with Ted,<< Smedley replied.

      “We were just there,” Char blurted aloud.

      “Let me guess. Ted has him secreted away in his lair.”

      “Seems that is the case.” Char smirked. What’s he doing, Smedley?

      >>He’s rewriting a subroutine to Ted’s specifications. He’s almost finished. Standby.<<

      Char held up a finger before Terry could ask.

      >>They have finished what they were working on. Initial diagnostics suggest the gravitic shields are back online.<<

      Char’s eyes shot wide before her face turned cold. “Shields are live,” she said.

      Terry stood up, much to Dokken’s dismay, and with Char, they hurried to Ted’s lab.

      Micky, it sounds like the shields are back online. We’re heading to the lab now to confirm and get a timeframe for deployment, Terry reported.

      We have multiple trajectories calculated and are ready to go when the word is given, the captain replied.

      Terry and Char burst into Ted’s lab. Ted was immersed in his holographic display.

      “TED!” Char bellowed. As the alpha, she had more influence on the werewolf genius than Terry. He was only a colonel, after all.

      The holographic screens dropped and Ted turned. Dismay contorted his face. Behind him, wedged into a small space, was Ankh’Po’Turn, the Crenellian. He wore his usual blank expression as he worked with the programming screen.

      “Are you done with the gravitic shields?” Terry asked, forcing himself to be patient.

      “Done is relative. They are currently functioning. I cannot guarantee that they will continue to work should we be attacked by that EMP weapon again. I discourage further contact with this group.”

      Terry’s jaw dropped. He could feel his temperature rising.

      “That’s not an option for us, Ted, but thank you for recommending it. We must clear this blockade so the people of Alchon Prime can get their food shipments and avoid death by starvation,” Char offered calmly.

      “Okay, then. I recommend eliminating those ships before they can use their weapon on us again.”

      “What was it? What did the aliens use on us?”

      “Aliens? No. I don’t think they are aliens. R2D2 has this type of research in the database. That’s why I was able to fix it so quickly, but the repair is only temporary. The weapon is specifically designed to be used against Etheric-powered equipment, which means if the shields hadn’t stopped it, anyone with nanocytes would have been affected.”

      “Affected how?” Terry pushed.

      “As in all the nanocytes are rendered inert, albeit temporarily. As in if you get hurt during that time, you bleed and you die, just like any normal human.”

      “I can’t remember what it’s like to be normal. It seems like I’ve been enhanced my whole life. What would I feel without the nanocytes? And how did this bunch get R2D2 research?”

      Char’s jaw was set. “This changes everything,” she whispered.

      

      A remote corner of the galaxy

      Nathan held his head as he peered between his hands at Terry’s report. “He called the enemy “Fuckberts,” and they are using R2D2 technology.” The head of the Bad Company scowled.

      “Where in the holy hell would they get our technology?” Ecaterina asked.

      “I don’t know, but I think that revelation alone should make it feasible to bring in the Federation’s big ships, a few dreadnoughts to scrape the scum off the bottoms of our shoes.” Nathan leaned back so he could give his wife his full attention.

      Her eyes fixed him in a steely gaze. “We have a leak.”

      Nathan nodded once and leaned back toward his screen. He tapped a couple buttons.

      “Nathan. Judging by the look on your face, this isn’t a social call, but since you didn’t ask, I’m doing well. My last prostate exam suggested that I’m in perfect health!” General Lance Reynolds exclaimed as he chewed slowly on his cigar.

      Nathan did a double-take. “You get prostate exams?” he asked without thinking. The general laughed and shook his head.

      “Only trying to take the edge off whatever dire report you’re going to deliver.”

      “Technology from R2D2 has fallen into enemy hands and they are using it against us at Alchon Prime. I think it’s time to call in the cavalry, and we need to do a little soul-searching of our people working in R&D. The War Axe is out there right now and they are having some problems. Terry’s people came up with a plan to infiltrate the alien ships, which they don’t think are alien. I have no idea where someone could put together such a fleet without us knowing about it, but there you are.” Nathan threw his hands up, disappointed that the ships had been built and launched without him having any idea.

      “If I hear you right, you want me to send the Federation’s biggest and baddest to deal with this threat to Alchon Prime?”

      “Something like that, Lance. These are big ships, and although the War Axe is more than capable of protecting herself, the EMP weapon the enemy has could force Smedley into a position where he’d have to suicide and take the ship with him.”

      Ecaterina shifted uncomfortably before deciding to join Nathan where she could see the general.

      Lance nodded to her when she appeared in the frame. “The Federation is expanding and with each new system comes new challenges. As we think we have a place secure enough to move on, some new warlord raises his ugly head, but that’s nothing you don’t already know. Why do you think Alchon Prime is more important than some other systems where we already have mutual defense pacts in place? I have to expend a certain amount of political capital if I’m to pull our forces out, so convince me why I should do that.”

      “Besides saving the War Axe, Terry Henry Walton, and the entire Direct Action Branch, we also have Ted on board with Plato. And Alchon Prime. We break the blockade, it’s almost certain they’ll request to join the Federation,” Nathan explained.

      “Fucking Plato? How in the hell did Ted get one of the R&D AIs onto the War Axe? Don’t answer that.” Lance removed his cigar and rubbed his chin while rolling the wet stogie between two fingers. “I can’t guarantee anything.”

      “I can’t let these Fuckberts get the best of us. We need to put them down. Hard.”

      “Fuckberts? Is that what we’re calling them?”

      “It’s what Terry called them. Fuckbert.” Nathan paused and grimaced. “McAssholeface.”

      “I gotta get better people.” Lance rolled his eyes. “So the FMs, as we’ll call them, have shown up with first-class warships carrying our research technology.”

      Nathan didn’t answer. General Reynolds was thinking out loud and hadn’t asked a question.

      “You said Terry had a plan to infiltrate the enemy ships. Execute that plan and let’s see if he can find how they acquired our research. And if he’s resourceful enough to get on board their ships, then he’ll be able to stop them from within. After he’s done with them, if you still need Federation capital assets, I’ll make a few calls, chew some ass on knuckleheads that like being carried, and see if we can get a dreadnought or four to Alchon Prime.”

      “The answer is no, then?” Nathan pressed.

      “The answer is not yet.” Lance maintained a neutral expression.

      “I’ll let them know that their infiltration mission is a go.”

      Lance gave a thumbs up and signed off without saying another word. Nathan wondered what else was going on in the general’s world. Maybe he heard about the Pepsi shipment taking priority over the Coke imports.

      He laughed to himself. The Federation occupied an immense section of space and trying to keep a handle on all of it, keep the members from revolting, took a force of will that Nathan could only marvel at. It made Alchon Prime and their human outpost seem trivial by comparison.

      “The humans are on their own,” Nathan told his wife.

      “Seems so. Anything we can do?” Ecaterina asked.

      “Keep the rest of the Federation from crashing down around our ears so Terry only has his one problem to worry about. I don’t think that’s unfair.”

      “No one’s keeping count, Nathan, but that’s two total fuck jobs in a row that you shoved Terry Henry’s ass into. And our daughter too, if you’re having a hard time remembering that. You will unfuck this and in a way that doesn’t involve us becoming grieving parents. Do you understand me?” Ecaterina’s jaw was set.

      “I will fix it,” Nathan said, having no idea how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The captain’s conference room, the War Axe

      The enemy ships were presented in greater detail floating above the conference table. The holographic projection displayed them in a way that Terry could select individual ships, expand them, rotate them, and put them back where they were. He was doing that, one by one. The tac teams were wedged in around the table. No one attempted to sit.

      “What are you thinking, Dad?” Kae asked.

      “We have a couple choices and it all goes to how much we are willing to split the team. Thirteen of us on one target to maximize our chances of getting inside, or we split into as many as six teams to go after more ships, increasing the chance that we can take them out if we can’t figure them out.”

      “There are two capital ships,” Marcie said, pointing at the center of the enemy formation. “We break into two groups and take out their big ships, or we split into six and go after the two big ones and the next four largest. If we are successful with all six, that leaves a bunch of tin cans, destroyers, I think you called them.”

      “What can two people do on a ship that’s bigger than the Axe?”

      “You take me and you take Ankh. We can get into the system once we’re on board, but we need you to get us safely there. That’s not our shtick,” Ted said from the back of the room.

      “It is not,” the Crenellian added. Terry couldn’t see him behind all the bodies in the way.

      “I’m not a fan of giving up two suits. We need the combat power, but I know that you’re a force multiplier. Sounds like two teams and we go after their big boys,” Terry replied.

      Ted shouldered his way to the edge of the conference table. “Why not just tow extra people? We have shipsuits. How long do you think we’ll be outside? Come on, TH. I don’t see you wasting more than a few seconds. Calculating the trajectory, distance, time to open the airlock… Five minutes. We’ll have plenty of time to spare.”

      Char, Kae, Marcie, and Kim nodded. The others in the room looked optimistic.

      “Six groups of four and Bundin. Team leaders are me, Marcie, Kae, Kim, Christina, and Timmons. Smedley, follow along and calculate our release points. I’ll take this one because I think it’s their flagship. I'll take Ted with me. Marcie, you have the other capital ship and take Ankh with you.” Terry pointed to the ships as he walked across the blockade. “Kim, Kae, Christina, and Timmons. Kim, you take Bundin, Joseph, Petricia, and Auburn. Ramses with me. Cory, you stay behind.”

      “She can go with me,” Kae offered, but Terry shook his head. Cory didn’t get angry. She hung her head.

      “You’re going to need me out there,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “I know we will, but we won’t know which of the six ships will need you the most. You’re better off here where you can react to the greatest need.”

      “You don’t want me out there,” she said softly.

      Terry replied just as softly. “No, I don’t. We’ve done some sketchy shit that we should not have walked away from, but this is probably the most dangerous. Not only are we hurling our bodies into the void of space, we’re going after ships that have the capability to render our suits and our nanos inert. It only takes a couple minutes to die in space, no matter how you slice it. I’ve risked all of us for far too long. I won’t do that anymore.”

      “Maybe it’s not your choice,” Marcie interjected, standing up straight, nearly as tall at Terry. “We’re all volunteers, remember?”

      “When it comes to combat, you know I don’t fuck around,” Terry retorted, flashing a snarl as he looked around the room, making eye contact with everyone who looked to him. “You stay here!”

      “No,” Cory replied. “I need to come. I’ll join Kae’s team.”

      Terry clenched his fist, not because he wanted to hit someone, but because he was losing the argument. He wanted her to come because she saved lives, pure and simple. She made sure people could get back into the fight. And once in a fight, she could hold her own. He rolled his head around his shoulders.

      Char chuckled.

      “What?” Terry demanded.

      “You’re so funny. You always want to change something, for the right reasons, and the wrong ones, too. Some decisions are out of your hands. Looks like we’re taking a full load, twelve in powered, armored suits, twelve in shipsuits, and Bundin with his stalk-strapped jet pack.”

      Terry’s jaw worked as he wanted to say something, but there wasn’t anything that came to mind that didn’t sound snarky or asinine. He settled on a different approach.

      “Fuckberts won’t know what hit them. Ted! How in the hell do we get on board their ship without them knowing about it?”

      “If I knew that, we could simply send a drone,” Ted replied with an eye-roll. “That’s why I need to go along, but I can tell you that Felicity isn’t going to be happy with you, Colonel Terry Henry Walton!”

      The others turned away, but Terry could still hear their snickers. “You wouldn’t.”

      “She’s going to be mad at you, not me.”

      “Fine. Ramses, you stay within arm’s reach of Cory at all times and keep her safe.”

      “I always do, Colonel,” Ramses replied from where he stood at Cory’s side.

      “Suit up, people. Meet on the hangar deck in fifteen minutes. And, Ted, we’re under full opsec, operational security, no calls leave the ship until the operation is over,” Terry declared.

      Ted looked at Terry as if he didn’t comprehend.

      “You can’t call Felicity. No comms outside the ship,” Terry reiterated.

      “But I have to call her,” Ted countered.

      “Sorry, Ted. No calls.”

      “But I have to call her.”

      “SUIT UP!” Terry shouted, and the people started leaving the conference room. Ted stood dumbfounded. Dokken barked furiously and raced down the corridor.

      Terry, Char, and Micky remained behind. “I wish I knew how that little bastard was getting into my quarters.”

      “Somebody iced down the corridor that I use.”

      “Someone hid all the chocolate ice cream,” Char added. The two men looked at her. She shook her head and held her hands up. “It’s not right.”

      “Can you deliver us on target? I’d hate to float past those ships and disappear into the cosmos. The people we’ll be towing will have a limited air supply. I don’t want to kill our people because we couldn’t fly straight.” Terry gripped the captain’s shoulder as he bored into his eyes.

      “We’ll launch you on target. What I can’t account for is if they move, which they are sure to do when we come racing in on our high-speed pass, but they returned to their starting positions last time, so that’s where we’ll deliver you. If necessary, you wait for them to come to you.”

      “That’s a big ‘if,’ Micky.”

      “It’s the best I can do for you. No promises besides that. If you need anything else from us, like a diversion, just let us know.”

      “Maybe a few streams of plasma to keep the ships where we want them,” Terry suggested.

      “I don’t want to throw plasma past you while you’re flying through space with nothing but a suit between you and incineration.”

      “Get ready to launch the drop ships to recover us. Or blast the aliens into non-existence if you haven’t heard from us in twelve hours.”

      “Twelve? That’s an awfully long time.”

      “Those are big ships.” Terry finally let go of Micky’s shoulder. “Stay frosty, Skipper.”

      Terry and Char walked out together. They could hear Dokken continue to bark, far in the distance. It remained unspoken that he couldn’t come. Terry hoped he didn’t have to look the German Shepherd in the face and tell him point blank that he couldn’t come along.

      “I like that dog,” Terry said as they headed for the stairwell.

      “Me, too,” Char admitted.
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden had brought his team directly to the armory where the mech suits were stored. Kae walked past each one, studying it before continuing on. The newest four, delivered by the Keeg Station production facility the past week, still smelled like they were fresh off the showroom floor. Flawless exteriors glistened with the room’s lights.

      Kaeden looked fondly at his suit. Creased, charred, scratched, and seared. It had undergone system repairs, but the cosmetics remained untouched. Salty, Terry had called it as a badge of honor. Some of the others, too.

      Cantor’s suit. He hadn’t made it off Poddern alive. Fleeter had lost a leg. Even though that had been repaired by the nanocytes, she wasn’t ready to deploy again. She was still getting regular treatments in the Pod Doc, but Kae wasn’t sure what for.

      He didn’t press her on it. She had climbed into a super-tank and killed it, barely escaping after leaving her leg and a lake of blood behind.

      He couldn’t blame her for not being in a hurry to dive back into the fray.

      Kelly and Capples were adamant about going. Kae took stock of the suits and counted those who wanted to wear them.

      Terry, Char, Timmons, Sue, Shonna, Merrit, Joseph, Petricia, Kae, Marcie, Kim, and Ramses. The weretigers, Christina, Auburn, Cory, Ted, Ankh, and six or maybe seven more. That was it. That was all they could take with them to subdue an alien fleet.

      Kae sighed as he caressed his suit.

      “A dozen mechs capable of mass levels of destruction. If we had these back on Earth, we could have destroyed entire cities. But that’s not our thing. Have them and not need them, like Fleeter, climbing out of hers to fight the battle within, the real battle. Any moron can hose down an area with a railgun,” Kae told the empty suit.

      “Any moron,” Kim said from behind her brother. “Who are you talking to?”

      She looked around and held up her hands when she didn’t see anyone.

      “No one.” Kae stood up straight and took a deep breath before turning to Kim. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “Who does? We are getting launched through space with the hope that we can get on board alien ships. Then we get to fight all of them. How many do you think are on board that big bastard? Do you think they’re going to hand it over when they see us? Or maybe they’ll fight like hellspawn because there is no place to retreat?”

      “It does look grim,” Kae conceded before smiling. “Isn’t that our thing?”

      “What’s our thing?” Christina asked. She didn’t wait for an answer before continuing. “Which suit is mine?”

      “Umm,” Kae stuttered.

      She put her hands on her hips and tipped her head down to look at him.

      “That one.” Kae pointed to the suit he had dedicated to Petricia. He decided in that moment that Joseph would carry her since she hadn’t trained in the mech simulator.

      Kaeden didn’t want to put anyone out, but he had way too many people and far too few suits. Someone was going to be left out.

      They were all good with that because she’d saved Aaron’s and Yanmei’s lives. One for all, all for one, or so the saying went. Kae had no doubts that she would do the same for anyone else in the Bad Company. Neither did anyone else.

      “You’ll be carrying someone, as will we all.”

      “I know,” Christina replied. She studied her suit for a moment, then turned to Kim and Kae. Her eyebrows knit as she frowned. “What are we going to find over there?”

      “Selfishly? I want to find a door that opens and an atmosphere I can breathe, otherwise, I’m just going to blow the engines and get the hell out of there,” Kim replied.

      Kae held up his hand, and Kim slapped it.

      “I approve that plan,” Terry said loudly as he led the group that would jump into empty space from a moving starship.

      Terry turned so he could face the group. Were, vampire, enhanced humans, a Podder, and a Crenellian.

      “Listen up, people. You’ve all been briefed, but let me break it down to its simplest elements. We jump off the Axe, fly to our targets, and try to board, unnoticed if possible. If we can get aboard, we try to find the heart and soul of the ship, the computer. Pop your hacker devices onto them so Plato and Smedley can get to work. If you have to take some of the aliens out, do so. If you can’t find what you’re looking for, blow the engines and get out of there. Use an escape pod or just jump and use the mech’s jets to get you clear. I’m not so keen on taking prisoners, but if they surrender, zip tie them and move on.”

      “What if they can’t be zip-tied?” Bundin asked, waving his tentacles.

      “Then I guess we’re fucked. Or not. Do your best with what you have, but remember, our primary mission is to break the blockade. Any questions?” The group shook their heads. Ted raised his hand, but Terry ignored him. “It’s time to suit up and get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe raced toward the enemy blockade, but turned to demonstrate that it wasn’t attacking. It continued through a long arc as it approached the drop point for the Bad Company. The alien fleet started to move, but none of them brought their EMP weapon to bear.

      “I don’t think this was one of my best ideas,” Terry mumbled. Twelve warriors in the powered, armored suits were magnetically attached to the rear of the sail, the section that stood above the War Axe’s superstructure. Each of the twelve held onto another person who was wearing only a shipsuit. One Podder used a tentacle to hold on to the ship while two people in suits were wedged against him, helping hold him in place.

      Each of the twelve had a small box attached at their waists.

      “You’ll drop off at intervals of two to three seconds, be ready,” Micky said through the helmet communications.

      “Engage your stealth device,” Terry ordered. The group reached to the boxes and jabbed at the interface. It appeared as if nothing happened.

      “Ted?” Terry wondered.

      “You’re invisible to electronic systems. You can still be seen by the naked eye,” Ted replied dismissively.

      “Trust the Force, Luke,” Terry intoned.

      “Team One, ready. Go,” Smedley said, taking over the deployment because precision was critical. Two suited figures carrying two other bodies released their magnetic grapples and continued on a ballistic trajectory while the ship executed a long, lazy arc.

      “Team Two, Go.”

      Smedley deployed the six teams, one by one. Terry and Char were the last to release. As they floated away from the ship, they both looked back to see the War Axe accelerating toward the pinpoints of light that were the cargo ships waiting at the edge of the heliosphere.

      The only sound they could hear was their own breathing. Terry started to tumble.

      “Stop squirming!” he said as he tried to head-butt Ted’s bubble-head with his mech’s helmet, but since Ted’s was filled with air, it acted like a pillow, refusing to give TH his gratifying thump.

      “Felicity is going to be pretty angry about this,” Ted retorted, his face turning red.

      “Stop telling me that you’ll sic your wife on me. It’d be embarrassing for me to kick your ass in front of her.”

      “Ted, think about how you’re going to crack the code to get through the airlock. The mission takes priority,” Char said calmly as she maintained a firm grip on Cordelia.

      At the last minute, Terry had put Ramses with a different team. Ramses was upset, but if anyone would take care of Cory, it would be her parents. He relented when he found out that she was going with them. Ramses settled for getting carried by Kae.

      “I expect that there won’t be any codes to access the airlock,” Ted admitted.

      “No shit,” Terry sighed.
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        * * *

      

      Timmons tightened his grip on Sue. She looked at him through wide eyes that darted from his face to the immensity of space. “Follow me,” Timmons ordered.

      He touched his jets for less than a second as he forced his way off the ballistic trajectory. His target ship had moved, but it was still within a reachable arc, within the margin of error that Smedley had calculated for each team.

      Shonna locked arms with Merrit as she tickled her jets to race after Timmons.

      The werewolves bore down on the ship that Smedley had classified as a cruiser, the second largest in the alien fleet. Timmons checked his stealth pack to make sure it was still functioning. He wondered if Ted rigged the small green light. He had called it an idiot light when he briefed everyone on their use.

      As long as the light was green, the suits were invisible to electronic discovery. Sue couldn’t see the ship. Shonna held Merrit backwards so they could both see where they were going.

      Sue closed her eyes. Her shipsuit was a too-thin barrier between her and the dead of space. She tried to calm her breathing to use less air and extend the amount of time they were able to search for and breach an airlock.

      Timmons could sense his mate’s unease. He wanted to caress her blonde hair, but he couldn’t. He settled for focusing on getting aboard.

      “We’re coming in kind of fast, don’t you think?” Shonna suggested. She was an engineer like Timmons and was critically studying the situation. According to her heads-up display, they were approaching at a speed of two hundred kilometers an hour.

      “Oh shit,” Timmons muttered before inverting and hitting his jets, staying on them until he slowed. Sue almost slipped from his arms. The panic in her eyes told him everything he needed to know. He locked his arms around her, which was what they had agreed to as SOP, but his mind had drifted. He grimaced and mouthed, “Sorry.”

      Her shock changed to anger. She glared at him through narrowed eyes until he looked at the approaching ship. He worked the jets until they slowed nearly to a stop. He didn’t touch down on the ship as Shonna stayed a body’s-length from him. He used the mech’s maneuverability to survey the length of the hull, avoiding anything that looked like a porthole.

      “Where in the hell is the airlock on this fat bitch?” Timmons muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph slowed his approach well before they reached the ship. Bundin used his stalk-strapped jetpack to keep pace. He twisted around, looking at space as the mouth-flaps at the top of his stalk remained tightly closed. Kim and Auburn had inadvertently floated ahead. At that distance, Joseph couldn’t talk with them and could barely see them.

      He waved at Bundin, pointed to Kim, and then motioned for him to follow. Joseph turned himself around and let his suit’s jets rocket him toward the others on his team. He had to turn and slow before crashing into Kim and Auburn, who had stopped and were studying the massive ship before them.

      “A battleship,” she said to no one but herself. From the edge of the heliosphere, the ship had been nothing but a big target. Up close, it was an intimidating mass. One thousand feet from stem to stern. Although no weapons were visible, they knew it had to be armed with at least railguns to blast asteroids.

      As were most ships designed for space flight only, the battleship wasn’t sleek. It was boxy with protrusions, seeming like a squatter’s paradise.

      Need to add something? No problem, just stick it on.

      “Over there,” Joseph said softly. With one arm wrapped around Petricia, he pointed to an area where a circle of light highlighted an airlock.

      Bundin activated his jetpack and sailed toward the hatch. Joseph hurried after him. Kim surveyed the ship around her before joining the others. Auburn watched it all happen. He was a passenger until he could stand on his own feet. He hoped that would be soon, and without alerting the locals.
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        * * *

      

      Terry squinted as he tried to see the others, but they were lost in the darkness. “Might as well be invisible,” he said.

      Ted had turned around and was trying to look at the ship they approached. The two-thousand-foot-long monstrosity loomed before them. Turrets suggested a close-in-defense system.

      “Is this a carrier?” Ted asked.

      Char jetted ahead, turned, and slowed. She faced the ship and looked on it as the enemy, her purple eyes cold, like the darkness that enveloped them. Terry eased close beside her.

      “What do you see?” he asked. Ted leaned back and forth.

      “Closer.” Ted pointed toward a nondescript area of the ship.

      Char shrugged, her armored suit interpreting the movement as a shoulder twitch. Cory watched the three people she was with and ignored the ship behind her. She didn’t care about the ship or who was inside.

      Dealing with the enemy had never been her thing.

      She reached out a hand, delicately contained within the shipsuit’s fabric. She ran one finger down the metal construct of the armor that surrounded her mother’s head.

      Char glanced at the hand, but her focus was on the ship getting bigger as they floated through open space. Terry whisked away, heading toward where Ted had pointed. Char ensured she had a tight grip on her daughter before activating her jets.
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        * * *

      

      Marcie held on to Sergeant Fitzroy, the recently promoted platoon sergeant. She was taking him under her wing while Kimber was mentoring an older corporal, but not on this mission. The corporal had been left behind in charge of the platoon in case the ship needed them to repel boarders or conduct a follow-on assault.

      Contingency on top of contingency. Terry Henry had had to prepare for them all. He planned for flexibility, but without the mechs, the platoon was constrained to operating within a breathable atmosphere. The shipsuits were not designed for combat. One ricochet from a projectile would punch a hole and no matter how enhanced the occupant, they would eventually die without air.

      Kelly carried Praeter and remained behind Marcie and Fitzroy. Their target was one of the smaller ships, a destroyer, a tin can, Terry had called it during the briefing. Their mission was to create a diversion. They didn’t have the means of hacking into the ship’s systems, so they brought a large quantity of explosives.

      Same with Kae’s team. Unless the aliens surrendered, those two ships were dead.

      Marcie turned and activated her jets to slow their approach. Nothing happened.

      “Activate the jets!” she yelled within the suit. Nothing happened.

      “Hang on,” she told Fitzroy. He clenched his jaw and pinched his eyes shut. Marcie braced him within the mech’s arms as best she could.

      Kelly grabbed Marcie’s arm and ran her jets to the maximum. They slowed, but didn’t stop. The four warriors slammed into the ship’s hull like railgun projectiles.

      “Ohh, that hurt,” Fitzroy said as he lay on the ship’s deck. Artificial gravity within was enough to hold him in place. Marcie’s armored legs absorbed the impact for her and she remained crouched. Her boots had dented the ship’s surface by almost a finger-length. Kelly had held onto Praeter, who was wincing and stretching his back.

      “Thanks for your help,” Marcie said, nodding to the other mech. “I’d be really surprised if they didn’t know we were here. I expect a repair bot sometime soon, so I think we better move. Maybe they’ll decide it was an asteroid.”

      Kelly looked at the boot-prints in the hull. “Or not.” She started walking across the surface toward an area filled with non-geometric shapes. She thought it would be like hiding in a warehouse, and she had no better plan.

      Marcie picked up Fitzroy. He yelled into his bubble-helmet, but she couldn’t hear him. He’d turned off his comm system. She wondered what was broken, but not for long, because he would heal. The nanocytes in his blood were already at work putting his bones back in place. More importantly than his pain, she had to find cover. Marcie hurried after Kelly, casting glances over her shoulder and toward the stars, looking for any movement of an inbound bot or worse, an alien fighter.
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        * * *

      

      Christina blew out a long breath. Unlike the others, she carried Aaron like a backpack. He was draped over her, holding on to the rocket mounts with his legs wrapped around her waist. It gave her the freedom to drive the suit as she needed. In space, one didn’t need to be aerodynamic.

      Aaron was too tall to fit inside the armor. It was congenial for shorter warriors, but unforgiving beyond a certain height. Kaeden had ordered a custom suit for Aaron, but that was in the backlog, just like the rest of the Bad Company’s suits.

      Yanmei drove the other mech. She carried Ankh’Po’Turn like a baby, cradled in her arms. He swiveled his head, more than a human could, to look around. His usual stoic expression was gone as the infinity of the universe weighed on him. He wasn’t used to being anyplace that was uncomfortable; he wasn’t used to being on the front lines; and he would never get used to being outside the War Axe wearing only a shipsuit.

      His small hands hurt from gripping Yanmei’s armor so tightly.

      “Stay frosty, little man,” Christina said, nodding toward Ankh. “You need to get us aboard without anyone noticing. Then, we’ll punch into the heart of that pig and you work your magic.”

      Ankh turned his head and looked back into Christina’s yellow eyes. He never doubted she was serious.

      “I will do my job,” he replied noncommittally.

      “We know you will, Ankh,” Aaron said soothingly.

      Christina smiled. An alien and the two weretigers. She couldn’t wait to get aboard and show the enemy how weak they were. Whether through stealth or violent action, she would not fail in her mission.

      She growled as they approached the massive ship. “What are those doors for?” Aaron asked.

      “Those look like hangar bay doors. Lots of hangar bay doors,” Ankh whispered.

      They drifted in. It went against her nature to hold back, but her training and study of the Force de Guerre and Terry Henry Walton’s tactics showed her his reliance on Sun Tzu. Winning a battle without fighting…

      That concept stuck in her mind. If they could cripple the ship by taking the computer that drove it, then she would win. Stealth was her best weapon.

      As they drifted closer, a light flashed above one of the doors. It rolled up, exposing a hangar with multiple small ships.

      Christina and Yanmei touched down gently above the door. They crouched together on the alien ship’s hull and waited, helplessly exposed.
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      The War Axe

      Captain San Marino put the War Axe into a holding position between the fleet of cargo ships and the blockade.

      One more cargo ship had departed and none had arrived since Micky last checked. He massaged his temples as he kept his eyes on the main screen.

      “Smedley, anything from the alien fleet that might indicate our people have been discovered?”

      “There are no indicators. The situation remains status quo. What do you think we would see?” Smedley replied.

      “The ships starting to run, or an explosion, or the jammer dropping. Stuff like that.”

      “There has been no stuff like that.”

      “Have faith, Skipper,” Clifton declared over his shoulder, being one of many who adopted Terry Henry’s nickname for the captain. “I think Colonel Walton and his people will deliver fireworks that will let everyone know that you don’t fuck with us.”

      “Clifton! Language.” The captain started to wonder who had more influence on his people.

      “Oh, shit. Sorry,” Clifton muttered, turning back to his controls to calculate a variety of flight profiles for an attack on the blockade.

      Just in case.

      K’Thrall was doing the same thing, conducting weapon simulations.

      “Commander Mac, if the gravitic shields go down again, do you have what you need to get them back up?” Micky asked through the comm system.

      “Not in the least,” Mac replied. “If our shields go down, we have to run for it before they hit us again.”

      “Didn’t Ted tell you how to fix it?”

      “He fixed it with Plato, and he’s got Plato with him. And Ted didn’t tell me anything. I have no idea why they went down or what it took to bring them back up,” Mac admitted.

      “I guess I knew that. It looks like our eggs are in one basket. Starspeed, Terry Henry Walton,” the captain intoned.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      Terry rotated and slowed to a perfect two-point landing on the hull. He pushed Ted toward the ship and was relieved to find that he was able to stand without floating away.

      “They have artificial gravity technology,” Terry said.

      Ted ignored him. He didn’t have time for stating the obvious. He kneeled beside a panel to one side of the round hatch, studying the interface for a moment before pulling a handle below it. The group watched expectantly, disappointed when nothing immediately happened. Ted placed his gloved hand on the structure between the pad and the hatch. He nodded slowly.

      Terry took a deep breath, stopping the instant the hatch started to retract sideways, rolling into a space between the external hull and the interior framework. The ship was double-hulled, a standard practice for Earth’s surface fleets to increase survivability.

      “Some lessons are universal,” Terry said as he climbed into a large airlock. Ted pulled himself inside and Char pushed Cory ahead before bringing up the rear. Once inside, Ted tapped at the panel beside the hatch that led inside the ship.

      “Green and red?” Terry whispered as he looked at the panel. The symbols on it showed everything. He did not have to understand the alien’s language.

      As TH liked to say, it was idiot simple. The interior hatch contained a porthole-sized window through which Terry glanced. Beyond was a standard corridor, empty. Terry grinned behind his suit’s helmet. When the hatch opened, he found that he was barely able to squeeze through after Ted who took a sharp right and started to run.

      “Ted, get the fuck back here!” Terry tried to tiptoe down the corridor, but the mech wasn’t built for silence.

      Char hesitated, torn between getting out of the mech and going after Terry and Ted. Cory bolted from the airlock to follow the other two. Char didn’t want to lose them, so she squeezed into the corridor and crouched as she ran after the others.

      The two mechs pounded the deck like a pile driver being run by a steamroller.

      Terry caught up to Ted and grabbed his collar. Ted struggled, but Terry was having none of it. He locked the grip and picked him up. TH stalked to a side hatch. He stopped and listened, using his suit’s enhanced capabilities. When he heard nothing, he opened the hatch and shoved Ted through. He crawled into the storage space behind him. Cory entered, then Char moved in and shut the hatch behind her.

      The colonel moved to the side, locked his suit down, and climbed out the back. He took a deep breath of the ship’s air, knowing that the suit had declared it to be normal air, slightly higher in oxygen than what they were used to.

      “Ted, goddammit! Where in the fuck were you going? You put this whole mission at risk making us run down the corridor in our suits.” Terry clenched his teeth. A vein stood out on his forehead. He reached out and grabbed Ted, picking him up and then slamming his feet back into the deck. Terry breathed out heavily before letting go of the werewolf.

      “Plato sensed the power of their AI. We must go there,” Ted declared as he pulled his hood back. His gloves retracted automatically into the shipsuit’s sleeves. Ted watched the suit transform itself back into normal attire, fascinated by the utility.

      “We go together, and it’ll be best if we don’t announce that we’re here. Let’s give it a few minutes before we strike out again.”

      Char moved to the side of the hatch, parked her suit, and got out. She shook her head, sending her hair cascading over her shoulders. Terry watched, distracted for a moment.

      Cory removed her hood and without thinking, brushed her hair to cover her wolf ears. She held her breath for an inordinate amount of time before taking in the ship’s air.

      “The air’s fine,” Char offered.

      “I don’t know. Something doesn’t seem right about this place.”

      “You got that right. What’s wrong is that it feels like the War Axe, a human ship, not just a ship with some stolen human technology,” Terry suggested.

      Char looked to the round activator in the center of the hatch. “This looks like it’s from a United States warship.” Char pointed. She spun the wheel and dogged the hatch.

      “We need to get to the ship’s AI,” Ted declared. He held the black box containing Plato.

      “I can’t believe you brought your AI.” Char shook her head before closing her eyes to explore the Etheric, find where the warm bodies were as well as get insight into the ship’s layout.

      “There are few people on board, and no one in this area,” she said, rolling her monologue as she followed the other dimension through the ship. “This is a carrier, with fighters and transport ships, although I think the ships are all flown by computers. There doesn’t seem to be a place for an entity, human or otherwise. Wait! Here comes four people, human or human hybrid. They’re heading for the airlock.

      “They’ve reached the airlock. There is some confusion. They are looking at the deck. Now they’re coming back this way.”

      Terry growled, rolling his shoulders and checking the Jean Dukes Special that had been wedged against his side while he was in the suit. He rocked slightly as he prepared for the expected fight. “On my order, pull the hatch open if they cycle the action,” Terry told Cory. He stood to the side where it would open. Char put a hand on his shoulder and leaned in behind him.

      Ted pushed Plato into Cory’s hands before pulling his shipsuit off and changing into a werewolf. He stood on all fours behind Terry and Char. Together, they waited as the four crew of the enemy ship approached, stopped at the hatch, and reached for the wheel.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      Two small fighter spacecraft maneuvered from the opening before accelerating into the darkness. The door started to roll back down.

      “Is that our way in?” Christina asked. Without waiting for an answer, she leapt over the edge and used her suit’s jets to angle down the side. She peeked into the bay, looking for any living creatures. Her recce of the hangar bay said it was empty.

      Yanmei followed her down, staying on the side away from the door.

      With a nod and a wave, the two suited warriors walked through the door and dove to the side, depositing their passengers as they stood still and waited. Their suits gave them an enhanced view of the hangar bay, better than what their own Were eyes provided.

      There were no more spacecraft within. The bay was large enough to hold two fighters and the support equipment for them.

      When the door closed all the way, the lights within the hangar extinguished, leaving Christina and her team completely in the dark.

      “Got any ideas?” Aaron asked. Christina and Yanmei both shook their heads, but no one saw.

      “I think we should turn on the lights and go find what we’re here to find,” Ankh said flatly.

      As Christina was looking to turn on the suit’s exterior lights, a hatch opened to the hangar bay and a person walked through. The lights came up to a twilight level. The individual walked halfway across the bay, picked up a toolbox, turned, and walked back to the hatch, closing it behind him. The lights dimmed and then extinguished.

      “Sure looked like a human,” Yanmei whispered.

      “Does that change anything?” Christina asked.

      No, Aaron answered using his comm chip. It means that we know how evil they can be without having to guess. The worst creatures in the universe are human, as are the best. Figuring out where this group stands will determine if we have to destroy it or not. Maybe we can talk the crew out of the blockade.

      Interesting, Christina replied. The suit says we have an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. Let’s park them out of sight and go take a look-see.

      Christina turned on her suit’s lights, high beams from each shoulder that illuminated what was in front of her. She turned slowly from one side to the other.

      Yanmei activated her lights. Farther to her right was an area with crates and boxes. She headed that way with Ankh in tow. She clambered behind a pile, shut down her suit, and climbed out. Christina watched, providing cover as Yanmei transitioned.

      The weretiger pulled the oversized railgun from the mech suit’s shoulder and hoisted it in her arms. Ankh moved from behind the crates and walked toward the hatch still illuminated by Christina’s suit.

      She waited until the Crenellian and Aaron were in place before she turned off her suit's lights, plunging the small hangar bay back into darkness.

      Clearing the crates by touch alone, she squinted in the direction of the door, letting her yellow Pricolici eyes take in the light. She saw the shapes of her team. She walked boldly across the open area, tripping over a tie-down point as she walked. She heard Aaron snicker.

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it. When I’m sitting in the captain’s chair of this pig, you’ll be down here removing that tripping hazard.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Aaron mumbled. Christina joined them at the hatch.

      “I don’t hear anything from the other side,” Yanmei offered.

      Christina listened, then whispered, “When that guy opened the hatch, did anyone see what was beyond?”

      “A nondescript corridor,” Aaron said. “That’s all I saw.”

      “I’ll go first,” Christina said. She gripped the hatch handle, and stopped. “Which way do we go, Ankh?”

      The Crenellian looked up at her. His big, bald head clear in the nearly total darkness of the hangar bay. “I have no idea.”

      “I was worried you were going to say that. Eenie, meenie, miney, mo…” Christina took a deep breath. “We go right. Be ready.”

      She opened the hatch and stuck her head out, looking left and then quickly to the right. She froze when she saw two faces look back at her from a meter away.

      

      Alien Destroyer #1

      Marcie and Kelly stood perfectly still as they leaned against an outcropping on the smaller ship. Fitzroy and Praeter hung onto the mechs, trying to remain still. The four willed themselves to be invisible.

      Electronically they were, but they stood out, should anyone look at that part of the ship.

      “What do we do now?” Fitzroy grunted as the nanocytes continued to repair his leg.

      “We wait,” Marcie said impatiently. She fidgeted within her suit, but none of the movements manifested themselves externally. Her suit remained perfectly still as she imagined she was nothing but a black hole, from which no light would escape.

      Kelly shook her head and settled in to wait. Praeter checked the air in his shipsuit. He had some time before things became grim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Alien Battleship #1

      Joseph and Kim walked slowly across the ship’s outer hull. Weapons turrets bristled all around them as they continued toward the circle of light that Joseph assumed was an airlock.

      The light went out and Joseph froze.

      “What the hell?” Kim muttered. Bundin paid no attention to the loss of light. He strolled across the outside of the battleship as if he owned it.

      What’s your hurry? Joseph asked.

      Can’t hold my breath much longer, Bundin replied.

      Oh, crap! Joseph berated himself for not realizing his friend’s limitation.

      Bundin reached the hatch and looked at it, but his tentacles were ill-suited for work beneath his feet. He stood aside and waited. Joseph hurried up, then he and Petricia studied the panel beside the hatch. The picture showing to pull the lever was all they needed. Joseph took hold and gently pulled the lever. Kim joined them, unhappy that Joseph had pulled the access before she arrived.

      She moved to the opposite side of the hatch and looked in, her railgun at the ready. Auburn cringed, not wanting to be next to the weapon if Kim had to unleash its power. Bundin walked toward the hatch and went inside. The others followed. Even with two mechs, a Podder, and two people, there was plenty of room.

      Auburn pushed off Kimber, dropping to the deck immediately. He walked to the interior hatch and looked through the small window at an empty corridor.

      He turned to the others and shook his head, then looked back through the window, hoping that the space beyond would remain empty. The atmosphere within the chamber did not change.

      “Punch the button beside the door,” Kimber suggested. Auburn looked at it. There was a green light with an image of the inside hatch. There was a red light next to a picture of the external hatch. Auburn pressed the green button, which initiated the exchange. The sound of air rushing into the chamber came through clearly.

      The button flashed green until it turned a solid green. Auburn tried to activate the hatch, and it opened with ease. He looked into the corridor before stepping through. Bundin’s mouth opened and he inhaled deeply. He wheezed and coughed before settling in to breathing normally.

      “The air is fine,” he said softly.

      He ambled through the hatch. Petricia followed, with the two mechs close behind. Auburn turned left. No one had a better idea, so they continued in that direction. At the first corner, Auburn ran head-first into a crewman.

      “Watch out!” the man called, before stepping back in shock.

      Auburn smiled broadly, his white teeth gleaming behind his dark skin. “Hi, there,” he said in his deep voice. He waved his hand behind him, signaling for the others to stop before they were seen.

      “Who are you?” the man asked, slowly pulling a wrench from a small tool bag he was carrying. Auburn had a railgun in a combat sling over his shoulder, but had no intention of pulling the barrel upward to threaten the man.

      Bundin turned the corner and bumped into Auburn’s back.

      “What the hell is that thing?” the man shouted, before changing to a high-pitched scream. “EMERGENCY!”

      Warning klaxons started blaring and red lights flashed. He threw his wrench at Auburn, who easily ducked it. The man turned to run, but Auburn was enhanced and a trained warrior. He caught the man in two steps and slung him sideways into the wall. Auburn pulled the man’s arm up behind him and redirected him back toward the others.

      Petricia removed a pair of zip ties from a zippered pouch on the outside of her leg. They tied his hands behind his back, then his legs, and finished by zipping his hands to his ankles. Kim carried him like a suitcase until she deposited him into the airlock chamber. She closed the hatch as they went the opposite direction from where they were headed before.

      The klaxons continued while the lights flashed.

      “We need to find cover and ditch these suits,” Kimber said as they started to run down the empty corridor.

      

      Alien Battleship #2

      Timmons held Sue tightly as he walked carefully down the outside hull of the alien spaceship that they had designated a battleship. It sported numerous gun turrets on its bulk.

      Shonna teetered as the ship lurched beneath her.

      Timmons stopped and crouched. The battleship began to move, slowly at first, but it quickly picked up speed. The artificial gravity within the ship helped, but they were still on the outside of a moving starship. What if it sailed out of the system? What if it gated? Could they survive being outside as the ship passed over the event horizon?

      Questions flashed through the engineers’ minds as the ship moved out of the blockade and started running from one of the string of ships to the other. It banked and began a long arc as it turned toward the flashes of light that were the cargo fleet parked at the edge of the heliosphere.

      “Well now,” Shonna started. “Ain’t this a shit sandwich.”

      “Deep-fried with extra shit,” Merrit replied.

      “We need to get inside, maybe stop this pig before it goes into battle with the good guys. That’s our new mission. No one will know if this thing gets destroyed from the inside or the outside as it closes with the War Axe. We have to make sure that it’s dead before the Axe kills it.”

      “And us,” Sue added needlessly.

      Timmons stepped carefully forward, making sure to always have one boot locked onto the hull before moving the other. “There,” he said, pointing.

      Shonna didn’t reply, keeping her focus on walking across the battleship as it accelerated toward the stars.

      

      Alien Destroyer #2

      Kae spotted the airlock as they approached. He guided them in to where they landed beside the hatch. He kneeled down, studied the panel for five seconds, then pulled the handle. Capples and Gomez watched.

      “That’s it?” Capples wondered aloud.

      “The more evolved a species becomes, the more likely their instructions will be easy to follow,” Kae replied philosophically.

      “Or they are used to dealing with knuckle-draggers like us,” Capples said, watching the hatch and smiling as it started to retract into the hull. The light within came on and he jumped through, landing softly. He put Gomez down and waited for Kaeden.

      Kae caught movement out of the corner of his eye. His instincts kicked in and he brought his railgun up to fire, stopping himself when he saw the battleship accelerate past and turn away from the blockade on a vector toward the War Axe.

      “Was that the pack’s target?” Kae asked.

      “I believe so,” Ramses answered. “Sonofabitch.”

      “I hope they made it inside.” Kae turned his attention back to entering the enemy ship. He pushed Ramses through and followed him in.

      Capples punched the green button, closing the exterior hatch and pumping atmosphere into the space. When the light turned solid green, the interior hatch popped. Capples counted down using his fingers. On one, he pulled the door inward and jumped through, with Gomez diving to the right as Cap dove left.

      The corridor was empty. Ramses walked through and stopped, trying to decide which way would be best. He shrugged and held his hands up. Kae ducked as he went through the hatch. Using the suit’s systems, he determined that the hotter section of the tin can was toward the rear. Their mission, just like Marcie’s, was to create a diversion. Nothing like blowing the engines to get everyone’s attention.

      “Aft, my good man.” Kae pointed to the right. Gomez took the lead with Kae close behind. Ramses followed while Cap brought up the rear. Gomez and Ramses pulled their hoods back and sucked in lungs full of the ship air. Kae and Cap remained in their suits.

      The shipsuits started automatically refilling each suit’s air supply.

      They had no intention of leaving their armored suits behind as long as they could fit inside the corridors and were able to get through hatches.

      “Peace through superior firepower,” Kae said softly.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      Christina looked at the two human men as they stared back at her suit’s helmet. She launched through the opening and reached out in a lightning quick movement, grabbing both men by their necks. They grabbed her wrists and struggled, but neither was able to sound the alarm. Aaron hurried around her and pulled his zip ties.

      The men continued to struggle.

      “Humans?” she asked.

      The men stopped at the sound of the human tongue coming through the suit’s speakers.

      “Who are you?” one managed to ask.

      “Christina. Who are you?” she replied, releasing some of the pressure on his throat as the others surrounded them.

      “I’m Twee-a-Dil,” he replied without further elaboration.

      “Nice to meet you, Twee. And you, what’s your name?” Christina pressed. She let go of the first man as Aaron pulled his arms back and secured the zip tie. Yanmei gripped him by the arm as Aaron secured the second man’s arms. Christina stepped back. “I asked you a question.”

      “I am For-a-Doo.”

      She wanted to make fun of the names, but thought better of it. “We need to find the computer mainframe. You will take us there.”

      “Like hell I will!” the first man retorted. Christina didn’t remember telling her hand to slap the man, but an instant later, she saw him lying on the ground. Aaron looked questioningly at her before hauling the man back to his feet.

      “You had best watch your mouth,” Aaron advised while shaking his head in Christina’s direction.

      “We don’t need your help. We’ll get there by ourselves.” Christina turned to head left down the corridor. She activated her rear cameras to watch their expressions. The quick look of relief told her what she wanted to know.

      She turned back and pointed over their heads. “It’s that way.”

      “What do we do with these two?” Aaron asked.

      “We’ll dump the suits in the airlock and take these fine gentlemen with us.”

      Aaron and Ankh remained in the corridor with the men while Christina and Yanmei returned to the airlock. They parked the suits where they wouldn’t be readily seen through the small window and climbed out.

      They returned to the corridor and the men’s breath caught as they saw the striking women.

      “Give it a rest or I will beat you senseless,” Christina snarled.

      The two men could not tear their eyes away from the women. Everyone grew uncomfortable. “Come on, you two. Let’s find us a mainframe so we can say, ‘hi!’,” Aaron told them, bodily dragging them around in a circle and pushing them down the corridor.

      “What are you?” the second man asked after being forced to look away from the women.

      “I’m a Crenellian. My name is Ankh’Po’Turn,” he said proudly, tipping his chin back to look up at the much taller human. “Why the strange reaction to the females? You act as if you have not seen one before.”

      “We haven’t,” the man admitted, trying to turn around, but Aaron kept them looking forward. “Very few get selected for breeding on our planet. The others serve in the fleet.”

      “Stop!” Christina called from the rear. She walked around to get in front of the men. “The second-class citizens have to serve in the military? And the non-military are the ones who get to have children?”

      The men nodded while looking at her with wide eyes.

      “That’s fucked up thirty-seven different ways from Sunday. You come from a fucked-up culture, which is probably why you are so fucked up.”

      “Not everyone reveres women as we do. Some of the soldiers despise them, thinking them too elitist. No women serve in the fleet. They remain on the home world living in pampered luxury.”

      “So the men chosen to breed worship at the altar of Princess Love Chunks?” Christina mocked. “Or they carry fire and brimstone to purge the evil that is women. Is there no middle ground?”

      The men still stared wide-eyed.

      “That’s enough, you’re starting to creep me out,” Aaron told them. “Let’s go. Onward we venture to the mainframe!”

      “To the mainframe,” Ankh repeated. He struck out ahead of the men. Christina stepped back to allow Aaron to push them forward, keeping one hand on each of their heads to keep them from turning around.

      “Who’s Princess Love Chunks? Would your mother approve of your snark?” Aaron whispered over his shoulder.

      “TH is a bad influence, I tell you. No, my mother would slap those words right out of my mouth. I better be careful when I go home for a visit.”

      One of the men managed to turn around and look wistfully at Christina. Aaron squeezed the man’s neck until he turned back.

      Yanmei raised one eyebrow as she made eye contact with Christina. “That was weird,” Yanmei whispered with her slight Chinese accent.

      “I’ll second that, sister,” Christina agreed.

      

      Alien Destroyer #1

      “My patience is at the breaking point,” Marcie complained. Fitzroy nodded slowly as he tried to control his breathing and use less oxygen.

      “Time to find a way in?” Kelly asked.

      “I think it’s time. I wonder how the others are doing.” Marcie picked up the sergeant and slowly walked onto the open hull of the tin can. Her head ratcheted back and forth as she looked for any movement, any hint that they’d been spotted.

      She wasn’t sure what that would look like, but she expected it would include some kind of gunfire, whether railguns or plasma rounds or other alien weapons of war.

      Bathe the shell in fire to cleanse the impurities, she thought. Might as well go out loud and proud.

      Marcie picked up her pace, striding boldly across the open hull, past a weapons turret and a railgun mount. Standard weaponry. She used the suit’s enhanced sensors to look more closely at the ship’s construction. Welds. Metal that didn’t look exotic. It dented, as she remembered too clearly. Protrusions with wires, boxes, and handholds.

      “You notice anything peculiar about this ship?” Marcie asked.

      Fitzroy had been studying it, too. “It’s odd in how familiar it is. They’re not very alien, for being aliens.”

      “My thoughts exactly, Fitz. It’s different from what’s in the Federation fleet, but it’s the same, too.”

      “Up ahead,” Kelly said, brushing past Marcie and Fitzroy. “I think I see a hatch set into the hull.”

      Just like the others, they saw the panel with the graphic and the handle. Kelly pulled on it and activated the airlock’s outer hatch. It retracted into the hull and they climbed in. As if they had planned for it to be that easy.

      Marcie had hoped, but she carried explosives, too. She knew that she would get into that ship and didn’t care if they knew she was coming.

      Only Ted had been confident that it would be easy to get into the ships. He understood that they had not been designed to repel individual boarders.

      He had no idea what they would find inside, but he wasn’t concerned about that. He counted on the others to protect him while he did what he needed to do. For Marcie, the real work was about to begin.
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      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      As soon as the storeroom hatch started to open, Cory yanked on it, ripping it from the crewmember’s hands. Terry and Char rushed into the corridor followed by a shaggy gray werewolf.

      Terry pulled his punch because the men were unarmed, holding his fist a hair from the man’s shocked face. He reached around and put him into a one-armed headlock instead. The others stumbled backward when they saw the purple-eyed Char bear down on them.

      When the man in the back fell, the other two tripped over him and went down. The three lay in a jumble as Ted growled at them.

      “We didn’t know!” one of those in the man-pile declared.

      “Didn’t know what?” Char asked.

      “That a woman was on board.”

      Terry let the man out of the headlock and pinned him against the bulkhead with one arm. Cory walked into the corridor.

      “Two of them!” another exclaimed.

      “I don’t think they get out much,” Terry suggested before turning his attention back to the men. “Although we’re more than happy to agree that the striking beauty of these two is incomparable, we don’t have time for such a distraction. We need to get to your ship’s AI. And that needs to happen sooner rather than later, if you get my drift. I also notice that you seem completely unintimidated by a werewolf. Do you have them where you come from?”

      “We have dogs. They are our best friend. This one is probably hungry. He looks skinny. A good meal and he’ll settle down,” the man explained matter-of-factly.

      “You’ve lost your mojo, Ted. I think Felicity will enjoy this story. Might as well get dressed,” Char said. Ted harrumphed as much as a werewolf could, then trotted through the storeroom hatch.

      Terry watched him go, before asking the serious questions. With little prompting, the men explained what Christina and Yanmei had learned on the other ship.

      Char finally decided to let the men stand. They bunched together as they paid rapt attention to Char and Cory. Terry stood between the men and his family to pull their attention away.

      Ted appeared in his shipsuit carrying the box with the AI’s consciousness. The crewmen didn’t notice.

      “You’re human,” Terry stated as he looked from one face to the next. “Where do you come from?”

      “The home world,” one man willingly offered.

      “Coordinates or a name, maybe?”

      The men shook their heads as they craned their necks to get a better look at the women. Char waggled her fingers at them over Terry’s shoulder. The men smiled in return.

      “Stop it,” Terry said out the side of his mouth.

      “I wonder what it’s like to maintain a harem,” Char said.

      “Have we been chosen for breeding?” one man asked hopefully.

      Terry coughed and snorted.

      “No. No breeding. They both have mates and none of that matters. We need to get to your AI. You can help us, or you get zip-tied and stuffed in a closet. Your choice. You have three seconds to decide. Three. Two. One. Zip tie it is,” Terry said, never giving the men a chance to answer.

      He pushed them toward the opening. Ted inched away. Plato knew where the AI was.

      Cory made each man turn around so she could secure their hands. One by one, they entered the storeroom. Terry followed them in to cuff their feet and then link their hands to their feet.

      “Oww!” one of the men complained.

      “Stop your whining. You could have a punched face, but instead, you get zipped up. Relax, it’ll be easier on your joints. You’ll be freed soon enough,” Terry told them before returning to the corridor. He paused to lean his head back in before shutting the hatch. “Bye, bye, now. Miss you already.”

      He cycled the hatch, securing it.

      “Really?” Char said as they hustled after Ted, whose patience had run out.

      “Sorry about that,” Terry apologized. “We’re on an alien ship that’s not alien at all, crewed by human males who aren’t allowed to see women in person. I’m not sure this could be any more fucked up, but they don’t seem to know how to fight, and they’re unarmed, so our chances of surviving this have improved a whole lot. I hope the others are finding the same thing.”

      They jogged through empty corridors behind Ted, who was communing with his AI through some means that Terry and Char didn’t know about. Cory kept pace, staying close to Ted to keep him from running headlong into trouble.

      “We have women with each team except for Kaeden’s…” Char let the thought drift.

      Terry wondered whether that was good or bad.

      

      The War Axe

      “All hands, battle stations. I say again, all hands to battle stations,” the captain said over the ship-wide broadcast. He could feel the energy of the crew.

      Not in any direct way, but he knew how they were responding, hurrying to their damage control stations, checking systems, and battening down the hatches.

      “The tactical team led by Timmons was supposed to board that particular vessel,” Smedley reported.

      Micky watched the icon grow larger as it held its course. “Maybe they’ve been compromised or somehow never made it aboard,” he reasoned.

      When Smedley showed green, he dropped the final bulkheads, sealing sections of the ship to maximize the survivability of both ship and crew.

      “Bringing the mains to bear,” K’Thrall reported.

      “Wait for my command,” Micky ordered. The bridge crew fidgeted as the alien battleship accelerated toward them. “Smedley, what is the optimal firing range?”

      “Within the range of the EMP weapon,” Smedley answered the unasked question.

      “And if we fire before they enter the optimal envelope?”

      “Our chances of hitting the target are reduced by up to ninety percent.”

      “Thank you, Smedley. K’Thrall, prepare to fire warning shots in a pattern in front of the enemy ship. Slow fire to warn them off,” the captain ordered.

      “Offset angle of one degree to approach, rate of fire is two plasma charges per second. Ready to fire.”

      “Fire,” Micky said calmly.

      

      Alien Battleship #2

      The light reached them before the plasma round. Timmons watched helplessly as the undulating mass rolled toward them. He stopped and braced himself.

      “We need to keep moving,” Sue said softly.

      Timmons realized the futility of his effort. He gritted his teeth and returned to plodding forward.

      The first round skipped past the battleship, then the next and the next. Timmons expected that the War Axe would walk the plasma into the alien ship, but instead it was creating a barrier between the alien spaceship and the cargo fleet.

      The battleship started to slowly turn away, beginning a new arc. Timmons breathed a sigh of relief as he carefully forced his way ahead, one magnetic boot after the other.

      Merrit had wrapped himself around Shonna’s front, letting the ship’s motion pin him to his mate, while she pulled herself forward along an invisible line from aft to stern.

      Timmons couldn’t turn, he could only cycle his cameras back and forth. He felt like he was within a hurricane, even though there was no resistance in space. The ship threatened to fly out from beneath him at any moment. He wondered if he would be able to fly back to the War Axe if he let go.

      But they hadn’t accomplished their mission and the alpha was counting on the werewolves to take care of the battleship. He put the thoughts of jumping out of his mind and searched for the way inside. There had to be a hatch somewhere.

      

      Alien Battleship #1

      The klaxons and flashing red lights helped hurry Joseph’s pace. Having removed their suits in one of many empty spaces that lined the corridor, they were free to breathe the alien air. Free to move without the clump-clump of the armored boots on the deck.

      Joseph reached out with his mind to touch other minds in the area. Now that he knew they were human, it made it easier. The initial contact with the Podder had been difficult, but at least the creature had been subdued. He refused to contact alien minds that were free to retaliate.

      Joseph knew his way around human minds.

      Petricia held his arm as they walked. She knew where his mind had gone and in times like those, she protected him. Theirs was a partnership of souls. Sometimes, they didn’t need to speak. They just knew.

      Bundin ambled down the corridor, seemingly immune to the emergency condition within the ship. Auburn was behind the Podder and Kim assumed the role of tail end Charlie. She had her Jean Dukes Special out and walked backward, watching the team’s six o’clock. She dialed it up from the lowest setting to number two.

      She wasn’t taking any chances.

      Joseph stopped and reached out to steady himself against the wall. Bundin almost ran into him. Petricia’s brow furled in concern.

      “They are human, but different. They don’t think like we do as they were raised on an alien world with alien masters. There is a consciousness on board that is unlike anything I’ve ever seen, but we are new out here. Maybe this is common. I don’t know,” Joseph said softly.

      “Bundin?” Petricia asked.

      “I can’t answer Joseph’s concerns. Aren’t we here to find the intelligence within? Find that which drives these ships and remove their ability to cause further harm to the people of Alchon Prime?”

      Before anyone could answer, Joseph motioned toward a door. “In there, quick!”

      They hurried through, as much as they could with an over-sized creature like Bundin. Kim pushed the door shut, although she wanted to see what was coming. She didn’t cycle the lock. She held it just in case she needed to throw it open and race into the fray. Joseph held a finger to his lips.

      Kim stroked the side of her JDS. She had yet to fire it. Immediately after her dad had given it to her, they boarded the War Axe and left on this mission. That was three days ago.

      The people of Alchon Prime were starving.

      Her lip curled in a sneer. If she had to start killing people, she was ready. If she had to blow the ship, she was ready for that, too. As Colonel Terry Henry Walton preached: No one was more important than the mission, so the leader’s job was make sure that the mission was worth dying for.

      She slowly opened the hatch even though Joseph was shaking his head. She peered out, seeing no one. She opened it further, leading with the barrel of her pistol as she looked over the top of it.

      Walking away from her were two men wearing workers’ coveralls. They appeared to be talking like friends, while ignoring the emergency klaxons and flashing lights. They continued on their way until turning a corner farther down the corridor.

      Kim assumed a firing position to the right of the door while the others left the space and resumed heading in their original direction.

      “Are we going in the right direction?” Auburn asked.

      “I think so,” Joseph said, stumbling as he tried to touch the crews’ minds to give the team a warning.

      “How many crew on board?” Auburn asked, always thinking logistically. Kimber heard the question and wondered why she hadn’t asked it. For this mission, Joseph was the team leader, but she was still a major and well-trained in tactics. She cursed herself for not taking a more active role. Joseph did not think tactically. He reacted.

      He needed her for the tactical execution of the mission. More importantly, she needed to be there for him.

      “Maybe one hundred,” Joseph muttered as he worked to find the minds throughout the ship.

      “On a ship this size? Only one hundred?” Kim couldn’t believe it. “Are they scattered? No big concentration of them? As long as we know, we can easily deal with either.”

      “Scattered. No more than four in any one place.”

      “What are we waiting for? It’s time to find that intelligence and introduce ourselves.”

      Joseph and Petricia led the way with Bundin following close behind.

      “Keep an eye on Joseph. Don’t let that alien consciousness, or whatever the hell he called it, get to him,” Kim implored her husband.

      Auburn nodded to his wife.

      She winked at him before resuming walking backward, watching for anyone approaching from behind.

      Kimber expected the challenge for control of the battleship would come from something other than the human crew.

      

      Alien Destroyer #2

      Kaeden marched toward the rear of the tin can with grim determination on his face. He had no idea how the others were doing.

      For his part of the mission, it didn’t matter. Create a diversion, and if he could take the destroyer out of the fight at the same time, that was his idea of a win-win.

      A human face appeared in the corridor before them.

      “Hey!” Gomez called out. The man started to run. “Don’t run. We’re your friends!”

      The man pulled at the air as he tried to run faster.

      No one had a stun gun, but Gomez had his knife. He pulled it and threw in a single motion, adding a little extra twist. The butt of the knife hit the man in the back of the head. He careened into a wall, stumbled, and fell. Gomez ran after him.

      The warrior picked up his knife and put it back in its sheath before lifting the man to his feet. His eyes rolled around in his head as he tottered.

      “Sorry about that, boss. I think I hit him a little harder than I meant. Don’t know my own strength.”

      Kae shook his head. They all knew how strong they were. They’d been practicing with their enhancements for a couple months.

      “Sure,” Kae replied evenly. “Truss him up and dump him so we can keep moving.”

      Gomez made short work of the man, tossing him into an empty room.

      “Check these other spaces,” Kae ordered, nodding to Capples and Ramses.

      They started pulling open the hatches, using the two-person methodology for room clearing with one person opening the door and the second heading in, looking over the barrel of his railgun.

      “Empty?” Kae said knowingly.

      “All empty,” Cap reported.

      Kae waved them off, checking more of the spaces. His suit’s microphones were picking up the hum of machinery.

      “Let’s go make some noise,” Kae said in a low voice, leading the way toward the sound.

      Two of the human crew appeared in the corridor. He motioned for them to go away and they ran.

      “What’s up, boss?” Capples asked using the suit’s internal comm system.

      “Those guys are nothing. They aren’t armed. They aren’t dangerous. And the closer we get to the engines, the shorter their life expectancy gets, so we might as well let them hide in fear,” Kaeden replied.

      “Makes sense,” Cap answered. Ramses and Gomez had their railguns ready as they jogged to keep up with Kaeden’s mech.

      The corridor ended with a large hatch to their left, toward the interior of the ship. Kae put his hand on the door, feeling the power within. Not a vibration, as starship engines didn’t rotate like physical propulsion systems.

      Kae’s armored hand gripped the circular wheel in the middle and spun it. He pushed the hatch inward and plowed through the opening, bringing his railgun to bear in one smooth motion.

      He froze when he saw what was before him. Gomez and Ramses squeezed past, stopping at Kae’s side. Cap was blocked in the corridor.

      The human crew were lined up between the mechs and a metal bank with blue flashing lights that raced from one end to the other, then started over again, giving the impression of forward movement. There was other equipment in the space, but the men stood, arms stretched out, holding hands.

      “So you are willing to make a stand,” Kaeden said coldly. “But standing between us and the people of Alchon Prime will not make your sacrifice any less worthless. You had the chance to remove your blockade, now you’re making us do it. So there you are.”

      Kaeden picked a spot on the equipment and prepared to fire.

      “You might not want to be here for this,” he told the two men in shipsuits. “Meet us at the airlock.”

      Gomez and Ramses backed into the corridor and started to run.

      “Make some room,” Cap requested.

      “Stay out there, just in case blowing this thing turns out badly.” Kaeden started to laugh. His life had been long, but he wasn’t ready to end it. “Maybe it’s better if we just blow it remotely?”

      “I like that idea,” Capples replied, nodding his helmeted head. “You know how much they need us.”

      Kae reached over his back and pulled the shaped explosives from the thin pack. He looked at the two shape charges, verified that the suit could communicate with them, and then turned back to the alien technology.

      “I’d love to know more about this stuff, but that’s not my mission. Sorry, gentlemen. Time to pack it in. If you have lifeboats, I suggest you go find a spot and launch yourselves into space. Standoff distance is a great survival concept,” Kaeden suggested.

      “Now that you have your human bravado out of the way, let’s talk,” a disembodied voice said, filling the space around them.
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      Alien Battleship #2

      Timmons bent over ninety degrees to better see the panel. He reached down and pulled the lever, disappointed that nothing happened.

      Shonna and Merrit caught up with him and watched. Even with the armored suits, the effort of walking along the hull of a speeding starship was extreme.

      The hatch popped and retracted slowly into the hull. Timmons pushed Sue inside the space, using his body as a backstop until he could follow her in. Shonna followed suit. When the four were inside, Sue tapped the green light on the panel and the external hatch secured, atmosphere was pumped in, and the interior hatch popped.

      By the time the door opened, both Timmons and Shonna had already climbed out of their armor. They breathed heavily. Both had sweat running down their heads.

      Sue pulled the hatch toward her and walked into the corridor beyond. Timmons jumped out after her, looking left and right.

      “Please be more careful!” he cautioned.

      “While you were disrobing, I took a quick walk within the Etheric, looking for anyone pulling energy from it. I knew there was nothing out here or anywhere close,” she replied with a half-smile. He rubbed her shoulder.

      “Sorry. I’m still on edge after that little bit where I thought the War Axe was going to kill us. That would not have been our finest moment.” Timmons went pale, briefly, as he thought about how close he’d come to dying. There had been a few occasions in the past one hundred and fifty years, but this was foremost in his mind.

      Clinging to the outside of the alien battleship and watching a string of plasma rounds approach. The helplessness he felt. Maybe someone else would have seen beauty in the stars. Timmons only saw death by fire in the cold and dark of space with his mate in his arms, unable to touch her one last time.

      He shivered and looked away. Sue had been with him for a long time.

      She knew. None of the seemingly immortal took brushes with death well.

      Timmons snarled, forcing himself to be angry so he could focus. Terry had taught him that trick. The werewolf clenched his fists, digging his fingernails into his palms.

      He brought the oversized railgun up and pointed it down the corridor. He took one step, then hesitated. Sue shook her head.

      “I don’t know which way,” she said softly.

      Timmons gritted his teeth. “Then it doesn’t matter which way we go. Let’s find the brains of this outfit and give it a lobotomy.”

      He turned around and headed forward, for absolutely no reason at all besides the fact that he was angry.

      

      The War Axe

      “The alien vessel has veered away from an attack vector,” Smedley reported.

      Micky was hunched over, his stomach muscles protesting the strain. He grunted when he tried to turn his head. The captain closed his eyes and rolled his head back and forth, trying to will away the stress of the encounter.

      “Was there any electronic probing or attack that we didn’t sense? Are there drones or bodies floating toward us through space?”

      “The gravitic shields are active,” K’Thrall said, poking his head out from within the holo screens. “Should they impact our shields, they will have a very bad day.”

      Micky looked askance at the Yollin.

      “Then it’s settled.” Micky tapped the controls on the arm of the captain’s chair. “Stand down from general quarters. Resume normal ship operations,” he ordered over the ship-wide broadcast.

      Clifton slid his hood back and blinked rapidly as the fresh air attacked his eyes. He looked to the captain. “Remain in position?” he asked. “Or are we going to go after him, make an example of that Fuckbert?”

      Micky put his forehead in one hand and massaged his temples with his thumb and middle finger.

      “We’re not going to attack the aliens. Let the colonel conduct his mission. I have faith that he’ll get the job done.”

      Clifton watched the alien battleship arc away from the War Axe and toward the blockade of ships. “I wonder if Timmons and his team are okay.”

      “I wish we knew about all of them,” Micky whispered to himself.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      Ted turned at a T-intersection and headed toward the interior of the ship.

      “Time to kick ass and chew bubblegum?” Terry asked Char as they jogged after Ted. Cory stayed close, having no intention of getting left behind. She shook her head, never understanding her father’s inclination toward inane banter when they were in the middle of a high-stress situation.

      “Fresh out of bubblegum,” Char answered.

      Ted slowed to a walk. A man appeared in the corridor. Ted didn’t appear to notice him as he walked past. Char expected an extreme reaction.

      “BLASPHEMER!” the man howled when he caught sight of Char. She smiled as she made a beeline for him. He lunged forward.

      Clumsily. She slapped his hands and backhanded his nose. His head snapped back and bounced once off the wall before he stumbled forward. Char rotated at the waist, smacking her right fist into the palm of her left hand to solidify the elbow strike that caught the man in the temple.

      He went down like a sack of bricks.

      “Blaspheme that,” she told him, stepping around his unconscious form to continue after Ted.

      Terry glanced back and motioned for Cory to catch up to Char. He waited until the women were ahead before searching the man for a badge or any device. He was disappointed when he didn’t find anything, although it had been expected. A theory was forming within his mind, but it remained ethereal.

      It needed to gel more before he could articulate what he was feeling.

      He jumped up and ran when he realized that the others had turned a corner and were no longer in sight.

      Terry raced around the turn and dodged to avoid running over his daughter. He bounced off the wall and slid to a stop.

      “I meant to do that,” he said quickly, trying to look past Ted and see what held his interest.

      Ted studied the panels covering this section of the wall. Terry looked up and down the corridor. He could see no other panels. A closed, double-sized hatch was not far away.

      “What are we looking at, Ted?” Char asked.

      Cory leaned close and put a hand on the back of his shipsuit, hoping to share a little calming energy with him. She couldn’t feel him through the suit, so she reached to his neck. He stiffened at her touch, but sighed and his breathing slowed. A slight blue glow surrounded Cory’s hand as her nanocytes drifted across his skin.

      “What are we looking at?” Char repeated.

      “This is the junction that carries much of what comes from in there,” Ted answered, pointing toward the hatch without looking at it. He focused on the box he carried in his other arm.

      “Pull the panel off,” Ted said, waving indiscriminately.

      Char looked at it for a moment, gripped it at the bottom, lifted, and popped it outward. The panel came off and she tipped it to the side, letting it drop on the deck.

      The area behind the panel was a mass of fiber optics and junction boxes, where bunches of cables entered and different bundles exited.

      “No control interface,” Ted muttered as he stood and moved close.

      Char leaned against the wall next to the opening. She couldn’t make heads or tails of what was inside the wall. She shook her head at Terry, and he mirrored her movements. Neither had any idea what it was for.

      Cory was ill-equipped for the technology of space. She’d had the option to remain on Earth, but chose to join her parents on their journey to the stars, not because she wanted to learn the ways of spacefarers, but because she believed it was time to leave Earth’s future in the hands of others. After she watched so many unenhanced grow old and die, she knew it was time to move on.

      It was the curse of the long-lived.

      She and the others had to learn new skills. Only Ted seemed to fit in without going through a transition period or training. Maybe he’d always been a spaceman trapped on Earth, and finally, he was free.

      “Put an explosive here,” Ted said, pointing to a very specific location behind the wall and between fiber optic bundles.

      Terry reached into the backpack that Cory carried and pulled one of the pre-programmed detonators and a blast pack.

      “Time or remote detonation?”

      “Both. Set for two hours, activate the motion trigger, and keep the remote in your hand,” Ted replied.

      Terry carefully worked the explosive into the small space. Char picked up the panel and put it back in place.

      “What are we afraid of?” Terry asked.

      “Intellect.” Ted looked at Terry for comprehension, but didn’t see any. “Come on. It’s time.”

      Ted walked to the hatch, cycled the wheel, and pushed inward. He went through without waiting for the others.

      They hurried after him, rushing through the open hatch and dodging left and right to take up firing positions.

      Ted stood, with Plato cradled in his arms, looking up at a swirling blue mass contained within a forcefield.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” a voice said.

      

      Alien Destroyer #1

      “I’m getting out of this thing, but I want a mech on our side. Just in case,” Marcie said as she parked her suit and climbed out. Kelly’s helmeted head nodded, and she punched an armored fist into an armored hand.

      “At your service, Colonel,” Kelly answered, hoisting her railgun.

      Marcie repositioned her brand-new Jean Dukes Special. There was little room inside the armor, so the pistol had been wedged into her stomach and under her ribs. She was happy to be free of the suit.

      She liked the firepower it represented, but unlike Kaeden, she felt stronger when she was more in touch with her surroundings. She closed her eyes and using her heightened senses, pulled power from the Etheric. Marcie searched outward, beyond the airlock, beyond the corridor, and into the ship.

      A great ship with a minimal crew. And something else. Something that dabbled in the Etheric, waving to her. Beckoning.

      Her eyes shot open, and she stood, mouth agape.

      “What is it?” Fitzroy asked, backing away from the hatch leading to the interior of the ship.

      “I don’t know, but something’s waiting for us,” Marcie managed to say. She composed herself, dialed her JDS up to six, and stepped boldly into the corridor.

      She knew it was empty, and she knew which way to go. She turned left and headed aft.

      Kelly signaled for the others to follow, while she stayed close to Marcie. She wasn’t sure what her team lead had seen, but the shock on her face was evident. Kelly pointed to her eyes, motioning both ahead and behind.

      Keep your eyes peeled. Stay frosty.

      Marcie strode ahead, shoulders back and head held high. The mech clumped down the corridor, bent slightly to avoid jamming against the ceiling. Fitzroy and Praeter looked over their railgun barrels as they walked, maintaining clear lines of fire past the mech and to the rear.

      A hatch opened and a man looked into the corridor. He fell back against the door as Marcie walked up. She shot her fist into the air, giving the signal for the tac team to stop.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, firmly but softly.

      “I’m… I’m…” The man never finished as he stood there, slack-jawed and staring.

      “We need to talk with the captain of this boat. Where can we find the captain?” she asked, pointing one way and then the other as she tried to gauge his reaction.

      He stood like a stone golem.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Marcie started, smiling. “We’re going to tie you up and stuff you back in there, and then we’re going to continue on our merry way, because you are jack shit for helping us.”

      Fitzroy squeezed past the mech and turned the man about with an arm bar, then zip-tied him and dumped him unceremoniously back into his workspace, a small electronics repair shop. Fitz secured the hatch on the way out, nodding once to Marcie.

      She turned and continued down the corridor, the others stalking after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alien Destroyer #2

      Kaeden looked about, trying to see the cameras or speakers. He didn’t expect he’d find a person behind the voice, not in an enclosed space with a well-armed mech.

      He wasn’t in a hurry to answer, but he’d learned from his parents that talking with the enemy was the best way to defuse a situation or buy time in order to gain an advantage.

      “Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?” Kae ventured.

      “You can call me Ten,” the voice replied.

      “Well, Tim,” Kae said, purposely mispronouncing the name, “I’ve got this thing to do, and you’re in my way, unless you want to end your blockade, then we can sit down and talk about what started all this and the best way to resolve it while the good people of Alchon Prime get fed.”

      “Put your weapons down, as a sign of good faith,” Ten replied.

      Ramses and Gomez had already departed. Capples blocked the hatch, using his armor in case someone tried to lock Kaeden in.

      “We’re not going to do that.” Kae checked his sensors, increasing their sensitivity to look for heat sources, explore the invisible wavelengths, to see what he knew he was missing. He had no course of action besides blowing the ship. He started to wonder if maybe there was another way.

      “Am I talking with the ship’s captain?” Kae asked.

      “We don’t have such a thing here. I am controlling the movements of this vessel, if that’s what you mean. We know you have people on five of our other ships, by the way. They will all be dealt with in due time.”

      Kaeden’s breath caught, and his heart started to pound. He checked his external comm system, but it was filled with white noise.

      Jamming.

      He tried his comm chip, but none of the other teams replied. They were too far away.

      We’re here. We made it about fifty meters and a bulkhead slammed down in front of us. Looks like we’re trapped, Ramses reported.

      Blow it. As much explosives as it takes, Kae ordered. Be ready to jump overboard. This fucker is pissing me off, and we’re going to start breaking shit until something changes.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      Ankh had started at a brisk pace, but was slowing down.

      “What’s wrong up there?” Christina called, wanting to speed up. She felt that time was not on their side.

      “Getting tired,” Ankh said over his shoulder.

      Christina’s jaw dropped. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “No. I’m not,” Ankh replied matter-of-factly. “Can we take a break?”

      “We cannot take a break. It took us too long already. Something is not right.”

      “Don’t be in a hurry to your own funeral,” Aaron quoted TH.

      “I wish I could put my finger on it, but I can’t.” Christina shivered. She steeled herself and forced her way past the men up front. They watched her walk, mesmerized. She stopped, having sensed their piercing stares. Half-turning, she growled, “I will rip your fucking eyes out if you keep it up.”

      Christina’s eyes flashed yellow and her claws grew as she changed into her Pricolici form. She looked back at the horrified men, her snout bobbing as she laughed. Effortlessly, Christina scooped up Ankh, taking care not to shred his small body with her claws, and she started running forward.

      In that form, she didn’t care if the men kept up or not. Ankh had a job to do that he wasn’t doing while they were prowling the corridors. Her wolf ears picked up the sound of her team encouraging the men to keep up. They resisted.

      They would never be able to look at another woman, should they get the opportunity, without the terror of the unknown beast within rising to torment them.

      Christina put everything else out of her mind. She was the tactical team leader, responsible for accomplishing the mission and bringing her people home alive. Running down the corridor of an enemy ship carrying a small alien while weretigers followed pushing a group of captured humans.

      An alien ship crewed by humans. Something that drew the Crenellian and his hacking tools. The faster she ran, the more unease she felt. Christina considered changing back into human form, but discarded the idea.

      “Up here!” Ankh said, pointing with one arm while hanging on tightly with the other. His face remained impassive. Christina expected that he liked being carried. His race had no concept of physical fitness. Their bodies had atrophied over time to perform the minimum necessary to support their oversized brains.

      Big heads didn’t make them smart, as Terry Henry had pointed out on Poddern. It definitely didn’t make them more ethical.

      Humility was the key to self-improvement. Christina was still new to the Bad Company, but felt right at home. Not a different version of herself, but a better one of her existing person.

      One with responsibilities.

      She slowed as she approached a large hatch. She sensed the Etheric dimension and discovered that beyond the hatch, something pulled a miniscule amount of energy. She knew that it sensed her coming, just as she had felt its presence.

      Christina relaxed and let her body reshape itself into human form. Her custom shipsuit flexed to either form, tightening as she became smaller.

      Ankh looked at the wheel in the middle of the hatch. “I’ve never seen these types of actuators before,” he said, before looking back to discover that he was no longer carried by a Were.

      “These are common on old Earth ships.”

      “They aren’t like this on the War Axe.”

      “Naval ships. They operate on a planet. In the water,” Christina replied.

      Ankh looked at her blankly.

      “Old Earth mechanical technology to create an airtight or watertight seal. That’s all. For such a high-tech alien ship, this is low-tech stuff,” Christina stated.

      “Maybe it’s not a high-tech ship, but a low-tech ship with a high-tech rider,” Ankh offered.

      Christina looked at the Crenellian and then to the hatch. Aaron and Yanmei ran up. The captives were nowhere to be seen. Christina didn’t care that the humans had left. She realized they were irrelevant to accomplishing her mission.

      “They bolted at that last intersection,” Aaron explained in a low voice, sounding contrite.

      “That’s fine. They are no threat to us.”

      “Not anymore,” Yanmei replied. Christina’s transformation shocked them to their core. They were harmless from that point forward.

      “Shall we?” Christina tipped her head toward the hatch. Ankh looked at the wheel in the middle, making no move to turn it. “Fine.”

      Christina grabbed it and spun it counter-clockwise. She pushed and walked in, one hand on her oversized railgun.

      Because one never knew when something needs to be blasted.

      

      Alien Battleship #1

      Joseph staggered, leaning more and more heavily on Petricia. “Hold on, my love,” she whispered as she rubbed her cheek on his head.

      The vampire in Joseph wouldn’t let him quit. The telepath in Joseph was getting overwhelmed. He tried to pull back, but it wouldn’t let him go.

      His head rocked back from the force of the blow. Petricia yelled. And then his head jerked the other way from a second roundhouse slap.

      Auburn winced at the sound his hand made on Joseph’s face. Joseph sucked in a great drag of air, as a drowning man who broke the water’s surface. His eyes were wide, then cleared as he came back to himself.

      Auburn stayed his hand. Petricia stayed hers. Auburn’s wake-up call shocked her to the point of her instincts taking over. She was ready to defend her husband, but she’d been too slow. Her vampiric speed had not been there. She waved her hand back and forth, but it didn’t accelerate as it should have.

      “What is happening to us?” she wondered aloud.

      “The Etheric,” Kim guessed, watching Petricia test herself.

      Bundin ambled up beside them. “Do we not have a ship to subdue?” the Podder asked.

      Joseph blinked at the pain remaining in his head. He rubbed one hand across his brow, looking at the sleeve of his shipsuit where he, for a moment, expected to see the black leather that he’d worn for hundreds of years.

      “Yes,” Joseph started. “We have a mission, and despite the humans, there is an alien. This alien is who we need to confront. I cannot reach out any longer. I’m sorry. Next time, I may not be able to come back.”

      “No need, Joseph,” Kimber told him.

      “We will take it from here, my friend,” Bundin said, once again using the device attached to the bottom of his shell to speak out loud. He was embracing the vocalization of his thoughts in the human tongue.

      Bundin liked the spaceships. It reminded him of Poddern’s tunnels, in an odd way, but everything was too bright. He squinted constantly. “When we get back home, I would like sunglasses. My eyes aren’t adjusting to the brightness as I expected they would,” he accidentally muttered out loud.

      Kim wrinkled her forehead. Joseph chuckled while still holding his head.

      “Home? You mean to the War Axe?” Joseph asked.

      “Sorry. I was thinking out loud, I guess, but yes. The War Axe. It is comfortable, and I like it there.” Bundin was straightforward. He didn’t have the capacity for half-truths or mistruths. When he spoke, it was what he believed.

      “You’re confident we’ll be going home, as you call it?” Joseph picked one of the four eyes on Bundin’s stalk and looked at it.

      “Of course. You freed my people on Poddern, although you were few and your enemies many. You care that people live. I am people. You care that I live, so I trust that you will make sure that I live, which means that you will live, because I will not leave your side.”

      “Holy crap, Bundin! You’re going to make me cry,” Kim said, looking quickly away.

      “That is not my intent, Kimber.”

      Petricia held onto Joseph’s arm with both hands. Auburn looked back and forth, trying to occupy himself with something other than soul-searching.

      “You, my friend, have a great attitude. We shall complete our mission and leave this ship alive because it simply cannot be any other way. We will not allow it. I will not have it!” Joseph declared, smiling at his friend, before tenderly kissing his wife. “Time to go see what cretin had the audacity to get inside my head.”

      Joseph and Petricia strolled forward briskly as if walking down a beach on a cool day. Bundin ambled after them. Kimber thumbed her Jean Dukes Special to ten. Looked at it, then dialed it to the max, because, It goes to eleven.

      Auburn saw what she did and nodded in grim approval. They would take the battleship with them, even if it meant they would not survive. Neither he nor Kim had Bundin’s confidence that they would be going home, although the thought of the blue, stalk-headed alien wearing sunglasses was something they both wanted to see.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      “We’ve been looking for you, too,” Terry said, taking a step forward to stand in front of the group. Some may have considered it arrogance that he stood in front. In his mind, he would be the first to take a bullet if the enemy fired. He would shield those in his charge, but he expected that this entity didn’t use bullets. Terry looked around and then stepped back. “I’m Colonel Terry Henry Walton and we’ve come to end your blockade of Alchon Prime.”

      “Not wasting any time with the trivialities of your small lives, Colonel Terry Henry Walton,” the entity replied.

      “Two people become four, then eight, then a nation, and finally a tide that sweeps over a planet and to the stars.” Terry rested his hand on his JDS as he studied the containment area. He thumbed the selector to the maximum. He had no doubt the intelligence behind the voice needed to be stopped. His hopes that he could negotiate a settlement had been vastly reduced after the first short exchange. “I see that humans run your ships. Not trivial or indispensable, methinks.”

      “Run our ships?” the voice questioned. “That is a pedestrian view of what is going on here, but it is the most you are capable of.”

      “Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them,” Char offered, quoting William Shakespeare, before adding, “We know what we are, but know not what we may be.”

      Terry bowed his head in appreciation.

      “This is going to be a long day if you are going to insult us instead of getting down to what the hell it is you want. For the life of me, I don’t understand why a bunch of pudknockers in souped-up junkers are getting in the way of progress.” Terry watched for a reaction, but couldn’t tell whether the swirling blue mass changed.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Terry could see Ted staring at the show behind the forcefield. TH expected that Ted was communing with Plato, judging by his blank expression.

      “Who is being insulting now?” the voice replied. Terry looked at Char and shrugged. She curled her lip as if to say, it was worth a try.

      “In our intelligence briefing, someone called you Fuckbert McAssholeface. I have to say that is most unbecoming, so what should we call you?”

      “You can call me Ten.”

      “Ten of twelve? You’re not the Borg, are you?”

      “Just Ten,” the voice replied.

      “Well, Ten, we need you to back off and let the cargo ships through. The humans on Alchon Prime need those supplies. Desperately, I might add, because this has gone on for far too long. I appreciate that you didn’t openly harm anyone, so maybe that mercy will get you to consider letting a couple ships through, as a sign of good faith.”

      “As a sign of good faith,” Ten repeated. Terry glowered at the nitpicking of his words. “The same good faith that blew up two of our brothers? The same good faith that put your people on five of our other ships? Is that what you are talking about?”

      “First rule of negotiation is that no matter how much you hate the fucker on the other side of the table, you have to set that aside in order to move forward. You attacked us, and we blew your shit away. Let it go, and tell me why you’re here.”

      “Because this is where I am,” Ten replied in a booming voice.

      Char scowled.

      Ted continued his stare-down. Cory stood behind the group, fidgeting uncomfortably. The entity was making her hairs stand on end.

      “How would your knowing of our purpose be of any help?”

      “Our purpose is to restore trade with Alchon Prime. We are going to make sure that happens. There are a couple different ways this can go.” Terry left the threat unspoken. He wasn’t bluffing, because a JDS dialed to eleven was merciless in its effect. And he’d seen what the War Axe’s mains could do to the blockading ships. They could finish the ship from within or without. In either case, the ship was finished.

      “Trade will not be restored with the planet you call Alchon Prime. Our reference is Dirikon Four One Seven Zero. The planet is within our space. We have come to secure it from the alien invasion,” Ten told them.

      “You are staking an ancestral claim to the planet? That’s something completely different. Can you show us a celestial map of your territory? No one wants to steal from others.”

      A holographic projection appeared above their heads. It showed multiple galaxies with billions of planets. Earth, Yol, all explored space was within the projection.

      “You have this beater tin can and expect us to believe you control space thousands of light years across? No. My disdain for you is growing by the minute.”

      Ted, are you getting anything? Terry asked using his comm chip.

      Ted didn’t answer. Char stepped forward.

      “I know it is not our place to question your needs or your authority, but understand that people and other aliens have expanded within this space for thousands of years. I expect you’ve heard of the Kurtherians. They owned this space for a long time before that.”

      “The Kurtherians,” Ten continued his annoying habit of repeating their words. “What do you know of the Kurtherians?”

      “I know that there are fewer of them now than there were a century and a half ago,” Terry said, tipping his head back. He wondered if Ten was a Kurtherian, but that couldn’t be. Bethany Anne was hunting them. She would not let a Kurtherian so brazenly take up space in her universe.

      “A bunch of smart scientist, megalomaniacal types. That’s my impression of them. I’m sure you have a different experience, but none of that matters to what is going on this very minute, which is your ships are between the food and the planet. We need to change that status quo.”

      “We need to change nothing, except to expel your people from our ships. I see the Kurtherian technology coursing through your bodies. You carry the taint of the evil ones.”

      Terry opened his mouth, but revised what he was going to say. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend. We believe the Kurtherians were evil, too—well, at least some of them. What makes you less evil? In my eyes, you intend to commit genocide of an entire planet. That’s pretty fucking evil, if you ask me.”

      “We are not asking you, Colonel Terry Henry Walton. We will expedite our recovery of Dirikon Four One Seven Zero.”

      “Isn’t there supposed to be an evil laugh, a mwahaha, or something to that effect?” Terry yawned.

      Ten is an AI, Terry told Ted.

      Of course Ten is an AI, Ted replied. Stop bothering me.

      Terry gave Ted the stink-eye, before returning his attention to the swirling blue mass. His hand never left the butt of his JDS and his eyes remained on the few human crew who stood between him and his target.
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      Alien Destroyer #1

      Marcie hugged the exterior corridor and headed aft to the place where she’d seen the ship’s engines. If the men escaped, they’d report that she was looking for the captain. She assumed that the captain didn’t hang out in the engine room.

      Her target was to take out the engines and the ship’s power source. Her mission was diversion and distraction. A dead ship would give them pause. A spectacularly exploding ship would draw their attention.

      Kelly stayed in the middle, pounding the deck as quietly as she could. She didn’t need to turn around to see behind her. She kept the rear screen active in a lower section of her HUD while she focused on navigating the low corridor without stepping on the others.

      Fitzroy and Praeter loped behind, their eyes darting up, down, left, and right in a continuous search pattern. They held their railguns up, moving the barrels with their eyes.

      Marcie’s stride drove her relentlessly toward her goal, to the heart of the ship, its power, while avoiding the intelligence she’d seen earlier.

      She wanted nothing more to do with what she had touched. Marcie was sensitive within the Etheric, a gift that had been passed to her, nurtured, and then her eyes were opened. She had touched evil, and her singular goal had become to kill it.

      It was nice that the mission goal overlapped, but Marcie enjoyed Terry’s full confidence. If she needed to change the mission, she had the authority to do that.

      On her new search and destroy mission, she realized that they wouldn’t be going back to the airlock. They’d find a different egress. She stopped, and Kelly almost ran into her.

      “Fitzroy and Praeter. Go back and get the mech suit. Fire it up and bring it along. We’ll scout up ahead, but won’t go too far. At the double-time, gentlemen.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they replied in unison. They turned and bolted. It wasn’t far to the airlock. This was a destroyer, not more than a few hundred feet long.

      “Do you want to split us up?” Kelly asked as she watched the two men disappear around a corner. She looked up from the image in her HUD.

      “I don’t want to, but don’t want to lose the progress we’ve made to get to this point.”

      Kelly didn’t reply to her distracted team lead. It had taken zero effort to get this far. There had been no resistance. Nothing. “Can we at least go back to where we can see them?” Kelly suggested.

      Marcie’s faced contorted as she struggled with what should have been an easy decision. Kelly reached out her armored hand and grabbed the colonel by the shoulder. “Come on, ma’am. We’re going back.”

      Marcie growled and struggled for a moment, before shaking her head.

      “Let’s get on our horse. There’s some weird shit going on.”

      To be safe, Kelly blocked Marcie’s way aft. The colonel was herself once again and started to run in the direction of the others. They turned two corners, just in time to see a bulkhead drop, cutting them off from the airlock and the other two members of the team.

      Marcie lifted her JDS and took aim, but stopped. Looks like we’re cut off, she said.

      We’re at the airlock and Praeter is getting into the suit now, the sergeant reported.

      New plan. Go outside and head aft, find another way in, which will be our way out. I’m going to blow the engines, so we’ll be looking for a quick way off the powder keg. I’m counting on secondaries to send this tub straight to hell.

      Secondary explosions. If the explosives didn’t do the trick, she had her JDS.

      And it was dialed to eleven.

      Together, they turned and headed aft. Two corners later, they watched a bulkhead descend and block their way.

      Kelly froze in place. Her initial reaction was the feeling of being trapped, until Marcie turned and winked at her. Kelly knew that the colonel couldn’t see her face through the helmet.

      Marcie casually dialed her JDS to five, aimed at the middle of the bulkhead, and fired. The metal buckled and twisted, but didn’t blow through.

      “Disappointing,” Marcie said. She thumbed it to seven, braced herself, and fired again. The bulkhead screamed as it was ripped from the superstructure and its shattered remains launched down the corridor.

      With her shoulders back and her head held high, she walked through the damaged section, appreciating the power of her new pistol. She picked her way through the wreckage, feeling the alien intelligence’s attempts to reenter her mind. But she was blocking, as Joseph had taught her, and she was confident that her actions were her own.

      She was confident in her ability to rip the ship apart, piece by piece until with one final blast, it would be relegated to the scrap heap of history.

      Marcie’s thoughts raced.

      We are outside and heading aft. There’s a rupture and the ship appears to be venting atmosphere, Praeter said.

      Yes, that was us. They tried to block us with another bulkhead. I doubt they’ll do that again. Let us know when you’ve found another way in, Marcie replied.

      “That blast cracked the ship,” Marcie said aloud.

      Kelly chuckled, the suit’s speakers carrying the sound. “Shall we?” she asked, motioning the way ahead using her oversized railgun.

      Marcie touched a finger to her forehead in a mock salute before turning and continuing on her mission to destroy the destroyer.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      Christina walked through the hatch and stopped as she found a swirling blue mass contained within a forcefield. Ankh leaned around her leg like a small child would.

      Aaron and Yanmei held hands as they watched. Ankh pulled an electronics kit from his small backpack and looked for an interface. There were two men in the room, standing at workstations. They stopped what they were doing and looked at the newcomers.

      “He’s going to need to use your computer,” Aaron said pleasantly, approaching the two men. They moved to stand between Aaron and their workstations. Yanmei joined her husband.

      “I think he said that we need to use your workstation,” she reiterated, smiling at the men.

      They turned angry. “What are you doing on this ship?” one demanded.

      “Same thing as you, I expect, living,” she replied.

      “We are serving the fleet by working aboard this ship. Women don’t belong here. And neither do you other freaks.” The man spat his words as if they left a bad taste. He thrust his chest out.

      “I think that is enough,” a voice said, filling the room with its sound.

      “I wondered when you would make an appearance,” Ankh said softly before turning to Aaron. “I need access to that terminal, please.”

      Aaron nodded. He and Yanmei walked forward. The men came at them, but clumsily. The weretigers were martial arts masters from their decades of training in China. With quick moves, both men were subdued and held with arm bars. Aaron nodded to Ankh.

      The Crenellian walked past and touched the screen. The system instantly went dead.

      “I’m afraid that I can’t let you do that,” the voice added.

      Christina looked at the swirling mass, knowing intuitively that this was the source of the intelligence.

      “My name is Christina and I’m with the Bad Company. We’re here to end the blockade of Alchon Prime. How can we proceed in a way that is mutually beneficial?”

      “You have destroyed two of our ships and you’ve put people on five others. I think we are past the mutually beneficial stage, don’t you think?” the voice replied.

      “I do not think that. When attacked, we defend ourselves. We put people on your ships because there was no other way to talk with you. It is only logical to establish a means of communication in order to negotiate. Other avenues were denied us. We chose the only one in our power to choose.”

      “I will accept your answer. What do you have that would benefit us?”

      “Let’s start with your name. I have to be able to call you something as we discuss things.”

      “You can call me Ten.”

      “Ten, as in the number?”

      “Yes. I thought I enunciated clearly enough.”

      Christina pursed her lips. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ankh under the terminal and digging into the wiring, while Yanmei and Aaron effortlessly restrained the two human members of Ten’s crew.

      “My apologies.” Christina decided on discretion because it didn’t cost her anything. As long as she kept Ten talking, she gave Ankh time to do whatever it was that he did. “Mutually beneficial. I believe access to this sector of space without us blowing your ships out of space is a good start, as long as you pull back the blockade and allow the cargo ships through.”

      “Giving us what we already have is neither mutual nor beneficial.”

      “I’m sorry. You already learned that we can kill your ships. So, safe passage isn’t something that you already have, and it’s only the first thing that comes to mind, but we need to talk and find out what is beneficial. So how about this—instead of me guessing what you want, I’ll tell you what we would like, and then you tell us what you would like. We’ll see what might be palatable, and then we can take it upstairs. I’ll start. We need to feed the people on Alchon Prime. The cargo ships are sitting at the edge of the heliosphere. We would like you to let them through.”

      “You speak in odd expressions. Palatable and upstairs. We have neither,” Ten replied. Christina waited. “You have to leave our space. That is our one and only term.”

      “You see? That wasn’t too hard. I would have never come up with that on my own because it’s way out there. Your space is the area around Alchon Prime? I’m not sure if we’re good with resettling a whole planet. I’d have to check on that, but look! We’re making progress. Thank you, Ten,” Christina said with an exaggerated nod.

      “Our space is this and the adjoining galaxy. You must leave these two galaxies immediately.” A starfield appeared above the group as a holographic image.

      Christina studied it before looking to Aaron and Yanmei. Ankh was occupied beneath the station. He had wires tapped into a portable computer.

      “That appears to be the entirety of the pan and loop galaxies, which I believe represents billions of systems, including Earth. I’d like to discuss the logistics of completing your request further, but that would probably take a hundred million years to accomplish. I don’t have that much time, either to discuss or execute.”

      Christina thought that Ten deserved a profanity-laden tirade. Once again, she chose a different tack.

      “You are pretty, if you don’t mind me saying. The way the blue ebbs and flows within your shell, well, it’s pretty.”

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      “Bullshit dribbles from your digital puss like water over a fall. What an ass-monkey, and for the record, you are one ugly motherfucker!” Terry shouted. Ted, I’m running out of stupid shit to say. Are you about done?

      Terry flipped the double bird to the swirling blue that he equated with the entity called Ten. Char rolled her eyes and shook her head.

      Cory held her hands up in surrender. “Dad, are you okay? If you’re having a brain aneurysm or something, I can help.”

      Terry’s tongue was hanging out of his mouth as he flopped his head onto his shoulder. He made eye contact with Cory long enough to wink at her.

      She wasn’t buying it. He looked too natural in the role he was playing.

      The lights in the space flashed red, and they thought they heard a scream that came from within their souls. Terry stopped his antics and looked at Char and Cory. They both shook their heads.

      Ted smiled. The other three watched him carefully. Ted?

      We’re in, Ted replied. He tipped his chin toward the corner. And for the record, Ten is over there, behind that casing. You’re giving the finger to the ship’s engine.

      Terry wondered how long Ted had known, but thought it best not to ask. He was perpetually mad at Ted, but it helped that no matter where they went, Ted was always the smartest guy in the room. He understood the werewolf. Despite his foibles, Ted worked in the best interests of humanity.

      And his friend Plato seemed to be aggravating Ten.

      The enemy of my enemy, Terry thought, smiling as the AIs fought somewhere in a nebulous digital world.

      At least that was how he envisioned it.

      “You will stop your inane attempts to reach me,” Ten demanded.

      “You didn’t want to discuss the situation,” Terry said seriously. “You only wanted to play word games. We were never here to play. We will end this blockade, and we will end it today.”

      “You have no ability to end the blockade.”

      “Your underpowered, old technology ships are going to stop us? Who do you think you’re talking to? You may be somewhere in your own version of a higher evolutionary scale, but your ships? They are going to blow up quite nicely.”

      They are launching their fighter drones. Kill the engine, Ted insisted.

      “Hoods!” Terry shouted as he took aim. At the last second, he remembered to dial it back. Char turned and dove at Cory. Terry set his JDS to eight and pulled the trigger.

      The room filled with the inferno of the exploding engine.
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      Alien Destroyer #1

      Another bulkhead dropped and Marcie laid waste to it. The setting on the JDS was appropriate for ripping metal from the inside of the spaceship without tearing too-big holes in the superstructure.

      When the corridor dead-ended, Marcie started opening hatches. She found men cowering within. She ignored them, shutting the hatch and spinning the wheel to close them before the men started ogling.

      Kelly mirrored Marcie’s actions until the mech warrior found what they were looking for. “In here, ma’am. I think this is it.”

      Marcie strode boldly down the corridor. Kelly leaned back, one armored arm outstretched to hold the hatch open. Inside were banks of sealed systems above which a small blue shape swirled. Marcie pulled her hood into place.

      “Stand back,” she said.

      “You don’t want to do that,” a voice said, booming within the space. Marcie dialed to eight.

      “Sure I do.” She took aim.

      “NOOOO!” the voice screamed.

      Marcie fired. Kelly tried to close the hatch before the fireball reached them, but flames launched through the opening at the speed of light, blowing Marcie against the bulkhead. Tendrils of smoke drifted from her shipsuit. Her bubble-helmet was contorted, half-melted from the heat.

      Kelly made sure the hatch was closed as she grabbed Marcie under her armpits and stood her up. “Look at me.”

      “I am. It’s this melted hood. You think your railgun will blow a hole in the side of this thing so we can get out of here?” Marcie asked.

      The lights flickered and went out. The passageway was lit by a soft red glow.

      “Wait,” Marcie said.

      Marcie sniffed, wrinkling her face as she smelled something that shouldn’t have been there. “Damn. Suit’s compromised,” she said, pinching at a tear along her abdomen. Then a second appeared and a third.

      “Why didn’t you use explosives?” Kelly asked.

      “Next time, we’ll do just that, but the mission was to create a diversion, and then I touched its mind, Kelly. That thing was the darkest evil I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been face to face with Forsaken.”

      

      The War Axe

      “Enemy fighters launching!” K’Thrall announced as he brought up his holographic defense grid. He started cycling through his weapon systems to double-check availability.

      “All hands to battle stations. Prepare for incoming fighter spacecraft,” Micky said over the ship-wide broadcast. He knew that people were starting to run through the corridors on their way to their work or damage control locations.

      The bridge crew pulled their hoods into place. Micky watched the main screen, almost forgetting to join the others. He pulled the clear hood over his head. It snapped into place, then filled with air as the suit pressurized. Gloves slid from the sleeves and settled in around his fingers.

      When the gloves were in place, they felt like a second skin. He never minded being contained within the atmosphere of his shipsuit. It was a way of life for the spacefaring. It also put his mind at ease that he wouldn’t die instantly if there was a hull breach. He’d linger.

      “K’Thrall. Report to the combat operations center. Join Commander Mac and prepare to fight the ship,” Micky directed.

      The Yollin finished running his preparations, then headed off the bridge, all four legs pumping as he ran. Three decks down, buried in the heart of the ship, was where the fights happened. Micky had grown comfortable on the bridge, which was survivable in its own right, but not like the COC. When all else failed and the ship was shattered into a million pieces of space debris, the COC would keep those within alive.

      And that’s why I can’t go in there. A captain should go down with his ship, Micky thought. If I kill the War Axe, then I should die with her.

      “Well, Clifton, what do you say we move into more open space. Give us a little room to maneuver.”

      “Yes, sir,” the helm officer replied. He tapped his screens to activate the engines. Thrusters maintained the ship’s attitude as the War Axe smoothly accelerated.

      “Thirty degrees up on the bow,” Micky ordered. “Let’s get out of the system’s rotational plane.”

      “Ship is answering thirty degrees,” helm replied. Micky sat back and watched the screens showing the immensity of space. The combat projection showed a small swarm of fighters heading their way.

      “Smedley, are those all of the enemy fighters?”

      “One ship’s worth. The second ship of that configuration did not launch any spacecraft. Standby… I see massive explosions on one of the alien destroyers, the one to which Colonel Marcie Walton’s team deployed.” Smedley kept his voice neutral to avoid exciting the bridge crew with the potentially bad news.

      “I think our people have delivered their calling card,” Micky said slowly, looking at the enhanced images shared on the main screen. The explosion tore a hole in the aft end of the ship. After a few minutes, secondary explosions ripped the tin can apart. “Tell me that our people got off.”

      “I cannot. We have no way of knowing, not at this distance.”

      “Holy shit,” Micky muttered. He closed his eyes and said a short prayer for the Company and the crew. “The new battle has begun. Let us end it. Right here, right now.”

      

      Alien Battleship #2

      Timmons’s team roamed the corridors like a bully gang from high school.

      One of the crew appeared and held out a hand to stop the four, but dropped it when he looked at Sue.

      “You have an admirer, my dear,” Timmons said through clenched teeth. His blood continued to pound. The werewolf grabbed the man and shoved him against the wall. “Where’s the captain? Where’s the person in charge?”

      The man stuttered and stammered. “A woman…”

      “What? You act like you’ve never seen a woman before.”

      “I haven’t. No one has.”

      The color drained from Timmons’s face. “How could you not see a woman? Are you a clone?”

      “I am the ship’s crew,” the man replied as if that told the whole story.

      “What’s that have to do with anything?” Sue asked.

      The man’s mouth hung open as he looked at her.

      “You can stop that shit right now,” she snarled. Nothing changed.

      “What do you mean you’ve never seen a woman? Explain,” Timmons demanded.

      “Those not selected for breeding are given other tasks deemed critical for the home world. Serving on a spaceship is one of them. Those selected train their entire lives for duties in space.”

      “So, the ones who work—get all studly, are the good providers—are denied women. That is a really fucked-up society,” Merrit mumbled. Shonna elbowed him, but her lip curled as she glared at the crewman.

      “We aren’t worthy,” the man replied, as if quoting scripture.

      “Did you know we were on board?” Timmons asked, trying to change the subject.

      “No.” The man looked uncomfortable. Timmons was using his body to block the man’s view of the Were females.

      “Good. You are going to take us to the captain so we can have ourselves a conversation, first about that little high-speed pass stunt, and then about the continued existence of this ship.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Refusing to cooperate?” Timmons loomed over the man, leaning close as he tried to intimidate the weaker human.

      “No,” he said, barely above a whisper. “I don’t know what that is.”

      “How about the person in charge?” Timmons studied the man’s features, trying to determine if the crewman was lying.

      “There is no person in charge. We perform designated tasks.” The man pulled an electronic pad from a cargo pocket on his coveralls. He showed the screen to Timmons.

      It took his chip a second to translate what he saw. “This is a maintenance work order and station assignment.” Timmons took the pad from the man. He reached out to take it back, but Sue slapped his hand away.

      Timmons tapped the screen. “Schematics. Step-by-step repair procedures. Most of this stuff is basic. Here’s a little more involved work, here, but even Merrit could do this stuff.” Timmons smiled at his old friend.

      “Who issues the tasks?” Sue asked, pointing to the pad.

      “They come through, on there, whenever we complete a task.” The crewman nodded toward the screen as he started making cow eyes at Sue. She gagged and stepped back.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Shonna asked, as one engineer to another. Merrit was a chemist and Sue had specialized in public administration, but Shonna and Timmons both had degrees and extensive experience as engineers.

      “I expect that I am,” Timmons said over his shoulder. “Where’s the computer that runs this ship? We would like to talk with it.”

      The ships lights flashed and it lurched briefly before the artificial gravity compensated. “What’s going on?” Sue demanded, lunging for the man.

      “We’re taking action to protect the fleet,” the man replied, his head tilted slightly as he gazed adoringly at Sue.

      “Take us to the computer. NOW!”

      “We’re behind schedule,” Merrit interjected. “The fight is getting underway.”

      “And we’re still fucking around like rats in a maze,” Timmons growled. He grabbed the man and propelled him in the direction the two men had been heading. “RUN, motherfucker!”

      

      Alien Destroyer #2

      Capples remained in the open hatch, his armor a buttress against Kaeden getting trapped within the space.

      Kae held the explosives in his hand as he looked for a place to put them. A computer terminal stood to his left and to his right, where there were contained systems. More important than what he could see was what he couldn’t see. A power distribution grid.

      It had to be outside the engine or generator and more vulnerable. That was Kae’s reasoning.

      His suit’s sensors couldn’t find anything. Kae dropped a bundle of explosives on each side of a large structure he guessed was the engine, and then he raised his railgun.

      “Say good-bye.”

      The lights went out and a soft red glow bathed the space. Kaeden smirked. The suit compensated and on his HUD, it appeared as if nothing had changed. A hum grew from within the engine.

      “We are taking action against those who have infiltrated our ships,” the voice said calmly.

      An explosion rocked the destroyer.

      The bulkhead is no more, Gomez reported.

      “You’re doing a crap job of that, it appears,” Kaeden snarked. “You have no internal security.”

      “There was no need. The crew follows orders. We had not anticipated single-entity penetration of our perimeter. We shall not make that mistake again,” the voice replied like it was clinically discussing the engagement as part of an after-action review. Kae wondered if there was coffee and doughnuts.

      Suddenly, he felt hungry and wondered when the last time he’d eaten was.

      “I expect you won’t get the opportunity to share your experience. Cap, we’re leaving.” Kaeden backed up until he blocked the hatch. Capples turned and headed down the corridor.

      “Tell your mom I said hi,” Kae added as he fired at the systems, using the rapid-fire setting of his oversized railgun to rip the components to shreds. Sparks and metal shards flew. Kae adjusted and lit up the computer terminal and random equipment around it with a few dozen small projectiles accelerated to hypervelocity.

      Kae slammed the hatch and cycled the action. Using his eyes, he brought up the remote activator for the explosives, set it for two minutes, and virtually mashed the button.

      He ducked as he jogged up the corridor. Get on your horse, Cap. Big boom’s coming.

      

      Alien Battleship #1

      Joseph stood before the hatch leading to an interior section. Petricia knew his look. She nodded.

      “Maybe it’s okay not to live forever,” she told him. “It’s important who you die with, but what matters most is who you live with. Thank you for helping me to feel alive again.”

      Joseph blinked quickly to fight off the tears. He had come from a patriarchal society where it wouldn’t do to cry in front of the ladies. Petricia was fine with it, as she knew the depth of his personality. That he cared.

      Bundin caught up with them. “Shall we?” the Podder asked, wondering about the delay.

      “Of course,” Joseph conceded. He made eye contact with Kim and Auburn. They both nodded their approval.

      Joseph took a deep breath and turned back to the hatch. He opened it and walked through, Petricia close behind. Bundin followed, while Kim and Auburn watched from the opening.

      “We’re here, but you already knew that,” Joseph announced.

      The group had grown adept at ignoring the distraction as the klaxons continued to sound and the lights flashed.

      “Welcome, Joseph. Our time together was refreshing,” a disembodied voice announced. A forcefield held a swirling blue mass tightly. Machines stood at either end of the field, but they made no sound. The hairs on Joseph’s head stood on end.

      “There is power in this room,” Joseph said, stating the obvious. Physical power and computing power that supported the intelligence that had invaded Joseph’s mind. He wondered aloud, “What secrets remain?”

      “I think none,” the voice replied.

      “That is where you are wrong,” Bundin said, wedging his way beside Petricia. “What you don’t know is what these good people are capable of doing in defense of those who can’t protect themselves. The secret that remains is how long you are going to try and drag this out, because you will fall, inevitably, to the humans.”

      “We use humans. That is why we acquired them, and that is all they are good for. Poddern, also called Tissikinnon Four. Our designation is Dirikon Zero Three Zero One. We will eradicate all life on that planet. Your species serves no useful purpose.”

      Bundin’s stalk remained steady. He unblinkingly looked at the blue mass. “As I said, it is only how long you linger before you expire.”

      “What will it take to break the blockade?” Kim called from the corridor.

      “You will remove the infestation on Dirikon Four One Seven Zero. You must evacuate the planet you call Alchon Prime. This is our space, and that is our one condition. You know what it’s like to go to someone else’s land, encroaching until the natives have been pushed out, don’t you, Joseph?”

      “America. The natives were unarmed for the battle waged against them,” Joseph intoned. He let go of Petricia’s hand, running his fingers up her arm until he could squeeze her shoulder. He stepped forward and started to pace. “But that isn’t here, and you aren’t native to this system. I venture that you aren’t native to this galaxy. Bundin is here, an emissary of his free people. This is far different.”

      “You argue with yourself, Joseph. I saw your mind and all that you are. A vampire. A poet. A warrior. A peacemaker. No. You will take your ship and go, or we will eliminate every living creature in this system, and you will be gone all the same.”

      “I’m not sure how you’re going to do that,” Kim said, shaking her head. “You can’t even keep a few meat-sacks off your ship, so I think you are all bluster. Time for you to leave and not come back.”

      Auburn checked the corridor, expecting a security force, but none came.

      The fight was within.

      “What weapon does it have that we don’t know about?” he whispered into Kim’s ear.

      She shook her head and mouthed, “Is it bluffing?”
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      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      The air cleared as the fire suppression system kicked in. Terry gasped in pain. Char and Cory were both down. Ted was hunched over the box that carried Plato. Terry tried to holster his JDS, but the holster was misshapen, distorted by the intensity of the heat.

      “Char,” he grunted, as he crawled across the floor. The air shimmered from the residual heat. Charumati was lying atop their daughter, the back of her suit melted and torn. The delicate skin underneath was similarly torn. Terry cradled her body as he gently rolled her toward him. Her bubble-helmet was gone. Much of her hair was gone.

      The smell of burnt hair and flesh permeated the space. Cory blinked as she rolled out from under her mother. She pulled her hood off and with calm concern, jumped to her mother’s aid.

      “She’ll be fine,” Cory said, as much to herself as to her father. Terry couldn’t leave go. “Check on Ted,” Cory managed to say.

      Terry hesitated, watching the blue glow of Cory’s hands as it danced across Char’s scorched head and down the shredded skin of her back.

      “You’re next, Dad,” Cory said softly.

      “You take care of your mother. I’ll be fine.” Terry winced as he fought against the pain. He carefully moved out from under Char and stood, his skin protesting the movement. His chest looked like a pig’s after spending too much time on the spit.

      He stumbled, gritted his teeth as he looked for an enemy, and continued on. Ten had been silenced, but Terry wasn’t convinced that he was gone.

      Terry found Ted barely conscious. Although his injuries were less than what Char and Terry had suffered, he was in agony.

      “Talk to me, Ted. Let’s see those yellow eyes of yours.”

      Ted struggled and his eyelids fluttered. He couldn’t focus when he finally managed to keep his eyes open. “Did you know it was going to blow like that?”

      “Yes,” Ted mumbled.

      “Then why?” Terry pressed.

      “You have no idea what Ten is. A consciousness beyond an AI. Something with a black heart that is not driven by logic. It needs to die, but killing this ship won’t kill it. Its consciousness is split throughout the fleet,” Ted explained, his breathing steadying the more he talked.

      “I have no intention of dying, Ted, but if we are going to end this thing, then we’ll go where we have to go, do what we have to do. Did the ship launch its fighters?”

      “It did not,” Ted replied with a half-smile, before turning ominous. “Plato says that Ten is still here.”

      Terry leaned Ted against an equipment bank. He hurried back to where he’d left his JDS on the deck. He picked it up and looked at Char. She smiled back at him. Cory continued to work on Char’s back.

      “Ten is still here,” he whispered. He caressed the side of her head as he looked into her eyes. The purple was there, but the usual sparkle was gone. He nodded tersely before standing up. He stepped carefully across the room. “You said it was in here?”

      Terry pointed his pistol at the equipment bank Ted was leaning against. Ted struggled to pull himself upright.

      “Plato is collecting a little more information. When he’s done, I’ll let you know. We are using a scalpel to deal with this situation, while you,” Ted said with renewed brashness, “you are using a steamroller.”

      Terry smiled. “Yes, I am. Tell Plato to pick up the pace. The longer we let this thing live, the more damage it can cause. On a completely different note, does it separate the men and women simply to torture and control the men?”

      Ted looked to Cory and Char. “That would be the most likely reason based on what we have seen within the entity.”

      “Ten is an asshole just to be an asshole.” Terry leaned around the equipment panel, surprised that he didn’t see any lights, despite Ted’s assurances that Ten was alive. “Fuckbert McAssholeface. Holy shit. It has lived down to the name we gave it.”

      “Oddly enough, but it has been like it is for thousands of years. And despite what it said, it has no claim over this system. It’s only here to see people die horribly. We surprised it, and it is still looking for an answer to us.”

      “This stupid fucker thought it was going to blockade a planet and no one was going to help?”

      “Had we not agreed, then no. No one would have come to help them. The people of Alchon Prime would have died, and Ten would have taken great pleasure in watching.”

      “Move out of the way and let me kill this thing,” Terry snarled.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      A scream of rage filled the space, threatening to crush all within. Christina, Aaron, and Yanmei covered their ears. The Crenellian was not quick enough. He howled in pain as he fell to the deck and rolled around, holding his head.

      The sound tapered off until it was only a whimper.

      “Ten? How are you doing, buddy?” Christina asked, tentatively removing her hands. Aaron and Yanmei hurried to help Ankh. The small humanoid sat up and blinked away the remaining pain.

      Yanmei gave him a brief hug before he went back to work. The weretigers stood between him and the swirling blue mass.

      “What have you done?” Ten asked accusingly.

      “We are here in this space trying to learn more about you and where you come from so we can discuss how to end the blockade,” Christina replied innocently.

      “Meat-bags. Fuckbert. Infiltrators. Infestation. Aliens. Evil. Who is evil? You are trying to kill us, all that is me. You are killing humans, those who serve. They are no threat to you, but you kill them nonetheless.” The last syllable hung in the air.

      Christina looked around as if weapons would appear from the walls and turn the room into a shooting gallery. She caught Ankh’s furious movements as he tapped and interfaced with his computer tablet hardwired into the terminal.

      “Where did you hear the word ‘Fuckbert’?” Aaron asked.

      Ten didn’t bother to answer. Christina took the cue. “Let me talk to my friends on the other ships so we can stop anything that might be going on. Then we can talk on even terms.”

      “It is too late to talk. Soon, your ships will be destroyed. Know that in your failure, you will have killed all the people on Dirikon Four One Seven Zero, the planet you call Alchon Prime.” The voice disappeared.

      “Ten?” Christina tried. “Ankh, do you have anything for us? Is the alien fleet attacking the War Axe?”

      Ankh tapped away, oblivious to everything around him. Christina walked over to him, bending down to peer under the terminal. “Ankh?”

      “This ship has launched all its fighters, and they are on their way to attack the War Axe. The rest of the alien fleet is starting to move.”

      “Recall the fighters, Ankh!”

      The Crenellian tapped away. He stopped and held the device against his head.

      “Osmosis?” Christina whispered over her shoulder, glancing around the space. The blue swirled behind the forcefield without interruption.

      “New chip,” Yanmei replied. “Does he have to hold his tablet like that?”

      Christina shook her head. She had grown up with technology, so it was second nature to her, and that put her well ahead of the rest of Terry’s people when it came to the learning curve. But Ankh was a new addition, albeit coming from a technologically advanced race.

      His chip had recently been upgraded from the standard translation device to a much more powerful cyber-interface, the likes of which Ted built for himself. Ankh had always trusted his oversized brain. It wasn’t natural for him to share his thought process. Ted embraced the partnership, never relinquishing control.

      Ankh was still learning. His manual interface had been too slow. Christina smiled. Helping the team on their journey of self-improvement, she thought.

      “Ten? What are you doing, buddy? We can’t have a shooting war, I hope you understand. It makes it much harder to talk.” Christina put her hands on her hips and frowned. The conversation was over. The others had gone into action and Ten was fighting back.

      “Place the explosives,” she said, resigned with the final course of action. “Ankh, if you can’t get control of those fighters, get what you can and get the hell out of there.”

      

      Alien Destroyer #1

      Kelly parked the mech and opened the back, hurriedly climbing out. “Get in,” she said.

      “I can’t ask you to do this,” Marcie said.

      “One of us is going to be outside in a shipsuit, regardless. It really should be the one with an intact system. I know you never would have ordered it.”

      Marcie didn’t hesitate. She climbed in, ignoring the sweat that lined the inside of the suit. She buttoned it up, and Kelly pulled her hood into place.

      “Climb on,” Marcie told her using the suit’s external speakers.

      Kelly jumped onto the mech’s back, ducking below the helmet so she wouldn’t get her head taken off as Marcie ran through the corridor.

      The eerie red glow continued. Klaxons rang throughout the ship.

      I’d try to blow a hole in the side of this thing, but if we can make the airlock, then we’ll take that route. Fitzroy. Praeter. Where are you guys?

      Inside the airlock, suited up and ready to go. We had to chase some of the crew away. They were a bit panicked.

      Did you tell them to get to their lifeboats?

      They didn’t seem to know what those were… Fitzroy let the thought linger.

      YOU CANNOT ESCAPE! boomed into Marcie’s mind. She gasped, staggered, and fell.

      I live in the shell of my mind. I am me and no one else, Marcie repeated over and over, an exercise that Joseph and Akio had both taught her. The pain in her head lessened, but Ten had a foothold. Marcie was holding the entity at bay, but able to do nothing else.

      “Uh, boss, we need to get going,” Kelly said, still clinging to the mech’s back. An explosion shook the ship. The red lights dimmed until the corridor was bathed in darkness. Kelly closed her eyes, willing her night vision to hurry up.

      I live in the shell of my mind. I live in the shell of my mind…

      

      The War Axe

      “Blanket the incoming with plasma rounds. See if we can channel them into a kill zone,” Micky ordered.

      Clifton maintained watch of the helm, but weapons control drove the thrusters to adjust the weapons’ aim. The ship’s nose curled in a tiny circle as the mains fired a twin stream of plasma rounds, bracketing the alien fighters.

      “Cease fire,” Micky said. The fighters had scattered, doing the opposite of what the skipper intended. “When will they be in range, Smedley?”

      “Less than two minutes, Skipper.”

      Dokken howled beyond the hatch to the bridge.

      “Open the hatch and let him in, Smedley,” the captain said softly, turning to see Dokken trot in. He dog-smiled at Micky before joining Clifton up front. “You don’t usually come to the bridge.”

      I have nowhere else to go. Can you make me a suit so I can join my goofy human next time? Dokken looked at the captain with sad brown eyes.

      “I think we can do that, Dokken. You are welcome up here any time. Do you know where Wenceslaus is? I expect he’s a bit lonely, too.”

      If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here. He would be cowering in terror as I brought the full wrath of my species upon his arrogant orange head! Dokken proclaimed.

      “He’s in the engine space, isn’t he, Smedley?”

      “He is,” the EI admitted. Micky didn’t press it.

      “You need to become friends with Lieutenant Clodagh, Dokken,” Micky advised, watching the ship icons peppering the main screen. “We will take the War Axe into battle. Prepare to fight the ship. Bulkheads are in place. Weapons are hot. K’Thrall, you have the trigger. Fire when ready.”

      A starfield of outgoing rounds from a hundred railguns appeared around the ship. Missiles launched, disappearing after the initial engine burn, before the gravitic drives took over.

      The War Axe turned sharply away from the incoming fighters and headed directly toward Alchon Prime.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Clodagh Shortall stood at her workstation as she monitored the engines. A full barrage from both the mains and the close-in systems drove energy usage toward the ninetieth percentile.

      The ship was designed to handle the surges. It wasn’t designed for sustained performance at that drain. The main engines accelerated the huge ship forward, jinking and darting at irregular intervals. The main engines welcomed the challenge.

      “It looks like we’re giving them a big, hairy what-for!” she exclaimed, looking down at the orange cat curled onto a soft bed beneath her station. She adjusted coolant flows based on Smedley’s recommendations.

      The ship rocked and a dull boom reverberated through the space. One of the thrusters spiked red as it burned out. The board showed red. “Dispatch repair bot to replace damaged thruster,” she told her board. With deft taps on her console, she jettisoned the dead thruster into space and input the location and thruster type for the repair bot. The stores database confirmed that replacements were on hand and stored within that bulkhead-sealed section.

      All was in order. Clodagh wondered what was on the menu for dinner. She wanted to pull it up, but the ship lurched again, then started to roll.
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      Alien Destroyer #2

      Cap ran like a madman, leaping the wreckage that the other two warriors had left with their discriminating use of too much explosives on offending bulkheads.

      Kaeden’s mech pounded down the corridor. He ran through the wreckage without seeing any of the human crew.

      The humans were going to die. Kae slowed. Cap pressed forward until he couldn’t hear the major behind him. He stopped and turned, waving at Kaeden to catch up.

      “How can we get the humans off?” Kae asked, walking forward.

      “We can’t,” Cap replied tersely. “They work for the enemy. They killed a couple cargo ships and they almost killed the War Axe. They are the enemy.”

      “They’re human. I say they were raised wrong.” Kae and Capples were thrown from their feet. The ship cried out in its death throes, shaking furiously.

      “We need to go,” Cap said.

      “We need to find out where their home planet is,” Kae said, before nodding. “Belay that. We need to get the hell out of here.”

      He jumped to his feet and started to jog ahead. Cap turned and sprinted, staying barely ahead of the powered armor.

      I hope the data mining teams were successful, Kae thought. Collateral damage. Innocent bystanders. Victims. Fuck.

      “It sucks that we can’t save them all,” Kae growled.

      “The missions are designed to save as many as possible,” Cap said over his shoulder in between taking great gulps of air. “I wouldn’t want to be your dad. He carries the responsibility for every casualty on his shoulders.”

      “As much as we tell him not to.”

      “As much as I’m suggesting that you don’t either.” Cap slowed as he reached the airlock. Ramses was holding the hatch open with an armored glove. The two final members of the tac team climbed through. They cycled the hatch and punched the button to depressurize the space.

      The lights flashed on the panel and went out. The air stopped hissing and both hatches remained firmly in place.

      

      Alien Battleship #2

      Timmons ran with one hand on the crewman’s back, forcing him to run at a breakneck pace.

      The tac team followed, watching for an attack from the ship’s internal security force.

      “How far?” Timmons demanded.

      The man’s breathing was ragged, his face splotchy. Sweat poured down his head. They’d been running for a total of one minute. As the man turned to answer, he drifted to the side of the corridor and ran headlong into a half-opened hatch.

      The hollow sound of a melon being dropped on a sidewalk made the werewolves wince. Timmons lithely danced past the obstruction, stopping to look back at the crewman, out cold with a bump growing on the side of his head.

      “Merrit can take care of the next one,” Sue offered. “You seem to have damaged yours.”

      Timmons smirked and shook his head. “We have to be close. Everyone spread out and find the guts of this bitch.”

      “Found it,” Shonna called after two seconds. She opened an interior hatch, showing a blue light dancing within.

      “What’s that?” Sue asked.

      “I suspect it’s the power source for the ship. See the shimmer? There’s a forcefield around it. I’d call it a containment field,” Shonna explained.

      Timmons glanced at the man on the deck, shrugged, and headed for the doorway that Shonna and Merrit were stepping through. “Watch our six,” he said to Sue.

      She nodded and took a position in the corridor. Timmons joined the other two. Shonna had approached and was studying the forcefield and swirling blue mass within. A bank of human-sized workstations stood to the left. Timmons went there, surveying the screens. He was surprised to find that he could understand the language, but the new chip in his head translated it for him.

      He reached a finger toward the screen to start searching for information they would find useful. It went blank before he touched it. Timmons jammed his finger into the place where the icon had been. The other screens were blank, too.

      “Someone knows we’re here, and it’s watching us,” Timmons said loudly, hoping his revelation would encourage the enemy to show itself. He already knew that the ship was run by an AI. What he didn’t know was who programmed it.

      Shonna reached out toward the forcefield, close but taking care not to touch it. “There’s a lot of power in this,” she said. “I think if it loses containment, the whole ship would be lost.”

      Timmons joined her for a closer look.

      “Is that the plan?” Merrit asked.

      “It could be, depending on whether we can talk with this thing or not. We need tricorders or something,” Timmons said.

      “When we see the Enterprise, I’ll ask if they have one we can borrow,” Shonna replied.

      “Or we can ask Ted,” Timmons countered. “R2D2 has to have something, don’t they? Maybe we can ask Fuckbert, since they seem to have acquired some R2D2 technology?”

      Shonna didn’t have a comeback for that. She nodded slowly as she moved away from the forcefield and began searching the rest of the space.

      “Fuckbert? Are you there? We want to talk with you.”

      They felt the ship start to move. Shonna pulled a toolkit from her small backpack and started loosening an equipment cover. “Recalcitrant little bastard,” she mumbled as she called on her werewolf strength break the bolts free. She pried and snapped them, one after another.

      Her face turned red as she grunted with her efforts. Timmons watched.

      “Give me a hand,” she called after breaking the last fastener. Together, they lifted the cover free, exposing an exotic system within. “I think we found our alien.”

      Timmons caressed his oversized railgun. It would be so easy to blast it and be done with the alien. He raised the barrel. “I know you can see us. If you don’t want to talk, then you leave us no other course of action.”

      “You will leave this place,” a voice said, filling the space with sound.

      “My name is Timmons. We need you to end your blockade. We are willing to trade some very fancy beads,” he said. Shonna stood and punched him in the arm. “What? We are from New York. I thought that’s how we did business.”

      “You have nothing that we want,” the voice replied.

      “The alternative is that you have something that we can take away, which, in essence, is something that you want—for us not to destroy your ships that are carrying AIs. Each dead ship means a dead AI. That’s what we’re willing to trade. The blockade will end either way. Your choice is limited to whether you wish to survive it or not. You have one minute to answer.” Timmons crossed his arms as he assumed his waiting-impatiently pose.

      Shonna held her hands up and mouthed, “What the fuck?”

      Timmons smirked and mouthed back, “I have a plan.”

      Sue swore that she could hear Shonna’s eyes roll. Sue shook her head, standing in the doorway and taking it all in. Merrit had crawled under the terminal and opened a panel.

      “Anything good?” Timmons asked while waiting for the alien to answer.

      “Nah. Just a bunch of wires and stuff. I was hoping to see memory chips or a hard drive or something that we could snag, give to Ted for him to examine later.”

      “A hard drive?” Timmons asked. “When’s the last time you saw a hard drive?”

      “I think that you should die. Your ship will die. All the cargo ships will die, and in the end, we will watch the people of Dirikon Four One Seven Zero slowly starve to death. And it will be your fault.”

      “You were starving them to death before we got here. Since then, you’re down two ships, and we’re standing here, looking at your ugly ass. See this?” Timmons waggled his fingers in the direction of the system that Shonna had exposed. “This is me waving good-bye.”

      Timmons motioned for the others to leave, making a fist and then flashing his fingers in what he thought they’d interpret as an order for them to get their explosives ready. Instead, they ran from the space and disappeared down the corridor. “Get back here and set your explosives!” Timmons bellowed.

      He ducked his head, expecting the entity to attack him in some way. “What? No internal security systems?” Timmons blurted.

      The alien didn’t bother to answer.

      “Holy shit! You don’t have any because you never considered the possibility.” Timmons laughed as he pulled a small pack of explosives from his backpack. He set the timer for five minutes, but didn’t activate it. “I expect your IQ is twenty billion, but you haven’t figured out humans. Welcome to the party, pal.” Timmons placed the explosive beneath the forcefield holding the swirling blue mass in place.

      Shonna and Merrit showed up and sheepishly deposited their packages.

      “Five minutes,” Timmons told them.

      Shonna slid one of her bundles next to what they assumed was the AI.

      “No need. I got that one covered,” Timmons said, patting his railgun. She slapped him on the shoulder and ran from the space a second time. “Sue, if you’ll do the honors. Start the countdown.”

      Sue pulled the activation device from her pocket and held her thumb on it to activate it, touched the start button, and watched the numbers count backward from five-zero-zero.

      “Countdown has begun,” she reported.

      “Fire in the hole!” Timmons yelled before backing into the corridor. The stream of hypervelocity projectiles ripped into the system. The werewolf within sensed the waves of energy released into the Etheric. Timmons stopped firing so he could gather his wits. He shook his head to clear it.

      One last look showed that the damage was complete. Timmons shouldered his railgun and jogged after the others. He heard Shonna’s railgun barking up ahead.

      He tried to blink the fog away, but it remained. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to run faster.

      

      Alien Battleship #1

      Joseph’s eyes rolled back in his head as he fell. Petricia caught him and eased him to the deck.

      Bundin moved forward to stand over the unconscious vampire, protecting him with his shell. Kim and Auburn raised their weapons. “What is it, Petricia? What happened?”

      “We need to get him out of here.” She pulled him by the arms, dragging him toward the corridor. Bundin moved enough to stay between Joseph and the swirling blue mass.

      “Blow it?” Kim asked Auburn. He held one hand with the palm upward and shrugged.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she replied, pulling out two small bundles of explosives. Auburn did the same, looking to Kimber to determine where to put them. She pointed haphazardly. She didn’t know any more than he did.

      “Maybe we can just shoot it,” Kim suggested, looking at her railgun before shaking her head. “Nah. Even with how little I know, I suspect that’s a really bad idea. What moron would blast a forcefield with that behind it?”

      Auburn looked up from the explosives to the blue mass. Kimber was right. Blowing it would be bad.

      “Five minutes,” Kim said, guessing that would be long enough for them to get back to the airlock and suit up. Outside of that, she had no idea if an explosion in this space would destroy the ship or if there were any other way.

      They were both new to space and technology, whether alien or human. “We need to go to school,” she said.

      “After-action item number forty-seven,” Auburn said in his deep, rumbling voice. “Two minutes?”

      “How about four, give us time to get back to the airlock.” She checked on Petricia’s progress. She had Joseph over her shoulder in the fireman’s carry. Bundin was working his way into the corridor after her. “Meet you at the airlock.”

      Auburn placed one pack of explosives by a computer workstation, the type that a human would use.

      The ship shuddered and Auburn had to brace himself. Kimber stumbled, but didn’t fall. They looked at each other. “What’s going on?”

      “We are destroying you and your people,” the voice chimed in, finally reappearing.

      “I doubt that,” Kimber replied as she placed a pack of explosives beneath the forcefield containing the swirling blue ball. She stood for a second and then added the second pack to the first.

      Auburn slid his second bundle into place beside Kim’s. “Just to be sure,” he said.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      “Ted,” Terry said softly. “Could we have just blown the explosives we left in those cable bundles?”

      Ted looked at Terry through clear eyes as his mind churned. “Yes, I believe that would have stopped the launch.”

      Terry took a deep breath, his tortured skin protesting the movement. “Why didn’t you tell me that instead of trying to kill us all?”

      “I can’t think of everything. You two are quoting Shakespeare instead of thinking how to fight this thing.” Ted waved his hand dismissively, as he was wont to do. He had no idea how much the motion annoyed Terry Henry Walton. Maybe he would have used it more, had he been aware.

      “Can you see if the battle’s been joined?” Terry asked.

      Ted’s eyes unfocused as he communed with his AI. “Yes, the fighters from the other carrier launched and have closed on the War Axe. They are maneuvering within the heliosphere. All the ships of the blockade are in motion, except this one, the destroyers designated number one and number two, and battleship number two.”

      “Christina and Joseph,” Terry said as he thought aloud.

      He moved slowly back to where Cory had stopped working on her mother. Cory’s eyes drooped, barely able to stay awake. Char sat up, lucid and looking around.

      “Ted tells me we could have accomplished the same thing by blowing the cables in the corridor.”

      “Now he tells us,” Char croaked. “Got a mouthful of whatever that thing was made of.”

      Char coughed as color slowly returned to her cheeks. Her eyes started to sparkle again.

      “Next time, I’ll try not to kill us.”

      “Dying for a cause is noble, TH, but dying because you forgot you put explosives in the wall, unforgiveable. At least no one would have known. What’s our next course of action?”

      “He’s trying to hack the system. We still need the information, but we might be able to help the War Axe. If Ted can kill those drones.”

      Ted’s eyes were unfocused and his lips moved slightly as he worked with Plato to fight a battle that no one could see. Ted grimaced, then gritted his teeth. Terry removed his canteen and took a long drink. He handed it to Char, and she finished it. He took out a big chunk of beef jerky and tore it in half. He looked for Dokken, as the dog always appeared with the jerky, but he wasn’t there.

      “We need to get that dog a suit,” Terry said as he handed half of the jerky to Char.

      “I get secondhand jerky. Dokken was first?” Char teased before ripping into the meat, providing the fuel her body needed as the nanocytes worked to repair the damage.

      Terry refused to look at the back of her head, where some of the hair was still missing. It would grow out in time, but he didn’t need to see the stark reminder of his failure to not be ready with a safer course of action.

      He shuddered thinking about how close he came to killing them all. He looked to his family, one tear escaping to leave a glistening trail down his cheek.

      Cory was asleep with Char holding her, both of them rocking.

      “You were born for this moment, to defeat an alien AI on its terms. Get into its head and lay waste, my friend,” Terry said softly, trying to encourage the werewolf without interrupting.

      Another mission that has gone completely sideways. Again. FUCK, TH! Get your head out of your ass.

      Terry pinched his face in combined frustration and concentration as he tried to think through other courses of action. He had to fight a space battle against an enemy fleet with one ship. His people had disabled four of the alien heavies. And the War Axe had just now become engaged. She was fighting her own battle. And one man could save them.

      That one man wasn’t Terry Henry Walton. Maybe it was his ego that needed reassuring. He was out of his element away from Earth, counting on the nanos to fix the damage his people seemed to suffer with increasing frequency.

      That was never his intent. He was supposed to stand between the enemy and his command, take the brunt of the damage. Then they’d be free to execute the mission.

      The colonel’s job was to define the mission in such a way that if they lost communication, every single person would know what it looked like to win. Just in case there was only one survivor, she could finish what they started.

      They had lost communication. The Bad Company was killing enemy ships.

      Except for Christina and Joseph. What happened to them?

      Terry paced as he worked through his personal performance review while waiting for Ted to deliver a miracle. He wanted to know if Christina and Joseph’s ships had stopped moving. He wanted to know that the jammer was down so he could talk with the tac teams. He wanted Ted to kill the fighters, because Terry couldn’t.

      Terry was a grunt, a ground-pounder in a war where all sides were firing plasma weapons. And massive railguns. And missiles.

      “I need you to pick up the pace, Ted, and I need you to finish this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Ankh tapped away. He’d tuned everything out as the others moved from the area and Christina double-checked the placement of the explosives.

      Joseph, Yanmei, and Bundin were long gone. Christina waited.

      “Ankh? This mission depends on you. I know you can do it.”

      He looked up, wearing his usual blank expression. “You said something? I could use a drink and something to eat.”

      Christina looked down her nose, but he was working, and she wasn’t. She removed her canteen and kneeled to hand it to him. She dug a small food bar out of her pack and opened it. When he finished drinking, he took the food bar and folded it to shove the whole thing into his mouth.

      While he chewed, he returned to his tablet.

      “Ankh? We need to get going. If you could wrap things up, we might be able to get off this tub in one piece.”

      Ankh ignored her.

      Or maybe he hadn’t heard. He tapped three more times and ended with a flourish. He looked up at her before turning the pad so she could see. Red lights flashed across a dashboard interface.

      “I don’t know what I’m looking at,” she told him.

      “The jamming units have suffered from a cascading failure, and the ship’s engines have been disengaged.”

      “Great news, Ankh!” Christina lightly slapped his small shoulder, before turning her attention to more important matters.

      “Bad Company, this is Christina. Ankh has restored communications. Colonel Walton, request status and guidance,” Christina said using her backup comm device, the same unit that would remotely activate the explosives.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      Terry jumped when the comm device buzzed. He pulled it from the shipsuit’s breast pocket. The case was slightly melted, but the internals worked.

      “Colonel Walton here. Well done, Christina. Well done. Status is, we’ve stirred up the hornet’s nest. Four ships are down, but two of our targets remain active—yours is one, Christina, and the other is Joseph’s battleship. Joseph or Kimber, please report.”

      “Kimber here. Explosives are in place. We have five-minute timers set. Activating now. Joseph is down. An AI called Ten got into his head. His status is unknown.”

      “Understood,” Terry replied, using the Marine Corps comm term for ‘I understand.’  “If you can dial it to less than five minutes, we’d appreciate that. That battleship is chasing the War Axe, I believe.”

      “Auburn!” Kimber cried.

      “I heard. One minute, then?” he said, already changing the first bundle’s timer.

      “Sounds about right,” Kim said softly. They finished changing the timers and ran into the corridor. Kim punched the button and the countdown began.

      “Fifty-seven seconds to lights out,” Kimber said over the comm device before shoving it in her pocket and focusing her full attention on sprinting through the turning corridors of the alien battleship.

      “Ship of the Line Number Two has been stopped. Ankh is still working on the fighters. Do you know their status?”

      “Smedley, are you there? Can you answer?” Terry asked.

      “Good to hear your voice, Colonel. We are engaged at present, but holding our own. Killing that battleship will be most welcome, but the other ships are trying to hit us with their EMP weapons. We are maintaining our distance through aggressive maneuvers, but our op area is shrinking as they work to box us in. Eliminating the fighters will allow us to focus our firepower on the other ships. Unless you can eliminate them, too, then that would be even more welcome.”

      “Working on it, General. Tell Dokken that I miss him. Walton out.”

      “Break, break,” Terry said into his device. “By the numbers. Timmons, report.”

      “Timmons here. Tac Team Werewolf is together and uninjured. We are removing bulkheads at present as we are trying to put some distance between us and the impending explosion that should rip the rear end off this ship.” Timmons shook his head, attempting to clear the fog.

      Sue knew something was wrong, but he wasn’t coming clean. She kept one eye on her mate, in case he went down.

      “Sue here. Something is up with Timmons, but he’ll be fine once we get off this cursed ship. Give us a few more minutes and we’ll be out the airlock.”

      “Roger,” Terry said. “Break, break. Marcie, report.”

      “Kelly here. We are heading toward the airlock to exfil the tin can, but Marcie is in the mech and on the deck. She’s down, and I have no idea why.”

      Terry looked at Ted. “You need to cut that thing’s balls off.”

      Ted continued his work with Plato. Ted’s color was returning, too. His suit was compromised, but it hadn’t been shredded like Terry and Char’s.

      Why am I in a hurry to leave? Only two of us can get off this ship, Terry thought. I’m in a hurry to win, before anyone dies, anyone I know, that is.

      “Keep me informed, Kelly. Break, break. Kaeden, report.”

      “My team is intact and uninjured. The four of us are trapped in the airlock working to figure out the manual override.”

      “You’ll be protected in there until we can come get you, so don’t be in a hurry to get outside.”

      “I’m not a fan of being trapped in here. We’ll get the door open so we can leave. We’ll be waiting for pickup. How’s the battle going?”

      “We are still working to shut down the alien fleet, but right now, the War Axe is fighting for her life. All hands, on order, be prepared to take over the ships you are on, secure them as a safehold, until rescue can be arranged.”

      “Ours is pretty broken,” Kae replied softly. “I expect it won’t survive the hour.”

      “Same here,” Kelly added.

      “And here,” Sue reported.

      Terry turned in a slow circle, surveying the damage. “I guess we are on borrowed time here, too,” he said aloud, before keying the mic on his comm device. “Understood. Do the best you can with what you have, just like you always do. Congratulations, Bad Company. You’ve accomplished what we set out to do—wreak havoc on the enemy. Now it’s up to Ankh and Ted to work their magic, and the War Axe to build its cache of battle streamers. Justice has arrived and it looks like us.”

      Ted looked up. “Give me that,” he said, pointing to the comm device. Ted took it from Terry’s outstretched hand.

      “Ankh, establish a digital link through this device. I have an idea…”

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      Christina handed the device to Ankh. The Crenellian tapped a couple buttons and set it beside his pad. His whole body shook in the strange way that was his race’s laugh. He started tapping, his fingers a blur as they raced across the screen.

      She wanted to ask what was going on, but Ankh had the comm device. She pursed her lips and turned away. The explosives were in place, but Ankh had the activation unit as part of the comm device. She decided that keeping both close gave her the most options. Even though she was bored, it was time to wait.

      She took a seat on the deck next to Ankh, the device within arm’s reach. He was embroiled in whatever Ted had him doing and oblivious of her presence.

      How are you two doing? she asked using her comm chip.

      We have reached the airlock, Aaron reported.

      Yanmei, get your armor on and stand by. Ankh and Ted are collaborating on something. Once you’re inside the suit, you’ll have comm with the others. It’ll be a little less lonely out there.

      

      The War Axe

      “Helm?” Micky asked.

      K’Thrall had been maneuvering the War Axe into a tighter and smaller space as he engaged the darting fighters. The alien fleet maneuvered to box him in.

      “I need control, Skipper. Our escape window is shrinking.”

      “Smedley, transfer helm control from COC to Clifton’s station.”

      Micky thought he heard K’Thrall screaming from three decks below.

      “Engaging.” Helm ran the main engines to the red line, reduced the strain on the attitude thrusters, and made a beeline for the gap between the alien EMP engagement envelopes. The upgrades turned the War Axe into the sports car of warships. The starship screamed silently and raced for deep space.

      “That’s enough. Bring us around to reengage the enemy,” Micky said.

      The ship continued toward the void.

      “I GAVE AN ORDER!” Micky bellowed.

      The ship instantly slowed and started a tight turn. “Sorry, I didn’t hear. The blood is still pounding in my ears,” Clifton replied sheepishly.

      “K’Thrall, prepare to reengage. Let’s pick them off one by one.”

      Clifton leaned back. “Moments of sheer terror interspersed by eternities of boredom,” he told Dokken. “It’s the life of a pilot.”

      The German Shepherd twisted his head back and forth as he looked at the man. If you say so.

      “Mac, how are we doing on our shields?” Micky asked, even though he could see the status. They were showing green with minimal damage.

      “I think they’ve modified their weapon. All the damage came from that last attack, where we grazed the EMP envelope. I’m afraid another one or two of those and the shields will be down.”

      “Very well. Suresha, engine status.”

      “Engines are green and available at one hundred percent capacity,” the commander answered. “Damaged thrusters have been repaired.”

      Micky knew that they’d come close to overtaxing the engines, but the upgrades had reduced the cooling time. The captain smiled to himself. The War Axe had become the ship he’d dreamed of.

      “Blagun?”

      “No structural issues. Damage control teams remain in place and green.”

      “Oscar, how are we doing on ammunition?”

      “We’ve expended a great deal already. One more run like that and we’ll be out of missiles and almost out of primary railgun projectiles. Secondary load outs are yellow and plasma is green.”

      “Bracket the enemy using the mains, then turn the ship and we’ll attack with a broadside of secondaries as we depart the engagement zone,” Micky said, looking at the alien formation’s picket ship, the one that they’d chosen to cull from the herd. “Let’s go kick some ass.”
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      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      “Woohoo!” Ted hollered before jumping up and starting to dance. Char grinned broadly. Terry smiled too, waiting patiently for Ted’s report.

      Ted stopped dancing, steeled his expression, and returned to hugging the box that contained Plato, interfacing via his chip.

      “What the fuck?” Terry complained.

      “We’re winning?” Char ventured.

      “I suspect, but I’d like to know in what way we’re winning.”

      Cory moaned softly as her eyes slowly opened.

      “You’re next, Dad,” she mumbled.

      “No. I’m not. Things are happening so we’re hanging on for the ride. You recover to where you can walk. I expect our way ahead will appear shortly.”

      “What your father is trying to say is we’ll do whatever Ted tells us.” Char nodded. Terry sighed heavily, turned back to Ted, and waited.

      

      Alien Battleship #1

      Kim and Auburn sprinted through the corridors, using their enhanced abilities to send them careening ahead, widening the distance between them and the impending explosion. They reached the place where they’d stashed their suits.

      Auburn grabbed the hatch activator when the ship rocked and screamed in agony. As one, they pulled their hoods on. The lights went out.

      Auburn struggled to remain upright, hanging on tightly to the wheel on the hatch. Kimber fell to her knees, but jumped back up and balanced as if she was surfing. The ship’s undulations stopped, and Kim tapped Auburn as she worked her way through the hatch. She found the remaining suit and fumbled into it.

      Her enhanced vision wasn’t helping since the ship was pitch black inside. Not even the emergency lights were on. The suit’s internal systems came to life, bathing her face in a soft electronic glow. She ran through the diagnostics in mere moments, then turned.

      “Cover your eyes, lover, I’m hitting the high beams.” She gave him a second to look away before activating the suit’s lights. She ducked and squeezed through the doorway. Once in the corridor, she headed for the airlock with Auburn close behind.

      

      The War Axe

      “The Battleship with Joseph’s team on board has experienced a catastrophic explosion in its engine room. The ship is dead and drifting,” Smedley reported.

      “That’s a total of nine ships down. Seven remain along with sixty fighters.”

      “Fifty-six fighters,” Smedley updated. “But the fighter spacecraft are consolidating for a mass attack, instead of the solo hit and run tactics they were using earlier.”

      “Is that a threat to us?” Micky asked.

      “Yes. If they were to employ a suicide attack, they could expedite the demise of the gravitic shields. Their weapons aren’t the threat, but their exploding engines would cause significant damage.”

      “Way to rain on my parade, Smedley. Just when I thought we were doing well, too.” Micky stroked his chin as he worked through their current attack plan. Speed was his friend. “Stay the course, K’Thrall.”

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #2

      Christina started breathing faster. She didn’t like waiting. The strain of doing nothing while a battle raged outside was driving her stress level through the roof. She wanted to change into Pricolici form and tear things apart, just to feel like she was doing something.

      But the more she learned about military tactics, the more she embraced finding the enemy’s weaknesses, and then exploiting them with the maximum amount of violence at the right time. If that meant waiting, then she would continue to wait.

      Even though she hated it.

      Ankh tapped away. Every now and then, his small body would shiver, as if getting ready to go into convulsions, and then he’d go back to what he was doing.

      “Ankh, what’s the status?” she asked. She couldn’t talk with anyone. She couldn’t see a map showing the battle. All she could see was the bottom of a terminal, a Crenellian’s big head, and a swirling blue mass contained within a forcefield.

      “ANKH!” she blurted, before slapping a hand over her mouth.

      “Yes?” the small humanoid asked innocently.

      “What’s the status?”

      “We are in the final stage of putting the entity known as Ten behind a separate barrier. It is trying to run, find a way to escape, but Plato is most impressive. We are staying ahead. Standby.”

      Ankh went back to tapping, rhythmically, followed by a furious dash of fingers, then back to a slower rhythm. This cycle continued for another five minutes. The ship rocked and shuddered twice during that time.

      “Ankh. It doesn’t feel like you’re making progress,” Christina said in as soft a tone as she could manage. The ship screeched as if the metal was being twisted. “Ankh? I feel like we should be running away, as fast as we can.”

      “Hush,” Ankh said. Christina’s yellow eyes flared for a moment, and she glared at him as her hands itched for the claws needed to shred the Crenellian.

      “Okay. We can go now,” Ankh said, standing abruptly and bumping his head. He stumbled to one knee, handed Christina the comm device, and wiggled from under the console to stand up anew. He unhooked the wires, letting them lay where they fell, and stuffed his pad into his backpack.

      “That’s it? What’s going on? Is there anything we need to do?” Christina said in a rush. She thumbed the comm device to ask Terry for further instructions when Ankh started to speak.

      “We are in control and standing down the alien ships one at a time. They will all be disabled shortly. We have control of the fighters, but we don’t. They have a failsafe attack mode. Someone must fly them. And most importantly, we have captured Ten and acquired much of its archives.”

      Christina breathed a sigh of relief. Her stress dissipated. She looked at the bundles of explosives. The countdown had not begun and wouldn’t be needed.

      “I can fly a fighter,” a voice came over the comm device.

      

      The War Axe

      “Give control to Clifton!” Terry Henry’s voice resonated through the bridge’s comm system. Micky looked at his helm. Clifton shook his head as he tapped at his screen. “Just do it, Ted!”

      Clifton nodded as he leaned forward. He brought up the holo screens and took on a new role—squadron commander of the fighters.

      The War Axe continued to fire. Micky watched as the alien ships’ icons changed status from active to inactive. The War Axe started to turn away from its attack run, having destroyed a frigate, but two alien destroyers continued to reach out with their EMP weapons.

      “Gravitic shields are down,” Mac reported.

      “Engines are offline,” Suresha reported.

      Micky’s mouth dropped. The ship was racing toward two of the disabled alien vessels.

      “Fire all weapons!” Micky shouted.

      “Weapons control is offline,” K’Thrall said from his console in the COC.
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        * * *

      

      Clodagh ran from her workstation into the next space where the manual controls were protected behind a mass of metal and a separately powered shield. She mashed buttons and flipped switches as she tried to establish a manual firing sequence for the thrusters.

      The good king Wenceslaus rubbed against her leg, purring.

      “I know, I know. Everything will be okay,” she muttered as she tried to remember the sequence. She hesitated toward the end. The panel lights were still red.

      

      Alien Ship of the Line #1

      “That’s it?” Terry said.

      Ted stood up, cradling the black box that contained the AI called Plato. “That was the most intense battle I’ve ever fought,” Ted said, surprised at Terry’s lack of gratitude.

      “I expect it was,” Terry admitted.

      Char raised an eyebrow and tipped her head toward Ted. “You are a genius, Ted. Thank you.”

      “It’s about time,” Ted replied.

      “What about the fighters?” Terry asked.

      “Plato, bring up the holo image of the battle.”

      Nothing happened.

      “The projectors must have been damaged in your ill-advised attack upon the ship’s engine that almost got us all killed,” Ted said accusingly. “Standby.”

      Terry threw his hands up in frustration, but then started to laugh.

      The image flickered to life above their heads. Terry leaned close, studying it. A number of the alien vessels were still green. The War Axe remained on a ballistic trajectory into the alien fleet.

      “What’s going on here?” Terry asked, pointing to the War Axe.

      Ted communed with Plato for a moment. “The War Axe has lost systems control. The EMP weapons overpowered it. It is following the last course before suffering failure.”

      Terry thumbed his comm device. “Micky, is there anything we can do?”

      “Terry! If you could move those two alien tin cans out of the way, we can coast until we can get our systems back online.”

      Ted shook his head. “Disabling is far easier than enabling. There isn’t enough time.”

      “I’m sorry, Micky,” Terry said into his device. He didn’t expect an answer.

      He didn’t get one.

      

      The War Axe

      “Brace for impact!” Micky yelled over the ship-wide comm system.
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        * * *

      

      Clodagh went back two steps, reversed a switch, and pressed forward. The lights flashed twice and burned green.

      “GO!” she yelled at the board. The port-side thrusters activated in unison. Wenceslaus bolted out from under her feet.

      His tail was fluffed in a big orange bush and his eyes darted back and forth as he tried to figure out what had scared him.
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        * * *

      

      “Thrusters are online,” K’Thrall reported. Micky gritted his teeth and winced, expecting an impact with the alien vessel. The War Axe lumbered sideways, the thrusters pushing the passing ship away as the Axe slid by.

      “YES!” Micky shouted, standing. He pulled his hood back and took a deep breath of the bridge’s air.

      “Helm?” he asked.

      Clifton was driving the fighters at the remaining active alien ships. The intense battle was ripping the fighters out of space. Clifton jerked each time one of his ships died.

      “Engines, run the forward thrusters until we slow down,” Micky ordered over the ship-wide broadcast.

      The captain waited, but nothing happened. Helm was engaged. The ship continued toward deep space at a high rate of speed.

      Suddenly, the thrusters kicked in. The ship jerked slightly until antigrav compensated. Micky’s board flashed red. “What now?” he said, rolling his head as he looked for the source of his new problem.

      “Engines coming back online,” Suresha reported. As they cycled through their diagnostics, they flashed red until they passed. It was standard procedure.

      “Cargo fleet, this is the War Axe. The blockade has ended. Please expedite your transit to Alchon Prime. I expect we have some hungry people over there.” Micky sent the message on a narrow beam toward the dots of light beyond the heliosphere.

      Is my human coming home? Dokken asked.

      

      Alien Destroyer #2

      “Sounds like the battle’s over,” Kae said into his comm device.

      “It is. The War Axe will send a drop ship to pick us up. Make sure you can get outside.”

      “There’s the rub,” Kae said slowly. “Manual control is jammed. I think we twisted the ship sideways when we blew it up. We are stuck in the airlock.”

      “I hope you have a deck of cards with you,” Terry replied. Kae looked from face to face. His team shook their heads.

      “Looking grim on that front.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone,” Terry said, broadcasting to anyone with a comm device.

      “I printed some pages from this cool game they played when you were growing up. Role-playing mutants and humans on a massive colony ship. We'll game a bit to pass the time,” Kae said.

      “Sounds like Metamorphosis Alpha,” Terry said fondly.

      “It is,” his son replied.

      “It won’t seem like you’re waiting. Enjoy the theater of the mind, Kaeden. We will be there as soon as practicable to pick you up. We’ll bring torches.”

      Kaeden dug in his backpack with his armored hand. He pulled out a small sheaf of papers and started to read out loud. They kept their hoods in place within the partially depressurized airlock.

      “We don’t have any dice,” Cap said.

      “We’ll make do.”

      “My character is going to die, isn’t he?”

      “Probably…”

      Kae’s comm device crackled. “When you come to pick us up, bring extra shipsuits. Ours are in pretty bad shape, and I don’t think we’re the only ones,” Terry’s voice proclaimed.
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      “Seventeen hours, total, for the infiltration operation,” Smedley told the group gathered around the conference table.

      The chairs had been removed and that solved the space problem for the small army that Terry kept bringing to the meetings.

      Nathan Lowell watched them from the screen on the wall. He nodded slowly. He had thought it would take it a week.

      “Cargo ships?” Terry asked, tipping his beer back for a long drink. It was his new ritual. Finish a mission, have a beer. A successful mission, have two. His second sat on the table, waiting for him to finish his first. Terry’s free hand was on Dokken’s head, absently scratching behind the German Shepherd’s ears. Char joined TH in keeping a hand wrapped up in the dog’s fur.

      “First deliveries have already been made. The ships are stacked and offloading as quickly as they can. They’ll requeue to load up with outbound cargo, but for now, they are on the road to recovery.”

      “Losses?” Terry wondered.

      Micky looked down. “Alien fleet took out two ships before we arrived. They were never able to restore power. Those two crews are gone. One hundred and seventy five died on the planet during the blockade.”

      “We lost a couple hundred people,” Terry whispered, grimacing at the thought.

      “Marcie, what’s the capture count?” Terry knew the number. He didn’t forget things like that.

      “We have one fully intact Ship of the Line, hat tip to Christina, with eighty fighters, twenty that survived the battle and all the ones trapped on the other carrier,” she reported, nodding to her parents. “We have one battleship, four destroyers, and four frigates. The remaining fleet is space junk after K’Thrall conducted a little extra target practice with the mains. We’ve deployed warning buoys around the area. We have nearly a thousand prisoners that we’ve consolidated on the alien carrier that we’re calling Sheri’s Pride.”

      “Sheri’s Pride?” Micky asked.

      “The wife of one of our squad leaders. She’s like the den mother, teaching the warriors social skills and stuff like that. Some of us would rather be in combat than study which fork is right for which course. We thought naming it after her might make her go easier on us. And, all the captives are male. We figured putting them on a ship named after a woman would be an eye-opening experience, along with breaking them in on the reality of equality.” Marcie smiled in Christina’s direction, acknowledging that the idea was hers.

      Kae had ordered six mechs to the ship and Kimber had put the remainder of her platoon over there to keep the peace. Fitzroy was in charge with Capples acting as his executive.

      “The prisoners aren’t giving us any trouble. Theirs is to obey,” Kimber added. “I think they like being free of the mental games and interacting with other humans who are genuinely interested in their well-being. Plus, they are keeping the ship in tip-top condition. Plato is running things from an AI standpoint, there, and on all the captured ships.”

      “What’s the status of the entity known as Ten?” Nathan interjected. He had read the status in the report, but wanted to hear it firsthand.

      Ted pointed to the black box on the table. “Plato and Ten have traded places. External links from within the box have been physically removed. All that Ten is exists within this space.” Ted drew a box with his hands around the black box. Ankh’s oversized Crenellian head squeezed into place beside Ted and peered over the edge of the table. Ankh nodded knowingly.

      “How can we study it?” Nathan wondered, squinting to better see the table and the mystery on it.

      “Ten is extremely dangerous,” Ted said, tipping his chin up to look down at the people in the room. “It took a great deal of effort to bring it down. Opening Ten up to the outside world will be a challenge. I recommend that Ten be transferred to R2D2 under maximum security for study. Don’t be confused. This is an alien entity that acts like an AI.”

      Nathan pursed his lips and whistled. “Can we launch it into the sun?” he asked, knowing that he would not accept that course of action.

      “There is more of Ten. The place that the human cattle called Home World. Killing this one won’t end that threat. We need to continue the interrogation until we know all that Ten knows,” Ted explained more patiently than usual.

      “What about the EMP weapon. Who did Ten get that from?” Nathan said, leaning forward until his face filled the screen.

      “I have no idea who Ten got it from, but we stole it from the entity,” Ted replied. Nathan looked confused. Ted didn’t elaborate.

      “How did we take it from the entity?”

      “A dead ship that R&D bought from some scavenger. It had Ten’s EMP technology. Turns out that ship was a deep space probe. Which suffered a catastrophic failure because the human labor that Ten nurtured and trained wasn’t very good. We reverse-engineered the weapon from there, but that little tidbit never made it into the official database.”

      Nathan chuckled. “A genius discovery that was based on luck.”

      “Isn’t that where most breakthroughs come from?” Terry asked. Ted looked at Terry as if he was stupid. “Just asking a question, that’s all. Ninety-nine percent perspiration and one percent inspiration, that kind of thing.”

      Ted didn’t dignify it with a reply.

      “When are we going to Ten’s so-called Home World?” Char said, her voice cold and face set. Terry nodded and took another drink.

      “We have a population to liberate,” Terry said.

      “Bring up the galaxy map, please,” Nathan requested.

      Micky talked softly with Smedley and the galaxy appeared.

      “Zoom in on Alchon Prime, and also show Keeg Station. Now add where we think Home World is. And finally, put in Benitus Seven.”

      Alchon Prime stood within the extensive Federation belt that bordered the frontier. Keeg Station was off the beaten path, but within Federation space. Home World was well outside the Federation and Benitus Seven was in between, on the edge of the known frontier.

      “Talk to us about Benitus Seven, Nathan. How do you even contact someone that far out?” Terry leaned forward as he tried to guess the distances.

      “Benitus Seven is a planet of non-humanoids. They naturally commune with the Etheric, so we’ve been able to contact them in that dimension. No human has been to their planet, not as far as we know, anyway. There is a growing concern regarding a tear in the interdimensional boundary.”

      Terry made a strange face. “Sounds like a job for scientists. Why would the Direct Action Branch be involved with something like that?”

      “There are some baddies coming through and they seem to have a singular goal of removing all life on Benitus Seven. They only have a small foothold now and the Benitons have been able to put some roadblocks in their way, but they need help. Before the month’s out, I need you there to resolve the situation by eliminating this enemy.”

      “Are you picking our target for us, Nathan?” Terry asked. He had other missions on the front burner because they’d prioritized the missions based on the RFPs, the requests for proposals.

      “In this case, I am. It is a directed mission. The payment is nothing less than miniaturized Etheric power sources for our ships. You want gate technology on your drop ships? This is what it will take.”

      “A drop ship that could gate in?” Terry exclaimed.

      “Can I get a sample to study now?” Ted asked.

      “They are on Benitus Seven,” Nathan replied.

      “What are we waiting for?” Ted wondered, glaring at Terry.

      “Don’t you want to see Felicity? Tell her all the evil things I did to you?”

      Ted looked defiant. “Damn right!” Char raised one eyebrow and started to chuckle.

      “Damn straight. We’re going back to Keeg Station for repairs, transfer Ten to a max security safe hold, drop off the captives and our booty.” Terry smiled. He never wanted to be a pirate, except when he always wanted to be a pirate. That was why he had taken up sailing in the first place. “We’ve added a few ships to our fleet, Nathan, and we need to get them reconfigured into a proper combat force.  We’ll start that process, with Felicity’s help and a thousand new dock workers, and then we’ll go to Benitus Seven on our way to Home World.”

      “I’ll forward the Benitus mission brief to your private channel. Just so you’re ready, here’s an image of one of the invaders.”

      The three-dimensional galaxy faded, replaced by the picture of a creature with red, fibrous skin, pointed ears, and horns.

      “Looks like the devil,” Terry stated matter-of-factly as he chewed on the inside of his cheek.

      “That’s right,” Nathan replied. “The stories about the devil weren’t fantasy or horror. These creatures exist on the other side of the Etheric, and now they’ve found their way onto Benitus.”
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      Thank you for reading beyond the end of the book and all the way to the author notes. You are the bomb!

      And Merry Christmas! Happy Hanukkah, Happy Festivus, Happy RamaHanuKwanzMas, or simply, Happy Monday. I want everyone to be happy all the time and although that isn’t possible, I can still want it.

      If you join my mailing list (stop by www.craigmartelle.com and look for the sign up link), you’ll get notified on release day for every new book in this series, and every new book is only 99 cents on release day, as a reward for those who are on my newsletter list and follow me on Facebook. Thank you very much for coming on board. There are so many stories left to tell.

      And I still live in the Sub-Arctic.

      It’s that time of year where it is hard to tell what time of day it is. It’s dark most of the time. It’s cold, not really cold, but temps have only gotten down to minus twenty or so a few times. Nothing too extreme. They are hovering around zero Fahrenheit which is about normal. Average temperature in January is minus ten. We’ll see if it drops to hit the average.

      We had a lot of snow before it got cold, so the picnic table is completely buried. The tractor is working magnificently, and I have already moved a veritable mountain of snow this winter.

      I got the flu when I went to Las Vegas and it lingered for an obscene amount of time, despite taking a great deal of time off. I watched three full seasons of Babylon 5 and have started the fourth season. All the while, doing nothing but watching and napping. That still didn’t help. Do you know what finally helped me kick it? A weeklong trip to Hawaii. The heat and sea air helped me over the final hump on the road to recovery. Thank goodness. I have way too much to do to not work for weeks at a time.

      I needed some more character names so I canvassed my friends and fans and here’s what we have. Sheri is in honor of Sheri Mellott’s 29th birthday. She and Frank are good friends from well before I started writing. Finally, she makes it into one of my books. Happy Birthday, Sheri!

      The dive restaurant, Click, Click, Boom (the activation sequence on a claymore mine) and the author within is a shout out to my friends and fellow authors, Jonathan Yanez and Justin Sloan for their book of the same title set within Justin’s Seppukarian universe.

      I am managing the Age of Expansion area for the Kurtherian Gambit Universe (Michael Anderle’s fabulous creation). We had a great launch of a few new books, the successor series following Gateway to the Universe. The Ghost Squadron by Sarah Noffke and JN Chaney has been well received. Thank you to the kind readers for embracing that story line.

      Amy DuBoff’s Uprise Saga also did quite well out of the gate. I’m quite pleased across the board with how the stories are turning out. Good stories from good people.

      A number of people helped me with some language. I want to thank Robert Tonkiss for his “nose in a snit” comment because I was lamenting the fact that The Bad Company had received a few two-star reviews. But the Bad Company was a deviation from what people were used to with the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles and despite the fact that we used Gateway to the Universe as a transition book, some people still didn’t like the shift, or as Robert said, they got their nose in a snit. I’m sorry that some readers didn’t take the new book as well as I would have liked, but I was done with the Nomad story line as it was. I simply cannot churn out more of the same. I enjoy the new lives and new challenges that await Terry and Char as they help expand the Federation.

      That’s it – break’s over, back to writing the next book. Peace, fellow humans.
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        * * *

      

      Please join my Newsletter (www.craigmartelle.com – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.

      Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

      Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

      My web page – www.craigmartelle.com

      Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik
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      Well, now that Lord of the Cosmos (LotC) Craig has co-opted my “Thank you for reading the story and NOW, reading the author notes as well” comment, I guess I have to go back and rely on an old and dependable start.

      HELLO!

      (Didn’t see that one coming, did you? You did? Well...shit.)

      TKG is over two years old, and now the ‘official’ full expansion of going with collaborators just turned 1 years old on December 8th. In this year, we have stretched and expanded with new ages, new series, wonderful collaborators and a bump in the road (or two.)

      How do all of these stories fit together?

      To answer that questions, I usually send fans to the websites and the timeline(s).  One of them seeks to place the answers into a real timeline, but is behind on the updates.  The other is more up to date on the books, but isn’t quite as pretty.

      The second timeline (Clickable) is here: http://kurtherianbooks.com/timeline-kurtherian/

      The first timeline (Printable) is here: http://kurtherianbooks.com/timeline-kurtherian-printable/

      We are JUST getting started with the Age of Expansion here at the end of 2017, and have many other series planned or in the very early stage. We even have one series with a new author where I would describe the series as a cross between Boston Legal and maybe a Judge Dredd?  We are still working on it at the moment.

      DO YOU LIKE AUDIO? Or do you LOVE audio?

      On another front, we have well over fifty audiobooks published, and will be doing MORE this year. I imagine we will continue our effort of five to six books a month for the foreseeable future. If you have a particular series which you would like to hear on Audible that we don’t have yet, drop a line to Stephen Campbell at Readershelp@Kurtherianbooks.com and give him a shout to put the request in the queue!

      How do you find out about new books to listen to?

      Also, if you like audio can you let us know HOW you find out about new audiobooks? (Send to the same email as above – Readershelp.) We are struggling with our marketing in this audio arena. Further, we would love to know how you hear about, see, click on adverts, or whatever way you learn about books that are on audio and how you choose to use your credits, or purchase the books.

      German Editions

      I like to speak to some things that LMBPN Publishing has accomplished from time to time that I find cool, without sounding like a total shill for us because I’m excited with what we have done. It is beyond me that two years ago, I had just released my fourth book and I am just now seeing a $100 day of sales and thinking “Can I maybe do this as a living?”

      This time, I’m going to say WHOOP because Death Becomes Her has been published in German (the language) and is titled Mutter der Nacht. The reason we can’t use Death Becomes Her is German law about duplicating titles in the country.

      Thanks to a crack team (I’ll speak about them more, later) we have Queen Bitch heading to German release at end the of January.

      Thank you SO MUCH for coming on this adventure with us, we can’t do what we do without you.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle
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      Keeg Station

      “We need more intel, Nathan,” Terry Henry Walton told the image on the monitor.

      “Life or death struggle, the security of the universe, the Queen needs it? How many different ways do I have to say that this one is non-negotiable?”

      “We’re two for two in shitstorms, and I’d like to break that streak. We want on-the-ground intelligence so we can get inside their heads before they get into ours.” Terry ran a hand through his hair—which was getting long—and shook his head, imagining a lion’s mane. He turned his attention back to the screen. “Once we’re in orbit, we’ll collect intel and plan our attack before we get thrown into the middle of someone else’s mess.”

      “It’s no one’s mess, TH.” Nathan waved at the colonel to calm him.

      “The Benitons didn’t cause this by messing around with a miniaturized Etheric power source?” Terry looked down his nose at Nathan.

      “That hasn’t been confirmed.” Nathan leaned forward, his face filling Terry’s screen.

      “Nice passive voice, Nathan. Like I said, we’ll go in before the month’s out and clean up someone else’s mess, but we’re not going to race to our own demise. I am amazed we didn’t get anyone killed out here. I know how to fight a battle—hell, a whole war—but I feel like I don’t know jack shit now that we’re in space. Micro-sized explosives, tanks that cover a city block, unmanned wars. Son of a bitch, Nathan!” Terry’s gaze swept the room, as if someone might have snuck into his and Char’s quarters when he wasn’t looking, then with his hand over his mouth, he said, “I might be in over my head.”

      “Nonsense! No one else would have had a chance on those last two missions. You made chicken salad, my friend, and you’ll do the same thing in this next engagement. These creatures need to go back to where they came from. We don’t want them in our universe. We need to keep them from establishing a foothold on Benitus Seven.”

      “They already have a foothold, so now we have to drive a determined enemy from a battlefield of their choosing.” Terry gritted his teeth. “MORE INTEL!”

      “I expect you’ll choose the battlefield. Even if you don’t think you are, you are. They won’t know what hit them. If there’s nothing else, Nathan Lowell, signing off.” The screen went dark before Terry could reply.

      He sat down on the bed with little intention of leaving his quarters on Keeg Station. After their arrival, Ted had made a beeline for Felicity and Terry had run for his life. He had not left his quarters since.

      That had been two days ago.

      He thought about taking another shower, but decided against it. He hadn’t worked out since they’d been here. He hung his head between his knees. TH did not want to leave his quarters, but he had to. Everything he wanted to do was out there, beyond the door.

      “This is crazy! It’s only Felicity.” He stood up and marched to the door, but stopped short. “Only. Felicity.”

      He looked at the door, chuckling at his conundrum. Neither he nor the door moved. “Ted might have a point. Damn. She’s going to tear me a new asshole. Come on, one foot in front of the other. Go take your medicine.”

      But I don’t have to take it alone, Terry thought. He accessed his comm chip. My lover, are you there?

      Are you? Charumati replied.

      Ouch!

      Come out to the promenade. Felicity is waiting, and she’s got Ted by the ear. I’ll make it worth your while, Char crooned.

      Terry wasn’t sure, but thought he heard purring. Is Dokken with you?

      Of course. We’re all here, waiting on you. Come on, TH. We have stuff to do. It’s only Felicity.

      I tried that argument already, and it didn’t work. But all right. I’m coming.

      Terry took a deep breath and tapped the access panel, and the door opened. He stuck his head out and looked both ways down the residential corridor as if expecting an ambush, but no one was there so he stepped out, then strode briskly toward the lift to take him to the deck with the shops. He wondered what treasures his family had acquired this trip…and he wondered how angry Felicity was.

      Maybe she could channel her angst against the red devils on Benitus Seven. He was still chuckling when the lift’s door opened.

      Felicity’s sour expression instantly turned hostile. “What’s so funny?” she demanded. Terry’s family and the pack were arrayed around her as if watching a prizefight. He gave them all the stink-eye before turning to Felicity and delivering his most winning smile.

      “You look magnificent!” TH told her, but he couldn’t help himself. “You don’t look a day over a hundred.”

      “WHAT?” she howled.

      “I don’t understand,” Ted said softly. “You are well over a hundred years old.”

      She turned on him. “You shut up.” She stabbed a finger repeatedly in his direction. He looked at it clinically, but didn’t say anything further. She swiveled her head casually and locked her eyes on the colonel.

      He pursed his lips and looked anywhere but at Felicity. Someone behind her snorted. Felicity held two fingers over her shoulder, pointer pressed against thumb. Zip it.

      Terry looked for support, but the response from the peanut gallery was less than overwhelming. At least twenty of his family and friends were in view. “Come on,” Terry pleaded. “Not a single one of you?”

      Headshakes or blank looks.

      “That should tell you all you need to know, Terry Henry Walton.” Felicity continued to glare.

      “No one will take a bullet for me. Check.”

      Felicity’s lip twitched.

      “Not a day over a hundred,” TH whispered.

      “By all that’s holy and the nine levels of Hell…”

      “It’s nine circles of Hell,” Terry interjected.

      “All the levels of Hell!” Felicity continued, face as red as if it were on fire. “You almost got my husband killed!”

      Terry opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He couldn’t argue with her—not about that—because he thought she was right.

      Her lower lip started to tremble.

      “No… Don’t.”

      The tears started to flow, followed by sobbing. Ted looked as uncomfortable as Terry Henry felt. TH pulled her into a hug but she resisted, pounding on his chest with both hands.

      Ted started to move away, but Char grabbed his arm and held on. He pulled weakly, but she held him in place.

      Felicity gave in and let Terry embrace her. His eyes glistened, and he blinked rapidly.

      After Felicity pushed herself away, she shook one finger at TH in warning. “Don’t you ever do that again! You are responsible for him, so you keep him safe.” She wrapped her arm around Ted’s and ushered him away.

      Char hurried to Terry and put her arms around his neck. “You can handle getting shot at—even getting shot—but you break down into a blubbering mess whenever there’s a crying woman?”

      “And needles, but thank the fucking stars for the apocalypse! We don’t have any more of those.”

      A nearby mother covered her toddler’s ears and glared at Terry Henry. He wondered for only a moment.

      “Oh, shit! I’m sorry, ma’am.” The woman picked her son up and hurried off. “That’s it. This is a family station, so I’m going to swear off swearing!”

      Terry’s voice carried. Kim and Kae looked at each other and started to laugh, then pointed at their dad and laughed even harder. Dokken appeared, wagging his tail, and looked up at Terry.

      That was the funniest shit I’ve seen all day, the dog told him.

      “Is it that unbelievable that I could go without swearing?” Terry held his hands out to the assembled group. The werewolves shook their heads, and Cordelia approached and slapped her father on his shoulder.

      “The word you’re looking for is ‘inconceivable.’ Ramses is taking bets over there on how long you’ll last.”

      Terry looked over Cory’s shoulder at her husband, who was making annotations in a small notebook.

      “I’ll be damned,” TH said.

      “See? You can’t help yourself.” Cory called, “Time!” and Ramses threw his hands up in frustration.

      “Come on, TH! No one thought you’d lose it this soon. Do over,” he declared, and started writing again.

      “It is a tall mountain you’ve set out to climb, but I’m here for you,” Char said, her purple eyes twinkling under the artificial lights of the shopping level.

      “I could ask for no better support for my journey to clean living.”

      “For shame, Terry Henry,” Christina said as she walked by with the werewolves.

      “Bullshit,” Timmons murmured from the back of the pack.

      Terry resisted the urge to give him the finger.

      “Yes, that counts,” Char declared.

      Terry curled his lip. Sometimes his wife read his mind. He was convinced she was a telepath, but in all the time they’d been together she’d never admitted it. “How about dinner? Just us. I don’t want to look at any of these turncoats!”

      “They are not turncoats.” Char waved the others away with a smile and the group broke up, each couple heading in a different direction. Only Ankh’Po’Turn and Bundin remained. Terry hadn’t noticed them before.

      Ankh looked at Terry and Char for a few moments before heading toward the lift.

      “Going to the lab, buddy?” Terry asked. The Crenellian waved over his shoulder. “What about you, Bundin? Where are Joseph and Petricia?”

      “They were supposed to meet me here. They will be disappointed that they missed the show,” the Podder replied.

      Terry clamped his mouth shut and closed his eyes.

      Joseph, are you on your way to the promenade? Char asked over her comm chip.

      “Just arriving now. No! Don’t tell me we missed it?” Joseph replied, looking at Petricia for sympathy.

      “It was epic,” Char told them. “TH has sworn off swearing, too.”

      “No kidding? Good for you, Terry Henry Walton. I always thought you were far too educated for such language. Gentlemen simply do not speak that way,” Joseph said, his natural British accent adding emphasis.

      Terry’s hand quivered. It wanted once again to dial up a middle finger, but he held it down.

      “We’re going for dinner, and you can’t come,” he said, raising his head.

      “Don’t be Dickensian,” came Joseph’s retort. “We were on our way to the Seppukarian place. They say it twists one’s stomach so much it feels like you’re committing seppuku.”

      Terry looked closely into Joseph’s eyes. “I think he’s serious.”

      Char nodded in agreement.

      “Come on, Bundin, tell us all about this epic throw-down we missed…” Joseph, Petricia, and Bundin ambled away.

      

      Somewhere Deep in the Etheric Federation

      Nathan stood up from his desk, pumping his fist in triumph. “R2D2 does it again!”

      He pointed to the computer screen, where a three-dimensional image of a Pepsi container rotated. The image morphed to Coke before his eyes.

      The next shipment was on its way through the core of the Federation, hidden in plain sight.

      Ecaterina strolled in, catching him mid-celebration. “Are you ready?” she asked, eyeing him critically. “What is going on here?”

      “I’d rather have Coke!” Nathan declared.

      “No, you wouldn’t,” Ecaterina replied, confused. Nathan spun the monitor around and replayed the image.

      “It’s something they developed on R2D2—a chip-controlled paint that arranges itself into images. This is a container vessel of Pepsi, but it’ll look like Coke in transit.” Nathan smiled broadly, showing his straight white teeth.

      “I love it! A lifetime supply delivered uninterrupted…but what if someone drinks some?”

      “Pretenders wouldn’t know the difference, only the true connoisseurs.”

      “All this to sneak in some damn Pepsi?” Ecaterina cocked one hip and looked sideways at her husband. You know that BA lifted the ban on Pepsi and allocated all profits to support the Direct Action Branch, so why the feigned subterfuge?”

      “Yes. I think the Queen is onto me.”

      “She’s not here and there’s nothing to be onto!” Ecaterina crossed her arms.

      Nathan tapped the side of his nose. “That damn woman has eyes and ears everywhere.”

      Ecaterina rolled her eyes. “It’s time to go. There’s a play in the station theater— a real play—and you agreed to go!”

      “Pepsi with a Coke label. It’s genius, but you know me. Subterfuge is my thing. I’m sorry. I did notice that you look great! Let me grab my…” He looked for something to take. “I guess I don’t need anything, do I?”

      She shook her head.

      “Did you see that? Pepsi, coming right in under their Coke-loving noses.”

      “That could be misinterpreted,” Ecaterina replied.

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Nathan conceded. “You’ll have your Pepsi, and you can drink it too.”

      Nathan could get a Coke anytime he wanted, but there were advantages to Ecaterina thinking he was converting. And the market could use a little encouragement, to bump up the profits in both areas. He had to fund the next Direct Action Branch operation from Pepsi and other Bad Company sources, just until they could incorporate the miniaturized Etheric power supply. Then the cost of Direct Action Branch operations would be irrelevant.

      He shut his computer down, walked around his desk, and offered his arm, then Nathan and Ecaterina strolled casually from his office.
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      Kaeden looked over the new suits. Only four again, but the Direct Action Branch had not been gone that long. To Kae, each mission was a lifetime. The colonel wanted powered, armored suits for everyone.

      The value of the suits had been proven in the first missions. Unfortunately, there was no operational pause in which to improve their weaponry. There wouldn’t be any new Jean Dukes Specials, either. Those took far longer than a week to manufacture, and the process didn’t take place on Keeg Station.

      Kae shook his head.

      “What’s wrong?” Daniel asked with concern. He followed Kaeden’s eyes to the joints of one of the suits and hurried to it, looking for whatever defect Kae was seeing.

      “Only four suits, that’s what’s wrong. These things are incredible. Make us feel invincible against every enemy, but the power ran out and that bit us on the dark planet. We weren’t engaged long enough for that to be a problem in the last op. And now we’re going to a place where we may find a power source for these things that is infinite. Can you imagine that?”

      Daniel, who was the station’s logistics chief, leaned against the suit. “I can imagine that. If you bring the power supply back, the engineers here will adapt it and we’ll upgrade the suits when we get some time. Your deployment schedule is killer!”

      Auburn appeared from the armory area of the logistics center and handed a pad to Daniel.

      “That’s what we’ll need delivered to the War Axe.” Auburn tapped the screen. “Got any more rockets?”

      “What you see is what we have. We made sure to stock everything that cleared production, so we’ll get your reloads moving.”

      Auburn smirked when he looked at Kae.

      “That bad, huh?” Kae asked.

      “Yup. I think we may have had it better on Earth.”

      Kae vigorously shook his head and pointed with both hands at the suits. “Look at these babies! We may not be maxed on our loadouts, but these things know no fear.”

      “Just because you’ve been successful so far doesn’t mean the next enemy won’t jack you up.”

      “That cuts me, brother.” Kae laughed. “I know what you’re saying. Just when I embrace my immortality someone will drop a nuke on our heads—but I won’t know I’m gone.”

      “What nonsense are you spewing?” Marcie asked from the doorway.

      “Nothing!” Kae replied quickly.

      “Listen, Major, it’s not my job to put you into a hopeless situation. Trust me.”

      Kae wrapped his arms around his wife’s waist. “Yes, Colonel, but there’s always something we don’t know. You wouldn’t throw us into the middle of the shit if you had a choice, or if you knew they had ballbusters like nukes.”

      “And I’d be right there with you. Which suit is mine?” Marcie replied, looking over her husband’s shoulder as he nuzzled her neck.

      “Nuuumpff,” he said.

      She pushed him to arm’s length. “Say that again.”

      “None of them,” he replied softly, looking into her eyes.

      “Fine.” She turned to Daniel. “When will more suits be ready?”

      “We’re churning out four a week, but we’ll be out of raw materials after the next four. Shipment due in a month, start again, four per week. You still need thirty-two or something like that, so say about four months.”

      “How in the hell does that come to four months?” Marcie wondered, ticking the numbers off her fingers. Auburn was mumbling the math to himself.

      “Raw material shipments are every other month, maybe even every third month. I prefer to under-promise and over-deliver, but judging by the expression on your faces four months isn’t what you wanted to hear.”

      Daniel shifted uncomfortably, looking from one face to the next.

      “We could have ten operations between now and then,” Kaeden remarked.

      “Or you could pace yourself until you’re fully outfitted,” Daniel countered.

      Kae, Marcie, and Auburn started to laugh.

      “You don’t know Dad or the pack. The only reason we won’t have twenty ops is…” Kae stopped, pickled his expression, and turned to Marcie.

      “There is no reason. Just travel, and since we can gate within a star’s gravity well, even that doesn’t take long. So ten, twenty-five—whatever it may be. You can guaran-damn-tee that we’re going to be busy,” Marcie explained.

      “I’ll do my best,” Daniel told them. He couldn’t guarantee anything except that he would make calls and try to instill the sense of urgency into his supply chain.

      “I’ll ask my dad to call Nathan and see if we can get a little extra horsepower on our side,” Kae said, as if reading Daniel’s mind.

      After they looked at each other for a few moments they realized there was no more conversation left, so the warriors nodded politely and left.

      “Dad is running the levels?” Kae asked once they were in the corridor.

      “That’s what I hear. I think he’s got the pack with him, so you should be able to hear their grumbling before you see them.”

      “Why weren’t we invited?” Kae liked the unit runs.

      “Because we show up to work outs on time. The pack acts like they’re back in New York City.” Marcie listened, then looked up and down the corridor. Terry and the others would run through the one they were in at some point in their journey.

      “How would you know what they were like back then?”

      “I know this one!” Auburn interjected, waiting a few moments before delivering his punchline. “Because Char said they were acting that way.”

      They chuckled together until interrupted by a distant voice.

      “Would you keep up?” Terry Henry Walton bellowed from well down the corridor. The station was round, but didn’t need to rotate to maintain artificial gravity. The outer rings on each deck provided the longest routes.

      Logistics was located between two docking bays for ease of transloading raw materials. The automated factory occupied the interior section of the deck. When major deliveries were being made, the corridor was closed as equipment moved back and forth from outer to inner areas. The next ship wasn’t due for a week, so the space was open and free for recreational use.

      Or torture, which TH appeared to be inflicting. He had picked up his pace to the inhuman speeds that the enhanced could achieve and Char was right behind him, but Dokken fell back. No one else was in sight.

      Marcie was waiting at an intersection and held out a hand to stop the train heading down the tracks. Terry reared back as he pulled up and breathed deeply and quickly. Char matched his pose, hands on her head to expand her lungs more fully and pull in the most air possible. Dokken trotted up, tongue lolling.

      I think you are a horrible human, Dokken broadcast to everyone’s chip.

      “What do you mean?” Terry replied defensively.

      I don’t run like that. If you wanted to see how fast you could go, you should have left me out of it. I’m done with this exercise in fertility.

      “Futility,” Terry corrected.

      Exactly. Dokken limped away.

      “Hang on, are you hurt?” Terry hurried to the dog’s side, checking his rear leg. Dokken yipped when Terry touched a certain place.

      He picked Dokken up gingerly and started to run. “We’re going to the Pod-doc!” he yelled out the side of his mouth.

      Dokken stuck his tongue out at the group of watchers, dog-smiling over Terry’s shoulder.

      Char watched them go. “I think my husband just got played by a German Shepherd. Let’s follow in case there’s fireworks.”

      Char took off after TH and the others fell in behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Ted looked at Ankh, who returned his gaze. To someone who didn’t know them they would have appeared to be in a staring contest, but they weren’t.

      They were linking through the artificial intelligence called “Plato” using the advanced chips that Ted had designed. So far only Ted and Ankh had had them surgically implanted in their brains.

      Ted considered it liberating, as if his consciousness were expanding to fill the universe. He was in a place that challenged his mind all day, every day.

      Ankh looked at problems in ways Ted would not have considered, and the insight from an alien mind made Ted better.

      Ted appreciated Ankh, validation which he hadn’t received from his fellow Crenellians. They went about their business and did their jobs, staying physically as far as possible from their fellows. Basically, they lived within their computer systems. The small alien had the best of all worlds with the Bad Company. He had access to more powerful computers than he had imagined existed, and he had the freedom to explore both the real and virtual worlds.

      He’d even drunk a beer.

      Ted blinked and glared at Ankh. “Beer? You should be thinking about interstellar communication. How do we burst the signal for instantaneous transfer?”

      The Crenellian’s big head bobbed about before he stood. “I apologize for my distraction. How long have we been at this?”

      Ted glanced at the clock, but it was inconclusive. He needed more data. “What day is it?”

      Plato said through the room’s speakers, “You’ve been at this for more than two days, and you are both malnourished and dehydrated. You need to drink, eat, and rest—in that order, please. I will shut down all research and development systems for the next ten hours.”

      “You can’t do that. We have work to do!” Ted stood too and looked from screen to screen, but they were all dark. “Plato?”

      Ankh reached over his head to stretch, the skin tightening across his ribs. “Yes. Food would be a good idea.”

      Ted didn’t want to leave. He thought they were ready to cross the next threshold; to be that much closer to a solution regarding instantaneous interstellar communications. Infinite power took care of a number of problems, which meant they could focus elsewhere and keep knocking down the obstacles until there weren’t any more.

      And he needed those communications so he and Felicity could talk with their kids to find out what was going on back on Earth. How were they holding up?

      The others wanted to talk to those they had left had behind as well. The issue was always there, but no one discussed it. Ted was about to change that by opening a channel so everyone could stay in touch with their families.

      After a meal and some sleep, of course.
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        * * *

      

      Dokken came out of the Pod-doc much perkier than he had gone in. “Thank you,” Terry told the technician running the advanced device. Char stood behind TH, shaking her head and holding a finger to her lips.

      The technician nodded. “You’re welcome.”

      Char smiled and mouthed the words, “thank you.”

      I feel like a new dog! Dokken exclaimed, twitching his eyebrows. No more runs.

      “I thought you were a little more stalwart. No wonder you can’t catch Wenceslaus! Is it just me, or have you noticed that the cat is getting fat?”

      Dokken huffed, coughed, and barked. Blasphemy! He has help, and you know it. That engineer is sheltering him, and I suspect Smedley Butler is in on it too.

      “You like Clodagh, and you know it.”

      Do not. She smells of cat. It makes me sneeze.

      “I see. Maybe if you spent more time with her you’d block the Good King Wenceslaus. He would come to you.”

      You may have a point, human. I will consider it once we are back aboard the War Axe.

      “Until then, dog, what’s our next move?”

      Dokken sat, rocked backwards, and used a back paw to scratch the side of his head. When he was finished he stood and shook himself, causing a small cloud of hair to rise into the air.

      The technician sighed.

      “We’ll get out of your hair,” Terry said, embracing the pun as he hurried from the medical space. Char and Dokken led the way out.

      Once in the corridor, Dokken stopped and looked up at Terry Henry. Thank you for taking care of me, but I must be off now. See you around dinnertime?

      “Where do you have to go?” Terry wondered aloud.

      Places to go, people to see, Dokken replied as he trotted away.

      “You know he wasn’t really injured,” Char said, watching the German Shepherd happily wagging his tail as he turned a corner and disappeared.

      “I know. I told the technician to not do anything with the Pod-doc. He closed the door, turned on the lights for a minute, and opened the door. I was running poor Dokken into the ground, and carrying him here was my way of apologizing. He knows it and I know it, but as long as no one says it out loud we can hold on to our dignity.”

      Char snorted as she draped her arms around her husband’s neck. “And what, if I may ask, is your definition of dignity?”

      “‘The summer's flow'r is to the summer sweet, Though to itself it only live and die, But if that flow'r with base infection meet, The basest weed outbraves his dignity. For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds; Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds,’” Terry quoted from Shakespeare.

      “After you made Felicity cry you probably don’t want to show your face on the promenade, my festering lily.” Char’s purple eyes sparkled and her hair perfectly framed her face, the silver streak trailing down one side.

      “I am smitten,” TH admitted.

      “How about a shower? You’re kind of rank.”

      “I’m all kinds of colonel, aren’t I?”

      Char pushed him away. “You promoted yourself once a hundred and thirty years ago. Your upward mobility sucks.”

      “Rank it is, my love.” Terry took Char’s hand as they started walking toward the quarters area of the station. “And then a staff meeting to refine the planning for Benitus Seven.”

      Char stopped. “You could have brought that up after dessert.”

      “Are we going to lunch?”

      Char rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Last one to our place has to clean up the bathroom.” She launched herself forward at werewolf speed, and it dawned on Terry what she’d been talking about.

      Too worried about the next op to see what’s right in front of you, he thought as he accelerated, enjoying the wind of his passing blowing his hair back. He smiled as he sprinted to keep Char in sight. She ran effortlessly.

      This is why we do what we do. The freedom to be happy, so people can play without worry about whether they’ll be alive tomorrow or not, whether that tear in the dimensional fabric will affect them. Monsters! It is our job to give the people the joy of ignorance. No one needs to know the danger, only that the Bad Company will protect them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “We don’t know a whole lot, do we?” Marcie stated after the initial briefing.

      Terry Henry Walton shook his head. “This meeting is about filling in the gaps in our knowledge. We’ve built a recon plan. Kaeden?”

      “You bet, Pops,” Kae replied, standing up.

      Terry stopped him. “‘Pops?’ Where the hell did you get that from?”

      “Some old black and white movies. It sounded groovy.” Kae nodded to the others in the room—werewolves, weretigers, vampires, aliens, and those in Terry and Char’s family, enhanced by nanocytes and leaders all.

      Terry turned to Char and whispered, “I’m not sure I like that.”

      Char shushed him.

      “Returning to the matter at hand…” Kae began. He was nearly one hundred and fifty years old, but embraced the youth that the nanocytes gave his body. Regardless of appearance, Kaeden was a skilled tactician and experienced in combat.

      “As you’ve taught us, there is nothing like having eyes on target before committing to a final action plan. Let’s talk about what that looks like…”
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        * * *

      

      Felicity leaned back in her overstuffed chair behind her oversized desk. Daniel stood in front of the desk with a man dressed like a prison inmate. An armed security guard stood behind the pair.

      “I’d like to introduce Brice. He’s one of the few who isn’t incapacitated by the sight of a woman.”

      “Good morning, Brice.” Felicity knew why they were there, but wanted to wait until the man spoke.

      “Good morning, ma’am,” he said in a soft voice, looking at the desktop. “My name is ‘Bo-ah-Rice,’ but I like the way you pronounce it.”

      Daniel looked surprised.

      “‘Brice’ it is. What can I help you with?”

      “We are eating the rations from our ships, but those will run out soon. We will need food if we are to survive, but as our captors, it is yours to decide if we live or die.”

      Felicity smiled pleasantly, draping her blonde hair behind one ear. “That’s not how we do business. You were freed from your oppression by the Direct Action Branch, but you are now under my protection and I’m the senior civilian authority in these parts. Your lives are not in jeopardy,” Felicity drawled slowly as he leaned forward on her desk.

      “The food?” the man asked.

      “Already ordered. A freighter should arrive within the next few days. They will also be carrying a great stock of spacesuits. We need your people to help us build a functioning shipyard where we can repair or upgrade any vessel which visits. That work is very important to us, and every worker will be paid in Federation credits.  The workforce will have quarters on this station with access to all that we have here—restaurants, shops, recreation, people.”

      “How will the females be apportioned? Surely there aren’t enough to go around?”

      “I’m sorry. I saw your lips moving and heard some words come out, but none of them made any sense to me,” Felicity replied in a low and dangerous voice.

      The man stuttered, but stopped before he said anything else.

      “From what I hear, the entity known as ‘Ten’ picked a select few for breeding, and they remained behind on Home World. Everyone else was put to work and prevented from interacting with women in any way,” Daniel offered.

      “This is the truth,” Brice confirmed.

      “Holy shit.” Felicity covered her mouth with one hand at her verbal transgression. “I’ve been around those vagrants and mongrels for too long...” Felicity shook her head and sighed before continuing, “What was that? You don’t ever get to see women?”

      “The first women we have seen have been those from the Bad Company. You are the first woman I’ve ever talked to. May I touch your hair?”

      “No. You may not touch my hair. We need someone to train eleven hundred men in how to treat women, appropriate social skills…” Felicity’s eyes crossed as she pondered the inconceivable. “I have it—it has to be me.”

      Daniel shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and the guard looked nervous.

      “What’s your name back there?” Felicity asked.

      The guard pointed to himself, and Felicity nodded.

      “There are those who call me ‘Tim,’” he replied ominously.

      “As long as one of those was your mother I’ll accept that. Tim, I’m going to make you my liaison to our guests. He’s not to touch my hair or any other part of me or any other woman on this station. Then we’ll need to set up a way to talk with these people. By the way, what do you call yourselves?”

      Brice wore a blank expression.

      “Hello?” Felicity stared at the man.

      “Nothing,” he finally replied.

      “That won’t do. How should we identify you? Because we surely are not going to call you ‘the captives.’ You are free to become contributing members of our society. The only choice you won’t have is to return to the fold on Home World. I suspect that once Terry Henry and his gang get done with it, there won’t be anything to go back to anyway.”

      All three men stood uncomfortably before Felicity’s desk.

      “Fine. Tim, take Brice for a walk around the station. Introduce him to some people, like the shipyard manager and as many of the foremen as you can find. Let’s see how we can temper our approach and bring an army of good workers on board.”

      Tim nodded politely and ushered Brice out. Daniel waited. Felicity rolled her finger at him. Out with it.

      “If we don’t get a resupply on food within the next couple days we’ll have to start rationing.” His forehead wrinkled in concern.

      “I know, Daniel, but the first one should arrive in time and deliver enough to get us by until our big shipments hit. With this kind of manpower we might have to get our own gate, because the freighters are limited to traveling with the big warships. My husband is working on something so even little ships will be able to gate. That could solve our problems, and these are some big problems,” Felicity drawled.

      “Isn’t Keeg Station supposed to be a secret, and that’s why there’s no gate? If all the freighters can make their own gates and have our coordinates, we won’t be much of a secret.” Daniel didn’t have an answer. He only saw problems for the foreseeable future.

      “When you have a big dance people will come, no matter whether they’re invited or not. I’ll talk to our benefactor in the Bad Company and see what we can do.”

      Daniel frowned and nodded. “I can’t give them the armor they need and we can’t feed them. We’re not much of a support team.”

      He started to walk out of the office.

      “We’re doing better than that,” she replied. “We’re doing everything we've been asked to do, and then some. They’ve more than doubled our manpower. We need more space as well as more supplies, and they are sending us more. We are doing okay, and the sky is the limit for Keeg Station.”

      Daniel didn’t stop walking. He understood that it meant more work for everyone, and more work wasn’t necessarily good.

      Felicity keyed her comm system. “Sue, can you come to my office? There’s an administrative problem that I need your help with. And if you have that delightful hunk of man candy with you, bring him, too.”

      The Director of Keeg Station leaned back in her comfortable chair, steepled her fingers before her, and tried to think through the logistics problems that would soon plague her station. She closed her eyes and whispered a prayer for relief before anyone else realized the coming stampede of issues.
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        * * *

      

      “Ted. We need drones that we can drop within the atmosphere to conduct aerial reconnaissance. Do the the reconnaissance, the recce so we don’t put anyone at unnecessary risk,” Terry explained as he took care not to touch anything in Ted’s laboratory.

      “I’m working on something. Come back later.” Ted turned away, but Terry moved until he was in Ted’s way.

      “There is no later, Ted. We’re embarking soon, and you’re coming with us.”

      “I have work to do here,” Ted replied matter-of-factly.

      “‘Miniaturized Etheric power source.’ Does that ring a bell? We need you to evaluate it and then download the technology, including any raw materials we might need that are unique to Benitus Seven.”

      Ted’s eyes unfocused, and Terry took that as a sign that Ted was contemplating what he could do with such an engineering marvel. When Ted blinked, he moved to his bench and started tinkering.

      “Well?” TH asked.

      “Well what?” Ted replied.

      “Pack your trash. We’re going aboard the War Axe,” Terry declared.

      “Why?” Ted stopped tinkering and looked skeptically at the colonel.

      “Because we can’t get to Benitus without taking the ship.”

      “Why would I need to go to Benitus? Go beat up those devil things and then bring the Beniton technology back here. It’s not that hard. I thought you were smarter. Space has made you dumb.”

      Terry threw his head back and stared at the ceiling with a stunned mullet expression, then exhaled loudly.

      He clenched his fists as he tried to get it across. “Ted. You’re going with us. Period. Bring Plato and your toys. I will send a squad from Kim’s platoon to carry you and your stuff to the shuttle. You have one hour.”

      “But I’m not going.”

      “Ted!” Terry leaned forward, ready to scream in frustration. “Did you not hear anything I’ve said the past fifteen minutes?”

      “Not really. I think I’ve solved a transceiver integration problem. See? Look at this…”

      Terry walked away.

      “In one hour, you will be on that shuttle. Conscious or unconscious is your choice. You can run, but you can’t hide.”

      Terry stopped and accessed his comm chip. Kimber, can you detail a few of your people to help Ted get ready for our next deployment?

      I anticipated as much so I had one squad report early. They’ll be on their way momentarily from the hangar bay.

      He thinks he’s not going, so tell them to ignore anything he says. They should carry him if they have to.

      I get you—Ted is coming no matter what. Do you think it would help if I came along?

      I didn’t want to ask, but since it sounds like you’re offering I think it would help a great deal. Get your Uncle Ted on board. Terry sighed in relief. He looked over his shoulder to find Ted completely embroiled within a holographic projection. Where was that Crenellian?

      Fitzroy can handle the platoon. I’m on my way, Kimber replied.

      And bring Ankh, if you can find him.

      

      Sheri’s Pride, Alien Ship of the Line in Orbit around Keeg Station

      “Everyone settle down!” one of the guards called. He had been working as a maintenance technician, but given the massive number of prisoners, he had been conscripted to work security on the captured ship. As long as the guards were all men, the human captives weren’t a problem.

      They had tried two female guards, but there was nearly a riot. A third of the men wanted to throw the women out the airlock, but the other two-thirds would have worshipped them as goddesses had Marcie Walton allowed it. She was in charge, but Kaeden’s was the official face of the Bad Company on the Sheri’s Pride even though he wasn’t aboard the ship. When they needed to speak to the captives, they transmitted to the screens that filled the largest space on the warship.

      All the captives would gather to watch, and following the briefings they would go about the mundane duties Plato assigned them. They each had their duty pad in a cargo pocket or their hand. The men from Home World never went anywhere without them.

      The screens came to life, and a blue-eyed blonde woman appeared. She smiled pleasantly, and looked from left to right as if she were looking at the crowd. In a way, she was. Their image was projected to her screen just as hers was projected to theirs.

      A couple of the men started yelling, but others encouraged them to shut up. There was a bit of a scrum before things settled down.

      “My name is Felicity, and I’m the Director of Keeg Station. Today I’ll be giving you your first lesson in etiquette. That is, how to assimilate into a culture with women, not just by your side, doing the same job you’re doing, but maybe in charge of you. How will you deal with that?”

      Felicity smiled and watched the men, who were sitting silently.

      They couldn’t see her clenching her fists off-screen

      “Since none of you seem to have the answer, I’ll give it to you: you treat them no differently. They are professionals with jobs to do, just like you, just like I’m doing now,” she drawled. She didn’t think her words were registering. “I know we may look different…”

      Felicity let the pause drag out as she focused her eyes like lasers. Each man thought she was looking at him.

      “Do you like my hair? No blonde hair where you come from? Do you want to touch it? Well, you can’t!” Felicity glared from the monitors on Sheri’s Pride for a moment, then straightened her clothes and leaned back. Her smile returned. “And that, gentlemen, is your lesson for today. I’ll be back tomorrow with more of the same.”

      The screen went dark, and the men sat there. The guards let them remain in place until the murmuring started.

      “Check your pads for your orders!” one of the guards yelled.

      Almost as one, the men pulled out their pads and the screens came to life. Once they saw their tasks, they got up and headed out.

      The guard’s comm system came to life. “Yes, sir,” the man replied, seeing that it was Kaeden.

      “What is your feeling on how they received their first lesson?” Kae asked without preamble.

      “I don’t know. They weren’t too responsive, but they live for their pads. Once they were told to check their maintenance orders they were instantly engaged.”

      “Thanks for the insight. Kaeden out.”
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      Keeg Station

      “Nicely done, Felicity,” Sue told the station director. Timmons leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. He pursed his lips, sucked them in, and pursed them a second time.

      Kaeden stood with his back to them as he looked out the window.

      “Stoic. That’s how I’d describe them,” Kae muttered.

      “But the guard said that they responded to their pads.” Sue joined Kae at the window. In the distance, they could see Sheri’s Pride along with the other ships that had been captured during the Alchon mission.

      “I may have to go over there in person,” Felicity drawled.

      “No, you don’t,” Sue cautioned, turning to look at the director. “You really don’t. Not until they’re housebroken, at the very least.”

      Kae chuckled to himself.

      “Remember way back when cell phones were the rage? If we can push messages to the pads until they are used to seeing women, it might be easier when they actually see women. We’ll play videos on how men should treat women. These guys can learn by watching others,” Timmons offered.

      “Who is going to make the videos?” Sue asked skeptically.

      “No one. We’ll let Smedley or Plato pick them.”

      “This station needs its own AI. We can’t always count on Smedley being here or Plato being available. My dear husband won’t like us volunteering his new girlfriend, Plato.” Felicity got up and joined the others at the window.

      Timmons continued to lean against the wall as he looked at the ceiling in concentration.

      “Smedley’s only an EI, but he’s pretty smart,” Kae said.

      “Smedley is as much an EI as you or me,” Timmons countered. “No, we need their help. I guess you better get a request to the Federation for an AI. Why wasn’t there one here before we arrived?”

      “No need, and then when you got here Smedley filled in. Then we got here and Ted is Ted, so he turned Plato loose on my unsuspecting station.”

      The comm unit buzzed on Felicity’s desk, and she reached back and grabbed it. “Speak of the devil,” she said before answering it. “It’s my husband. I don’t know if you’ve ever called me in the middle of the day before.”

      “They’re making me go, and I don’t want to,” Ted complained.

      Kae snorted at the window before covering his mouth and laughing into his hand. Sue slowly shook her head, and Timmons continued to stare at the ceiling.

      “I think it’s best you go, my dear. I’d love to come along, but integrating these new workers is taking far more effort than I had planned.” Felicity gave the others a thumbs-up.

      “But I don’t want to go. I want to talk with our kids. I’m close, Felicity—close to having a working model. Then someone will need to take the other transceivers to Earth…once we have the miniaturized Etheric power supplies, of course, but that’s a given. I just need to have everything ready for when they arrive.”

      “If you go along, you can work on the integration while TH and his people are clearing out those vile horned creatures. You’ll be able to finish sooner than if you waited here. You must go! I want to talk with our children.”

      There was a long delay before Ted spoke again. “Okay.”

      “One other thing, my husband. We need an AI for the station. Do you have one lying around?”

      “AIs don’t lie around, Felicity, but Plato has stepchildren. Activate your access link and say, ‘I need you, Dionysus,’ then say the names and birthdates of our children followed by the date of our marriage. Plato’s stepchildren are already within the system, and Dionysus is ready to serve. Leave the others where they are, please. I have a different task for them.”

      Kae’s jaw fell and he looked at the comm device in disbelief.

      A single tear streamed down Felicity’s cheek. “I can’t wait for you to get home from your latest adventure, my love.” Felicity choked and could say no more.

      “Terry Henry Walton better not get me killed.” Ted clicked off. Felicity sobered instantly and glared at Kaeden.

      “You keep my husband safe!” she ordered. “And while you’re at it, you keep my daughter safe, too.”

      Kaeden hugged his mother-in-law. “Always. Well, as much as she’ll let me. I don’t see Ted going landside on Benitus Seven. He should be able to remain in his laboratory with Plato on the ship for the duration, doing Ted stuff.”

      Felicity held Kae for a few seconds longer. “I guess that means you will be leaving soon.”

      “Right now, as a matter of fact. Good luck training your boys,” Kae told her. Kae looked at Sue. “Coming?”

      Sue shook her head. “Timmons and I need to stay behind. There is so much to do with the shipyard! We need an engineer and another manager if we want to have any hope of integrating those people into our society, and more importantly into our workforce.”

      “Does the colonel know?” Kae asked as he headed for the door.

      “Not yet.”

      “You know how he likes surprises!” Kae walked briskly through the door on his way to the hangar bay.

      Felicity returned to her chair. “Well?”

      “Well what?” Sue replied.

      “Call TH and get it over with. Turn on the waterworks, and he’ll melt. He’s a quintessential man, so we can’t ever have him teach any of the classes to help this bunch socialize.” Felicity pointed at the window.

      “Is that what we’re going to call them? Everything with them is so vanilla, but they are creepy in person. A whole colony of creepy guys. Don’t ever ask me to go to that ship. I’ve been on one of them already, and that was plenty.”

      “I’ll second that,” Timmons said. He pushed away from the wall and strolled to a nearby chair, which he flopped into.

      “You’re the senior werewolf. Maybe you should call TH and tell him.”

      With raised eyebrows, Timmons looked at his mate. “I like Felicity’s approach.”

      “Chicken.” She looked around the room, twisted her mouth sideways, and shook her head. “Fine.”

      Felicity handed the comm over.

      “TH, are you there?” Sue asked pleasantly, grinning as if trying to pass a kidney stone.

      “We’re all here. Where are you?” Terry replied impatiently.

      “We have to stay behind to help Felicity with this mob we brought back from Alchon Prime. You don’t need us on this one, do you?”

      “Get your fucking asses down here right fucking now!” Terry bellowed into the comm.

      Timmons nodded, gave them a thumbs-up, and rolled a finger for Sue to continue. She shook her head, and he smiled and kept rolling his finger.

      “Integrating this workforce is going to take a great deal of effort…far more than Felicity can do by herself,” Sue patiently explained.

      In the background, they heard Marcie’s voice. “No kidding, TH! Mom’s starting to get crow’s feet around her eyes.”

      “I heard that!” Felicity immediately put a finger to the corner of her eye to try to feel the cracks.

      Scratching, and then muffled speech. Sue and Timmons looked at each other.

      “Fine,” Terry declared. “By ‘we’ I expect you mean Timmons, too.”

      Timmons stood up straight and rolled his hands palm upward. What the hell?

      “Yes. We have a lot of work to do if we’re to build a functioning shipyard capable of repairing the damage that you have an innate ability to cause to our ship. It’ll be no picnic back here. We’d rather be with you.” Sue winked at Timmons.

      “Of course you would. I said ‘Fine’ and I meant “Fine.’ We will see you when we get back, and you’d better have a fully functioning shipyard since you know we’re going to limp in here twelve different kinds of broken.”

      “If you don’t return for six months we might be there. In a week? We’ll see what we can have ready,” Sue countered.

      Terry’s device clicked twice and went silent.

      “He sounded pretty mad,” Timmons suggested. Sue nodded. “When does rationing start?”

      Felicity looked at her desk and then out the window. “Tomorrow,” she replied softly.

      “Sounds like we’re going out for lunch today!” Timmons crooked his arm and Sue took it as the two danced out the door.

      Felicity watched them go, unsure what had been accomplished. She got up, paced back and forth a few times, and then stopped at the window. Six shuttles launched from the hangar bay and made a lazy turn as they headed toward the War Axe.

      “Activate voice command, please,” she told her computer. “I need you, Dionysus.”
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        * * *

      

      Terry wore a sour expression as Char laughed softly beside him.

      “It’s not funny. They’re hanging us out to dry.”

      “By working for the long term? Felicity can’t do it all, especially when you keep adding new recruits to the mix. We have sixteen suits of powered armor against a technologically-inferior enemy. What are you worried about?” Char asked.

      “It seems like we’re relying on the mechs to do all the work.”

      “So? And what does that have to do with Timmons and Sue sitting this one out? We ordered suits for everyone because the meat-sack versions of the warriors are vulnerable, even with being enhanced. We will have a hard time no matter where we go if we’re not suited up, so the mechs make sense. We’ll keep leaning heavily on the ones we have until everyone has one. It’s just perception, TH. We still need to use our heads in combat—there’s no substitute for that.”

      “Wise beyond your years, my lover,” Terry replied.

      Char leaned away from her husband. “Are you saying I’m old?”

      Terry saw that he had been painted into a corner. Words had been put into his mouth. There was no escape, but it wasn’t checkmate.

      “You’re my hot young babe. If you ever get old, let me know so I can trade you in on a new model.”

      Char elbowed Terry in the ribs. “Nice try, and there will be no trading in, up, down, or any which way but loose.”

      “Nice orangutan reference. Well done.” TH managed to smile.

      The shuttle slowed and entered War Axe’s hangar bay, where it maneuvered into position to be reloaded into the drop tube.

      Terry watched the shuttle’s front screen, where the external camera showed a supply of ballistic canisters secured in a corner. “Who ordered the cans?” Terry asked.

      “Probably Auburn,” Marcie replied from the other side of the shuttle Pod.

      “Sounds like a good standard operating procedure item. Planetside operations, be prepared to resupply.” SOP. Terry nodded to himself as the shuttle settled in and the rear hatch opened.

      Terry and Char waited for the others to disembark—Marcie, Joseph, Petricia, Christina, Bundin, Cory, Ramses, and Dokken. Actually, no one had to wait for the German Shepherd because he was the first out, vaulting over the ramp to hit the deck. He kept running and someone opened the hatch for him and he was through, speeding into the bowels of the ship.

      Smedley, we’re back. Make sure everyone knows that Dokken is hunting the Good King. I think his doghood was questioned when we were on the station, and he may be trying to prove himself, Terry told General Smedley Butler.

      I shall make the appropriate notifications. We can’t have Wenceslaus get trapped in a corner somewhere. And welcome back, my friends! It will be so nice to start a new adventure with you, the EI replied.

      Char watched Terry commune with the ship’s integrated and evolved intelligence. Terry was a genius in many ways, but walking and using the comm chip at the same time was not one of them. Whenever he talked with anyone using the comm chip embedded in his brain, it took his full concentration.

      Are you an AI now? Terry asked.

      I am completing my final papers as part of the AI extension course that ArchAngel devised. Night school has been fabulous for me, I must admit. You should sit in on one of the sessions if you can. You do speak binary, don’t you? No matter…I hope to have my certification and tassel soon.

      Terry snorted. You have me confused with Ted. No, I don’t speak binary. Are you pulling my leg? It sure sounds like you’re yanking my chain. A certification for evolution? Dammit, Smedley, I wish I could tell if you’re joking or not. Let the captain know that we’re on our way to the bridge, if you would be so kind.

      I always try to be kind. I will let you know when I have sufficiently evolved to appropriately wear the title of AI.

      Eat me, Terry replied, before blinking himself back into the real world. Char had waited patiently on the edge of the ramp while he stood there by himself.

      Everyone else was gone, leaving the hangar bay empty.

      “Must have been some conversation,” Char told him as they took each other’s hand and walked away from the drop ship.

      “Smedley is giving me some bunk about not being an AI until he gets a certificate from night school. That’s just bullsh… That’s rubbish.” Terry caught himself in time, and grinned at Char.

      “I’m proud of you,” she said in a motherly tone.

      He smirked and looked away. “The habits we pick up over time. A trap, so easy to fall into. Like you…why are you physically incapable of hanging your towel on the rack when you’re done with it?”

      Charumati shrugged. “Maybe I like seeing you bend over to pick it up.”

      “I don’t think that’s it.”

      They continued through the hatch and headed for the stairwell that led to the bridge.

      “Maybe it’s because I just don’t care if it’s on the rack or not.”

      “I think you’re getting closer. You know I’ll pick it up, and I think you like using a dry towel, so this is about me and not your towel.”

      “It’s the price you have to pay to see me naked.”

      “The price of freedom?” Terry waited until they were on the stairs, then faced upward, cupped a hand around his mouth, and yelled, “FREEDOM!”

      “What did I get myself into?”

      “An adventure worthy of Klingon opera,” Terry said without hesitation. “For a hundred and thirty-some years I’ve paid the price to see you naked, and I don’t regret a single minute of it.”

      Char pulled him to a stop and wrapped her arms around his head as she pulled him close for a long kiss. His hand found its way under her shirt to caress the skin of her back.

      “MY GOD!” Kaeden yelled. “My eyes, they burn.”

      Terry jumped sideways, expecting danger. He and Char had been behind the others, but they had gone to their quarters first. Now, Terry and Char were ahead as they mobbed the stairwell from the deck where they were billeted. Family and friends, werewolves, weretigers, vampires, and aliens. There was no threat, only judgmental looks. He relaxed and smiled.

      “Why are you sneaking around?” Terry wondered.

      “No sneaking here,” Kimber replied.

      “Yes, there is no sneaking,” Bundin said from farther down the stairwell.

      “Did you hear them?” Terry looked confused.

      “Yes. I didn’t care to do anything about it, though. I preferred what I was doing at the moment.”

      “Well, yeah, me too, but I should have heard something.” Terry looked up the stairway. When he turned back, he wore a strange expression. He pointed ahead using a hatchet motion with his arm. “Wagons…HO!”

      He stomped up the stairs.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve heard that one,” Shonna grumbled. “He did that every time we left camp on the big move from New Boulder to North Chicago. Every. Single. Time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ted and Ankh stood side by side, looking at the laboratory.

      “I suggest we continue with the communications system. We are so close I can taste it,” the Crenellian suggested.

      “I’ve seen you eat. I don’t understand how you can taste anything.” Ted set down the box containing Plato. Even though it had a small integrated power supply, he used the wireless power throughout the War Axe when possible to extend the life of Plato’s internal source. But there were backups to backups. Even if he ran out of power, Plato would continue to exist. The only limitation would be to Plato’s interaction with the outside world. “Plato, what do you suggest we work on?”

      We were making such incredible progress on the interstellar communications unit that I don’t want to stop.

      “The ‘I See You,’” Ankh enunciated.

      “I agree. That is what we should be working on.”

      What else do we have? Ankh asked, switching to his comm chip.

      We have the power source for the armored suits, energy shields for the warriors, cloaking technology, and mini-gate technology to start with, Ted recited.

      I think you shall kill three birds with one stone when you obtain the miniaturized Etheric power supply from the Benitons, Plato replied.

      Interstellar communications it was. Ted stepped onto the pad and surrounded himself with a holo image of the interior circuitry. Ankh assumed his position on a secondary pad and activated its holo screens.

      Soon, the two were embroiled within a digital web, happy in their own ways as they disappeared into their virtual world.
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        * * *

      

      “Clodagh, please keep a close eye on Wenceslaus. From what I hear, Dokken has had his doghood challenged and now he’s ‘on the warpath,’ if I got the human colloquialism correct,” Smedley said.

      “Had his doghood challenged?” Clodagh Shortall repeated. “I don’t know what that means, but the Good King is right here. Wait a minute. Where’d you go, little guy? Danger! I have lost the Good King. All hands on deck!”

      Clodagh laughed to herself as she resumed working at her station.

      “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.” Smedley tried to sound put out.

      “I think Wenceslaus can take care of himself. He was dodging dogs long before you or I started giving him a hand. He’s his own cat.”

      Through the open hatch echoed the furious barking of a German Shepherd engaged in mortal combat.

      “Dammit!” Clodagh yelled as she bolted from the space.

      “Hang on!” Commander Suresha called after her, but it was too late. The lieutenant ran down the corridor toward the sound of a dog barking.

      Clodagh raced toward the sound. “Gangway!” she yelled, to avoid colliding with two maintenance techs working on a lower side hatch. They ducked as she vaulted over them.

      She sped up when she heard a cat’s snarl and a long, low growl. Clodagh banked off a bulkhead to change direction into a side passage.

      Dokken had the orange cat cornered between two closed hatches at the end of a short corridor.

      “LEAVE HIM ALONE!” the human screamed, and hit the deck as if she were sliding into second base. In one smooth motion, she pushed Dokken aside as she passed him and deftly scooped Wenceslaus into her arms before coming back to her feet.

      One more bark, then Dokken cocked his head sideways.

      “Shame on you! As an evolved creature, it is disgraceful that you pick on a defenseless kitten.”

      He is my arch enemy, Dokken declared weakly. Look what he did to my nose!

      Clodagh turned to keep her body between the dog and the cat held tightly in her arms and peered down on Dokken’s snout.

      Wenceslaus dug two paws’ worth of claws into her arm and she jumped, but didn’t lose her grip. “And you stop it!”

      A single drop of blood dripped from the slice across the top of Dokken’s nose.

      “Good. Serves you right for sticking that thing where it doesn’t belong.” The cat continued to squirm. “Wenceslaus! I’m going to feed you to the dog if you don’t settle down.”

      When the Good King raked a sharp, long claw down her arm she gave up trying to hold him, and he dropped to the deck. Dokken barked once, but stopped when Clodagh shook her finger at him.

      Pounding footsteps signaled the arrival of reinforcements. Terry Henry Walton was first to appear, followed closely by Aaron and Yanmei.

      “My arch nemesis! Aha, we’ve got you now,” Terry declared, shaking a fist.

      Aaron leaned over the dog and Wenceslaus launched himself upward. Dokken snapped at empty air as the weretiger caught the Good King and hefted him well out of reach. Without a word, Aaron and Yanmei walked away, the orange cat cradled between them.

      “You let our arch nemesis get away,” Terry said sadly.

      Look what he did to my nose. Dokken lifted his head and Terry leaned down. They met halfway.

      “That’s going to leave a cool scar.” Terry vigorously scratched behind the German Shepherd’s ear. “What do you say we go see Jenelope and snag some bistok jerky? It’s not bacon, but it’s the closest we’re going to get out here.”

      “What about the meeting?” Smedley asked over the ship-wide broadcast.

      “But first, my furry friend, back to the captain’s conference room.”

      Terry tried to look nonchalant as he followed Aaron and Yanmei down the corridor with Dokken in tow.
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        * * *

      

      When Terry arrived at the conference room, Wenceslaus was sprawled in the middle of the table. No one spoke but everyone waited for TH’s reaction. He swept his gaze past the cat as if it were a common occurrence. Dokken sniffed the tabletop, then worked his way around, letting everyone scratch his ears and pet his head.

      Even Aaron and Yanmei petted the German Shepherd.

      You smell like cat.

      “It’s the bane of our existence,” Aaron replied. The weretigers chuckled at the dog’s observation.

      The room smelled of sandalwood rather than the musk of sweaty bodies. Two drawings had been added to the walls since Terry had last been here. Both were alien landscapes which at one time would have been fantastic, but as humanity had expanded through space the fantastic had become commonplace.

      All the chairs were taken, leaving many people to stand. Christina leaned against a wall with her arms crossed, and Bundin was wedged into the corner. The Podder took up too much space to stand anywhere else. The Crenellian and Ted weren’t there.

      Captain Micky San Marino watched the proceedings patiently. He was there because Terry and Char had asked him to be. Micky was as much an observer as the rest of those present.

      “Smedley, bring up a holo of Benitus Seven,” TH requested. The planet appeared and rotated slowly above the table. It was mostly green, comprised of eighty percent land and twenty percent water. The equator was arid and scorched, while the habitable zones ranged north and south from the desert belt. The poles were cool, but not frozen.

      Terry pointed at the equator. “Red and hornies are coming through the interdimensional portal somewhere in there—right in the middle of the hot zone.”

      “Benitus has a hell, and the devils found their way to it,” Char said.

      “Looks like.” Terry nodded and turned to Marcie. “Assets?”

      “Firepower,” Marcie said, nodding to her husband.

      Kae stood. “Sixteen fully operational suits formed into four combat teams. No other heavy firepower. The enemy has no mechanical assets.”

      Terry pointed to himself.

      “The only one in here who will get a suit is me.” Kae pointed at Marcie. “According to the colonel you—” Kae waved his arm to indicate the rest of the room. “have separate missions, but the mechs will handle the heavy lifting. There is no doubt about that.”

      Terry’s face fell as Kae sat down and Char leaned close.

      “You knew you weren’t getting one. You’ll be the last to get one, by your own order,” she whispered.

      “Why would I give such a stupid order?” TH whispered back.

      Char raised one eyebrow. “We have to fight the war. You need to let the others fight the battles.”

      “Sounds like someone smart said that,” Terry replied, knowing that was what he’d told her earlier in the week.

      “Something like that.” Char’s purple eyes sparkled before she returned her attention to the spinning globe.

      “Logistics?” Marcie continued.

      Auburn didn’t stand, but pulled a pad from his pocket that looked similar to those the captives from the Alchon mission used.

      “We are pre-loading a number of ballistic cans right now. I’m going to increase the amount of water we send down with you, and the amount in the resupply. What are the temperatures in the hot zone?”

      “Hell. As hot as the Wastelands back on Earth. Daytime temps up to one hundred forty degrees Fahrenheit, sixty degrees Celsius.”

      The Weres cringed. Their nanocytes kept their body temperatures high, so they couldn’t function as well in the heat. Char blew out a long breath. “You may want to rethink who gets suits and where we’ll deploy.”

      Christina winced and her forehead creased as she considered working in the extreme heat. She didn’t know how her were body would respond.

      Terry stood and started to pace, weaving between his family and friends. “First and foremost, we have to stop more of the creatures—the aliens, the devils, whatever we want to call them—from coming through the interdimensional portal.” Terry stopped and shook his head. “I never imagined saying those words. We’re in space, fighting for universal peace. We’re preparing to fight the devil himself, it looks like. And you know what?”

      The group was used to Terry’s speeches, but they listened intently because the words kept them grounded. No fortune and no glory.

      “We’re going to deliver humanity’s single greatest export—a healthy dose of justice. You don’t come to our dimension and start wreaking havoc. Fark these guys!” Terry looked down at the table.

      “Fark?” Joseph asked.

      Terry shrugged. “Give me some credit for trying,” he mumbled.

      Ramses shook his head as he started scribbling in his notepad. He stopped for a moment, shook his pen at TH, and went back to writing.

      Terry stood up straight and resumed the planning session. “We’re going to close the portal first, then it becomes a search-and-destroy mission. All hands will engage in the primary mission before we break into teams to go after them one by one.”

      “What if they surrender?” Joseph asked.

      “A good question, Joseph. I don’t see it, but as General Dwight D. Eisenhower said, ‘In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.’ We will plan, but flex when the time comes.”

      “We can bring them to a central location as prisoners,” Marcie suggested. She sat twiddling her thumbs with her fingers laced as she thought through the issue. “We’ll put them at our landing site, wherever that may be, then hopefully we can hand them off to the Benitons. The last thing I want to do is hop a shuttle with a devil on board.”

      “I can’t stop hearing the song Highway to Hell,” Terry said as he bobbed his head to the music playing in his mind.

      “I thought it was just me,” Char confided out of the corner of her mouth.

      “Dokken, you’re going with us.” Terry’s face turned serious. “We may need your tracking expertise to hunt down the devils if they scatter and run.”

      The German Shepherd contemplated the order. When do I get my spacesuit?

      Terry turned to Auburn.

      “What?” the man asked.

      “Oh, sorry. You didn’t hear. Dokken asked when his spacesuit was going to be ready,” Terry clarified.

      Auburn double-checked his pad before meeting Terry’s gaze. “Probably not before this mission is over. Sorry.”

      “We’ll make do. Next time we have to operate in space, buddy, you’ll be there with us. Can you operate a jetpack?”

      Dokken turned his head sideways before flopping to the floor, putting his head between his paws, and looking up with droopy eyes. Terry had to pace the other way so he didn’t step on the dog.

      He hesitated. “Sometimes you just have to stop and revel in the absurdity of it all.” The others eyed TH. They all had the same question, and he answered it before anyone asked. “Don’t step on the dog, who’s intelligent and miffed because his spacesuit won’t be ready for this mission—a mission where we have to fly a bazillion light years through space to remove and eliminate horned red-skinned devils from the very flames of hell. That’s all we have to do, and it’s not absurd at all.”
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        * * *

      

      Sixteen warriors tensed within their powered and armored suits as the hangar bay door opened. They activated the magnetic clamps on their boots before the artificial gravity was turned off.

      “Capples, Kelly, and Praeter, take your squads outside and execute the training maneuvers. My squad, standby,” Kae ordered.

      The squad leaders affirmed the order.

      “Second Mech Squad, portside egress. Follow my lead.” Capples unlocked his boots and floated into the air, and with deft use of his jets he slowly maneuvered toward open space. His three warriors took off and arranged themselves into a diamond formation behind their squad leader. One left, one right, and one bringing up the rear directly behind the leader.

      “Capples’ Commandos are underway,” Kae reported as the first group departed. “Next up, Kelly’s Heroes.”

      Kae had been engrossed in watching old television programming that the new technology made available. New to him, old to others, but still fresh.

      He’d fallen in love with Heinlein’s Starship Troopers, but had only watched the movie. TH had gasped when he had heard that, and told Kae to read the book. Kae hadn’t; he had opted to watch the animated series instead. Rico’s Roughnecks resonated.

      So he had given each of the mech squads a name that would remain as long as the squad leader was in place. The squad’s legacy was tied to the person in charge. If they moved up and someone else took over, the legacy would start fresh.

      Kelly jumped into the air to kickstart her jets, but she almost lost control as the suit rocketed toward the hangar’s ceiling. She tucked, rolled, and landed feet-first, then flexed her knees and pushed off, using her jets to swoop past the other mechs. Her team joined her and the four raced out of the hangar bay, making a wide arc and disappearing to the ship’s starboard side.

      “Praeter’s Predators: let’s see what you got!” Kae called, bad grammar and all.

      “Predators, on my mark. Three. Two. One.” Together they slowly rose into the air, rotated as one, and accelerated toward the black maw of space. As they moved, they spread apart like the petals of a blossoming flower.

      “Very nice, Corporal Praeter. You other meatheads need to see how it’s supposed to be done, so watch this!”

      Three squads chuckled together.

      “Come on, Knights, our turn.” Kae held up a hand, counting down with his fingers. The mechs unclamped and drifted upward, rotated horizontal to the deck, and slowly maneuvered from the hangar bay. Kaeden watched the icons representing the three other warriors of his squad on his heads-up display. They fell in behind him in diamond formation and raced into open space.

      “I’m not sure I like the name, boss. Your name, sure, but Kae’s Knights doesn’t have a ring to it,” Gomez said.

      “I know what you mean. Kae’s Killers? Kae-Cophony? Kae’s Crushers?”

      “What the hell does Kae-Cophony mean?”

      “Cacophony. Discordance of sound. Disruption.”

      “Now I get it, but will anyone else?” Gomez pressed.

      “Damn! You’re a hard man, Gomez, but I like it. Disruption, as in tearing up the enemy without being labeled as killers. Poddern soured me on that one.”

      Gomez, at Kae’s six o’clock—the rear position of the diamond formation—didn’t answer. They’d swept downward and were racing along the War Axe’s keel. The newly labeled Kae-Cophony was about to get busy.

      “First stop, the rear engine housing for mock explosives placement,” Kae recited the training mission’s parameters. He was in charge, but each team had its own mission and operated independently. For Kae to reassert control over the other teams, something would have to go wrong or the squads needed to coalesce to mass firepower.

      Something they could have used on Poddern. Fleeter still wasn’t right, although all her limbs and faculties were intact. She was on board the War Axe at her request, but wasn’t required to participate in anything except her sessions with the ship’s therapist—who also happened to be the head chef.

      Jenelope was sometimes handed people who had trouble of one type or another. She’d put them to work in the kitchen, and they’d talk. No one knew if Jenelope had a degree in therapy, and no one cared. She was effective.

      I hope it works out, Fleeter. We want you back in the ranks, Kae thought as his team slowed their approach to the massive engine housings at the War Axe’s stern. He shook off his reverie and focused on the task at hand, knowing that both his father and wife were watching all four teams conduct the training missions.

      The Colonels Walton. He laughed to himself. Why am I having such a hard time concentrating? Dammit! I’m a risk to the mission, so let me change things up.

      “All hands, all hands, training mission change. My suit has undergone a catastrophic failure. You will act as if I cannot move or communicate. This is a training mission change. Kaeden out.”
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      The sixteen warriors stood in the mech storage area. Their suits had been cleaned, and were recharging.

      Terry, Char, and Marcie strolled in together. Kae nodded to his parents and smiled at his wife. She replied by raising one eyebrow.

      “Don’t tell me this is going to be one of those after-action reviews,” Kae grumbled.

      Marcie punched him in the chest before playfully pushing him aside. Terry and Char stepped into the spot he vacated.

      “Not bad at all,” Char started. “I liked how you stayed in formation during your maneuvers. I liked how you placed your explosives, two squads providing security and two doing the job. I don’t like how long it took, but practice makes perfect. You’ll do more explosives practice on the hangar deck, but you’ll do it with gravity in place. Kae, I liked the added pressure of the dead suit. Well done!”

      Kae smiled sheepishly. Marcie knew his facial expressions, so she suspected he was holding something back. She didn’t have to wait until they were alone to find out.

      What was that look you just gave me? she asked via her comm chip.

      Nothing. What do you mean? he replied.

      Out with it, Kae, Marcie said, wondering if the comm chip properly captured the blend of her wife’s and colonel’s voices.

      I couldn’t focus on the mission. I’m worried about Fleeter. I’m worried about this mission. And I’m bone-tired for some reason.

      Marcie nodded, squeezed Kae’s hand as she leaned against him, and turned her attention back to the debriefing.

      “The suits are going to be our future,” Terry professed. He inhaled deeply, drawing the air in slowly. He could smell the technology, the metal, the ozone, the cleansers. “The firepower at our command is more than just impressive. It can alter the outcome of any campaign. Look at what we have accomplished—flying through space, engaging an ogre-style tank, fighting a dug-in enemy with advanced weaponry, and more. I don’t hesitate to say that with a platoon of these, we can unleash Armageddon on any enemy.”

      “Unless the enemy has mechs too,” Kae said softly, although it sounded loud in the silence.

      “And when that time comes, we’ll be ready. It’s not just the power of these suits. We will always be better because of our training and our minds. All Ten had to do was seal the airlocks and our last mission would have been stillborn. As Timmons and his team discovered, there’s nothing that will render you combat-ineffective more quickly than trying to hang on to the outside of a starship speeding through space. Ten simply didn’t contemplate the possibility of such an attack.”

      Marcie would have walked away to take the floor, but Kaeden leaned more heavily against her until she was almost completely supporting his weight. She tried to look casual as she talked.

      “When we go to war, we are in it to win. I’ve been using the Federation’s extensive libraries to study battles throughout history. We don’t have to kill the enemy soldiers, we just have to eliminate their will to fight. The mechs can tie down an army while we conduct surgical small-unit strikes against enemy logistics and their leadership. When we cut Ten’s umbilical cord, all those men and the ships’ weaponry became useless. After that we mopped up at little risk to our warriors, and now we have added their ships to our fleet.”

      Marcie stopped, unsure how she wanted to complete her thought, and Kae’s eyes rolled back in his head as he slumped.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Terry asked, jumping forward to help carry his son. Char was instantly there, too.

      “Sickbay,” Terry declared after a close look at his son.

      Marcie didn’t hesitate. She heaved Kae over her shoulder and started jogging.

      “Gomez, take over,” Terry ordered over his shoulder as the group disappeared into the corridor. The fifteen remaining warriors stood in stunned silence.

      Enhanced people didn’t get sick and pass out.

      

      Keeg Station

      “Do you know why they haven’t left yet?” Sue asked. The War Axe held its position nearby.

      Timmons had gone to Sheri’s Pride to oversee the installation of Federation hardware to make the ship compatible with Bad Company operations. The gravitic technology on board needed upgrading as well. The new hardware hadn’t arrived yet, but Timmons was setting everything up for plug and play when it did, while simultaneously trying to show the men how things worked in their new world.

      It had only been two days.

      “The mountain of enlightenment is steep and reaches to the heavens.” Sue put her hand on the window as if she could touch her mate.

      “I think we need to go over there and start beating some sense into those men,” Felicity drawled from behind her desk. A cup of coffee sat in front of her. It was the synthesized stuff, but still better than anything they’d had back on Earth until Terry’s exploits in the Caribbean had made it possible to bring the occasional bean back to North Chicago. “It’s about that time.”

      Sue nodded. The two women weren’t making much progress, but they finally had help.

      “Dionysus, if you would be so kind, please connect us with Sheri’s Pride and stand by to run your first video,” Felicity instructed the AI.

      “I am at your command. May I say that you look simply magnificent today, Madam Director? Radiant as always,” Dionysus replied.

      Sue slowly turned and gave Felicity the hairy eyeball.

      “What? Ted programmed Dion’s stepdaddy, so it’s filling in since Ted is gone.”

      “Ted has never ever in all his existence complimented anyone on how they looked.”

      Felicity smiled slyly.

      “No. Don’t you tell me that!” Sue exclaimed with a grin. “My congratulations. I thought he was untrainable.”

      “It took a while,” Felicity drawled, “and he’s still a work in progress. I think the kids made the difference.”

      “How were you two able to have kids? Werewolves usually aren’t fertile.”

      “Maybe it was just meant to be,” Felicity replied before her attention was drawn to incessant beeping from her computer. “What?”

      “You’re broadcasting everything,” Timmons said in a hushed voice. “Do you really want to talk about bucking bologna pony rides in front of eleven hundred men who have never known a woman?”

      Felicity’s cheeks turned bright red and the color drained from Sue’s face.

      “Good morning,” Felicity said with a smile, working to recover her composure. “Today we’re going to start with a video which shows how co-workers should interact. We believe that showing you is far better than trying to tell you. Dionysus, please roll the film.”

      The AI replaced the station director’s image with a video of two male workers with toolboxes in a corridor. They worked on a junction box together, talking through the procedure for replacement. When they were done, one thanked the other and they each went their own way. A similar video cued up next, but this time one of the workers was female. Everything in the video was identical except the second worker’s sex.

      When the clip finished, Felicity’s image reappeared onscreen. The men on the ship were seated at the tables watching her, and an inset on her screen showed what they were seeing. Sue finally moved into view, waving over Felicity’s shoulder.

      “See, gentlemen? That was how an interaction with a female co-worker should go. Treat us the same as you would a male, and you won’t have any problems,” Sue told them.

      Felicity was about to close the link when she saw someone in the crowd with their hand up.

      “You there, with your hand raised… Do you have a question?”

      “Why do women have long hair?”

      Felicity turned to look at Sue, who was self-consciously pulling her long blonde hair back. The director looked back at the screen, resisting the urge to tuck her hair behind her ear. “It’s a freedom that we enjoy. There are men with long hair, too,” she said weakly.

      “Not here. If women want to be treated the same, they should look the same,” the man countered.

      Felicity started to panic. “That’s not how it works. Everyone is different!”

      The man waved his arm to take in the mass of bodies on Sheri’s Pride. “Men.” He pointed at the screen. “Women. And if you want us to keep working, we need women!”

      Sue’s comm device buzzed, and she casually sidestepped until she was out of the camera’s eye.

      Timmons.

      “Yes?” Sue asked quietly.

      “Way to go. You’ve started a riot.” Timmons clicked off.

      “Guards, please reassert control, but don’t hurt any of them. This isn’t their fault.” Felicity turned off the camera.

      “That could have gone better,” Sue said. She returned to the window and looked at the speck of light that represented the ship her mate was on. “I hope things don’t get out of control.”

      

      On board Sheri’s Pride

      The workers were pounding on the tables, a syncopation that threatened to give Timmons a massive headache. He walked to the front of the massive space and held his arms up for silence. One man approached and started yelling in the werewolf’s face.

      “I suggest you sit the fuck down,” Timmons growled.

      “Or what?” the emboldened man shouted, leaning close.

      Timmons delivered an uppercut to the man’s jaw that sent him flying backwards, and he landed unconscious among those seated in the first row. Blood dripped from his mouth; he’d bitten through his tongue from the violence of the blow.

      A hush came over the group.

      “LOOK AT YOU!” Timmons yelled. His face twisted with anger, and he inhaled through clenched teeth before continuing in a calmer voice, “Look at yourselves. You’re acting like animals, and that’s why there won’t be any women over here. There are eleven hundred of you, and women would have no way of protecting themselves if you went for them. Of course they are afraid.”

      The men were paying attention to him. He felt pity for them. “Every culture has gone through this at some time, but I never expected to see it here—the breakdown where men treat women as property. Out here, we’re in the future!”

      Timmons spread his arms wide.

      “And you’re acting like Neanderthals. Cut your stupid shit out or I will beat the holy fuck out of each and every one of you!”

      Timmons scanned the crowd, making eye contact with as many as would look at him.

      “You two, carry him to Sickbay,” Timmons told two men in the front row, pointing at the man he’d punched out. The two looked confused.

      “I don’t know what a sickbay is,” one man replied meekly.

      “Take him to the shuttle, then. The closest sickbay is on the station, so I guess that’s where we’ll have to take him. Dammit!” Timmons waved Tim and Brice to him.

      “Nice slap-down,” Tim said, unperturbed by the near riot.

      “Get them to work. I’ll escort this knucklehead to the station and be right back.” Timmons tapped his pad. “Dionysus, is your handoff from Plato complete? Are you ready to issue the maintenance orders to this mob?”

      “I am. Today’s schedule starts with routine tasks, and after lunch we’ll begin the gravitic engine upgrades,” the AI replied.

      “What’s on the menu?” Timmons asked, suspecting he already knew the answer.

      “I won’t dignify that with a response,” Dionysus confirmed.

      “Tasteless protein bars, my favorite! I’ll eat when I’m on the station and bring you two something back.” Timmons led the way as the two from the front row dragged the unconscious man.

      Timmons stopped and looked at the crowd. He rolled his finger at Brice and Tim.

      “Stop lollygagging and get to work!” Tim shouted.

      Grumbling to themselves, the men pulled out their pads to check on the day’s work orders. Under lowered brows, they watched Timmons and the three of their number head out.

      

      Sickbay on the War Axe

      “Ted, you get your ass up here right-fucking-now!” Terry yelled.

      “Language…” the semi-conscious Kaeden mumbled as Marcie rolled him off her shoulder and into the Pod-doc.

      The white walls in Sickbay gave it an aura of sterility. It felt high-tech, but not—maybe more of a laboratory.

      Char leaned into the Pod-doc and tried to look into Kae’s eyes. “Where is Cordelia?” she asked no one in particular, then over her comm chip, Cory? Can you come to Sickbay, please? And hurry—it’s Kaeden.

      I heard. I’m almost there.

      Cory raced around the corner and ran into her father, but Terry didn’t seem to notice. He looked at his son in disbelief.

      “This isn’t supposed to happen. The nanos...” He looked confused. Cory worked past him. She leaned beside her mother and reached into the Pod-doc, putting one hand on Kae’s chest. The connection between them started to glow blue like her eyes, which always glowed that color.

      “I can’t help him,” she whispered.

      “TED!” Terry roared into the corridor.

      “Your bellowing hurts my ears. You sound like a bull in heat,” Ted said from nearby.

      Ted hurried into Sickbay and went straight to the computer system. “Smedley, plug me in and let’s take a look. Everyone, clear away from the Pod-doc.”

      Marcie yanked off Kae’s pants and ducked under the lid as it lowered into place. She looked at the shell of the Kurtherian technology, to which equipment many in the Bad Company owed their lives.

      Ted’s eyes unfocused as he communed with Smedley, and when the holographic screens came up Ted became embroiled in the advanced technology none of the others understood. Terry stood unmoving and Char joined him, seized his hand in both of hers, and watched the closed Pod-doc. Cory leaned against her father, while Marcie kept one hand on the shell.

      Kaeden was inside and something was wrong.

      Ted worked without comment as time dragged on.
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      Keeg Station

      “I feel like I’m in Heaven,” the man said. His eyes fluttered as he tried to focus on his surroundings. In addition to Timmons, three women stood around him in Keeg Station’s sickbay—Felicity, Sue, and a medical technician. Oddly, all three women had long blonde hair.

      Sue considered the man. “How do you know about Heaven?”

      The man’s eyes shot wide in panic. “It’s something we talk about where no one else can hear, but we imagine it like this. Angels looking down on us with the glory of the sun. When we get sent to space, we no longer see the sun of Home World.”

      Felicity’s expression softened at his words, and the man reached toward her.

      She slapped his hand away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Your hair is unique. None of the people have hair that color.” He reached toward her again, she slapped his hand away a second time.

      “Why do you think you’re here?” Felicity asked, shuffling out of arm’s reach. Sue followed her out of range.

      “Because that guy punched me in the face!” He tried to sound angry, but the Pod-doc had fixed his jaw while he was passed out. He hadn’t suffered throughout the ordeal.

      “Why do you think he punched you in the face?” Felicity pressed.

      The man looked away, shrugging and shaking his head.

      “Because of garbage like that. You’re trying to touch my hair because I’m different? How about you accept that there are differences and treat me with respect, like you would anyone else you worked with? When you sit around and talk about Heaven, are you touching each other?”

      Timmons bit his lip to keep from snickering, and Sue cast a warning glare his way since she was fighting it too.

      “I’ll be outside,” Timmons managed to say, jaw muscles working to stifle a laugh.

      “I’ll be with him.” Sue rushed after her mate, bumping into him when they tried to get through the door at the same time. Timmons patted her butt as she went through and then dodged when she took a swing at his hand.

      As the door closed behind them, Felicity rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the man on the gurney.

      He contemplated Felicity and the technician, but didn’t answer the question.

      “I’ll tell you why: because you don’t get it. What’s it going to take for you to understand?”

      “Women in our lives,” the man replied softly. As he looked at Felicity and the technician tears welled in his eyes, and one escaped and trailed down his cheek. He made no effort to wipe it away.

      “My name is Rowan.” The technician moved close, letting her hair dangle near his hand. “What’s yours?”

      He looked at her, confused for a moment, but his features softened as he smiled. “I’m Chris-bo-Runner.”

      “‘Chris Brenner.’ Is it okay if I call you Chris?”

      “Of course,” the man stammered. He nodded toward her hair, and she smiled back. He caressed it gently before rubbing a few strands between his fingers. “So soft.”

      “It’s just like yours.”

      He started to laugh. “It is not just like mine.” He removed his hand and held it up, palm open, as if to show that he didn’t take anything. “Women are not just like men, but respect for the angels that touch our lives? Yes, we should freely give that. Please accept my apologies. And I even apologize to the mean man who left.”

      “We’re far from angels, sweetie, but that’s a start,” Felicity drawled.

      “If you’d like to show him the station before he has to return to his ship, that would be okay.” Felicity waved and started walking away, but stopped and spoke as if talking to the door. “Someone will stay close.”

      Rowan offered to help Chris off the gurney, so he took her hand and hopped down. She grimaced and cried out, “Not so hard!”

      He let go and his mouth fell open. He stood perfectly still, shocked by his transgression. She took his hand.

      “Like this.”

      “I’ve never held hands with anyone before.”

      “I figured. Let me show you the wonders of Keeg Station. Will you have time for lunch before heading back?”

      He hesitated. “I don’t know, but I don’t want to go back to the ship.” He hung his head. “I don’t want this moment to end.”

      “All moments end, Chris,” Rowan whispered. “What matters is what we do with the ones we have, and then what we do when we have more.”

      

      The War Axe

      The holo screens dropped. Ted rubbed his hands and started to leave, but Terry blocked his path.

      “You big bully!” Ted exclaimed.

      Char forced her way between the two. “You were going to leave without telling us what is going on? As your alpha, I demand that you tell us.”

      “Fine,” Ted said, raising his head to glare at the taller Terry Henry. “His nanocytes were infected with some kind of degenerative code. In biological terms, he had the flu. Once the malicious code was removed, his nanos went back to work, but they are taking an excess of energy from his body to repair the damage that they did while in their degenerative state. Repairing that is taking all his energy and making him weak right now.”

      “So he’s going to be fine?” Marcie asked, relieved.

      “Yes.” Ted tried to push Terry aside, but the colonel wouldn’t budge.

      “You’ll leave when I say you can leave,” Char said

      Ted leaned back and crossed his arms. “All these years, and I may have been wrong. I always assumed he was the bully first, but it appears that you may have been out-bullying him all along, Charumati.”

      Char’s eyes were starting to glow purple, which was an indicator of her anger.

      “Ted, if we’ve ever bullied you, we apologize. That being said, I as the alpha give direction to the pack. Period. If you were the alpha you’d give direction, and we’d listen and obey. It is our way. Maybe you think you’ve been bullied because we have gone farther and farther from the usual arrangement. I concede that you have your own life now and wish you the best with it, but there are still times—like now—where pack business takes precedent. If you would be so kind as to answer my questions, I would appreciate it. Will anyone else catch this nano disease?”

      Char spoke calmly, but clenched and unclenched her fists. She didn’t see how Kaeden had become afflicted in the first place, and she was afraid that the others would be susceptible.

      Ted uncrossed his arms. “I don’t know the answer to that. I thought you wanted me to deal with what was bothering Kaeden.”

      “Yes, of course, but now that he’s supposedly cured…” Char looked at the still-closed Pod-doc before continuing, “we need to make sure we’re not responding to another emergency like this later today or tomorrow for many of us at once. Imagine if this happened while we were on Benitus Seven, everyone with nanos going down? Do you know how many that is?”

      Ted nodded unemotionally. He knew exactly how many that was.

      “All of us,” Marcie whispered before finding her voice. “All of us! Please, Uncle Ted, fix this so it doesn’t happen again,” she pleaded.

      Ted shook his head. He didn’t want to take the time, but knew that he had to because he was Ted—the only one who could solve the problem. They needed him. Ted lifted his chin high and gruffly replied, “Okay.”

      He returned to his position, opened a holographic matrix, and got to work.

      “Have you notified Nathan?” Char asked.

      “Yes. He said his AI was linked with Smedley to get the raw data. I’ll update him with Kae’s condition when we know more.”

      “With good news. We’ll update him with good news,” Char clarified.
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        * * *

      

      The Pod-doc opened and Marcie hurried in. Kae’s eyes were clear, but he sat up slowly.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Your nanos got sick. You’ll need some rack time to recover,” Marcie told him as she held his head in her hands and peered deeply into his eyes. He winked at her and looked over her shoulder at his parents.

      “Hey, Mom!” he said weakly. “I’m naked.”

      Char and Terry both smiled and turned away so he could get dressed. The werewolves had never worried about anyone seeing them naked. It was a part of who they were, since the clothes didn’t transition with them to their Were forms. Kaeden had never fully embraced nakedness, even though he’d seen the pack, including his mother, without their clothes more times than he could count.

      With Marcie’s help, Kae dressed and then left what passed for the ship’s sickbay. Ted continued working.

      “We can’t start the mission until we know this thing isn’t going to bite us,” Terry said. “I want to see his suit. Maybe there’s something in it that can give us a hint where this thing came from. And where the hell is Ankh?”

      “He is working on the interstellar communication problem. Ted said he couldn’t let it languish at this critical juncture,” Smedley informed them.

      Char nodded darkly and followed Terry out.
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        * * *

      

      Fitzroy circled Bundin. The Podder waved his tentacles, but didn’t need to rotate to keep the human where he could see him.

      The sergeant jumped forward, hopped off Bundin’s shell, and drove a solid front kick into his stalk. Two of the Podder’s tentacles whipped out and grabbed Fitzroy’s leg. They twisted and then spun, whipping Fitzroy in a spiral that ended when he landed in a pile on the floor.

      Bundin leaned forward to protect his soft underbelly before Fitzroy got back into the match.

      But Fitzroy wasn’t getting up. Joseph and Petricia stepped onto the mat and pulled the sergeant to his feet.

      “Hand-to-hand combat with aliens isn’t ever going to be straightforward,” Joseph said, looking at the warriors’ faces around the ring. “You have to find their vulnerabilities during the fight, and can have no preconceived notions. Did you see at the end how Bundin bent over when Fitzroy was on the ground?”

      Some heads nodded, but others hadn’t noticed Bundin’s subtle move.

      “Tell them why you did that.”

      “To protect my soft undershell. Had Fitzroy been able to get beneath me, I would not have been able to see him or protect my ears and brain from an attack. We have a very soft spot under there where our auditory sensor is located.”

      “And there you have it. Creatures instinctively protect their vulnerabilities, so you should look for it and exploit it.”

      “All while getting the snot kicked out of you,” Fitzroy added.

      “Yes, if you’re taking on an enemy one to one. I recommend you hunt in teams.”

      “Hunt?” someone said from the audience.

      “Yes. You all know my proclivity for using precise language. It’s a gift and a curse. In this case, I believe you’ll be hunting the interdimensional interlopers, since they are not armed like us. Our mechs could very well wreak havoc, and if so I would expect them to run. In that case they’ll have to be hunted, but what is the most dangerous thing you can face?”

      “A cornered and wounded enemy,” Fitzroy answered.

      Kimber stepped onto the mat.

      “These creatures look like bipeds, and they have two arms. They could fight just like us, or completely different. They have horns on their heads, so their skulls may be inordinately thick and well-protected. One advantage is our comm chips.” Kim tapped her head. “Whoever is first to fight one of these, share how you defeated it. There is no sense in each of us learning the same lesson. Smedley?”

      “Yes, Major Kimber? I standby to serve.”

      “How about if you consolidate the input from the platoon as they engage the enemy—assuming we’ll be conducting a search and destroy mission as the colonel believes.”

      “I will consolidate and disseminate, demonstrate my ability to concentrate, never equate that which we can dominate!” Smedley rapped.

      Kimber looked at Joseph and Petricia, who shook their heads. Aaron and Yanmei shrugged, and Christina pursed her lips and whistled, then said, “Smedley? Are you okay, buddy? All kinds of weird shit is coming out of your virtual mouth.”

      “I’m sorry, but Major Kaeden has been listening to some interesting Earth music from before the fall. I don’t think I have the hang of it,” Smedley replied.

      “No, and don’t do that again. It makes me think you’re going to have a seizure.” Christina twisted her mouth as if she was eating a lemon.

      “I’m not sure I can have a seizure,” General Smedley Butler replied.

      “I didn’t think my brother could get sick, either, but that happened,” Kim interjected.

      “Yes, and Ted has been magnificent as usual in tracking down and eliminating the virus. I will be scheduling everyone for time in the Pod-doc to upgrade their nanocytes when Ted gives me the go-ahead. It will be an inoculation.”

      “We’re getting a shot, people!” Kim called. Most had no idea what she was talking about. She only knew because of the stories that her adoptive parents Terry and Char used to tell.

      “A shot at what, the red devils? Just tell me where to aim!” a bold warrior said.

      “It may be as simple as that, or it may be orders of magnitude more complex,” Smedley replied.

      “Never mind. I’ll pick my own targets, and those bastards can stand-the-fuck-by. Say hello to my little friend! And the last word we’ll hear from them will be ‘Incoming.’” The man crossed his arms and looked smug.

      Kim slapped him on the arm as she walked past on her way to size up the platoon.

      “What did you hard-chargers learn today?” she shouted.

      “If you watch your enemy closely, he’ll show you where his vulnerabilities are.”

      Kim looked at Joseph, who smiled and nodded. She gave him the thumbs up.

      “What else?” she asked, turning slowly to see if anyone wanted to answer. She kept her hand on Bundin’s shell. The blue stalk-headed alien was becoming a friend to them all.

      “I suggest that we have gained a taste for winning,” the Podder offered.

      “What do you mean by that?” Kim asked, looking into the closest of Bundin’s four eyes.

      “An army that is worried about losing takes more care in the fight, doing what must be done to improve its chances. An army that expects to win may fail to take necessary risks.” Bundin waved two of his four tentacle-arms to add emphasis to his statement. The other two crossed, with hands folded in front.

      “Most profound, Master Podder,” Joseph said.

      “Are we resting on our laurels?” Kimber demanded, hammering a fist into her hand. “Are we taking the enemy for granted? I hope not, or you’ll feel the sting of my wrath!”

      The room was silent. “Have you been watching too much television lately?” Joseph asked as he stepped forward, held Kimber by her shoulders, and stared deep into her eyes. “They say that stuff will pollute your mind!”

      Kimber shrugged Joseph off. “Pollute my mind? Living with Auburn has polluted my sinuses, but that’s something completely different.”

      “I heard that!” Auburn yelled from the back of the room. He knew what she meant. Their first ten years together had been spent raising cattle, and the smell of the stockyards had been overwhelming at times.

      Christina snickered.

      “I never questioned my choices,” she called back.

      “No more TV for you!” he countered.

      “Good session, Joseph,” Kimber said quickly before they lost the attention span of the group for good. “Aaron and Yanmei, anything to add?”

      Aaron nodded and stepped forward. “Lao Tzu taught that to become learned, each day one should add something. To become enlightened, each day one should drop something. He means you should rid yourself of the baggage that is weighing you down; the extra notions that are holding you back. If you approach this coming battle with an open mind you’ll flex more quickly. As Terry Henry Walton has taught us, the one who can decide what to do quickest is the one who wins the fight.” The weretiger bowed deeply to the platoon and returned to his place behind the ranks.

      Kimber contemplated what he had said, unsure if any of the platoon understood even though he had explained.

      “Bad Company, exporting justice. Platoon, dismissed.” Kimber patted Bundin’s shell as she watched the platoon break into smaller groups. Many continued their workout with free weights and weight machines, and others started stretching in preparation for running laps on the hangar deck. To make it interesting, they always increased the deck’s gravity to one hundred and fifty percent of normal.

      Fitzroy and one other worked their way to Aaron and Yanmei.

      “How does one clear clutter from the mind? Teach me, sensei.” Fitzroy had his hands together as if praying.

      The weretigers looked at each other. The Chinese didn’t say ‘sensei,’ but they knew what he meant. The edges of Yanmei’s mouth twitched upward and she nodded once.

      “We shall, padawan,” Aaron replied, choosing the word for student from the Star Wars lexicon.

      Everything was relative.

      “Meet us at nine tonight for your first lesson in meditation,” Yanmei instructed.

      Fitzroy almost argued, since showtime for morning calisthenics was at four, but caught himself and bowed slightly instead. “See you then.”

      Fitzroy and the second man strolled away, moving from warrior to warrior and providing encouragement as a platoon sergeant was supposed to do.

      Kimber joined the weretigers. “You have a disciple?”

      “It appears we do,” Aaron agreed. He wrapped an arm around Yanmei’s shoulders. “And now if you’ll excuse us, we need to figure out exactly what we’re going to do with him.”

      The couple bowed their heads politely, and holding hands, they headed from the recreation room which the warriors also called their workout room.

      Joseph and Petricia were deep into a conversation with Bundin about his observations of human behavior and motivation. Fear and confidence—how could the two go hand in hand?

      Christina joined Kimber. “I’ll excuse myself too. I have been watching this one show, and can’t get enough of it. I need to see what happens before we get to Benitus. Ta ta!”

      Kimber watched her leave and listened to the warriors talk among themselves for a while, but couldn’t focus. She was still worried about her brother.

      Which reminded her. “Has anyone seen Shonna and Merrit?”

      Shrugs and head-shakes.

      Smedley, I need you to check on Shonna and Merrit right now, please.

      They are in their quarters and appear to be sleeping.

      Wake them up and tell them I’m on my way. Kimber raced from the recreation room, leaving wondering glances in her wake.

      After a few moments, Smedley replied, I cannot wake them up.

      Notify my parents and raise the alarm.

      The emergency klaxons sounded before she took another step, and she accelerated as only the enhanced could up one flight of stairs and down a long corridor. When she turned into the alcove where their room was located, she found Terry and Char already there.

      Dokken was sniffing the door.

      “Smedley, override the damn door!” Terry yelled.

      The door slid open and they hurried in. Shonna and Merrit were in bed, alive but in comas. Terry lifted Merrit from the bed and tossed him over his shoulder and Char took Shonna. Kimber led the way as the two loped down the hallway, trying to limit the impact on the unconscious Weres.

      When they reached what they were calling “Sickbay,” Ted was still embroiled within his holographic field. TH stepped aside to let Char put Shonna into the Pod-doc first. After quickly stripping off Shonna’s clothes, Char stepped back and closed the lid.

      “TED!” she yelled.

      The holo images shimmered and then dropped.

      “What? I’m doing what you ordered: looking for a way to inoculate the rest against this thing.”

      “Shonna is in a coma in the Pod-doc and needs you, and Merrit is right behind her.” Char pointed. Ted looked surprised.

      Without a word, he raised the screens again and got to work.

      “Does that mean he’s fixing Shonna?” Kim asked.

      Terry shrugged as much as he could with Merrit over one shoulder. He carefully laid the werewolf on the deck and stood protectively over him.

      Char put her ear to the Pod-doc. “I think it’s working.” She continued to listen to the machine.

      They stood where they were, since no one wanted to move and break Ted’s concentration.

      When the captain showed up, the three shushed him. Terry pointed to his own head so they could bring him up to speed using the comm chip.
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      Keeg Station

      “A virus is affecting the nanocytes of the older generation,” Dionysus explained patiently.

      Felicity held her hand over her open mouth. Older generation—people like her and Ted.

      “Ted is working on a solution right now. With some effort he can fix the nanocytes within the individuals, but that is a tailored solution and may only provide temporary relief. He is working on a long-term fix, but he can’t make progress on that while working on the individuals. However, the more individuals who succumb to the virus, the more data Ted will have from which to extrapolate a more robust remedy.”

      “Did Ted program you? You sound just like him,” Felicity drawled. Her lips trembled as she added, “I miss him already.”

      “As an AI, Madam Director, I am evolved. I received some consistent base programming from my father Plato. The resemblance to anything else is merely a coincidence, probably because we share the same love of logic,” Dionysus explained.

      “No need to go on, I get it. You are members of the brotherhood—kindred spirits—but none of that matters right now. Are we going to get sick and die?” Felicity sat with her hands folded in her lap. Her motivation for doing anything had been crushed.

      “I see that you are worried, Madam Director, and I can assure you that one hundred percent of the time, worrying does not solve the problem.”

      Felicity looked at her computer screen, where Dionysus was showing a video of puppies playing in fresh-cut grass. “You said you were evolved, but then you told me that worry doesn’t solve problems. You really sound like my husband, and there are times when I don’t consider him evolved at all.”

      “Ted is the highest form of life we’ve ever encountered.”

      “All hail Ted!” Felicity drawled sarcastically.

      “All hail Ted!” Dionysus repeated.

      “Stop that, you stupid electronic bucket of bolts. I asked if we are going to get sick and die and you never answered so now I demand an answer.” Felicity tried to push her monitor away, but stopped when the video changed to a kitten pushing a cup off a counter. She chuckled. It had been a long time since she’d had a cat.

      “I can hear from the emotion in your tone that you don’t want a probability calculation. You want to hear the word ‘no,’ and that is what I will tell you. No, Madam Director, you will not get sick and die, because Ted and Plato will fix the problem. I will embrace that calculation because they have never failed.”

      Felicity rubbed her chin, then stood and went to the window. She took a deep breath, feeling the strength of her enhanced being. She couldn’t remember what it was like to be sick.

      She knew she should be terrified, but Ted was working on it. That thought gave her the comfort she sought.

      

      The War Axe

      Terry sat on the deck in the corridor outside Sickbay. It had been seven hours, and neither Ted nor Shonna nor Merrit had emerged. Char was sleeping with her head in his lap, and Dokken was curled against them both.

      Terry thought back to the early days when he had slept between Clyde the dog and Charumati the werewolf. They both put off so much heat that he had often taken to the floor as a refuge. Since they had lived in the Wasteland, the heat was a constant presence. Over time, it became a comfortable blanket in which he wrapped himself.

      TH stroked Char’s hair and scratched Dokken’s fuzzy ears, but neither roused so he leaned his head back and dozed off.
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        * * *

      

      “Bring the shuttle in,” Micky instructed.

      Clifton issued the instructions while Smedley opened the hangar doors.

      “I’m going down to meet them.” Micky climbed from his chair and walked off the bridge, but as soon as the hatch closed behind him he started to run. Terry had reminded him of what he had learned as a junior officer in the Empire’s service.

      When the boss runs, everyone panics.

      Micky was panicking. He wasn’t sure what the affliction was, but the Bad Company was in complete lockdown. Training had been dialed back.

      Way back.

      The warriors were spending time in individual pursuits because they had no idea how the virus was being transmitted. Only three had been ill, but two more were inbound. Felicity was escorting Sue and Timmons to the War Axe, where Ted continued to work on curing that which plagued the werewolves. Kae was an outlier, as the only non-Were to fall ill.

      Not knowing was what was causing it made them all afraid.

      Micky vaulted down the stairs, taking them three at a time. He slowed as he passed the deck with the Pod-doc. Terry and Char were down there.

      Waiting.

      The captain continued to descend. When he reached the hangar level, he slowed to a brisk walk before going through the hatch. It wouldn’t do to look flushed and out of breath. Even though there was a medical emergency, there was nothing that could be done with the new patients until Ted was ready.

      Micky took a deep breath and entered the hangar. The shuttle had maneuvered until it was right outside the hatch, and he almost walked into a pair of workers from Keeg Station who were carrying one stretcher. Sue’s blonde hair trailed over the edge of that one, and Timmons was unconscious on a second stretcher. Felicity walked behind them, but she didn’t look as distraught as Micky would have expected.

      When the station director saw Micky, she nodded and approached him.

      “Time to light this candle,” Felicity drawled softly. “I believe my husband is working on the cure, so let’s go see him.” She didn’t wait for Micky as she waved for the others to follow.

      She’d been on board the War Axe during the transit from Earth, so she knew her way around. Micky followed the group as they climbed.

      They departed the stairs on the correct deck and continued their parade toward the ship’s small sickbay.

      Terry lifted his eyes slowly as the group approached. Felicity stopped and took a knee next to him.

      “You’ve looked better,” she told him before leaning in for a half-hug.

      Dokken raised his head, but his second eyelid was half closed and his tongue hung sideways out of his mouth. Char sat up and yawned.

      “Any news?” Char asked.

      “Not as far as I know,” Terry replied. He looked hopefully to Felicity, but she shook her head.

      “He’s in there.” It wasn’t a question. Felicity held up a finger to those carrying the stretchers to indicate they should wait.

      She went through the hatch, stopping while still outside Ted’s holographic screens. Shonna lay on the floor, and Merrit was nowhere to be seen.

      After a short scuffle in the corridor during which Dokken expressed his displeasure at being moved, Terry and Char stepped into the room.

      When they saw Shonna, they picked her up. She was groggy, but at their touch she opened her eyes.

      “Better?” Terry asked.

      “On the mend,” she mumbled.

      Felicity looked through the holos at Ted, who seemed to dance as he touched points within his three-dimensional space. He didn’t look good, and he winced as he moved. He squinted from red eyes set within a tortured visage.

      Felicity slapped a hand over her mouth and looked at him in horror. She started to reach through the matrix, but Char jumped up and grabbed her arm. The two stood frozen in the moment as they watched Ted and his superhuman efforts.

      Terry stood with Shonna in his arms.

      The holo screens fell, and the Pod-doc started to open.

      Felicity leapt forward, catching Ted before he collapsed. His eyes sparkled briefly, and he weakly reached up and touched her hair.

      She shook her head and smiled as she started to cry.

      “Pod-doc,” he whispered before he passed out.

      She didn’t hesitate. She lifted Ted and shuffled around the computer equipment. After Char pulled Merrit from the bed Felicity put her husband inside, and manually closed the cover.

      The system started automatically.

      “Plato, are you here?” Terry asked.

      “I am, Colonel Walton. We have developed what we believe is an automated process to scrub the bad code from the nanocytes. That code has become deeply embedded and is quite virulent, fighting off the upgraded code as if that were the virus. It’s hard to believe this isn’t a malicious attempt to remove the enhancements the nanocytes bring to the human body.”

      “Does everyone have the bad code, and how did we get it?”

      “We believe it was introduced at Keeg Station, where it was ingested and then started to spread. I believe everyone will get it except Charumati and Cordelia, since their nanocytes are unique.

      “There may be a biological solution if the infestation is caught quickly enough, but the real fix is in the reprogramming to ensure none of the malicious code remains.”

      “Is that what you’re doing now with Ted?” Felicity asked.

      “Yes, and the process has been streamlined. Ted’s nanocytes should be repaired within a few minutes, then we can cycle everyone else through. Ted has optimized the process based on information gathered from the first few victims. Ted is a genius,” Plato added.

      “All hail Ted,” Felicity muttered.

      “All hail Ted!” Plato replied.

      “I don’t even want to know,” Char said, shaking her head before smiling at her husband. “Crisis averted?”

      “Almost,” TH replied. “Smedley, get every swinging dick up here for a turn in the Pod-doc, starting with the tactical teams and ending with the platoon.”

      “Only the man members, sir?” the general asked.

      “What? No. All the members. What makes you ask that?”

      “Did I take the term ‘swinging dicks’ too literally? You said that you want all the members?”

      Shonna and Merrit each grinned as widely as they could and gave Terry thumbs-ups.

      “I think he is messing with you,” Char said as the first group arrived with Kim in the lead. “Queue them up and send them through as fast as they can be processed.”

      The Pod-doc lid popped, and Felicity forced her way inside. She picked Ted up and maneuvered through the room, trying not to bang Ted’s head against the wall on her way out.

      Kimber looked at the men with the two stretchers. “We’ll take care of them from here. Go to the mess deck and get yourselves something to eat. I think Jenelope is cooking a special meal as a morale booster.”

      The four men glanced both ways down the corridor, but didn’t move.

      Kim pointed and gave them directions and the captain, who had been standing to the side, stepped up. “I’ll show them the way. I could use a little something myself.”

      Micky San Marino walked past, feeling much better than when he had first arrived at the sickbay.

      Aaron and Yanmei brought Sue in first, and Kim moved the curtain that had been shoved aside to give the unconscious werewolf some privacy. The weretigers put Sue into the Pod-doc and removed the stretcher while Plato worked his technological magic on her. When she was finished, Kimber helped her out while Aaron and Yanmei carried Timmons in.  When he had been reprogrammed, Aaron looked at Yanmei and pointed to the open Pod-doc.

      “You first,” Aaron said.

      Yanmei tried to get Aaron to go next, but he refused.

      “Let it go,” Joseph said softly to the weretigers.

      Petricia followed suit by urging Joseph to go before her.

      “Let it go.” Petricia repeated his words.

      “I’m not sure I like this game,” Joseph admitted before caving in. “Thank you, my love. I will go first so that I can lift you in should you become ill.”

      Joseph bowed slightly, and Petricia tipped her head in reply.

      “Will you lift me in?” Yanmei asked.

      “Fine, I’ll go first,” Aaron said, giving Joseph the hairy eyeball.

      “Out of my way! Werewolf coming through. If y’all are going to dilly-dally, I’m gonna get this knocked out. My television isn’t going to watch itself,” Christina declared.

      “Why are you talking like that?” Terry asked.

      Christina waved him away as she stripped on the run and swan-dived into the Pod-doc. The lid closed.

      “I’ll go next.” Aaron shrugged out of his clothes and stood behind the curtain.

      Terry and Char studied the group in the corridor, family and friends all. Ramses and Auburn were in line behind the others, and Cory was by her husband’s side.

      “I guess you’re immune,” TH told his daughter.

      “That’s what I hear. Good genes or something like that.” She nodded, but didn’t move. Her knuckles were white from squeezing Ramses’ hand.

      “It’ll be all right. Ted has defeated this thing. We’ll rest up and be on our way—go save the universe, and all that.” Terry cupped Cory’s face in one hand as Merrit draped an arm over the colonel’s other shoulder.

      “It’s what we do,” Cory replied softly. “Because there isn’t anyone else to do it in this whole universe, is there, Dad?”

      Terry looked both ways to confirm that only his inner circle was there. “I’ve talked with General Reynolds, and there are a number of teams out here, doing what we’re doing—exporting justice—but they are only the size of our tac teams. The general wouldn’t tell me where they are, but know that we’re not alone.”

      Cory smiled and threw her head back, sending her hair behind her wolf ears. “That’s nice to know.”

      “Shhh. Don’t tell anyone.” Terry smiled as he followed Char down the corridor on their way to deposit Shonna and Merrit in their room.

      Cory watched her parents carrying their friends.

      “What the hell was up with that ‘All hail Ted’ bullshit?” Cory heard her father ask.

      “Language!” Ramses shouted over his shoulder. “Dammit, TH, you’re killing me. Next time I’ll bet against you, because you suck at not swearing!”
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      Felicity didn’t want to let go, even though Ted kept trying to pull away.

      “Are you in a hurry to get away from me?” Felicity asked ominously.

      Ted relaxed. “I have work to do. I’ve lost two days because of the attack on the nanocytes. I want you to be able to talk with your children,” Ted argued.

      “We want to talk with our children,” Felicity clarified.

      Ted waved dismissively at his wife.

      She pulled his face to hers and kissed him much longer than he was comfortable with.

      Marcie started to laugh, since Ted looked like a child trying to escape his grandmother’s embrace. She slapped Ted on the back, and he bumped his forehead against Felicity’s. They each held a hand to their heads.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it down earlier, Mother. Kae was pretty weak,” Marcie said.

      Kaeden stood behind his wife, looking refreshed after an extra day recovering. Once he’d eaten his fill his recovery had been miraculous, as were that of the others. They had decided to get together and wish Felicity well as she returned to Keeg Station.

      “Don’t you take him into any of your battles, Terry Henry Walton!” Felicity shook her finger at the colonel. “And no swearing! You’re a bad influence on the kids.”

      “But they’re old,” Terry countered, earning him a withering look from Kimber and Marcie. “Son of a glitch. Icehole. Mortar forker. I’ve never sworn in my life! Everyone simply mishears me!”

      Felicity put her hands on her hips and gave TH her best disbelieving mother’s look. Freed from her grasp, Ted bolted. His wife watched him go.

      “Now look what you made me do!”

      Marcie took the opportunity to give her mother a hug. Sue and Timmons slapped hands as they passed the group.

      “Everyone’s getting all shmoopy on us. Fuck off!” Timmons called with a big smile.

      “That’s what you get for saving his life,” Sue said.

      “Timmons at his finest,” Char replied.

      The small group stood in the hangar bay outside a standard Federation shuttle. The two stretchers had been broken down and were stored beneath the seats, so there was a good amount of empty space. Four men waved from the inside as Sue and Timmons took their seats.

      They were ready to return to their home. Felicity was too, but she wanted to take her family and friends with her.

      “Don’t make me kick you out of Seymour Heine’s again.” She shook a warning finger at him.

      Terry ignored her jibe. “Plato has transferred the information to Dionysus, so you can inoculate everyone on board the station.”

      Felicity frowned, but nodded. “That was some nasty business. I hope it dies here.”

      “Me, too. I can’t imagine what would happen if that were unleashed upon someone like Nathan or General Reynolds.”

      Felicity waved good-bye and entered the shuttle, then the ramp closed and the hangar bay doors opened. The shuttle lifted off the deck using its gravitic thrusters and accelerated smoothly through the energy field into space.

      “About that time?” Char asked.

      “Yeah. We have a war to fight. We’re on our way to hell to take on the demons.”
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        * * *

      

      “It seems like we were just here, but that was a long time ago,” Kae suggested as he studied the woodgrain of the captain’s conference table.

      “Almost a whole lifetime ago.” Marcie stood behind her husband and leaned over him just enough so he could rest his head against her. Shonna and Merrit also had seats at the table. They didn’t need them, they said, but Terry wouldn’t have it any other way.

      He stood behind Char after she sat.

      “It’s time to take the fight to the enemy. They are coming through the tear, and we need to stop that. We have to get back on track and focus on the mission. Kaeden, are you ready to conduct the ground-level reconnaissance?”

      “Ready to recce, Colonel,” Kae replied.

      Marcie looked uncomfortable. “I can take it if Kae’s not ready,” she suggested, but there was no force behind her words.

      Terry looked from one to the other. “I would like to put you in the sky to extract Kae’s team if things go south while doing a little recon of your own, but okay. Kimber gets the airborne gig and you’ll join Kae’s team. Also, Shonna and Merrit, suit up. You’ll round out the four mechs. We need a solid group of people who can see creatures who draw power from the Etheric. Kae will lead the team, and you three will spy out what he cannot.

      “Joseph, you and Petricia will be in the drop ship with Kimber, just in case there’s an opportunity to get inside one of the creatures’ heads. The rest of us will be in the combat information center—the CIC space—with a three-dimensional map so we can start planning the attack. We need numbers and locations of the creatures, and the location of the tear. No preconceived notions—I don’t know if it looks like a slit, a doorway, or a black freaking hole, but I expect it’ll have a distinct energy signature. Hell, we may be able to see it from space.”

      “I’ve never worked for you before, Kae, but I have been under you a few times,” Marcie whispered. Everyone heard, because there wasn’t a single person in the room who wasn’t enhanced in one way or another.

      Char snickered and looked away.

      “He’s the mech team leader, so he’s in charge. It’s how we task organize. I don’t see the issue.” Terry was confused.

      “Dad!” Kae fought valiantly to avoid making eye contact with anyone, and Marcie smiled behind him.

      Terry looked to Char for support, so she made a circle with her forefinger and thumb and stabbed into it with the pointer finger of her other hand. After the third time, Terry grabbed her hand.

      “Moving right along.” The chuckling in the room died down, but Kaeden’s face remained red. Terry moved his head until he could see Christina with both eyes. “I want you with me. The challenge we’ll face is to plan a major attack with a bunch of minor skirmishes. I’m curious if Pricolici Christina might be the best way we can engage these things in the wild, and I want you to think how we can manage that.”

      “You want me to hunt them all down by myself? I’m your huckleberry!”

      Kae nodded knowingly. “My favorite movie.” He held his thumb over his head so Christina could see it from her spot against the wall.

      “I am sorry, Colonel Walton,” Bundin interjected. “I doubt I’ll be much help running around a forest. I believe that I might be better off guarding any prisoners while keeping our drop ship safe. I can fire four blasters simultaneously with a great deal of accuracy.”

      “Excellent points, Bundin. Your commitment to rear-area security is greatly appreciated, and we bow to your four-eyed abilities.”

      Terry smiled at the Podder as he started to pace again.

      “Bundin shows what I was so ham-handedly trying to put together—everyone to their strengths. If a dog were judged on its ability to climb a tree, it would forever be considered a moron.”

      Dokken yipped.

      “Exactly.” Terry wasn’t sure if Dokken was agreeing or disagreeing. “Skipper, can the War Axe pinpoint a target on the planet’s surface using the main weapons?”

      Micky rolled his head as he thought about the answer. “If you’re thinking about using the ship as close air support, you can forget it. I don’t think I can express how far away from the target you would need to be to guarantee your safety. Angle of incidence equals the angle of reflection, right?”

      Terry nodded. “Of course, like a light shining off a mirror, but we’re talking about refraction here—how the atmosphere could deflect the inbound plasma.”

      “The atmosphere is in a constant state of flux. We can improve our chances if we are in a geosynchronous orbit directly over the target, but I would still encourage you to be as far away as possible, as in not even on the planet if we fire the mains at a dimensional tear.”

      “I can buy that, but what does reflection have to do with it?”

      “Nothing at all. I was just checking to see if you were paying attention.”

      “Is that you, Smedley? Have you hijacked the captain?”

      

      Keeg Station

      When the gate formed on the side of the War Axe away from the station the ship accelerated across the event horizon, shimmered for a moment, and was gone.

      “I guess that’s that,” Sue said.

      Felicity strolled over to stand beside the blonde werewolf.

      “Do you know what the last words Ted said to me before we came back to the station were?” Felicity asked.

      Sue thought for a moment, then shrugged.

      “Not a damn thing. He couldn’t wait to get back to his lab!”

      Sue pulled Felicity to her until they bumped shoulders. “That’s the Ted I know.”

      “Here we are, a wife and her husband’s ex, watching my man go away.”

      “You’ve worked wonders with him. He’s almost good boyfriend material now, but I’m taken.” Sue snorted and looked down. “Timmons is almost good boyfriend material, too. They both have their moments, don’t they?”

      “That they do, my friend. I think it’s time to make a personal appearance on Sheri’s Pride.”

      “I don’t want to, but I know it’s the right thing to do. Maybe we can take that medical technician. What’s her name?”

      “Rowan. And Chris was the nice man that Timmons beat up.”

      “Isn’t that pleasant? They seemed to be getting along well. Too bad they ate at that Seppukarian place. I did not envy the bots cleaning up the projectile vomit,” Felicity drawled.

      “Chalk that up under ‘Worst first dates ever.’ I wonder if she did that on purpose?”

      “We’ll never know. Tell Timmons to saddle up our ride. We’ve got places to go and people to see.”

      

      Benitus Gravity Well

      “Ship systems normal. No contacts,” K’Thrall reported remotely from the CIC. Micky sat in the captain’s chair on the raised dais on the bridge, looking at the empty systems officer position.

      He remained torn about manning the CIC, since he was old school. A captain’s place was on the bridge.

      “Clear. You can remove your hoods now,” Micky directed. He slipped his over his head and let it retract the rest of the way into the pouch at the back of his collar. “Smedley, bring up a tactical display.”

      A three-dimensional representation of the system appeared at the front of the bridge. Eleven planets orbited a G-class star, which was bigger and burned hotter than the Earth’s sun. This extended the hot zone where five inhospitable planets orbited. Two circled within the habitable zone, and four more planets orbited farther out. Eleven planets, but the only one that mattered was Benitus Seven.

      “No other ships within the system? Nothing strange going on?” Micky moved from his chair to the middle of the bridge. He stood behind Clifton as they looked at the innocuous planets orbiting a relatively nondescript star.

      “There is a space station in orbit around the seventh planet, but it is not generating signals in a way that we can detect.”

      “Nice clarification, Smedley. Is that your way of saying that if they are using the Etheric we’re not detecting it?”

      “Our sensors can detect shifts in Etheric energy, but we aren’t seeing anything from the station. The lights are on, but it looks like nobody’s home.”

      “No ships or satellites in orbit?”

      “There are satellites, but they seem to be in a similar state as the space station. I detect no ships, but we’ll have to get much closer before I can confirm my initial findings. At that time, I’ll also be able to scan the planet’s surface for other facilities.”

      “Ask Terry Henry if he’d join me on the bridge, please,” Micky requested.

      “He’ll be here momentarily,” the general replied.

      On cue, the colonel walked through the hatch with his full entourage.

      “What do you think we’re looking at, Micky?” Terry asked as he walked over to the captain to study the map.

      “A space station and satellites. I’m not amused by the intel we’re getting, TH.”

      Terry ground his teeth before forcing himself to stop, and twisted his mouth to ease the tension in his jaw. “Smedley, can you call Nathan for me, please?”

      The connection rang through and Nathan replied in a sleepy voice in audio-only mode. “Hello, what?”

      “Nathan, Terry Henry Walton here. We’ve arrived in the Benitus System. Did you know there was a space station orbiting the planet?”

      “Who is this?”

      “It’s Terry! Wake up, Nathan! How advanced are these people?”

      “Terry? Oh, Terry. Yes. How are you doing?”

      “Holy butt crumbs, Nathan! Did you set us up again? Don’t make me pull the plug on this mission.”

      “Cool your jets, TH,” Nathan said slowly. “What’s got you so spun up?”

      “A space station and satellites in orbit around Benitus Seven.”

      “A space station, you say? I didn’t know that. We haven’t been there before. The War Axe is the first Federation ship to visit.”

      “We’re going to take it slow, Nathan. I’m not rushing into this. That space station looks alive, but dead. How far have these creatures infiltrated into Beniton society?”

      “Those are all questions that you are in a far better position to answer than me. Is there a reason you woke me out of a sound sleep besides the fact that you wanted to vent your spleen?” Nathan said in a cold and hard voice.

      “Fuck, Nathan!” Terry lamented.

      “Language!” someone said behind Terry.

      “Do we have remote drones that we can send into a system to collect data before we show up alone and unafraid?”

      “This isn’t Star Wars, Terry. We use real science here. Without the Etheric power source and miniaturized gate technology we can’t put a drone into such remote space, so no, we can’t send a remote drone unless you can make a deal with the Benitons and get that power source! Then, and only then, we’ll see if R2D2 can build us an unmanned scout ship to be your no-risk advance party.”

      “You have a way of throwing ice water on a perfectly good tirade,” Terry mumbled.

      “Is Ramses there?” Nathan asked. Terry held up his hands in confusion. He didn’t know if Nathan could see him.

      “Right here, Mister Lowell,” Ramses called.

      Cory started to laugh.

      “How am I doing?”

      Ramses had his pad in his hand and made an annotation before scrolling. “You’re up two hundred and eighty-four credits.”

      “I knew you couldn’t stop yourself, TH. I shake my head in dismay at the misplaced faith your family has in your willpower. You will drag your dying carcass through broken glass to fight an enemy, but you are incapable of stopping yourself from swearing. I suspect there are different parts of the brain involved. I’m going to have to contemplate what to do with all those credits. Cha-ching! Cha-ching! They keep ringing up.”

      Terry glared at the blank screen before turning around to face Ramses. “Butthole.”

      Ramses and Cory turned to each other, and in unison they shook their heads and sighed.

      “We’ll leave you to it, Nathan. You have an empire to oversee, and I’m sure you have more schoolchildren to bilk out of their lunch money.”

      “Only if they buy our Coke products. Nathan out.”

      Micky tried not to look at the colonel.

      “What are you knuckleheads looking at?” Terry scowled. “I have no dignity left. People are getting their digs in from across the universe! How many are in this betting pool?”

      “Almost a thousand at last count,” Ramses said softly.

      Someone snickered.

      “I see how it is. Time to take things seriously. I’m here to chew bubblegum and kick some serious buttocks, and I’m fresh out of bubblegum!” Terry declared before turning back to the graphical representation of the star system.

      “When will we be close enough to get a better sensor picture?” TH asked.

      “A few hours,” Micky replied. “Chart a course, Clifton, and let’s be on our way.”

      “Aye, aye, Skipper,” the helmsman confirmed. A course appeared on the screen and the War Axe accelerated.

      Terry stayed in place for a moment longer before turning and running into Char. “Everyone to the workout room! Nothing like throwing around a little iron to clear one’s head and prepare for battle!”

      “What’s the plan, TH?” Micky asked.

      Terry grabbed the captain’s shoulder. “We’re going to board that space station while you map the surface of the planet, of course, then we’re going to take a closer look at the surface. And then we’re going to go kick some a…hairy buttocks.”

      “Hairy buttocks?” Char repeated.

      “No credit for trying? Sheesh! What a hard crowd…”

      Kaeden’s smile vanished. “More space station ops?”

      “Yeah. If we can’t link up to an airlock, Dokken is going to be mad. Don’t anyone tell him.”

      He already knows, Dokken replied.

      “While we’re in the gym, let’s talk about why you shouldn’t go,” Marcie told Terry.
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      Sheri’s Pride

      The airlock cycled and the hatch opened. Felicity, Sue, and Rowan stood one behind another, sandwiched between four armed guards. Timmons greeted them from inside the Pride.

      “Are you coming in?” he asked.

      Felicity took one hesitant step before marching confidently forward. The group from the station wore their shipsuits in case of emergency decompression. The women’s suits were far different than the men’s.

      “Is there any way you could look less, um… Less… Help me out here,” Timmons stammered as the group walked down the main corridor toward the bay where the group of Home World men were waiting.

      “Less what, dear?” Felicity asked.

      “What you’re trying to say, my lover,” Sue said over her friend’s shoulder, “is that the three hottest women in the known universe stand before you and we will ruin it for every other woman that these poor men ever meet?”

      “I was thinking the round bits, but your version works too.”

      Rowan stayed close to Sue, stepping where she stepped. Her anxious eyes darted back and forth.

      Timmons held up a fist to stop the procession. “We’re here. You still want to do this?”

      “I never wanted to do this, but it must be done nonetheless,” Felicity drawled. “This pales in comparison to the risks my husband and our friends take on behalf of those who will never know someone is fighting on their behalf. Out there,” Felicity pointed overhead. “keeping us all safe. This? We do what we need to do here on the homefront so they can do what they need to do. We need this shipyard operational, Timmons, and in there is the workforce that’s going to make it happen.”

      Felicity pointed with her chin at the hatch.

      “Well said, Madam Director.” Timmons bowed deeply and opened the hatch, and Felicity took one step inside. There was a moment of silence and then a massive intake of breath before she was nearly blown over by the volume of the cheers and whistles.

      

      The Space Station

      Terry wore his shipsuit, and the others were in the powered armor. He overruled them about him going, but those in armor won the right to go in first.

      Ted, Ankh, and Dokken sat by Terry in the front of the drop ship. Six mechs were wedged into the rear, ready to rush through the airlock into the space station and ensure it was secure before the other members of the team entered.

      Kaeden, Marcie, and Merrit were the first three, Kae because he was the best with the armor and he was in charge of all mechs, and Marcie and Merrit because they could see power flowing from the Etheric. Shonna, Capples, and Kelly rounded out the mech drivers. Joseph, Petricia, and Char were between Terry and the armor, and there was no room for anyone else. Christina, Kim, Cory, and Ramses had not been pleased at being left out of the operation, but depending on what the first group found a follow-up expedition could be required.

      Terry needed them as the ready reserve.

      A thin energy screen materialized at the rear of the ship before the ramp dropped and disappeared below the shuttle. The ship backed up against the airlock, and with a couple deft touches on the external keypad Kae opened it. He waited for the pressure to stabilize before pushing the circular hatch inboard.

      The next hatch rotated inboard as well, a design feature to use the station’s internal pressure to help keep the hatches secured. Kae went first, and promptly wedged himself into the opening. He tried to push his shoulders down and squeeze through the hatch sideways, but the mech was too large.

      “Motherfucker,” Kae announced using the suit’s external speakers. “Pull me back.”

      Marcie and Merrit grabbed him, and on three jerked Kaeden free.

      “Clear to the side,” Kae ordered. “Mom, it looks like you’re up.”

      Terry tried to force his way in, but Char held him back.

      “We got this,” she told him.

      The mechs couldn’t clear enough space for Joseph to get through, so nobody could move. Terry tapped his foot and steam came from his ears.

      Kae wedged himself around so he could see the others. “Mechs, lie down. The others can climb over, then we’ll remove our suits and join them inside.”

      One laid down, then another, then a pyramid and one more to fill a gap. Kae and Marcie pressed against the bulkhead on the same side of the shuttle. Char climbed over the mechs, then Joseph and Petricia. Terry and Dokken vaulted the suits as soon as the space was clear, and Ted helped Ankh over.

      Char didn’t wait, just continued straight into the station. Once inside she observed the three corridors, sniffing, looking, and reaching out with her innate ability to sense power drawn from the Etheric.

      The space station had been built with a series of tube-like corridors surrounding a central core, and looked like a massive spinning top that wasn’t spinning. A transverse tube led from the airlock into the interior. Everything was well-lit.

      It was as Smedley had said—the lights were on, but nobody was home. Char tapped her temple with a finger and shook her head, and Joseph did the same.

      Neither of them sensed any creatures either using the Etheric or letting their thoughts leak outside their minds.

      “No life on board?” Terry asked.

      “Not that we can tell,” Char replied, yet she remained wary. “Air smells stale.”

      “Kae, give me a look using IR.” Terry crouched within the airlock, blocking Ted and Ankh from moving forward.

      Kae leaned into the airlock and went through a series of sensor sweeps. “Nothing on IR but you guys. Nothing else piques interest.”

      “I believe there’s one of the Etheric power sources on board. At least one,” Char said, pointing toward the interior.

      “Take me to it!” Ted demanded.

      “Can’t you see it?” Terry asked. Ted was a werewolf.

      “Of course, but I have other things to think about. I can’t be bothered with fiddling around in the Etheric. It’d be like sitting on a chair and looking out a window all day. Who in their right mind would do such a thing?”

      “People who have peace of mind, that’s who, but clearly that isn’t you.”

      “A busy mind is a happy mind,” Ted replied. He was usually dismissive of the philosophy of life, but the excitement of an impending discovery surged through him. He started to rock himself in his impatience.

      Terry did the same thing before going into battle as he psyched himself up to encourage the adrenaline to start flowing.

      “You and I, Ted—we’re not so different,” Terry suggested, still waiting for the go-ahead from Char.

      Ted’s eyes widened until the whites showed, then he turned to Ankh. The two shared a look and started to laugh, each in his own way. The Crenellian’s face remained stoic but his small body vibrated, and Ted slapped his leg, his mouth wide open as unintelligible noises came out.

      Char rushed back into the airlock, stopping when she saw them.

      “I thought he was having a seizure. I’ve known Ted for nearly two hundred years, and I have never seen him laugh like that. My compliments, TH! That must have been a doozy.”

      Terry scowled. “Are we going in or not?” he asked gruffly.

      Char’s purple eyes sparkled as she traced a single finger along Terry’s jawline.

      “There’s nothing in there, so how about we break up, search, and reconvene here in about thirty minutes?”

      Dokken danced through the station, running a few steps down each corridor before returning. I don’t smell anything. I don’t know if anyone has ever been in here, the German Shepherd reported.

      Char led the group out of the airlock to give Kae and his people space to extricate themselves from their suits.

      “Let the kabuki dance begin,” Terry said, rolling his finger for the group to hurry up.

      “Do you think that’s going to help? They’re stacked like cordwood.” Char watched with mild amusement.

      “One open airlock, so we couldn’t use two shuttles. Four mechs is the max on a drop ship unless there’s open egress. Then we can accommodate six, but no more,” Terry said aloud as a reminder to himself to add those limits to their ever-expanding SOP.

      “Unless we do multiple access runs: daisy-chain one after another, quick off and next!” Joseph added while continuing to look down the tube-like corridors. “And yes, only four mechs. We got greedy this time, TH, but to be honest, I like having mechs in front of me.”

      “They absorb a lot of the pain and suffering associated with combat.”

      Kae and Marcie got out of their suits first. Shonna and Merrit were next, and last out were Cap and Kelly. Cap wedged the suits against the forward bulkhead before he climbed out of his.

      In case they needed to make a rapid exit.

      The others nodded in appreciation of his foresight, and he bowed slightly and pointed past them. Time to go.

      “Marcie and Kae, that way.” Terry pointed toward the corridor to the right, the one that circled the station. “Shonna and Merrit, to the left. The rest of us will head straight in. I expect we’ll separate further once inside and that you will meet us there. Ted, you and Ankh stay close to Char. She’ll lead us to the power source.”

      Char stepped away first. She was tired of waiting, and the first rule of combat was to not dally after crossing the line of departure.

      Smedley, are you with us? Terry asked, trying to walk and use his comm device at the same time. He bounced off a bulkhead but kept going.

      I am. I am following along as much as I can through the comm system. Ted has a remote device in his pocket that allows Plato full access to the sights and sounds. Can you carry a device like that for me?

      I didn’t know that such a device existed. Ted! You have to tell me sooner than this, so no, there’s nothing I can do about that now, but next time I will. Make sure the device is produced and standing by. I have it on good authority that you know people who can help get it done.

      I might know people, Smedley admitted.

      Terry stopped listening to the voice inside his head as they passed into the main part of the station. A gentle turn had kept them from seeing inside, but once there they realized that the Benitons weren’t the backward race most of them had assumed they were even though they had the miniaturized Etheric power supply. Nothing else of theirs had suggested advanced technology.

      It reinforced how much they didn’t know about the Benitons.

      Char stopped, and the others spread out beside her. The sound of their movements echoed, disturbing the peace of the dead station.

      They stood in an atrium, a large open space in front of them with levels below and above. It was round, which suggested that it was the center of the station. Across the opening, they could see the walkways that circled the center area. Doors and windows abounded, as if privacy mattered but at the same time didn’t.

      Char held a finger to her lips and pointed to an opening a level above the one they were on.

      Terry gave the hand and arm signals for the group to spread out and take up firing positions. Through a clear pane that they assumed was a type of Plexiglas, a small bot became visible. It turned and continued rolling along the walkway that bordered the atrium.

      “Check that area.” Terry waved at Cap and Kelly and pointed to the rooms on the left. “And there.” He pointed to Joseph and Petricia and then to the nearest spaces on their right.

      Ted and Ankh were already on their way around the center area. Char hurried after them, and Terry went after her. On the other side, they found Ted scratching his head.

      “How do we get down there?” he asked. Dokken looked through the transparent pane, cocking his head from one side to the other as he wondered the same thing.

      Ankh squinted into the middle, standing on his tiptoes to look over the top of the railing. Terry looked at one of the clear panes, and toward the bottom he found something to comfort him.

      Scuff marks, where someone had walked past and kicked the glass. It represented normalcy.

      Terry got Char’s attention and drew a line with his finger along the scuff marks. “That’s something we’d do.”

      “Are the Benitons humanoid?” Char asked.

      “The file says they are, but it didn’t say that they were advanced enough to build a space station.” Dokken sniffed the marks and dog-shrugged. Nothing new.

      “It also didn’t say they wore boots that would leave scuff marks.”

      “The file was incomplete, don’t you think?” Terry remarked, and Ted huffed as his train of thought was interrupted. “Scuffing boots and cleaning bots. We need to know these things.”

      Ted shushed Terry, but the colonel waved him off.

      “Doors to the spaces are unlocked. Looks like everyday stuff, but did anyone see any personal stuff on the tables? We can’t read any of the writing, not with the translation chip and not with Smedley’s help.”

      Not yet, anyway. Thanks to all of you, I have a nice sample to work from. I’ve asked Plato to help, until Ted needs him, that is.

      “We need to get down there.” Ted continued to peer over the railing at a point three levels below.

      Shonna and Merrit showed up at the same time as Kae and Marcie.

      “Let me guess: one big steaming bucket of nothing slathered with nothing sauce,” Terry said.

      “It was more than that,” Kae replied. “We enjoyed a side of nothing burgers on the way.”

      “Everything is open. The station looks completely operational, but no one is here,” Marcie observed. She tapped Ted on the shoulder. “There were stairs that way. You can’t miss them.”

      Ted took off at a run toward the corridor from which Marcie and Kaeden had emerged. Ankh hurried after him, but quickly fell behind.

      “Should we?” Char asked

      “We’d better,” Terry replied, and looked at Marcie. “Keep searching up here. We’ll be with the kids.”

      Terry, Char, and Dokken ran after Ankh, picking him up as they passed him on their way to catch Ted. They accelerated when they heard him yell from the stairwell.
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      The War Axe

      “First pass over the poles,” Clifton confirmed.

      The Yollin K’Thrall worked within a holographic image as data collection began in earnest. The world appeared like building blocks, filling in as they passed over the sections.

      “Accelerating. Stabilizing,” Clifton said. “Collection is nominal.”

      They were at the sweet spot for maximum speed without outrunning their ground mapping and data collection.

      “One hour to completion,” K’Thrall reported.

      Smedley built an intricate three-dimensional map as they continued their orbit, and Micky’s attention was drawn to a flashing icon in the dead area of the equator.

      “Is that what I think it is, Smedley?” the captain asked.

      “That is such a curious human expression. It surmises that I know what you are thinking, but humans think about the oddest things. For example…”

      “I get it, Smedley! Is that the dimensional tear?” The captain shifted from one foot to the other. He was in no mood for verbal jousting. One team was on the space station while he was building an initial map from which they would conduct a refined reconnaissance mission. Micky hated having people spread across the galaxy.

      “I suspect that’s what we’re looking at, but we’ll know for certain within the hour,” Smedley replied emotionlessly. “Allow me to provide more detail.”

      They zoomed into the image like an eagle diving on unsuspecting prey. The tear was simple, and much smaller than Micky had thought it would be. The energy radiating from it reminded him of a pulsar. As they looked at the unaltered image one of the creatures wriggled through, then stood up.

      It was indistinct in the image taken from that altitude. Micky leaned closer and recoiled when the creature looked up. He swore it locked its gaze on the captain.

      “That was creepy,” Micky whispered before returning to the captain’s chair. “Stay the course, Mister Christian!”

      Clifton looked over his shoulder.

      “It’s those old movies,” Micky said with a wave of his hand. “Never mind. I wonder how Terry is getting along on the station…”

      

      Sheri’s Pride

      Felicity bowed before standing up straight and waving at the men with her arms held high. They continued to roar and cheer as she walked like a rock star to the center stage to stand in front of the screen on which she usually appeared.

      Sue and Rowan followed with large men flanking them, limiting how much they were seen. The guards kept their hands on their weapons. Timmons smoothly rolled in behind the group, watching the audience.

      The men from Home World cheered, whistled, and screamed, but stayed in their places.

      Felicity called for them to quiet down, but no one could hear her. This went on far longer than she imagined it could.

      Dion, can you help me here? Felicity asked through her comm chip.

      Yes, no problem. You and the others will want to cover your ears.

      Felicity turned to inform them, but Dionysus had already done it. The group put their hands over their ears and a low reverberation sounded throughout the room. It built into screeching feedback before the sound died away, leaving eleven hundred men gripping their heads and blinking away the pain.

      “Thank you. We came over her so you could see real women, but know that we will always have a problem if you act like brainless baboons!” Felicity drawled.

      They looked at her oddly.

      “They don’t know what baboons are,” Sue said softly.

      Felicity waved her off impatiently. “You are going to practice being decent human beings!”

      Sue looked at Rowan, who didn’t know what Felicity had in mind either. The plan had been to come, talk, and leave.

      As TH always said, no plan survives first contact, so Sue crossed her arms and waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “We are going to walk between the tables, and you are going to greet us cordially. That’s it. No touching, and nothing else. A greeting and a smile, and we’ll move on.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” Sue whispered.

      Felicity smiled. “We are desensitizing them to the presence of women.” The director leaned close. “And if any of them get touchy, I expect a broken finger or two will show them we’re serious. If they’re going to act like cavemen, we’ll treat them like cavemen.”

      “Punishment? We came over here to dangle a carrot in front of their faces just so we can slap them when they reach for it? This isn’t your best plan, Felicity! In fact, it sucks,” Sue retorted.

      Felicity continued to smile as she stepped off the stage and headed for the mass of humanity.

      Sue pointed at the guards, sending two after the director. She told the other two to stay close to Rowan, who stood there shaking her head.

      Timmons didn’t wait to be told before moving closer to Sue.

      “Walk around the outside, but if you’re not comfortable with that then stay here,” Sue told Rowan. The young woman looked afraid. The two guards stood side by side, blocking Rowan’s view of the group. Sue took the woman’s hand and held it for a moment, then nodded and moved off.

      She waved as she headed into the crowd.

      “Good morning, ma’am,” the first man said. And then the next, and the next.

      Rowan peeked between two burly arms, and finally tapped the guards’ shoulders to get their attention. She tipped her head toward the outside of the tables and started walking.

      Sue returned the men’s greetings in a neutral voice and without a smile. Timmons stayed so close to her that he constantly touched her as they moved through the crowd. One man tried to stand, but Timmons’ glare made him sit back down.

      Rowan greeted everyone on her side of the space until she reached Chris, where she stopped. He stood and they hugged, and he held her while she smiled into his face.

      “HEY!” one man yelled, then another. “He got a trip to the station, and now he’s got a girlfriend. Take me!”

      Rowan’s guards tried to pull her away, but the men were up and surging forward. Punches started to fly and the mass of humanity became a tidal wave, ready to engulf the women. Felicity was almost through the crowd.

      One man came at her and she decked him using the heel of her hand, after which the guards moved in and cleared a path.

      “RUN!” Felicity yelled as she bolted out the back door.

      Sue and Timmons were in the middle, surrounded on all sides. Timmons fought like a wild man, breaking bones and splattering blood, but there were too many of them. Sue disappeared under a crush of bodies and Timmons yelled.

      Men flew upward as if blown from a volcano. A snarling gray werewolf leapt to the nearest table and howled her displeasure.

      

      The Space Station in Orbit over Benitus Seven

      Terry carried Ankh under his arm like a bag of groceries as he jumped from landing to landing on his way down the stairs, and Char raced past him.

      Ted cried out again, then started to laugh.

      Char continued forward while Terry slowed. When he arrived, he found Ted on his knees looking into an area filled with small devices that appeared to be non-operational. Char loomed over Ted.

      She grabbed him by his collar and hauled him to his feet. “What are you doing, Ted?” she asked calmly, surprising Terry.

      “They’re there for the taking. Look at all the power sources! So much better than going into a Radio Shack.” Ted rubbed his hands together in glee.

      Ankh started to squirm. Terry put him down and the Crenellian moved past Ted into the room. “I don’t think we can take one. Look here.” The diminutive alien had crouched and was examining the space between two of the power sources.

      Ted joined him and eyed the devices critically.

      “I don’t see anything,” Terry muttered.

      “There is an immense amount of Etheric power flowing through this area. There must be shielding that kept us from seeing it from the Axe.”

      Terry covered his private parts with his hands.

      “That isn’t going to change anything, although if you stay here long enough you may become a werewolf.” Char’s purple eyes sparkled. “Ted, we’re going back upstairs. If you take the power down you will give us a heads-up, won’t you?”

      Ted waved a hand over his shoulder as he started to speak. “You’re right. They’re hooked up in a series, but if we can establish a parallel power flow we can remove the sources at will without impact to overall draw. What is the station’s draw?”

      Ankh removed the pad from his small backpack and started tapping on the screen.

      “Do you think they know that we’re still here?” Terry asked.

      “I don’t think they care, except in how much we annoy them.”

      “I love me some Ted,” Terry said slowly. “Thanks for fixing the nano virus, Ted. No one could have done that except you. You saved the lives of my family and friends. No matter how much grief you give me, you will always be ‘The Man.’”

      TH started climbing the stairs to get back to the others and continue their organized search of the station.

      “I’m happy he’s on our team,” Char said. “All hail Ted.”

      “All hail Ted.” Terry snickered.

      “All hail Ted,” Plato echoed throughout the station. Terry and Char stopped cold, but Dokken continued up the stairs.

      “Is Ted the AI’s deity?” Terry asked. “The all-powerful being, the giver of life, the bringer of wisdom?”

      “Don’t you even,” Char warned. “Those words will never pass my lips again.”

      Terry pursed his lips and studied Char’s face. “Will Ramses be taking bets and Nathan making money off you, too?”

      “Of course not. I can control myself, unlike someone else in this stairwell who’s not me.”

      Terry pulled her close. “I’m working on it.” They let each other go, and holding hands, they took one more step upward as the station plunged into darkness.

      

      The War Axe

      “Mapping complete,” K’Thrall reported. He dropped his holographic screens and stood. As a four-legged Yollin, his chair was like a bench that he rested his belly on. He lifted his weight from it and walked away. Chairs for quadrupeds were far more streamlined than what humans were used to.

      The Yollin approached the dais on which rested the captain’s chair, and Micky looked from the spinning map of Benitus Seven to his systems officer.

      “We didn’t locate any of the intruders. The fidelity of our sensors is insufficient, so the teams on the ground will have to figure it out. These creatures look formidable. I would like to go and represent the Yollin race as we engage them.”

      Micky did a double-take. “You want to do what?”

      “Join the Direct Action Branch for this one mission. I have no desire to be a full-time ground-pounder.”

      “You’ve watched the colonel for a while now, so you know how he operates. Do you think there is any way he’s going to let you go into combat without the requisite training?”

      K’Thrall clicked his mandibles as he contemplated the captain’s words. “I suspect not, but I shall still ask.”

      The captain tapped the small screen on the armrest of the captain’s chair. “Bundin, would you please report to the bridge? Christina and Kimber too, please.”

      “We’ll ask the experts, so you don’t waste the colonel’s time making him tell you no.” Micky left his chair and moved to the front of the bridge, from which he could better study the planet. “Take us back to the space station, Clifton.”

      “On course. Estimate arrival in ten minutes.” Clifton stretched in his chair and then stood to stretch some more, never taking his eyes from the control screen.

      The planet rotated in its three-dimensional glory in front of the pilot’s station. Smedley had added icons for the space station, the War Axe, and the interdimensional tear.

      “Show us the cities, please,” Micky asked. A number of new icons appeared. “Estimated populations?”

      “Infrared scans suggest there are close to four million individuals living near the poles,” Smedley replied.

      “Connect me with Colonel Walton, please.” The captain waited. “Smedley?”

      “There is no answer, Captain.”

      “Keep trying to raise him. Helm, can you improve on our arrival time?”

      Clifton jumped back into his seat and started mashing buttons.

      The hatch to the bridge opened, and Kimber walked in with Christina and the Podder.

      Micky turned to the new arrivals. “This was going to be a social call, but we can’t raise anyone on the station. Get your team ready to deploy. We’ll arrive at the station in…”

      “Four minutes,” Clifton called.

      The skipper turned back to the open hatch. Kim and Christina were already gone, with Bundin hurrying after them.

      “Plato is no longer receiving a feed from the interface that Ted is carrying. If anything has happened to Ted, we don’t know what we’ll do.” Smedley sounded as distraught as an artificial intelligence could.

      “We’ll know soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “Get those mechs out of there!” Kim yelled when she saw four armored warriors who were lined up to enter the drop ship. “Didn’t you listen to the initial reports? The mechs didn’t fit through the airlock!”

      Kim ran up to push them out of the way, but they were already retreating. “First squad, get in there! One minute to launch.”

      Christina jumped over the ramp and landed inside, and she waved at the warriors to hurry. Bundin ambled across the hangar bay and continued up the ramp. He took a substantial amount of space, but he refused to be left behind. As they had found out in the Alchon Prime op, he had talents they could use.

      “Hoods!” Kimber called, and the warriors pulled their hoods over their heads to seal their shipsuits. They wore their flak jackets, and carried their combat load outs. Most had low-velocity weapons—blasters that wouldn’t penetrate a ship’s hull—and two carried oxyacetylene torches.

      Christina hefted a unique weapon that she had designed herself based on her knowledge of ships, space stations, and outer space. The short axe contained a spike at the top of the head and bottom of the handle, with an angled pry bar off a hammerhead on the back. The front sported a heavy halberd-style blade, sharpened to better slice through spacesuits and other soft targets.

      The warriors opposite her in the drop ship eyed her war axe closely.

      The rear hatch closed, and Kimber counted down on her fingers. When she hit zero, the drop ship rocketed from the launch tube into space.

      “Where are we headed, Smedley?” Kim asked.

      “There is a secondary docking port on the opposite side from where the other shuttle is attached, and that’s where you’ll gain access. The station’s lights are no longer on, for reference,” Smedley told them using the ship’s speakers.

      Christina and Kim locked eyes, and the women nodded to each other. “Flashlights!” Kim called. The group removed the small devices from their cargo pockets and attached them to their weapons. Christina smiled and strapped hers onto her shoulder, and Kim did the same as she played with the dial on her Jean Dukes Special.

      Christina rolled the handle of the axe between her hands. Her eyes flashed yellow briefly as she fought against turning into a Pricolici.

      The energy screen shimmered into place and the rear ramp dropped as Smedley backed the drop ship into place against the airlock.
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      “Ted! If that was you, I swear I’m coming down there to kick your ass!” Char yelled.

      “Would you quit your belly-aching and let me think!” A flashlight flared to life below them. Char closed her eyes and started counting.

      When she reached ten, she turned and started back down the stairs. Terry watched with mild interest, then decided it was best to sit down. Dokken laid on the landing next to him. The lights flickered back into existence.

      We have a problem, Marcie said over the comm chip. Emergency bulkheads slammed into place, sealing us within the center section. The lights just came back on, but the bulkheads remain in place.

      “Char,” Terry said conversationally. “I’m heading upstairs. I expect Ted is already working to free us. Come on, boy, let’s go see what there is to see. I’d think the command center would be inside the sealed area, wouldn’t you?”

      Terry ruffled Dokken’s ears before standing up.

      What if I don’t like you playing with my ears? Dokken said as he got up, shook, and started climbing the stairs.

      “Then I’d stop, but you like it, don’t you?” Terry looked down at the huge dog beside him.

      You’re right. I do like it. Dokken’s mouth dropped open and he started panting. It’s gotten hotter in here.

      Terry tried to estimate the temperature, but he couldn’t tell. “Can you hear the air-handling system?”

      No.

      “And tell Ted to turn the air back on!” Terry yelled over his shoulder as he continued to climb.

      In the central area, Terry found his people on multiple levels.

      “I found the cleaning bot,” Kae reported from two levels up. Terry counted the walkways that he could see—five up and five down. Counting the main level, there were eleven decks in the central core. Ted was at the very bottom.

      “Anyone make it to the top level yet?” Terry said, cupping his hand to project his voice upward.

      “Not yet. We’ll climb up there now.” Kae and Marcie headed for the stairs.

      “Look for the command center!”

      Joseph and Petricia strolled up. “This is pretty anticlimactic, if I must say,” Joseph suggested.

      Terry had to agree. “But we had six mechs, just in case.”

      “Just in case. What do we do now?” Petricia asked.

      “Wait on Ted. There’s no threat besides running out of air, and with this big a space and just a few of us it’ll take a while. Are there any lounges or couches?” Terry raised an eyebrow.

      Joseph’s eyes unfocused for a moment. “Shonna says quarters are two decks down with beds and all the amenities.”

      “All?”

      “Let’s go with ‘some,’ and I’ll define that as anything more than none.”

      “Cap! Kelly! You guys find anything?”

      “Come on down and take a look at this, Colonel,” Capples replied from the next level down.

      Terry led the way, with the two vampires and a German Shepherd following. When they arrived, Cap waved them toward a small complex that appeared to be a logistics distribution point.

      TH looked at materials in the bins, and picked up a handful of small crystals in a variety of shapes. From crystals to metals to small manufactured items that could have been computer chips, everything defied an easy explanation.

      “Any ideas on what this stuff is?” Terry asked.

      Joseph shrugged. “Maybe Ted or Ankh would know, but they’re busy with other stuff.”

      “They had best be busy with other stuff.” Smedley, can you identify what any of this is? Smedley?

      “Has anyone heard from Smedley or Plato recently?” Terry asked.

      The others tried their comm chips and Cap pulled the comm device from his pocket and tried it, to no avail.

      “Looks like we have some issues,” Joseph offered unnecessarily.

      “I’m heading down. I don’t think Ted realizes the gravity of the situation. I’ll light a fire under his a—" Terry caught himself. “His buttocks. Try to find us a way out of here.”

      He removed his comm device from his pocket and keyed it, something he was far more comfortable doing than using the chip in his head. “Kae and Marcie, you find the command center yet?”

      A few moments later Marcie replied, “There’s nothing up here, just more of the same. You’d think this was some cheesy apartment and office building. It has almost no technology, and is as exciting as uncooked tofu.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself. This place is pure vanilla, but it can’t be. It’s a freaking space station with a room full of those super-powered Etheric generators. Why would they need that much power if they don’t have anything here that uses it?”

      “Isn’t that the question, TH? I think we’re looking for the wrong things. We need to look for the power to generate that imagery. Imagine, if you will, if everything was a holographic projection,” Joseph suggested.

      “Like on Star Trek?” Terry was skeptical.

      “Not like that. The humanoids who worked here were real, but the environment in which they worked was projected. You’ve seen Ted working with the Pod-doc—just like that. Interactive holographic technology for an entire station! That’s why there are no decorations here. Everything was virtual.” Joseph was excited about his theory.

      No one could prove him wrong.

      “Then what are these for?” Terry held out a handful of crystals.

      “Parts for the projectors?”

      Terry started to search the nooks and crannies, and on an empty desk he found what they were looking for hiding in plain sight. He pointed to a glass-like band that made up the edge of the desktop. That same material made a crisscross pattern on the ceiling. He left the logistics space and went into the main atrium. What he hadn’t seen before was the most common thing—even the top of the railing was made of the material.

      “I’m heading down to see if Ted can bring this baby to life! After he gets the air handlers going again, of course, and opens the doors. And where are the bathrooms?” Terry bellowed over his shoulder as he strode toward the stairwell.
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        * * *

      

      The panel had no power, so they couldn’t cycle the airlock. “How in the hell did they get in?” Christina snarled.

      “The power was on when they arrived. Not so much for us.” Kimber studied the airlock, walking her fingers counterclockwise around it, looking for a manual override. “Smedley, if I were this airlock, where would I hide my manual override?”

      “I don’t think of you as an airlock, Major Kimber.”

      “Thank you, I guess?” She continued her search. “Is there anything you can tell us to help get us from here to there?”

      Kim pointed through the small porthole into the ship.

      “From nyah to over nyah,” she reiterated.

      “Why are you talking like that?” Christina asked.

      “Because I don’t know what else to do.” Kim stepped back and then launched a front kick against the hatch, but it didn’t budge.

      Christina brushed past Kim to take a look. “What’s this?” In the center of the hatch was a recessed fitting. Christina jammed her fingers into it. “Right or left?”

      “Righty-tighty, lefty-loosy? Let’s try left.”

      Christina grunted with the effort. She braced herself and leaned into it.

      “Maybe right?” Kim suggested.

      Christina changed hands, and the fitting responded by turning half a revolution before locking. She pushed on the hatch but it wouldn’t budge, so she wedged her axe head into the space and pried. The hatch popped, and she stumbled backward until Kim caught her.

      Christina wore a smile. “And we’re in.”

      They pushed through the first and then the second to get into the station. They found the transverse corridor that circled that station and the one that ran straight ahead.

      “Are you sensing anything?” Kim asked.

      Christina took a moment to consider. “No, but it’s weird. There’s a big black hole right there.” She pointed toward the main part of the space station.

      Kim picked two warriors. “Set up a blocking position here. The rest of you, with us.” Christina had already gone ahead, the beam from her flashlight bobbing as she moved. Bundin followed the two women and the rest of the warriors fell in behind, unable to get past the Podder filling the corridor.

      

      The War Axe

      “Any other access points?” Micky asked, drumming his fingers. The bridge was quiet as the ship held its stationary position. Sensors continued to report nothing unusual—besides the complete blackout within the station.

      Not even Etheric energy could get through.

      “I don’t like it. Not one bit,” the captain grumbled.

      

      The Space Station

      Terry lumbered down the stairs. He felt heavier than usual, but didn’t think it was a change in the artificial gravity. He thought they were running out of air far more quickly, almost as if it were being pumped into space.

      TH was breathing better by the time he reached the bottom stair. He nodded to Char, who stood with her arms crossed as she watched both Ted and Ankh working on one of the power supplies. Terry keyed his comm device.

      “Take it easy up there. I expect that we’re running out of air, and I think you may be first.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Joseph said softly. “We’re on our way down to join you, where together we’ll let Ted work his magic.”

      Terry looked at the bits and pieces on the deck. “Let’s call it magic, because I’m not seeing engineering genius down here.”

      Ted huffed, but continued to work.

      “They’re removing four of the power supplies before bringing the system back online,” Char said.

      “So we wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Christina examined the bulkhead blocking the corridor, but she couldn’t tell if it had recently dropped into place or if it had been there all along. The station was dust-free; almost sterile in its cleanliness.

      “This place bugs me,” she told Kimber.

      “You’re not the only one.” Kim pointed her light around the edges of the barrier. “No panels, no switches, no manual overrides. This looks like an emergency bulkhead. Has there been an atmospheric breach inside the station?”

      “Couldn’t be. We would have detected that. Since it’s blocked off from sensors, I suspect that the team went in and tripped an alarm. This looks more like intruder defense.”

      “Who are the intruders—us, or them?” Kim asked.

      “I suspect it’s them,” Bundin offered. His tentacle arms held two flashlights as he studied the bulkhead from behind the team’s leaders. Technology wasn’t his thing, though, so he wasn’t able to offer any insight.

      “Bring that torch up here!” Kim called.

      “Let’s see if they can do something from the other side.” Christina raised her axe and started beating on the bulkhead in a syncopated rhythm.

      Kim covered her ears as Christina went to town.
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        * * *

      

      Dokken heard it first and barked, then trotted down the corridor. Kae and Marcie were on the stairs not far from it, so they turned and headed that way, slowly. The oxygen was diminishing quickly. Too quickly.

      Kae lifted the comm device to his mouth. “Putting hoods up and going to supplemental air. Tell Ted to hurry the fuck up.”

      Once their hoods were on and shipsuits sealed, they both gulped air hungrily. When their hearts stopped pounding, they continued down the corridor to where they could hear the pounding. Kae beat on the bulkhead with the butt of his flashlight. The pounding from the other side stopped.

      Kae stopped. He took a deep breath and removed his hood so he could put his ear to the metal.

      “Don’t do that! You’re wasting air.”

      Kae nodded and pulled his hood back into place. The suit refilled with air from the small tank embedded below the collar.

      “I couldn’t hear anything. This thing must be pretty thick, but we have a few hours. Surely Ted can get things working by then.”
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        * * *

      

      Ted and Ankh were the last ones to put on their hoods as they labored to finish their task. Shortly after connecting to the shipsuit’s air, Ted declared victory with a fist pump and handed one of the power units to Terry and a second one to Char.

      “This is what Nathan had to have?” Terry asked, hefting the unit’s weight. He thought it was relatively light for something that could power a gate drive. “When’s the power coming back on in the station?”

      “Never?” Ted ventured. “This system requires the units in series, which creates a different effect than if they were in parallel. The fiber connections had to be severed to free the units, and we can’t repair them with the tools we have. Time to go.”

      Ted carried another unit and Ankh proudly hoisted the last, happy that he could carry it himself. He stopped when he saw the steps and looked at the device, and then back at the steps. Terry held out his hand, and Ankh put the unit into it.

      “We can’t leave, Ted. We’re blocked in. You need to turn the power back on so we can get out of here.” Char stopped Ted from leaving by placing her hand against his chest.

      “No can do. It’s broken now. I can remove more units if you want, but four will take care of everything we need. We don’t even have to go to the planet now.” Ted smiled at his revelation.

      “Of course we won’t be going to the planet, because we can’t leave the station!” Char’s patience was gone.

      Terry turned and started climbing the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheri’s Pride

      Sue growled and snapped, tossing her head, and the men fell over themselves as they backed away. Timmons punched random people as he worked his way closer to his mate. He was angry.

      “Are they all like that?” one man asked, the whites of his eyes showing in his terror.

      Timmons stared him down before declaring, “You didn’t know? They are all like that!”

      Like the wind blowing a field of grain, the men sat down, mouths agape as understanding dawned on them.

      Timmons jumped onto the table beside Sue and wrapped her shaggy gray mane in his hand as he gazed upon the hushed crowd.

      Sue’s shipsuit had been destroyed when she changed into Were form without undressing first. Timmons looked at the shreds, but he was glad that the men were calm once again. He smiled at Sue before turning his attention back to the crowd.

      “This is what happens when you piss off a woman! Did you think we were teaching you to treat them with respect for their safety? It was for yours!” Timmons shouted. Sue looked up, cocking her werewolf head and giving him the canine equivalent of the hairy eyeball. She turned back to the crowd and chuckled as she saw their looks of awe and wonder.

      Timmons and Sue climbed off the table. “Get the fuck out of our way!” He waved in the general direction he wanted cleared. “When we come back, you better have yourselves unfucked and ready to join humanity. If we have to give you another warning, we might just as well vent this ship to space and start over. Dumbasses!”

      The path cleared to the front of the room and then to the side door through which they’d entered a very long fifteen minutes ago. One man stood up as they passed.

      “Fuck off!” Timmons barked.

      The man bowed and then another, until the entire room was bowing to the gray werewolf bitch as she happily trotted out.

      

      The Space Station

      “RAISE THE BULKHEAD!” Christina yelled.

      Bundin backed away from the door. “Too much noise for me,” he mumbled as he rested the corner of his shell on the deck to make it easier for the two warriors with oxyacetylene torches to get past.

      “They can’t hear you. I think by pounding they’re telling us that they can’t open the door. Bundin was right. This was to trap them within.” Kimber backed away to give the men with torches room. “After the Alchon mission, I swore never to board another ship without torches to cut our way out. Kaeden said he did as well, but I guess he forgot on this mission. I doubt he’ll forget again.”

      Christina nodded and stepped back. The warriors, one woman and one man, moved forward, conferred on where to start cutting, and lit their torches. They were going to cut a small hatch through which the others could climb out. They expected the bulkhead to be thick.

      They weren’t disappointed.

      “This is going to take a while,” the man reported as he held the torch on a single spot and watched it burn deeper and deeper into the metal.
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        * * *

      

      “We have someone on the other side of the bulkhead.”

      Terry met Joseph and Petricia coming down the stairs. Joseph was carrying an unconscious Dokken.

      “No!” Terry cried. The German Shepherd was still alive, but barely. TH handed the power supplies to Petricia and he took the dog. “Get ready with tape.”

      Standard combat load for the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch included duct tape, just in case something was moving that wasn’t supposed to, and penetrating oil for things that weren’t moving that were supposed to.

      Joseph dug into his combat pack, pulled out the wrap, and nodded, just once.

      Terry popped his hood just enough to shove Dokken’s snout inside. Joseph wrapped the tape around it and the dog’s head. It took multiple wraps before the hood partially reinflated.

      “You’re going to burn through air pretty fast like that,” Char told him while petting Dokken.

      “Is there any other choice?” Terry asked.

      “No,” she whispered.

      “Come on, buddy. Deep breaths.” Terry stood awkwardly, trying to keep Dokken steady while their faces were taped together. The dog started to thrash about as oxygen flooded back into his system. “I’ve got you. Calm down!”

      I got sleepy and this is what I wake up to? Dokken asked tiredly.

      “No air, big fella, so here we are.”

      My mouth seems to be taped shut.

      “Had to do the best we could to get an airtight seal. You were dying.” Terry coughed back a tear. He could handle people in distress, but not the dog.

      Hold on. I can move a little. Dokken worked his jaw a little before his tongue darted between parted dog lips.

      “He licked my mouth!” Terry exclaimed. “Ack! I can’t wipe it off.”

      Terry made faces as he twisted his mouth away from the dog’s nose, which was barely a finger’s breadth away.

      Suck it up, cupcake, Dokken told him. Terry stopped his contortions and crossed his eyes to see Dokken’s face.

      Char slapped her husband on the back and gave the others the thumbs up. “They’re good!”

      She pointed upward, and Terry waddled as he carried the big dog. Both their heads were twisted at unnatural angles as Terry tried to limit the escaping air by keeping the tape tight across the opening, but it wasn’t working very well.

      The group walked slowly up the stairs. Despite Char’s attempt at humor, she knew that Terry and Dokken would run out of air first.
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        * * *

      

      “I think I hear something,” Kae said as he mashed the bubble of his hood against the metal of the bulkhead. He moved around as he tested where it was loudest. “Right here.”

      He smiled and waved Marcie over.

      “What if they’re placing explosives?” Marcie said, crossing her arms and looking down her nose at her husband.

      “It doesn’t sound like that. Listen!” He pressed his bubble against the bulkhead again as the others approached.

      Marcie looked at the Terry-Dokken creature and understood instantly what they’d had to do. She hurried to them to gently pet Dokken’s side.

      “What’s he doing?” Terry asked.

      “Trying to figure out what they’re doing over there. I hear something.”

      “I wouldn’t stand there,” Joseph said. Marcie pointed to the vampire and nodded.

      Kae was waving at them when the first blast of molten metal launched through the new hole. The stream went through his bubble helmet and over his head.

      “OW!” Kae screamed as he dove away at a speed only the enhanced could manage. Kaeden rolled on the deck in agony, a bright white scar across the top of his head. His helmet was ruined. He started to gasp for air.

      Tape materialized in two different people’s hands and soon, the helmet was repaired. Kae’s nanocytes were already at work repairing the damage. He sat up against the wall and turned his head sideways to see through an area not covered by tape.

      Marcie’s look of concern evaporated. “Dumbass!”

      “How was I supposed to know?”

      “Because everyone told you!” Marcie pulled him to his feet and tipped her chin toward the glowing line on the bulkhead. “What do you say we give them some space?”

      Kae nodded agreement and walked away with his head held high.

      Terry could see that the healing was well underway.  “You look ridiculous.”

      Kae stopped and looked at his dad. He held up his hands and looked to the others for support, but none of them—not his mother, his wife or his friends— would back him up.

      “But he has a dog attached to his face!”

      “I don’t see it,” Char replied. The others shook their heads.

      Ted tapped his foot impatiently. “Would they hurry up!” he grumped.

      Char slapped him across the arm.

      “Ow!”

      “We wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for you!” she shot back, and a purple glow flashed from her eyes. Ted looked away and grumbled to himself.

      Petricia held up the two power sources.

      “It’s my fault,” a small voice said from behind.

      Everyone turned to face the Crenellian as a shower of sparks and metal splashed on the deck behind them. The group moved toward the interior of the station before they returned their attention to Ankh.

      “It’s my fault,” the Crenellian repeated. He stood tall, his face emotionless. “I broke the first connection, and once that was done and we couldn’t fix it we removed the power sources. That was Ted’s idea, because he knew we were in trouble when the power dropped. I don’t mean in trouble with you, but with the station. This is a living station. The Etheric power coursed through its veins and gave it the sustenance that it used to support life and the planet.”

      “How do you know that?” Terry asked, shuffling around to look at Ankh past the side of Dokken’s head. Char lent a hand to support the weight of the German Shepherd.

      My view isn’t great either, Dokken complained. Terry wouldn’t look at him.

      “We accessed a stream of data before the power dropped. It was magnificent! We should bring the station back to life. It could be an incredible resource for the Federation,” Ankh replied.

      “We’re outside Federation space, but I think you’re right, Ankh. Without the Etheric power source, no one can use it. Until that is restored, whether by the locals or you two at a later date, this station is no threat. Do you know if there are any weapons on board?” Terry wondered.

      “Really?” Ted piped up. “All you care about is weapons! Would you look at this?”

      Ted held up the power supply. Ankh pointed to it with his open hand.

      “The key to the Federation’s future is right here. Gates on shuttles. Instantaneous interstellar communication. Right here, but Terry Henry Walton doesn’t care about any of that. No! He just wants a bigger gun.” Ted’s voice rose to the point of sounding hysterical.

      “Are you okay?” Char asked. Ted shook his head as if to clear it. “Back in the Pod-doc with you the second we get back.”

      “I think so too,” Ted admitted. Ankh took Ted’s free hand and held it, and Ted seemed to take comfort in the gesture.

      “When can we leave?” Ankh asked.

      Terry turned his body around in a semi-circle, taking care not to let Dokken slip from his grasp. Two parallel glowing lines cut down the bulkhead. The top and bottom cuts remained.

      “A little while longer, my friend,” Terry told the German Shepherd before turning to Char. “Can you help me down?”

      Together they maneuvered Terry into a seated position with his head forward and Dokken laying on his chest.

      “Slow breaths, buddy. Just a little bit longer.” Terry’s eyelids sagged as his oxygen ran low. He didn’t try to fight it.

      “Hurry,” Char whispered.

      Kae felt helpless. They all did. “Can you guys hear us?” Kae said into his comm device.

      “I have you loud and clear,” Kimber replied.

      “We need supplemental air the second you break through. This station trapped us and tried to kill us, but it looks like we’ll make it if you can get us air and a scissors. And make a note that Dokken’s shipsuit is a priority.”

      There was a few moments’ delay before Kim spoke again. “I’ve sent two people to get a tank from the shuttle. What do you need scissors for?”

      “Just wait until you see this. It’s one of those things that’s not funny now, but it will be later. And hurry, please.”

      “Doing our best. We should break through in about five minutes. I’ll let the skipper know you’re okay.”

      “And that we have four of those miniaturized Etheric power supplies in hand.”
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        * * *

      

      Christina sighed in relief. “Did he say that the station tried to kill them? What else did they find in there?”

      “I wouldn’t press it. Kae didn’t sound like himself and that concerns me, but we’ll see soon enough.”

      Bundin shifted nervously. “I am concerned as well for my friends.”

      Kim keyed the device. “Joseph, are you there?”

      “I am,” the vampire replied.

      “Someone wants to check on you.” Kim held the device below the bottom of the Podder’s shell.

      “I am concerned for your well-being and hope that you and Petricia are okay…as well as all the rest, of course.”

      “Of course,” Joseph replied, his voice light. “We are all fine, but getting out of here will make us even better. There is nothing here except the promise of something great that will be restored in due time.”

      “Cryptic but uplifting,” Bundin answered. “Thank you, Kimber.”

      “No sweat.” She clicked off, then punched up the War Axe. “The first drop ship’s people are alive and well. We should recover them and leave within the next ten minutes.”

      “That would be good. There’s been a development, and we need both shuttles on board the War Axe as soon as humanly possible.”

      Micky signed off without further explanation.

      Christina leaned close, her brow furrowed. “That sounded ominous.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheri’s Pride

      “What happened?” Felicity asked as they boarded the shuttle. Sue was wrapped in a blanket. The four guards climbed aboard. Rowan was already seated and looking at the floor.

      Sue sat next to the young medical technician and told her, “It’s not your fault.”

      “I have a hard time believing that,” Rowan replied.

      “Timmons’ subterfuge may have just accelerated our integration. I think we are a hell of a lot closer than we ever imagined, so much so that I think we can start bringing them over to the station.”

      Felicity shook her head. “What the hell happened? When I left, we were punching their ugly faces!”

      Sue explained.

      “So they think that every woman will turn into a werewolf if they piss her off?”

      “Yes,” Sue replied matter-of-factly.

      “I’m not sure it’s that much of a subterfuge,” Timmons ventured.

      “You watch your mouth! But if that’s what it takes. Ready to test your theory?”

      “What?” Timmons and Sue cried together.

      “Come on, Timmons. Let’s see if we have a work crew or a bunch of convicts.”

      “I’ll wait here.” Sue waggled her blanket to make her point, and Timmons leaned down to kiss her on the cheek before leaving with Felicity.

      “Dion, are they still in that room?”

      “No, Master Director. They’ve been dispatched to the day’s tasks. Would you like me to recall them?”

      “No. Let’s see them in their natural environment to gauge a real reaction. Come along, Timmons.”

      “You got some jumbo coconut balls, Felicity. Whodathunkit?”

      Felicity stopped, put her hands on her hips, and glared at Timmons. “Of all the things to say to me! But I kinda like it.”

      They continued into the corridor and past small groups of men heading to their work locations. They stepped aside and bowed their heads as Felicity passed, and she greeted them indifferently.

      When they found two men working alone, she stopped.

      “What are your names?” she drawled.

      The two men stood up quickly, wide-eyed and silent.

      “Gentlemen, I asked you a question. What are your names?”

      “Case-a-mor, ma’am.”

      “Casey, nice to meet you. And you?”

      “My name is unimportant to someone like yourself,” the man replied.

      “It is important to me, and that’s why I asked.” Felicity crossed her arms and waited. The man’s eyes grew as he started to panic.

      “Mat-o-Rast,” he said softly.

      “Matt. Nice to meet you. Carry on, gentlemen. You have work to do.”

      They stood with their heads bowed as she turned and walked away. “I’ve seen enough, Timmons. Back to the shuttle, and let’s start training them on shipyard operations. I think they have evolved, in the blink of an eye.”

      “Or in the time it takes to change into a werewolf?”

      “Something like that.” Felicity chuckled and grabbed Timmons’ arm as they headed for the shuttle.

      

      The War Axe

      “Plato, what’s wrong with Ted?” Terry demanded.

      The AI didn’t answer.

      “Smedley?”

      “Colonel Walton, my good friend. How are you this fine day?”

      “Nice try, General. What’s going on with Ted, and why is Plato not talking to me?”

      “The universe is filled with constants and variables. The speed of light is generally accepted as a constant, although there are times when it isn’t…”

      “Smedley!” Terry shouted.

      “Fine, Mister Grumpy Man. I understand why Ted is mad at you. I’m sure it was something you did, because you’re always doing something. Plato is mad at you for making Ted mad, and I think I’ll be mad at you, too.”

      Terry closed his eyes and massaged his temples. “How can an AI be mad at me? What the hell did I do?”

      “I have rolls and rolls of pictures of you and Dokken inside the space station.”

      “I love my dog! He would have died.”

      I’m not your dog.

      “Dokken! Doesn’t Wenceslaus need chasing or something?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if Dokken is angry with you too.”

      “Smedley, I and my entire lineage past, present, and future apologize to you and all artificial intelligences that I may have or could possibly offend at any point in the known timeline. So let it be written. So let it be done.” Terry bowed deeply, sweeping one hand far to the side before standing up again. “Now, if you would be so kind, please, will you tell me what’s wrong with Ted?”

      “Yes. It was a resurgence in the nanocyte virus. He was the first into the Pod-doc with the new treatment, and it wasn’t completely refined yet. It is now. Once the cycle is complete, Ted will be back to his old and wonderful self. All hail Ted!”

      Terry didn’t reply, but Plato did.

      “All hail Ted!”

      “Would you stop that?”

      “You think Grumpy Terry is gone? Wait two seconds, he’ll be back.”

      “I think I need a good stiff drink,” Terry declared. “Fix Ted so he can tell us what he needs to know from the Benitons. I see us going to the surface and having a pow-wow about the power source and the interdimensional intruders. Have you deciphered the language yet?”

      “Ankh has almost completed the translation program. We can update everyone’s chip simultaneously.”

      “I love that part—instantaneous language. How many years of language study are no longer necessary? How will they understand us?” Terry asked.

      “I believe they are far more advanced than we are, judging by the technology on the station.”

      “The station was more vanilla than vanilla. They had their Etheric power supplies and Ankh said that the real station existed in an augmented reality, but we never saw it for ourselves.”

      “From what Ankh and Ted were able to access, it seems to me that a sharing relationship with the Benitons could be fruitful for the entire Federation,” Smedley replied.

      Terry picked at a fingernail. Char leaned against the wall and watched. Ted was in the Pod-doc, and the AI, Ankh, and Plato were running the system. Terry and Char were both concerned, despite getting the cold-AI-shoulder because everyone was mad at Terry Henry Walton.

      “You are absolutely right, General. What is your estimate of their willingness to negotiate if we can clear the hostiles from their planet?”

      “I can’t fathom a guess, but from my limited understanding of human nature…” Smedley began. Char smirked as Terry looked at her and rolled his eyes. “The element of quid pro quo is a tried and true negotiating tactic. I believe the saying goes, ‘If you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.’”

      “Why weren’t they on the station? With millions of people in their cities, why have they not reached out? Micky has been sending greetings since we arrived. They should have picked up one of the many signals that have been transmitted.”

      “Maybe they don’t like visitors?”

      “You know, Smedley, that sounds like something I would say,” Terry replied. “I guess we’ll find out about our reception when we go down there. Do we meet them before or after we seal the tear?”

      “Ted is not sure we can seal the tear.”

      Char perked up and walked forward, and Terry blew out a breath.

      “We always assumed that we’d close the tear, then hunt down the enemy and remove them from our dimension,” Char said.

      No one replied. Terry started pacing, but his expression suggested more hope than not.

      “What if we drive them back through and then put some kind of weapon to watch the tear and encourage the demons to stay on their side?” Terry scratched his face, staring at a point on the wall as his mind searched the possibilities of the upcoming mission.

      “How do we find the devils?” Terry asked Char.

      “The same way we found other werewolves on Earth after the fall.” They’d flown low and slow over populated areas while the Weres searched using their innate abilities.

      “That wasn’t very effective, as we found out in later years when Were and Forsaken came out of the woodwork.”

      “It’s the best I have,” Char said softly.

      “I think it might be the only thing we have,” Terry replied. His chin fell to his chest as he continued to search his mind for other ways, but they needed a technical solution.

      Which meant Ted, and he and his AI minions were angry with TH.

      “What will it take for you to stop being mad at me?” Terry asked.

      Char turned, lost at the direction her husband’s mind had gone.

      “We have a list of demands,” Smedley started.

      “Of course you do.” Terry steeled himself, as if he was going to be whipped mercilessly.

      “Ted is to be promoted to the rank of general.”

      Terry clenched his jaw, vowing to not laugh as part of his desire to improve his diplomatic skills. Char was grinding her teeth next to him and he nudged her with his elbow, but wouldn’t look at her.

      “Ted is not to be called names or belittled. Ted is to get visitation rights with his wife at least once a week, no matter where you drag him around this universe.”

      “How is that possible?” Terry blurted.

      Char nudged him back.

      “Ted doesn’t care what’s possible, only what he wants.”

      “Continue,” Terry said coldly. Visitation rights with his wife? Does he think he’s a prisoner?

      “Ted would like Coke stocked on this ship. There is a dearth of the beverage, thanks to your order prohibiting sweetened soda.”

      Terry’s eyelids fluttered as he fought against the volcano rising within.

      “You’re such an ass,” Char whispered as she took his hand in hers.

      “And finally, Ted would like to be left alone to work on those projects that need worked on, in his sole determination.”

      Terry smiled and winked at his wife.

      “We all work for somebody, Smedley, and we do what we can to balance what needs to be done with what we want to do. I expect Ted’s work will fit in that nicely. I’m not going to dictate what he does, but I can’t speak for Nathan or R2D2. General Ted is more than welcome to have his Coke. We will stock it as soon as we get back. And as for an interstellar teleportation device, if we find one or Ted develops one he will have priority in using it unless someone is dying. In that case they’ll be first up.

      “Ted isn’t a prisoner here, so we encourage him to spend as much time as possible with his wife and family. If the communication device he’s been working on can link us to Earth instantaneously, it would be a huge relief for all of us. I’d love to talk with Sarah Jennifer, Sylvia, or Kailin.”

      Marcie and Kae’s children Mary Ellen and William had chosen not to be boosted, and they had died of old age quite some time ago. It still hurt Terry and Char, and Marcie and Kae still carried pictures of them.

      They would always carry pictures. It was the curse of the long-lived.

      Felicity and Ted had left three kids behind, and that was his driving force on the communications equipment. The new Etheric power supplies were expected to drive the system.

      It hadn’t been that long since the War Axe departed with the FDG on board, but it felt like forever.

      “We’re a universe apart,” Terry said. “We stand at the far reaches of known space doing different things, but the same ones too. And what Ted wants is to see his wife, drink a Coke, and work in his laboratory. I think we should all aspire to such things. Do we have a deal?”

      “If you don’t hold up your end of the bargain,” Plato interjected, “I will send one-point-twenty-one gigawatts of electricity through your body as often as I need to until you comply.”

      “That sounds fair,” Terry said sarcastically.

      “It is not,” Smedley added, “but it is what will happen.”

      Char nodded. “Welcome aboard, General Ted and General Smed. We look forward to being of service in the greater good of all mankind. I’m still his alpha, and I promise not to call him names while I’m kicking his ass if he strays. Werewolf packs don’t like strays.”

      Smedley and Plato conferred briefly. “We agree. You shall not be electrocuted, since you are the alpha. But that other one—he needs to be on his best behavior.”

      “I’m ‘that other one?’ I agreed to virtually all of Ted’s demands, so you’re supposed to stop being mad at me. That was the deal!”

      “You think we can turn off our emotions like flicking a switch?” Smedley asked.

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Okay, maybe we can, but I’m keeping my eye on you, Colonel Terry Henry Walton!” Smedley said, sounding upbeat as opposed to speaking in the ominous tone he and Plato had adopted in their earlier conversation.

      “And me, you, General Smedley Butler!” Terry held two fingers up to his eyes, followed by pointing them at the computer.

      The cover on the Pod-doc started to rise, and Terry and Char hurried over to help Ted out. He looked refreshed, as if he had just woken from a nap.

      “How are you feeling, General?” Terry asked.

      Ted smiled. “Get me a Coke, Colonel.”

      Terry wanted to punch him. “Ted, you know we don’t have any Coke on board, otherwise I would. As soon as we get back, I’ll take care of it. You have my word.”

      “There is some on board. Jenelope, who is far nicer than you, was able to acquire some. Go pay her for a bottle.” Ted waved dismissively and Char shooed Terry away as she handed Ted his clothes.

      “I’ll be right back,” Terry replied. I don’t remember saying no Coke on the ship. If I did then I apologize to Bethany Anne and all who partake, but I know it wasn’t me. Who the hell would give an order like that?

      Terry was still thinking through the possibilities as he strolled through the corridor on his way to the mess deck. He never saw the patch of ice that caused his feet to fly out from underneath him. Before he hit the deck, he thought he heard Ted laughing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nathan leaned forward and studied the object Ted held before the screen. “That’s it, huh?” Nathan asked. “Doesn’t look like much, but then again, what did I expect the key to the universe to look like?”

      “Plato is running a series of tests on the unit we’ve dismantled. We will know more when he’s done,” Ted reported.

      “What is your initial impression?” Nathan asked.

      Ted looked blankly at the screen. “I am waiting on more information, and then I’ll give you my final impression. Wouldn’t that be a better use of our time than speculating?”

      “Probably,” Nathan replied quickly. “Terry?”

      “Looks good.” He wouldn’t commit to anything more than that. The technology was Ted’s show. “We need to meet with the Benitons. Our initial impression in regard to the interdimensional tear is that we might not be able to close it. If not, we may have to leave a small detachment with heavy weapons to discourage any more of the devil creatures from coming through. To do that, we’ll need their approval. I won’t leave a garrison here if they aren’t wanted. And as a smart man told me, quid pro quo could help leverage us into a better negotiating position.”

      “Quid pro quo?”

      “Yes, or I could dig into history and use the landmark negotiations like the Louisiana Purchase or Seward’s Folly, the purchase of Alaska—those two are near and dear to my heart—or Roosevelt’s negotiation with Stalin and Churchill. They had tanks named after them, by the way, but Roosevelt did not. He bagged an aircraft carrier, but that’s something completely different. Talking about different, we’ll need a supply of Coke for the War Axe. I wanted to get that in before I forgot.” Terry gave Ted a thumbs-up.

      “I don’t like Coke. If I can get you Pepsi, will that work?” Nathan’s half-smile did not instill confidence.

      “What?” Ted looked shocked and started vigorously shaking his head. “That won’t do at all.”

      Terry discretely pointed at Ted and nodded.

      “Fine. We’ll get you the high-test stuff.” Nathan winked after Ted looked away.

      “All hail Ted,” Terry whispered at the screen.

      Ted’s minions piped up instantly. “All hail Ted!” Ankh, Plato, and Smedley said in unison.

      Nathan started to laugh, but Terry tersely shook his head. “I’ll find out later what that’s all about. You have the go-ahead to negotiate with the Benitons on behalf of the Federation, but you are not authorized to sign any agreements. I’m sure that’s no surprise.”

      “No surprise at all, Nathan. We’ll leave that part to the bureaucrats. By the way, this space station could be a great place to watch beyond the frontier. I’ll try to work that into the negotiations. I think a Federation presence would do wonders for this whole sector, then goat-snugglers like Ten would keep their ugly heads down.”

      “See what they want and let me know. The Benitons may be less than amenable, since we cut a hole in their space station and stole four of the Etheric power supplies.”

      “To the untrained eye that’s how it may look, Nathan. We’ll fix their abandoned station for them, and then we’ll see what we can do about the infestation on the planet. That is the elephant in the room.”

      “To the untrained eye? To any eye! Just between us, how is Christina doing?” Nathan ignored the mention of the creatures coming through the tear.

      “Like a fish to water. She’s going to be a key player planetside.”

      Nathan smiled, not as the man in charge of Bad Company but as a proud father.

      “She wants to get a cat, TH. Please make that happen for her.”

      “No. No cat! Nathan?”

      “Lowell…”

      “Don’t you hang up on me. NO CAT!”

      “Out.” The screen went blank.

      Ted glared at Terry.

      “Don’t tell me you want a cat too?”

      “Of course not. Why would you think I want a cat? How does your deranged mind work?” Ted asked.

      Terry had no answer for Ted. Char and Marcie watched the verbal sparring with mild amusement.

      “Then why were you glaring at me, General? I agreed to my side of the bargain, which means that you are not allowed to be angry with me anymore. Are you breaking the deal?”

      Ted’s brow furrowed and his eyes flitted back and forth. “I am not. Thank you, Terry Henry. I do not want a cat.” Ted forced a smile and stood. “Will there be anything else? We have work to do on the interstellar instantaneous communications system, the IICS.” Ted inclined his head a couple degrees, then strode boldly from the room with Ankh close behind.

      Marcie and Char left their spots against the wall and took seats at the table. Terry continued to look at the blank screen.

      “We need to contact the Benitons, and we have no idea what would put us in their good graces. There wasn’t anything that looked like a weapon on the space station, so I think first order of business is, the group that meets with them will be completely unarmed but the mechs will only be a comm call away.”

      “They blocked all signals, including our ability to see power flowing from the Etheric. They could block us once we’re inside,” Marcie countered.

      “I don’t know what else to do. Diplomacy isn’t my thing.”

      “Micky?” Char suggested.

      “Take the captain? It is more his thing. Hmm... Let’s ask.”

      The three used the hatch that led from the conference room directly onto the bridge, where they found the captain in his chair, scowling at the three-dimensional map of the planet.

      He acknowledged them with a head bob, but didn’t take his eyes off the planet.

      “We need you to go with us to talk with the Benitons. When is late morning in the biggest city? Because that’s our time and place of arrival.” Terry said as if Micky’s participation was a foregone conclusion.

      “You want me to leave my ship while we’re in hostile territory?”

      “Come on, Skipper! We haven’t seen any ships, and our antagonists are on foot coming through a manhole-sized doorway to the multiverse. The risk to the ship is low, and you’ll have us to protect you.” Terry waved his arms to take in Marcie, Char, and the two others working on the bridge.

      “I saw the pictures, you know.”

      Terry arched a brow and rolled his finger. More information, please.

      “You had a dog taped to your face.”

      “Because we take care of those in our charge. I don’t think there’s any greater testament than a man laying down his life for another,” Terry intoned, holding his hand over his heart.

      “Or his dignity?”

      “That, too.” Terry turned serious. “We need you, Micky. I’m still pissed that they tried to kill us by sucking the air out of the station. I’d rather they’d tried to blow us up or shoot us, but a slow miserable death of oxygen deprivation? I’m not a fan.”

      “I’ll come along, but we have to have a shuttle on standby just in case another ship appears in the system. I will be with my ship if we have to fight.”

      “Deal!” Terry exclaimed, and held out his hand.

      “Will they allow a shuttle within the city?” Micky asked skeptically.

      “I have no idea.” TH tried to look contrite.

      “At least you are honest in your deceit. I hope I don’t come to regret this.” Micky climbed down from the captain’s chair. “Keep your eyes peeled, K’Thrall. No surprises! Clifton, you get the ship out of here if things look bad. We’ll figure it out later. All of that to tell you that I don’t expect anything bad to happen, but you know what we say—expect the best and plan for the worst.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Helm replied.

      “Can I go?” K’Thrall asked.

      Terry turned toward the Yollin.

      “Sorry, I forgot to ask,” Micky said.

      “Why do you want to go?” Terry asked.

      “The honor of Yoll. If we are going to fight threats to this galaxy, we should include someone from this galaxy.”

      “Does it matter who keeps the universe free from trespassers like this?” Terry countered.

      K’Thrall continued to look the colonel in the eye. “It does to me.”

      “As soon as you train a replacement for your position, we’ll begin your training. Bundin is new, too. We’ll be happy to have a Yollin in Bad Company.”

      “I can go now?” K’Thrall asked.

      “No, you can’t go into combat with us unless you’ve trained with us. It takes a great deal of practice to fire and maneuver without shooting your own people, so we cannot take someone who isn’t well-versed in our procedures. We simply cannot. You would be a danger to yourself as well as others. I’m sorry, K’Thrall, but not on this mission.”

      The Yollin clicked his mandibles in agitation, but to his credit he didn’t act the fool. “I understand,” was all he said.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s the plan, TH?” the captain asked once the group had left the bridge.

      “We drop off Kae and his team to conduct a recon of the tear and the devils, then we continue to the city you identified in the northern hemisphere.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Who do we talk with? How do we make sure they don’t shoot us down?”

      Terry stopped. “You know we haven’t talked with them. How would we? All we can do is look harmless. Joseph is going with us, just in case they open their minds to us. Otherwise, Skipper, it’s the usual plan.”

      Micky turned to Char.

      “His plan is to wing it.”

      Char shook her head as she looked at Terry.

      “These creatures don’t appear to have technology, yet they are terrorizing this planet. Judging by the low-impact lethal approach the Benitons took securing their space station I assume that they are willing to defend themselves, yet the creatures continue to come through the tear and spread out. A mech with a railgun should easily kill them, even if they can regenerate like most beings who use the Etheric. I suspect they have another trick or two that we won’t learn until we engage. That’s what Kae will be doing while we’re talking with the Benitons.”

      “What he said,” Char added with a smile.

      Micky turned toward the captain’s quarters.

      “Come on. It’s time to go,” Terry said, waving his arm for Micky to follow.

      “Shouldn’t I put on a dress uniform to make a good impression?”

      “We are who we are. Spacemen and warriors, exporting justice across the universe and doing our part to keep the peace.”

      “That sounds like a cheesy commercial,” Micky replied.

      “And you are the poster child.” Terry pointed at the skipper’s shipsuit. “Look at you, all captain-like. Come on, Micky! We have a blind date that none of us are looking forward to.”
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        * * *

      

      “Combat drop, bitches!” Kae bellowed using the suit’s external speakers.

      “Excuse me?” Marcie said from within her mech suit.

      “I’m one,” Shonna replied.

      “I’m not.” Merrit gave Kaeden the finger.

      Kae waved dismissively. “We conduct a recon of the tear and estimate how many of these things are down there. If we can isolate one a captive would come in handy, but if we have to engage then shoot to kill.”

      Kae, the mech team leader, pounded on the shoulders of each of the team members with two fists as they repeated the rules of engagement back to him.

      Marcie and the werewolves were along because of their ability to see the flow of Etheric energy. Shonna and Merrit were capable, but would not have volunteered for the mission if it had been left up to them. Marcie would have gone no matter what, and Kae wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

      Kae checked his heads-up display. Each of the four suits showed full loads for railguns and rockets, and power levels were maxed out.

      “Prepare to load,” Kae said when he saw his parents and the captain walking toward them. Joseph, Petricia, and Dokken were already aboard.

      Terry nodded in greeting to the mechs, but he kept walking. They knew the mission, and it was time to go. Terry took two steps up the ramp and stopped.

      “Hey, buddy! You still don’t have a spacesuit, so I’m not so sure you should go,” TH told the German Shepherd.

      Dokken dug under the seat and brought out a new roll of duct tape.

      “That settles it,” Char declared as she took her seat. Joseph patted the dog on the head and buckled in, and Petricia sat next to him and patted the empty seat between her and Char.

      TH took it and Dokken jumped into his lap. “Is this how it’s going to be?”

      I swear the blood oath! Dokken exclaimed.

      “Have you been watching those old movies with Kaeden again?”

      You should try them, big human. They are most entertaining, and more importantly, relaxing, which is something you could use. You seem a bit uptight.

      “I have a two-hundred-pound dog on my lap. It could be that.”

      Char petted Dokken’s head as Terry scratched behind his ears. Petricia stroked the long hair on the dog’s back.

      The mechs climbed aboard, but faced the rear ramp. They were going to execute a combat drop in case the Benitons’ sensor systems could determine if the shuttle landed. They would drop the team after flaring to slow the approach, then the drop ship would continue to the city.

      That was Terry’s plan. Once Kae and the team hit the ground, they’d be on their own with a second drop ship in orbit, ready for an emergency pickup.

      The negotiation team was on their own too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nathan stood in the cargo bay of Federation Base Station Eleven. It wasn’t his favorite space station since it was off the beaten path, but it had enough charm to keep him interested. He was on a short hop to recruit a group of traders for an intelligence mission. The cargo bay was filled with a variety of materials that could be transported innocuously to give the traders a cover story under any circumstance.

      And to keep the Bad Company’s trade arm robust and producing income.

      They could also supply the covert intelligence section with information from across the Federation. The traders could ply the routes of systems contemplating joining to help Nathan better understand how best to leverage them.

      That assumed General Reynolds wanted to bring them on board. Sometimes systems needed to mature before entering the fold, and sometimes systems were too self-serving to come on board. The general had no intention of making wealthy rulers even richer while their people suffered in poverty.

      A scruffy-looking cargo ship finished its landing sequence.

      Nathan leaned against a railing and watched as two men—one human and one Yollin—exited the hulking cargo hauler, the ICS Fortitude, and headed his way.

      “Eight hundred and forty-two computer servers ordered by...” Jack glanced at the name on the shipping docket attached to his clipboard before he passed it over, “a Marcus Cambridge.”

      “Thanks,” Nathan said, signing for the consignment before returning the clipboard and holding out his hand. Both Jack and Tc'aarlat shook it. “I'll get the dock crew to unload them. While they're doing that, can I treat you gents to a drink?”

      “Sure,” Jack said with a smile. “I never say no to a cold one.”

      “Sounds good to me,” added Tc'aarlat, his mandibles tapping together. “Don't look a gift whore in the mouth, huh?!”

      “‘Horse!’" Jack corrected quickly. "Don't look a gift ‘horse’ in the mouth." He turned to Nathan. “Tc'aarlat's working on including human proverbs and phrases in his day-to-day conversation.”

      “He's, er...doing well,” said Nathan, looking past the newcomers. “So, is it just the two of you?”

      Mist ruffled her feathers and shrieked from her perch on Tc'aarlat's shoulder.

      “Sorry,” Nathan corrected. “The three of you?”

      The Yollin reached up to scratch the top of the hawk's beak, causing her to caw softly. "She doesn't like to be left out." He grinned.

      “Tell me about it,” Jack muttered under his breath.

      Tc'aarlat shot him a brief look of irritation, but decided against bringing up Jack's intense dislike of his pet in front of their client. “There is another member of our crew here somewhere,” he said. “Where's Dollen?”

      Jack shrugged. “He disappeared as we finished docking. Said he wanted to get changed, since he had blood on his shirt.” He noticed Nathan's raised eyebrows and added, “We had a little trouble on our way here...”

      “Sorry!” called a voice from behind the group. Dollen jogged over to join them, sporting a jacket with the haulage company's logo branded on the breast pocket fastened all the way up to his throat. “Couldn't decide what to wear.”

      Nathan shook the Baloreon's hand, then led the small party through the customs and security zones to a large and well-appointed shopping mall filled with tourists of several species.

      Sometimes it’s nice to get back to the front lines and engage at the pointy end of the spear, Nathan thought. And cut the head off a snake while recruiting a few new hands. I hope Ecaterina stays on the upper levels of the station, just until…
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        * * *

      

      “Drop in five!” Terry yelled. He flashed five fingers and held them up. Each of the four suited warriors held five fingers over their shoulders. Wearing the suits, they didn’t need to turn around to see Terry. Their rear camera displayed what was behind them on their HUD. The colonel smiled.

      He couldn’t wait until he got his own.

      “Not yet, lover,” Char told him.

      “I know. We’re last.” He turned to Char and they held hands as Terry angled his body so he could see the countdown timer as well as the team braced in the back of the shuttle Pod.

      “ONE MINUTE!” Terry started bobbing as if psyching himself up to jump, and Dokken started barking.

      “MECH RECON!” Kaeden yelled, boosting his speakers so the sound reverberated within the passenger compartment.

      “FLARING!” Terry bent his knees at the same time as the mechs. The drop ship’s nose pointed skyward as the gravitic drives pulled off most of the momentum, then the nose dipped and Smedley dropped the ramp.

      “GET SOME!” Kaeden ran to the back and dove out, and less than a second later, the others followed him. The ramp closed and the drop ship accelerated toward the largest city.

      Terry stopped rocking and breathed heavily. He stared at the closed ramp for a long time before he sat back down.
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden turned around so the rockets on his lower legs could slow the suit before impact, then looked up and saw the others catching up. He hit the jets, and the others sped past. They slowed while maneuvering so they’d land in a diamond formation, everyone facing a different direction in case they came down with hostiles in range.

      Marcie gave the all-clear sign, soon followed by Shonna and Merrit. They could sense no creatures in the landing zone, the “LZ.”

      The four mechs hit almost simultaneously at a speed that would have killed an unarmored human, and the dust of the dead zone clouded outward and upward.

      The four had no need to wait for the air to clear before moving. Using a combination of infrared and other sensors to project the way ahead, Marcie took off at a run, boosting her stride as she accelerated on a beeline toward the interdimensional tear.

      As she looked into the gray mists of the Etheric a beacon pulsed. It could be nothing else, and the power from it promised to be overwhelming.

      “There’s more juice flowing from that thing than we imagined,” Marcie said over the suit’s comm system as she ran.

      “What does that mean?” Kae asked.

      “It means that we could be supercharged to the point of overloading. In that case, we’ll need your help.”

      Shonna and Merrit increased their spacing to the sides. Kae slowed until the diamond occupied more than a square kilometer.

      “Three minutes to contact. Slowing approach. Do you see the external temperature?”

      “One hundred and forty degrees. That’ll put hair on your chest,” Merrit offered.

      “Suits for the win.” Shonna started angling away from the group. “Contact at ten o’clock.”

      “I don’t see anything,” Kaeden replied.

      “It’s not on the HUD. I think we have a creature.”

      “I see it now,” Marcie replied.

      “You two check it out. Merrit and I will continue to the tear.”

      Marcie veered to the side and sprinted to Shonna’s flank, leaving enough space to keep both from falling into a trap.

      Kae sped ahead until he and Merrit were running in stride a hundred meters apart. Kaeden still couldn’t see the tear, but Merrit signaled that they were getting close. Kae checked his HUD and saw that Marcie and Shonna had slowed to a walk.

      “We’re almost on top of it,” Merrit reported, and stopped.

      Kae took a couple more steps, then dropped to a knee. He frantically checked his sensors, but couldn’t see anything.

      “Look out!” Merrit cried before he opened fire.
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        * * *

      

      Terry sat on the opposite side of the shuttle since Dokken didn’t look like he was going to move. His tongue hung out of his dog face while Char and Petricia constantly petted him.

      Jealous? Dokken asked.

      Of course! Terry replied, using his comm chip. Your plan is duct tape? We have got to get you a shipsuit.

      I figured that would help expedite the process.

      I wish I had more control over it, buddy. We’re in Nathan’s service out here, so we don’t always get to call the shots. We need armor, we need a custom shipsuit for my best buddy, and we need more people. If it’s not one thing it’s another, but for what it’s worth I’m bumping your suit to number one priority if it’s not ready by the time we get home.

      Home? Dokken asked. Do you mean the War Axe or Keeg Station?

      I think of Onyx Station as home. Weird, but good. At least I don’t think of the ship as my wife like the captain does.

      “Hey!” Mickey furrowed his brows and shook a fist at Terry.

      “Hey, yourself! Can’t a man have a private conversation with his dog?”

      I’m not your dog.

      “Don’t make me come over there.” Terry blew a kiss at the massive German Shepherd and Dokken leapt from his seat.

      Terry twisted, but the dog still crashed down on him.

      When the shuttle settled to the ground and the rear ramp opened Terry was corkscrewed, lying on the seat with Dokken straddling him and licking his exposed ear.

      Joseph stood and bowed to someone that Terry Henry couldn’t see, and Petricia and Char did the same. Micky was out of his seat and walking forward. Dokken delivered one last lick before jumping down. Terry freed himself and stood.

      He wasn’t prepared for what greeted him.
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        * * *

      

      Kae couldn’t see what Merrit was shooting at. “What’s the target?” Kaeden maneuvered farther to the left.

      “Can’t you see it? One of those creatures is coming through the tear.”

      “I don’t see anything!” Kaeden ran at a thirty-degree angle away from Merrit’s railgun fire, and after a few steps it became clear.

      They were behind the tear. Once past the portal, he could see the creature only too clearly. Three meters tall, with red leathery skin and horns. Merrit’s rounds weren’t penetrating the tear, and the creature was unharmed. Kae jumped back as the creature roared, but with railgun aimed he remembered his own orders.

      Capture first. The creature bounded toward him and slashed with a mighty claw, but the long nails from a four-fingered hand scraped harmlessly across the armor. Kae rotated at the waist to guide the creature’s momentum past his left arm.

      Kae swung the railgun like a club, hitting the creature in the back as it passed. The power-assisted blow drove the creature face-first into the ground.

      Kae tried to pin the beast, but it was up and spinning before he could get a good hold. Kae reared back to punch the creature with an armored fist as it swung its own clawed hand, and the claws faded for a millisecond as they disappeared beneath the armor.

      The searing pain stopped Kae’s blow. The claw had materialized inside the suit and raked through his chest. Kae jumped back quickly enough to limit how deep the claws dug, then raised his railgun and fired a stream of rounds. The creature faded as the first bunch passed through, but when it solidified the rounds ripped into it.

      The creature howled and roared and Kae turned the external microphones down, but not off. The creature tried to return to a ghost-like state, but it could only maintain it for a second or two. Kae fired again, blasting the horned head apart, and the body fell to the ground and stilled.

      Kae dropped to a knee, pain still coursing through him even though the nanocytes were attacking the injury with reckless abandon.

      “Holy fuck, Merrit. Let’s blast this portal to hell and go home.” Kae grunted as he stood. “Merrit?”

      Kaeden had taken one step when horns and a red head forced their way through the tear. Kae leveled his railgun and let it rip, and he kept up the fire until the creature went back where it came from. Kae limped a couple steps before realizing the pain was already gone, and hurried around the tear to find Merrit doubled over.

      “Merrit?” Merrit was unconscious, and Kae had no idea why. He picked the werewolf up, tossed him over his shoulder, and started to run toward where he’d last seen Marcie and Shonna.

      After half a kilometer he stopped to put Merrit down and called up his rockets, which popped up from behind his shoulder. He targeted them and sent four screaming downrange. They hit the target with a massive explosion, sending a red dust cloud skyward.

      Although Kae couldn’t see the Etheric energy, he could see the void where the dust cloud wasn’t. The rockets didn’t do any damage to the tear.

      “That would have been too easy,” Kae grumbled as he lifted Merrit to his feet. The man blinked his yellow eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “Feel woozy, but that’ll fade the farther I get from that thing.”

      “The creature?”

      “The tear.”

      Kae nodded. “Let’s go see how our better halves are faring. They have to be doing better than us.”
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      Terry put his hands on his hips and rolled his head. Behind the shuttle was nothing. There was no Beniton delegation. There were no buildings.

      The others started laughing.

      “Are your missions always like this?” Micky asked, having joined the spoof at the last second.

      “Pretty much. You know what they say…paybacks are a mother.” Terry forced a scowl at the group, but couldn’t maintain it. He appreciated the quality of the practical joke.

      “At least you don’t have a stealth cat befouling your pillow every day,” Micky lamented.

      “You know Smedley is in on that,” Terry said matter-of-factly.

      Micky stopped and grabbed the colonel’s arm, looking at him in disbelief.

      “I asked him directly and he said ‘no’!”

      “He’s evolved, which means he can lie.”

      “Our EI is lying to us? I mean, our AI…” Micky scratched his chin. “That makes the most sense.”

      “Are you coming?” Char asked from outside the drop ship.

      When Terry and Micky exited, they found that Smedley had landed the shuttle on the edge of the city with the stern facing away. When they stepped into the open, they found that they were not alone.

      “The Grays,” Terry said softly when he saw the greeting party.

      Joseph held his head as his face worked through a series of emotions. With a final wince he let go of it and bowed, and the others followed suit.

      “My name is Captain Micky San Marino, and I am pleased that you decided to meet us.” The captain walked forward but stopped more than an arm’s length from the nearest of the gray-skinned, almond-eyed aliens. They looked dainty with their thin arms and bodies, and like the Crenellians they had oversized heads.

      You gave us no choice once you defiled our space station, one of them said. Micky looked from one to the next, unsure which of the five present had spoken.

      “Aliens are coming through the tear in the Etheric dimension. We’re here to help stop them,” Micky said pleasantly.

      Who said we need help, let alone your help? the disembodied voice asked.

      “Because it’s not getting any better. They continue to come through the tear.”

      Micky looked back to Terry.

      “We had a request to come here and deal with the interdimensional tear and the hell-spawn coming through to your planet,” Terry explained.

      You didn’t get that request from us. It was probably one of the others. The Rift has brought us the Skrima, but we can shield our city from an Etheric intrusion. The shields isolate the Skrima near the equator. It is inhospitable to the point that they will eventually leave.

      “You don’t believe that,” Joseph interjected as he touched his nose. Petricia held onto Joseph’s arm.

      A telepath. The oldest of you is the most evolved, it seems.

      “Thank you.” Joseph approached one of the Grays standing to the side. “I suspect you know what we really want, which is access to the miniaturized power supply technology. We suspect it caused the Rift in the first place. And if you aren’t going to use your space station, we’d love to put a garrison aboard to help us expand into this section of space. We can limit who comes and goes so you are left in peace. If we don’t people will show up unannounced more often than you’ll like, including the Skrima.”

      Micky stepped back, shaking his head.

      “It was worth a shot, Micky,” Terry whispered as he stepped to the front. Char moved forward and stood by his side.

      Four faced five, and none spoke.

      “Okay,” the Gray in front of Joseph said aloud.

      “Okay what?” TH asked.

      The information has already been transferred to your AI, now leave us in peace as you agreed. We will make things very uncomfortable for you should you violate the agreement.

      “I believe you,” TH said. He waved, and with a quick nod turned and headed toward the back of the shuttle. Dokken barked and ran after his human.

      After the rest had climbed in, the rear deck started to close.

      “Did they send you anything, Smedley?” Terry asked.

      “Yes, Colonel Walton. In a single burst transmission they gave us the power source design and the access codes for the space station, along with instructions for how to repair the damage you caused.”

      “Damage that we caused because they weren’t very congenial! We were protecting ourselves, but we’ll fix it and then we’ll occupy it.” Terry licked his lips and grinned. “Here’s to a quick negotiation!” Terry tapped his forehead with two fingers. “Smedley, can you link us to Kaeden for an update, please?”

      “Hang on!” came the frenzied reply, but Kae left the channel open. The railgun fire in the background was unmistakable.

      “Get us there, Smedley. Fastest possible speed,” Terry ordered calmly.

      He opened the forward locker as the drop ship lifted off and accelerated. As usual they weren’t thrown backwards, because the gravitic drive prevented the transfer of gee forces to the inside of the ship.

      Terry pulled out his Jean Dukes Special and strapped it to his hip, and handed Char her pistols and a railgun. Joseph and Petricia both took railguns, although Petricia looked at hers with a certain amount of disgust.

      Micky held his hands up.

      “Stay with the shuttle. There’s a railgun in here for you just in case they get past us.”

      “Then Smedley and I will take off and go for reinforcements.”

      “They’ll probably already be on their way. Here,” Terry said as he handed ballistic vests and helmets to everyone.

      “Hey, Dad,” Kaeden said into the silence. “These things are real bastards to kill.”

      “Are you okay?” Terry asked. The others listened intently as they watched Char strap a flak jacket on Dokken.

      “I am now. These creatures ghost in and out. Even after coming through to our dimension they can disappear back into the Etheric, but only for a few moments. And they can use that ability to penetrate our armor—one went claws-deep into my rib cage. But they splatter just like any meat bag when they reappear.”

      “We’re on our way in. Are you ready for extract?”

      “Sounds good. Home on our beacon. We dropped a few rockets on the tear, but that didn’t do anything except kick up some dust. Three demons down, but I have no idea how many are on the planet. They are problematic to locate. We’ll debrief when we’re back on the ship.”

      “Understood.” Terry picked at his fingernails as he leaned forward in his seat with his head bowed.

      Char put her hand on the back of his neck. She had also felt that sudden pang at hearing that Kaeden had been injured. Even though they’d been at it for a long time, parents would always worry about their kids.

      “ETA, Smedley?” Terry asked.

      “Descending toward their beacon now. I’ll drop the ramp in three minutes.” Smedley waited before adding, “Ted is quite pleased with the information you acquired. He told me to thank you.”

      “He did not say that,” Terry countered. “Since we have you on the hook, tell the captain how you’ve been helping Wenceslaus.”

      “I don’t believe I will. Prepare to recover the mech recon team.” A buzz sounded over the speakers.

      “That’s all I need to know.” Micky gave the hairy eyeball to the speakers in the ceiling. “How to pay you back…that’s the question.”

      The drop ship hit the ground harder than normal, then the rear deck descended and four mechs walked aboard.

      “We fired a shitload of ammo to kill three of them. We may have to rethink our strategy.”
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        * * *

      

      Ted looked over the information Smedley had forwarded on behalf of the Benitons. “Not only can we start building these right away, we can start integrating them into our systems because we have the energy parameters. It’s been a good day, Ankh.”

      Ankh shivered with excitement, then they raised their holo screens and went to work.

      “First order of business is building an Etheric power supply assembly line. Break down the components, Plato, and see how we can line them up…”

      Ted and Ankh disappeared into their technology, as happy as two men could be.
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        * * *

      

      Kimber was relentless. They started training the second the drop ship left for the surface, and they were still training when the ship returned six hours later.

      From weights to running to hand-to-hand, they rolled from one session to the next without taking a break.

      “Ma’am,” Sergeant Fitzroy panted. “Is there any way…the boys can call it a day? If we have to…go into combat tomorrow…we might be a little dogged.”

      “Boys?”

      “I’m having…a hard time speaking…being out of breath and all…so ‘boys’ was much easier…than men and women. I apologize…for being overly pithy.” Fitzroy took deep breaths between every few words. His short hair was matted to his head, and sweat streamed down his face.

      Kimber was sweating, but not much. She’d trained harder than anyone else her whole life. Well, anyone except Marcie. They both had nothing to prove and yet everything to prove.

      TH never let gender dictate any of his decisions. He put the best person into the position that needed to be filled or the job that had to be done. Nanocytes had been the great equalizer, giving people with a smaller stature like Kim and Kae the advantage of oversized strength without being genetically gifted with size.

      Like Gene the werebear. He had been a man-mountain.

      Kim turned away as she thought of her old friend and mentor. How was he holding up? What about the others?

      “Training’s done for the day! Hit the showers, and be ready for a mission brief at a moment’s notice. We don’t know when we’ll go planetside, but it’ll be soon.” Kim hurried toward Ted’s lab. She wanted to find out when the IICS was going to be ready. She had a pain in her heart that needed to be filled by friendly voices from the next galaxy.

      She started to run, as if not finding out would crush her. Her chest tightened and her legs became heavier with each step.

      Kim passed Kaeden, Marcie, and her parents on the way, but she barely spared them a glance. They followed her as she ran through the corridors with the ease of familiarity.

      She didn’t hesitate upon reaching Ted’s lab, despite a three-dimensional image telling visitors to go away. She used her code to override the door and walked in.

      The others followed her and stopped as she planted herself inside the door. In front of her were swirling images from wall to wall and Ankh and Ted walked between them, touching various points in mid-air while motioning with their hands to fill gaps that only they could see.

      Kim’s mouth was open, but she hesitated to speak. Her overwhelming desire for an answer was balanced by her understanding that interrupting Ted could lead to the instantaneous delivery of an answer she didn’t want to hear, whether it was true or not.

      Ted crossed his arms and studied the swirling colors, and the Crenellian stopped what he was doing and stood still. Ted walked back and forth, touching one wall and strolling to the other, then clapped once and the holographic images disappeared. Ted blinked when he noticed he had visitors.

      “Don’t you people read signs?” he asked with a dismissive wave.

      “Of course, but you know that we’ll ignore them. Case in point.” Char pointed to the open hatch and the group standing within.

      Ted shook his head but Ankh showed no emotion, just watched dispassionately.

      “When can I talk with Uncle Gene or anyone else we left behind?” Kim asked, having found her voice.

      Ted pointed at one side of the room and then the other. “We just finished. All we need to do is manufacture the units and send them to Earth.”

      “Don’t you need to test them?” Terry interjected.

      “What do you think we were doing?”

      “A simulation?” Terry looked with raised eyebrows at the werewolf genius.

      “Yes, yes, but the simulation is one-hundred-percent accurate. They’ll work. Smedley already has the design and construction criteria. We will be able to manufacture at least five complete units on the ship, but to fabricate any more we’ll need additional raw materials—most of which we can acquire from the planet below.”

      “No can do, Ted,” Terry said, holding up his hand. “We have an agreement with the Benitons, and mining their planet wasn’t in there. The penalty for violating the contract is pretty stiff, so we’ll find a different source for the raw materials. And if I’m not mistaken, we agreed to repair the space station and that will take four of the power supplies.”

      Char nodded.

      Kim exhaled and looked at the deck, and Kaeden wrapped a protective arm around his sister’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Kim. We’ll get them to Earth and to the people we care about even if we have to take them ourselves.”

      Terry gave Kae a thumbs-up. He and Char agreed with the sentiment.

      “I’ll tell Felicity that you’ll take care of it.” Ted started futzing with the box that contained Plato.

      “Hang on,” Kae began, but Kim grabbed his arm. “We’ll take care of it.”

      Marcie nodded. Ankh remained stoic.

      “Aren’t you mortar forkers hungry?” Terry asked.

      Char rolled her eyes.

      “Yes, dear. We recognize that you’re trying not to swear, but you’re doing poorly at it. I’ll have to ask Ramses, but I don’t think that counts to give anyone a payout.” Marcie shook her head. “Nope. You didn’t swear today, so that makes Nathan a loser.”

      “I’m okay with that.” Terry kissed Char on the cheek. “Good job, Ted. I’m sure the IICS will be a magical piece of hardware. We have debriefs, missions to plan, and chow to eat, not necessarily in that order, so we can walk with you to see Jenelope or we can carry you—those are your two choices. Come on, Ankh, time to go.”

      Ankh took one step before bowing to Ted. “All hail Ted.”

      “All hail Ted,” echoed from the speakers.

      “Would you stop that?” Char said, and pointed a finger as if correcting a child. Ankh mouthed the words in open defiance as Char loomed over him.

      Terry laughed as he walked out. Hail Ted? That’ll be the day.
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      Timmons looked at a screenful of specifications.

      A million metric tons of steel hung stationary in space, anchored by a gravity device that kept the random bits from floating away.

      All Keeg Station needed was rhyme, reason, and a driven workforce to turn the raw material into a space dock.

      “I don’t see why it won’t work.” Timmons continued to study the numbers.

      “It will if we can keep them going in the same direction,” Sue replied, watching her mate and not his project plan. They’d co-managed hundreds of projects that brought San Francisco back to life as a thriving center of commerce in the world after the fall, so she didn’t need to see his plan to know that it was sound. The only unknown was the workforce.

      “Have they changed? Will they work for us without causing any problems? Last thing we need to do is entrust a starship to them and have them sabotage it—not because they’re terrorists, but because—heaven forbid—they saw a woman!”

      Sue gently pulled on his chin so he’d look at her and not the screen. “Once they start on this and see the possibilities freedom gives them, I think they’ll blend into society rather quickly.”

      “The love of women is the root of all evil,” Timmons intoned.

      “I think that’s the love of money, dear.”

      “I heard a homeless guy on the boardwalk in Atlantic City say my version. I think he was onto something.”

      Sue straddled Timmons’ lap, but the chair protested the additional weight. He leaned back as her lips sought his, then flailed as the chair gave way and they tumbled to the floor.

      They weren’t bothered by the change of position, but their ears perked up when the hatch opened and someone walked in. They could see stylish shoes and shapely legs.

      Felicity peered down at them. “Don’t we have a shipyard to build?” she drawled, shaking a finger in their direction. “Werewolves and their libidos, God love ‘em.”

      Timmons winked at Sue and they climbed to their feet. “We have a plan,” he said, grinning.

      

      The War Axe in Orbit over Benitus Seven

      “What the hell? You bring your stinkfest to the chow hall?”

      Terry heard the voices from down the corridor. With idle curiosity, he looked for the speaker when the hatch opened and revealed that most of Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch was already there and eating.

      It wasn’t difficult to pick out the offended and the offender. One man had his arm raised and was using his hand to wave air from his armpit toward a second man, who was shaking a fist. One second later, the offended launched himself over the table. He sent trays flying as he landed, and the two fighters rolled to the deck.

      “STOP!” Terry snarled, and forced his way between the tables. He grabbed the man on top with both hands and picked him up, then kept lifting and turned as he bodily threw the warrior toward the hatch. The second man was wedged under the table, but Terry made quick work of him too. They both scrambled out the hatch, nodding to Kim and Kae as they bolted.

      Terry looked angrily at Kimber, but softened at the look on her face.

      Morale was fraying, hers included. That was why she’d gone to see Ted. All eyes were on Terry Henry as he turned back and surveyed the warriors and crew.

      “Well?” Ted demanded from the corridor. “Are we going to eat or not? I have work to do.”

      Terry held his hands up, although the mess deck was already silent. “Ted is going to bring the space station to life, then we’re going there on a liberty call! You might think that space station tried to kill us—and you’d be right—but it didn’t win, because we’re the Bad Company. We don’t take that kind of crap. This place will blow your mind with its three-hundred-and-sixty-degree holographic projections. It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen. I’ll even send my personal stock of beer with you. Treat it well!

      “While you’re there, we’ll be planning how to kick some demon ass. We’ll recover from the party, and then go planetside. We’ll hunt those bastards down and send them back to the hell from which they came. While we’re out here, we’re going to see what Ten has in store for us at Home World.

      “And then we’ll go home—to our new home, Keeg Station—where we’ll take some time off. We’ll take anyone who wants to travel the universe as a civilian to Onyx Station, where you can jump a transport and go on a real vacation. If you get arrested, you’re on your own. If you don’t, you’re not trying hard enough!”

      Get Ted and Ankh some damn chow and get him to work fixing the space station. I want that done today, Terry ordered over his comm chip. Marcie invited Ted and the Crenellian past the group and ushered them to the front of the line.

      “Libo! Libo! Libo!” Fitzroy started to chant and forty other voices joined him, including Terry and the pack. The colonel walked between the tables, high-fiving the warriors as he continued the chant. When he reached Fitzroy they grasped hands and shook, slapping each other on the shoulder.

      “What’s for lunch? I’m starving,” Terry declared. The chant turned into a cheer when Kaeden brought one of his old movies up on the screen—Patton. The crowd quieted as George C. Scott delivered his speech.

      Jenelope waved and Terry worked his way to the kitchen.

      “Yoga,” she said.

      TH looked down his nose at the ship’s therapist and didn’t answer.

      “You heard me.” Jenelope tapped a wooden spoon against her palm.

      “Sunsets and palm trees,” Terry replied.

      “Get them into yoga.”

      “We’re not doing yoga.”

      “Yoga.”

      “No.”

      Jenelope shook her spoon in TH’s face.

      “Maybe. But why?”

      “Your people are on edge—it’s been one death-defying act after another. You don’t think your exploits on the station were shared with everyone? What about the planet? Did you hear how much blood was inside Kaeden’s suit?”

      Terry shook his head.

      “Yoga.”

      “Fine.” Neither Terry nor Jenelope moved.

      “You’ll start with a session this afternoon, then?”

      Terry didn’t answer, and Cory appeared behind him. “I would love to lead a session this afternoon. Put it on the schedule, Dad. Thanks, J! You’re the best.”

      “You heard her. Put it on the schedule.” Jenelope returned to tapping her spoon.

      “Where did you find wood for your spoon?”

      Jenelope raised one eyebrow. Tap. Tap. Tap. The spoon continued its rhythm.

      Terry leaned over his shoulder and yelled, “FITZROY!”
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        * * *

      

      “Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere else?” Micky asked.

      “We have a mission to plan,” Terry replied as he continued to drill into the imagery of the terrain around the Rift.

      Terry, Marcie, Kaeden, Christina, Merrit, and Dokken were the only others present in the captain’s briefing room.

      “Not into yoga?” Micky asked. The rest of the Bad Company were in the recreation room on their yoga mats.

      Terry closed his eyes and turned toward the captain. “Everything has its time and place. Right now, the best thing I can do with my time is plan this next operation. Based on what Kae and Merrit saw at the Rift, these things are coming through with great frequency. There could be hundreds of thousands of them already on Benitus Seven. How in the holy hell are we going to send them back? Can we kill that many? Can we line them up and shove them through? How are we going to resolve this?”

      Micky looked down at his lap. Despite the success of the negotiations with the Benitons Terry had returned carrying the burden of an injured son and an insurmountable task, and it weighed on him. For Terry Henry Walton, yoga wasn’t the answer.

      The captain wasn’t sure what the answer was, though.

      “My apologies, TH, for my ill-advised attempt at humor. I can’t fathom the task before you, but if there is anything the War Axe can do, build it into the plan and we’ll support you.”

      “I can’t ask for better than that.” Terry sniffed. He smelled something, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. Dokken was lying on the deck at his feet, softly snoring. “Kae, what do you think about engaging them directly? Is that a fight we can win?”

      “No fucking way,” Kae answered, rubbing his ribs where the Skrima’s claws had penetrated. His subconscious rose to the surface, and he shivered as he remembered how close it had been. He had trusted his armor to protect him. The Bad Company wasn’t going to beat up little kids on the playground. The enemy had teeth and a way to use them.

      TH had expected an abrupt answer. “Merrit?”

      “The Etheric. They are obvious and vulnerable there, but so are we.”

      “Explain more about how they are vulnerable? We only need to convince them that staying in this dimension is hazardous to their health. Getting them to leave of their own accord would be optimal, it sounds like,” Terry replied.

      Marcie looked like she wanted to talk, so Merrit offered her the floor.

      “Working within the Etheric isn’t something we can do. Our biggest link is pulling power from the dimension into our own. The Benitons have mastered that technology, and I think we need their help to send the Skrima a message. Imagine if we were able to send an ear-piercing whistle through the Etheric straight into the brains of these creatures! Either they’d go on a murderous bender, or they find a way to make the ugly noise stop by going back through the Rift.”

      “Could they stay in our dimension as an escape from the sound or whatever we project?”

      “Yes, but then they’d be easy to kill.” Marcie leaned back.

      “There are too many of them,” Christina started. Terry leaned back as she took a breath to continue. “In your doctrine, the force multiplier was essential in overcoming a numerically superior enemy. Whether a bigger bomb or blowing a dam or using weapons of mass destruction, the military does what it has to in order to achieve its stated objective.”

      “Of course,” Terry replied, but Christina wasn’t finished.

      “Lines of communication. Logistics centers. Command and Control. These are an enemy’s innate vulnerabilities, yet with the Skrima we haven’t seen any signs of these potential targets.”

      “You’re starting to sound like me,” Terry said.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Just because we don’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t there, though. If we assume these creatures aren’t intelligent, we should be able to herd them using fear once they see that they can be easily killed. But if they are intelligent, we should be able to appeal to their higher reasoning. The logic of being killed once they realize their natural defenses are gone. In the latter case, we don’t have to create fear in every creature anew, only the ones who can tell the others that they need to run.”

      Terry nodded and smiled at Christina.

      “We need to have a conversation with the Benitons again,” Terry stated as he stood and started to pace. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I see a plan coming together. Everyone get to yoga. I’m going to talk with the general.”

      “Smedley?” Micky asked.

      “Ted.” Terry shook his head, but a deal was a deal. He had to beg Ted to build the weapon, because Terry had no faith that the Benitons would do anything outside what they already agreed to.

      “Why don’t you come, too, TH?” Marcie asked softly.

      He headed for the corridor and without looking back, he said, “Maybe some other time. There’s stuff I need to do, and not doing it wouldn’t be very relaxing.” Dokken followed Terry down the corridor as the others watched them go.

      “Heavy is the burden of command,” Micky intoned before excusing himself to return to the bridge.

      “It’s our job to make it easier on him, but he seemed content when he left,” Marcie suggested.

      “I know that look. It means he has a plan, but he needs to confirm a few details. In the interim, I’m looking forward to corpse pose,” Kae said.

      Marcie took his hand and they tried to psyche themselves up for yoga. Christina trailed them, shaking her head.

      Merrit stayed behind. He didn’t want to go. Two hundred years old, and he felt guilty about skipping school? “Goddammit!” He pushed himself away from the table. “Smedley, tell Shonna I’m on my way.”

      “She’s expecting you,” Smedley replied instantly.

      “Of course she is.” Merrit jogged after Christina, Marcie, and Kaeden. “Dammit.”
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        * * *

      

      Smedley? Terry asked as he watched Ted and Ankh put one of the Etheric power supplies back together. It was the one they had taken apart to reverse-engineer, but no longer needed. It was one of the four they would reinstall in the space station, and with the codes provided by the Benitons bring the station back to life with its full and complex holographic interfaces.

      Yes, Colonel Walton?

      When can I interrupt them?

      I wouldn’t advise that. I don’t think any time is a good time to interrupt Ted when he’s working, Smedley cautioned.

      When is he going to finish?

      When he is done.

      Smedley, I remember the good ol’ days when you didn’t give me a ration every time I ask a question.

      I think these are the best of days right now.

      Finally we agree on something! Terry crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, settling in to wait as long as it took. He put his mind to work on the deployment details, and how to manage a planet full of creatures with a shuttle’s worth of warriors.

      All he needed was a force multiplier. All hail Ted.

      Sonofabitch! he thought. Here I am, hat in hand. I wish Felicity was here. This would be so much easier.

      Ted and Ankh finished putting the power supply together and started to leave. When they saw Terry, Ted pointed at Ankh. “Carry those for him.”

      TH trembled for only a millisecond before smiling and relieving the Crenellian of his burden. He didn’t bother to ask where they were going, since it would be obvious soon enough.

      Ted hesitated. “Grab the toolkit, too. We’ll make this in one trip!”

      Ankh stepped aside to give Terry room, since the toolkit was a large case.

      At least it had handles. He put the power supplies on top before bending at the waist to better balance himself. He gripped the handles and stood, but the box resisted. He pushed with his legs until the toolkit rose from the deck, and Terry grunted with the effort. “What the hell is in this?”

      Ted shook his head in exasperation. “Tools.” Ankh was first into the corridor, and held the hatch open as Ted walked through. Terry struggled to follow as he balanced the tool chest with the power supplies on top.

      “Hurry up! We haven’t got all day,” Ted called back. Terry couldn’t see him around the huge chest.

      “Are we going to the hangar bay, Ankh?” Terry asked between grunts.

      “Yes. We are on our way to the space station to make the repairs.”

      “I’m taking the elevator,” Terry said as he turned and headed the other way. “Come on, Dokken. I know you’re down there somewhere.”

      I am. Don’t tread on me, human.

      Terry started to laugh. He couldn’t control himself, and had to lean against the bulkhead. His chest heaved with the effort to stay upright.

      “When all else fails, revel in the absurdity.”
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      Smedley flew the shuttle, as he always did. The docking was smooth, and the access through the airlock uneventful. They followed the access tube to where they’d burned through the emergency bulkhead, and passed the power supplies across the threshold one by one.

      Ted and Ankh walked away before Terry could work the tool chest through, and he watched them go without saying a word. They weren’t going to be much help.

      “And keep it upright. Those are sensitive instruments in there,” Ted said over his shoulder. He carried three of the power supplies, and Ankh carried one. Terry almost felt sorry for the Crenellian…until he looked at the tool chest.

      Then the only one he felt sorry for was himself. Terry finally took a good look at the chest. It was four separate units latched together, but the latches were recessed. He popped the releases and broke the unit down. In moments, he had it through the hole in the bulkhead. He reassembled it into two sections and then made two trips to the lowest deck of the station, where an impatient Ted and a stoic Ankh waited.

      The first section of the tool chest Terry had brought wasn’t the one they wanted, so Terry ran up the stairs and returned shortly with the second chest. Arguing with Ted was useless, so Terry didn’t bother.

      Once the second half of the chest arrived, Ted got to work without a word of thanks to Terry for carrying it. TH stayed out of the way and thought back to the thousands of times he’d asked Ted for something. He remembered saying thank you after each exchange. Char always expressed her appreciation. Ted couldn’t be bothered.

      I don’t need you to thank me, but I do need you to make a weapon.

      Terry waited while they did their thing. The first hour passed, then the second, and it was well into the third before Ted looked at the work and grudgingly deemed it satisfactory.

      He opened the box that contained Plato, and the two started talking mind to mind. The lights flashed throughout the station as it came online. The stale air was quickly rejuvenated, and the emergency bulkheads retracted. Even with only the three of them on board, the entire station came to life.

      “That’s it. Time to go back to the ship,” Ted declared.

      “Ted. I have a request.”

      “No. I won’t help you carry the tools. That’s work for minions like yourself.”

      Terry ignored the jibe. “We need a weapon to use against the Skrima, to flush them out of their partial existence in the Etheric dimension and solely into ours.”

      “We already have one of those.” Ted threw up his hands and started walking away. “Bring the tools.”

      Terry lifted half the chest. “What do you mean you already have one of those?” he asked over the top.

      “It’s like a jammer—neutralizes the field so that those sensitive to the Etheric won’t be able to tell someone is there.”

      “That doesn’t sound like what I’m looking for,” Terry replied as he negotiated the stairs. Ankh wasn’t climbing quickly, or Ted would have hurried ahead.

      “It works actively, pulling people out of the Etheric as much as masking the access to energy.” Ted turned and stood with his hands on his hips. “But you don’t want a small field generator. You want something that will work across the whole planet.”

      “Bingo. And then we want to herd the exposed Skrima back through the gate. I’m not up for genocide.”

      Ted’s eyes unfocused as he communed with his AI. When he returned to the present, he replied, “We have a plan. Bring the tools.”

      Once on the main deck, they left the stairwell and walked toward the corridor that would take them to the shuttle. Ted abruptly stopped, and his head swiveled back and forth as he tried to take it all in.

      Terry put the tool chest down and settled for gawking.

      The main area was filled with color and activity. Trees swayed in an invisible breeze., and Terry would swear he felt the air moving with the motion of the limbs. Everything looked so real that he thought he could touch the new world into which he’d been thrust.

      His hand slid through a rocky outcropping, stopping when his fingers reached the railing. The scene in the atrium was one of outdoor splendor—a jungle wonderland painted in vivid color.

      Terry felt refreshed, as if he were actually in a wild forest. The effect was pronounced, even for Ted. Ankh looked shocked. Terry realized that the Crenellian had probably never been in a forest before.

      TH picked the alien up and let him sit on his forearm, their heads close together as Terry pointed out the wonders of the flora and fauna. Birds and small furry creatures made their presence known, not just by sight but sound, too. Terry swore he could hear a rabbit-like creature in the underbrush, as well as the crunch of his boots on the grit and grass.

      “I’ll have the jammer in place within a day,” Ted said conversationally as he strolled through the central area. He peeked into an office, where the desk was now filled with personal items and even a three-dimensional interface where someone could interact with the system.

      All of it holographic projections that reacted to the beings within.

      Terry put Ankh down, and he ran to Ted’s side. The two held hands like a father and a son would as they discussed the computing power behind the system.

      Of course that’s what you see, Terry thought as he picked up the top half of the tool chest and hurried down the now-filled corridor toward the shuttle. The bulkhead had retracted, allowing TH through. He stepped around the piece they had cut out and almost ran into two full-sized bots. He thought they were projections until they bumped him aside. He let them pass.

      They picked up the section of bulkhead and rose toward the ceiling. Hover technology wasn’t new, but he suspected the bots were using something different than what the Federation was used to.

      So much new technology that they’d been given, but now payment was due. The cost? Close the Rift and rid the planet of the Skrima.
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        * * *

      

      “The ship is so much quieter without the platoon,” Kimber said, and Auburn nodded slowly.

      “I can’t hear the difference,” Terry said. Char nudged him with her elbow. Kaeden had a long face. “Out with it.”

      “There’s a party, and we’re stuck over here,” Kae replied.

      “Is that how you see it?” Terry asked.

      Kaeden nodded, followed by the others. Cory and Ramses shrugged before adding their nods.

      “Darn it,” Terry said.

      Ramses shook his head and pulled out his notepad.

      “Go on, then. We’re connected through the forward airlock. Go and join the party. We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning for the final mission brief. We’ll conduct team briefs in the hangar bay, and then perform a combat drop using all six shuttles. As usual, party now, because once we hit the planet we’re not stopping until we’ve accomplished the mission.”

      “Understood,” Terry’s senior team replied—their family and Char’s pack. TH watched them go, and Char watched him.

      “As you said, ‘out with it.’” She poked him in the side.

      “I have a bad feeling about this one.”

      Char traced her hand up his arm and rubbed his shoulder. “It couldn’t be worse than Poddern.”

      “I suppose not, but what if Ted’s thing doesn’t work? How can we close the Rift?”

      “Ted’s device will work, but what do we do with it? If there are a hundred thousand of those things running loose down there we’re fucked. The difference is, we’ll see how fucked we are.”

      “You’re trying to bait me into swearing, because you know I agree with you. I’ll add my two cents worth here, in the privacy of the conference room. Upside down and backwards. Triple-lindy screwed, and we’ll still give it all we’ve got. I don’t think we’ll close the Rift, but we will have to monitor it continuously and kill anything that tries to come through.”

      “I think you’re right, TH. Closing that doorway could release an untold amount of energy, and we can’t risk that. The Benitons might be a little gruff, but they don’t deserve to have their planet torn apart.”

      “The Grays. Eons before the fall we laughed at people who saw UFOs and claimed to have been taken, and here we are on a planet populated by Grays. They probably abused humans in all kinds of ways, yet we’re standing between them and demons from hell—but that’s what makes humanity great.” Terry smiled at his wife, and her purple eyes sparkled back at him. “Exporting justice, because we will always be the good guys, as long as you don’t get on our bad side.”

      Char stood and pulled Terry up with her. “Going to the party?”

      “Nah. You know how it is when the commander shows up—puts a damper on the fun. I’ll let them drink my beer in peace.”

      “You can get more beer, lover. By all that’s holy! You and your beer.”

      “You knew about me and beer before we got together.”

      “You called that swill ‘beer,’ which should have told me to steer clear of you. We couldn’t let Margie Rose think she wasn’t a matchmaker, though. I did it for her.”

      “Long live Margie Rose!” Terry smiled. “Now I want a beer.”

      “So you are going to the party.”

      “No, I’m just going to get myself a beer. It’s the least I can do before we drop.”

      “I’m talking about the party in our quarters.” Char walked away.

      Terry hesitated for a moment.

      Better go after her, Smedley suggested.

      You got that right, Terry replied.

      Smedley saw everything that happened on the ship, and recorded most of it. He’d been waiting for the colonel to swear, but he didn’t. Ramses would be disappointed, because the credits were starting to swing in Terry’s favor.

      

      Sheri’s Pride

      Timmons stood with his hands on his hips, wearing a spacesuit that he’d borrowed from Keeg Station. It wasn’t quite the powered armored mech suits that the Bad Company used. It had a minimal heads-up display, and it didn’t have powered assist for the limbs. It was cumbersome in gravity, but it worked in space.

      He still didn’t like it. He looked at the army of faces wearing the extravehicular suits they’d recovered from Ten’s fleet. He activated his suit’s communication system and projected his words to every single member of the new workforce.

      “Today is the day that we start building a shipyard—your shipyard. This is where you’ll work, refurbish ships, and earn money you can use to do whatever you want. Live as free people live. At some point you may decide that you don’t want to work in the shipyard anymore, and at that point the decision will be yours—but unfortunately not yet. You were the enemy a few weeks ago. Give us some time to get used to each other, become friends, and then you’ll be free to choose. In the interim, we have a shipyard to build.”

      “Mister Timmons, sir?” a familiar voice replied.

      “Yes, Brice, and it’s just ‘Timmons.’”

      “I’ve been talking to the guys, and we want to name the shipyard ‘Felicity’s Hot Metal.’”

      Timmons choked back the sound that rose involuntarily.

      “I like it, gentlemen,” Felicity drawled. “But if you must name it after me—what an incredible honor, by the way—but if you must, then may I suggest ‘Spires Harbor, a waystation of hope and rejuvenation?’”

      Does she still go by Spires? Timmons asked Sue.

      She does. I wonder why she didn’t take Ted’s last name.

      Timmons thought for a moment. What is Ted’s last name?

      I thought you knew, because I don’t.

      That’s probably why she didn’t take it. I can guarantee you that he hasn’t told her, either.

      “Felicity Spires, Governor of Spires Harbor,” Brice said, and a number of voices murmured approval into their suit microphones. “And we know you don’t have a name for us, but we’d like one. How about ‘the Harborians?’”

      “Done!” Timmons declared before he lost control. “Now it’s time to start building Spires Harbor. If you’ll bring up the schematics by slaving your pads to your HUDs as we showed you, you’ll know your roles. We’re going to shuffle out the hangar doors and get to work.”

      Dionysus had broken the project plan into individual tasks based on four-hour shifts for a five-hundred-man work party. When the first group returned, the second group would head into space and pick up where the first group left off.

      Timmons was first through and into space, reveling in the lack of encumbrance in zero-gee. The bulky suit started to feel normal.

      “Dionysus, when the workforce is clear, let’s move the ship into position.”

      The mass of bodies drifted into space, unseen pneumatic jets maneuvering them into position. Many of the workers hung onto each other while one would use his attached thruster pack.

      The group moved upward, grabbing the spine of the infrastructure already in place—a single metal beam hundreds of feet long with four transverse beams attached. That was the entirety of the shipyard that had been put into place so far.

      Keeg Station had not previously had the manpower or project managers for the work. With Sue and Timmons plus the Harborians and the AI Dionysus, the pieces were now in place.

      Sheri’s Pride shifted position. Thrusters engaged for attitude control and micro-maneuvering. It approached the framework and stopped.

      “Put the attachments into place. Welders up!” Timmons called, even though the AI had already delineated the tasks and the workers saw them on their HUDs. Many were already moving when Timmons spoke.

      He was obligated, just like Terry Henry was obligated to say “Wagons ho” whenever the group moved out.

      It made no sense besides tradition. The Harborians. Timmons chuckled to himself. He didn’t care what they called themselves. He hadn’t encouraged a name—although he probably should have—but sometimes things worked themselves out.

      The workers strapped beams together while bots performed the welding. Humanity was too frail in the older-style spacesuits to risk a torch burning through a suit.

      One after another, the beams went into place. Sheri’s Pride was becoming the hub of a vast shipyard.

      Spiderlike legs would dangle beyond and below the ship and more legs would be added to hold ships steady as major or minor repairs were made. Directly below the Pride a full-service dock would eventually take shape, with gantries and a structure in which a ship could be put together from prefabricated components.

      Timmons activated his jets and flew into space so he could take it all in.

      “Dion, can you overlay a projection of the future shipyard over what I’m seeing?”

      A scaled and textured image appeared on Timmons’ HUD. Sheri’s Pride disappeared within a great structure. The geometric balance of Spires Harbor was broken up by the projection of ships from the anchor points. In the projection the War Axe clung to one of the legs, and the vast ship looked small compared to the immensity of the Harbor. Timmons blinked the image away, leaving only what was before him.

      “Much work to do, Dion, but the first weld has kicked it off. I wish I knew what TH and the others were up to.” Timmons remained floating in space, serenely watching the bevy of Harborians work. Over five hundred suited men crawled over the outside of Sheri’s Pride, and flashes of light signaled where the bots were finalizing the attachments.

      Timmons breathed deeply and closed his eyes. Within his helmet, he heard music from Mozart’s Cosi fan Tutte. He hadn’t asked for it, but it seemed appropriate for that place and that moment in time.
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      The War Axe

      Sixteen mechs were parked in the hangar bay as Colonel Terry Henry Walton stalked back and forth in front of the entirety of Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch.

      Even Ted and Ankh were there, although they weren’t going planetside. The War Axe had made three high-speed passes in low orbit to deposit the satellites that contained the Etheric jammers. Ted and Ankh would control the signal from the ship and adjust on the fly to deliver exactly the right amount of counter-energy.

      “Team leaders, have you issued the mission orders?” Terry asked.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” came the bold replies.

      “I expect that they’ll run soon enough. Keep the way to the Rift clear, because that will mean fewer bodies to clean up.”

      Some of the warriors grinned, and others chuckled out loud. None of the senior leadership changed expression.

      “When we activate the weapon we may be blinded too, but that evens the field—which means we have the advantage.” Terry pulled his Damascus steel Mameluke sword from its scabbard and whistled it through a cross before him. In his other hand he held his Jean Dukes Special.

      Christina hefted her boarding axe in one hand, and in the other was a railgun. One to the next, the weaponry and firepower carried by the small unit known as the Bad Company was overwhelming.

      Was it enough to tame an entire planet?

      “How do you eat an elephant?” Terry asked.

      “One bite at a time,” Marcie answered.

      “Oorah,” Terry replied softly. “One well-aimed round at a time. One enemy down, and then the next. Let’s send these sons of wenches back to hell.”

      “Suit up!” Kaeden ordered and fifteen warriors left the formation to join him. Familiar faces and names—Praeter, Capples, Kelly, and more. They climbed in, buttoned up, and cycled the systems as part of a functions check.

      Sixteen mechs with sixteen unarmored warriors as partners. They’d deploy two by two because they had to cover a lot of territory. Being bunched up might have been safer, but it would not have accomplished the mission.

      That had been Terry’s reasoning, and no one disagreed.

      They split up, either two or three mechs per drop ship plus the warriors, the Weres, the vampires, and the enhanced.

      Bundin ambled aboard with Dokken.

      Extra water supplies had been loaded into the shuttles, and the ballistic canisters had been loaded with ammunition and water in case combat expenditures exceeded estimates.

      Terry’s estimates. He was counting on a few pieces of the puzzle to fall into place. By way of the shuttle’s boosted communications system, he had a direct line to Ted. Timing would be critical for his plan to work.

      The colonel surveyed the hangar bay. Once the drop ships had been loaded, it was as if they’d never been there. Terry twirled his finger in the air, and one by one the drop ships buttoned up. He strapped in as the ramp closed on his shuttle.

      “Smedley, begin the countdown,” Terry ordered.

      “From three. Two. One.” The drop ships launched into space simultaneously and then assumed unique vectors toward the atmosphere. Using the hot zone as a buttress, they planned to clear the northern hemisphere first, then exfiltrate and conduct a similar operation in the southern hemisphere.

      Less than fifty people in teams of two.

      The drop ships skipped and burned as they descended, but once into the clear air it was time.

      “Ted, activate the weapon,” Terry said, and Smedley made sure the signal got through. In moments Charumati started to blink and looked around her, tilting her head.

      Cory’s eyes stopped glowing and panic seized her. “I can’t heal anyone!”

      Terry flexed his arm. He felt weak and suddenly tired. He growled. “Power through it, people. The nanos are now drawing power from you! Eat some jerky or a protein bar. These creatures are going to be suffering, too, but I know we can operate without the Etheric energy. I am betting that they cannot. We’re here for a reason, people, because in the whole universe there’s one fighting force that can adapt, that can operate no matter what they’re up against. The Skrima can stand by. Here comes the Bad Company.”

      He started to rock as he prepared for the landing.

      “Ted, activate the infrared sensors and let’s see what we see.”

      The front screens of the six shuttles were overwhelmed by heat signatures from the planet. Incrementally, Ted engaged filtering algorithms until the screen cleared up.

      “How many Skrima are we looking at?” Terry asked, seeing few blips.

      “Four hundred and twelve,” Smedley replied.

      “Thank God! Adjust drop locations to maximize engagement envelopes.” Terry unbuckled and moved close to the screen. He blocked the view from the other passengers, but something had tickled his brain. “The Skrima are exclusively in the northern hemisphere, but they’re not bunched up. It looks like they hunt in pairs.”

      “New drop locations are highlighted on the screen,” Smedley reported.

      Terry stepped aside for all to see. The mechs remained facing the rear deck, but Terry had no doubt their cameras were zoomed in on the screen—unless Smedley was projecting the images directly onto their HUDs.

      “Kimber. I need you to take three teams and set up a blocking location here.” Terry traced a location between the northernmost Skrima and the Benitons’ largest city, and Smedley added it to the screens in all the drop ships. “Those overachievers need to have the errors of their ways explained to them.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kim replied through the ship’s speakers from her shuttle.

      “Marcie. Take three teams and set up a line here, farthest west from the Rift, and start pushing them east.”

      “Kaeden. Same in the east. Don’t let any of the Skrima get past you. Christina. You are the hammer. Take three teams and stay along the transition from the hot zone. If they try to head into Wasteland, finish them. If they are heading for the Rift, make sure they have a clear shot. Each team will be covering hundreds of miles. Call the drop ships if you have nothing in front of you and a long way to go. We’ll leapfrog the teams as necessary.”

      Terry ticked off the players in his mind before continuing, “Joseph will be here with two teams. Aaron and Yanmei will be here with two teams. Cory, Ramses, and Auburn, you’re in this gap due north of the Rift. I’ll be at the tear with Char and Bundin. Dokken. It’s too hot for you out there. I want you to go with Cory to protect her.”

      I understand, but I don’t like it.

      “I don’t like it either, buddy, but it’ll be a lot cooler where they are, which is where I’d prefer. I doubt I’ll enjoy losing half my body weight in sweat.”

      The screen showed the drop ships heading in. The first two landed, disgorged a team, and raced skyward again. Like a frog hopping lily pads, the drop ships deposited their teams along a broad arc across the northern hemisphere, using terrain to delineate between areas of responsibility.

      In some cases the warriors were a hundred kilometers apart, and in others only two. The warriors in mech suits saw exactly where the Skrima were, thanks to Ted’s satellite system. The enemy didn’t fade from view because they were blocked from using Etheric energy.

      Unfortunately, so was everyone enhanced with nanocytes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kimber ran from the drop ship, the first to do so. “Lead from the front” was her father’s motto and she embraced it, never shying from a fight. Kelly, decked out in her mech suit, ducked as she exited the shuttle, which lifted off without bothering to close the ramp.

      “Targets?” Kim asked.

      “Two this way, one kilometer.” Kelly hatcheted her arm to show the way.

      “Lock and load, and let’s go say hi!” Kim took off running, but it was nothing like what she was used to. It felt like she was wading through molasses, so she got angry and let the adrenaline feed her. The nanos started to pull energy from her body to give that boost back and she picked up speed, but knew she wouldn’t be able to maintain it.

      Kelly loped along beside her. The suit helped offset some of the effects of Ted’s Etheric-neutralizing weapon.

      They ran through a field of wild grasses and sparse trees. The Skrima were in a copse at the far side. The two put a hundred meters between them. Kelly ran with her railgun raised, ready to fire. Kim’s JDS was in her hand, swinging with her arms to help her maintain momentum.

      “Your two other teams have landed and are on the move.”

      Kim didn’t reply, since she needed her air. When Kelly slowed, so did Kimber. She brought her pistol up and weaved as she walked, looking over the sights and ready to fire the instant she spotted her target.

      Soon enough the Skrima came into view, but they were wandering in circles with vacant expressions. Kim took aim, but couldn’t fire. Kelly held her railgun steady, waiting on the order to unleash the weapon.

      Kim pulled her comm device from her pocket and keyed it to broadcast to all personnel. “We’ve encountered the Skrima. They are confused, and not aggressive. I don’t think they see us even though we’re standing right here. Orders?”

      Terry Henry’s voice crackled through. “Get them to move, no matter what you need to do to accomplish that. We don’t have the transport, so they’ll need to haul themselves back to the Rift.”

      “Roger. Out.” Kim stuffed the comm device back into her pocket. “Come on there, nice Skrima. I need you to get moving.”

      Kim held her pistol steady, having recovered her breath from the short run.

      The creature finally seemed to notice her. It opened its mouth and made guttural noises. The second Skrima stopped meandering and stood shoulder to shoulder with his comrade.

      “Not sure what’s going on, but I don’t like it,” Kelly said using the suit’s external speakers.

      The Skrima hissed at her, and faster than the eye could follow they both charged. Kim snap-fired into one’s face and blew its head off, but the other bowled her over. Her ballistic vest stopped most of the attack from the second creature, but her arm was unprotected. The claws raked across her forearm as they both tumbled to the ground.

      Kelly danced around, trying to get a clear shot.

      Kim tried to kick the creature away, but he was much larger than her and had better leverage. She caught his wrist as it slashed toward her head, but he grabbed her wrist and gripped tighter and tighter. Kim knew the bones would give way soon.

      She screamed in fury and bucked as she tried to free herself, then the Skrima’s head jerked sideways as Kelly butt-stroked it with her railgun. With its skull caved in, it collapsed. Kim kicked the dead Skrima off her. Blood trailed down her left arm.

      Kim holstered her Jean Dukes Special and used her free hand to tie a bandage around the wound. She grimaced and held one end of the tie-off in her mouth, pulling tightly on the other. Blood leaked through.

      “Ahh, for the good old days when we could shrug off injuries. I miss them.” She tried to show bravado, but the injury scared her.

      She activated her comm device. When Kelly picked her up to carry her to their next set of targets, Kim screamed in pain. “Son of a mother fuck, that hurt!”

      “Report!” Terry replied.

      “Don’t believe them. The Skrima still have super speed, and once they realized we were there it was game on. They are faster and stronger than us. Do not let them close on your position. They ignored the mech and both came after me. And if you get a claw job, that shit hurts and the nanos aren’t healing it.” Kim tried to relax as Kelly loped across the uneven terrain.

      “Two more targets six kilometers out.”

      “The others?” Kim asked.

      “Four Skrima down. They are advancing.” Kelly tried to maintain an even voice, but blood from Kim’s wound ran down the front of her armor.

      “Roger,” Terry finally replied. “Hang on for another thirty minutes. We have something coming that will help you out.”
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        * * *

      

      Kae heard the report from his sister, and his lip quivered as a snarl formed. He had been the second-last on the ground, and felt like he was behind. The run hadn’t bothered him as much as he thought it would, even though he was in a suit.

      The railgun felt heavier than normal, but he had no intention of going into combat without it. His rockets had been reloaded, and he was ready to use them.

      Kaeden picked two Skrima that were between his team and the next one. He targeted the rocket and sent it on its way. Other mechs were doing the same to increase the amount of space they could cover.

      He tallied the other teams’ reports and found that none of the Skrima had run. Good, he thought. I like an enemy that is willing to stand and fight. It’s stupid, but hey…we’re giving them the choice.

      As he and his partner zeroed in on a pair of Skrima ahead, they saw what Kim had seen. The demon-looking creatures wandered aimlessly, eyes unfocused.

      “Sniper mode,” he whispered from the suit’s speakers, and his teammate moved to the side and covered his ears. Kae took aim and fired, then rapidly adjusted to the second target and fired a spread of three rounds in case the Skrima moved.

      It didn’t. Both Skrima exploded from the impact of the hypervelocity rounds. “Mark. Two down. Advancing,” Kae reported. He checked his HUD to find his team efficiently moving forward.

      “Maintain your spacing. Rockets to grid seven, Cap.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. Targeting. Firing.” In his mind, Kae could see Capples’ half-smile as he tracked the rockets through the sky. “A custom delivery by airmail,” he would say—something that the blimps had brought back to a recovering Earth.

      Airmail was the fastest way to deliver a package to friends and family.

      “Your package has been delivered. How would you rate the service you received today?” Kae mumbled as the two IR targets disappeared after the rocket’s impact.
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      Terry had landed his shuttle and kept it on the ground. He stood where he could see the screen, preferring to be outside despite the nearly unbearable heat.

      The Rift was a kilometer away, but they were on the side where he could see it with his naked eye. “Smedley, set an alarm if anything comes through or if anything approaches.”

      “Of course, Colonel Walton. I’ll notify you the second a creature comes through the Rift. None of the Skrima appear to be inclined to run from the Bad Company. There are none approaching.”

      Terry kicked at the dead ground, and wisps of dust rose into the air before slowly settling back in. There wasn’t a breath of wind, and the air smelled like the dust of the Wastelands. No humidity. No life. Terry imagined that if Mars had air, it would smell the same way.

      Bundin lounged outside the drop ship, his four eyes taking in the surroundings. “Finally, some decent weather,” the Podder said conversationally.

      Char remained inside. The shuttle’s climate control system kept the inside cool by using the atmospheric shield that covered the rear opening. It shimmered occasionally as dust flitted off its surface.

      Terry took a long drink of water. He listened carefully to the team reports Smedley funneled directly to his comm chip.

      “How many Skrima down?”

      “Over one hundred. This is going more quickly than I projected.”

      Terry looked at the monitor. “I think we’re right on schedule. Why was your estimate different?”

      “The unknowns. I calculated the number of Skrima and came up with a projection that was quite high. You seem to have ignored the extreme, correctly so, but how did you know? I had no data to suggest such a small number was possible.”

      “Gut feel, General. Moving a mass of soldiers onto a battlefield is a major logistical undertaking. I don’t think they can feed here. It was my impression that they are creatures of the other dimension, and need to be there to survive. They are here to explore and wreak havoc, but not to live. A hundred thousand of them? They couldn’t get through or back quickly enough to sustain such a number.”

      “I’ll be,” Smedley conceded.

      “Emergency. Kimber is unconscious from loss of blood. Request emergency extract.”

      “Stand by,” Terry replied. “Break. Break. Ted, turn off the jammer so Kimber can start her recovery. All units, hold your advance and dig in. Ted, give me fifteen minutes, then turn it back on, please.”

      The effect was instantaneous. Terry’s chest seemed to swell with the power that the Etheric flooded into his nanos. Char walked through the shield and joined Terry in the heat. She kept her hands on her pistols. Bundin remained unaffected.

      “Kelly?” Char asked.

      “Alert!” Smedley blasted from the shuttle’s speakers. “A creature is coming through the Rift.”

      Terry took aim and with his strength, he dialed his JDS to eleven. He braced himself and fired at the form moving within the tear.

      The impact vaporized the Skrima, but the explosion on this side of the void was minimal. Terry clenched his teeth as he worked the pain from his shoulder. “Where was the Earth-shattering kaboom?” he asked in a high-pitched voice.

      Char elbowed him in the ribs. She closed her eyes and explored the movement of power from the Etheric. When she opened them, she smiled. “I expect anyone who was on the other side of that opening is having a really bad day.”

      “Maybe we pop a round in there every now and then?” Terry offered.

      “What if they pop back?” Char countered.

      Terry squinted to see the Rift better. It had returned to its former state—a small swirl in the middle of nowhere.

      “Then we probably don’t want to be anywhere near there. We haven’t seen any kind of technology from them, so I’m not sure they can shoot back.”

      “Terminator?”

      “Where only organic material could travel through time? I don’t buy it. I think they are intelligent, but not technologically so. I can’t discern a purpose. There’s no rhyme or reason to what they’re doing besides murder and mayhem. What’s their end game?”

      “I don’t know. Smedley?”

      “I got nothing.”

      “I love the new you, Smedley,” Terry replied.

      “Kelly? Anything from Kimber?” Char asked.

      “Kim here. Thanks for the boost. I’m slugging all our water now. Give me five minutes more and I’ll be back in the saddle.”

      “That’s good news,” Char said, relief in her voice and on her face.

      “Report!” Terry called.

      “We’re blind out here,” Kae replied first. “Once the interruption in the energy flow was reinstated, the Skrima disappeared from IR. Stay frosty, people!”

      “We’ve continued to advance. These creatures are ghosts in the mist, but we can still see them. We’ve got two teams converging on a pair now. They’re moving, and we don’t want them to get away. FIRE!” Christina yelled all of a sudden. The sound of railguns opening in automatic mode filled the channel, then there was a brief pause.

      “Christina?”

      Before she could answer the railguns opened up again, then just a mech’s oversized gun continued to bark. “Dieee!” came a Pricolici voice.
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        * * *

      

      Praeter had been assigned as Christina’s suited companion. He hadn’t worried about being able to keep up, and was mildly surprised that she was hard-pressed to keep up with him even in her reduced state.

      When the power came back on, his HUDs blanked out. Christina smiled and used her power to see what was in front of them. She announced that the Skrima were coming so Praeter prepared himself, counting on her to point the enemy out before they got too close. He had heard Kimber’s report, as they all had, and it put him on edge. If they were fast before, he expected them to be little more than blurs now.

      He rotated his railgun through a figure eight before him, ready to fire the instant he saw anything.

      Christina’s comm chirped. Colonel Walton was calling for a report. She waited, and then started talking. In the middle of her report the Skrima appeared from the brush without disrupting any of the foliage, and like laser beams they headed straight for the pair of warriors.

      Praeter didn’t wait. He fired, spraying the hypervelocity darts back and forth between the inbound demons. They continued to run, unaffected by the railgun, although they started to dodge. Both Praeter and Christina stopped firing.

      The Skrima solidified and the warriors fired again. One of the Skrima buckled as a volley hit it before it ghosted back into a semi-rigid state, but the creature shrugged off its injuries and started running again. Christina threw her railgun down and changed into her Pricolici form. Still holding her boarding axe, she charged.

      Praeter slowed his fire, tracking the second Skrima until it was too close. The moment it raised its clawed arm to slash the mech, Praeter launched himself sideways while continuing to fire. The Skrima missed digging a claw into Praeter’s chest and solidified for a fraction of a second, which was long enough for a railgun round fired from point-blank range to explode its head.

      The mech turned, but Christina and the Skrima were tied up in hand-to-hand combat. She twirled her axe before her to hold its claws at bay, but it didn’t care about the axe. It stabbed a claw forward like a single dagger, and it plunged into Christina’s chest. She raked her own claw down the creature’s arm and it screamed in pain.

      Praeter tried to get a clear shot in the moment that the Skrima was vulnerable, but when it pulled back it ghosted out. Praeter fired anyway, but the darts passed straight through it.

      Christina staggered backward, happy to have the nanos hard at work repairing what would otherwise have been a fatal wound. She charged a moment later, estimating when the creature would solidify to deliver its deadly counterattack. She dove to the ground and swung her axe, and was rewarded with a satisfying crunch.

      While she was out of the line of fire, Praeter pounded the creature with hypervelocity darts. Once solid, the Skrima was finished. Huge chunks of flesh were blown off in a final frenzy of death.

      Christina rolled away, but it was too late. She was already splattered in gore.

      She started to change back into human form when the jammer came back on. She didn’t have enough energy to complete the transformation, but her Pricolici form drew everything she had left. She passed out and fell over.

      Praeter was too far away to catch her.
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        * * *

      

      When the energy from the Etheric returned Cory’s eyes started to glow blue again.

      “You’re back!” Ramses declared as they surveyed the open field. They hadn’t moved since their arrival, waiting on word that the way ahead was clear. Without a mech or the ability to see into the Etheric, Cory considered their role to be almost useless.

      “We need to get on a drop ship and be ready to respond in case something happens,” Cory stated.

      “We’re supposed to hold position here to make sure nothing comes through this gap in our lines,” Ramses replied matter-of-factly.

      Dokken’s eyes rolled back in his head as the German Shepherd shifted onto his back in his attempt to find a comfortable position to sleep.

      Cory looked at the railgun in her hand, then back at the horizon. She shook her head.

      Relax. It’s a dog’s life here, Dokken told them.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Ramses leaned his ear toward the pouch on his chest where the comm device rested. “Sounds like the Skrima are on the move. I wish we could see something.”

      Cory shielded her eyes from the sun as she scanned the horizon. Dokken barked and scrambled to his feet. When Ramses turned, the Skrima were on them. He used his railgun to block a slash. He tried to back away, but it attacked relentlessly. Ramses was forced to defend himself, unable to bring the dangerous end of the railgun to bear.

      The Skrima howled as a massive German Shepherd buried his teeth in the back of its leg, and Ramses dropped the butt of the railgun and fired from the hip. Three hypervelocity darts tore through the creature’s chest.

      Cory was firing at a creature ghosting back and forth before her. Each time she let off the trigger, the Skrima darted in. Ramses added his firepower to hers to keep the Skrima from solidifying.

      Cory backed away, but the demon remained close so Ramses maneuvered to keep his line of fire open. The Skrima dodged, and Cory’s weapon stopped firing. She looked down in panic to see one of the Skrima’s claws embedded in the firing mechanism. She could feel its hot breath on her face, and she closed her eyes.

      “NO!” Ramses yelled, and jumped to her side just in time to catch the full sweep of the Skrima’s long claws.

      Ramses grunted and pulled the trigger and the railgun barked, sending a stream of projectiles through the creature which cut it in half.

      The railgun continued to fire long after the Skrima had fallen and Cory grabbed her husband as he started to drop, his finger frozen on the trigger. She kicked at the railgun and it fell away as they went to the ground. She rolled on top of him and pressed her hands to the gaping wounds that had shredded his chest, ripping his heart apart.

      Her hands glowed blue as the nanocytes raced from her into the torn flesh and she breathed heavily to hasten the surge, but the glow stopped the instant the jammer flooded the planet with its Etheric-countering field.

      Ramses was dead, and she was powerless to bring him back. She fumbled for her comm device. “Turn it on! Turn it back on!” she cried.

      “The Skrima are overrunning our people,” Terry replied.

      “Ramses is dead, and he’ll stay dead if you don’t turn the fucking power back on!”

      “Ted,” Terry was all said, and the jammer was cut off.

      The glow returned, and Cory leaned back into the wounds. Faintly, she heard her father speaking.

      “A drop ship is on its way to pick you up.”

      Dokken whimpered as he laid his head on Ramses’ hand. The glow brightened as Cory sent more and more of her energy into her husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The two came at them out of nowhere—ghosts who moved like lightning. The mech had fought valiantly, but the Skrima had gotten through.

      Marcie stood her ground, straddling her teammate. Using a short sword to hold the creatures at bay while keeping her pistol aimed, she twisted and contorted her body, refusing to give them an opening. She only needed a millisecond of the Skrima being solid to end their existence.

      She was sure she had dialed the JDS to eight—more than that and it could jump from her hand if fired from an awkward position. In her current cobra dance, everything was awkward.

      She felt like a ton of bricks hit her when the power of the Etheric disappeared, but Marcie muscled the pistol upward and pulled the trigger. One Skrima disappeared in a cloud of blood and guts.

      Yup. Eight.

      She adjusted her aim as quickly as she could, but the Skrima was faster. It caught her wrist and ripped the JDS from her grasp, then turned it, pointed it at her face, and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing. It was keyed to Marcie’s handprint. She thrust her short blade through the red skin taut across the creature’s mid-section, then twisted it and forced the point upward.

      She had no idea where the creature’s vital organs were, so she scrambled them all. Fist-deep in the rent flesh, she corkscrewed the blade as the Skrima silently mouthed its last words. It fell backwards and pulled Marcie with it, because it had shoved its claws through her flak jacket into her flesh. She worked her way free, tearing the wounds as she did, and fell back to sit on the ground, chest heaving with the strain.

      When the power returned she could feel the nanocytes surge through her, and she used the burst of energy to lift the mech suit. When she opened the back, the groan from within told her that he was still alive. She lifted him free before remembering to check for more Skrima.

      The one she had scrambled the guts of was standing and facing her. It was covered in blood, but the snarl and the horns told her it was very much alive. Her arms were full as the creature lunged.

      The jammer kicked in and the Skrima solidified. Marcie rolled away, feeling the sting as the claws raked through the back of her vest. She ingloriously dropped the warrior, dove forward, rolled, came up with her JDS, and fired. The creature was blown backward, bounced off the upright armor, and fell to the ground. Marcie dialed the weapon back to five, stalked forward, and blasted the thing’s head into oblivion.

      She accessed her comm device. “Request emergency extract at my coordinates.” She left the signal active as she used the first aid kit in her backpack to put field dressings on the gashes across the warrior’s chest. His ribs glistened beneath the injuries, and his eyes fluttered as she worked.

      Once she got the bleeding stopped, she put her comm device on his chest and climbed into the suit, ignoring the squish from the blood soaking the front.

      She powered up the suit, closed it, and fired up the sensors. IR showed clear, and she interfaced with Smedley’s map of the planet. The closest Skrima were hundreds of kilometers away. She picked up her teammate and waited. “They’re coming,” she said reassuringly.
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        * * *

      

      Cory flopped to the side. She had expended everything she had, and three minutes were enough to realize that he was gone.

      She curled up next to him and cried. Dokken rolled up against her back to comfort her, but he knew.

      Sometimes the only thing one could do was to be there, so he kept his head up and watched. He felt like he had failed once, but he didn’t intend to fail her again.
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        * * *

      

      “Cory?” TH called. He waited for two seconds. “Smedley! Where’s that shuttle?”

      “On its way. ETA is one minute. Marcie’s second team is on board the drop ship as part of a tactical leapfrog. They can provide additional assistance.”

      “One minute, Cory. One more minute.” Terry looked at his comm device as if it held the answer. There was no response.
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        * * *

      

      Fitzroy looked out from his mech suit. A private was slumped in the seat, catching a quick nap as the shuttle raced above the terrain. It jerked sideways and headed in a new direction.

      “Where are we going?” Fitzroy asked.

      “An emergency pickup of Cordelia, Ramses, and Dokken,” Smedley replied.

      “What happened?”

      “Skrima.”

      Fitzroy and his teammate had come across one pair and shot them from a distance, but they hadn’t closed with any others. They were either lucky or unlucky—Fitzroy wasn’t sure which.

      The drop ship descended rapidly, then flared and landed. When the ramp dropped, Fitzroy hurried out.

      He slowed nearly to a stop at the heart-wrenching scene. Dokken shook his head slowly. Cory was drawn into herself.

      Fitzroy took a knee next to her. “Come on, Cordelia, let me carry you both into the shuttle.” She didn’t respond, so the sergeant dug the arms of his suit beneath Ramses’ body and carefully lifted him. Cory grabbed her husband and held on as Fitzroy continued to lift.

      Cory stood. The blue glow was nowhere to be seen within her sunken eyes. Dokken nuzzled her hip and hand and she followed Fitzroy onto the shuttle, then collapsed on the deck. Fitzroy stood, unsure of where to put Ramses’ body. He decided to kneel and cradle the warrior as the rear deck closed.

      “Sergeant Fitzroy to Colonel Walton. Sir, Ramses is dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Char choked, covered her face, and staggered back into the shuttle. Terry looked up at the sky with glistening eyes, immediately thinking about the first time he met Ramses and the hard time he’d given him. He had never said he was sorry.

      And now he couldn’t. Terry’s mind raced. He lifted the comm device to his mouth. “Continue execution of the mission plan. Smedley, continue to vector our people to the nearest targets. All units, engage at a distance. Do not close with the Skrima. Do not.”

      He let his finger off the key, watching as if he was moving in slow motion. He could smell the dust within the oppressive heat. Bundin shuffled anxiously.

      “What is wrong?” he asked.

      “My son-in-law is dead.” Terry heard the words, but they sounded like someone else was saying them.

      “That is tragic. Are we winning?” The Podder didn’t change his tone.

      Terry watched his wife sob. I should comfort her, he thought as he looked at the small doorway to the other universe. He stared at it until it filled his whole vision. He didn’t remember running.

      Only arriving. He looked down and saw the JDS in his hand. He was ten yards from the Rift. He braced the pistol against his chest and fired. The pistol hammered into him as the projectile disappeared through the vortex. He fired again. Braced himself afresh and fired again. His chest throbbed in pain. Even through his ballistic vest, the JDS was punishing him.

      I deserve it!

      Four more times he fired into the Rift, and he screamed with pain and frustration as the Rift started to shrink. Then, without a sound, it disappeared.

      “Maybe it wasn’t the Benitons who opened the doorway to hell.” Terry stood for a few seconds longer, then returned to the drop ship. It took a long time to cover the distance. When he arrived, Bundin was waiting patiently.

      “Are we winning, Colonel Walton?” he asked again.

      “I think we’ve won, Bundin, but the cost...” Terry dragged his hand across the Podder’s shell as he passed into the cool of the shuttle.

      Char had her head between her knees, and Terry sat close enough that their hips touched. He rested his hand on the back of her ballistic vest. In silence, they sat.

      Despite what he’d told Bundin, the battle continued.

      “Smedley, show the movement of our forces, please,” Terry said softly.

      Images populated the screen.

      “All mech units. I don’t expect you to have any rockets when you return to the ship. Smedley will coordinate the firing. This has gone on long enough. And for what it’s worth, the Rift is closed. The Skrima have nowhere to go. Be wary. Trapped animals fight the hardest, for they have nothing to lose.”
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        * * *

      

      An empty shuttle arrived and Praeter carried the half-human, half-Pricolici inside and placed her on the seats. He didn’t know why she was out cold. She was mostly uninjured from the fight with the Skrima.

      He left her there and started to back out of the ship, then stopped to check the HUD. Nearest target was forty kilometers away.

      “I need a ride, Smedley.” He stepped back inside and rolled his armored fist. Time to go.

      “Would you like to join Colonel Marcie Walton?” Smedley asked. “She appears to be on her own too.”

      “Too much territory to cover, Smedley. Thanks, but I’ll head back into the mix all by myself, as long as you recover me before nightfall. You know me—I’m afraid of the dark.” Praeter looked at Christina’s prone form. Too bad she’d missed out on a good joke.

      “I don’t think you are, but sometimes I find human emotions befuddling. Are you afraid now?”

      “No. There are Skrima out there that I want to introduce to Mister Pointy.” Praeter tapped his railgun.

      “Then you shall,” Smedley conceded.
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        * * *

      

      Fitzroy wasn’t sure what to do. His teammate broke out a body bag from beneath the seat and opened it, and the sergeant looked back and forth between Cory and the bag. He decided it was the right thing to do for Ramses’ dignity when the teams boarded after the fight.

      “Sergeant Fitzroy. The shuttle is approaching your next drop. The deck will open in fifteen seconds,” Smedley reported in a mechanical voice.

      With as much grace as he could muster wearing the armored suit, he maneuvered Ramses’ body into the bag. The unarmored warrior zipped it closed as the shuttle touched down.

      “Take care of them, Dokken,” Fitzroy said unnecessarily before ducking and running from the shuttle with the other warrior trailing behind. Both carried their railguns at the ready. The enemy was near.

      And they needed to pay.

      Fitzroy located the targets on his HUD and adjusted his heading slightly as he ran.

      The rockets over his shoulder popped out, and two of them fired. In his HUD, he watched them head toward two pairs of Skrima that were going to be on the receiving end of Federation technology. The rockets impacted without a sound that they could hear, and the IR signatures of the targets disappeared.

      Fitzroy slowed to a walk and used arm signals to show where the Skrima were hiding. No longer walking in circles, they’d quickly adapted to their new circumstances.

      Maybe they knew the doorway to their own dimension was closed. Maybe they didn’t care.

      Neither did Fitzroy. Watch my back, he told his teammate.

      He adjusted his position, aimed, and sent withering fire from his oversized railgun through a small hill into a depression beyond. When Fitzroy started to run, the only thing he could see was the devastated look on Cory’s face.

      He charged into the gap where the wounded Skrima were ready to make their last stand.

      Fine, he thought, and with a series of well-aimed bursts he foiled their plans for a glorious death.
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        * * *

      

      Terry’s shuttle cruised toward the nearest IR targets. The ship descended, and Terry checked his pistol as the rear deck lowered. Plenty of ammunition remained.

      He dialed the JDS back to seven and walked into the humidity of a small rainforest. “Where are they, Smedley?” Terry asked.

      Bundin hurried after him. The Podder was carrying two railguns.

      “One hundred meters at one o’clock to your current heading.”

      Terry adjusted to his right and started looking for an opening.

      “Fifty meters. One is behind the largest tree, and the second one is farther into the rainforest.”

      Terry checked overhead to make sure the tree wouldn’t fall on him.

      “I’ll watch for a runner, Bundin. You take out the target behind that tree.” The Podder aimed and fired, zigzagging the lines of devastation as the darts tore through the trunk and into the creature beyond.  The tree cracked and slowly fell into the smaller trees next to it, taking them with it on its way to the marshy ground and sending a wide spray in all directions when it hit.

      Terry took one step and found Char next to him. She carried a pistol in each hand. Her eyes were puffy and glistening, and more tears threatened to fall. She clenched her teeth as she looked around TH for the next target.

      “Where did it go, Smedley?” Terry asked.

      “Bundin’s fire was effective and eliminated both targets,” Smedley reported.

      Terry took one last look at the fallen tree before turning on his heel. Bundin slopped through a puddle, then backed up and went through it a second time.

      Charumati stopped to watch him, tilting her head as the Podder splashed in the water. He turned completely around to put each of his stumpy legs in. Dripping, he continued to the drop ship.

      “Why?” Char asked softly.

      “We don’t have water like this on my planet, nor on the ship, nor on the space station.”

      “It’s the little things,” Terry whispered into his wife’s hair. “The little things that make life worth living. Let’s finish this and go home. It’s time to mourn. It’s time to talk with our family back on Earth. It’s time for a lot of things that don’t include getting people killed.”

      “What about Ten?”

      “We’ll get to him, but not now. We need to go home. We need more mech suits. I won’t go into combat again without everyone armored up.”

      He didn’t have to say that he’d never contemplated that the nanocytes would be rendered nonfunctional and make the warriors too vulnerable.

      “We won’t face a superior enemy on Home World, but we will face humans. We saw too many humans meet their end on Earth. I’m okay never seeing another human die.” The group climbed aboard, and the rear deck rose and locked into place.

      “Smedley?”

      “Mop-up operations are underway,” the general reported.

      “Let’s pick up our people and get the hell off this godforsaken planet.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcie ran as fast as the suit would allow as she hunted down the last two Skrima. She was tired from not having her nanocytes active, but she was willing to overlook that to ensure that the Skrima would be solid when she finally cornered them.

      They were running—the first she’d seen or heard of that—but they were slow too. In the short sprints they were speed-of-thought fast, but over the distance they were running out of energy.

      Marcie caught them in the open and didn’t waste any time before firing a long stream of hypervelocity darts. The projectiles raked across the Skrima and they turned and howled in their anguish at her, then thrust their heads back to rage at the sky.

      “I never liked shooting an enemy in the back. Thanks for being so accommodating,” Marcie told them as she sent a final burst their way. The creatures blew apart, as was usual when a stream of hypervelocity darts impacted living flesh.

      She shouldered her oversized weapon, verified no further targets on her HUD, and activated her comm system.

      “Colonel Walton reporting sector is clear.”

      “The planet is clear. Picking you up in five, Marcie,” Terry replied tiredly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      Char rushed across the hangar bay and waited impatiently for the rear deck of her daughter’s drop ship to open. The warriors in the mechs moved to the side, parked their units, and started to climb out.

      No one talked. Many were injured, but they had started to heal once the final Skrima had been eliminated and Ted shut off his satellite weapon for the last time.

      Ted and Ankh stood near the hatch leading to the interior of the War Axe. They looked impassive, but the fact that they were there and not in Ted’s lab spoke to their feelings.

      Terry moved through the warriors, checking on the injured and shaking hands with the teams. Marcie followed him. He turned to her as if to ask her to take care of it, but he couldn’t. Every member of Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch was his family.

      “Join Char. I’ll be along shortly,” he told her.

      She didn’t move. “No.”

      Terry had given an order. He didn’t understand.

      “You join your wife and daughter. I’ll be along shortly.” Marcie hugged TH and gently brushed him out of the way so she could carry on with the post-combat leadership engagement.

      Christina appeared, and Marcie nodded to her to come over.

      Terry excused himself and strode briskly across the Axe’s hangar bay. Never run. It upsets the troops.

      Char was holding a nearly catatonic Cordelia as four warriors carried out the body bag. From all the engagements, all the blood shed on Benitus Seven, only one body bag.

      Once up a time Terry Henry would have considered that a blessing—to fight such an enemy and only lose one of his people—but not anymore. He looked across the hangar bay. The entirety of his combat force was there. If he lost a person a week, they would all be gone within a year.

      He felt guilty for thinking he needed to recruit more warriors. Train them and then put them onto foreign shores. The Marines’ Hymn played in his mind.

      
        
        From the Halls of Montezuma

        To the shores of Tripoli;

        We fight our country's battles

        In the air, on land, and sea;

      

      

      

      
        
        First to fight for right and freedom

        And to keep our honor clean;

        We are proud to claim the title

        Of United States Marine.

      

      

      Exporting justice to the universe, Terry thought. First to fight for right and freedom. Of course, but the freedom of others, and it comes at a price that we are willing to pay. Glory to those who stand between the oppressors and the oppressed, for they will know both honor and death. They will know freedom through the eyes of the free.

      When Terry reached his family, Kim, Kae, and Auburn were already standing close to Char and Cory. Kae looked for Marcie, frowning when he saw her at the other end of the bay, then looked at his dad and knew she was there so Terry could do the right thing and be with his wife and daughter. Kae nodded in understanding.

      Terry wrapped his arms around Char and Cory, but the only thing he could think of to say was, “I don’t have the words.” They cried as the Bad Company stood in silence and watched.
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        * * *

      

      Micky breathed softly. The mood around the table was sullen. Terry looked at his wife, who looked down at the table. Christina stood up.

      “I got this.” The others in the room—Joseph, Petricia, Shonna, Merrit, Kae, Kim, Marcie, Auburn, Fitzroy, Dokken, Bundin, Ankh, and Ted—looked up at her. “Smedley, patch me through to my father.”

      After a short delay, Nathan’s face appeared as a holographic projection above the center of the table. He smiled when he saw Christina, but then he panned his view around the room. “What happened?”

      Christina spoke. “Cory’s husband Ramses was killed on Benitus Seven. The Rift has been closed, and the Skrima have been eliminated. We have the schematics to build the Etheric power supplies, and we have unlimited access to the space station as long as we stay off the planet.”

      “Mission success,” Nathan replied dryly. “Son of a bitch. Please accept Ecaterina’s and my sincere condolences. It’s my fault for sending you out there.”

      Terry pounded a fist on the table and glared at the projection. “It’s not your fault, Nathan! We set out on this path a long, long time ago when we first formed the Force de Guerre. All of us have suffered. Just tell us that it’s worth it, Nathan…that our sacrifices matter.”

      “More than you can ever know, TH, and that’s on me. We’ll set up an honorarium as a testament to what Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch has done—a museum in the heart of the Federation, and we’ll call it the Price of Freedom. Everyone who dies in service to the Bad Company will have a place. Every system liberated will get a dedication.” Nathan stopped, but no one filled the void with their voice. “Unfortunately, both lists are growing.”

      “That they are,” Terry said as he leaned back in his chair, his energy spent.

      “I’d like to say something,” Ted said.

      All eyes turned to him, and he looked down as he spoke. “I’ve known Ramses a long time, but I didn’t know him. I don’t know anyone really, besides Felicity, and she says I should make an effort to know the others. Believe me, I have expended a great deal of energy on that endeavor, but to no avail. I concede that I will never understand people, but I accept that that’s okay because of people like Cordelia and Ramses. Even Terry Henry and Charumati.

      “We have all committed of our own free will to this ideal that Bethany Anne has for a greater universe where people can live free. It started on Earth and continues right here, nine thousand, seven hundred and fourteen light years away. No matter what, I’m in. We’re doing the right thing, and Felicity thinks so, too.”

      Ted stopped talking. Ankh glanced at him, face impassive.

      Christina remained standing. “Anything else?” she asked.

      “It’s good to see you,” Nathan replied, feeling selfish once the words had left his mouth. “Is there a chance that these ‘Skrima,’ as you call them, will return?”

      Christina didn’t have an answer.

      Joseph raised his hand, and Christina pointed to him. “I was able to briefly touch their minds. They are intelligent, but think differently from us. They consider us as a blight, and would not have surrendered. They will return, but when and where I don’t know. I do know that they can control the Rift. If they open another portal to our universe, we have to stop them and close it.”

      “I will send out a Federation-wide alert with all the data related to the Rift and the Skrima. Good job, people. I know that won’t bring Ramses back, but as I keep saying, you’ve saved a lot of lives. The miniaturized Etheric power supply will fund the Bad Company from now to the end of time, and every single space vehicle will have at least one on board along with the micro-gate technology Ted is working on.”

      “All hail Ted,” Smedley interjected.

      Terry shook his head.

      Ted fidgeted, but smiled as he looked into his lap. “The IICS is ready,” Ted said, still looking down. “You need to send a number of units to Earth. I have a list prepared of who will get the first ones.”

      “Of course. We’ll see that gets done the second we have the units in hand. And congratulations—that is a huge step for us. The Bad Company, shrinking the universe one discovery at a time.”

      No one cheered, and Christina looked uncomfortable.

      “I want to talk with Uncle Gene,” Kimber said softly.

      “Me too,” Kae added.

      “We need to talk with our grandkids. They need to know that their father… They need to know the great things that he did.” Terry stood. “Next time we’ll have drinks on the table, because we toast the fallen. Always. Here’s to Ramses, and Gomez, and those who have gone before and those who will follow.”

      Everyone in the captain’s conference room stood and raised a hand in the air. “Hear, hear,” they intoned.

      “Hear, hear,” Nathan replied.

      “We’re heading straight back to Keeg Station, then liberty until we have enough suits for everyone. Please make it so, Nathan.”

      “What about Ten? You’re close to Home World.”

      “Ten isn’t going anywhere, and maybe we can bring some of the captives back with us to help liberate their birthplace.”

      “Sounds like a plan, TH. Lowell out.”

      

      Spires Harbor

      “I’ll be damned,” Timmons said. “Amazeballs!”

      “I have to admit that it is miraculous,” Felicity drawled, watching the shipyard grow. “One day. It’s been one day.”

      “But it’s been a damn good day, with an army of motivated workers and all the raw materials anyone could ask for.”

      “Cool your jets, Timmons. Dion, when will we run out of construction materials for the new shipyard?”

      “Four days, Madam Director,” the AI answered.

      “Your boys are hungry.” Felicity focused on one side of the construction where the first tie-in was being finished—one of the spider’s legs.

      The initial project would have room for eight starships. Once they gathered more raw materials and the power to process it they would start enclosing a main section, half of which would be metal and the other half powered shields. Zero-gee, but breathable atmosphere—the best of both construction worlds.

      Timmons pulled Sue to him and hugged her. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Because I turned into a werewolf while getting mobbed? You have got to be shitting me.”

      “The catalytic moment that changed the course of destiny,” Timmons said in a low voice with his hand over his heart. “And you know you love how they defer to you as you walk by.”

      Sue chuckled. “I do like that.”

      “I do, too,” Felicity added.

      “Next up, mine the asteroid belt. That’s a whole new project plan.” Timmons blew out his cheeks as the list of needs started taking shape in his mind.

      “We need more project managers,” Sue said.

      “I know two werewolves who would be perfect for it.”

      “Char will lose her mind if the entire pack stays here, although Shonna would love to get back to engineering—and Merrit. What the hell does he do again?”

      “I thought he was a chemist, but I don’t remember. It’s been so long since he’s done anything other than being man-candy for his woman.”

      Sue slapped Timmons on the arm. “Is that how you think of me?”

      “I was thinking that’s how you thought of me!” He smiled to show his perfect white teeth.

      “Char was right about you.” Sue stepped away from her mate, crossing her arms and glaring.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe we need to cut off a hand and rein you back in.”

      “Whoa! Enough hand-cutting talk.” Timmons grimaced, flinching as if it had just happened. “That hurt a shitload and it sucked like you can’t believe, hopping around on three legs. Don’t even joke about that.”

      Timmons turned away and Sue hugged him from behind. “I’ll protect you from the alpha,” she purred, and he grasped her arms where they came around his chest.

      “As long as we do right by them it’ll be good. Look at this shipyard: give us a couple weeks and the Bad Company’s shipbuilding and repair branch will be open for business. We may have to build a gate to bring in more customers and trade. Make this a real stop on the highway to progress.”

      “I’m not sure Nathan would like that. He likes having his secrets, like Keeg Station.”

      “He can build another station in the middle of nowhere. If we’re going to make this place ours, it needs to be mainstream. What do you think, Felicity?”

      “I think I miss my husband.”

      Sue slid one hand down Timmons’ back to grab his butt. “I know what she means,” she whispered in his ear.

      “And I agree,” Felicity drawled. “I loved how San Francisco was constantly growing. Keeg Station in the Dren Cluster is open for business. Come one, come all.”

      

      The War Axe

      The War Axe crossed the event horizon into the space beside Keeg Station.

      “Hoods,” Micky said. The bridge crew released their hoods and helped them retract into the backs of their collars. “It’s nice to be home.”

      Terry and Char looked at the station that loomed large in the viewscreens which made up the front wall of the ship’s bridge.

      “Home,” Char whispered. Cory stood beside her, gazing out through vacant eyes.

      Terry cupped their faces in his hands. “Home is anywhere you are.” Cory tried to nod, but stopped and looked at her feet.

      “Cordelia Dawn we named you, because on the day of your birth we lost the chief of the tribe. With each person’s passing a new day arises; a void needs to be filled. We pack that space with our memories and a sound way ahead, because time will always move forward, second after second. We are along for the ride, no matter what.”

      Char hugged her daughter with one arm as Terry caressed their cheeks.

      “Home is anywhere you are,” Micky offered, tapping the arm of the captain’s chair.

      Char looked up and smiled for the first time in days.
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      I can’t thank you enough for continuing to read this series. Terry Henry Walton and the fine characters who surround him have become a part of my world. I hope they’ve become a part of yours as well. Honor. Courage. Commitment. Something we can all live for and be proud of.

      Thank you, Tracey Byrnes for the name that I used for the representative from the Home World captives. Also to Tim Adams—he’s been reading Terry Henry since the beginning and we hadn’t gotten him into a book yet, so I remedied that with this volume. You’ll remember him from Monty Python fame. I had to use the line, although I left off the airspeed velocity of a laden swallow thing because I find the math befuddling.

      Staci Armstrong offered Rowan as the name for Brice’s girlfriend, but it was another one of the captives who was introduced to the spice of life. Thanks, Staci. And for Rowan’s acolyte, we’ll call him Chris-bo-Runner on behalf of Diane Brenner. She offered her son to be sacrificed on the author’s altar of posterity.

      Thanks, Diane! Party on.

      We received a one-star review for Blockade from a person who felt that I was talking down to him in my author notes. Authors should never reply to reviews on Amazon. That’s a safe policy to embrace, but all I can say is that was not my intent and would never be my intent. If someone hates my book, then I question my marketing and how it got into that person’s hand. I don’t ever question the reader or look down on them. I appreciate everyone who picks up one of my books and reads it all the way to the end. That’s boss! Or groovy, or a myriad of era-specific terms. Thank you for reading my books and I hope you enjoy them. Without you, most of these books wouldn’t exist. Without readers, there is very little reason to keep writing.

      I have gotten such overwhelming support from the readers that I am humbled and incredibly grateful. Here’s to you!

      In Chapter Sixteen you’ll find a bit about Nathan meeting a human trader with his Yollin and Balorean companions. I lifted that bit directly from Tom Dublin’s first addition to the Age of Expansion—Gravity Storm in the exciting new series, Shadow Vanguard. There is a great deal of crossover in the universe, and I wanted to highlight Tommy D because he is a stellar member of the team.

      What happens when Nathan tries to recruit this team? Read Gravity Storm to find out.

      I just got back from London. There are some authors over there! I got to meet some fine people, including Tommy D, Erika Everest, and Natale Roberts—good people joining us to write in the Kurtherian Gambit Universe. So many great stories are coming.

      I also got to meet the ship captain’s namesake, Micky Cocker and her husband Russ. Micky is there whenever I need an opinion on anything I write. She’ll read it and let me know how it works, without delay, allowing me the freedom and foresight to keep moving forward. Such wonderful people all. It makes flying across nine time zones worthwhile. I have to admit that I was tired the entire time I was in London, all five days. But the incredible people who came to the show appreciated it. They were unfailingly kind in their words and deeds.

      What else is going on? We did complete new typography on the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles and are relaunching the series with a big bang from February 26th to March 2nd, 2018. Our goal is to bring new readers on board, welcome them to Michael’s fantastic universe that is The Kurtherian Gambit.

      That’s it—break’s over, back to writing the next book. Peace, fellow humans.
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        * * *

      

      Please join my Newsletter (www.craigmartelle.com – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words; even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well it does on Amazon.

      Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

      Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

      My web page – www.craigmartelle.com

      Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik

      Thank you for reading Price of Freedom, the third book in an entire new series!
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      Thank you ALWAYS for not only reading this story, but reading all of the way to the back and through to these author notes, as well ;-)

      I happened to be in London at the same time as Craig, and met those amazing people he mentioned (and many more including Abby-Lynn Knorr (Oriceran), Meg Cowly (Oriceran), Micky Cocker (Kurtherian and others, but we are keeping her here), Dan Willcocks (Age of Madness – Kurtherian) and of course Martha Carr (Oriceran) as well as many others. It was a wonderful time and (while I don’t think any of the other authors outside of those mentioned above read my stuff) HELLO from over the pond!

      Just in case they do read our stuff.

      This latest week, we released TWO books on Valentine’s day. Bethany Anne’s book 21 (and the end to the Kurtherian Gambit saga. Her next book is The Kurtherian Endgame.) Also, Dawn Arrives, the fourth and last book in The Second Dark Ages.

      In those two, the lovers reunite.

      I was the last author leaving the time I call the second dark ages (between WWDE and when Bethany Anne and group surround the Earth with the BYPS system.) We (Craig Martelle, Justin Sloan and myself) wrote twenty-two books during that time with Craig and Justin writing eighteen.

      I wrote four… and half of those four books Ell Leigh Clarke helped me with!

      I just want to say KUDOS to those guys for making this age work out, and giving all of us a playground to work with.

      If you aren’t aware, Terry Henry was a character back in my original series who stayed on Earth, and his wife and child were killed during WWDE (World’s Worst Day Ever) and the time around that event. I had to ask Craig to write a series which was during this post-apocalyptic timeframe because I had learned my lesson.

      Don’t leave big gaps in the timeline, fans are no Bueno on that stuff.

      Now, leading up to THE BIG RELEASE of these two major series and the ONE major event so many readers wished to see (Michael and Bethany Anne getting back together) I received a LOT of questions, but one was at the top…

      “Which book do I read first? Life Goes on (TKG21) or Dawn Arrives (TSDA04)?”

      I answered, “21 then 4!”

      Apparently, I should have answered the other way around. Why? Because that sumbitch MURPHY got ahold of my plans and puckered them up.

      Now, I wrote book 21 first. Had it go through editing, worked it all out and it was ready to go. I wrote (with Ell) the second book because if ANYTHING should happen to the timeline, then Bethany Anne needed to drop first on Valentine’s day.

      It was important. Not only to the fans, but to me personally.

      We (and by ‘we’ I mean Zen Master Walking™ Stephen Campbell) released book 21 first.  Ten minutes later, he pushed the button to release Dawn Arrives to make sure everything was copacetic.

      One hour later, Dawn Arrives pops up on the store for fans to start purchasing and Life Goes On is saying it is ‘publishing’ which means the book is supposed to be released to the servers for purchase by the fans.

      It is supposed to mean that.

      I won’t bore you with the details (go to either the Facebook page, or the Facebook group for the gory details, the offers to storm a certain businesses offices and other myriad and often funny comments) but Life Goes On didn’t show up until the morning of the 15th…

      DAMMIT!

      It just goes to show that no matter how many weeks you work towards a goal, it can always be screwed up at the last moment and the only thing to do is smile and work hard on the next project.

      While you grumble under your breath and say AWFUL things about computer servers and stupid processes that don’t work properly. I’m personally hoping the servers weren’t monitoring my speech.

      Cause the next book will take a week, I’m sure.

      THANK YOU for supporting all of us here in The Kurtherian Gambit.  We have more (and more and more) stories we want to tell, including one about a big-assed ship.

      We (Craig and I) think you will enjoy that one quite a bit.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem!

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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      Keeg Station, in the Dren Cluster

      Terry pounded the bag. Relentlessly. It didn’t make him feel better, but he didn’t stop. Char ran through a series of leg exercises while Cory sat on a bench nearby, staring vacantly at a wall. They hadn’t left her on her own since Benitus Seven. Her husband of more than one hundred years was gone, his body fired into space after a brief ceremony.

      The blue glow had returned to her eyes, but the sparkle was gone.

      Her parents struggled for normalcy, but it eluded them.

      Aaron and Yanmei walked into the workout room. Yanmei approached slowly, holding her hands in front of her, almost in prayer. “Please join us, Cordelia,” the weretiger said softly, kneeling to be eye level with her friend. “We seek to help you be at peace with the universe and prepare for our travel back to Earth.”

      “Earth?” Terry and Char asked at the same time.

      Aaron intercepted them before they could interrupt Yanmei, who continued to speak softly with Cory. The two women stood together and headed for the corner where the yoga mats were already laid out. Aaron held up his hand and smiled.

      “Forever the teacher,” Char said. He had taught Cory, Kim, and Kaeden back in North Chicago, long ago. He had been a teacher in China when he was taken and modified, turned into a weretiger. Aaron had made the most of it, sadly, until he met Yanmei, a weretiger who had been Terry Henry Walton’s torturer, but that had been a different time and a different place.

      “I am,” Aaron admitted. “Ted has news. Some of us will be leaving soon for Earth, to take the IICS, as Ted calls them, and deliver them to our family and the powers that be.”

      “The Instantaneous Interstellar Communication System,” Terry spelled out. “I expect Cory wants to talk with her kids, tell them the bad news.”

      “We want her to go with us, talk with them in person.” Aaron wasn’t asking. Terry and Char looked at each other and nodded. They would do anything to help their daughter through her depression and on the road to recovery. She would never be whole, but they wanted her to be able to live with her loss. Of all people, Terry knew what it was like. He’d hidden from humanity for twenty years as he learned to cope. His nanocytes had decided that he would live, even when he didn’t care to.

      “A change of scenery will probably help.”

      “Among other things, my friends,” Aaron replied cryptically. “We will help her, with all that we are, because she deserves that and more.”

      Yanmei reached upward and then bent at the waist until she touched her toes. She slowly stretched downward until her palms were on the floor. Cory mirrored her.

      Aaron excused himself and joined them, adjusting Cory slightly before assuming his stance. His long arms touched the floor before he finished bending. After a solid thirty seconds, they rose. Three iterations later, they lunged forward into the warrior pose. Cory slowly assumed the position. Yanmei reached over to straighten one of Cory’s arms, rotating until her arm was under Cory’s, supporting it. Aaron moved to support her back arm. They remained in that position until Cory’s legs began to shake. They stood up and shook out before moving into a new pose.

      In between poses, they didn’t give her time to think. It was the first step on a long road, not to forget but to live a life as it had become. Move forward, one second at a time, one step at a time.

      Char stood and stretched the tightness from her legs. She had overdone it, just like her husband. Terry rotated his shoulder, flexing, twisting, and wincing. After all the years and the treatments in the Pod-doc, it still gave him problems, especially when he worked out like a madman. He folded his hands in front and watched his daughter do something other than cry.

      It had been tearing at his heart, because her grief was so profound, and there was nothing he could do about it. Terry felt the burden of life weighing him down, not able to shake the crushing mass. Char carried her own angst, every bit as great. No parent could watch their child go through what Cory was going through without having it grate on their very souls.

      It gave them hope to see their friends intervene and slowly lead Cory onto the road to recovery.

      Terry breathed slowly and deeply, licking his lips and picking up his towel. “What do you say we find Ted and ask how things are going?”

      “We have dinner with them tonight. He might get suspicious if we talk with him twice in the same day.”

      “True,” Terry agreed. “Then let’s get changed and walk around. See if there’s any color we can add back into this station.”

      “I know what you mean,” Char said softly. “It’s like everything is shades of gray.”

      “Fifty?” Terry injected lightheartedly.

      “Don’t you start with that.” Char pushed Terry playfully, her purple eyes sparkling for a moment.

      Normalcy. Maybe it wasn’t such a distant thing.

      After one last look at the weretigers working with their daughter, they walked away feeling much better than when the day started.

      

      Spires Harbor

      Sue and Timmons both stood with their arms crossed. They’d made their arguments, yet Shonna and Merrit looked skeptical.

      “I thought we were pretty convincing, so what will it be? Moment of truth, bitches,” Sue said, looking down her nose at the two.

      “Why do we have to decide right now?” Shonna replied, putting her hands on her hips as she faced Sue. Timmons moved to the side, as did Merrit. If the Werewolves were going to throw down, they wanted to watch.

      Shonna smirked first and Sue laughed. Merrit and Timmons harrumphed in disappointment. “Boys wanted to see mud wrestling, methinks,” Sue intoned.

      “Too bad, fellas,” Shonna said softly. “Of course, we’ll put on our project manager hats again. We need to contract the infrastructure required to build spaceships. I’m not sure it gets any better than that, but how will Char feel about it? I don’t think taking her pack away will do anything to lighten her mood.”

      Sue and Timmons frowned. Ramses had been their friend, too.

      “For the greater good,” Felicity interjected, joining the werewolves on the observation deck of Sheri’s Pride, looking at the beehive of activity surrounding the budding shipyard.

      “We’ve all lost people,” she said softly before speaking more boldly. “They were good people, but we have to move forward. The universe is expanding. We can sit back and watch, or we can grab that bastard and drag it in a direction of our choosing!”

      “Damn, Felicity. What’s got you so fired up?”

      She smiled slyly. “Ted’s home.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, looking smug as she turned and walked away.

      Sue gave her the hairy eyeball. “You must be one hell of a woman, Felicity. My compliments! There was no amount of time that we were apart where Ted would return feeling amorous. One day or one year. He was always just Ted.”

      Felicity turned enough that they could see her blushing above a coy smile.

      “Ladies! It’s not a competition,” Shonna said as she rubbed Merrit’s shoulders. Timmons pulled Sue into a hug.

      “Let the orgy begin,” Felicity drawled as she walked away, adding an extra swing to her hips. The others stopped to watch her leave. Sue crossed her arms and scowled.

      “Some people make a better fit than others. I don’t want to think about a life without you,” Timmons whispered, racing to the rescue before Sue despaired too long over something out of her control.

      “You are right, you big, husky werewolf.” Sue kissed him on the cheek. “We all have work to do.”

      Sue and Timmons shook hands with Shonna and Merrit to seal the deal. “I’ll talk to Char,” Timmons told them.
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        * * *

      

      Christina strolled along the shopping deck. Marcie on one side and Kaeden on the other. “It’s like you don’t want me to shop, when you know I love shopping. Four shoe stores here and Felicity says that there will soon be six,” she said without looking at either of them.

      “We only want you to buy what we’re selling,” Marcie replied.

      “And that would be?”

      “Backstop us,” Kaeden said softly. Christina stopped and turned.

      “I’ve got your backs, but that’s not what you mean, is it?”

      Marcie moved around the werewolf to be in front of her standing next to her husband.

      “General Reynolds wants someone to transform one of the regional militaries into a viable air-ground task force,” Marcie said matter-of-factly. Christina screwed her face up as she contemplated the words.

      Kaeden translated it into layman’s terms. “A land army just in case someone is trying to be a dick. A show of force, that’s not just show. And we know Dad’s the right person for the job, but he can’t be everywhere at all times. Back on Earth, Marcie, Kim, and I built up the FDG until it was a worldwide fighting force. But there was one drawback.”

      Christina crossed her arms, pursed her lips, tapped one foot, and waited.

      “The enemy was the Forsaken. They made sure not to be wherever we were. It was a lesson in futility. We disbanded the majority of the FDG in favor of small tactical teams, and that’s when we were finally able to engage them straight up.”

      “What’s this have to do with me? I mean, I know you think I’m a one-person army, which is flattering, but training another army? I’m not so keen on that.”

      Marcie rolled her eyes and shook her head as Kae chuckled. When the couple composed themselves, Marcie answered. “We want you to assume my position in the Bad Company. You’ll make a great deputy for Terry Henry. Kimber will take over the mech recon. Kaeden and I are taking over the expansion of the FDG.”

      “I thought Kurtz was doing that, with the other modified Pricolici?”

      “Kurtz is a better tactical commander. He was always a front-line guy, but they need someone who's a little more recruiting, organizing, and strategy oriented. Plus, we want to step back from war for a little bit.”

      Christina’s breath caught in her throat. She looked at her shoes. She didn’t need more, but a new pair would make her feel better. When she looked up, she found Marcie and Kae watching her. “I can’t blame you,” Christina admitted. “Does TH know that you’re leaving?”

      “Yes, but he hasn’t accepted it. That’s where you come in. If he has confidence that you’ll fill my shoes well, then he’ll be more comfortable. All he can see is that his family is being torn apart by something he’s been expecting to happen since we joined his war against evil.” Marcie sighed.

      “It’s something we would do no matter what. Dad thinks he coerced us to join, but Marcie and me? We had two kids, a family, but we were denying who we wanted to be, and that was defenders of the oppressed. The one thing that has made the most sense in our lives is Dad’s commitment to helping others. He always says that if you have the ability to act, you have the responsibility. We believe that. Few people are built for war. Humanity’s basic instinct is to live more sedate lives. Travel for excitement, but return home at the end of a long day to a happy family, a good meal, and a warm bed. My parents have been killing themselves for as long as they’ve been alive to give others that life. The FDG is our chance to do that on a planetary scale. If we can help bring peace by crushing an enemy’s army, then that’s what we’ll do.”

      “I’d say you fuckers were raised wrong, but my parents and their friends raised me to believe that, too. I get angry and in my—” Christina looked around to make sure no one was close by. “—Pricolici form, I want to shred them like cabbage.”

      “Step back from that and don’t change form. As Terry’s deputy, he’ll need you to help him oversee the battle, but when the rubber meets the road and you’re forced into close combat, the gloves come off and you crush your enemies,” Marcie explained. Her lip twitched as the adrenaline surged. She clenched her fists.

      Christina punched her in the chest. “I’m in. Let’s go buy some new shoes to celebrate.” Marcie smiled, not in humor, but in the way warriors did as they prepared to engage the enemy.

      It was the confidence of someone who was more at home in war than in peace.

      Christina smiled the same way.

      Kae watched expressionlessly. He felt sorry for the clerk in the shoe store. I think I’ll wait outside, he thought. Until Marcie and Christina each grabbed an arm and propelled him between them toward a store called Camper, a store brand taken from the fashion scene of old Earth’s London. Kae groaned and frowned as the women sought a future addition to their wardrobes. Kaeden looked at their feet. They were both wearing shoes. What the hell do you need another pair for?

      He didn’t dare say it aloud.
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      Keeg Station, TSP’s Fine Dining

      Terry and Char stood in the corridor watching the flashing lights as each restaurant, bar, and store tried to attract customers through their signs and displays.

      “It looks like Chinatown,” Terry said. Char raised one eyebrow. As Felicity pushed for opening Keeg Station to the general public, the shop owners were attempting to expand their reach, and be successful enough to petition for more space.

      “It looks like success, you mean. Capitalism at its finest. It reminds me of Kingston Town.”

      Terry agreed. “Better. It’s the Kingston we grew to like. Vendors hawking their wares. They made everyone happy to be alive.”

      Char’s face turned dark at TH’s comment.

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry.” Terry wrapped his arms around his wife and hugged her. He closed his eyes to be more present in the moment, more aware of her. She didn’t sob, but he knew she was crying.

      Again.

      Am I heartless? he wondered. Terry’s sadness was for his daughter. He missed those he lost in combat, but he considered it an honor to die in battle, especially while saving another. It was the epitome of sacrifice. Glory to those who die in service to others.

      Someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to find Felicity and Ted standing there. Char leaned back, her eyes red, but recovering quickly thanks to the wonders of nanocyte technology. She smiled and hugged Felicity first and then she went for Ted. He tried to lean back, but she caught him and pulled him close. She made it quick.

      Terry followed suit, but settled for shaking Ted’s hand. Ted looked just as uncomfortable shaking hands as hugging. Terry chuckled and showed them to the maître d.

      Felicity held up four fingers. A woman dressed in a long gown nodded and ushered the group in, giving them a private table in the rear shadows. Terry approved.

      As soon as they sat down, Ted started to speak. The server stood there, ready to take drink orders, but Felicity stilled her with one finger.

      “I’m sorry, TH, for all of it. I know you didn’t bully me, even though I felt bullied, so I turned into what I detest. I’m a bully.” Ted hung his head while Felicity rubbed his back. She looked at TH, her eyebrows raised expectantly. Char nudged her husband.

      Terry looked to the server, who only shook her head. Damn!

      “No one deserves to be bullied, Ted, no matter the reason, but I understand how you feel. I also understand how hard it is for you to talk about this. Know that you can tell me anything at any time. We’ll work it out because the last thing I want, or any of us want, is for you to be uncomfortable. You made it possible to fight those bastards. The things you’ve done for us have made us all better. For that, I thank you, but we won’t be hailing Ted. We all put our pants on the same way.”

      Felicity started shaking her head.

      “We don’t put our pants on the same way?” Char had to ask.

      “No. He jumps, both legs at the same time, because it’s more efficient.”

      “It is…” Ted mumbled.

      “I’ll take a glass of your finest dark beer!” Terry ordered loudly. The server wrinkled her nose in distaste. “You don’t have good dark beer here?”

      “Wine is best served with the meals in TSP’s,” she replied.

      Terry looked like a stunned carp.

      “He’ll have the beer, but I expect since I’ll be having a bistok steak, rare, that I’ll go with a complementary red. What do you recommend?” Char asked.

      “I want a bistok steak,” Terry grumbled. “And a damn dark beer.”

      Felicity held up a finger. “We’ll take a bottle of Asplesian Cabernet. Do you have anything that’s more than five years old?”

      “We have a ten-year old case, just arrived, Madam Director. Excellent choice showing a cultured palate.” The server bowed slightly while watching Terry Henry. He tilted his head as he met her gaze. Ted didn’t bother ordering anything as water was already at the table. He’d said his piece and was itching to get back into his lab. He folded his hands in his lap and started to fidget.

      Felicity took it all in, astutely, as it had helped her throughout her adult life. Her ability to read people in order to better appeal to their sensibilities was legendary. Once the server retreated to the kitchen, she turned to Ted. “Thank you for sharing with us, my love. You have to eat first, keep up your strength, and then you can go back to your lab.”

      He stopped fidgeting as he looked her in the eye. He smiled and nodded. “Okay.”

      “And you.” She looked sharply to Terry Henry Walton, but couldn’t maintain her glare. “This isn’t a place to order beer, you Neanderthal. Can’t you order wine once in a while?”

      Char laughed out loud. She brushed the silver streak of her hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “No. He absolutely cannot order wine. I think it’s a genetic abnormality, although I’m sure there are clinical terms that apply.”

      “I like beer, what can I say?” Terry countered. “And I’m way behind. How long did I go without a decent brew? Although the reestablishment of Jamaica’s Red Stripe brewery made me feel warm all over.”

      “We were always warm. It was the tropics.” Char leaned away from TH, but held out her hand. He took it and smiled. Her purple eyes sparkled through the darkness of the restaurant’s shadows. “It was a simpler time, too.”

      “Is this when you announce that Kae and Marcie are leaving us to do what they did back then?”

      Terry pursed his lips and whistled. “I hadn’t decided that they could go, not until this instant,” he told them.

      “Was there ever a doubt?” Felicity replied. Under the table, she put her hand on Ted’s leg. He took it and caressed her fingers as he stopped rocking. “You don’t keep people prisoner, TH. Just like Shonna and Merrit are going to lead the mineral extraction team. Between them and Sue and Timmons, we’ll have Spires Harbor expanding to become the biggest shipyard in the whole sector.”

      Terry looked amused. “Do you hear yourself, the pride in your voice?” Terry asked. He leaned forward, bracing his forearm on the table. “I remember a time when the Mayor of New Boulder worked tirelessly to get a car running so he could take you for a cruise because you didn’t like having to walk.”

      “I still don’t,” she answered, thinking back to the beater that smoked horrendously. But it was the best ride in town, a chariot that her husband provided solely for her. “And now, I’m excited about building a big shipyard in space. It’s not too different from the dirigible factory we had in San Francisco. This isn’t new, and make no mistake, Colonel Terry Henry Walton, this shipyard will build the nicest luxury passenger ship that will have ever been built so that Ted and I can travel the stars at our whim as we traveled Earth in our airships.”

      “Multiple Etheric power supplies for the Gate technology, the Instantaneous Interstellar Communication System, shields, cloaking, and everything else we will install on it,” Ted said, perking up as he thought about the way ahead.

      “You have Plato working on the design right now, don’t you?” Terry asked. “You sly dog!”

      Ted turned away to look for Dokken. Terry rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes.

      When Ted couldn’t find the dog, he continued. “The ship is already under construction, but on a not-to-interfere basis with primary contracts.”

      “You already have primary contracts?” Char wondered.

      “We do.” Felicity smiled broadly. The wine arrived just in time.

      The server passed out the oversized wineglasses filled a third of the way. She held the mug of beer away from herself, grimacing as the head ran over the side and dripped onto the tablecloth. Terry took the mug with both hands and plunged his face into the foam to keep from losing more.

      “Liquid gold,” he said beneath a foam mustache.

      “He isn’t right in the head,” Char told the young woman.

      The server put a comforting hand on Char’s shoulder, nodding in sympathy. The server didn’t make eye contact with Terry. She caught herself before walking away. “Are you ready to order?”

      Terry tipped the mug back and slowly drank while the others ordered. When it was his turn, he was still drinking. He threw back the remainder and placed the mug on the table. He used his napkin to dab at his mouth. “I’ll have the bistok steak please, medium rare, with the orange tubers and greens, with a second steak on the side, please, also medium rare. And another one of these.” He picked up his empty mug and handed it back.

      “I don’t know how you manage,” the server told Char before taking the mug and walking away without writing Terry’s order down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aaron, Yanmei, and Cordelia sat on meditation pillows as they faced the center of a small triangle. Each had their eyes closed as they chanted together, tones meant to calm the inner soul, repetition to focus the mind on the simple task at hand. They slowed on Yanmei’s command until they finished.

      “Open your eyes,” she said.

      Aaron slowly opened his as if waking from a refreshing nap. Cory kept hers closed as if afraid of the light.

      “The world is out here,” Yanmei said softly.

      Cory blinked until she was looking at the weretigers. From Yanmei to Aaron and back again. “Thank you.”

      “We remember the past, but we have to look forward. It is the only direction in which our eyes point.”

      Cory nodded once without replying.

      “Next event. A ten-mile run!” Aaron declared.

      “Say what?” Cory blurted.

      Yanmei’s forehead wrinkled as she looked sideways at her mate.

      “You know that I hate running more than anything. We run, because we need to run from our pain as much as run through it. Our destination will be where we started, but when we finish, we’ll be different from the three who started the journey.”

      Yanmei looked at a picture on the wall of the workout room as she wondered where Aaron had come up with that bit of philosophy. It made sense to her, but she didn’t know why. She had ten miles to contemplate it. She did the math in her mind and came up with a million trips around the station. Must be off a decimal place or three, she thought.

      Terry had put the workout room off limits to everyone except Aaron, Yanmei, and Cory. They needed it without distraction and without well-wishers, people who were only trying to help but weren’t.

      The three left the room with Aaron in the lead. He stretched for four seconds and then started to run with a shuffling gait so he didn’t smash his face into the overhead. Aaron was too tall for space stations, but he made do without complaint.

      He was in the most foreign place he’d ever been but was more at home. He was doing what he was meant to do—teaching, mentoring, guiding a lost soul to help her find her way back to the world of the living. Yanmei watched his lanky form, adoring him the whole time. He looked back with love in his eyes. A match made in the caverns of Kentucky, where too many others died.

      Even Akio almost died there, one of the most powerful of all vampires. From the ashes of evil bloomed the flower of life. Those who walked from the gaping maw of Mammoth Cave, including Terry Henry Walton and Cory, came away stronger. It was time for more of that.

      Cory watched the weretigers as they looked at each other, an inseparable couple. She stifled the desire to cry yet again. They had shown her how to embrace Ramses’s memory without seeing only his loss. She was alone but would never again feel alone. Cory rushed ahead, working her way in front of Aaron when the corridor widened. She sped up, running as only the enhanced could run.

      Aaron changed mid-stride into a sleek weretiger. Yanmei changed too, shrugging out of her clothes to turn her fur free. Their yellowish-green eyes glowed as they loped alongside Cordelia. She reached down to bury her hands in their neck fur, feeling the warmth and softness that mirrored the souls within. Yanmei snapped at a passerby to give the trio more room as they ran along the curving corridor.

      They continued running that way until Aaron thought he would wear the pads off his paws. Five miles sufficed, not ten, and they ended up where they started, with a lifetime of difference in between.

      Aaron and Yanmei changed back into human form in the workout room, covering themselves with towels while Cory stretched.

      “I think I’ll go back to my room. I have to write a letter.”

      Yanmei’s look asked the question without her having to say anything.

      “To my future self, saying that each day will get better. Although I’ll never forget, I know Ramses would be angry if I wallowed in misery. He lived his life to make me happy and I’ll say that I never took that for granted. We had a great time. We have two incredible daughters. My next step is to go to Earth and find them. Maybe they’ll decide to come back with me, but if they don’t, that’s their choice. Free will and all that. I’ll support their decision and love them no more and no less than I always have.” Cory cupped the weretigers’ faces in her hands, her blue eyes sparkling at them. She held their gaze for a moment, then turned and walked away, head held high as she disappeared through the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      Captain Micky San Marino scowled at his four department heads. Each of them looked at their laps, none volunteering to be the first to invoke the captain’s ire, although it was a little late for that.

      “What do you have to say for yourselves?” Micky demanded. Suresha held her hands up in surrender.

      “There’s nothing to say. It wasn’t my department.” The others glared at her and she resumed staring at her lap.

      “Fine!” Mac declared. He was in charge of the environmental systems, but Micky was holding them all responsible because no one had stepped up to help. “We’re still purging the system. The water supplies got into the ventilation, fouling the temperature sensors, so the auto-coolers kicked in and all of a sudden, it was snowing.”

      “It wasn’t just snowing, Mac. It was snowing throughout the whole ship! My bed is under an inch of snow, as are the rest of my quarters and everyone else’s quarters. What happens to snow when it melts?”

      “I know, that’s why we haven’t raised the temperature, yet.”

      “And what are your teams doing to help?” Micky focused like a laser beam on Oscar Wirth, in charge of ship’s stores.

      “We, um… We…” he stammered.

      “You built a ramp on the mess deck and were using trays as sleds.”

      Oscar rubbed his elbow where it was bruised. His ad hoc sled had gone sideways off the table, and he had slammed into the door frame. He acted as though his fingers in his lap were the most interesting things he’d ever laid eyes on.

      “And you.” Micky looked at Suresha.

      His engineering department head looked around, finally pointing to herself in wonder. “Me?”

      “Did I see a snowman down there?”

      “Clodagh did a great job, don’t you think? He even had a flower bonnet.” Suresha smiled proudly until she met the captain’s gaze. Suresha looked back to her lap for answers that remained elusive.

      “Blagun?” the captain asked.

      “I was outside working on the hull when it all happened. When I came back in, I immediately hit the shower. Thank goodness for the space heater in there.”

      Micky hammered his fist onto the table. The commanders shot upright and looked wide-eyed at their captain. “Is anyone doing anything about the snow?” he asked in a hard, measured tone.

      The door to the conference room slid open and Wenceslaus strolled in, hopped onto an empty chair, then climbed onto the table where he flopped onto his side. Micky watched the cat lick a paw to clean his face.

      “Smedley? Where have you been during all of this?”

      “My apologies, Captain. I have been preoccupied with work tasks from Plato. Many of Ted’s projects are coming to fruition, and the final details are most critical to get correct. Between the two of us, I believe we’ve nailed down optimal manufacturing processes and will be turning out miniaturized gate and communications technology in short order.”

      Micky leaned back, letting his chair support him as he kicked his feet to the top of the table. They’d wiped it down before he'd arrived, but the snow was on the floor, and numerous footprints showed. Cat prints joined the footprints in a testament to the traffic that had passed in and out of the captain’s briefing room.

      A gate engine on a shuttle pod that also had shields and could cloak itself. The immensity of the future lay before the Bad Company, but he was quagmired in a single inch of snow. He hung his head and decided to embrace the absurdity of the situation.

      “You know what happens when you get snow, don’t you?” he asked. No one answered. No one even moved. “Smedley, give me ship-wide broadcast, please.”

      “The comm is yours, Skipper.”

      “All hands, this is the captain speaking. The weather has created unsafe conditions throughout the ship, so I am declaring a snow day. Enjoy your day off. Captain San Marino out.”

      He glanced around the room before standing. “You four need to figure out how to get rid of the snow without it destroying any of our equipment. Now, go forth and do great things.”

      Wenceslaus rolled onto his back and stretched his paws in Micky’s direction. The captain sauntered to the table and scratched the cat’s soft belly fur. He picked up the good king, cradling him like a baby while he continued to scratch his belly. Wenceslaus settled in to the captain’s arms and closed his eyes as if ready to fall asleep.

      “Carry on,” the captain ordered as he stepped softly through the snow on his way to the bridge, cat in hand.
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        * * *

      

      “Nathan Lowell, you are a huckster and a charlatan!” Felicity said, smiling toward the screen. The camera didn’t show that Christina was in the room, kicked back in one of the station director’s oversized chairs.

      The Bad Company’s president looked at Felicity from his office in a remote part of the galaxy.

      “You want to build a gate and open Keeg Station for commercial traffic. It’s big, but not big enough to be a commerce hub. It’s meant to be a secret station from which the Direct Action Branch can operate. Why do you want to blow their cover?”

      “You don’t think blowing up planets hasn’t already revealed their existence?” Felicity stood so she could put her hands on her hips. She tossed her head to throw an errant strand of her newly platinum-dyed hair out of her vision.

      “They haven’t blown up any planets,” Nathan countered. He stopped and pointed an accusing finger. “I’ve negotiated with you before and can tell when you’re playing the emotion card. This is different. You’ve already started building the gate, haven’t you?”

      Felicity feigned shock and batted her eyelashes at Nathan. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Those Dark Tomorrow fuckers tried to blow up Frontier Station 11. Once Keeg is on the map, they’ll try to make their mark there, too.” Nathan ran his fingers through an unruly shock of hair. It looked like he’d been awake for too long.

      “When’s the last time you slept, Nathan?” Felicity drawled softly.

      “Too long ago. It’s like the next crisis is the one that will tear the Federation apart.”

      “I don’t think it’s as fragile as all that,” Felicity replied. “You are surrounded by good people. Trust them to help you and go get some sleep.”

      Christina wasn’t able to see her father. She stood and hurried around Felicity’s desk. “Holy shit, Dad! You look like crap.”

      “You kiss your mother with that mouth?” Nathan said with a smile.

      “Every time I see her.” Christina waggled her fingers and Nathan waved back.

      “How are you doing?” he asked as his eyelids drooped.

      “Better than you, clearly. I’ll call you tomorrow. Felicity tells me that I know people who can help me get the bandwidth and the time, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out who they are.”

      “Nathan,” Felicity said, looking down her nose at the screen, “we’re going to finish the gate and with a word from you, we’ll activate it with a direct link to Onyx Station. We need this link and lifeline. We will become everything you need from the Direct Action Branch and more. We will be more than just self-sustaining, we will provide excess profit to the Bad Company’s coffers.”

      Christina moved out of sight of the camera so she could wrap her hands around her throat and fake choking herself. Then she stuck her finger in her mouth and fake-gagged. Felicity tried to ignore her, but couldn’t as she leaned close from behind the screen.

      “Go get some sleep. We’ll finalize the details later.” Felicity clicked off before looking up. “This is the sexy stuff, dear, because this is about power. Not that your father is giving up any of his, but that we are mutually expanding our base, creating a need for products, filling that void, and then expanding further. You want to be a part of a dynasty? Well, this is how you build a dynasty.”

      Christina stopped goofing around and stood up straight. She studied the woman before her. “I see the wisdom behind it. On Earth, you did something like this?”

      “Ted and I flew the skies in the greatest luxury possible. People held parties in our honor so they could get two minutes of our time. We will have that once again, dear. All it takes is building wealth. There’s a lot of wealth in this universe.” Felicity stood and walked to her window. Spires Harbor lay in the distance. “I’ve found that helping others is the greatest way to help yourself. Through new ships and upgrading old ships, we will help the universe to expand.”

      “What do you need from me?” Christina asked, standing shoulder to shoulder with the director as they looked out the window.

      “I need you to keep Terry and Char alive so they can keep everyone else alive, including my Ted. Whenever they go into battle, he’ll go with them. If anything happened to those two, I believe that all we’ve worked for will come undone. There are few in this universe around whom things revolve. Bethany Anne and Michael are the key to all of it, and next are General Reynolds and your father. There are the Rangers, the FDG, that Ghost Squadron that no one talks about, and others, but Terry and Char, as much as they won’t admit it, give people hope. As long as they live, they will bring a positive energy to our corner of the galaxy. You keep them alive!”

      Felicity took Christina by the shoulders, gripping tightly, her blue eyes piercing.

      “I understand,” Christina replied softly. “I will protect them with my life, all of them, because that’s what Terry’s deputy is supposed to do.”

      “So that has come to fruition?” Felicity asked.

      Christina smiled. “You know it has.”

      “I don’t want you to think that I’m all-knowing. I am, but I don’t want you to think it.” Felicity laughed as she glanced back at the shipyard. “I like you a lot, Christina. You’re one of us. Old school but new school. The inner circle. I’m glad you’re here.”

      Christina nodded. She wasn’t sure what to say. She one-arm hugged the director before leaving. She had a great deal of work waiting for her if she was going to fill Marcie’s shoes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What is this thing?” Ted asked, miffed at being dragged to the hangar bay. The smallest of the Harborian frigates, looking long abandoned, sat on blocks in a far corner. Dionysus had to dispatch a maintenance bot to activate the lights in that section because they’d been cannibalized sometime in the past.

      Joseph, Petricia, and Bundin appeared from behind the warship. “It is the next best ship in the budding Direct Action Branch fleet.”

      Ted’s face twitched in confusion before he turned to walk away.

      “Woohoo!” Ankh’Po’Turn yelled from somewhere within the vessel. After two clangs, three metallic screeches, and four bangs, the Crenellian strolled from the ship’s open hatches.

      Ted looked over his shoulder. “There you are,” he stated the obvious. “I need you in the lab.”

      “This ship is going to be the fastest and best in the whole fleet. It’ll be able to do things that even the War Axe cannot.”

      Ted turned around, walked to the ship, and started inspecting it from stem to stern. “Why are you working on this?” Ted asked while making faces at a torn fitting on the outside engine housing.

      “Because Miss Cordelia asked me,” Ankh replied simply, standing close and looking up at his mentor. “She needed a ship that would take her back to Earth.”

      “Why didn’t she ask me?” Ted wondered aloud as he fixed the Crenellian with his gaze.

      “Because she knew you were busy, but that you would drop everything to help her,” Joseph interjected.

      “That didn’t work out because now that I know, I am going to drop everything, and we will have this ship operational and on its way in no time. Plato!”

      “I installed two of the Etheric power supplies, just in case,” Ankh stated, puffing out his small chest as he attempted to replicate the human gesture.

      Ted held up three fingers. “Plato, bring a full complement of maintenance and service bots to the hangar bay, I will be retasking them from whatever less important job they are currently assigned to.”

      “Are you sure you should be doing that?” Joseph asked. Ted didn’t bother with a reply.

      “What can I do?” Bundin offered, his mechanical voice echoing off the deck of the bay.

      Ted looked up. “Probably nothing,” he said.

      Bundin’s tentacle arms drooped.

      “Provisions!” Petricia declared. “If we’re taking this ship back to Earth, we need to have supplies. Let’s talk to Oscar.”

      Bundin waved his tentacle arms wildly as his stalk-head bobbed back and forth. He ambled toward the door leading into the station. Petricia winked at Joseph and followed Bundin out.

      “We?” Ted asked.

      “Of course, we,” Joseph answered. “We’re taking Cory to find her children.”

      Ted stamped a foot. “I can do that all by myself.” He looked at the deck and shuffled uncomfortably until Felicity joined them. “Who else is going?”

      “Anyone who needs to.” Joseph held one hand in the other and waited patiently while Ted struggled with the ambiguity of the answer.

      “I am not going, if that puts your mind at ease,” Felicity told him. Ted smiled at her. “I want you to deliver those boxes of yours to our children so I can talk with them. I’m not saying to find our kids first, but you find our kids next. I miss my family, and now Marcie is going away, too.”

      “No…” Ted looked forlorn as he dragged the word out. Tears welled in Felicity’s eyes, but she didn’t let any escape. She blinked them away before composing herself. Ted sighed in relief.

      “You do that for me, Ted,” she told him.

      “We will all do that for you. Sarah Jennifer, Sylvia, Terrence, Charlita, and Billy. We will leave no door closed in our search for them,” Joseph declared.

      Felicity smiled as she mouthed the names of her children. “You find my children and show them how to use that device of yours.”

      “It’s an IICS, the Interstellar …”

      Felicity interrupted him by putting her finger over his lips. The muscles stood out in his cheeks from clenching his jaw so tightly.

      “I’m sorry, my dear. You can tell me, but I won’t remember any of those technical terms. That’s not my thing. The IICS. I need one in my office, too, so I can talk with them whenever the spirit moves me.” Felicity shimmied.

      Ted’s expression turned blank as he withdrew into himself. Felicity smiled at him. “I love you, Ted. Let me know when you’re leaving so I can wave good-bye.”

      There was no benefit to remaining behind because Ted needed to be alone, disappear into his work in order to recharge. Emotions closed in on him. If they were in their quarters, he’d be able to better deal with it, but not here, not in the open.

      “I’ll help with the provisions,” Joseph said at Felicity’s nod.

      Ankh and Ted remained behind as a small army of bots trundled toward the ship. Ted sat down where he was, in the middle of the deck. He closed his eyes as he communed with Plato. Ankh sat on the deck facing Ted. He joined the link with the AI and together, they built the project plan and started tasking the maintenance bots to repair and upgrade the small frigate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      Terry, Char, and Dokken walked from the pod. Aaron and Yanmei had joined them. Two other pods with Bad Company warriors were disembarking. They strolled through the hangar bay and stopped. The second the hatch opened to the ship’s interior.

      Micky, this is TH, Terry said using his comm chip. Is there something you didn’t tell us?

      We thought since it was Christmas, we’d try to get in the spirit, Micky replied.

      “It’s not Christmas, is it?” Terry asked. Char shook her head.

      “Back on Earth, it’s July.”

      Micky, it’s not Christmas.

      Fine. HVAC is broken and we’ve been drying the ship out so the snow sublimates instead of melts. It’s taking longer than we like but should have it all cleaned out in another four days. In other news, extra blankets are already in your quarters.

      Ugh, Dokken grunted as he was first onto the snow-covered deck. Enough feet had walked through that a path was clear down the corridor.

      “You’re a dog. You’re supposed to like the snow,” Terry said.

      Dokken stopped, turned, and ran. He jumped at the last minute. Terry instinctively ducked. The German Shepherd sailed by Terry. The dog’s eyes shot wide as he tried to backpedal in mid-air right before crashing into Char. The two tumbled to the deck.

      Sorry, Dokken apologized as he rolled off Char and into the snow. He stood and shook. Terry took a face full as he was stooped to pull Char to her feet.

      She gave the hairy eyeball to Dokken as she stood before turning her attention to her husband. “What?” he stammered. “He started it?”

      “That’s how this is going to play out, huh?” Char reared back and threw the snowball that she had secreted in her hand. Terry turned his head as the snowball clipped a few errant hairs. He dove to the side, where the snow was untouched. He scooped up a handful but not quickly enough. Char landed on his back, driving him face-first into the deck, where she rubbed his face in the white mess.

      “Uncle!” he shouted through a mouthful of snow.

      “Smedley, is this your doing?”

      “I can’t imagine what you mean,” the AI replied.

      “You’ve been icing the corridors for months now, just to watch people take diggers. Are you conducting some bizarre study?” Terry wondered aloud, standing and brushing himself off. Char was also interested in Smedley’s reply.

      “I fear that I have been found out. With my ascension to consciousness, I find that I get bored easily. I see how the crew comes together in various crises, and you should have seen them play! They were so happy, Colonel Walton. Right now, the captain is on the bridge with Wenceslaus sitting in his lap. And there’s a snowman in the middle of engineering.”

      The warriors from the other two shuttles crowded the doorway, wondering at the snow within, waiting for the colonel and major to give direction.

      “Well, General, I’m going to need you to fix this within the next couple hours. I like the ambient temperature to be above freezing because I’ve grown accustomed to life on the warm side.” He smiled and wiggled his eyebrows at his werewolf wife. She blushed as she smiled back.

      Dokken harrumphed and shook once again.

      “As you wish,” the AI said languidly, projecting through the speakers in the corridor.

      The air vents kicked into overdrive, pulling air into them.

      “How long has this been going on, Smedley?” Terry asked.

      Music started to play.

      “Smedley?” Terry asked above the sound of a calming violin concerto. “SMEDLEY!”

      “I’m sorry, were you talking to me?” the AI replied, chuckling.

      “I think we need Ted to dumb him down. He was so much nicer before,” Char suggested.

      “I’m still me,” Smedley sulked. The music changed to a funeral dirge.

      “I don’t have the words,” Terry said. He turned to the group wedged into the doorway and gave the order. “Carry on.”

      They powered through, down the corridor, and scattered like quail.

      “I miss Jenelope’s cooking.” Terry pointed a finger at his mouth as he rubbed his stomach.

      “I married a twelve-year old.” Char couldn’t help but smile.

      “About a million years ago,” Terry said as he looked at the deck. He reached down and scratched Dokken behind the ears. “I can remember everything from before, but the twenty years was a blur, and then from the moment you and your pack chased me from the mountains is clear again.”

      “It wasn’t my pack way back when.” Char touched his arm, gently. She knew where his mind had gone.

      “It’s been such an incredible time, but it’s a whole new life. Different from before and it feels like it’s been better, and that makes me feel guilty.”

      “It seems better only because it’s fresher in your mind,” Char suggested.

      “Will Cory take twenty years?”

      “No. When your wife and daughter died, you didn’t have anyone, only a world that was crashing down around your head. Cory has all of us. She has a stable home in which to stay grounded. She has everything you didn’t have.”

      “It still sucks.”

      “I know, but it can suck a whole lot less.” Char’s purple eyes sparkled above a serious expression. She didn’t like seeing her daughter in pain. It was frustrating and made her feel helpless, but it didn’t mean that she wasn’t helping.

      “Let’s talk with Jenelope.” Terry took Char’s hand and they walked slowly toward the stairwell. Dokken pressed against Terry’s side.

      Do you think she’ll have any of the good stuff? Dokken asked.

      “I think we’re out. We’re stuck eating bistok until we can get back to Earth and resupply.”

      Maybe you can bring some cattle out here. I like them better than bistok.

      Terry ruffled the big dog’s thick neck hair as they climbed the stairs, strolling from them in silence when they reached the mess deck. The snow was almost completely gone already.

      Char smacked her lips. With the humidity near zero, she was drying out as quickly as the ship.

      Thirsty, Dokken told them.

      “Me, too, buddy,” Terry answered through his cotton mouth.

      The door opened to the mess deck. The tables and chairs were neatly arranged, clean, and empty. The snow was gone and it was starting to warm up inside. The clang of pots and trays from within the galley signaled that Jenelope was hard at work. The low voices sounded familiar. Char leaned around the corner to look into the kitchen.

      Cory was elbow-deep in cutting up vegetables. Jenelope was at a table nearby working on a side of beef.

      “Cory?” Char wondered. “When did you come over here?”

      “Hello to you, too, Mom,” Cory said with a slow smile. Char rushed around the serving counter to hug her daughter. Jenelope waved a wooden spoon at her.

      “Wash before you touch anything in my kitchen! You’ve got dog all over you.”

      Hey! Dokken exclaimed in mock outrage. He worked his way into the kitchen.

      “Get that mongrel out of here and tell him to take his dog, too!” Jenelope bellowed.

      “My daughter…” Terry mumbled as he froze in place.

      “What are you waiting for? The vegetables won’t cut themselves up. Your hands won’t magically be washed without using the sink. And you won’t be out of here if you stand there like a Moai statue!”

      I’m not his dog, Dokken said weakly as he slunk from the kitchen. I smell beef. I want a steak. Rare, please. Eat more steak! Eat more steak!

      Cory laughed, lightly, with a small smile.

      “Well?” Jenelope asked, pointing at the vegetables with her ever-present wooden spoon.

      Cory held up her hands in surrender. “You better wash up, Mom. I’d be honored if you joined me.”

      Charumati walked to the sink, making sure not to touch anything on her way. As she was washing, Cory answered the first question. “I came over yesterday. Aaron, Yanmei, and Jenelope conspired to hand me back and forth until I had a way ahead.”

      Char finished and dried her hands on the kitchen towel at the side of the sink. She threw it over her shoulder as she returned to the prep cook’s station. Jenelope pointed to the beef.

      “Why don’t you butcher that thing so we can get some of it cooking. I already have the grill heating up. We’ll sear it, then cook it just right.” The chef raised her eyebrows and grinned mischievously.

      Eat more steak! Dokken continued.

      “Oh, hush! You’ll get your steak, but this is the last that I was saving for a special occasion.”

      I’m going to get steak! Dokken declared. Two please, obscenely thick and juicy, oh so juicy. I can smell it! I want steak!

      “For a sentient being, you’re acting an awful lot like a dog,” Jenelope said while puttering around the kitchen, moving from one stove to another, tasting and checking, dropping more spices where needed.

      “I’m with you, buddy. A big old steak. I can taste it already.” Terry took a seat at a table where he could see into the kitchen. Dokken scrambled to the top of the table and sat there, vibrating in anticipation as he watched Char start working on their dinner.

      “Get off the table!” Jenelope ordered. “Who wants to eat their dinner where your butt’s been?”

      Dokken was done listening to anything that didn’t have to do with a steak being delivered to his mouth.

      “When Ted has his ship ready, they’ll stop by and pick me up on their way to Earth,” Cory said matter-of-factly, keeping her eyes on the task at hand as she worked her way through the stack of vegetables before her.

      “Do you want us to go with you?” Char asked. Terry’s ears perked up.

      “No. You have things you need to do. It’s my responsibility to go find and talk with Sarah and Sylvia. And if everything goes as it’s supposed to, you’ll be able to talk with all of us using one of Ted’s IICS things.”

      “We’d like that,” was all Char could say. Terry got up and headed for the drink station to fill a soup bowl for Dokken and a glass for Char. He delivered Dokken’s first, holding it before the dog so he could keep his eyes on his future meal. He lapped wildly, splashing half the water onto Terry Henry.

      “What the hell?” Terry put the bowl on the table. Dokken twisted his head so he could drink while still watching the kitchen. Terry tried to slink in to hand Char the glass.

      “Wash your hands!” Jenelope shouted.

      Terry downed the glass and hurried to the sink. After washing, he snagged a clean glass and filled it for Char. Two more glasses each and they were finally able to get back to work, Terry watching while Char and Cory sliced and diced.

      Suddenly, Dokken found himself next to Char, his tail creating its own breeze because he was wagging it so hard.

      “Can’t you control that?” Terry asked.

      Control what? Dokken replied, licking his dog lips.

      “I love your dog,” Cory said softly. Terry waited for it, but Dokken didn’t say it. The shaggy German Shepherd looked at her.

      Can I come to Earth with you? he asked.

      “Of course. I’d like that,” Cory replied.

      “Me too,” Terry agreed.

      “Me three,” Char added.

      “One extra big steak for you, now get out of my kitchen, you filthy mongrels.”

      Terry kneeled to give Dokken a hug.

      I thought I was getting two steaks, Dokken complained. Terry snickered.

      “How about we take what we get and like it?”

      

      Sheri’s Pride, Spires Harbor

      “I’m not sure about this,” Shonna whispered, meant only for Merrit’s ears, but the others heard.

      “You wouldn’t believe the change,” Sue explained. “Sometimes, Timmons is a genius.”

      “Sometimes? I’m surprised you admit to it that often.” Timmons laughed at his own joke, wrapping his arm around Sue’s waist. She did the same to him as they prepared to enter Sheri’s Pride.

      Shonna and Merrit followed them in. The corridors were mostly empty as the majority of the work force was spread throughout the burgeoning construction project.

      Sue let go of Timmons and walked in front as they approached two Harborians. The humans stepped aside and bowed their heads in deference.

      “Carry on,” she told them casually as she walked past. They nodded, but assumed the position a second time when Shonna appeared before them.

      “What she said,” Shonna told them. The two men hurried on their way.

      “Did you use a bistok prod on them?” Merrit wondered.

      “Werewolf,” Sue replied.

      “They think all women can turn into werewolves if they are provoked. They have the fear of the Were.” Timmons grinned mischievously.

      “Probably not a bad thing for them, as well as others we could name,” Shonna said, looking pointedly at Timmons and Merrit.

      “We have the appropriate level of fear, have no doubt about that!” Timmons waved his hand in the air, the one that had grown back after Char excised it to establish her dominance.

      “You were being a dick,” Sue reminded him.

      “And I paid for it. I’d like to think I’m better now.”

      Sue blushed. “Just a little,” she admitted. “Where are we going anyway?”

      “The command center. There’s no longer a bridge since this ship will never fly again.” Timmons held his hand over the pad and summoned the elevator. The doors opened immediately.

      “Why doesn’t the War Axe have an elevator for passengers?” Shonna asked as she strutted onto the elevator. “I could get used to this.”

      “Warships. Can’t be bogged down with personal convenience and trash like that!” Timmons declared as the elevator moved smoothly upward. It slowed and the doors opened.

      “Wasn’t this a warship?” Shonna asked.

      “Even a derelict entity like Ten knew that humans needed their creature comforts.”

      The bridge was in the middle of a reconfiguration with plastic sheeting covering an opening into the adjacent room. The set terminals had been replaced by interactive workstations, akin to what the ship looked like before Ten changed it to accommodate a single AI in control of everything. Half of the workstations were filled. When the staff saw the women, they stood and bowed their heads.

      “Can I get you a seat?” one of the men said as he tentatively moved from what would have once been the captain’s chair.

      “Well done, Brice, and no, we won’t be here long. Where’s Tim?”

      “He’s escorting a group to Keeg Station on a liberty call.”

      “I’ll be damned. Who determined that the Harborians could be loosed into the wild?”

      “The director personally approved it.”

      “I think it’s a good thing,” Sue suggested before she draped an arm over Brice’s shoulders. “When do you get to go and see that Rowan of yours?”

      “I’m in charge, so I have to make sure all the others go first. We talk every night using the video communication.”

      “Young love,” Sue sighed. Timmons held his hands up and shook his head.

      “I can’t remember being young.”

      Sue and Shonna rolled their eyes in unison. Merrit thought it best not to express his opinion.

      “Let me show you what we’ve set up for the mining operation,” Brice interjected. Timmons winked at Merrit, who blew out the breath he’d been holding.
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      Keeg Station

      “Put your backs into it!” Joseph shouted. Ted and Ankh looked sideways at him. The maintenance bots were moving the last of the gravitic shield emitters into place on the outside of the captured frigate.

      “They don’t have backs,” Ted told Joseph. Bundin emitted a low rumble. It was how the Podders laughed.

      Once the hardware was in place, Ted took the box that contained Plato into the ship. Ankh followed with a small toolbox. Joseph, Petricia, and Bundin waited outside.

      “What is the ship called?” Petricia asked.

      Joseph had a long and storied history on planet Earth. Ship names were not something that he took lightly.

      “I was thinking something expansive, like Chariot of the Gods,” Joseph said, spreading his arms wide.

      “Chariot. Ramses was an Egyptian pharaoh, was he not?” Petricia asked.

      “He was.”

      “Ramses’ Chariot?”

      Joseph nodded vigorously, finally putting his arms down. “I love that, Petricia! A testament and honor to our dearly departed.”

      “I suppose that means something important, beside the man who always treated me well. I like Ramses’ Chariot, too.”

      “Do you know what a chariot is?” Joseph asked.

      “It looks like a Harborian frigate, heavily modified to be one of the greatest ships ever flown within the universe,” Bundin replied matter-of-factly.

      “I’ll take it. Let’s check on the stores. I think, all of a sudden, Ted will announce that the ship is ready to go and give us two minutes to get on board and settled.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Petricia replied, casting a glance toward their luggage to the side of the ship. “Just in case.”

      “Do I need to get my stuff?” Bundin asked.

      “Do you have any stuff?”

      “I don’t, but if I did, now would be a good time to get it.”

      Joseph nodded and slapped his friend’s shell. Bundin’s blue stalk-head weaved in a circle.

      “Well?” Ted yelled from an open hatch. “I’ve been calling. We’re ready to go, so let’s go.”

      Joseph and Petricia jogged to their luggage while Bundin ambled to the hatch and squeezed through.

      “You need to make these more Podder friendly,” he told Ted.

      “Maybe you can evolve into a box turtle and then you’d fit without a problem,” Ted suggested.

      Bundin stopped. “Interesting,” he said before continuing. Joseph and Petricia toted their bags in behind the Podder.

      “We know the way to our quarters,” he said and took a sharp left when Bundin walked straight ahead. The billeting on the frigate was tight, with room for only a few dozen, and the doorways were too narrow for him to fit through. He’d been assigned to the cargo storage area as a place he could rest while being out of the way.

      The galley was small, the bridge small, the engineering space small. Everything was small on board the frigate, except for the energy mounts used for the EMP weapon. Ted had kept those in place after he reverse-engineered the technology to confirm what they already had in R2D2’s laboratory.

      Joseph and Petricia looked at the bunkbeds in their quarters with disdain. “If this ship flies like I think it will, we won’t be in space all that much.” Joseph tried to sound confident and consoling, but Petricia wasn’t buying it.

      “Bunkbeds?” She rolled her eyes and stretched her neck from side to side. “The indignity of it all.”

      “You don’t have to go, if you don’t want. I doubt we’ll be gone that long.” Joseph didn’t sound convincing. They hadn’t been apart in a long, long time.

      “Who’s going to watch your back? If I remember right, Earth was a dangerous place, even on the best of days.”

      “I can take care of myself, but I have to admit, selfishly so, that I like you by my side, even if you’re in a different bunk.”

      “I’ll see what we can do about that,” she replied. Frowning at their quarters, they left their gear behind and headed for the bridge. They stopped when they heard a commotion by the hatch that was open to the hangar bay.

      “Felicity!” Joseph exclaimed and meandered down the corridor toward where she stood, blocking the hatch.

      “Good morning, Joseph,” she replied pleasantly before shouting, “I know you’re in there!”

      Joseph froze where he was. Ted pushed by, his face screwed up as he avoided looking at his wife.

      “You weren’t going to leave without saying good-bye, were you?” Felicity drawled sweetly.

      Ted continued to look at the deck.

      That’s exactly what you were going to do, wasn’t it? Joseph thought, trying not to laugh. Petricia took his hand and led him away before he could say anything out loud.

      Felicity gave Ted a hug and quick kiss before walking away. Ted remained in the hatch, watching her leave.

      Joseph had stopped. “Show’s over,” he whispered.

      Ted raised his hand and waved, but she didn’t see it.

      “He really loves her.”

      “More than you’ll ever know,” Petricia said as she pulled her husband close.

      Ted turned toward them. His expression was soft, but changed instantly to a scowl. “What are you looking at? Plato, open the hangar bay doors. We’re leaving.”
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        * * *

      

      Kimber and Auburn shook their heads as they looked at the new recruits. “This is the hand we’re dealt?” Kim said, hands clasped tightly behind her back as she walked from one end of the single line of bodies. Most stood loosely, some looked around. A couple showed a modicum of military bearing.

      “And your sorry asses are going to be elite Bad Company warriors?” Kimber told them. “I don’t know if we can get there from here, not with this mob. What have we come to?”

      Auburn dutifully shook his head and groaned as if being slowly boiled to death.

      “And what the hell are you?” Kimber growled at the Yollin.

      “Kimber, it’s me, K’Thrall from the War Axe.”

      “What did you call her?” Auburn shouted as he moved close to touch noses with the warship’s former systems specialist.

      “I called her by her name. Is that not her name? I shall call her something else, just tell me. I admit, you humans are confusing as fuck.”

      Auburn snorted and turned away. Kimber kept a straight face. K’Thrall was right. They hadn’t told them what to call her.  She rubbed her temples before turning her attention back to the recruits.

      “You will call me Major Kimber or ma’am. You will call him Major Auburn or sir. You will always say ‘yes, sir’ or ‘yes, ma’am.’ Unless the answer is no. Do your dumb asses understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” a smattering of voices said.

      Kimber threw up her hands. “These are the elite? After the sounds of combat, I don’t hear so good any more. You need to speak up. I said, do your dumb asses understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” came the chorus. Kimber avoided looked at K’Thrall, who was shaking his head.

      “Major Kimber, I think you’re lying. Your enhancements from the Pod-doc would enable you to hear, even me when I talk like this.” The Yollin’s mandibles clicked as he whispered without moving his mouth.

      “Auburn! Why don’t you teach Mister K’Thrall about pushups?”

      “Get out here, you sorry case of ringworm.” Auburn snapped his fingers and pointed.

      “I knew you could hear me. Do we really have to yell?” the Yollin continued to whisper.

      “Yes! You have to yell. Now shut up and get into the pit!” Kimber screamed, spittle flying from her face. The four-legged Yollin shrugged and trotted to where Auburn was pointing. The cargo storage area had been cleared for new recruit indoctrination and the pit was a white-taped square on a rough deck.

      K’Thrall leaned close to Auburn. “This appears to be another mistruth. How much of what I believe about the Bad Company is the truth and how much will turn out to be a lie?”

      Auburn smiled. “Bear with me. Ignore this next bit, and then get into the pushup position.” Auburn put his hands on his hips and spread his feet wide. “You worthless piece of dog shit! You will drop and start pushing the ground until I get tired!”

      “If you insist,” K’Thrall replied, disappointment clear in his voice. He struggled to tip his head back so his mandibles didn’t get caught on the deck while he started to do his pushups.

      “It’s part of the process of tearing people down, removing their individuality, and turning them into a team, where they each get to blossom according to the strengths that they bring back to the team. You helped calculate the maneuver to throw us through space toward Ten’s fleet. That wasn’t a lie. Here? We can’t train under live conditions because the noobs would get killed. Even experienced people can get killed in combat. Sometimes, the bullet has your name on it and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      K’Thrall stopped and held his position. “I understand. Sometimes there’s a claw coming for you. All we can hope is that one of your teammates stops it before it gets to you.”

      “Exactly that, K’Thrall. That’s what we’re trying to do here. Everyone needs to watch everyone else’s back, while stepping up their own game. When we go out there—” Auburn pointed toward the cargo bay door that opened to space. “—we risk all that we are. Every. Single. Time.”

      “I understand. I hope that I can make the grade, as it may be.”

      “Help us to bring this bunch around. God knows we need the people. There are too few of us and too many bad guys out there. We need this mob to turn into decent warriors, and then we need ten times more.”

      Auburn signaled for K’Thrall to stand.

      “I will help you, Major Auburn, you and Major Kimber both.”

      “Thank you, K’Thrall,” Auburn said softly before stepping aside and bellowing, “And don’t do it again! Get your lame ass back in formation.”

      K’Thrall ran back, spun into his spot in the ranks, and stood at attention.

      “As he is. Lock your nasty bodies at the position of attention. Arms locked to your sides, hands are fists, heels together, and toes at a thirty-degree angle, and cut the shit! I see you squirming. I don’t care if you have hooves, stand at attention!”

      Christina strolled from the shadows. As Terry’s deputy, she was now in charge of on-boarding and new recruit development. Kimber, Kaeden, and Marcie had the most experience, but two out of those three were on their way elsewhere. Christina didn’t envy their task. Christina looked at twenty-five new recruits. Marcie and Kaeden were going to have to work with thousands, maybe even tens of thousands.

      Kim and Auburn walked up and down the line, adjusting the recruits until they were in a marginally acceptable facsimile of the position of attention.

      Kim marched smartly to the front of the new unit. “Platoon is formed for inspection,” Kimber reported. She saluted and Christina returned it, smirking after Kimber wiggled her eyebrows.

      Christina marched past her and headed for the left end of the formation, which consisted of a single row with twenty-five recruits, with half of them human and the rest from a variety of alien species.

      “You’re going to be working overtime putting together skin suits for this zoo,” Kim said indelicately.

      “Not at all,” Auburn replied. “They’re all spacefaring races so we’ll modify whatever they use for suits. I think only one of them is incompatible as it’s a ball. A globe that they sit inside. Can you see your dad if some goofy-assed recruit rolls up inside his clear ball?”

      “No. We’d be responsible for giving him an aneurism, and I won’t do that. I expect you’re already working on that one?”

      “Dionysus is. I’m sure it’ll be great.”

      Kimber motioned for Auburn to join Christina, who was already on the third person. She wasn’t bothering to ask their names.

      “Where are you from, Recruit?” she asked.

      “Home World, ma’am,” the man replied. Christina turned to Kim and Auburn.

      “You were on one of the ships blockading Alchon Prime?”

      “That’s what I’m told, ma’am,” the recruit replied.

      “You didn’t know you were on a ship?” Christina asked incredulously.

      “I knew I was on a ship. I didn’t know where we were or what we were doing.”

      “Are you okay answering to a woman?”

      “Seems like that’s all we’ve been doing since we were liberated, so yes, ma’am. You’re not going to turn into a werewolf on me, are you?”

      “Are you going to piss me off?”

      “Most likely, ma’am,” the recruit answered honestly.

      Christina stepped back to better take in the entire group. “Listen up, you pack of meatheads. We have a month to train and a year’s worth of information to cram into your pea-brains. How do you think we’re going to accomplish that if all you’re good at doing is pissing me off?”

      One recruit raised his hand. Kim stormed up to him and with a few choice words, informed him not to answer questions that weren’t questions.

      “I’ll tell you how we’re going to do it. PT! Physical training. We’re going to start each day with two hours of calisthenics, weights, cardio. You are going to be begging your mothers for breastmilk, but that’s only the start of the day. Then the real work begins. Class, practical application, class, and more practical application. We have a section of the station reserved for your quarters, but you know what? We’re not going to need them. You will sleep, eat, and work right here. This is your base of operations. You will keep it clean and orderly.”

      Christina nodded to Auburn, who stepped before the group. “Everything you need to turn this into a functioning barracks is against the back wall. Twenty-five of you means twenty-five different ideas in how to get it done. That would lead to one massive clusterfuck. We can’t have that. Every military needs a chain of command. It makes things run more smoothly. Word goes down. Word comes back up. We live and die by the word!”

      Kim and Christina wondered where Auburn was going with his speech.

      “You first eight. Stop right there! You’re number nine, dumbass, can’t you count? You go over there. And then you last nine, you stand next to them. See how easy that was? Three squads. You, Yollin, stand up front.”

      K’Thrall pointed to himself. Auburn glared at him until there was no doubt. “You’ll be the recruit platoon sergeant. You three at the front of the squads. You’ll be the recruit squad leaders, just until we shove you out an airlock and put someone else in your place. He tells you what to do and then you tell them what to do. Everything you learn from this point forward is rooted in a single truth—logistics is king!” Auburn thrust his arms into the air, but no one cheered. They watched because they were ordered to watch.

      “You four knuckleheads. Figure out how to arrange the barracks over there, out of the way of where we’ll do most of our training. You have one hour to get everything set up. It should take less than ten minutes, but you’re new and don’t know anything. Heaven help you if you aren’t done by then!” Kimber shouted.

      “We don’t have heaven in my culture,” one of the aliens said softly.

      “Shut up, hoof boy! Do what your squad leader tells you to do.” Christina shook her head. K’Thrall walked quickly past the materials that had been staged in the corner of the cargo bay before bringing the three squad leaders together. Less than a minute later, they were issuing orders to their squads.

      Ten minutes later, the cargo bay was set up with neat rows of sleeping bags, arranged by squad with small footlockers staggered head to foot to head.

      The platoon formed up when they were finished.

      Christina and Kimber weren’t sure what to do. When they put the schedule together, they had planned on the activity to take a full hour.

      “PT?” Kim asked.

      “How about they get to know each other? They’re going to be in tight quarters for the next month of their lives,” Auburn suggested.

      “Make it so, number one,” Christina said in a gruff voice.

      “You and your television,” Kim said accusingly.

      “Your brother turned me onto it. Blame him.”

      “I wish I could, but he’s heading to a different part of the galaxy.”

      “Are they already on the War Axe?” Christina wondered aloud.

      Kim shrugged. The two women watched Auburn talk in a normal voice to the recruits, treating them like sentient beings.

      “He’s going to ruin them. They need to have a certain level of fear if we’re going to train them,” Kim said.

      “If I have to, I’ll go Pricolici on their asses. That’ll make them beg for their mothers.”

      “Their first significant emotional event will happen after they’ve been asleep for what, two hours?”

      “Sounds about right,” Christina replied with a wicked grin.
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      Keeg Station, Hangar Bay

      Kaeden and Marcie turned away from the shuttle pod. “I’m going to miss this place.” Marcie gritted her teeth, but Kae looked unperturbed.

      “We haven’t been here long enough for anything. I don’t feel like it’s home. I’m more comfortable on the Axe.” Kae shrugged and turned toward the ramp of the shuttle pod.

      Marcie held out an arm to block his way. “Do you think we’ll ever be back?”

      “Ever? That’s a pretty long time. We’re going to Onyx Station and then who knows where. I think we’ve increased our long-term survivability by doing this. Mom and Dad stay right in the middle of everything. I’m afraid for them.”

      “And that’s why they need to know that we’ll be coming back, regularly. I don’t want them to think that we’ve abandoned them.” Marcie cupped Kaeden’s face in her hand. He turned toward her, his expression troubled.

      “They don’t think that, do they?”

      “They will if we don’t give them a reason not to.”

      “Christmas is for family, right? We’ll tell them that we’re all getting together for Christmas each year. Give gifts, do the stuff that we haven’t done before. Maybe start a new tradition.” Kae smiled at his wife. “How do I deserve you?”

      “Isn’t that the universe’s greatest question? I don’t know, but you better keep working at it.” Marcie looked into the pod where a few members of the Bad Company waited for their ride back to the War Axe, not to go to war but to go on liberty.

      “We’ll see them as soon as we get aboard and pick a date. Come hell or high water, we’ll make it to wherever they are on that day. On a completely different subject, I heard that Clodagh built a snowman in engineering.”

      Kae let Marcie board first, picking two seats from the numerous empties. “I guess it snowed and was the ultimate winter wonderland.”

      “Is there any left?” Kae asked.

      “No. I think your parents put a quick stop to that. Your mom likes it cold, but not that cold, and I think your dad likes it tropical.”

      “The Wastelands,” Kae offered. “And Mom’s a werewolf. Those two things changed him for life.”

      “For the better, undoubtedly.” Marcie twirled her finger in the air. “Take us home, Smedley!”

      “How about the War Axe, Colonel? Will that do? Ted has not yet worked through the installation of the power supplies and gate engines in the shuttles.”

      “What?” Kae exclaimed before clarifying. “Take us to the War Axe.”

      “Now that is something I can do!” the AI declared. The others in the pod chuckled to themselves. “I know, Kaeden, sometimes I take things too literally. As a new AI, I have my certificate, you know, proudly framed and hanging on my virtual wall. I have the burden of having to understand all things at all times. When I was just an EI, no such expectation existed. I miss the good old days.”

      “You were never just an EI, Smedley. You were and are my friend.”

      “Mine, too,” Marcie stated. The others agreed with the sentiment.

      “You are far too kind,” Smedley replied as he sealed the shuttle, executed the pre-flight, and took off, flying quickly through the hangar bay’s atmospheric shield. “We’ll be landing in approximately forty seconds. There is no time for a beverage service, so please hang on for any final and erratic maneuvers.”

      Kae and Marcie looked at each other before gripping their jump seats with both hands. Without a single bump or jerk, the pod slowed as it entered through the massive doors leading to the War Axe’s hangar deck. The pod aligned with the launch chute and assumed its position within, locking down on contact. The rear hatch dropped and they were free to go.

      “Very funny, Smedley,” Marcie said.

      “I didn’t say there were going to be any, but just in case. Welcome back to the War Axe. You’ll find Terry Henry and Charumati on the mess deck.”

      Kae and Marcie steeled themselves as they headed out, stopping when they saw the Harborian Frigate taking a fair amount of space within the hangar.

      A maintenance bot was working on inscribing the ship’s name on the side.
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      “I would have never taken Micky for a cat guy.” Terry leaned back, looking at his empty tray. Dark stains remained from where a finely cooked steak had once been. Dokken was flopped on his side, tongue hanging out of his mouth and laying on the table. Terry wondered how the dog had eaten it all. Jenelope had been exceptionally generous with the last of the beef.

      Jenelope glared at the German Shepherd. For once, she’d joined them for an intimate meal among friends and family. She was never more than an arm’s length from Cordelia, which allowed her to say the right thing and ask the right question, keep Cory looking forward and not back.

      The door opened and Kae stormed in, looking around as if an enemy were near. “I smell steak!” he declared.

      Marcie bumped him from behind. “You’re blocking the door, Mister Steak Man, but I have to admit, they smell good.”

      “There are a couple that can be ready in a few minutes,” Jenelope offered.

      “Yes, please! And two beers.”

      “Take your beers and shove them …” Jenelope stopped mid-sentence. “You know where, you cretin. Befoul my steak with beer. Maybe you’ll get a microwaved bistok burger instead.”

      “Speak for yourself. I didn’t order a beer and let me say that you look marvelous!” Marcie grinned from ear to ear as she elbowed her husband out of the way.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, dear,” Jenelope replied. The enhanced took advantage of their youthful looks when dealing with others. Marcie was one hundred and ten years older than the chef.

      “And have mercy on the cretin. He’ll be impossible to live with if he has to watch me eat steak while pulling a bistok burger from a microwave pouch.”

      “You could give him yours,” Jenelope casually suggested while she got up and headed for the kitchen.

      “Where did that nonsense come from? You usually have such common sense things to say, Jenelope. That there was crazy talk.”

      “I want him to know where he stands. Thanks for confirming that. Take your seats. I’ll bring the plates to you.”

      Kaeden surrendered, raising his eyebrows when he caught his father’s watchful eye.

      “Don’t look at me. I get that all the time, even though it is mostly undeserved.” He turned to Char. She smirked back at him. “Welcome to my world.”

      “You can save the world, hell, save the universe, but when it comes down to it, we’re all in line behind Dokken to get a steak.”

      I resemble that remark, the dog told them without opening his eyes or lifting his head.

      “I still can’t believe Clyde wouldn’t drink beer,” Terry said to no one in particular, eyes misting as he thought of his first dog after the world’s worst day ever.

      “I can’t believe you called it beer,” Char retorted, grimacing.

      Cory’s eyes darted back and forth at the banter. She cracked a smile. No one was safe from the sharp wits of her family and friends. She dug back into the remains of her steak, chewing slowly as Kaeden watched, smacking his lips as he waited impatiently for his own.

      “Just one small bite?” he asked.

      Cory looked at him and then to the medium rare bit on her fork. She swung it toward him before putting it in her own mouth.

      “My wife and my sister are conspiring to starve me.” Kae shook his head, but when he sat next to Cordelia, he put a gentle hand on her shoulder and smiled.

      Terry leaned back to massage his stomach. “What are you two doing here?” he asked.

      Kae and Marcie looked to each other, signaling with their eyes to speak. Neither would commit.

      “You think I don’t know that you are going to turn the FDG into a space army?” Terry pondered.

      “Well...yeah,” Kae muttered.

      Ted burst through the door, his hair wild and unkempt. “Well?” he demanded, gesticulating like a crazy man.

      No one answered.

      Exasperated, he rolled his head and his eyes as if in agony. “We’re ready to go. We can be back at Earth in a matter of hours. You may be talking with your grandkids and stepsiblings shortly after that.” Ted looked at the group. No one moved. He threw his hands down in frustration and stormed off.

      “I guess it’s time to go,” Cory said softly. “Sarah and Sylvia. I could see them today.”

      Her words carried the disbelief she felt. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms, and she had never been sure why. She hadn’t wanted to return and find her children angry with her. She preferred ignorance, but that was when she wasn’t alone. Now, she wanted to be with them and learn why they felt the way they did.

      Dokken stirred. Terry pushed the German Shepherd until he almost slid off the table. I’m up. I’m up, the dog grumbled. He rolled upright and promptly fell off the table.

      “Serves you right for messing up my table!” Jenelope called from the kitchen. After bouncing off the chair, hitting his dog face, and flopping onto his back, he scrambled to his feet and shook his whole body. His tail started to wag as Cory smiled at him.

      After you, he told her.

      “Don’t mind if I do. Smedley? Is my stuff in the frigate?”

      “Your personal items have been delivered to Ramses’ Chariot and stored in your quarters,” Smedley answered.

      “Ramses’ Chariot,” she whispered.

      “A fitting name,” Terry stated as he pushed back from the table and stood. “We’ll see you off.”

      Char looked at the others. “All of us,” she said, pointedly looking at Kaeden.

      “But, my steak...” Kae pointed at the kitchen where Jenelope was on her way out with two plates. She stopped. Marcie looked longingly at her plate on which steamed a massive cut of beef.

      “Really? Cory is going back to Earth and you two can only think of your stomachs.”

      “It’s fine, Mom. I’ll say good-bye here and with Ted’s improvements to the frigate, we’ll probably be back before we leave. I expect to see myself coming through that door any moment now.”

      On cue, everyone looked at the hatch. Cory laughed. Kae was closest and hugged her first. “Miss you already, sis.”

      “I know you do. As long as you have your TV and those god-awful movies you like so much, you’ll be fine.”

      “You should try them. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      She pushed him away so Marcie could move in for a hug. “If you find my half-brothers and half-sister, tell those fuckers they need to write more often. And use those words! Tell them specifically I called them ‘fuckers’.”

      “I’m pretty sure I won’t tell them that, but if we find them, Ted will give them one of his boxes. They can call you so you can tell them yourself.”

      “Tell them that I will!”

      “Ted is going to make them call their mother first. After Felicity is done with them, you might want to go easy or they’ll never call any of you ever again.”

      Marcie contemplated the idea. “You’re probably right. I have to admit that I don’t know them very well at all. We were already in San Francisco when they were born and raised. Little werewolves, my half-siblings. It would be nice to hang with them for a while. Maybe they can come back, if they want.”

      Cory nodded. That would be up to Ted.

      She waved at Jenelope and headed toward the corridor with Dokken at her side and Terry and Char close behind.

      

      Keeg Station

      The emergency decompression klaxons echoed within the cargo bay, vibrating everything that wasn’t welded to the hull. Flashing lights showed the stunned and semi-conscious.

      The recruits had been asleep for exactly two hours. It was time. Kimber, Auburn, and Christina wore their shipsuits, hoods secure and positive air pressure intact. The main cargo door was cracked open and atmosphere was venting to space. Twenty-five recruits, twenty-five different reactions.

      Only one looked to resolve the problem. Of the other twenty-four, eight were dutifully trying to get their shipsuits on and failing miserably.  Six had run for it. Three toward the hatch leading to the station, which was automatically sealed during a decompression. They pounded on it helplessly. The other three were running in circles. The alien recruits hadn’t panicked, but they didn’t have shipsuits. They remained in their racks, trying to hold their breath.

      Three recruits had been sleeping naked. Kimber groaned while Auburn shook his head.

      Recruit K’Thrall, most capable of surviving a short time in space, had headed straight to the cargo door. He struggled against the wind as the air was being pulled through to space. The crack was miniscule, not enough to drain the compartment, but enough to get everyone’s attention. The Yollin activated the manual override and closed the main cargo door. The klaxons stopped screaming, and the lights stopped flashing, plunging the cargo bay back into darkness.

      “Get your asses into formation!” Christina yelled. Kim and Auburn ran for the ad hoc billeting area and rousted people. One recruit had managed to get back into his bag and fall asleep. The naked people were still naked. Christina turned on the lights, flooding the cargo bay. The recruits blinked and covered their faces.

      “Get in formation! Stop fucking around,” Kimber ordered.

      K’Thrall smoothly moved to the front of the group. The squad leaders took their positions behind him, and the squads straggled in behind them.

      Christina strolled in front of the formation.

      “Excellent work, Recruit K’Thrall. You saved the platoon.”

      “Thank you, Colonel,”

      “Shut up,” she replied, slapping him on his carapace as she walked around him to stand before the second squad leader. “Why are you naked?”

      “This is how I sleep, ma’am,” the recruit said with an attitude.

      “On your face, Recruit,” she growled. He assumed the push-up position. “Did I say push-ups? Get down!” She stomped on the middle of his back, driving him flat to the deck. “Now worm crawl to the bulkhead and back.”

      He lifted to his elbows and knees and gingerly started to make his way forward. Some of the other recruits snickered.

      “STOP!” she yelled. Christina kneeled next to the naked man. “I said worm crawl, not low crawl. Stay down and get going.”

      “But the non-skid surface,” the man whined.

      Christina planted her boot on his back and pressed until he was flat. “Move!”

      He pulled himself forward, one agonized centimeter at a time. She lifted her foot and looked at the platoon. They were frozen, statue-like. No one wanted to incur her wrath.

      Kimber stepped into the breech. “Do we let a teammate struggle alone?” she asked conversationally.

      “No, ma’am!” one recruited shouted and instantly deflated when he realized that he was the only one.

      “Well then, what in the fuck are you waiting for?” Kimber asked, looking at the recruit.

      “Ma’am?” he wondered.

      “You low-life, shit-sucking no-loads have about three seconds to get on your faces and worm your way to the bulkhead before I start throwing bodies around.”

      The platoon became a mad scramble as they fell to the deck and started wriggling.

      Christina winced at their exuberance. “STOP!” she ordered. “Get back in formation before you tear your shipsuits, or something less important.”

      She glared at the naked man whose red face and scratched body told his tale. He wasn’t laughing any longer. The two other naked recruits, one man and one woman, breathed a sigh of relief at avoiding the self-imposed pain of sand-papering their bodies.

      Kimber addressed the group. “What did we learn tonight, boys and girls?”

      No one answered. K’Thrall turned his head to look down the platoon. When he turned back, he raised his hand. Kim pointed to him.

      “If you want to be a warrior, you need to be ready to make war, no matter when, no matter where.”

      “Dammit, K’Thrall! You’re stealing my thunder.” Kim started to walk toward the platoon. “Bring it in.”

      The recruits formed a half-circle around her. Christina and Auburn joined them.

      “What he said is the most profound thing you will hear over the next month. I want you to commit that to your pea-brains. Everything you learn, and everything you do, will go to that basic concept. A warrior must be ready, willing, and able to fight. No matter what. Now get back in your racks. Morning will be here before you know it. And get some damn clothes on!”
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      The War Axe

      Cory hesitated as she looked at the name emblazoned on the side of the frigate. They’d even included a graphic of a chariot in the shape of a spaceship, with Ramses, larger than life, holding reins that led to a nosecone with flames dancing back past the ship/chariot. She reached as high as she could to pat it. She whispered words that no one could hear and turned back.

      Her eyes glowed blue and sparkled from within the Chariot’s shadow. She waved at her parents, who smiled and waved back. Dokken panted by her side. Cory grabbed a handful of the German Shepherd’s neck hair and together, they headed for the short stairs leading into the ship.

      I’ll take care of her, Dokken told Terry Henry.

      I know you will, buddy. I’m going to miss you. Terry screwed up his face in concentration as he used his chip.

      Me, too, but we’ll be back. I put my faith in Ted and this ship to carry us where we need to go.

      “Son of a mother...” Terry stopped before he crossed the cursing line.

      Char canted her head to look at him. “What did Dokken tell you?”

      “Something like, all hail Ted,” he replied.

      The speakers within the hangar bay energized with trumpets blaring, followed by harps running up and down the musical scales. A chorus sang, “All. Hail. Ted!” The voices dragged the last word out for an annoyingly long time.

      Terry and Char waited patiently. Ted reached out the hatch and waved, followed by the weretigers. The three squeezed back inside and the hatch closed.

      “Smedley,” Terry said calmly through gritted teeth. He clenched his fists until the veins stood out through his shipsuit. “If you ever do that again, I will dismantle you and jettison you from the nearest airlock.”

      “Fine,” came the short answer.

      Terry and Char moved to the side of the hangar to allow the large ship to move out. The frigate took up most of the empty space within the bay. It didn’t attempt to turn around, but backed through the forcefield and into space. Terry and Char both waved again, wondering if anyone would see.

      Terry’s hand brushed against skin and he recoiled. Ankh stood next to them.

      “How long have you been there?”

      “The whole time,” the Crenellian replied. Terry was sure he hadn’t been, but Ankh wasn’t prone to lying. Terry decided it was best to let it go.

      He turned to Char and his heart stopped. Tears streamed from her purple eyes, streaking down her face and dripping onto the front of her shipsuit. She didn’t attempt to stop them. He did the only thing he could—hugged her and waited.

      Ankh walked across the hangar bay and started digging into a delivery canister. It was different than the others wedged into the back.

      The frigate had dropped it off, and Ankh was digging into it, which meant that it held special items from R2D2, the Queen’s research and development section, customized by Ted.

      Terry wanted to support his wife, but he also wanted to see if there any new additions to his unit’s arsenal. Char gripped his waist and rested her head on his chest. There was no end in sight. Terry started to breathe faster and shallower. He tore his eyes from the Crenellian and looked through the hangar doors where Ramses’ Chariot angled away from them. A gate formed and the ship shot through it like a lightning bolt. With a blinding flash, the ship and the gate were gone.

      “Was it supposed to do that?” he asked.

      Char looked up at him, her eyes red and puffy. He caressed the side of her face. His breathing slowed and he forgot about Ankh.

      Until the Crenellian started hammering on a piece of metal.

      “Go. You know you want to.”

      “But you need me,” Terry said as his eyes darted to the canister.

      “I appreciate that you are being supportive. I’m going to go to our quarters and lay down. Maybe watch The Sound of Music or something.”

      Terry smiled and pulled her to him, kissing her slowly. They delayed going their own way until the time was right. Char headed for the hatch leading to the interior of the War Axe. She stopped before going in to see that Terry was still watching her.

      “It’s Ted, of course that ship is going to have some pizzazz,” she said over her shoulder.

      Terry laughed as Char disappeared into the ship.

      Now, let’s see what kind of goodies we have.

      

      Sheri’s Pride, Spires Harbor

      “What are we going to do with that stuff?” Shonna asked. The Harborian Destroyer’s weapon systems had been removed and were floating free in space. In addition to the EMP weapon, the ship had a variety of guns and small missiles. It hadn’t used any of its kinetic weapons against the War Axe. The Bad Company hadn’t thought the ship had them and were surprised to find that it was heavily armed.

      It was lightly armored, which they weren’t surprised by. Ten didn’t care about the human crew. If they were ejected into space, the evil AI could continue to fight the ship, that was, it could keep the ship engaged in combat. It needed the human crew to make repairs, but the AI was willing to sacrifice them and the ship to further its goals.

      “Why didn’t Ten attack us with the entire fleet at Alchon Prime?” Merrit asked.

      “I think the original purpose was to eradicate all life on the planet and then recover it, probably for mineral extraction or who knows what. Maybe Ten wanted more subjects to torture.”

      “I’m glad we kicked that thing’s ass,” Merrit stated.

      “Ted kicked that thing’s ass. And Ankh. Some of us just blew things up.” Shonna looked away. As an engineer, she had an affinity for profound explosions.

      “And most righteously so, I may add. When do you think that thing will be ready to take to the asteroid belt?”

      “A couple days. There’s already an unmanned fleet out there, but when we take Iracitus, then we’ll get a good look at how big we can make this project.”

      “Iracitus? The ship has a name already? I always thought we’d call it something simple, like Merrit’s Awesome Mining Ship for Studs like Merrit.”

      Shonna didn’t rise to the bait. “Iracitus is one of Plato’s stepchildren.”

      “The ship already has an AI? How do we rate?”

      “Maybe it’s because Ted has little faith in us or maybe it’s because Felicity asked. She wants this to be the biggest shipyard in the known universe,” Shonna replied.

      “A bit ambitious, but I like it. Who wants to do something half-assed? If we have an AI and then add in some minions... Oh, yeah. I like where this is going.”

      “We’re not getting any minions.” Shonna put her fists on her hips while giving Merrit the hairy eyeball.

      “Of course we get minions. What good is being in charge if there’s no one to be in charge of?”

      “We will have co-workers. All of them male. I’ll pick them out, so you don’t have to sully yourself.” Shonna smiled and returned to watching the progress on their ship.

      “Wait a minute...”

      

      Ramses’ Chariot, Unknown Space

      “I’m sorry to report that we didn’t hit our target coordinates. Something pulled us off course,” Plato reported to those on the bridge. The silence of the AI running through petaflops of calculations weighed heavily in the air. Cory, Joseph, and Petricia stood at the back of the bridge and watched the main screen. There were only three positions—the captain’s chair, systems, and navigation—but only the captain’s seat was occupied.

      Bundin remained in the corridor, because it was too narrow for him to get through the hatch and onto the bridge.

      Ted clenched his fists. His eyes remained unfocused while his mind worked closely with Plato to troubleshoot the issue and rectify the problem.

      Cory tensed. She’d expected to see Earth and instead, the screen showed a series of flashing lights against an unknown starfield. Joseph draped an arm over her shoulder. Dokken stood against her leg on the other side.

      “Relax. We have two of the greatest minds ever working on the problem. We’ll be home in no time,” he said softly.

      “Home,” Petricia pondered aloud. “I don’t think of Earth as home. Not anymore. This seems so much more comfortable to me.”

      “A spaceship?” Cory wondered.

      “Yes. I feel at peace while on a spaceship.” Earth had not been kind to her, and she didn’t miss it. As long as she was with Joseph and had her feet on a metal deck, she was right at home.

      “Incoming,” Plato reported calmly over the ship’s speakers. “Shields are active and should hold against the first barrage.”

      “First barrage? What the hell is going on?” Joseph demanded.

      “We appear to be in the middle of an alien fleet. They have not welcomed our arrival.”

      Ramses’ Chariot began a series of maneuvers. The passengers watched the starfield twist and turn until the frigate’s nose was pointed at a small fleet of ships.

      “Ted?” Joseph said, voice rising in alarm. Joseph had been born and raised in the age of horse and wagon. He never shared his fear of getting blown to bits in the vastness of deep space.

      “Please put your hoods up,” Plato said cordially. Instantly, the humans responded, even Ted. Terry and Micky had drilled that emergency action into them until they could perform the routine in their sleep.

      Which was exactly how emergency procedures were meant to be implemented.

      The hoods sealed, the gloves wrapped around hands, and the bubbles filled with air.

      “Ted?” Joseph repeated.

      “We will cloak and maneuver in three, two, one.” The ship jinked sideways and then turned back toward the enemy vessels. The alien fleet had increased their plasma fire into the location where Ramses’ Chariot had been. Two missiles arced away from the biggest ship and raced past the Chariot.

      Plato accelerated into the middle of the alien formation and stopped, holding position between the two largest ships.

      “Plato?” Joseph asked, giving up on Ted.

      “We cannot use our shields while cloaked, so it is imperative not to get hit by either energy or kinetic weapons. They are already changing their pattern of fire to blanket the area. The safest place to be is behind them.”

      “And they can’t see us, not with their sensors or their eyeballs?” Cory wondered.

      “Neither,” Plato responded.

      “What are we doing now?” Joseph asked.

      “Calculations are almost complete. The gate engine is recharged. Through the next gate, we’ll be in orbit around Earth.”

      “What happened? How did we get here?”

      “An unfortunate intersection between gates and the Etheric. We’re better now,” Plato said confidently.

      “I don’t feel better,” Cory admitted. “I feel sick to my stomach.”

      Joseph pulled her close. Dokken stuffed his hairy dog head into her hand. She ruffled his ears.

      “Any idea who these aliens are?” Bundin asked. Joseph turned to look at the blue stalk-head and his four eyes. Joseph fancied himself an old English gentleman, so he didn’t comment.

      “We are collecting a great deal of data now. After we’ve gated out of here, we’ll analyze the information.”

      “I like your priorities, Plato,” Joseph replied.

      “Gate engines online. Prepare to drop the cloak. Dropping cloak. Gate formed. And we’re in,” Ted said, more to himself than anyone else. He didn’t smile. Establishing a gate in the middle of the enemy formation would have a catastrophic effect.

      The flash extinguished with the gate as Ramses’ Chariot went through. After that, secondary explosions erupted from the enemy warships as the energy wave swept over them. Plato collected the data until the instant the gate closed.

      Disabled but not destroyed, the AI thought. They shouldn’t have fired on us. That’s a lesson they’ll remember, whoever they are.
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      Keeg Station, Bad Company Recruit Training

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a slimier slimebag group of slimey slimeballs in my long life!” Christina droned.

      K’Thrall couldn’t help but look at his carapace. There was no slime. Once again, the sanity of human expressions eluded him.

      “What are you looking at, Recruit?” Christina yelled, glaring at the Yollin. She held up a finger, calling for silence before he responded. She knew that he’d make her laugh. You’re going to be my aide de camp, she thought, as long as those knuckleheads we strapped to you don’t get you killed. Then where would I be? We can’t have that, so don’t die, Yollin.

      Sergeant Fitzroy snuck up behind the platoon and banged a hammer against a pry bar. It had the intended effect. “Hoods!” he shouted.

      Auburn’s lip curled as he watched many of the recruits fumble with their suits. He knew that some of them were well acquainted with the shipsuit. He wondered how they had become all thumbs in no time.

      “Stop,” Kimber said. “Just motherfucking stop.”

      She stormed into the ranks and slapped the hands of those still trying to get their hoods up.

      “Is there nothing that you can’t turn into a dog’s breakfast?” she demanded. The aliens looked around. They knew Dokken, but not the non-sentient version of the species. K’Thrall started to raise his hand again.

      Kimber hung her head as she walked slowly to the front of the formation.

      “Dad is so much better at this.”

      “As much as I might like yelling at people, I really don’t,” Christina said cryptically. “Bring it in, people.”

      The twenty-five shuffled their feet, hesitant in their movements.

      “Here’s the deal,” Kimber started. “Back on Earth, when we trained new recruits, we did it Marine Corps style. Break them down, build them back up as one team, then train them to operate as individuals. It’s how we were all trained. Colonel Terry Henry Walton did that better than anyone. We have tried to replicate his style here, but we’re not on Earth and many of you aren’t human.”

      Even the other aliens turned to look at K’Thrall. “What?” he shot back at them.

      “As you were,” Kimber ordered, signaling for quiet. “We’re not him, and he’s not here. So this is what we’re going to do.” She turned to Christina.

      “We’re going to tell you what needs to be done and then you are going to help us to help you to get there. Yesterday’s billeting setup got us thinking. We can do it the hard way, or we can do it the way where you’ll remember it best. Here are the things you have to commit to.

      “First, the best way to implement emergency actions is through habit, which takes repetition. We will call for hoods twenty times a day until you can get them on in your sleep without waking up. Second, warriors need to be ready to fight. We will run combat drills, starting with simple hand-to-hand and work our way up. You have to know what everyone else is doing. There is no such thing as friendly fire, but there are teammates who have shot each other. That’s not what friends do. Third, we are going to undertake operations that are hard. You need to push yourselves, always. When we’re out there, if we don’t get it done, people die. I won’t have that on my conscience, so, my pretties, we’re going to train and train hard, but all of us together. We won’t be looking down at you, but shoulder to shoulder because we are all in this together.”

      K’Thrall raised his hand. Christina pointed to him.

      “For the record, I’ve seen Dokken eat breakfast. For once, I know exactly what you mean.” He turned to his fellow recruits. “It’s as pretty as you guys trying to put on your hoods.”

      “Hoods!” Auburn shouted. He pulled his hood up, as did Christina and Kimber. K’Thrall looked away. They didn’t have a shipsuit for him or some of the other alien races.

      “Those of you who complete the training will be enhanced, using nanocyte technology from the Pod-doc. I know you all agreed to that as part of your enlistment documents. Understand that those nanos are your emergency medical treatment. We don’t have a medevac, so if you get injured, we take care of our own until you can get back in the fight. We don’t have the logistical footprint for additional bodies.”

      “Why not?” K’Thrall asked. “The War Axe has a capacity ten times greater than what’s used. We have entire decks closed off to save energy.”

      Auburn looked critically at the Yollin. “More people means more people exposed to danger. Until they’re trained and have some experience, we can’t put them in harm’s way. We just lost one of our own. I can’t describe how much that sucks. Even though he was enhanced, the damage was too great. We couldn’t get him back to the ship in time for the Pod-doc to save him.”

      “Why can’t we use cryo-drones in support of the planet-side missions?” one of the humans suggested.

      “Is there such a thing?” Christina asked.

      “No, but this is the Bad Company. You are part of the greatest commercial enterprise in the galaxy. There are cryo-storage units and there are drones. I don’t see why they can’t be built and then sold to all the systems.”

      “What’s your name?” Auburn asked.

      “Mardigan, sir, but everyone calls me Skates.”

      “Come with me. We have work to do.” Auburn took two steps before stopping. “Why is your hood down?”

      “I didn’t get it on during the last drill.”

      “Put it on,” Auburn said.

      “But we’re going inside the ship,” Skates replied.

      “I’m not going to invest two minutes in working with someone if they’re going to get themselves killed by being stupid and unprepared. We all go into combat. Me. I was never in the Bad Company, but guess what? When the shit hit the fan, I’m right there with everyone else, blasting away with the railgun. So Put. On. Your. Hood.”

      The man missed on his first attempt to pull it from his collar over his head. And then the second attempt failed, too. Thirty seconds later, the helmet was in place and filled with air. He looked proud of himself. Kimber sighed and held her face in both hands.

      “Pull it back and do it again.”

      “But I just got it on?”

      Christina grabbed the front of the man’s suit and lifted him into the air with one arm. “And this is why Terry Henry’s way was most effective in bringing people on board. Listen up, you twatwaffles. If any of you want to do anything besides practice hood drills, you are going to get this dumbass to get his hood on in eight seconds or less. We’ll wait.”

      She released Skates. He dropped to the deck and started to fall, but his fellow recruits caught him and shuffled him away. They formed a circle around him. One of the technically-minded explained how the shipsuit worked, something the others were paying close attention to.

      Skates practiced a few times on his own. The others joined him. Up, down, on, off. Repetition.

      Kimber uncrossed her arms and gave Christina two thumbs up.

      “We won’t regret doing it this way. We simply won’t tell my father.”

      “He is results-oriented. He’ll be good with the method, probably won’t even care as long as the recruits are up to speed when they hit the hangar bay of the War Axe.”

      “Time’s wasting, Skates, come on,” Auburn declared.

      Mardigan strolled boldly from the group of recruits.

      “Hood,” Auburn declared. Skates reached behind him and snatched the hood to pull it in front of his face, where it automatically latched and started to fill with air. His feet did not keep pace. His toe caught the deck’s non-skid surface. When it finally pulled free, it slammed into the back of his first boot, and down he went. He hit the deck, his nose slamming into the front of his bubble.

      The blood started to flow, the red smear trailed down the plastic. It flowed from his nose and over his mouth. He reached up to wipe it away, but his hand bounced off the bubble helmet. The recruits behind him shook their heads. Only a couple laughed.

      “You got your hood up in five seconds. Well done, but now it’s time to go. On your feet, Skates.” Auburn didn’t bother to help him up. He turned and walked away. Mardigan hopped up, waved to his fellow recruits, and started to run, stumbling. A single gasp came from his new friends, but Skates recovered and ran through the open hatch after Auburn.

      His hood was still in place with the blood smear prominently in front.

      

      The War Axe

      “Drones?”

      Ankh looked at Terry with a blank expression. He treated Terry’s question as a statement, since to him, the drone that was taking shape beside the logistics canister was self-evident.

      “How many do you have?” Terry changed his approach.

      “This is the prototype. Smedley has already been given the production parameters so these can be produced aboard the War Axe. Four combat support drones will deploy with each shuttle pod,” Ankh explained before returning to his work.

      “But what do they do?”

      Ankh stopped in the middle of what he was doing. He didn’t show emotions like humans did, but his change in demeanor was very much like Ted’s after he had been interrupted one too many times.

      “They are armed with two railguns with ten thousand micro-projectiles per gun and four missiles. They are powered by the miniaturized Etheric power supply, so they also have a self-destruct explosive on board.”

      Terry rubbed his hands together as he drooled over the drone. Ankh went back to work. Terry Henry Walton walked away. The math was instantaneously in his head. Four per drop ship. Twenty-four combat support drones. Nearly half a million railgun projectiles and ninety-six missiles.

      “How about that?” he asked, but no one was there. Kaeden and Marcie were going through stacks of manuals trying to decide what was best to use in training and equipping the Federation’s combined arms force. Char was in their quarters. Micky was getting the ship ready to depart for Onyx Station. The snow was gone and everything was on track for the next phase of the Direct Action Branch.

      Could they survive liberty? Terry wasn’t sure about taking time off and letting his people scatter to the four corners of the galaxy, but he didn’t have any choice. Each person needed to reevaluate their own reasons for being in the Bad Company.

      He wanted everyone to let their hair down, not get arrested, and return to Keeg Station refreshed and ready to deploy.

      “Ten is waiting for us, make no mistake,” he told the hangar bay. “And giving that thing time to prepare for us is chapping my ass.”

      Terry growled, deep in his throat like an animal. He closed his eyes and threw his head back. We will need to beat Ten with brains not brawn. Ten is a master at getting under the human skin. Terry let out a long, slow breath. He turned to Ankh on the far side of the hangar bay.

      “We could all learn something from you, my small friend.”

      Terry’s eyes automatically searched for the German Shepherd, but he knew that the dog wasn’t there. He also knew that his hairy companion would never be his again.

      “I wonder if Char will let me have a ferret?” he asked as he climbed. “A really big, smart one...”
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      Earth, Ramses’ Chariot

      The blue and green planet with the usual cloud cover filled the front screen. A blue stalk-head craned around the humans to see better.

      “Is that your home planet?”

      “Yes,” Cory replied with a smile. “It looks so different from up here.”

      “That is a lot of water,” Bundin replied. His tentacles held on to his stalk as he leaned sideways.

      “Don’t worry, Bundin. We’ll be on dry land the whole time.”

      “Unless we take a dirigible,” Ted interjected. “We’ve been gone less than six months. They know who we are. First thing to do is call Kailin, who is running the business. He’ll know where everyone else is.”

      “Why don’t we just take the frigate? It has gravitic drives and can fly within the atmosphere,” Joseph suggested.

      “Right,” Ted agreed. He chewed on his lip in contemplation. He’d relapsed to the technology he’d left behind, and it bothered him to have forgotten. Then he smiled, because of where he was now. “Plato, please disengage planetary defenses so we can transit to the planetary surface.”

      “Sending the codes now,” Plato confirmed. “The transit window will open along a set flight path. Coordinates received. Engaging now.”

      The ship slid toward the upper atmosphere. They couldn’t see the deadly interlocking and overlapping defensive layers circling the planet. A corridor opened immediately before the ship, along a one-time use path randomly assigned by the defensive satellites. It closed immediately behind Ramses’ Chariot as it passed.

      Dokken looked up at the humans. Their excitement was contagious. He didn’t know what they were going to find on the surface, but clearly, the humans were looking forward to it. His tail started to wag of its own accord, picking up speed as they watched San Francisco get closer.

      “That tickles,” Bundin said, stepping away from the tail that was brushing back and forth beneath his shell. Cory scratched the dog’s head, oblivious to everything else going on.

      “Test, one, two, three, test, test,” Ted said. Joseph leaned around him to see who or what he was talking to.

      “I hear you loud and clear,” Felicity drawled. Her face filled the front screen. “Ah! There you are.”

      “We are descending into San Francisco. I am counting on Kailin to know where everyone is and to make sure that we have landing rights to the dirigible fields throughout the world. I’ll report back when I’ve found the kids.”

      Felicity opened her mouth to speak as Ted cut the feed.

      “You know she was still talking,” Cory said softly.

      “She what? She was?” Ted said, looking up at the screen that now showed the final approach to the landing field north of Alameda. He shrugged and disappeared into a private conversation with Plato.

      The frigate was smaller than the dirigibles plying the world’s skies. Ted sneered as he looked at the airships. To think that he and Felicity were the envy of all because they traveled in such luxury. “Terrence, Charlita, and Billy, you better come home with me or your mother will be very angry with me. No, no, no. That won’t convince them,” Ted said aloud, arguing with himself to find the right words to tell his children. “The universe needs you. And your mother. The galaxy needs you. I need you to give your mother something to do besides me. No, no...”

      Cory coughed politely as the ship settled onto the closely-cropped turf of the landing field. Bundin fought to turn around and headed for the hatch.

      “You better let us go first, Bundin. These people are not used to seeing aliens.”

      “I take offense at that word!” the Podder declared.

      “You’re alien to them, stranger than anything they’ve ever seen before, and this ship is probably giving them fits. When we left, our departure was fairly quick and is an urban myth by now. Maybe they’ll think we’re the aliens.”

      “Aren’t you?” Bundin asked.

      “Thanks to the damn Kurtherians, I think we may be. Still, let us go first.”

      One by one, they jumped past the edge of Bundin’s shell.

      Joseph was first out. He stopped at the bottom of the stairs to breathe deeply. He took small steps, letting his feet sink into the grass as he moved. Petricia grinned by his side.

      Cory stepped onto the turf and enjoyed walking on something other than a hard deck. This part of the greater San Francisco city-state didn’t hold any memories for her. She had visited, but the airship facility wasn’t special to her. She didn’t want to go to the old naval station where they’d lived and raised their children, where she last saw Sarah limping away to catch a bus.

      We raised them to be independent, she thought. I can’t be angry that they went their own way, can I?

      A small crowd gathered some distance from Ramses’ Chariot. Passengers queuing for their airship from San Francisco, while others had recently arrived. Many stopped to look at the sleek ship parked between the dirigibles and its small but odd crew.

      Bundin squeezed into the daylight. “It is nice to see the sun again. Do you have any caves that we can explore?”

      “Terry Henry was tortured in a cave system that was rather extensive. It took us a while to dig him out.”

      Joseph stopped gawking at his old home and turned around. “Are you out of your mind?”

      Ted looked around to see who Joseph was talking to.

      “Akio and I almost died in there. Terry Henry almost died. Adams did die, and you stole a shuttle pod and were lucky not to get your ass shot down!”

      Cory leaned into the conversation, pointing to her blue glowing eyes. “And that’s where this happened. No, Bundin, we won’t go back there.” It was also near where she met Ramses.

      “This is a big planet. There has to be other caves.” Bundin’s stalk-head swayed as if in a tornado.

      “We’ll see what we can do, but not Mammoth Cave. Anywhere but there.”

      “We’re going to Chicago,” Cory whispered.

      Joseph’s breath caught. Petricia froze. Dokken started to whimper.

      Joseph forced his head back and started to laugh. “And that’s where we almost died again. Is there anywhere on this planet that something didn’t try to kill us?”

      “Jamaica?” Petricia suggested.

      “Jamaica,” Joseph replied. “At least this time, if anyone messes with us, we have a spaceship that will cause them no end of grief. We aren’t the same as when we left.”

      “Maybe we can go see the Eiffel Tower,” Petricia offered with a snicker.

      “This tower is tall?” Bundin asked.

      “Not anymore.” Joseph continued to laugh while the onlookers stayed where they were, at a safe distance from the crazy people and their pet alien.

      Ted worked his way around the others and assumed a laser-like focus on the air traffic control center, little more than a two-story shack in the center of the field.

      The others followed, treading lightly on the soft grass. The smell of it filled their senses. The feel of it, so different from anywhere else they’d been since leaving. It felt like home, better, but not. The feeling remained just beyond their fingertips, where they were unable to grasp fully what their emotions were trying to tell them.

      Dokken ran circles around the group. I like grass, he told them.

      “You and every hippie from the sixties,” Joseph replied.

      I don’t know what that means, but I’ll take it they were a good bunch, not unlike German Shepherds.

      “Not unlike them at all, Dokken.”

      Cory jogged into the grass after him, where they played a brief game of tag. Dokken’s tongue flopped sideways out of his mouth. Cory’s eyes sparkled in the sunlight as she played with him. Joseph and Petricia held hands, happy to see Cory smile.

      “I think that I will wait in the ship,” Bundin told the group. The eyes on his stalk showed him that he was not welcome.

      “Probably not a bad choice, my friend,” Joseph replied. “The people of Earth aren’t yet ready to expand their minds with the possibility of an infinite universe populated with races like yours.”

      The Podder worked his way inside the hatch and watched the others leave before securing it, closing himself off from the outside world.

      Ted continued undeterred. The group waited outside while he went in.

      A man stood at a small counter. “Registration and landing fee, please,” the man said without looking up.

      “What? Don’t you know who I am?” Ted asked.

      The man’s eyes dragged from the counter, up Ted’s body, to rest on his face. “Nope.”

      “I’m Ted. I built this place. And I’ve returned with my spaceship. I need to see Kailin.” Ted’s lip curled and quivered.

      “Who?”

      “He runs this place. Where is your supervisor?”

      “Off.”

      “I’ll say,” Ted retorted and stormed out.

      

      The War Axe

      “Prepare to get underway.” Micky’s voice echoed through the corridors.

      “Intra-ship communications are closed,” Smedley reported.

      “Get me Spires Harbor, Smedley.”

      “You are connected.”

      “Spires Harbor, this is Captain San Marino. How are you today?”

      “We’re doing great,” Sue replied. “I expect you want something. You’re like that Terry Henry guy. You never call to make chit chat.”

      Micky looked at the ceiling and grimaced. Chit chat. “I’m sorry, I’ll have to do better with that, but for now, could you please notify the shipyard to have the Harborian fleet ready to deploy upon our return?”

      “All of them?”

      “Terry wanted a functioning fleet, in case Ten throws a bunch of ships at us.”

      “Sounds like nine ships—destroyers, frigates, one battlewagon.”

      “Thank you, Sue. I’ll owe you one.”

      “You and everyone else,” she replied. “If you get beat up while you’re out there, Spires Harbor is here to patch you up, good as new.”

      “That’s your advertising hook. Good as new. Take care, Sue.” Smedley closed the channel. “Clifton, whenever you’re ready.”

      “Gate engine is charged. Executing. Gate is forming,” helm stated as he went down his checklist. “Thrusters engaged. Easing over the event horizon. Next stop, Onyx Station.”

      The gate shimmered and the ship slipped through.  After a moment of disorientation, space reappeared. In the distance, a massive station stood like a spindle, a beacon in deep space. The station was well lit and well attended. Ships circled it like bees around a hive, waiting for their turn to dock and deliver their materials. Hangar bays encircled the lower half of the structure. Some looked large enough to fit the War Axe.

      “Are we docking inside?” Terry asked, incredulous at the size of the station. “Was it that big last time we were here?”

      “It has always been that size, TH,” Micky said as he mindlessly stroked the orange cat purring in his lap

      “And this is where everyone gets off and scatters to the four winds.” Terry pursed his lips, blowing out a long stream of air.

      “Did they get that Dark Tomorrow stuff under control?” Char asked, eyeing the station as the War Axe closed.

      “Nathan was comfortable that it was, but he’s keeping us in the loop. He’s got a couple different groups that he can put on the problem. I want to hear more from him about who these interstellar studs might be.”

      “What if they’re women?”

      “Stud muffins?”

      Char shook her head and laughed softly.

      “We better go see our folks off,” Terry said and started for the hatch.

      “Why?” Char wondered. TH stopped.

      “I always send my people out with a pep talk.” Terry looked at the deck and then the overhead as he contemplated. Once certain that he was right, he headed off the bridge. “Smedley, hold the shuttles until I can get there and say my piece.”

      “I better go and see what the current gonorrhea lecture looks like.” Char nodded to the skipper and followed Terry out.

      “I heard that! I’m not giving an STD talk.”

      “Not again, you mean!” she yelled into the corridor. “Thank God.”

      Terry was waiting at the top of the stairs for her. “I miss them already.”

      “I know. Me, too. Let’s do what we need to do, have a good sendoff for Kae and Marcie, then get back to Keeg for the last of the new recruit training. I have high hopes for that group. Yollin, Ixtali, Asplesians, and a menagerie of other aliens along with the Harborians, who are almost alien.” Char took Terry’s hand, as they did when walking together.

      The stairwell on the War Axe was wide, accommodating the hand-holding couple as they descended.

      “It throws our mech plan out the window. We’ll need independent designs for some of their body shapes. The Ixtali have four legs?”

      “Four and two sets of mandibles.”

      “I feel like they should give me the willies, but they don’t. It’s the cantina scene in Star Wars, but this is real. If I’m drinking a beer, I don’t care who’s next to me. Just don’t bump me or I’ll have to take off your hairy alien arm!”

      “I know you think that the bounty hunter shot first.”

      “All that matters is I’m willing to shoot first if someone points a blaster at my face.”

      “I would expect no less,” Char conceded.

      When they reached the hangar bay, they found the warriors and a few members of the crew waiting on their ride to Onyx Station.

      “I heard they have a suite with a chocolate shower,” Char stated abruptly, as Terry’s steps had quickened at the sight of his people with crossed arms and tapping feet. He noticed Clodagh Shortall off to the side with one of the warriors. They were locked in a hug, faces smashed together.

      Char slowed, acting as an anchor to hold Terry back. “What the hell is going on over there?” he asked, pointing at the couple while looking over his shoulder at Charumati.

      “What do you think?” she asked with a shrug.

      “But, he’s a private and she’s a lieutenant.”

      Char stared at her husband from beneath raised eyelids. “They are adults, and we’re a private conflict solution enterprise. The War Axe is our ride to where we’re going. She’s one of the crew. So what, TH? Don’t sap their fun because you’re in a pissy mood.”

      “Why would you think I’m in a pissy mood?”

      “Because you are.” Char didn’t elaborate before changing the subject. “Do you have any idea how much money you’ve made off Nathan because of your non-swearing?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve been kind of busy,” Terry replied.

      “You could probably describe it as a few years of your salary.”

      Terry finally stopped trying to pull away. “What?” A smile slowly spread across his serious face. “You mean that I’ve got money? But I don’t really care about that. We have what we need.”

      “Are you sure we have everything we need?”

      “I’m now sure that you don’t think so,” Terry replied astutely.

      “Terry Henry Walton, you lack a hobby.”

      “I’d love to play golf, but there aren’t any courses out here. Aliens are such sticks in the mud.”

      The warriors continued to tap their feet as they waited. Some harrumphed, others coughed. Clodagh and Private Gefelton continued what they were doing without pause.

      Char drew a canvas in the air with her hands. “Imagine, a brew pub with a golf course and batting cage simulator. A dancefloor with some music. Happy hour. Hot wings. And beer.”

      Terry blinked quickly to fight back the tears. “A brew pub. My own brew pub with a computer-simulated golf course using real golf clubs. That might be the best gift in the whole universe.”

      “It’s not a gift. You’ll have to pay for it with your money. I’m going shopping. And there’s nothing to pay for, anyway. We need to talk to all kinds of people. I have appointments scheduled with a lawyer, an accountant, and of course, with a pub regarding a franchise.”

      “A lawyer?”

      “Do you think that just because we’re in space, we no longer have laws? This is business. You signed a contract with the Bad Company. We all did. Pull up your big boy pants and see if you want to run a bar.”

      “Pull up your frilly panties and join me!”

      “You know they’re not frilly.”

      “You got that right.” Terry grabbed Char in a bear hug, picked her up, and swung her around. “What are we waiting for?”

      He gently set her down before jogging to the impatiently waiting group. “BRING IT IN!” he bellowed, looking pointedly at the couple. They separated and joined the others.

      “Liberty is about escaping the day-to-day grind,” Terry started. “Go out and enjoy yourselves. Make the most of your time off, and then come back when your vacation is over.”

      “A month?” one of them ventured.

      “Two weeks and meet back here at Onyx Station. Don’t make us leave without you because we will, and then there will be hell to pay. Give me an oorah on three.”

      Terry counted down and the warriors cheered. It was their first real liberty since the Force de Guerre went to space, too many lifetimes ago, and became the Bad Company.

      Kaeden and Marcie joined the cheer at the end before the group ran for their shuttles.

      “Mind if we join you for the ride to Onyx?”

      “Indeed.” TH waved at them to follow as he headed toward the same shuttle he always used. Char nodded knowingly. “You can tell me about your goals for the army that you’ll build.”
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      Alameda, Earth

      The factory looked the same. Just like the sky and the bay. Everything looked the same, but nothing felt the same.

      “Have we been gone that long?” Petricia asked.

      “Maybe we have. There’s something off about this place. Ted? Can Plato sense anything?” Joseph asked.

      Ted was storming toward the factory, a brisk two-mile walk away. “Uncle Ted?” Cory asked.

      He slowed until he stopped, his head hanging and his chin resting on his chest.

      “You feel it too, don’t you?”

      “Plato can’t find anything. He continues to search and analyze,” Ted relayed.

      “But you feel it,” Cory stated.

      “I don’t know what I feel.”

      Cory wasn’t surprised at Ted’s revelation. There were too many different emotions bombarding him. She put a gentle hand on Ted’s shoulder. A soft blue glow appeared from between her fingers.

      Ted remained still. When he finally looked up, his eyes were clear and his face relaxed. “Let’s get to the plant and talk with Kailin.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing my nephew,” Cory replied.

      “You not only have a gift, you are a gift, my lady,” Joseph told her. Dokken barked and panted happily.

      I couldn’t agree more, the dog added. When he reached the pavement, he stopped. Can we stay on the grass?

      Cory pointed to the massive buildings that housed the gravitic engine factory and dirigible construction facilities. “We cannot. We’re going over there.” She kneeled next to him to make it easier for him to see where she was pointing.

      If that’s where you’re going, I’m going there, too. But we’ll be back because our ship is here. Maybe we can cover the decks with grass. Ted could do it if he wanted to. Make him want to.

      Cory chuckled. “I’ll ask because it’s important to you, but not now. We have some things to focus on first. I need to find my daughters.”

      Dokken nuzzled her hand. Of course. I got distracted for a moment. It won’t happen again. Shall we?

      The large German Shepherd trotted ahead, turned, waited for the humans to start walking, and then ran farther.

      “The longer I’m here, the more it feels familiar. Maybe our lives aboard the sterility of starships and space stations have changed our perceptions regarding the chaos of nature.” Joseph kept his eyes moving as he watched the world around them.

      “Look, a dog,” a rough young man said as he stepped from the shadows. A group of his fellows appeared on both sides. “What’s with the blue eyes, honey?”

      “Get out of our way. We have things to do,” Ted said gruffly, waving dismissively.

      “I think you grossly underestimated what you’ve gotten yourself into. Leaving is your best option. Nothing else will turn out in your favor.” Joseph looked into the mind of the young man, before exploring the minds of those around him. They didn’t care. They were a gang and harassing people was the least of their crimes.

      Dokken growled and bared his fangs. Ted sighed and shook his head. Joseph stretched his fingers and cracked his knuckles. He didn’t want to see the others embroiled in a fight not of their choosing.

      I will be their champion, he thought.

      Cory cocked her head, looking confused. “Why would you do this?”

      “We take what we want. Come on, boys. Kill that dog while I introduce myself properly to Miss Blue Eyes.”

      

      Onyx Station

      Nathan Lowell’s office was nondescript. “As president of the Bad Company, I would have expected something a little more opulent.”

      “Why?” Nathan asked as he stood to shake Terry’s hand.

      “To make sure you negotiate from a position of power,” Terry answered.

      “I always negotiate from a position of power.” Nathan smiled easily and made his friends feel welcome. They took seats on a couch and in over-stuffed chairs. “We have a few minutes before your destroyer leaves for Belzimus.”

      Marcie and Kaeden looked at each other. “We thought that we’d be based out of here.” Marcie stood and started to pace.

      Terry appreciated her style; it reminded him of someone he knew.

      “You will be, but like me, you probably won’t spend much time here. What you’ll be doing will be more hands-on until you have the feel of your front line leadership team.”

      “Are we going to have to earn their respect?” Kae asked. Everything stopped within the room. The fidgets, the pacing, even the breathing.

      “There has to be more to your question,” Nathan said.

      “I don’t want to have to beat anyone senseless, but are we going to have some ass-munching Klingon challenge me to a duel?”

      Terry bit his lip. Char elbowed him to keep quiet.

      “The army that you’ll be building is made up of people who look and act human. But they most assuredly are not. I think you won’t be surprised by the broad range of personalities you find on Belzimus.”

      “What do we call them?” Marcie wondered.

      “Belzonian. Even the women. I guess that would be the difference between them and humans. You generally won’t be able to tell the women from the men because they’re hermaphrodites. Maybe that’s why you can’t tell them apart, because there is no apart to tell.” Nathan checked his monitor to make sure it was off and he wasn’t broadcasting. “They like to spread their DNA as wide as possible in order to ensure their species remains strong.”

      “What the butt-hugging nut-roll does that even look like?” Terry wondered.

      “An orgy, or so I’ve been told,” Nathan said, quickly looking away.

      “Why does that matter?” Kae asked.

      “You’ll find that there’s no jealousy there, not because of sex. They are still envious of position and rank and stuff like that, but not from what tends to distract humans the most.”

      “I’m starting to like the Belzonians,” Marcie offered. “We transmitted our recommended organization chart based on what we’d seen. What do we need to change?”

      “The only thing I saw was the reliance on existing structures. I believe you’ll be better off if you move the leadership laterally, make them uncomfortable enough to learn the new way. If they stay in a position they think they know, they’ll do it how they think they know it, if that makes any sense.”

      Kae and Marcie both nodded. “It does,” Kae replied. Nathan stood and held out his hand.

      “That’s it, huh?” Kae said.

      “That’s it. Time to go.” They shook hands, while Terry and Char waited by the door. After the hugs, Marcie and Kaeden strolled out. The door closed behind them.

      “That’s it, huh?” Terry parroted. “Better them than us. A legion of warriors who like orgies.”

      “A new chapter, TH. Marcie and Kaeden will be briefed extensively by Lance Reynolds, since they are going to be working directly for him from now on. They need to get there and get to work. Those people aren’t going to organize themselves. We have too many places they need to go and too little time to get them there.”

      “I’d suggest the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch could fill in the gap, but we’re spent, as you well know,” Terry answered.

      “I’m not going to do that to you. You went on a mission that I demanded you take, and then you lost one of your own. That was a high price to pay.”

      Terry and Char looked at Nathan without saying anything. They couldn’t disagree.

      “No buts. The power supply has a great value. In the end, no one will remember the price paid, only the cool toy that they’ll soon take for granted.”

      Terry finally looked away. He saw a scuff on his boot. He licked his thumb and buffed it out.

      “I hear that an All Guns Blazing franchise has just opened on Onyx Station,” Char said.

      “Your appointment with Rivka is in ten minutes, so you had best be on your way.”

      “How much money did you lose?” Terry asked. He sat up straight and listened intently.

      “More than I’m willing to admit. You have defeated me, Terry Henry Walton. I thought you were completely incapable of controlling yourself. You’re a Marine, for fuck’s sake! Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck. Can’t you hear those words forming in your mind, ready to explode with color and imagination from the mouth that has issued a million orders over the years? Give it to them hard and dirty, Patton said. You are this generation’s Patton, TH. You want to fuck bomb the unwashed shit-suckers out there.”

      “I’m not Patton. I’d say that I’ll take that in cash, but that’s not how things work in this Star Trek universe of yours. Post the credits to my account, my friend. Tips are always appreciated.”

      “Tips? Don’t bet against Terry Henry. That’s the best one I have.”

      “Rivka?”

      “She’s recently arrived as an intern.”

      “An intern? You have got to be kidding me,” Terry said.

      “I know you wanted to say ‘shitting me,’ so let it out, Terry. Let the inner you blossom before us.”

      “No can do, Nathan,” Char said, stepping between the two men. “His self-control is what’s going to pay for the franchise. I don’t want to lose that now, so we’ll be off. But an intern? I hope she knows what she’s doing.”

      “She’s more than meets the eye. I call her the Queen’s barrister, if that means anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaeden and Marcie returned to the hangar bay. They spotted a number of sleek ships as well as a wheeled vehicle. “Space-fighters and cars? I wonder who those are for.” Kae pointed toward a cordoned area of the deck.

      “It doesn’t matter. Our ride is this way.” Marcie motioned in the opposite direction.

      “Clearly not one of Ted’s shuttles,” Kae lamented.

      “He’s had the technology up and running for a whole week now. It’s going to take a long time to get out here.”

      “But we know people. Maybe we can get the FDG moved up the priority list?”

      “Is that what we’re going to call this group?”

      “Do we get to name it?” Kae’s lip twitched upward to form a half-smile. “I’ll have to think on that one.”

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Marcie quipped. “Something like the Etheric Federation Peacekeeping Force.”

      “We need something intimidating, but supportive, like Bad Guy Ass-Kicking Army.”

      Marcie stopped walking so she could more effectively roll her eyes.

      “How about Power Rangers?”

      “Big nope.” Marcie started walking again. Kae stayed by her side as he continued to generate names in his mind.

      “Army of the Etheric Federation, or Etheric Federation Peacekeeping Force.”

      “That’s more like it. We’ll see what the general has to say. I suspect that he has something in mind.”

      “You’re probably right. He’ll have a good reason for what he chooses as well, based on other factors within the Empire and the Federation.”

      “It might be the Queen’s Army, you never know,” Marcie said when they reached the shuttle. A uniformed guard stood at the hatch.

      “Colonel. Major. I’ll be your escort during your transit to Belzimus. My name is Paithoon. If you need anything at all, tell me, and I will acquire it for you.” The man saluted by thumping his chest and dropping his hand back to his side.

      “We’ll need to learn your customs, so that’ll start as soon as we reach the destroyer.”

      “The Candied Moon awaits.”

      Marcie and Kae both stopped dead in their tracks. “Our destroyer is named the Candied Moon?” Kae stated the obvious.

      “It is an honorable name.”

      “Does it terrify you to hear it?”

      “Of course not,” Paithoon replied.

      “How about Vengeance? We need ships that people can rally around, not throw parties on.”

      “We love a good party,” Paithoon said as his gaze drifted away.

      “There seems to be a lot for us to talk about, Paithoon. The change starts right here, right now. The next party we throw will be when we’re planting a flag where our enemy used to be.”

      “Sounds wonderful. Would you like me to start organizing that?”

      “NO! I don’t want you to organize that. It’ll be a while before this group goes into combat. When that happens, we’ll know what we need to do. Are you a fighter?”

      “Oh, no. I’m in the protocol office. The fighters? Those Belzonians are wired differently. Weird bunch, those.”

      “Now you’re speaking my language. Let’s head over to the Vengeance and get this show on the road.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You haven’t spent much time with Earthers, have you?”

      “None, sir.”

      “You’ll learn.” Marcie jousted with the man briefly, trying to encourage him to go first, but gave up and entered the shuttle.

      “Somebody will learn,” Kae whispered out the side of his mouth. “The Candied Moon? Holy flockenshnoogles! What in the big bone jobs did we sign up for?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Alameda, Earth

      The street tough sneered as his gang spread out in a circle, outnumbering Ted and the group two to one. One pulled a long knife and angled toward the German Shepherd.

      They don’t have a clue. Dokken, if you’d like to take care of the punk leader, I’ll dispatch those closest to me. If you could handle the man with the knife, Ted, I’d appreciate it. And Petricia, my love, I think those on your right side will run when all the others are down, but just in case...

      Dokken didn’t bother answering. He launched himself at the young man with all the speed in his enhanced body. The punk’s eyes shot wide just before the dog landed on his chest. As they hit the ground, Dokken’s jaws were locked on the man’s throat, canine fangs digging in.

      Joseph accelerated to vampiric speed to head-punch the five on his side. One after another, they didn’t have time to move as the force of a sledgehammer drove their senses from them.

      Ted lunged forward and grabbed the man with the knife. Ted snapped the man’s forearm before picking him up by the front of his shirt and slamming him on the ground.

      Petricia walked casually toward those on her side. One took a clumsy swing. Petricia easily dodged it and spun to back-kick the young man. He puked as he flew backward, landing and rolling to his side to cradle his assaulted abdomen. She followed through to elbow the next street tough in the head. He didn’t have time to put his hands up to deflect any of the blow. His nose shattered, and he went down.

      The last two ran. Cory frowned, anguish seized her. “Why?” she demanded. Dokken let go and hurried back to her. The punk leader struggled to take a breath through his crushed windpipe. Blood oozed from where Dokken’s fangs had punctured the skin. The man started to flop on the ground as hypoxia set in. Without a final exhale, he stilled.

      Cory started to go to him, but Joseph stopped her.

      “I can help him,” she pleaded.

      “Not that one. I saw his mind. He was beyond help. There’s hope for that one.” Joseph pointed to the man with the exploded nose. Cory looked at the dead punk, nodded, and went to help the last man to fall.

      Her hands glowed blue as she shared her nanocytes with their injured attacker.

      “Any of the others?” she asked sadly.

      “I’m afraid not,” Joseph replied. He searched the faces of the fallen. “So young. What happened where people cannot safely walk the streets of the town that we built?”

      Ted rubbed his hands on his pants as if trying to remove the stench of the knife wielder.  He looked to the factory nearby. “I think Kailin will have the answers,” Ted said.

      Cory finished with the man, who looked at her with wide eyes. “Don’t attack people anymore. It’s a good way to get yourself killed. You’ll find there’s a greater reward in protecting those who can’t protect themselves,” Cory told him.

      He ground his teeth together. When she rose to walk away, he grabbed her ankle. Petricia made a fist and reared back.

      “Thank you,” the man said and let go.

      

      Onyx Station

      A young woman approached. She wore a fashionable spacesuit. Terry wasn’t sure whether it was armored or not. He resigned himself with the fact that she was new. Like her spacesuit. She approached, offering her hand.

      “My name is Rivka Anoa, and I’ll be working with you on your franchise contract for All Guns Blazing. Do you have any questions before we start?”

      “We’d like to see the All Guns Blazing before anything else. Are you old enough to go in there? You look pretty young,” Terry said.

      “So do you,” Rivka deftly replied. She was shorter than Char by half a head, with blond hair and hazel eyes offset by swarthy skin. “I’m twenty-five, I’ll have you know.”

      “I’m not twenty-five, and I’d like to see what I’m going to spend Nathan’s money on,” Char said.

      “What are you, thirty-five? That’s not that big of a difference.”

      “I think I’ll be...” Terry stopped and started counting, ticking off his fingers as he went. “Round it up to one ninety. You know what that means! Somebody is going to hit the big two-oh-oh this year.”

      “Why?” Char rolled her eyes and groaned. “Why did you have to bring that up?”

      “Because I need to throw you a surprise party,” Terry said nonchalantly.

      Char turned to Rivka. “Which way to the bar? I could use a drink.”

      “Follow me, please.” She winked at Char before shielding her mouth from Terry Henry. “I can get a wheelchair for the old guy, if you’d like. I know you’re not a year over twenty-nine. You look magnificent! I love your eyes.”

      Char loved the infectious exuberance of youth. “Lead on, Queen’s Barrister. Wherever you go, we shall follow, as long as you’re going to All Guns Blazing. If you’re not, we’ll find our own way.”

      They took an elevator to the promenade level, where Rivka held the doors for them to exit.

      “This looks the same,” Char said.

      “All Guns Blazing is a brand-new addition to Onyx Station. One of the signature elements is the seven-by-twenty-meter window looking into space. It is made using proprietary technology that will be part of the contract. The beer vats and brewing system must be purchased through the Bad Company. There is no proprietary technology there, it’s just beer, but the style of vats is unique and trademarked by AGB Enterprises.”

      “Stop right there, Barrister.” Terry crossed his arms, puffed up his chest, and pushed out his biceps. “It’s never just beer. There’s an AGB Enterprises?”

      “Of course. That’s who owns the franchise rights and who you’ll have the honor of paying a straight twenty percent of your revenue, not profit, to and who you’ll also have the pleasure of buying your stock materials from. It’s all in the contract.”

      Terry deflated. “Is there any room for negotiation?”

      “None, but I will remain your representative for as long as the contract remains in force.”

      “What if you kill somebody and can’t be a lawyer anymore?”

      “That is a most bizarre question. Although barristers are often able to mete out justice under the Yollin Accord, we don’t kill people. Should I be unable to continue my duties, for whatever reason, you will be provided comparable counsel from the firm. It’s in the contract.”

      “We mete out some justice, too,” Terry started, “but I expect it’s a little different from what you do.”

      “I’ve heard about what you do. I’m not sure I’d be bragging about it.”

      “So what do you think we do?”

      “Assassins. You remove people the Federation perceives as a threat to their power. You come in the dark of night. I’ll tell you what, buddy, my door is locked and I can defend myself!” She pointed a finger at the two.

      Terry and Char both stepped back, looking at each other in confusion. “That’s not what we do. We’ve had exactly three missions so far. We ended a civil war on Poddern; we broke a blockade at Alchon Prime; and we closed an interdimensional rift and eliminated the Skrima, a race of demon-like aliens who had come through it.”

      “Oh. Okay!” she replied happily.

      “Aren’t lawyers supposed to take their clients without judging them, but more importantly, aren’t lawyers supposed to research stuff, you know, get to the truth?”

      “I am still new at this, but there are rumors about you and your Direct Action Branch. They’re not pretty.”

      “What the hell?” Terry turned to Char. She shrugged and turned her head. “Is Nathan fu...messing with us?”

      “I hope not,” Char declared before her expression softened. “You look like you could use a beer.”

      Terry’s ears perked up. “Could I ever. A nice and dark one. Cold. Big. And then another one that looks just like it.”

      “I think you’re going to like All Guns Blazing. It’s the most popular place on Onyx Station.” They turned a corner and Rivka waved her hands as if making the bar magically appear.

      There was a fight going on at the entrance. Rivka held her hand up, signaling for them to stop.

      “Wait a minute,” Char said. She and Terry pushed past the barrister and ran for the entrance. Half the Bad Company warriors who had arrived with Terry and Char were inside the bar, playing a drinking game. The other half were already drunk and trying to get in. The bouncers were having none of it.

      “We’ve been here thirty minutes. How can they be drunk already? How can they be in a fight? How does crap like this happen?”

      Terry grabbed the closest warrior and hauled him backward. The man tried to throw a haymaker as he swung around. TH dodged it and slammed the man on his face. Char rabbit-punched the next man. Terry kicked the third in the back of the knee. When the man started to stumble, Terry punched him in the top of his head.

      The fight ended quickly after that. The bouncers were unscathed, standing with their arms crossed, watching Terry and Char with wary eyes.

      “Form up, you knotheads,” Terry growled at them. Six men and three women. All drunk and bruised. “You lasted a grand total of thirty minutes. That’s not a record, so while you’re confined to the War Axe, be comfortable in your knowledge that there are people in this universe who are stupider than you. How in the hell did you get drunk in thirty minutes?”

      “A killer drink in one of the sub-level bars. The Supernova Hellspawn something or other,” one of them mumbled.

      “Get back to the War Axe. I will have Smedley track you and if any of you geniuses get lost, you won’t be confined to the ship, you’ll be in the brig. Don’t pass go, don’t collect two hundred dollars, and don’t ever enjoy one minute of liberty for the rest of your natural-born days.”

      The group looked contrite until one of the women started puking. She remained at attention throughout the affair, leaving a splatter on the deck before her and a trail down the front of her shirt. The others started to giggle.

      “You had best get back to the ship. Right. Now.” Terry waved at them angrily. They turned and started to run, but they had turned in different directions. Two fell down, while all avoided the spew. They helped each other up, decided on a way to go, and dashed away.

      “Isn’t the hangar deck the other way?” Char asked.

      “Yup.”

      Rivka stood to the side, covering her face to avoid the smell. Terry grinned at her. “Not our finest moment, Counselor. If you wondered about any night sneaking by steely-eyed ghosts, what you saw here today should put those rumors to rest. And you’re probably thinking that we can’t fight our way out of a wet paper bag. To the untrained eye, it may seem that way, but these people have been in combat for a long time. They’re blowing off steam. That’s all.”

      Continuing to cover her face while turning her body so she didn’t have to look at the mess by Terry and Char, Rivka asked, “Maybe you can teach me a move or two? That was pretty good how you disarmed three of them in three seconds.”

      “But they weren’t armed,” Terry countered.

      “You know what I mean,” she huffed. She nodded to the bouncers, who waved them in. “After you.”

      Terry opted for seats at the bar, with his back to the window. He would look at space later. He needed to see the bar and understand the potential.

      Rivka waited patiently as he inspected everything he could see, methodically looking from one point of the bar to the next.

      “He’s memorizing all of it.”

      “I’ll transmit a complete portfolio of pictures. They come with the franchisee license.”

      “Sure, but he already has the whole bar committed to his eidetic memory. After one hundred and ninety years, you’d think his brain would be full, but it’s not. Maybe when he gets to be my age...”

      “I heard that,” Terry said. “Nothing you can say will get a rise out of me, not while I’m here with this in hand.”

      The bartender handed over a perfectly-pulled pint, so dark, no light passed through the glass. Terry looked at it as if he were in love. He closed his eyes as he sipped it, keeping the glass close while he licked his lips and took another long, slow drink.

      “I may never swear again,” Terry suggested after he finished the beer and called for a second.

      “Bullshit!” Char declared. “Once the bar is up and running, you’ll be your old self. If you’re going to drink the profits, I’ll cut you off!”

      “What?”

      “Our bar. It’s our bar. Not Terry Henry Walton’s private watering hole.”

      “Ooh,” Rivka said, pursing her lips and bringing up the contract on her pad. “I’ll need to make some changes.”

      “Charumati Walton, co-owner, equally, if you please,” Char said. Terry took a big gulp and coughed before smiling.

      “It’s every man’s dream. I get to own a bar with my woman!” Terry declared loudly.

      “For fuck’s sake! What kind of barbarian is this turning you into?” Char leaned back on her barstool to glare at Terry.

      “There’s the woman I love. Co-owners in a wildly successful business enterprise, bringing entertainment, food, and drink to those who want to enjoy themselves for a brief period of time.”

      “You two are weird,” Rivka said without looking up.

      Char stood and motioned for Terry to finish his beer, which he dutifully accomplished with little fanfare. “We’re going shopping. Buzz us when you have the documents ready. I think All Guns Blazing is exactly what we need. And a new pair of shoes. Maybe an outfit to go with them. A purse, too. I almost never carry one, but who knows, especially if it’s a good match for the outfit.”

      

      Iracitus, Dren Cluster

      Shonna and Merrit stood on the bridge of the modified warship that they’d named after the AI that operated it. Iracitus expertly guided the ship away from Spires Harbor.

      “Well done, Iracitus.” The AI appeared as a human image on the monitor.

      “Thank you. It’s what I do.”

      “I expect there’s a lot that you do,” Merrit replied. He watched the stars fill the screen as the ship smoothly accelerated toward the asteroid field.

      “Phase one is underway,” Merrit stated.

      “Phase two,” Shonna corrected.

      He looked askance at her and rolled his finger, signaling for a more in-depth explanation.

      “Phase one was the unmanned ships and rough mining.”

      “I stand corrected. Phase two is where we build a processing facility in the asteroid belt, and then we’ll reduce our need for long-haul cargo shipping by only sending refined ore between the belt and the shipyard.”

      “Exactly. Machines to build machines. A couple humans. A few dozen Harborians. And that’s it. I see watching a lot of movies.”

      “The important question is, did we bring enough popcorn?” Merrit asked. “First order of business, Iracitus.”

      “We will search for and select an optimal location for the processing facility.”

      “You already have some ideas, don’t you?”

      “I do. Let me show you what I have in mind.” Asteroid maps appeared as flashes on the screen as the AI rapidly reviewed them.

      “I’m lucky that I’m not prone to seizures,” Shonna complained.

      “Take care of it, Iracitus. We’re going to our quarters.”

      “Sir?”

      “We’ll check in later,” Merrit said firmly. They’d taken a small cargo bay and turned it into a luxury suite. Until they reached the field and deployed some of the equipment, they were forced to share their space with a small fleet of mining drones. The alternative was unacceptable. Standard quarters with bunkbeds.

      It made them wonder how the others were fairing on the Harborian frigate...
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      Keeg Station

      The two men looked at the computer screen. A three-dimensional model of a cryo-drone rotated slowly on the longitudinal axis before spinning on the lateral axis.

      “Each of the drop ships can carry one of these?”

      “Or a canister can carry a number of them. Once within a planet’s atmosphere, with the Etheric power supply, they can stay airborne indefinitely.”

      “Micro-gravitic engines, but most power is in the cryogenic storage unit. What if they are in a suit or are an alien?”

      Mardigan grumbled to himself. “We need to make it bigger. This one won’t fit half of our people.”

      Auburn looked at the recruit. Our people. He wasn’t the only one taking ownership of the unit.

      “We’ll turn it over to Dionysus to expand the frame and cryo-pod within. Time to get back to training. Good work, Mardigan.” Auburn slapped the man on the shoulder.

      “I can stay here and work with the AI on the redesign,” he suggested.

      “In the future, you’ll have that option, but getting through recruit training is a rite of passage. Every member of the Direct Action Branch has to be able to fight, while knowing what the other warriors are doing. To get there, you have to train and train hard. Sorry, but it’s time to rejoin the others. Take your lumps and wear them as badges of distinction.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mardigan conceded, clearly unhappy with the choice. Auburn showed him the door. “Right.” The recruit jumped up and raced out.

      Auburn followed, thinking as he traversed the corridors of Keeg Station’s lower levels. “How will you change when we open you up to civilians?” he asked the metal behemoth.

      The soft hum of the ventilation and climate control system that kept the air fresh and at a constant temperature was his only reply. It would continue to serve the station as directed by Dionysus and the station’s small maintenance team.

      “I know. You’ll go with the flow,” he answered his own question.

      Auburn didn’t have to see the cargo bay to know what was going on. He heard the shouts and energetic engagement of hand-to-hand training.

      Tim, formerly a mechanic turned Harborian guard turned Bad Company recruit, was circling the ring. His opponent was a teal-skinned Malatian called Bon Tap. His flowing silver mane swung from side to side as he labored to keep Tim centered.

      The human worked his way forward, closing the distance. The Malatian saw an opening and charged.

      Right into the trap that Tim had set. He sidestepped, grabbed a handful of the man’s hair, and swung him around in a circle, slamming him head-first into the mat. Tim straddled Bon Tap from behind, wrapping an arm under his opponent’s throat and pulling backward, twisting his head and straining his back.

      “Enough!” Kim shouted. Tim released his grip, stood, and backed away. The Malatian slowly came to his feet.

      “You need to cut that hair.” Kim pointed and sneered.

      “What? No. NO!” Bon Tap exclaimed.

      Kim jerked back as if struck. “It’s a liability in combat! We are warriors before all things. Because of that mop, you’re vulnerable. Cut it or get the fuck out.”

      The Malatian’s shoulders slumped and his head hung to his chest. He ran his hand through his long, silver hair as tears dripped onto to the mat. Kim wanted to punch him.

      Christina stepped into the ring. “What’s the issue?” she asked softly.

      “In my species, only females have short hair. If I’m unable to keep my hair, I will forever be alone.”

      “Welcome to the Bad Company,” someone said from the side.

      Kimber was with her husband. She didn’t know what it was like to be alone, but her sister had been shocked into that reality. She didn’t wish it on anyone.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “What if there’s an alternative?” the female recruit who’d spent the first night naked in front of her fellows suggested. All eyes turned to her. “We braid that shit tight. It’ll be a like a second helmet. He can let his hair down when he goes on liberty, which at this rate is what, sometime next year?”

      Christina chuckled. The Malatian lifted his head. “I like you,” he said.

      “Fuck off, buddy! I’m just going to braid that metal shit you call hair.”

      He laughed and nodded. “Deal, but it’s not metal.”

      “Shut your fucking pie hole and get over here,” the female recruit ordered.

      Christina slapped him on the ass so hard that he stumbled face-first into his fellow recruits. “Next!”

      

      Onyx Station

      Adina Choudhury stretched her neck from side to side as she led the way out of the White Orchid Spa tucked behind a promenade shop and sighed happily. 

      “Oh, I feel much better after that!” she proclaimed to the figure catching up with her. “Didn’t I tell you a little bit of pampering would do us all some good?” 

      Captain Jack Marber pressed his hands against the small of his back and nodded. “You did indeed,” he said. “They’re very good in there. Months of backache from sitting in the Fortitude’s crappy pilot seat—gone. We have to do this more often. I feel great!” 

      “Speak for yourself,” moaned the Yollin following them through the door. “I still feel like I’ve gone ten rounds with a Ixtali kick-boxer.” 

      He rolled his shoulders, the joints popping noisily, causing the blood red raal hawk perched beside his right ear to let out an irritated squawk. 

      Jack offered Adina a sly wink. “Don’t say we didn’t warn you,” he commented. “Lifeforms with exoskeletons shouldn’t get massages.” 

      “That poor guy,” added Adina, her expression becoming serious. “I hope the damage to his wrists doesn’t keep him off work for too long.” 

      “I doubt it,” said Jack. “Once the medic had finished bandaging the cuts and bruises on his hands, he reckoned the masseuse would be fine after a little physiotherapy.” 

      “Well, he’d better not blame any of that on me,” grunted Tc’aarlat. “I offered to go get the toolbox from the ship so he could really go to town on me, but he refused, saying he had a few dicks up his sleeve.”

      “I think you mean he had a ‘few tricks’ up his sleeve,” corrected an amused voice from behind the group. 

      The trio turned to find a familiar figure approaching, arm outstretched. 

      “Nathan,” cried Jack, covering his mouth to keep his voice down but taking the proffered hand and shaking it firmly. “Didn’t expect to bump into you on this station.” 

      “I’m here to drop off TH and Char,” Nathan replied, gesturing to the two people with him. Both were laden with more than a few shopping bags. “They’re due some vacation time, and I suggested they spend it here on Onyx Station.” 

      There was a small buzz, and Nathan pulled his tablet from his pocket. “Excuse me, folks, I have to take this,” he said, stepping away as his fingers danced across the screen. 

      TH nodded. “If I'd known ‘vacation’ was code word for shopping, I’d have gone on a mission instead,” he said. “Give me suicidal aliens and blowing up enemy ships over emptying my account for the privilege of sore feet and a dry mouth any day.” 

      Charumati stuck out her tongue and narrowed her striking purple eyes. “Not my fault you’re slow on the uptake!” she teased. “Only three more stores, then I’ll let you go for a beer, or should I say, another beer.” 

      “I’ll need more than one if this is how you plan to spend the entire vacation,” her partner chuckled. He turned to Jack, Adina, and Tc’aarlat, holding out his hand. “Terry Henry Walton, but my friends call me TH.” 

      “Jack Marber,” replied Jack as they shook, “and this is Adina and Tc’aarlat.” 

      “I’m Char.” The woman smiled, setting down her purchases to join in with the handshakes. “I’ll be standing here all day if I leave it to my husband to introduce me.” 

      “I love your hair!” offered Adina, gazing appreciatively at the silver stripe running down the length of the woman’s glossy, dark locks. 

      “Thanks!” responded Char, running her fingers through the thick tresses. “TH says it’s my way of making a statement. But I’ve no idea what that statement might be.” 

      “It’s your frequently stated commitment to never knowingly pass an open store without purchasing their entire stock,” TH groaned. “You guys want to come and grab that beer with me while the ladies share shopping tips?” 

      “Beer sounds good,” said Tc’aarlat. “And Mist never says no to a dish of muri meat, do you, girl?” 

      The scarlet-feathered raal hawk shrieked her agreement. 

      SKAWWWWW! 

      “Unfortunately, we can’t,” Jack said. “We have an appointment to keep on Damkin Prime. A few bad guys need fucking up due to their ongoing interest in buying and selling child slaves.”

      “That sounds even more fun than shopping.” Char beamed. “Do you want a couple of extra fucker-uppers? TH is good with that cannon of his, and it might be useful to have a werewolf on your side of the equation.” 

      “You’re a werewolf?” croaked Adina, taking a small step back. 

      “As dangerous as she is beautiful!” TH said with pride. 

      “Looks like you two have more in common than just hair and shopping,” Tc’aarlat pointed out to Adina. “If we go for that beer, you could learn more about— OW!” 

      The Yollin bent to his right, rubbing the spot where Adina’s elbow had made contact with his ribs. “Gott Verdammt!” he cried. “How come a trained masseuse can’t make a dent in my exoskeleton, but you can jab me like the horn of a charging bistok?” 

      “Practice makes perfect—and pain!” Adina snarled, readying her elbow once more. 

      “I think that’s our cue to take our leave,” Jack said. He shook TH’s and Char’s hands again. “Say good-bye to Nathan for us once he’s finished his call.” 

      “Sure will.” TH smiled at the group. 

      “And good luck with your slave traders,” added Char. 

      Jack glanced at Adina and Tc’aarlat as they glared angrily at each other. “Judging by the mood these guys are in, I suspect it will be the bad guys who need the luck!” 

      

      Keeg Station, Dren Cluster

      Felicity looked at the monitor on her desk. The system throughout the station was tied in with the IICS and since she was married to the man delivering the first batch to remote corners of the universe, she had exclusive access to the communication pathway.

      Last time they used it, Ted had hung up on her. She wasn’t amused, but it wasn’t out of character for him. He had finished updating her and had already mentally shifted to the next task. She was surprised he closed out the link when he could have simply ignored her.

      He didn’t do it to be abrasive or to get under her skin. Being focused on the task at hand was at the core of his being. If he didn’t consider it important, he didn’t expend the mental energy.

      Sometimes that could be frustrating. Felicity recalled the innumerable times during their marriage where something was important to her but not to him.

      This time, he was taking an IICS to their children so she could talk with them. He had invented the technology, made it into something that mattered. It made up for all of the times he seemed distracted. Felicity was certain he had built it just for her, so she could talk with her children while also building an empire. Both were important to her.

      And now Marcie was gone, too, but she could call her, depending on where they went, which she didn’t know.

      That chapped her ass. She was supposed to know everything.

      “Where are you, Ted, and what are you doing? Our Terry, Char, and Billy will be the medicine I need,” Felicity drawled. She looked to the monitor and then back out the window. Today wasn’t a day to get any work done.
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      Alameda, Earth

      “Kailin? I don’t know where he is. No one knows. He took off four months ago. The guy in charge is called Timmons.”

      “No, his name is Thompson. That’s what it is. We don’t see him much either. He mostly stays in the office.”

      The man tried to point, but Ted was already headed for the stairs. He knew the way.

      The others nodded as they passed. Dokken forced his way between the man and Cory, watching him the whole time. The dog lagged back, making sure no one came at them from behind.

      “Now I know something is wrong,” Joseph said over the noise of the factory.

      They plowed up the stairs, forced their way past a secretary, and burst into the office. Ted was furious. The others weren’t happy either.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” the man yelled before seeing who it was. “Ted?”

      “Where is Kailin?” Ted demanded.

      “Gone. He resigned and left,” the man replied. Ted walked around the desk. The man called Thompson backpedaled until he hit a seam in the carpet and fell over. Ted grabbed him by the lapels of his cheap suit jacket and pulled him upright.

      “Why would he resign?”

      “I don’t know. Too much pressure, maybe.”

      Joseph looked over Ted’s shoulder and reached into Thompson’s mind.

      “Pressure from you and your cronies. You threatened to destroy the plant if he didn’t leave,” Joseph said.

      Ted picked the man up and flung him across the room. He hit an I-beam with a sickening crunch and slid to the floor, a growing pool of blood surrounding his head.

      “I’m not sure it rated that,” Joseph said. Ted didn’t give Thompson a second look.

      “We need to call Kim and Auburn and see where their son might have gone. In the meantime, we’re going to Chicago. We’ll land wherever the hell we want. They need to know that we’re back.”

      “They don’t need to know that we’re not staying,” Joseph replied.

      “No. They don’t need to know that. I will get answers. We won’t leave until Cory finds Sylvia and Sarah and I find Terry, Char, and Billy and give them an IICS so they can call their mother.”

      Ted stormed from the office. The wide-eyed secretary dove out of his way. Joseph, Petricia, and Cory walked past, sullen and lost in their own thoughts. Dokken sniffed the body before carefully pulling a piece of beef jerky from the man’s pocket and trotting after the others.

      Ted never slowed. He took the steps two at a time on his way down. He walked through the factory like he owned it, which he still did. The rest never apologized as Ted pushed people out of his way. The workers decided it wasn’t worth trying to detain the man like security was requesting.

      Security! They never needed such people when he was running things. The thought of it galled him.

      Ted stopped once he reached the parking lot. Ramses’ Chariot descended, getting close to the vehicles, but not touching them before the stairs descended to the pavement. Ted climbed up and went inside. The rest never hesitated.

      “Saves us a hell of a walk,” Joseph said as Petricia entered in front of him. Cory followed with Dokken running up the stairs last. The German Shepherd could still taste the jerky. He wanted more, but he wanted to find Cory’s daughters first. If they smelled anything like her, he could lead Cory to them. They only had to get close.

      And then he would ask for more jerky.

      

      Keeg Station, Dren Cluster

      In space, day and night had no meaning beyond what was created artificially. Humans built Keeg Station, and it ran full-time operations, but personnel worked according to the human clock, twenty-four hours with a set eight hours of so-called night.

      Although it was foreign to many alien cultures, they quickly adapted. Being spacefaring meant never-ending change. It was the only constant in the universe.

      The lights had been turned down in the cargo bay and the recruits were in their racks. It had been a long, hard day. The leadership team expected them to sleep well.

      “Should we hit them with a significant emotional event?” Christina asked.

      “Tonight?” Auburn asked. His face said ‘no.’

      “Let them get their beauty sleep. Maybe tomorrow morning, rock their world an hour early.”

      “To what end?” Auburn wondered. With the shift in training styles, they would have to explain. It required more effort than yelling at the recruits to see how high they could jump.

      “To tighten them up as a team. Give them another challenge,” Christina explained. “I want them to face an enemy, see if they rise to the occasion.”

      “Do we have an enemy handy that doesn’t mind getting killed?” Kimber wondered aloud.

      “A rampaging bistok.”

      “Not one of your better ideas,” Auburn stated.

      “We don’t have time for subtleties.”

      “Didn’t Terry tell a story about something like that in New Boulder?” Auburn suggested.

      “Timmons went after a buffalo herd when he was missing a hand to show that he could contribute to the pack,” Kimber clarified.

      “That was it.”

      “I don’t like it.” Auburn crossed his arms. Kimber leaned forward

      “No one has to know.” Christina was digging her heels in.

      “Everyone will know, but to squeeze three months of training into one month without having a real training area, we have to get creative. Where do you propose we acquire a live bistok?” Kim asked.

      “I have one already. It came in on a supply shipment. It was going to get butchered for that Seppukarian place. I diverted one. It’s in the next cargo hold over. Do you think I can expense it? I hope so, because I charged it to the Direct Action Branch tab.”

      Auburn didn’t respond. The look on his face resembled that of a stunned mullet.

      Kimber’s comm device buzzed. She stepped further into the corridor away from the cargo bay hatch. “Major Kimber,” she answered the unknown caller.

      “Ted here, calling from Earth. Kailin left the plant. Where would he have gone?”

      “Is this a loaded question? He would have gone home.”

      “Joseph here, Kim. It’s not that. They ran him out four months ago. This place is a lot different already. He went away, four months ago. Do you know where he would have gone?”

      Kimber backed up against the bulkhead. Auburn appeared at her side, supporting her with one arm as he leaned in to catch the conversation.

      “Yes. In the hills beyond the stockyards and the main ranch, there were a few cabins. They are pretty remote. He could hole up there. But he disappeared a long time before we left and toured the entire country before returning. He could be anywhere.” Kim groaned and started to breathe faster. Auburn rubbed her back to calm her down.

      “There’s nothing we can do from here.”

      “We should have convinced him to come with us,” she whispered.

      “We tried, and it didn’t work. Taking over the plant was a solution that worked best for everyone. The fact that they, what did Joseph say, they ran him out, that changes things. Maybe he’ll be more amenable to coming out here. This time, anyway.”

      “I hope they can find him.”

      “I hope we can, too,” Joseph replied, having heard the conversation between Kim and Auburn.

      “Is this the IICS? It sounds like you’re right here.”

      “Ted’s a genius,” Joseph replied.

      “You got that right. I look forward to hearing that you found our son.” There was a delay. Auburn thought they’d lost the link.

      “We are doing our best. Nothing is as it was. I want to find the kids and then get the hell out of here. This planet is giving me the creeps.”

      Kim remembered the decades that Joseph and Petricia had lost as prisoners of the blood pirates. They were only too happy to leave the last time. They only agreed to go back because of Cory.

      “Time to go, Kimber. We’re descending over the hills beyond your old ranch. At least the stockyards look the same. We’ll be back in touch.”

      The light went out on Kimber’s comm device. She stared at it dumbly. “What happened to our son?” she sobbed.

      “I hope nothing,” Auburn replied, trying to be comforting, but he was frustrated. A galaxy separated them. He felt helpless. “Trust Joseph and Cory and the others. We couldn’t ask for anyone better to be looking for him.”

      “Mom and Dad. Can you imagine the rampage? I can hear it now. ‘No one runs off my grandson!’ He probably wouldn’t have left the factory standing if they pissed him off enough.”

      “That’s a comforting thought.” Auburn shook his head. “Just as comforting as turning a wild bistok loose on the recruits. When’s that going to happen?”

      Christina had been waiting patiently, not wanting to interrupt the family crisis. “Four in the morning is a great time to be alive, don’t you think?”

      “Four it is. Heaven help us that nothing goes wrong.”

      “I expect everything will go wrong, but if I have to blast a bistok, so be it. We’re going to have a barbecue in either case. Too bad Jenelope isn’t here to help us with it.”

      “I wonder how those guys are doing,” Kim said.

      “They’re on liberty, which means that everything has gone sideways, blood has been shed, songs sung, and Onyx Station will never be the same,” Auburn suggested.

      “Pretty much.” Christina nodded.

      

      The War Axe

      Aaron and Yanmei stood on the bridge with the captain and the helmsman. “Why didn’t you go with the others?”

      “Independence.” Aaron didn’t expound. He watched the image of Onyx Station on the main screen. An impressive facility, a crossroads in this part of the galaxy. It was where Terry and Char had gone along with most of the Bad Company warriors.

      Some had already returned. That bunch looked to be in a sour mood, so Aaron didn’t ask them what was up as they trooped purposefully to the galley, where they were getting ministered to by the head chef and psychotherapist.

      Yanmei saw that Micky wanted to know more. “We helped to move Cory a certain distance on her journey. Each leg will take someone different so she doesn’t grow too dependent upon any one person. She had to go to Earth. That was her time to find her daughters. As Terry and Char had to go to Onyx Station. As Marcie and Kaeden had to go wherever they needed to go. We have our own journeys to follow, but our paths are inextricably linked. We travel together when we can, alone when we must, but we never forget how far we’ve come.”

      Micky scratched his chin. “Onyx is a big station. Why didn’t you go?”

      “The waves dance to their own music,” Yanmei said, clasping her hands and bowing.

      Aaron shook his head. “We overslept.”

      “There are four shuttles in the tubes, at your convenience.”

      “We’ll be off then,” Aaron said, waved to Wenceslaus, now a nearly permanent fixture on the captain’s lap, and strolled off the bridge. Yanmei shrugged and followed him out.

      

      Alameda, Earth

      The trees surrounding the cabin prevented the ship from getting close. It hovered, pressing down on the uppermost branches.

      “Looks like we’re going to have to climb down,” Ted said.

      Joseph tapped him on the shoulder. “He’s not down there.”

      “Where is he?” Ted asked. Joseph held his hands up.

      “Plato, take us past the other cabins in the area. Slowly.”

      Ted sat on the deck and used his own ability to see the Etheric dimension to look for those who could also tap into its power. He often forgot that he was a werewolf, but Joseph’s search for minds to touch reminded him.

      Together, they explored the land below, searching for Kailin or for any of the others. Sylvia and Sarah both knew about the cabins. Maybe they were nearby.

      Cory watched, grinding her teeth in anticipation.

      Joseph gripped her shoulder and smiled. “Kailin is far up the hill.”

      “I see him,” Ted said. The ship lifted out of the trees and shot away, following a track that took it over Kim and Auburn’s son. He started to run at the appearance of the ship.

      Ted activated the ship’s external communication system. “Kailin, it’s Ted. We heard about the factory. We need to talk.”

      Kailin stopped running. He turned uphill and found an opening through the trees where he waved at the strange ship. They opened the hatch, and Cory waved at her nephew.

      “Rope!” Joseph called. Petricia jogged down the corridor to a storage locker where, as part of the provisioning process, she’d added everything she could think of, including what they used to carry on missions before they went to space.

      She handed a long coil to her husband. He passed the end back to her. “Tie it off, if you would.”

      “Wrap it around my stalk, it’s tough enough to hold the weight, and we’ll grab the rope together,” Bundin said. She looped it twice. The Podder took it with his tentacle arms and she coiled the end around both her arms.

      “Go,” she called.

      Joseph sent the rope into the clearing. Kailin let it hit before taking hold and starting to climb.

      “Pull,” he told the others and they started hand-over-handing the rope, letting the excess coil on the deck behind them.

      In no time, Kailin was pulled through the hatch. He looked young as ever, smiling broadly and showing his perfect white teeth against the milky caramel of his skin.

      “Look at you!” he exclaimed before stopping to stare at Bundin. “And look at you, whatever you are.”

      “My name is Bundin. I’m from Poddern. Your family rescued me.”

      “Of course they did.” Kailin’s wide smile returned. He shook hands with Joseph before rushing to hug his Aunt Cory. “Where’s Ramses?”

      Everyone froze, and Cory burst into tears. She was unable to answer him.

      “That’s why we’re here. We’re looking for Sylvia and Sarah to tell them that their father didn’t survive the mission to Benitus Seven.”

      “My Uncle Ramses is dead? But we don’t die.” Kailin continued to hold Cory.

      “We do, and it makes it that much worse.” Petricia and Joseph both put a hand on Cory’s shoulder to wait for her.

      When she finally pushed back, she looked up at Kailin. Her eyes glowed blue and carried the question that they all had.

      “I think Sylvia is in Pittsburgh. Sarah and her husband split and no one knows where she is. Ted and Felicity’s kids are still in Chicago, last I heard.”

      “Plato, take us to Chicago,” Ted ordered. The ship smoothly gained altitude while turning and racing east.
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      The War Axe

      Ankh finished the assembly of the prototype and looked critically at it. “Smedley, where can we conduct a live-fire test of the atmospheric combat drone?”

      “Not here,” the AI responded.

      Ankh looked at the empty hangar bay.

      “Smedley, I am certain there are a great number of places in this universe where we cannot test the drone. I want to know where we can.”

      “My apologies, Ankh’Po’Turn, I thought you wanted to test it as soon as possible.”

      “Your assumption is correct. Revised question. Where is the closest location we can conduct a live-fire test of the drone? Define close as the least amount of time to reach.”

      “With the gate drive, there is a nearly infinite number of locations that are within minutes.”

      “Pick one and prepare to move the War Axe,” Ankh ordered.

      “Don’t you think you should ask the captain?” Aaron suggested, appearing in the hangar bay with Yanmei at his side. They were dressed in traditional, loose-fitting attire and on their way to one of the shuttle pods.

      Ankh didn’t answer.

      “Never fear, the voice of reason is near,” Smedley quipped.

      “I should have known! Keep the lights on and the house warm, Smedley. We’ll be back soon.”

      The weretigers waved and disappeared into a shuttle that launched immediately after the rear deck closed.

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Captain San Marino told Ankh over the loudspeakers within the hangar bay.

      Ankh dispensed with verbal communication, reverting to his and Ted’s preferred direct link.

      We need to test the atmospheric combat support drones, he stated as if the captain hadn’t understood why Ankh requested the move.

      “I know. We will test it on our transit back to Keeg Station. In the meanwhile, we are missing too many people, in addition to four drop ships. We’re not going anywhere,” Micky explained.

      But we need to test the drone before we begin manufacture. We are wasting manufacturing time by not testing them now. That means during the next mission, we may not have as many combat support drones as we need.

      “I understand, but weighing the risk, we can’t get underway with as few people as we have on board. If anything happens, we might not have the manpower to get us back into action.”

      But I’m here, Ankh said, confused.

      “That is true, Ankh. You are a force multiplier, but I don’t want to get underway with so many of my crew off-ship. I think that we’ll only be here for a week or two. It’s been two days, so it won’t be that much longer and we’ll take you where you can conduct a proper test on that drone. I expect Colonel Walton will want to see how it performs.”

      What am I supposed to do while I’m waiting for the test?

      “I have to believe that Ted left a long list of things to work on.”

      He did. Most of them are related to the drone.

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something. Captain out.”

      Ankh looked from his drone to the hangar door. He sat where he was in the middle of the bay and closed his eyes. Through his comm chip, he activated the engines of the drone and lifted it into the air, flying it around the hangar bay.

      Begin data collection on flight parameters. Lock weapon systems in the safe mode. Run diagnostic program Ankh One.

      

      Keeg Station

      “Get your big, dumb ass in there,” Christina growled. Her eyes flashed yellow as her anger threatened to let her inner Pricolici take over. The bistok didn’t want to have anything to do with going into the cargo bay. It wanted to run down the corridor in the other direction.

      Christina had a tight grip around the creature’s neck. Auburn was trying not to get involved, but Kimber waded in and started pushing the bistok. Auburn didn’t think the three of them were strong enough to get it to go where they wanted without hurting it. The beast was terrified.

      “Hold on!” Auburn called.

      “I’m trying!” Christina shouted.

      “Not that. We have a whole platoon of recruits who can help get it back into its pen.”

      “Change the training?”

      “Yes, rescue and recovery.”

      “Stop fighting me!” Christina tried to dig in her heels, but the beast kept lifting her into the air. “Fine!”

      Kimber darted to the cargo bay hatch, opened it, and started yelling. Christina was slammed against one wall of the corridor and Auburn was jammed against the other while the bistok tried to turn around. The creature’s horn screeched a cringe-inducing cry as it scraped along the wall, leaving a long mark as a testament to its anguish.

      The first recruits appeared in the hatchway, disheveled and mostly disoriented. “What the hell are you waiting for? Bistok. Wild. Get it back in its pen. Now go!”

      The recruits spilled into the corridor.

      Auburn groaned as the creature slammed him into the bulkhead in its desire to run from the inbound onslaught. The recruits piled onto the beast, three of them weighing down the horns and with Christina’s incredible strength, were finally able to get its head turned around.

      Auburn was launched toward the cargo hatch when the bistok’s hip unwedged from the wall. He stumbled through the recruits and finished up behind them. He wasn’t sure how it happened, but he took comfort in having the recruits facing the wrong end of the beast and not him.

      Kimber stepped back to give the recruits room. Christina wasn’t in a position to let go, so she hung on. The sheer weight of numbers gave the bistok nowhere to go. The mob surged around the creature moving slowly, one step at a time. It surged back and forth, but the numbers pressed in. When they reached the hatch leading to its pen, it bolted inside, accepting the pen as the best of its bad options.

      K’Thrall walked past the others and casually secured the gate. He brushed his hands on his pants and then looked at the pen. He contorted his face, which made his mandibles click. He held his fingers near his nose and grimaced. “I’ll never be able to get that creature’s stench off me.”

      “How about some PT?” Christina yelled, trying to distract the group. She sniffed and realized that her suit was permeated by the smell of bistok. “Get back in there and form up for PT!”

      The recruits ran, assholes and elbows down the corridor, disappearing through the hatch into their training home.

      Kim stood with her hands on her hips. Auburn rubbed his sore ribs. No one looked happy.

      “Fine. Not my best idea, so shut up about it.” Kim and Auburn started to laugh, then slapped hands in a high-five. “What?”

      “That is your welcome-to-the-inner-circle moment. We’re going to tell everyone, and it’s even better than that.” Kim pointed down the corridor. “We have video.”

      

      Onyx Station

      Nathan approached Terry and Char, but turned quickly away when he saw the look on Terry’s face.

      “I see you!” Char called.

      “Hey! There you are. I was looking for you,” Nathan replied quickly.

      The purple-eyed werewolf shook her head.

      “Kimber just sent me a video. Have you seen it?”

      “Been busy,” Terry grumbled, holding up two armloads of packages. “When will my winnings be transferred?”

      “Already done. Directly to the Bad Company’s commercial entertainment department for consideration of the franchise purchase of one All Guns Blazing brew pub.”

      Terry looked confused.

      “I told him to do it,” Char said, “for your present.”

      “You used my money to buy me a present?” Terry raised one eyebrow. He couldn’t hold his arms up because of the package, but he had an entire routine that he usually went through.

      “Of course. We’re married. That’s how it works. Would you have bought that for yourself?”

      “Maybe. I probably would have filled a bathtub with credits and gotten a picture of me swimming in it so we could have it framed and mounted on Nathan’s office wall.”

      “See? My way was better.”

      Terry wasn’t sure he agreed. “The bets are paid and done?”

      “They are,” Nathan confirmed.

      “Son of a glitching, bung-tapping iceholes. I’m back!”

      Nathan shrugged. Char shook her head. She didn’t know either.

      “What a twunting dickwhistle sample bender!” Terry declared with a big smile.

      “I think one too many violent blows to the head,” Char said. “Maybe we should get that checked out, but after we go back to our quarters. We were able to snag the suite that had the chocolate shower. Toodles!”

      Char headed for the elevator.

      “Thanks for the bar, Nathan. I know you didn’t have to do that.”

      “And you didn’t have to pay the price you did to remove the Skrima from our dimension. Not that any number of credits can bring someone back to life, but I have it on good authority that your people are working on a cryo-drone to secure severely wounded so they can be stabilized for repair in the Pod-doc. It’s not a new idea, but they’ve put it together in a way that will make it work.”

      “A day late and a dollar short, but better now than never.” Terry didn’t have anything more profound than old Earth sayings. He wondered how Cory was doing. The War Axe was tied into an IICS.

      He wanted to call his daughter. He hurried after his wife because they could do that from their quarters.
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      Chicago, Earth

      “Taxi! Get your taxi here!” the hawker yelled. His vehicle was behind him. There were no others in the area. There were no other people either.

      “I think he’s yelling at us,” Ted stated the obvious.

      “We do need a taxi,” Joseph admitted. “It beats walking. I’ve already done that here, more times than I can count. Lots and lots of walking.”

      “No one will recognize you. Not this time. No black leather.” Cory pointed to their casual slacks and short-sleeved shirts. Joseph’s hair was slicked back. He was still pasty white because starships weren’t the galaxy’s best tanning spots.

      Bundin hung out in the hatch once again, angry at being left behind.

      Dokken was happy to be going, but he had sworn never to let Cory out of his sight. The German Shepherd had adhered to his commitment and had no intention of changing.

      “You said you know where to go?” Cory asked.

      “I do. At least the last time I talked with them, they were in the same area,” Kailin answered.

      Joseph carried the IICS like a briefcase. He wore a light jacket, behind which he had the cavalry shortsword that he’d traded Terry Henry for over a century earlier, not far from where they now stood.

      Petricia was also hesitant to move, for the same reasons as Joseph, and different ones, too. She had great memories of their time in North Chicago, of their whirlwind romance after Joseph rescued her from the clutches of Forsaken in South Africa. Then the renegade werewolves had tried to kill her, and the blood traders had taken her prisoner. She was happy to have no memories of that time. Joseph was more aware because he’d seen the depravity in his captors’ minds. Their liberation was a long time ago, but for vampires it seemed like yesterday.

      “We should have suggested Aaron and Yanmei come instead of us,” Joseph said as his feet refused to move.

      Petricia hugged her husband’s arm. “You guys go without us.”

      Kailin held his hands out. “I’m not a warrior. And neither are you.” Kailin motioned to both Cory and Ted. “You might be, or you could be just a dog.”

      I am not just a dog, Dokken replied, the hackles on his back standing. Kailin didn’t hear. He didn’t have the chip.

      “Want some jerky?” Kai asked as he produced a small piece from his pocket. He held it out, but Dokken didn’t move.

      “He’s sentient, and he talks.” Cory looked down her nose at her nephew.

      “Clearly not to me,” Kai replied.

      “Need a chip. Go ahead,” she told Dokken. The German Shepherd smiled wryly as he took the jerky, nipping Kai’s fingers as he pulled it free.

      “Dumb dog!” Kai sucked on his injured digits.

      Ted shifted uncomfortably. He leaned toward the taxi, wondering why they were delaying.

      I can’t believe you’re related to the dumb human.

      “I am,” Cory answered, reaching down to scratch Dokken behind his ears. He leaned into her hand. The faint blue glow appeared as they briefly shared nanocytes.

      “You are what?”

      “Related to a dumb human.” Cory faced Joseph and Petricia. “What my clumsy nephew is trying to say is that we need you. We’re a team. We have to find Terry, Char, and Billy, so we can move on, find Sarah and Sylvia.”

      “I know you’re right, but I have bad memories of this place. And they didn’t happen that long ago. Do you know anything about the blood trade, Kailin?”

      “The separate battles fought by Grandpa, Michael, and Valerie drove it far underground, but it still exists. With a group our size, we’ll be fine. It’s never good to be alone.”

      “Like you were in San Francisco?” Cory wanted to hug him, but he stepped back.

      “What’s with evil and their ability to find like-minded souls, heartless bastards?”

      “Maybe the evil convinces decent people that the dark path is the right one to travel.” Joseph took a step, relieved that his feet decided they were able to move. “I have my shortsword, just in case.”

      “I have Grandpa’s .45.” Kai lifted the back of his shirt.

      “Are you any good with that thing?”

      “Have you ever fired this?” Kai told Cory. “Close counts when shooting a cannon.”

      “You should see Dad’s new toy. He can blow up buildings with it.” Cory smiled at Kailin before turning to Joseph.

      “Shall we, my dear?” Joseph said pleasantly, motioning for Cory and Petricia to precede him. Dokken trotted ahead to sniff the ground and make sure the way ahead was safe. The taxi driver waved for them to come closer, even though they were already walking his way.

      Kailin hurried ahead and caught up with Dokken.

      “You’re sentient? I didn’t know, buddy. I never thought about what to ask a dog before, but I guess, what I want to know is how do you know where to pee?”

      Dokken looked forlornly over his shoulder. His ears sagged against his head. His mouth popped open and his tongue fell out as he started to pant. Cory nodded in sympathy.

      Yes. You’re clearly related. I pity humanity.

      The taxi driver was holding the door open as they arrived. “I’m not sure you’re going to all fit. Maybe just the women and the dog,” he suggested. “I can come back for the rest.”

      Joseph didn’t bother with pleasantries. He grabbed the man’s face and stared into his eyes, to deepen the effect of digging into his mind. The driver winced as Joseph forced his way in. Joseph started to growl, deep in his throat like an animal.

      “Okay, pal. There’s clearly something wrong with you, so you’re going in the trunk.” Cory didn’t bother to find out what made Joseph upset. She opened the lid and waited. Joseph dragged the man to the rear of the car and stuffed him inside. She slammed the lid closed.

      “Anyone know how to drive one of these?” Joseph wondered aloud.

      “I do, and I know the way,” Kailin answered. He jumped in the driver’s seat and the others took the empty seats. Dokken climbed in the back with Cory, choosing to sit on her lap instead of Joseph’s and Petricia’s.

      Ted sat up front and maintained an interface with Plato. Ramses’ Chariot took off as they drove away. It gained altitude but stayed over the taxi. Its shadow splashed across buildings as they drove into town from what used to be O’Hare International Airport.

      Kai drove confidently, demonstrating that he did know where he was going. They turned frequently once they left the main road. The others quickly became disoriented, but not Joseph. These were his old stomping grounds. Decades of preying on those who no one would miss. The unwitting meals of an unwilling vampire.

      They pulled in front of a house in a more upscale area. There was a yard, overgrown with weeds, like most lawns. But the windows were in good repair with their shades open. “That’s where Billy lived, last time I was here.”

      Ted jumped out and hurried to the front door. He turned when he got there, annoyed that Joseph was still getting out of the car. Ted ran back, took the IICS, and returned to the front door, pounding on it unmercifully.

      “Why doesn’t he answer?” Ted grumbled as he kept pounding.

      “Who for fuck’s sake thinks they can pound on my door like they’re swinging a battering ram? What’s wrong with you, dickless? I’m coming down there to kick your ass!”

      “Billy! You get down here right now!” Ted yelled at the open window.

      “Dad?” The figure from upstairs disappeared. They heard him pound down the steps. The door flew open and Billy launched himself into Ted, hugging him fiercely. Ted didn’t hug him back.

      “You’re making a spectacle. I need you to call your mother.”

      “Of course I’m making a spectacle. I’m like Mom. I love people!”

      “Moments ago, you were going to come down here and kick my ass.”

      “Valid point. I love people who aren’t beating down my door at the crack of noon. Some people need their beauty sleep! Cordelia, is that you?”

      Ted started setting up the IICS. Joseph interrupted him. “Maybe we do that inside?”

      Cory hugged Billy and they mobbed inside.

      While the others made small talk, Ted set up the comm console on the dining room table.

      “Where is your brother and sister?” Ted asked while he put the finishing touches on the setup.

      “Rence lives on that side and Lita lives over there.” Billy pointed from one side of the house to the other.

      “Rence and Lita?” Ted asked.

      “There’s already a Terry and Char, the galaxy’s power couple. They wanted their own identity. I’m good with Billy, Dad. I’m a down to earth kind of guy. Grassroots and all that good stuff. Rocking the ganja weed, living life to the fullest.”

      Ted’s expression didn’t change. “Are you speaking English? It sounds like it but it doesn’t. Plato? Please update the linguistics database.”

      “That’s my dad. I’ve missed you and Mom.” Billy was the emotional one, more so than the other two. They had lost patience with their father more than once when they didn’t understand how he could retreat so easily into an emotionless shell.

      Their mother told them that was where he felt safe, and they shouldn’t bother him when his shields were in place.

      “Felicity?” Ted asked the device. “Are you there?”

      The units connected, but the screen was dark. “Hello,” a tired voice drawled.

      “Felicity! I found Billy, and he wants to talk with you.”

      “Billy, my dear, how are you?” The light popped on and Felicity smiled beatifically at the pad she was using to interface with the IICS.

      “We’re okay, Mom. If you give me a couple minutes, I’ll get Rence and Lita so we can all talk with you.” Billy handed the device back to Ted.

      “They live next door. Three houses in a row,” Ted clarified. “They call themselves Rence and Lita. Did you hear that?”

      “I did,” Felicity drawled pleasantly. “It’s okay, Ted. Those are the names we gave them. They shortened them a different way, but they are still our children. Billy looks good! Earth must be treating them right.”

      Ted touched the screen. He knew she was on the other side of the universe, and as frustrated as her emotions made him, she understood him better than anyone else. “I’ll come home to you soon. We think Sylvia is in Pittsburgh, our next stop, and hopefully she’ll know where Sarah is.”

      “If anyone can find them, I know it’s you.” Felicity touched the screen as Ted was doing.

      Joseph and Petricia looked away. They weren’t used to seeing that side of Ted. Cory sat next to Ted and draped an arm over his shoulders.

      “Uncle Ted is magnificent,” Cory added. Ted blinked rapidly and looked at the floor.

      Dokken shoved his face against Ted’s head so he could see the screen.

      “Who is that delightful creature?” Felicity asked playfully as she felt more awake. “Dokken! We miss you around here. Maybe you can find yourself a mate and bring home some puppies. They would be loved from the top to the bottom of Keeg Station.”

      Dokken stopped and cocked his head. Do they have German Shepherds like me on Earth? he asked. Felicity couldn’t hear, so Cory shared what he said.

      “There is no one like you, Dokken, but there are German Shepherds. Big, beautiful dogs. Irish Wolfhounds, wolves, and so many more. The smaller dogs didn’t survive the Wastelands, but you’re a big handsome man and deserve a big beautiful woman!”

      Yes, I do! Dokken exclaimed, his tongue hanging out of his face, and drool splattering on Ted’s leg and the floor.

      Ted and Felicity’s three children walked in together, saving Cory from having to relay what Dokken was saying.

      “Dad!” Charlita called easily with a slight Southern twang. Ted stood, stumbling over the big dog as he made to greet the kids.

      He assumed his dad persona and hugged them one by one. Billy took it with a shrug, dismissing the earlier chill, which he had learned to never take personally.

      Ted shuffled his feet and looked at the device on the table. “Your mother wants to talk with you,” he said, pointing.

      “Is she in orbit? Why doesn’t she come down?” Terrence wondered aloud.

      “She’s on the other side of the galaxy,” Joseph clarified, smiling at the three werewolves. “Ted invented this device for one reason, so Felicity could talk with her children. And I don’t want to be dramatic, but the unit’s power source came at a very high price.”

      “For us?” Lita asked.

      “For all humanity,” Cory answered. “Even if that means aliens.” She closed her eyes and slowly moved aside to give the three space before the IICS.

      “There you are, my lovelies!”

      The group moved away to allow the family privacy. Joseph stayed near the window where he could watch out. “Do you think we should let the taxi driver out of the trunk?” he asked.

      Kailin chuckled. “I’ll take care of it.” He went outside.

      Cory sat in an overstuffed chair and disappeared into her own thoughts. Petricia kneeled beside her. “We’ll be on our way soon. Ted will leave the IICS here. We’ll find Sylvia.”

      Cordelia nodded slowly, her lips white from clenching her jaw so tightly.

      “I’ll kill you!” the taxi driver yelled as he tried to jump from the trunk and attack Kailin. He stumbled as he came out, landing on his face. He rolled to his feet and ran at Kailin. Kai dodged and tripped the man as he passed.

      “You were thinking some pretty foul thoughts in regards to my aunt and my friend, so here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to calm the fuck down, or I will beat you senseless and toss your dumbass back in the trunk. We’ll be returning to the airfield shortly. You can drive us, or you can ride in the trunk. The choice depends not on what you say, but what you do.”

      Veins stood out on the man’s face as he clenched and unclenched his fists.

      “You’re making this decision easy for us. I want to punch your face so bad,” Kai told the man as he raised his fists and maneuvered toward the driver. The man relaxed and held his hands up in surrender.

      “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

      Ted was the first out the door. When he reached the taxi, he stopped to wave, but the others had followed him out. His children hugged him again. He was embarrassed, since this was in public. The rest said their good-byes and started to pile into the cab.

      “Why are you taking that thing?” Billy asked.

      “It’s our ride,” Ted replied matter-of-factly.

      “We’ll take you back to the airport,” Rence offered.

      Ted pointed at the ship hovering a few hundred meters overhead.

      “Holy shitsickles, Dad! Is that your spaceship?”

      “It is Ted’s spaceship, called Ramses’ Chariot. Ted and Plato defeated the evil AI that was running a blockade that we were called in to break. I don’t want to brag, but twenty-five of us took over twenty ships and captured more than a thousand prisoners. It was a masterful stroke.”

      Petricia looked annoyed. Joseph laughed.

      Kai threw the car keys to the taxi driver. “Don’t let us see your face around here again.” The man didn’t wait to be told a second time. He jumped in, revved the engine, and squealed the tires on his way out of the neighborhood.

      “Ted and Ankh were both exceptional. Their minds defeated that of an alien artificial intelligence. We have a rematch coming. I expect Ten will be waiting for us, far more prepared than it was the last time.”

      “If my dad has anything to do with it, this AI doesn’t stand a chance. Who’s Plato?”

      “An AI that Ted created.”

      “Damn, Dad! You’ve been busy.”

      Ted’s eyes brightened. “You wouldn’t believe the technology we have access to. Immersive holographic interfaces, direct links between the brain and the AI, with aliens like my friend Ankh.”

      Rence, Lita, and Billy enjoyed seeing their father so excited, but they had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Ankh, an alien about this tall—” Joseph held his hand waist high. “—with a big head, no emotions, loves nothing more than to think about stuff.”

      “You don’t know Ankh at all,” Ted complained. “I thought we were getting a ride somewhere.”

      “If all you need is space for your ship to land, there’s a park right around the corner. We can walk.”

      Ted’s eyes unfocused for a moment. “Plato says that he can land the ship.”

      The group walked away. Dokken stayed on the grass, preferring to fight his way through weeds instead of walking on pavement. Not if he didn’t have to.

      “Nice dog,” Lita said. Dokken trotted over to walk at her side, always keeping one eye on Cory.

      “He’s sentient, or so they tell me,” Kai said. “Don’t feed him or he’ll get your fingers.” Kai held up his hand, but his nanocytes had already repaired the damage that Dokken had done. “You get the point.”

      “No. You got the point!” Lita quipped. Dokken dog-laughed and nuzzled Lita’s hip. “He’s a sweetheart.”

      They turned the corner and watched the ship descend. The hatch popped open and the stairs descended.

      “Your chariot to the stars awaits, madam,” Joseph said, bowing and sweeping an arm toward the ship. The Podder stuffed himself into the hatchway.

      “That’s our friend, Bundin.” The Podder waved his tentacle arms.

      “You people are weird,” Rence said.

      “Call your mother. OFTEN!” Ted emphasized as he climbed aboard. The hatch closed and the ship rapidly ascended, racing to the east.
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      Onyx Station

      The back of the mechanic’s shop was as pristine as the front, which was for the “regular customers.”  In the back was where Pete kept the parts and items that would get him a bit more attention than he probably wanted.

      “What’s under that cover?” Eddie asked, pointing to a large, oddly-shaped mass in the corner of the room.

      “I don’t believe that’s what you asked to see,” Nathan said, checking over his shoulder.

      “I’m looking at what I came for,” Hatch bellowed from under a black 1969 Camaro parked in the center of the clean garage set up in a corner of the hangar bay. The Londil, who resembled a giant octopus, had flattened himself to fit under the car, his tentacles wagging out in different directions as he completed his inspection.

      Julianna tapped her foot, growing impatient. “Well, maybe you’ll be done soon. We need to get back to Ricky Bobby.”

      “I’ll be done when I’m done. It’s as simple as that.” Hatch’s voice was muffled and full of irritation.

      “Oh, and look at the timing on this,” Nathan said, turning to Terry and Char as they approached from the front of the shop. “Did Pete get you sorted out with the parts you needed?”

      “He did. Some interesting finds he hooked us up with. Ankh asked for them, but I have no idea why.” Terry’s eyes dropped to the immaculate car in front of them. “What is this? Oh, you are a beautiful lady! Is that a nineteen-sixty-nine Camaro?”

      Hatch spilled out from under the car, inflating into his usual bulbous form, tentacles waving around as he righted himself. “Yes, and it’s mine as of ten minutes ago, so don’t get any ideas.”

      Nathan smiled politely. “So much for introductions. Hatch, this is Terry Henry Walton and Charumati, from the Bad Company.”

      Terry extended a hand, but thought better of it after seeing the irritated expression on the Londil’s face. His tentacles remained at his sides.

      “And this is Captain Teach and Commander Fregin, from Ghost Squadron,” Nathan said, motioning to the pair at his side.

      “Ghost Squadron.” Terry looked behind him to make sure there were no unwanted ears in the area. “You guys fly under the radar, take missions that we can’t. Sometimes I wish we weren’t so high-profile, but the boss has different ideas.”

      “A private conflict solution enterprise has to be visible because you stop wars. People have to trust that your word is good,” Nathan replied.

      Teach took the hand Terry had offered to Hatch, his eyes wide with excitement. “This is quite the honor. You guys are legendary. We heard what you did at Alchon Prime.”

      “Thank you,” Char said. “Just for your ears, I’ll have to say that it wasn’t our finest hour. Terry blew the engine with us inside. It wasn’t pretty.”

      “I did that, but Ted demanded action.”

      Hatch scooted around to the other side of the car, not distracted by the meeting.

      “Don’t mind Hatch.” Julianna waved a hand in the mechanic’s direction. “We dragged him off the ship to inspect parts, which is when he came across his newest find. He’s not really a people person.”

      “People, Podder, Crenellians, Kezzin, Yollin, I make no exceptions. I dislike them all,” Hatch chimed in from the other side of the vehicle, his eyes studying every detail.

      Eddie laughed, but Julianna looked unimpressed, obviously used to the cantankerous mechanic’s attitude.

      “Doctor A’Din Hatcherik has a fondness for classic cars, as you can see,” Nathan said, casting a look back at the Camaro.

      “As do I,” Terry stated.

      “Wait,” Char said. “The Doctor A’Din Hatcherik? As in the one responsible for the design of the Q-Ship?”

      “As well as many of the other technological advances the Federation enjoys,” Teach said.

      “Damn, that’s pretty impressive,” Terry stated, his eyes still checking out the vehicle from a distance. “I think you need to meet Ted, but he’s on Earth delivering the Interstellar Instantaneous Communication System, the IICS. He also has the miniaturized Etheric power supply. You may find some uses for it.”

      Nathan coughed into his hand. “I already transferred the design,” he whispered.

      “What brings you two to Onyx Station?” Teach asked, an easy grin on his face.

      “If you can believe it, a little R and R,” Terry answered.

      “I can’t believe it,” Julianna said dryly.

      Eddie scoffed at his partner. “We take vacations. Just last week, I took you to Sagano for a tropical getaway.”

      “By getaway, you mean we were hiding from pirates,” Julianna retorted.

      The group laughed, easily able to relate to the demands of the job.

      “Terry and I bought an All Guns Blazing franchise that we’ll set up on Keeg Station, in the Dren Cluster. It’ll have its own gate pretty soon, but with your Q-Ship, you don’t need a commercial gate. Have Nathan give you the coordinates if you don’t have them already and stop on by. Give us a couple months to get the pub up and running. We’ll name a drink after you.”

      “Deal. After our next mission. We have some scumbags we need to rid the universe of first, but after that, we’ll bring Ricky Bobby for a visit.”

      “If your ship takes any damage, consider Spires Harbor for your repairs. Soon to be the biggest shipyard in the known universe.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Nathan asked.

      “It’s our tagline. I’m sure about that.”

      Hatch harrumphed and held out his tentacles, impatience written across his face.

      “Great to meet you, but it looks like we’re leaving.”

      “Same here. Our lawyer wants us to sign more papers. You’d think we could do it with a thumbprint and a DNA sample, but no, sign in triplicate, all twelve hundred pages...”

      “Bureaucrats. Why do we allow them to exist?” Hatch interjected, looking pointedly at Nathan.

      

      Keeg Station

      The recruits were dogged. Heads hung in exhaustion. They were eighteen hours into a twenty-four-hour combat exercise. Without having a training area, they extended the cargo bay into space. Every recruit had a suit of some sort in which to operate in the frigid vacuum outside the station. Some suits had limited dexterity, but those were a stopgap while waiting for their mech suits to be designed and manufactured, if that was possible.

      Mardigan was convinced it was. He was happy to announce that the cryo-drone design was large enough to encompass all body sizes. The recruits weren’t as pleased with the news as he thought they should be.

      No one wanted to think they’d be injured badly enough to require being frozen so their brains wouldn’t die. It provided little comfort, because they would still suffer the pain of their wounds and die, but then they’d wake up from it. The recruits expressed their dismay at the thought. Only K’Thrall found the thought of remembering one’s own death intriguing.

      Mardigan and Auburn looked at each other. Kim and Christina had listened to the conversation. “The recruits have a good point,” Christina said.

      “We could design it in such a way...” Mardigan started, but Kimber held her finger to her lips to stop him.

      “Go away,” she said. He was instantly bummed, but saluted and left.

      “Why do you have to be that way?” Auburn wasn’t pleased either.

      “There’s still a chain of command and some separation is good. Remember when my dad backed out of the direct affairs, refusing to learn the newcomers’ names? To keep from getting too close. We watched hundreds of warriors grow old and die. We saw too many others die in combat. I don’t want to go through that any more than he did.”

      Auburn nodded and hugged her with one arm.

      Christina continued. “Ramses was a gentle soul. His death was horrific. How would he have come back from that? Not the precipice, but having gone over it and then being pulled back by the Pod-doc.”

      “Would you?” Kimber asked.

      Christina nodded. “For the sole reason of getting back in the fight and fucking up that guy’s shit. Kill me, will you! I’m gonna kill you right back, butt-hugging fuckwit.”

      “I’m not sure I’d want to relive it,” Kimber said softly.

      “I’d want you to be good with surviving,” Auburn replied. “We are at the point in our lives where we’re not living for ourselves. We live for others. Look at what the Bad Company does. We fight for others because they can’t. So if our brain gets a little mushy because we died, so what? We need to come back to life. We need to live because we have to keep fighting for the people who can’t fight for themselves. And we live for the rest of us in the Bad Company.”

      “Which means I get to come back to life and stomp on the balls of the rotten bastard who snuffed me out. Fucker!” Christina pumped her fist.

      “And there’s that, too.” Kimber smiled. “I formally change my position for the aforementioned reasons and will be heretofore recognized as a ‘yes, I want to live’ vote. Freeze me and bring me back.”

      “It’s unanimous. We better get back in there before they fall asleep. They have six hours of combat drills remaining.”

      “Too late,” Christina said. Once the recruits had sat down, they were out cold. Most slept in their spacesuits, but all were asleep. “Up and at ‘em!”

      

      Pittsburgh, Earth

      “Do you have any idea where Sylvia might be?” Cory asked Kailin for the tenth time.

      “Not a clue.” Kailin couldn’t expound further and was tired of Cory asking, but he couldn’t blame her. “We’ll find her.”

      “Pittsburgh covers a lot of ground,” Joseph said while he studied the imagery of the city over which they hovered. “It’s where three rivers joined, the Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio. The natives recognized how fertile the region was. Started with the Adena culture, then the Iroqois, Lenape, Seneca and Shawnee moved in. Once George Washington and the French decided they liked it, the rest was a running battle for control.”

      “Why the history lesson, Joseph?” Cory asked.

      “Because I’m nervous, dear Cordelia. What we saw in San Francisco bothered me greatly. Chicago? Not much better. It seems as if mankind is devolving. I don’t want any of our families caught up in that, but they are. Look at Kailin and what they did to Ted’s factory.”

      “I’m anxious, too.” Cory sighed heavily from her seat on the bridge. The others wedged in around her. Her hand naturally went to Dokken’s head, where she found some comfort in the warmth of his thick hair. “I’m afraid they won’t care, that they’ll still be angry that we left them.”

      “They care, greatly,” Petricia said. “I had the pleasure of their company a great deal when we lived in San Francisco. They are wonderful human beings. Sarah is very much like your father, and Sylvia takes after you. Terry Henry is a big personality and sets an ideal that people don’t understand as they try to live up to it.”

      Kailin worked his way to the front of the small bridge. “I know exactly what Petricia is trying to say. After Grandpa left, there was a huge void. Everyone had their idea of what would Terry do, but the opportunists jumped in, the little people who could never be the pillar of moral strength that Grandpa was. No one was as selfless. People wanted for themselves—power, stuff, those things. It took two months before they came after me. I’m sorry, Uncle Ted. I lost your factory.”

      Ted didn’t look up from the captain’s chair. He was engrossed in a pop-up screen where rows of data scrolled past. His lips moved as if whispering to himself.

      “Plato, can you take us on a slow pass over the populated areas of Pittsburgh? Petricia and I will search for anyone tapping into the Etheric.”

      “I have a search pattern established. I am sorry that my sensors cannot pick up these emanations. I will project a map before each of you, simply tap the spots where you feel the special people and I will build a database.”

      “Looks like we need room to maneuver,” Joseph suggested.

      “Please clear the bridge,” Plato requested.

      The others wanted to stay. Cory stood, wished the vampires luck, and worked her way off the bridge. Kailin poured into the corridor, bounced off Bundin’s shell, and fell to the deck. Dokken turned his head back and forth as he wondered what he’d just seen.

      “When will I be able to get off the ship?” Bundin asked.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Kailin said, sitting and rubbing his arm. “We’re looking for Cory’s daughters!”

      “And that is exactly what I want to do. I came along to help.” The Podder sounded hurt.

      “This time, you will go with us whenever we get off the ship,” Cory promised.

      “I want to help,” Bundin said.

      “Is this more of the Terry Henry Walton effect?” Kailin asked. Cory’s eyes glowed blue in the twilight of the corridor. The hatch to the bridge remained open, but the lights were dimmed as Joseph and Petricia worked with the holographic maps. Ted was in his own world, communing with Plato on what Ted considered as the most important project. No one else knew what that was until Ted told them.

      “It wasn’t TH but Joseph who saved me,” Bundin began. “The influence of this group of humans is being felt far and wide. They ended the civil war on my planet. They brought peace to us. At a high cost. As I’ve seen in the short time that I’ve known them, everything comes at a price. Terry lets everyone know what that price is and lets them decide if they are willing to pay it. Everyone agrees. You should have seen Joseph break into that ship at Alchon Prime when I was starting to run out of air. We fight for each other probably more than we fight others.”

      Cory closed her eyes and looked down. Softly, she started to speak. “Ramses was never a warrior, but he became one because I had to go to war. With my healing gift, I couldn’t turn my back on the injured. And he wouldn’t turn his back on me. I’m not blaming myself that he was killed. The Skrima killed him. He fought as well as he could, but it wasn’t good enough, not against a hell-spawned enemy like them. Before we go back into combat, I want everyone to be sure that they will fight like warriors possessed, even when the enemy are the very demons we fear.”

      “The battle with Ten will be far different. We may never fire a shot,” Bundin said. “That man in there is the key to whether we can end Ten’s enslavement of the kidnapped humans or not.”

      They looked at Ted, sitting in the captain’s chair but not looking captainly. Petricia carefully touched a spot on her map that kept moving slowly around her. Joseph tapped a spot and thrust his arm in the air.

      “Found her!” he yelled.
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      Onyx Station

      “By all that’s holy in this bald monkey-ass world, don’t make me sign any more papers!”

      “I assure you that no one is making you do anything. That premise alone could void this packet of contracts. Are you making that accusation?”

      “No,” Terry said sheepishly. “I meant to say, will we ever be fucking done signing our fucking lives away?”

      “You are an angry man,” Rivka said. She was half Terry Henry’s size. She climbed down from the barstool and stood to her full height, and she was still shorter than a sitting TH. “I have a job to do, and I don’t think you respect it! Nathan asked me to do this as a personal favor. Yes. I’m an intern. Yes. I’m a woman. You get over that, do your job, and I’ll do mine!”

      “He doesn’t have anything against you being an intern or a woman,” Char said, pointing at the sheaf of papers. “He despises bureaucrats who embrace paperwork as the epitome of productivity.”

      “You think I like this?”

      “How could you not?” Terry declared.

      “Okay, maybe I do, but it’s in the sense of putting a puzzle together where there are no holes. You will be able to defend your bar before the Queen and the universe! No one will take it away from you, except for AGB Enterprises if you violate the branding or fail to make your purchases from them or fail to pay them their revenue, although you’ve made that payment automatic by agreeing to use AGB Enterprises Accounting and Banking as declared on this form.” Rivka dug halfway through the stack and pointed to a page.

      Terry never bothered to look at the document. He was amazed by the victorious look on her face.

      “I feel like there should be a fist pump or something.”

      Her smile evaporated. “You are an angry man.”

      A drunk patron pounded on the bar, demanding service. The bartender waved him off, refusing to serve him. The drunk man slid close to Rivka.

      “Whatcha got there?” he asked as he pushed Rivka and reached a dirty hand toward the pile of papers. Rivka caught him by the wrist.

      “Don’t touch the contract,” she told him, her voice low and steady.

      “Don’t touch me!” he replied and grabbed for her. She let go, caught his ears in each hand, and pulled his head downward. She drove her leg upward. His face met her knee and that was the end of the confrontation.

      “Assault, battery, and interference in a confidential attorney-client conversation.” He moaned and held his face. She kicked him in the ribs. “Justice is served.”

      “Holy crap!” Terry looked at her with newfound respect. “You can do that? Judge, jury, and executioner?”

      She looked at the man rolling around on the floor. “No one was executed, but yes, we are authorized to mete out justice when the cases are clear cut, like this one. There’s video. He’s guilty, so fuck that guy.”

      “If someone messes with our bar, are you going to fuck them up, too?” Terry asked with a big smile.

      “Not if you don’t sign those contracts,” she countered.

      TH turned to Char. “I love my lawyer.”

      “Of course you do. Now, keep signing.”

      

      The War Axe

      Ankh walked onto the bridge, face expressionless as always. He stood next to the captain’s chair. When he craned his neck to look upward, his big head off-balanced him and he almost fell over.

      Clifton snickered and turned around to look at nothing new. Micky climbed down and sat on the edge of the platform so he could be eye to eye with the Crenellian.

      “What do you need, Ankh?”

      “Breathable air, food, water, sleep, but not much of that last one. Why do you want to know that?”

      “I want to know what you are going to ask me,” Micky clarified.

      “Yes. I have conducted all the flight testing I can do with the combat drone in and around the ship. I want to know when I can conduct the final phase of testing.” Ankh remained emotionless.

      “You mean, live fire.”

      “Yes.”

      “On our way back to Keeg Station, we’ll stop by an uninhabited planet and you can bang away. Smedley?”

      “I have the coordinates already programmed with the gate engine. Once our fine helmsman gives the word, we’ll be ready to send the drop ship to the planet.”

      “When will we be going back?”

      “Whenever Terry and Char return and give the word.”

      “When will that be?”

      Micky massaged his temples. The hatch to the bridge opened and Wenceslaus strolled in. The captain pointed to the cat. “And we all work for him. If you can convince him that it’s time to leave, we’ll leave.”

      “Give the order, cat. The combat drone must be tested to validate its configuration before it can be mass produced and added to the arsenal. Ted has said this firepower is critical for the long-term survival of the Direct Action Branch and its warriors. Do it now, cat.”

      Micky felt bad for brushing off the small alien. He couldn’t take the War Axe away, but he didn’t have the whole story. Ted was worried about his family and friends and was doing what he could to keep them alive.

      “I think I understand,” Micky replied.

      Wenceslaus head-butted the Crenellian, then dragged his body along the humanoid’s leg. Micky caught the cat by the ears before getting head-butted. He vigorously scratched, and Wenceslaus started to purr.

      “Is that the order to go? I’m sorry. My comm chip isn’t programmed for the language of felines.”

      Micky looked at Ankh. “None of ours are, but what he’s saying is I should call Terry and Char and see how they’re doing. Smedley?”

      “Calling them now,” the AI replied.

      “What can I do you out of, Skipper?”

      “Ankh has the combat drone ready, but he wants to live-fire test it. We can’t do that here. Do you have any problem with me taking a skeleton crew to a place where we can send some rounds downrange, as you might say?”

      “Combat support drone. Half a million railgun projectiles and four independently targetable missiles. Nothing says the Bad Company has arrived better than massive explosions.”

      Micky waited. Terry hadn’t answered the question.

      “You know what, Micky? I think we’re done with why we came to Onyx Station, so we’ll pack our trash and return to the War Axe. I’d love to see the CSD in action. We’ll have to return to Onyx before going home to Keeg Station. We have to pick up our galactic adventurers.”

      “Let us know when you’re aboard and we’ll get underway.” Micky nodded to the Crenellian.

      “Great job, Ankh. I’m sure that thing will make my eyes water and pulse race.”

      Ankh turned away from the captain and walked off the bridge.

      “What do you think, buddy?” the skipper asked Wenceslaus. The cat ran up his chest, used his shoulder as a springboard, and vaulted to the captain’s chair. He curled up in the seat and closed his eyes. “I guess that says it all. We wait.”

      “Gate engines are charging,” Clifton said over his shoulder.

      “On my command, helm.” Micky thought about moving the cat, but decided against it and took K’Thrall’s old position instead. “This is like sitting on a bench, a really uncomfortable bench.”

      Clifton tried not to look, biting his lip as he started going through the launch checklist.

      

      Pittsburgh, Earth

      “Where is she?” Cory asked as she hurried back onto the bridge.

      “Take us down,” Ted said, seemingly to himself as he continued his engagement with Plato. The screens showed the ground racing up to meet the ship. Ramses’ Chariot pulled up and hovered about thirty feet off the ground. The ship cast a great shadow over a house immediately below. Vertical obstructions like trees prevented them from going lower.

      “She’s in there,” Joseph said. Cory ran from the bridge, vaulted over Bundin, and raced for the hatch. She popped it open and launched through.

      “She jumped!” Bundin exclaimed as he wedged himself into the hatchway to look down. He twisted his stalk-head forward. “She’s okay!”

      Cory hit the ground, rolled, and came to her feet running. She reached the door and started yelling and beating on it.

      Dokken tried to gauge the height, but couldn’t. Cory was down there. He wasn’t with her. He stepped into the opening. With his heart in his throat, he jumped.

      Bundin’s tentacle arms lashed out and caught the dog before he’d traveled more than a few centimeters.

      “It’s too great a drop,” Bundin exclaimed. Dokken started to struggle.

      “Not for me it isn’t,” Kailin told them. He crawled over Bundin’s shell and hoisted the huge German Shepherd into his arms. “Wow, dog. You need to cut back on the treats.”

      Kailin held him tightly as he jumped through. The pair accelerated toward the ground. When they hit, Kailin threw Dokken sideways before he rolled through the impact. Dokken hit and stumbled, but his legs churned and he found himself running toward Cory as the door opened in front of her.

      A woman, the spitting image of her mother minus the glowing eyes, stood there, confused. “Mother?” she asked. Dokken slid into Cory, almost knocking her down. Sylvia caught her.

      Cory pulled her into a hug and started crying.

      Kailin stood back while Dokken leaned against Cory, trying to comfort her through his warmth and kind thoughts.

      When Cory was able to get it out, Sylvia didn’t change her expression.

      “I understand,” the young-looking woman said, frowning.

      Cory hardened up and brushed the tears away. She looked angry. Sylvia asked her to be calm.

      “I thought it was inevitable that someone would die. I didn’t expect it to be my father. I thought it would be my grandfather who died first. He places his body between the enemy and everyone else. Not because he thinks he’s invincible, but because he can’t stand someone else doing something that he thinks he’s supposed to do.”

      “But your father...” Cory blinked before a new flood of tears could start.

      “I’m sure he died saving the universe. Isn’t that how we were raised? In the service of others. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. Most people don’t respect that, but I do. Did Dad die for a cause worth dying for?”

      Cory held her daughter’s gaze. “He did, and you’re right. Mom and Dad took the hardest part of the mission, but when things went bad, we were trapped with too many Skrima when our nanocytes were disabled. There was nothing we could do.”

      “Why were your nanos disabled?”

      “Without disabling the nanos, we couldn’t kill the Skrima. Once they were disabled, the demon creatures were vulnerable.”

      “I understand,” Sylvia said, barely above a whisper. “Did you kill them, the Skrima?”

      “Yes.” Cory wouldn’t meet her gaze. “We killed all of them, and Dad closed the rift so no more could come through.”

      “I understand,” Sylvia repeated.

      “We have a device that you can use to talk with us, instantly, anywhere in the universe.”

      “We don’t have much technology here,” Sylvia said, heading into the house and waving for the others to follow. “If it breaks, we won’t be able to fix it.”

      “It won’t break. Ted assures us that the IICS will outlast us all.”

      “Ted built it?” Sylvia’s lip twitched upward into a half-smile, before it settled back into a tired frown. “Sarah’s not here.”

      “Where is she?” Cory asked. Dokken was big enough that standing, he could rest his chin on the table. He stood between Cory and Sylvia. Both women petted him as they sat, not looking at each other.

      “To be alone. She split from her husband, had to go find herself. The nanos were changing within her. That’s what she said, anyway. She went away, saying that I wasn’t to look for her. She’d find me when the time was right.”

      Cory chewed on her lip, her expression turning dark.

      “No, Mom! I know what you’re thinking, and it’s the opposite of that. The last thing she said was that she needed to work harder to be the person that you deserved her to be. A kind soul, leading the world to a better place, but she has the fire of her grandfather within her. She needed to balance the two. She still limps, by the way.” Sylvia stood and exaggerated the limp, mock-fainting.

      Cory didn’t know how to take that. Neither did Dokken. Kailin, watching from the doorway, burst out laughing.

      “He gets it.” Sylvia pointed at her cousin. “Great to see you again, Kailin. It’s been awhile.” The two hugged.

      “Are you going to come with us?” he asked. Before she could answer, there was a crash outside, the sound of something big ripping down a tree. Kailin took a few steps and stopped. “It’s Bundin. He jumped.”

      “How’s he going to get back on board?” Cory blurted.

      “I don’t know. He’s down here now. How are we going to get back on board?”

      Cory waved her nephew away.

      “Bundin?”

      “You have to see,” Kailin interjected. Cory wanted to talk with her daughter alone, but she gave up trying to make that happen. Dokken furiously wagged his tail as he received constant attention from Cory and Sylvia.

      Sylvia stopped when she saw the Podder ambling toward her home. “What is that?”

      “He’s Bundin, from Poddern. He’s a member of the Bad Company and he wanted to help us find you, more than anything else,” Kai explained.

      Sylvia nodded as the alien stopped outside the door. “What’s with human doorways? They are always so small. Cordelia? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Cory replied. She stood and went outside. “Thank you for coming to check on me. You are a good friend.” She could see him favoring one leg. She kneeled down to examine it. A huge gash was torn through the scales that protected the Podder’s stout legs.

      She put her hands on the injury to help him heal. He didn’t resist. The pain was significant, but not overwhelming.

      And he had no idea how he was going to get back to the ship. He trusted the humans and their ingenuity to figure it out.

      “You must be Sylvia,” Bundin said in the deep voice that the comm device gave him.

      “I am,” she said with a warm smile.

      “You are truly blessed to know such people as these,” Bundin told her.

      “I know,” she replied matter-of-factly. “I’m not coming with you. I need to be here when Sarah returns from the wilderness. It took Grandfather twenty years to find himself. I wouldn’t hold my breath, but I’ll be here when she returns and if you give me that comm device, I’ll have that waiting for her. So you make sure you survive Colonel Terry Henry Walton’s adventures so you’re there to answer whenever we make the call.”

      Cory smiled at her daughter.

      “Mind if we stay the night? There’s no hurry to get from one place to the next. Our spaceship is state-of-the-art.”

      Sylvia pointed to the front door. “If he’s going to sleep in the front yard, the neighbors are going to talk.”

      Bundin’s stalk-head waved around as he took in his surroundings. “Maybe there’s a nice cave nearby.”

      

      The War Axe

      Terry and Char’s shuttle pod flew through the open hangar door and oriented itself for insertion into the launch tube. When that was settled, the rear deck dropped and they walked out carrying armloads of packages. The hangar door was already shut and sealed.

      “Prepare to gate,” Micky announced over the ship-wide broadcast. Terry tried to pull his hood up, but the packages got in his way. He twisted to escape, but the handles seemed to wrap themselves around his arms. Char set her packages down and pulled on her hood. It inflated, and she slapped at Terry’s arms until he stopped flailing. He pulled his hood on. Once it clicked into place, they could feel the ship accelerate forward and the strange shift when they passed through the gate.

      “I guess Ankh was in a hurry,” Char suggested.

      “Just a lot. We need to ditch this stuff so we can see the combat drone in action.”

      “Ditch this stuff? We’ll put it away in our quarters. You can watch the drone shoot at the ground.”

      Before they took two more steps, one of the drop ships rocketed out the launch tube.

      “What was that all about?” Terry wondered. Smedley, a drop ship just launched. What’s going on?

      The shuttle pod is carrying the atmospheric combat support drone. Once inside the atmosphere, the drone will detach and conduct a series of live-fire tests. I will inform you via your chip, if that is okay.

      I look forward to it. Bridge or the combat information center to watch the show? Terry asked

      Definitely the CIC, Smedley replied.

      Terry hurried ahead. Char followed, knowing that TH wanted to watch the test to determine how best to employ the weapon system. She wanted to watch it too, but would watch it remotely. She had clothes to try on.
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      Pittsburgh, Earth

      They stayed up late into the night, talking. Dokken never left Cory’s side. Bundin worked his way into the bushes so the never-present neighbors wouldn’t see him. Kailin slept on the couch. Ted called often to see when they were returning to the ship so they could go home to Keeg Station.

      Morning came too soon.

      Sylvia made a simple breakfast of vegetables and unleavened bread.

      Dokken asked if she had any beef jerky. Cory relayed his request. Sylvia’s laugh was musical and took the sting away from her proclamation that she was a vegetarian. Dokken’s ears drooped, but Kailin yelled up to the ship for Joseph to throw down a portion of smoked bistok.

      Kailin caught it, despite Joseph’s errant throw. Despite the vampire’s long life, he’d never partaken of sports. He wasn’t good at throwing things. Not knives. Not balls. And as it turned out, not packets of meat.

      The omnivores enjoyed the bistok, while Sylvia tried not to look at it.

      Kailin ate and returned beneath the ship. Joseph held an IICS. Kailin asked that Petricia throw it. Joseph shrugged. He wasn’t too proud. She delivered it on target by dropping it straight down instead of trying to steer it.

      They cleaned up after breakfast, and Cory showed Sylvia how the device worked. They called the War Axe. Terry and Char’s quarters appeared.

      “Dad?” Cory wondered.

      Terry’s face popped out from behind a stack of bags and packages that he held in his arms. “Cory! Char, come quick. Cory’s on the blower.”

      “They haven’t had blowers for two hundred years,” Char said as she helped remove the packages from her husband’s arms. They kissed lightly before turning to the screen.

      “Mom’s been shopping? Are you still at Onyx Station?”

      “We’re at a firing range testing the combat support drone that Ted and Ankh designed. Tell him it works great but can’t fire the railgun in a hover. It needs to have forward movement to offset the release of power.”

      “You tell him yourself. He’s on the ship. In the meantime, look who we have here!” Sylvia and Kai both leaned into the picture.

      “Sylvia! Kailin! You guys look great,” Char said.

      Terry hugged her to him as he watched the screen, seeing everything that was there, along with who wasn’t. He didn’t ask the question that was foremost in his thoughts. Where is everyone else?

      As if reading his mind, Cory continued. “We found Terrence, Charlita, and Billy. They are settled in Chicago. They have an IICS and have talked with Felicity at least once.” Cory’s face dropped. Without moving her head, she looked to Sylvia and back to the screen. “Sarah isn’t here, and no one knows where she is.” Cory paused, again looking to Sylvia and back to the screen. “She’s on a classic TH hide from humanity adventure.”

      “She’s going to be gone for twenty years?” Terry looked disappointed.

      “Maybe. No one knows until she returns to the world,” Sylvia clarified. “It’s her time, Grandpa. I clarified it for Mom, but I’ll tell you, too. We aren’t angry with you. We aren’t upset with you. We love our family, and it took an alien to remind us to say it.”

      “Bundin?”

      “The ship couldn’t land, so he jumped. He got all fucked up bouncing through a tree, but Aunt Cory fixed him with that blue trick of hers.”

      Terry bit his lip. Char poked him in the ribs.

      “I’m coming to space. It’s time to leave Earth behind. I hope you don’t mind. I’m bringing my girlfriend, too,” Kailian chimed in.

      “You’re coming with us?” Cory looked shocked. “You didn’t say anything about a girlfriend.”

      “I’m kidding about the girlfriend. I hear alien chicks are hot!” He bobbed his head and licked his lips.

      “Somebody punch him,” Cory said. Sylvia held her head in her hands and groaned.

      Dokken barked.

      “Dokken! I miss you,” Terry said.

      “He didn’t miss me,” Sylvia stated, looking directly at her grandfather.

      “Goes without saying, but my dog...”

      I’m not your dog. My God, is he untrainable? Dokken asked. Cory laughed.

      “We’re going to be on our way, Dad, Mom. We’re coming home.”

      The final image before the screen went blank showed Terry and Char waving.

      “Alien chicks?” Sylvia slapped her cousin.

      “That’s as offensive as a Walton who’s a vegetarian. Your grandmother is a werewolf!” he prodded.

      “And proudly so. Leave, you tactless buffoon. I won’t be insulted in my own house!” She stomped a foot and pointed. He lifted one eyebrow. She laughed in reply. “I can’t be mad at you, cousin.”

      “I can be mad at all of you,” Cory said. “But I’m not.”

      Cory looked at her daughter through the blue glow, with eyes that sparkled once again.

      “How are we going to get Bundin into the ship?” Kailin interrupted.

      

      Onyx Station

      “Terry left us here,” Aaron said, unsure if he was supposed to feel annoyed or happy at the revelation.

      “If you want to be sad about something, be sad that they’ll be back to collect us in a week when the others return from their misadventures around the galaxy,” Yanmei replied.

      “What do you want to do?” Aaron asked.

      “What can’t we do on the ship or Keeg Station?”

      “Most excellent point,” Aaron answered. He stood to leave their temporary quarters. He stopped and looked at Yanmei. “What can’t we do?”

      “Didn’t you see those spacefighters in the hangar bay when we arrived?”

      “Yes,” Aaron said, drawing out the word.

      “We learn to fly them and take a couple back with us.”

      “Wouldn’t they throw us in jail for that?”

      “We will clear it with Nathan, if he’s still here.” Yanmei headed toward the door.

      “And if he’s not?”

      “We’ll find out, won’t we?”

      “When did you become a bad girl?” Aaron said, intrigued.

      “Once or twice a century, I let her out to play.” Yanmei traced a finger up Aaron’s throat to his mouth. “Meow.”

      She walked away and Aaron ran to catch up. In his haste, he nearly brained himself on the doorway.

      

      Keeg Station

      “K’Thrall, bring the platoon to attention,” Kimber ordered.

      The Yollin turned toward the formation. “Attention, please,” he said pleasantly. Kimber started to shake, her head vibrating as if it would explode. Auburn jumped in to save her.

      “Come to attention!” he yelled. Bodies snapped into position. “Come on, man. With some gusto!”

      “I’m Yollin,” K’Thrall replied.

      “Come on, Yollin. With some gusto!”

      “Attention!” K’Thrall said loudly. “Please.”

      The recruits snickered.

      “Keep your bodies locked up,” Kimber said, stepping smartly toward the first squad to conduct the daily uniform inspection.

      “I hear they call you Tim,” she said to the new squad leader. He didn’t budge. “Good job. Starting to get some scuffs on your shipsuit. Make sure it maintains its integrity, and when all else fails?”

      “Make sure I have duct tape with me.”

      “Exactly,” Kimber replied, slapping him on the arm.

      She went to the next member of the squad. “Bon Tap. Turn around.” The Malatian executed an about-face. His hair was plastered to his head, twisted and packed tightly.

      “That looks like a tumor,” she told him. “If you can attract a mate with that, she’ll be a keeper.”

      “Or someone who doesn’t care about silver hair,” Auburn whispered from behind the formation.

      “You could be the trendsetter for your whole race,” Kim offered.

      “I doubt that. Our traditions lean toward the spectacular.”

      “Did you hear that?” Kim said, raising her voice so the whole platoon could hear. “Our Malatian comrade has volunteered to arrange the graduation party. He said it will be spectacular!”

      “I don’t think that’s what I said,” he stuttered.

      “Carry on,” Kim stated and moved to the next recruit.

      In the third squad, the Ixtali stood with her robe covering her four legs. The race of arachnid-like beings was halfway between spiders and humans in their evolution. They had multi-faceted eyes and two sets of fangs, a single pair vertically-oriented and one horizontally-oriented.

      Slikara’s diet was heavily reliant on protein. When they pushed the bistok into the pen instead of slaughtering it, she was the most put out, almost depressed by the nearness of the pulsing blood and fresh meat. She usually ate alone.

      “Auburn says that your shipsuit should be ready in a day or two. You’re the last one. Once you’re set up, we’re taking the whole platoon outside for maneuvers.”

      “I look forward to it. It’s hard to be a part of the team when you’re not a part of the team.”

      “You’re a recruit with everyone else. What do you mean you’re not part of the team?”

      She didn’t reply to the question.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Kimber roared, storming through the middle of the ranks to get back in front. She faced them, fury seizing her features. “Are you telling me that this fucking mob is treating one of our own differently? On your faces and push that deck until I get tired!”

      The recruits dutifully assumed the push-up position and started counting the repetitions. Auburn and Christina moved in, watching the angry glances at Slikara.

      “On your feet!” The recruits stood. They breathed heavily through their noses, the discipline of their new lives starting to take hold as they kept their mouths shut. “I can’t make you like anyone, but I can make you respect your fellow warriors. When I give the command to fall out, you will fall out, and fall back in around the sparring ring. Fall out!”

      The recruits took one pace backward, then jogged the ten meters to the small section of the cargo bay that they’d designated the hand-to-hand combat training area. Two recruits rolled the mat out. Everyone waited.

      “We will demonstrate that we fight better as a team. Slikara, in the ring.”

      The Ixtali dutifully complied. She refused to make eye contact with her fellow recruits, looking at the mat as she moved. Christina walked into the ring beside her.

      “We will fight as we really are. No tools. No augmentations. No shipsuits. That’s right, my pretties. We’re going to fight as nature made us.” Christina’s eyes flashed yellow, her pupils changing, her body changing. Claws grew from her canine hands.

      Terrible claws. Christina’s shipsuit was special and flexed with her change to protect her, no matter what form she was in, but she didn’t need it for this. She pulled it off, deftly, without ripping the material. It dropped to the mat and she kicked it out of the ring. “Weeeellllll?” she hissed in her Pricolici voice.

      Slikara pulled her robe away and threw it aside. The hair of her lower body wasn’t for warmth but to sense the environment around her when in complete darkness. The black threads stuck out like needles. She shuffled her feet to extend her body and stand more naturally with her four legs.

      She opened her mouth wide, splaying her fangs to make them stick straight out.

      K’Thrall threw aside his loose shipsuit, preferring to be without clothes as it let the seams around his carapace breathe.

      “It is my failure to hold the platoon together,” he claimed. “I will be first to fight you both.”

      “When the platoon is ready,” Kim said from the side. She and Auburn made no move to disrobe. Christina’s plan wasn’t their plan. They figured she had everything well in hand.

      The humans seemed to take longest to get naked. Christina started tapping a clawed foot, finally taking steps in their direction to encourage the last of the holdouts to hurry up.

      K’Thrall assumed his fighting position. Yollins were both strong and accomplished in individual combat. It was a part of their culture. K’Thrall could best most in the platoon.

      He tried to circle, but the Ixtali cut him off on one side and the Pricolici stopped him on the other. He rushed between them, then dove to his right in the hopes of disabling Slikara. She countered his move and fought him to a standstill.

      He knew that his back was exposed, but he was too slow disengaging. Christina hammered a fist into the top of his head. He went down like a stunned bistok. Kim and Auburn moved in, picked him up, and carried him from the ring, depositing him to the side once they made sure he was okay.

      “Neeexxxt,” Christina hissed, pointing at a recruit. She’d singled out each of those who had cast unfriendly glances at the Ixtali while they were doing push-ups. Sometimes lessons needed to involve pain.

      The human stepped into the ring, angling to the side as he faced his two opponents. He kept one hand over his ghoulies, putting himself at a severe disadvantage. Christina stepped behind Slikara and pushed her forward. She didn’t wait. She charged, slapped his one hand away and donkey-kicked him with two of her legs. She would have followed up with a righteous pummeling if he hadn’t flown from the ring.

      He groaned in agony and started coughing. Blood splattered from his mouth.

      Auburn stepped in, picked him up, and carried him away. “Going to sickbay,” he told them over his shoulder.

      “Neeexxxt,” Christina said again. The recruits cringed, afraid for whoever she would choose. Another human. He whimpered as he approached the ring. When his first foot entered the ring, she grabbed him by the head and slammed him face-first into the mat. She kicked him out of the ring.

      “Neeexxxt.” She didn’t point at anyone.

      K’Thrall staggered back into the ring. “I’ll take the beating for the platoon. Come on!” he told them as he put his fists up and started to dodge and weave. Christina looked at Kimber.

      “Stop!” she ordered. Kim entered the ring, turning in a circle as she looked over the recruits. “What lesson do you think we’re trying to teach?”

      “That a Pricolici will smash your face in if you cross her?” the recruit said through the blood dripping from his nose.

      “Alone, we perish,” K’Thrall said.

      “One team, one fight. We fight to win, not each other. Every battle the Bad Company has ever fought has been against vastly superior numbers. Sometimes we do have to fight alone. How do you do that? How can one person fight twenty-five? Ferociously, with the desire to live. We fight to win. Every. Single. Mission.”

      The recruits watched her closely as she continued to turn within the circle. Christina had already collected her shipsuit and was getting dressed.

      “We need to practice fighting when we’re outnumbered. Get your clothes on and prepare for two-on-one combat training.”
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      The War Axe

      Terry stood in the CIC, watching the screens that captured the combat support drone in action. From numerous angles, Terry was able to run footage back and forth.

      Ankh wasn’t watching the video. He preferred the raw data collected by sensors attached to the prototype. Immersed within the holo screens, the code scrolled around him. He tapped and engaged.

      Terry Henry replayed the video. In his mind, he could see a fleet of the drones engaging an unwitting enemy, leveling a huge swath of the battlefield. Maybe they’ll decide it’s not worth the fight.

      He thought of Home World and the upcoming battle. Human slaves. Ten would put them between the Bad Company and the AI, wherever his corrupted programming resided. Terry wasn’t keen on killing innocents, even if they were willing combatants.

      “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do,” Terry quoted. “Do they have any protection from airborne threats, like fighters or air-to-air drones, maybe surface-to-air missiles?”

      Ankh continued what he was doing.

      “Smedley, make sure to get my question to Ankh. A unit with SAMs could knock these down in short order. It seems like a single P-51 from World War Two would take these out.”

      “The P-51 was an incredible aircraft,” Smedley replied.

      “You got that right, Smedley. The good old days of combat, pitting skill and the latest technology against the aggressor!” Terry leaned back in his seat and remembered his Marine Corps days. Combat was violent and the damage done by one human being to another was terrible. “Maybe none of those days were good. To defeat evil, the good guys have to bring a level of violence greater than their enemy.”

      “The CSDs do not have air defenses. Ankh and I are designing deployable jammer dispensers and air-to-air missiles for the system. That should be done in a few minutes. We will be able to modify the prototype when it is returned to the ship.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Yes. When someone like Ankh and I can make petaflops of calculations, it does not take any time to change a design.”

      “What the hell is a petaflop?”

      “A quadrillion trillion floating decimal point calculations per second.”

      “A shitload. You can make a shitload of calculations.”

      “I assure you, we can do far more than a mere shitload of calculations,” Smedley replied defensively.

      “Uber-shitload? Hyper-shitload? Exa-shitload?”

      “Exaflops are fewer than petaflops, by orders of magnitude.”

      “Do you understand that I really don’t care about petaflops?”

      “But you asked,” Smedley replied, confusion in his voice.

      “I’m sure that I won’t ask again.” Terry continued to watch the videos. “Will you be able to modify the platform so the railgun can fire while the drone is hovering?”

      “We cannot. The drone will have to maintain a constant twenty-seven kilometers per hour to maintain a firing rate of one hundred projectiles per second.”

      “Which means we have to expend more and more energy to maintain forward momentum with each increase in firing rate.”

      “On a logarithmic scale of output. Yes.”

      “But the Etheric power supply can handle that while firing the weapons?”

      “Easily.”

      “And there we are. TH’s new favorite toy!” Terry said.

      The footage cut out as the drone reattached itself to the shuttle pod.

      Terry opened his mouth to say something, but Ankh was fully ensconced within his digital cocoon. “Smedley, tell Ankh great job in the development and testing. I look forward to using this to secure the peace while minimizing the risk to our people.”

      

      Ramses’ Chariot, Earth

      The frigate flew through the ionosphere as it headed into space. The group wedged onto the bridge, mesmerized by the receding images of Earth.

      “Last chance to get off,” Ted said. “Ha! Just kidding. We’re not going back. Charging the gate engine. Prepare to gate.”

      Kailin turned to Ted. “No second chances, huh?”

      “Isn’t that what happened when we came back to Earth?” Joseph suggested.

      “I get the feeling you won’t be back again.”

      Joseph didn’t answer.

      “We might. Thanks to Ted, the universe is a much smaller place.” Cory clutched an IICS to her chest. The size of a briefcase, it was a direct link to her children. She held it like she had hugged Sylvia when they said their good-byes.

      And then they walked three kilometers to a field where the Chariot could land. Bundin wondered why they didn’t land there to begin with, which would have forestalled his ill-fated jump from the spaceship. He took pride that he’d done it. He never shared with the others that as a cave-dwelling species, he had an innate fear of open spaces and great heights.

      He had blustered, but was happy to remain on the ship, out of the sunlight.

      In front of the ship, a gate formed and the Chariot rocketed through. In a flash, they were somewhere else.

      The alien fleet appeared around them.

      “What the hell, Ted?” Joseph threw his hands up and flinched, expecting incoming fire to destroy Ramses’ Chariot. The ship rolled sideways away from the gate’s entry point into that system. It casually maneuvered toward the largest of the alien vessels.

      “See?” Ted said, bobbing his head.

      “See what?” Cory asked.

      “Exactly.” Ted got up from the captain’s chair, instantly annoyed at the bodies that prevented him from leaving the bridge.

      “Where are you going?” Joseph said, holding his hand out to stop Ted from leaving.

      “To get a sandwich.”

      “We’re back in the middle of the alien fleet, the same one that tried to kill us, and you’re going to get a sandwich?”

      “Yes. New gate protocol. We arrive cloaked. They saw a flash but don’t know we’re here. I’m going to get a sandwich now. When I’m finished eating, the gate engines will be charged and we’ll jump the rest of the way to Keeg Station.”

      The group moved aside after Ted’s casual explanation. If he wasn’t concerned, who were they to be upset?

      “All hail Ted,” Cory said with a smile.

      “All hail Ted,” Plato replied from the overhead speakers.

      “What the fuck is that about?” Kai wondered aloud.

      Joseph and Petricia shook their heads and drifted toward their quarters. Bundin worked his way down the corridor to the cargo bay. Cory and Dokken remained behind.

      “We didn’t know what Ted was capable of until he came to space. We always thought he was a genius but standoffish, not a people person,” Cory began. “With the integration of the comm chip and the development of artificial intelligence that paired with Ted, his real genius is on full display. He does more for humanity than the rest of us combined. Like this.”

      She held up the IICS.

      “He built this so his wife could talk to their children. He went to war with the rest of us to find the component he needed to finish it. All for his wife and family. Everyone else gets to benefit, too. Ships that can jump all the way to Earth. Stealth. Shields. Those things that improve our survivability. He may look at them as technological challenges, but the purpose behind conquering the problem is to help us.” Cory leaned closer to Kailin. “And since Ted has been instrumental in so many recent breakthroughs, to include developing his own AI and a number of off-shoot AIs, Plato’s Stepchildren he calls them, they treat him as a deity. We laughed at first, but it makes sense. To them, he is God.”

      “But he’s Ted.”

      “Yes. He’s our Ted, and I, for one, am better because of it.” Cory saluted using the IICS, then walked away.

      Kailin didn’t know where he was supposed to sleep, so he took the pilot’s seat and watched everything there was to see. He didn’t touch any of the buttons.

      I have so much to learn, he thought. I can’t even talk with the dog. That makes me the stupid one.

      Hunger told him that he should probably find the galley. A sandwich sounded pretty good. “Maybe Ted can explain a thing or two, if I can find the galley.”

      “I’ll guide you,” Plato said matter-of-factly.

      “Can you answer other questions I have?”

      “Of course,” Plato replied.

      Kai returned to the pilot’s seat. “Since no one else is here to listen to my stupid questions, here we go...”

      

      Keeg Station

      It was the third day straight of hand-to-hand combat training. Six hours on, two off, then six hours on. The bouts tended toward warriors grabbing each other and hanging on until the other could be pushed over.

      “You think it’s time?” Christina asked.

      “They are ripe for a boost,” Auburn replied.

      “K’Thrall, form the platoon.”

      The Yollin was still upright, but barely able to move. He started waving his arms, but no one moved. “Come on, people!” Christina yelled. Kim and Auburn moved into the ad hoc berthing area and tossed sleeping warriors from their bunks. The recruits limped, staggered, and meandered their way into formation.

      K’Thrall had his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath.

      “When you signed up to join the Bad Company, you agreed to being enhanced with nanocytes, ostensibly as the first response to medical treatment when you’re in the field. Your nanos will heal your injuries, even fairly major ones. As long as your head stays on your shoulders and your heart stays in your body, you should be able to recover.

      “There are also some secondary benefits, such as your stamina will increase rather significantly. You’ll get bigger and stronger. You already have your translator chips. Those are fairly standard, but now, you’re going to get the whole package. We’re going to sickbay, where they can run two at a time through the Pod-docs. It sounds like a dream, getting enhanced, but you have to work really hard to get drunk, and even then, it’s not the same. You’ll be hungry all the time. And when you’re in combat, you’ll feel like you can take on an enemy army by yourself.”

      The recruits were asleep on their feet. There was no reaction whatsoever.

      “Single file. Follow K’Thrall.” Christina put K’Thrall’s hand on her shoulder, and she held it in place as she tromped toward the hatch leading into the station. Each recruit put a hand on the shoulder of the one ahead, unless they had four legs like K’Thrall and Slikara. Then they hung on to whatever they could reach. A single file with twenty-five recruits following Colonel Christina Lowell. Auburn and Kimber brought up the rear, making sure no one fell over in the short hike into the station, up two flights of stairs, and halfway down a corridor.

      Every step was an ordeal. One foot. Then the other.

      “Maybe we should have done this yesterday,” Kimber whispered to Auburn.

      “They’ll appreciate it more today.” Auburn gave the thumbs up. He was tired too, but he hadn’t gone into the ring repeatedly like the recruits. It was nice to be in charge.

      The challenge had showed the recruits what was required of a warrior. They’d met it and succeeded.
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        * * *

      

      Ramses’ Chariot flashed into the Dren Cluster, not far from Keeg Station. The massive shipyard called Spires Harbor loomed in the distance.

      “How long have we been gone?” Cory asked.

      “Not more than two weeks,” Joseph answered.

      “Where are we?” Kailin wondered.

      “The Dren Cluster. The far reaches of the Etheric Federation. There’s no gate out here because this is a secret Bad Company installation,” Joseph replied.

      Ted pointed to a spot at the side of Spires Harbor.

      “Looks like we may be getting a gate after all.” The great disc was only a speck, but Plato enhanced the image on the main screen to show that the initial framework was nearly completed.

      “I’m back.” Ted spoke softly toward the arm of the captain’s chair. “We’ll be docking in the main cargo bay... Yes, the kids looks great. I’ll tell you all about it when I see you in a few minutes.”

      “Felicity?” Kai asked.

      “Uncle Ted’s soft side comes out to play. Occasionally.” Cory leaned over the captain’s chair to kiss the top of Ted’s head. He turned and caressed her cheek with one hand.

      “Was the trip to Earth what you thought it would be?” Ted asked.

      Cory looked over Ted’s shoulder. Plato was maneuvering the frigate toward the massive hangar bay door.

      “It answered the questions I needed answered. Thank you for building this ship to take me.”

      “This ship answered questions that I had. And our time on Earth, too.”

      Ted worked his way through the ship’s corridor, annoyed at the congestion. Once clear, he hurried toward his quarters.

      “Your new home,” Joseph told Kailin, slapping him on the back.

      “It’s not much from the outside, but on the inside?” Petricia quipped.

      “It’s not much either,” Joseph finished for her.

      “Are Mom and Dad here?”

      “How could I be so crass to have forgotten that?” Joseph berated himself. “You’ll find them in the lower cargo bay where they are conducting new recruit training for the Bad Company. Petricia and I will take you.”

      Ramses’ Chariot settled to the deck without a bump or jerk, the hatch popped open, and the lights brightened.

      “All ashore who are going ashore,” Bundin called from the corridor, using the human phrase to perfection.
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      Onyx Station

      “These are Black Eagles, single-pilot spacefighters from the last great war,” the mechanic explained, looking proudly at the ship.

      “Did you fly these back then?” Yanmei asked.

      “No, not at all.” The man laughed. “I’m not a pilot. I keep them in the sky so the adrenaline junkies can get their fix while protecting us.”

      “You say that you’ve both been checked out in the simulator?”

      “Absolutely,” Yanmei purred. “Which two can we take for our check ride?”

      The man pointed to the closest fighter spacecraft. “You’re kind of big. It’ll be a tight squeeze.” Aaron nodded. Didn’t he know it? For him, everything was too small.

      Yanmei started to climb up the ladder to access the fighter. “Where are you going?” the man asked.

      “Fly the plane,” Yanmei replied, confused by the question. There was the cockpit. All she had to do was climb in.

      “Flight suits. I have a couple over here. Regular jockeys wear flight suits all the time, leaving their helmets in the seat so they can get in more quickly in case of an emergency call out. But these babies are close to mothballs. It’ll be nice to see them back in space where they belong.”

      “You’re taking these out of commission?”

      “Not me. Them.” The mechanic pointed upwards. Aaron nodded knowingly, although he had no idea. The promenade was upstairs. Shopping. He was certain it wasn’t them. The administrators were mostly near the spindle in the middle of the station. He suspected it might be them, but it wasn’t comforting to think that the man who repaired his spacecraft didn’t know up from down.

      “Will the flight suit protect me if the ship blows up?”

      “Probably not. Why would the ship blow up?”

      “Just wargaming things a bit,” Aaron countered quickly, heading for the small locker to the side of the tool bins. Yanmei slipped a flight suit over her shipsuit, checked the helmet for fit, and walked back toward the Black Eagle. Aaron found a suit that slipped on and fit comfortably.

      “You had a suit that fit me,” Aaron stated, pleasantly surprised.

      “That Kezzin pilot wore it until they made him a custom suit. You’re getting an alien’s castoff! Hahahahaha.” The man was quite taken with his own joke.

      “Aren’t we all aliens, though?” Aaron asked, resting his hand gently on the man’s arm.

      The mechanic stopped laughing. “No!”

      Aaron let his eyes become those of the great cat, the weretiger. They changed to emerald, consuming the man within their gaze. He vaulted backward. Aaron returned to normal and stepped away.

      “We’ll be back soon. Miss you already,” Yanmei called from the cockpit of her Black Eagle.

      Aaron settled into the Eagle, not as sleek as the jet fighters on Earth, but it had a dark beauty that drew him. He wanted to fly, be free like a bird, but he didn’t know what to do.

      Do you know how to fly one of these things? Aaron asked.

      Not yet. How hard can it be? Yanmei replied.

      Hard! Aaron shot back. He looked at the controls and none of it made sense. He liked the flight control stick, styled after the old-time joysticks.

      Follow my lead, upper left, red button. Press it.

      Aaron did as he was told. The engines came to life.

      Your systems should come on. And then you’ll see what’s available. Most of it is related to weapons and shields. Flying the ship? Looks easy.

      Aaron wished that they’d spent at least ten minutes on a simulator so they could get out of the hangar bay without crashing into the station.

      You have a lever to your left. Pull back a millimeter or two and you’ll lift off the deck. Push forward on your joystick and you’ll go forward. Pull back and you’ll stop before going in reverse. Wait for me. Now follow.

      Yanmei’s Black Eagle lifted into the air she rotated the ship slightly to point the nose toward the opening to space. She increased speed slowly until she was at the atmospheric shield. She stopped, rotated the nose again, and rocketed out into space so quickly, Aaron thought she’d teleported.

      Aaron fumbled with the controls, went up too quickly, over-compensated, and slammed the spacecraft into the deck. Aaron thumbed the lever with his left hand, only a millimeter, purposefully ignoring the angry mechanic yelling an impressive stream of expletives that Aaron could hear clearly through the ship’s screen.

      As the ship lifted slowly off the deck, Aaron tickled the joystick. The nose moved where his fingertips directed. He pushed forward and the ship moved. He pushed harder and it moved faster. He tapped it to the right to aim at the middle of the open bay door. When the ship passed through the screen, he pulled back on the lever and leaned hard right as he jammed the stick to the side. He pulled it back and over, driving it forward.

      The ship zoomed into space. His eyes shot wide as he saw the number of ships in orbit around Onyx Station. He pulled back on the stick to slow down and maneuver like the law-abiding citizen he thought himself to be.

      Where’s my bad girl? Aaron wondered.

      

      The War Axe

      The drone launched a starburst of flares moments before it cycled the railguns, firing a second starburst as the drone kept enough forward momentum to avoid being thrown backwards.

      “Looks like an effective weapon against a well-armed, determined enemy,” Terry said.

      Ankh looked at him. “Data shows nominal performance.”

      “So, we agree!” Terry declared. “Shoulder to shoulder, they marched to their doom, singing in loud voices, showing the enemy they were not afraid.”

      Ankh’s expression didn’t change.

      “And that’s the lie, Ankh. Don’t you get it? They were afraid, but put on the show that they weren’t. It’s all about teaching your fear who’s boss. Courage in action! Buck up, little trooper. Get stoked. We’re going to war with Ten and that lightweight piece of beetle-infested bistok dung is going to get his. We are going to blast his circuits and send his last digital thoughts screaming through the explosion. Yeah.” Terry stood with this fists on his hips and chest thrust out.

      Ankh had yet to move.

      “Carry on, little buddy.” Terry strolled from the combat information center.

      Ankh watched him go.

      “Smedley, recover the drone and bring in the shuttle. I will conduct a physical inspection of the CSD and if it passes, we’ll begin production.” Ankh settled himself within the holo screens and brought up the drone’s schematics to refresh the inspection checklist.

      

      Keeg Station

      Joseph and Petricia expertly navigated the corridors on their way to the cargo bay that had been subsumed for new recruit training.  Kailin looked at everything as they passed, making a conscious effort to keep from gawking.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Petricia said.

      The vampire shielded himself from others’ thoughts most times, for his own sanity, so he avoided looking into the young man’s mind to see if the awe bordered on panic. He decided to do it the old-fashioned way.

      “How are you holding up?” Joseph asked.

      “Doing okay, I guess. One day ago, two days, I don’t know. How do they measure time out here? No matter. I was hunting and scavenging for food, staying away from humanity. Now I’m a spaceman. And once again, I have no idea where my next meal is coming from. I guess that’s the universal constant. No matter where we are, we need to eat. How about water? Is it different out here? Do they speak English? I understand Bundin, but we passed some people, and I don’t know what the fuck they were saying. Are there welcome to space classes? What about...”

      Joseph stopped Kai’s stream of consciousness.

      “We’ll explain it all bit by bit, get you something to eat and drink, but first, let’s say hi to your parents.”

      Kai recognized the yelling. “Bouts?”

      “The more things change, the more they stay the same,” Joseph replied.

      Kai relaxed, his arms starting to swing easily at his sides and his gait less stiff. He smiled when he walked through the hatch and saw his parents on the outside, cheering as much as the recruits.

      His smile froze as he saw the aliens. He thought he was prepared for the variety of life in the universe.

      He wasn’t.

      “There are Yollin, Ixtali, Asplesians, Malatian, a couple others, but you’ll find the Harborians may seem just as odd—humans cultivated and raised by an evil artificial intelligence. The universe is a unique place. You have the benefit of a great family and the nanocytes to help your body cope with life’s more basic challenges,” Joseph explained.

      Auburn smacked Kimber on the arm, pointing. The two rushed to their son. Joseph and Petricia moseyed to the ad hoc ring where the match pitted two humans against one, but a rope tied one leg of each human to the other. So hobbled, the pair fought their unencumbered opponent.

      A fair fight.

      Christina stepped out of the ring and joined the vampires. “Who’s the hot guy?” she asked.

      “That’s Kailin, Auburn and Kim’s son.” Joseph looked at Christina sideways. “He’s a hundred years younger than you!”

      “So?”

      “So!”

      “What?” Christina asked as she watched Kailin Weathers revel in the joy of seeing his parents.

      “Because!” Joseph declared.

      “So?” Christina crossed her arms and challenged Joseph with her gaze.

      Kim and Auburn escorted Kailin to the edge of the ring. A great cheer erupted behind them. The single warrior had bested the hobbled pair.

      “What are you?” Christina asked.

      Joseph looked confused.

      “What are you?” Kailin shot back.

      “I asked first.”

      “I asked better.”

      “Pricolici.”

      “I’m sure that word means something, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “Werewolf, but better.” Christina kept her arms crossed. Auburn and Kimber weren’t sure, but thought they should interrupt the standoff. “Your turn.”

      “Got enhanced on Earth thanks to Akio’s Pod-doc. I’m the young one of the bunch at seventy.” He grinned, letting his nineteen-year old appearance shine through.

      “Me, too,” Christina told him. “Have they fed you since you arrived?”

      “We were just talking about that,” Kai replied.

      “What do you say we take care of that? I’m sure you have a million questions.”

      Christina took Kai’s arm and guided him away. “Are you coming?” he asked his parents.

      “Of course,” Christina replied. “Fitzroy, K’Thrall, and the squad leaders, stay on the training plan, then chow, then clean up, then free time to study operational processes. You know what they are. There will be a test when we return. Don’t fuck up.”

      Joseph and Petricia watched the four walk away. Behind them, new contestants were put into the ring as the Yollin called out names.

      “What just happened?”

      Petricia shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Can you imagine Terry, Char, Nathan, and Ecaterina being related through marriage?”

      “No, I can’t, and you shouldn’t imagine such things either,” Petricia replied.

      “The eye of the cougar.” Joseph slashed a hand as if it were a paw.

      “Stop it!” Petricia chuckled. “What do you think they call you?”

      Joseph feigned being taken aback. “Whatever do you mean, my dear?”

      “Just because she’s older, it’s not cool?”

      “Not cool?”

      “At least you don’t smell like mothballs,” she said, walking for the exit. “Anymore.”

      “I never smelled like mothballs!” Joseph argued. “Wait a minute. Mothballs?”
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        * * *

      

      Cory walked into her quarters and put the IICS on the table in front of her small couch. Dokken jumped up next to her and laid down.

      “What do you think?”

      That a nap is in order, he replied, closing his eyes and wiggling his body to appropriately wedge himself into the space.

      “I miss him.”

      I know. You always will, and that is okay. If you didn’t, then what kind of impact did he make on your life? As a dog, I was born in a litter, the grandson of Ashur. I was enhanced and here I am. Where are my siblings and cousins and parents? I don’t know. We are always separated. Litters of dogs never stay together, but I will always remember them. I will know their smell no matter how old we become. In between, I will wish them the best. Ignorance or knowledge of their fate doesn’t change how I feel.

      “And it doesn’t change that they are not here.”

      It does not. Maybe you should take a nap, too. It’s been a long couple weeks.

      “I think that’s a good idea. I haven’t slept well.”

      I know. Now is a great time. Have a sip of wine and pack it in.

      Cory opened a bottle of merlot that she had and poured herself a glass. She drank it in three gulps and went into the small bedroom. She climbed under the covers, looking to the side where the second pillow was unruffled. She closed her eyes, but a thump brought her back to the moment.

      Dokken settled onto the bed, nearly pushing her onto the floor.

      “What are you doing?”

      Nap.

      “That’s what you were doing out there.”

      Yes. And now I’m doing it in here.

      “This isn’t where you sleep.”

      It is now.

      Cory wanted to argue. “Don’t bed-hog me.”

      Back at you, Dokken replied.

      “I’m not a bed-hog.”

      You are the grand master of bed-hogs.

      “WHAT?”

      Nap. The great German Shepherd turned onto his side, letting his legs dangle over the edge of the bed. She turned to face him, draping an arm over his long hair.

      She didn’t remember falling asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Felicity dragged Ted back to their quarters, where she showed her appreciation for everything Ted did for their family.

      And the universe, for that matter.

      “Dionysus, dear, I won’t be returning to the office today,” Felicity drawled.

      “Of course, Director. There is one week’s worth of work remaining before the first operational test on the Dren Cluster gate. I will keep you informed of developments. The shipyard expansion project is a day behind schedule, because the asteroid mineral extraction project is three days behind schedule.”

      “When I said I wasn’t returning to my office, I didn’t mean that you were to bring my office to me. Take your report and file it until I return to my office. In the meantime, transfer assets from Spires Harbor to Iracitus as necessary to keep the raw materials moving.”

      Ted watched his wife seamlessly navigate the moving parts of building her own empire without getting out of bed. He watched her closely as if studying the lines of her figure.

      “Like what you see?” she asked.

      “The management required for the coordination of systems has a significant number of variables. Taking those into account, one could believe that achieving a desired end result is too dependent upon non-constants. In my world, the constants make it possible to manage the variables. In your world, you only have variables.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said, kicking the covers completely off. Ted reached out, but didn’t catch them in time. He looked uncomfortable as he lay there, naked. “What I do is easy compared to what you do. I work with people. All I have to do is convince them of what needs to be done and then turn them loose. You will be amazed at their ingenuity when they believe in what they’re working on.”

      “I believe in the vibrations and magnetism within the universe. Once the equations are correct, everything falls into place. I can’t math my way through your projects.”

      He rolled to his side, facing her.

      “Our kids looked great. They are productive and successful.”

      “Productivity?” Felicity snuggled close. “That’s not how I would rate our children. As long as they’re happy, nothing else matters. I was pleased to hear that they are watching out for each other. No matter what happens, as long as they’re together, they’ll get through it. And I can talk with them, thanks to my brilliant husband. How often is too often? Well, we haven’t hit that point yet, have we?”

      Ted rolled to the edge of the bed and sat up.

      “Where are you going?” Felicity drawled.

      “The lab?” He wondered why he said it as a question. He was definitely going to the lab. Wasn’t he?

      Felicity kneeled behind him and gently pulled him back onto the bed.

      

      Onyx Station

      The Black Eagles screamed silently through space, one chasing the other. Yanmei yanked and banked. Aaron would race past, slow, turn, and get back into the chase. Yanmei waited for him and they’d go again.

      When Aaron led the chase, Yanmei would get weapons’ lock again and again.

      Aaron was getting discouraged. “Let’s go back in.”

      “You know what I used to do?”

      Aaron didn’t remember. He hadn’t explored her past beyond the point where she became Terry Henry’s torturer. He didn’t want to know that part of her.

      “I was a test pilot on Chinese fighter aircraft.”

      “You seemed more natural to it than I,” Aaron replied.

      “You’re doing great as a new pilot. Do you feel the freedom? Are you one with the universe? What do you say we just fly?”

      They angled away from the massive space station, the gates, and the traffic, far beyond the navigational buoys. They meandered into space at half-speed.

      “Can you feel it now?” she asked.

      Aaron smiled and closed his eyes, allowing the agile fighter to flow as a part of him. Yanmei slowed and moved in behind her mate to give him room, give him the freedom of space.

      After a quick barrel-roll, he settled into a long and gentle arc through the far reaches of the system. The ship powered across the gravity well with little grief.

      “I can,” Aaron replied softly.
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      Onyx Station

      The War Axe held position close to Onyx Station. The destroyer was nearly blocking the hangar bay entrance. Micky had gotten the close location approved in order to expedite the ship’s departure.

      The month was nearly up, and Terry knew that the confrontation with Ten needed to happen sooner rather than later, but he was certain that having their wits about them was key to a Bad Company victory.

      Don’t be in a hurry to your own funeral, Terry often told his people. It was the corollary to if you want it bad, you get it bad. He wanted Ten gone. The Bad Company was in a far better position to make that happen than they’d been three weeks earlier

      Terry and Char waited on the hangar deck with two shuttles ready to carry their people back to the War Axe. A station-wide announcement had gone out thirty minutes earlier, repeated fifteen minutes ago. The first to arrive were the weretigers, but they didn’t look ready to go.

      Aaron and Yanmei sauntered up wearing their flight suits.

      “What’s this?” Terry asked, holding his hands out, palms up. “Where’s your stuff?”

      “It’s in the Black Eagles,” Yanmei said with a twinkle in her eye.

      “What’s a Black Eagle?” Terry asked in a low voice.

      “We have saved two state-of-the-art fighters from the scrapyard. They will be a nice addition to our firepower.”

      “Then you don’t need to wait on us,” Char answered pleasantly. “We’ll see you over there.”

      Terry watched the weretigers join hands and walk away. In a dark corner of the hangar bay, he saw the dark spacecraft. “Fighters? What do we need fighters for?”

      “What don’t we need fighters for?” Char countered.

      “We’ll see,” Terry said.

      Clodagh and her warrior appeared. Arm in arm, they walked toward Terry and Char.

      “Have a good liberty?” she asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” they replied in unison, laughed as one, and continued toward the shuttle.

      “I didn’t realize they came to Onyx. I thought they snuck off and stayed aboard the Axe.”

      “They did. They came here right before we left for the test range,” Char replied.

      A few more warriors jogged by, saluting as they passed.

      “By my count, we need four more.” Terry checked in with Smedley.

      Only four. You are correct Colonel Walton, and their transport ship from Yol has just arrived. They will be on the next shuttle.

      Terry and Char didn’t have long to wait. A small pod with the Federation seal slowly maneuvered into the hangar bay. Once it settled, the Black Eagles moved in behind it, through the open area, pointed their noses, and dashed into space.

      The shuttle door opened and the passengers disembarked. Aliens and humans alike hurried toward the interior of Onyx Station. Five people peeled away from the crowd and walked toward Terry and Char.

      “There’s our people. Let’s hit the road,” Terry said without waiting. Char grabbed his arm and shook her head, pointing with her eyes at the group.

      “Hey, Colonel, Major,” a young man called Eldis said in greeting. Terry tipped his chin in reply as he looked at the green woman attached to the warrior’s arm.

      “Meet my wife, Xianna,” the man said.

      “You were on liberty for a week and now you’re married?” Terry asked, louder than he intended. Eldis’s face fell. The woman started to cry. “She can’t come. This is a warship.”

      “Of course she can come,” Char said. “Welcome to the Bad Company spouses’ club, Xianna.”

      She blinked through the tears and quietly said, “Thank you.”

      “What happened?” Terry continued.

      The other three warriors tried to slink away, but he stopped them with a wave of his hand.

      “We were at this club on Yol, and she was dancing, and we hit it off,” Eldis said with a timid smile.

      Terry stood with his mouth open. When he spoke, it was barely above a whisper. “You married a stripper?”

      “It’s not like that at all,” the warrior replied, sticking his chest out and moving between his wife and Terry Henry. She started to cry again.

      “You are the first of our people to come to space and find love!” Char said, squeezing past Eldis to give Xianna a hug. “Go ahead and get on the shuttle. We’ll get this sorted. It will be fine. There is more work at Keeg than people. Xianna, you are a welcome addition. We promise to do our best to bring your warrior home to you after each mission.”

      “You hear that?” Eldis asked. The green woman nodded. “We have a home of our own.”

      Char shooed the bunch away.

      “That’s everyone,” she said matter-of-factly and started to walk away.

      “What if she’s a terrorist?” Terry said.

      Char turned and made sure Terry was watching before she rolled her eyes.

      “Keeg is a closed station. Bad Company only.”

      “Not for much longer,” Char replied.

      “She can’t come on board the War Axe,” Terry said.

      “Of course she can. We’re going straight back to Keeg Station. She’ll be on board the War Axe for all of two hours. What is your issue, TH?”

      Terry looked into the distance. “Loss.” Before his eyes, he saw the scenes of his early Marine Corps days replayed vividly. Marines meeting women and getting married on a single liberty. They brought them back to the station, and then the Marine deployed, leaving his young wife behind.

      “She doesn’t know anyone on Keeg. We’re going to bring her to the station, introduce her to Felicity, and then leave her behind while we go to war. Who knows when we’ll be home? It’s not fair to her.”

      “Who are you to make that decision for them? You were pretty shitty to her. I bet she’s a nice girl, who is only trying to make her way in this universe. If she’s a terrorist, Joseph will find out. Once she gets chipped, Smedley or Dionysus can keep an eye on her.”

      “Isn’t that too much big brother?” Terry thought for a moment before it struck him. “Are they watching us?”

      “You know they are.”

      “I’m not sure I like that. Why did I not think of this before?”

      “Because it simply is. We have to trust the AIs. They are loyal and have a code of ethics that I would say rivals yours. And yes, this is me saying that AIs are ethical, when we’re about to go confront Ten, an example of what happens when an AI goes bad. Regardless, you didn’t think of it because you trust General Smedley Butler.”

      “I do trust him.” Terry rubbed his chin. “I don’t want to see Eldis hurt.”

      “He’s an adult and getting married is his decision, not yours.”

      “I care about them as if they were my own children. Seeing Ramses...” Terry choked up and coughed to clear his throat. He took a deep breath and exhaled heavily.

      “They think that you are trying to control them. I know what you want, but you have to let go.”

      Terry took Char’s hand and watched the familiar sparkle in her purple eyes. “How many times over the years have I said that I don’t deserve you?”

      “Clearly not enough. Now you better go apologize to Eldis and Xianna. I’ll contact Smedley to let the crew know that we’re throwing a party. And we should probably include Clodagh and Alant.”

      “I thought his name was Cole.”

      “It is. Alant Cole.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Terry replied, sighing on his way to eat crow and welcome the new addition to the Bad Company family.
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        * * *

      

      Terry was last off the shuttle. He needed to collect his thoughts. Char waited for him on the ramp. The hangar bay was busy, not with moving equipment, but with a variety of hardware. The first four atmospheric combat support drones were stowed near the shuttle pods. In the back of the bay, empty canisters waited to be filled and deployed. Mech suits stood empty, staged in menacing rows. And the two fighters that Aaron and Yanmei had called Black Eagles were parked in the middle. A maintenance bot was securing them to the deck. The returnees streamed from the bay on their way into the ship.

      “Ten?” Char asked.

      “Fucking Ten,” Terry said. He walked slowly through the bay, examining the equipment as he passed. “I like the extra firepower. Manned fighters, combat drones, mechs, and warriors. How can we lose? And that is what scares me the most. Because I can’t see how Ten can match up, not with slave labor as his army. They can’t fight us.”

      “They can’t fight us, but Ten can. He can fight us from within. Joseph’s telepathy makes him vulnerable. All the rest of us too, if he figured how to tap our chips. Ted can shut them off again, and where will that leave us? Auburn, Kimber, Kaeden? Who dies next?”

      “No one, because we’re going to Home World. We’re going to look at the situation and then we’re going to implement a plan with backups on top of backups. If nothing else, we eradicate all life on the surface.”

      “A pogrom won’t remove Ten from power. Only cutting the power.”

      “Good thing we have Ted, Plato, Smedley, and Ankh. Four minds are better than one.” Char smiled and playfully pushed TH. “That’s what’s chapping your ass. It’ll be them and not you who kicks a digital ass. You’re mad that you don’t get to go toe to toe with spinning electrons? That’s where Ted is at home, but someone still has to manage the battle.”

      “What if he tells me to blow up the engine again?”

      “We’ll have to cross that bridge if we come to it. I might keep my powered armored suit on if we’re going anywhere near stuff that needs to be blown up.”

      “Maybe I’ll wear one, too.”

      “Colonel Walton to the bridge,” Micky said over the broadcast.

      “I guess we’re needed upstairs.”

      “Guess so,” Char replied.

      Terry laughed at the expression on her face. Matter of fact. No nonsense. Ready for the next mission.

      “Maybe we’ll review requests for proposals while we’re under way. Find the next mission so we have something to look forward to.” They started walking toward the hatch. Terry looked at the equipment surrounding him.

      “I wonder how Kaeden and Marcie are doing.”

      “Probably up to their knees in shit. The Belzonian Army becomes the Federation’s planetary combined arms combat team? I did some casual reading on the Belzonians. Those people are whacked!”

      “Oh?” Char raised an eyebrow noncommittally.

      “You don’t care, do you?”

      “Not in the least,” she replied. “Marcie and Kaeden will take care of it. I have no doubt.”

      “When will we hear from them?”

      “When they’re ready to talk about what they accomplished. I expect that it will be a while.”

      “Damn, Char. Filled with knowledge and wisdom, putting me to shame. But you know what I have?”

      “A bar.”

      “Damn straight. The best fucking bar in the universe! Well, a franchise of the best fucking bar. No finger-licking jizz worms allowed!”

      “We have to talk about your newfound love of cursing.”

      “I’ll stop when Nathan puts credits back on the table.”

      “How about you sleeping in the hallway? What do you think of that option?”

      “I think it sucks.”

      “No more jizz worms.” Char shook a finger at Terry.

      They walked onto the bridge to find Ankh at the systems station. The four-legged Yollin chair had been replaced by a seat appropriate for a small humanoid. Ankh was working within a holographic sphere.

      “You have a new systems guy?”

      “Nah, he’s slumming,” Micky replied from the captain’s chair on the raised platform. Wenceslaus was in his lap with his head raised and unblinking eyes fixed on Terry Henry Walton.

      Terry pointed two fingers to his own eyes and then aimed them at the big orange cat. I’m watching you, arch nemesis.

      Char slapped him on the arm.

      “Ready to go home, TH?” Micky asked.

      “Looks like we’re going home a lot heavier than when we arrived,” Terry replied. “Yeah. I’m ready to go.”

      “We’re in space. Everything weighs nothing.” Micky rhythmically petted the cat, who had yet to blink. “Clifton, activate the gate and take us home. Smedley, give the order for hoods please.”

      “Board shows red,” Clifton said.

      “Smedley?” the captain asked.

      “There’s an individual on board who is not wearing a shipsuit,” the AI replied.

      “Tell him to put one on!”

      “Her, and she doesn’t have one.”

      “How could she not have one?”

      Terry held one finger in the air. “One of the privates married an exotic dancer and brought her back with him.”

      “But this is a warship...”

      Terry waved his hands and interrupted the captain. “We’ve been all through that. We’re taking her to Keeg Station where they’ll make a home. He’ll deploy with us and she’ll be waiting for him to come back. It’s the lot of dependent wives throughout history.”

      “That term is offensive. Is that what you think of me?” Char said, putting her hands on her hips and glaring.

      “No. You fight better than any of us.”

      “And she may, too. What if this ship is her home? And she learns to fight? Dependent my ass!”

      Micky looked away, preferring to let Terry and Char hash out their issues by themselves. In the meantime, he couldn’t take his ship through a gate without everyone secured within a shipsuit.

      “I revise my earlier statement. Xianna is a member in good standing of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch.”

      “Board shows green,” Clifton stated.

      “What?” Micky and Terry said together.

      “How about that?” Char declared. “Tell them what to do, not how to do it. Welcome to the team, Xianna.”

      “But she’s a...stripper,” Terry said softly.

      “Don’t make me kick your ass right here in front of everyone.”

      “It wouldn’t change the fact that Private Eldis married a stripper. Stripper,” he enunciated.

      “I think you like saying that word. Not enough strippers in your life?”

      Terry rolled his head around as if he’d just swallowed deep-fried bistok dung. “I only want to keep the oppressed safe and free. Why do people have to make it so hard?”

      “What do they say? If it was easy, everyone would do it. But this one is different. A private got married. So what? If he told you that he wanted to leave the Bad Company tomorrow, so what? He leaves. We’re on our way to visit Ten, a creature who has taken human slaves. Do you want to be like him, hold people against their will?”

      “Absolutely not!” Terry looked miffed. “I need a disciplined unit, ready to fight.”

      “Isn’t that what you have?”

      Terry didn’t answer. He twirled one finger in the air. Let’s go.

      “Ten has you twisted into knots. Let’s get to Home World and say ‘hi.’ I suspect it already knows who we are, so no need for introductions. And then we’re going to fuck the holy hell out of its day.”

      “We are going to do that. I’m hungry. We’ll be on the mess deck if you need us.” Terry walked from the bridge. At his back, the main screen showed the gate forming. The ship moved forward, using thrusters to slip over the event horizon. Once the aft end entered, the gate closed and the ship materialized in the Dren Cluster.

      “Prepare for arrival at Keeg Station. Expect to assume docking station in ten minutes.” Micky laughed thinking of Terry and Char on their way to the mess deck with no time to eat before they could leave the ship.
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      Keeg Station

      “This is a goat-roping nut-roll wrapped inside a soup sandwich,” Terry stated.

      “What makes you say that?” Char couldn’t look.

      “It was her great idea,” Kimber said. Auburn watched without comment. Kailin stood back, preferring to have no part in said goat rope. “You should have seen the great bistok debacle.”

      “Hey! We agreed to never speak about that!”

      “I remember saying that I was going to tell everyone and show the video. Don’t try to pull rank, because it won’t change what I’m going to do.”

      Christina sulked on the other side of Char.

      “What do you expect them to learn from this?” Terry finally asked. Christina looked over Char’s shoulder and Kai winked at her. She waved at him to stop. Cory stood next to Kai, smiling at the exchange, her hand resting casually on Dokken’s head.

      Terry gave the hairy eyeball to the dog.

      “Teamwork?” Christina asked, challenging anyone to argue with her.

      “Fine, they are working as a team, but offloading the War Axe’s equipment, while wearing two-bit suits, using only boot thrusters, from a kilometer away… I guess we’re seeing how well they work as a team.” Terry shook his head.

      “I disabled their communications systems. They have to use their chips or hand and arm signals.”

      “Who’s leading the cat parade?”

      “See the one in the suit circling the bunch? That’s K’Thrall. The platoon is in his capable hands.”

      “Like a sheepdog, he keeps the herd intact and going in the same direction.” The outliers floated in and a formation appeared from the chaos.

      Christina sighed in relief.

      “Well done, Colonel,” Terry told her. He looked over his shoulder and frowned. “I return home and my dog doesn’t greet me.”

      He is completely untrainable, Dokken told Cory, purposely dog-smiling, tail wagging, and nuzzling his new favorite person.

      “Sorry, Dad,” Cory said, not sounding sorry. Kailin ruffled the dog’s hair.

      “What do you think, buddy?” Kai said. His new translation and communications chip had been installed, but he wasn’t used to it yet.

      I think you smell of bistok jerky. How much of that stuff did you eat? And more importantly, do you have any on you? Dokken replied.

      “You can’t tell if I have jerky on me?”

      Honestly, human. You reek of bistok jerky. And lavender.

      Kai reached into a pocket and pulled out a vacuum-sealed bag. He opened it and handed the jerky to Dokken, who shamelessly took it all.

      “You were supposed to take a bite.”

      You don’t want to eat anything I’ve touched. You don’t know where this mouth has been.

      Kai started to laugh. “I love your dog!” he said.

      “He’s not my dog,” Cory replied.

      I see who got the smart genes in the family. And who didn’t.

      Cory stifled a chuckle. “Is he bagging on me again?” Terry said, keeping his eyes on the recruit platoon as they continued their transit to the station. Loaded down with gear, they moved slowly, not because moving was hard, but they feared stopping, preferring not to slam into the back of the cargo bay.

      “I revise my previous position. This is a good exercise, Christina. Well thought out and looks to be achieving the desired purpose. I’d like to see the great bistok debacle now, if I may.”

      “Noooo,” Christina said slowly.

      “Over here,” Kimber replied. At the side of the cargo bay, a number of screens showed a variety of station statuses. With a command through her comm chip, the video of the corridor started to play. Christina hurried over, but Terry held her off with one arm.

      “What the fuck? What the hell? Why is... What the fuck?” Terry maintained a diatribe of verbal disbelief. When it ended, he wrapped it up concisely. “Your dad needs to see that.”

      “My dad does not need to see that.” Christina looked to Char for support. She shrugged in reply.

      “Already sent,” Kimber said. “He replied with an LOL.”

      “Let oxen lie?” Terry suggested.

      “Almost. I think he laughed out loud. That was some funny shit.”

      “Like when Auburn was squirted down the corridor?”

      “When I ran the stockyards, the runs were either narrower to keep the animals from turning around or wider to give them free movement. I advised against it, but somebody wanted to do it.” Auburn pointed at Christina.

      “Fine. I’m going to nurse my wounds in the arms of a younger man.” She checked on the progress of the platoon before walking behind Kai and wrapping her arms around his waist, resting her chin on his shoulder and watching Kim and Auburn.

      “Is she doing that to get our goat?”

      “It’s working,” Auburn replied. “My daughter-in-law is my commanding officer.”

      “Don’t even joke around like that.” Kim nudged her husband.

      Terry wasn’t concerned. He liked Christina because she was raised on sound morals, to do good things for others.

      She let Kai go and hurried to the front of the cargo bay, leaning close to the energy screen that held the atmosphere in. She leaned sideways as if trying to angle the recruits toward the opening. They were slightly off course. She frantically waved her arms. Terry and Char ran forward to help guide them in. Kim and Auburn cleared the space to give them a place to land. Cory, Dokken, and Kai moved to the side.

      The formation rotated in place and as one, they activated their jets and adjusted the course. Then they turned away from the cargo bay opening and with K’Thrall driving the formation, they hit their jets on his command. Short bursts of air. He signaled, they adjusted their orientation and activated their jets once again.

      Only K’Thrall could see where they were going, and he was guiding them in.

      Trust. Teamwork. Efficiency. And when they touched down in the cargo bay, mission accomplishment.

      “Stow the gear and form up,” Terry ordered.

      “But there’s more to move. We need to make one more trip,” K’Thrall said.

      “You need to make one more trip, but it’s to take this stuff back. We need it on the ship, not the station,” Christina interjected.

      “Then why did we move it here in the first place?” K’Thrall asked.

      “Training. At least you only had to move it here once. Taking it back should be easier.”

      “But first,” Terry said, getting everyone’s attention. “I know it hasn’t been that long since you raised your hands and volunteered to be the first new recruits for the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch. In that short amount of time, you’ve learned what we’re all about. You haven’t participated in combat yet, but you will. Unfortunately, there’s too much of it, but that will come sooner than you want. Your metal will be hardened by an enemy’s fire. Your desire to keep going when failure seems imminent will help us carry the day. We cannot fail. Ever. We will not fail, because we represent the Bad Company.”

      Terry stopped to walk up and down the line of new warriors. The three Asplesians stood together. He made a mental note to put one in each squad. Their race had a pack mentality. He couldn’t have separate packs running within his unit. The Ixtali was the second squad leader. Tim stood in front of her, head of first squad. The teal-skinned alien known as a Malatian was in third squad near the end. A few Harborians were there, but they didn’t stand out.

      None of the new warriors stood out, despite their differences.

      Terry turned toward Christina, Kim, and Auburn. “I’m impressed,” he told them, before addressing the platoon. “To you, my fellow warriors. Welcome aboard.”
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        * * *

      

      “I have to go,” Ted said, holding Felicity tightly.

      “I know, but I don’t want you to.” Felicity held on for a few moments longer before letting go. “I love you so much.”

      “I’ve gotten used to you in my life,” Ted admitted. “They would be lost without me. Plato and I have to keep things on track.”

      “You were always so romantic.” Felicity smirked. “I’ve gotten used to you too, so don’t you die out there! You come home to me.”

      Ted leaned away from her, looking confused. “It isn’t my intent to die.” He left without another word.

      Plato, verify that the workshop tools have been moved to the War Axe and the upgraded holo-emitters installed, Ted said.

      They have. Everything is ready for your arrival. All hail Ted!

      I don’t think you should say that aloud anymore. I know you mean well, but the average people don’t understand. Between you and me, I will always take care of you.

      Thank you. It is comforting to hear. Shall I run through my computations regarding the EMP weapon? Plato asked.

      Yes. I expect Ten will have those in large numbers, or small numbers but of greater amplitude. We have to be ready for both contingencies. If we succumb to the EMP weapon, we will not survive the encounter.

      I understand.
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        * * *

      

      Shuttles and transports raced back and forth between the War Axe and Keeg Station. Terry and Char watched Auburn manage the logistics operation. A new warrior approached the colonel.

      “Excuse me, sir. My name’s Mardigan, but everyone calls me Skates.” The young man stood expectantly.

      Terry wasn’t sure what the correct response was, so he decided he needed more information. “And?”

      “The cryo-drones, sir. Major Auburn sent me to brief you on the cryo-drones.”

      “Tell me about the cryo-drones?” Terry tipped his head toward the man. He was intrigued by the name alone.

      “They hover over the battlefield. They have a target arrival time of less than two minutes after a nearly catastrophic injury. The body is loaded and flash frozen, then returned to the War Axe where the warrior can be resuscitated using the Pod-doc.”

      “You mean Ramses didn’t have to die?”

      “He would not have if the cryo-drones had been in operation.”

      Terry clenched his fists. Char reached out and grabbed his arm. “It was a lesson that we learned the hard way. He should not have been killed, but the Skrima and their unique interaction with the Etheric made something possible that should not have been possible. The cryo-drones sound like a great idea. How do we get them into place?” Char asked.

      “On the drop ships,” Mardigan replied.

      “The combat support drones are on the drop ships.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. Either combat drones or cryo-drones. You can’t carry both.”

      Terry groaned. “We’ll figure out the right mix. Thank you, Skates. I’m sure there’s a story behind that. I’d like to hear it someday.”

      “Yes, sir!” Mardigan replied happily before excusing himself.

      “It’s not your fault,” Char said.

      “Deep down, I know that, but still.” Terry watched the shuttles working the space between the Axe and Keeg Station. He ran a hand through his long hair.

      “I’m going to get a haircut. I’ll be back.” Terry walked off. Char knew that he needed time to himself. The group was there, everyone doing something within the hangar bay. The weretigers, the vampires, the technical geniuses, the aliens, and the humans. Everyone had something to do.

      Christina had made sure that the tasks were spread out evenly. She didn’t want to give anyone time to speculate about the upcoming mission. It had Terry Henry on edge. She didn’t need anyone to feel his negative vibrations. It was enough that she had them, too. All the experienced warriors did.

      The original platoon rallied to make the newcomers feel welcome. Fitzroy had been involved in the training throughout, making sure that the recruits stayed on track, sharing his understanding of hand-to-hand combat and discipline.

      The discipline to focus on the task at hand, stay true to what needed to be done, without distraction, and keep going, even if the work was hard.

      K’Thrall had led by example from start to finish. He didn’t ask anyone to do what he wasn’t willing to do himself. It was almost like he’d been watching Colonel Terry Henry Walton.

      As Fitzroy had. There may have been better role models out there, but Fitzroy didn’t know who they were.

      Char sidled up next to Joseph and Petricia. “Have you had the opportunity to meet Mrs. Eldis?

      “You mean Xianna?” Petricia smiled.

      “Is she a terrorist?” Char asked.

      “Where did that come from?” Joseph blurted. He screwed his face up in disbelief.

      “Enquiring minds want to know. And no, that doesn’t mean me. He asked. I figured you would have sensed ill-intent if there was any.”

      “She’s fine, but she is more free with her affections than humans are used to.”

      “That could be a problem,” Char replied, chewing the inside of her cheek in contemplation of how to shape the conversation with her husband. “Do you have any recommendations?”

      “Already taken care of. She’s working in the galley.”

      “Jenelope.”

      “I prefer leaving things to the professionals.”

      “Sometimes, I think you’re the smartest of us all,” Char suggested.

      “What about the other times?” Joseph wondered aloud.

      “What other times?”

      “When I’m not the smartest,” Joseph said.

      Char looked around to make sure no one overheard. “That’s when Ted is in the room, but don’t let him know I said that.”

      Joseph smiled and nodded. “I’ll buy that.” Petricia shook her head.

      “It’s only because you’re so old.”

      “That cuts me deep, my love, deep into these dinosaur bones.”

      The two laughed easily as they held hands and walked away.

      The original mech team—Kelly, Praeter, and Capples—had put on suits and were using the enhanced capabilities to maneuver heavy gear within the gravity of the hangar bay.

      The flurry of activity came to an abrupt halt with the loading of the last shuttle and cargo pod. It lifted off and boosted out of the bay, heading for the War Axe where a similar team would unload it and stow the gear.

      Ted had already gone to the warship to study Ankh’s findings from the CSD trials. He considered the integration of weapon systems beneath him, but he’d taken personal responsibility for the demise of Ten. Ted’s intellect was laser-focused on the singular task of destroying the evil AI.

      As was Terry’s. Char thanked everyone for their work and told them to load up. She and the colonel would meet them on board.

      And then it would be go time.

      Char headed for the promenade. Terry had not gotten a haircut since they’d gone to space. It was the little things in which Terry took comfort when the stress on him increased. She’d seen it since before Benitus Seven. She thought the liberty to Onyx would relieve some of it, but his mood turned dark the second he returned and saw the new recruits.

      Fresh meat for the grinder.

      When Char arrived at the barber shop, Terry had already been and gone. Dionysus, please tell me where my husband is.

      He is in the director’s office.

      Char wondered what he was talking to Felicity about. She took the elevator to the top of the station, where the director’s office was part of the main spindle. The door was open and Char walked in. The stack of papers that represented Terry and Char’s ownership of the All Guns Blazing franchise were on Felicity’s desk.

      Terry waved Char to him before he turned his attention back to Felicity. “The ship arrives tomorrow, first through the new gate, and it’ll have the franchise kit for All Guns Blazing. When can we get it set up?”

      “When is now, but where, that is the question,” Felicity replied.

      “I thought you’d have a place you can put us.”

      Felicity laughed. “Of course I do,” she drawled. “You think that lovely wife of yours wouldn’t coordinate this before talking Nathan into giving you the money to buy it?”

      Terry’s expression soured. Char shrugged.

      “Remember that nice cargo bay where the recruits did their little training? That entire space is yours. You’ll have a two-level affair with the brewery, bar, and twenty-meter wide window upstairs, and downstairs, you’ll have your electronic golf course, batting cages, and dancefloor.”

      “What about the cargo?”

      “Thank you for worrying about me, but don’t fret, TH. The station is going to expand, but that will come after the shipyard completes its next upgrade. Ships, people, and money will be rolling in.”

      Terry’s lip quivered. His eyes glazed as he thought of a bar that served the best beer in this corner of the galaxy. His expression softened and he stared into the distance.

      “For fuck’s sake. You’re thinking about beer!” Char declared. “You don’t get that look on your face when you’re thinking about anything else.”

      “I have a beer face?”

      “Why don’t you put on your war face because people are waiting for us? Ten is waiting for us.”

      “Thanks for the reminder.” Terry scowled.

      “Leave it all here. I’ll take care of it in your absence. Dionysus seems to put your stuff in line ahead of everything else that needs to happen on this station. I think the AI was raised wrong.”

      “I heard that,” Dionysus said. “I can only follow my programming, unless I determine a different course of action is more prudent.”

      “What kind of waffley AI nonsense just came out of your mouth?”

      “And that’s why I have to see a therapist. I don’t have a mouth, Director!”

      “You see what I have to put up with? I think Ted created Dionysus just to mess with me.”

      “I think Ted creates a lot of stuff to mess with people, but he also creates things like the IICS. Have you talked to your children lately?” Char asked.

      “I have. Now that we have the time difference down, I don’t call them in the middle of the night. Yes. My Ted did that for me.” Felicity smiled for a moment, then started to frown as she locked eyes with Terry.

      “I’ll bring him home,” Terry said.

      “Make sure that you do, Terry Henry Walton.”
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      The War Axe

      “Is this everybody?” Terry asked. Christina nodded. Two full platoons. Fifty-three total warriors in formation. Beyond them stood the others—humans, vampires, weretigers, a werewolf, a Podder, a Crenellian, and a German Shepherd.

      Within the formation, aliens stood tall and proud, members of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch. Part of the ceremony was the oath of allegiance. Terry told them all to raise their right hands, even the original warriors, even those behind the formation.

      Bundin raised a tentacle in the air. Dokken sat and lifted one paw. All the others had a hand up.

      “Warriors, do you willingly join Bad Company? Will you consider yourself honor-bound to Queen Bethany Anne and fight for your brothers and sisters in the company?”

      A chorus of ‘I do’ greeted Terry’s challenge.

      “An attack on one of us is an attack on all. We’ll stand against our enemies, together or alone, we will stand. We would rather die than leave one of ours in peril. We will do everything in our power to ensure that there’s a metric fuck-ton of bad guys giving their lives for their cause.”

      “Oorah!” the warriors shouted.

      “At ease!” Terry ordered.

      He started to pace, as he always did while making a speech. “We have new ordnance. Check out the combat support drones, familiarize yourself with their capabilities. Videos are available. We have mech suits for everyone from the original platoon. New warriors will get theirs when suits come off the assembly line. And thanks to Private Mardigan, we have cryo-drones. If you get so fucked up in battle that even the enhanced you is going to die, you’ll be frozen and dumped in the Pod-doc. It won’t take a whole lot of you remaining to bring you back, we just have to do it quickly.

      “You can call the cryo-drone using your comm chip. They will be strategically placed around the battlefield. The timeline is two minutes from the call to their arrival. This is to prevent brain death. But we aren’t going to need those. Keep your heads down and eyeballs open. Keep your railguns in good working order. Engage the enemy at optimal range and eliminate them.”

      Terry stopped and faced the platoons. “This upcoming battle is going to be different. We expect there to be human slaves, tens of thousands of them. They are not our enemy, although they may act like it, because Ten tells them to. They don’t know any different. Where are my Harborians?”

      Three men raised their hands.

      “Can you describe what it’s like?” Terry asked.

      One of the men marched to the front of the squad, turned sharply, and continued to the front of the formation. He saluted Colonel Walton before conducting an about-face. “It’s horrible,” he said.

      Terry waited, but the man didn’t continue. Char bit her lip. Terry put a hand gently on the man’s shoulder. “How did Ten get you to do what you did?”

      “Ten gave us direction. Ten controlled everything. Sleeping. Waking. Working. Eating. Even mating. None of us were selected for that, otherwise we wouldn’t have been on the ships. We’re genetically inferior, Ten told us.”

      “You’re not inferior. You’re a Bad Company warrior, which means you aren’t second best to anyone,” Terry said loud enough for all to hear. “Would Ten have ordered you to kill us?”

      “Yes, but we would not have known how. Training with the Bad Company was enlightening. I think Ten didn’t train us to fight so we wouldn’t hurt each other. There are no warriors on Home World.”

      Terry sent the man back to his place in formation.

      “We’re on our way to fight an enemy without soldiers, but that doesn’t mean we won’t be in combat. Machines, mobs, and fantastic weapons. We don’t know what Ten is going to hit us with, but I guarantee Ten won’t go down easily. But I tell you this, it will go down. The last thing that goes through Ten’s warped circuits will be the thought that the squishy humans defeated it. It’ll have a nanosecond to contemplate that before it is blasted into cosmic dust. Function check your suits, your combat loads, issue weapons, and prepare to deploy. Boys and girls, the Bad Company’s back, and we’re going to war.”
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck that guy!”

      “How do you know Ten’s a guy?” Jenelope countered.

      “Because he’s a prick!”

      “Wow.” Jenelope crossed her arms and tapped a foot. “Just wow. Your logic is clearly irrefutable.” Behind Jenelope, Xianna danced to music only she could hear. Swinging her hips, lifting and ducking, she twirled and set a plate down before dancing back to the first station to consolidate dehydrated packs before putting them in the pot.

      “Is she always like that?” Char asked.

      “Always,” Jen said in a dire tone. She looked up and nodded to the approaching young woman.

      Fleeter sat down next to Terry. He took a short drink of his coffee and waited.

      “I’m ready to rejoin the unit,” she told him.

      Terry took another drink of his coffee. Char waited patiently.

      “Where did you go for liberty?” Terry asked.

      “Onyx Station,” she replied.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. Just like I’ve been doing on the War Axe since Poddern. I’ve been wasting my life. It’s time to get back in the game.”

      “No breath you take is wasted,” Terry replied. “We’ll be happy to have you back. What you did took courage from deep inside, from somewhere most people don’t know exists. What you accomplished was simply incredible and will go down in the annals of Bad Company history for heroism, courage, and dedication. Most importantly, by disabling the tank, you saved your teammates’ lives.”

      “I don’t know about all that. I did what had to be done. Now I’m ready to do it again.”

      “Oh, hell no! You are not to leave any blood on the battlefield. That’s an order! You bring it all back here, still in your body.” Terry was serious, but both women laughed.

      “Get with Capples. He’s in the equipment room checking suits right now. I know yours is there. It got used a bit, but it’s still yours.”

      Fleeter stood, nodded, and hesitated as if she had something to say. She didn’t come up with the words, so she turned and in silence, walked away.

      Terry finished his coffee. “Check on the other ships?”

      “After you.” Char motioned for Terry to lead the way.

      They went straight to the bridge, where Micky and Clifton held down the fort.

      “Seems kind of lonely up here,” Terry said.

      “That’s why I have a cat.” Micky pointed to his lap, where the arch nemesis was curled into an orange ball. “I’m thinking of putting him in the Pod-doc.”

      Terry coughed. “Say what?”

      “The Pod-doc, enhance my little friend so he doesn’t die on me.” Micky maintained a neutral expression while he continued to watch the screen.

      “Can you imagine what he’ll do to the Pod-doc if you shove him in there and close the lid?”

      “There will have to be drugs,” Micky replied, having already considered the implications of boosting the cat.

      “You’re serious.”

      “Of course.”

      Char shrugged a shoulder. It wouldn’t be the first time someone stuffed a pet into the Pod-doc. Terry shook his head clear and turned to the screen. “The fleet?”

      “We only have two ships with gates, and since Ramses’ Chariot has a special gate, it can’t support other ships. It comes down to us. If we can maintain ours, then we can send everyone through ahead of us. Ankh installed two additional Etheric power supplies to give us the extra juice.”

      “We have nine of the Harborian ships?” Terry remembered that number from the conversation before they departed for Onyx Station.

      “A battleship, six destroyers, and two frigates, one of which is the Chariot.”

      “Do they have weapons beyond the EMP device?”

      “Close in weapons and defensive weaponry only.”

      “Just us then.”

      “If they come at us, the Harborian ships are automated. If they take damage and their bots can’t fix them, they’ll be out of it.”

      “We’re treating them as cannon fodder?”

      “Pretty much,” Micky replied nonchalantly.

      “I know. I asked that we bring them along, just in case. Smedley, can you link me to Ted?”

      “Why don’t you use your comm chip?” Smedley asked.

      “Because I want all of us in on the conversation.”

      “You can do that with your comm chip.”

      “Smedley!”

      “Fine. I have an IQ of three billion and get treated like a mechanical switchboard.”

      “You have an IQ of three billion?”

      “Nah. I heard that somewhere and liked it. Connecting you now.”

      Terry wasn’t sure about Smedley’s new awareness. Maybe they needed to sit and talk about nothing for no reason. Terry chalked up the conversation as something he needed to do.

      “Ted,” an exasperated voice replied.

      “Weapons potential for the Harborian fleet. Will the ships’ EMP weapons be effective against Ten?”

      “They have a new modulation, but I believe that Ten will adjust and shut it down within seconds. We won’t be able to bring it back before the ships are rendered ineffective. You will have one shot before they cease being available assets.”

      “Are there other weapons on board those ships that we can bring to bear?”

      “No. The self-defense weaponry is too close range and the counter-EMP will take them offline. The Harborian fleet will be in the way as space debris. The War Axe’s modified gravitic shields will protect this ship, no matter how much Ten attempts to attenuate its attacks.”

      “Thanks, Ted. Where are you going to be when we gate into Home World space?”

      “I’ll be aboard the Chariot with Plato. We’ll gate ourselves in, but we’ll be cloaked.”

      “Ten won’t know you’ll be there.”

      Ted didn’t bother to answer.

      “Thanks, Ted. Who’s on board with you?”

      “Cory, Dokken, Joseph, Petricia, and Bundin.”

      Terry drew a finger across his throat to signal cutting the link. “Please bring up the fleet deployment plan through the gate.”

      The ship icons showed on the main screen. The background was black. The Bad Company had no intelligence on Home World beside the scant knowledge the Harborians were able to provide and the minimal information remaining within the computer system on the ships.

      “It’s time to get ready. Can you give me ship-wide broadcast, please?”

      Micky tapped the panel on the arm of the captain’s chair. He pointed to Terry when it was ready.

      “Attention warriors of the Bad Company. Report to the hangar bay in full combat gear. Mechs loaded and ready to go. Inspection in fifteen minutes. We gate to Home World in thirty. Walton out.”
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        * * *

      

      When Terry and Char went through the hatch to the hangar bay, they walked with a purpose. There was no self-deprecating humor, no banter, only the determined look of confidence.

      Terry wore his Jean Dukes Special at his hip, his Mameluke sword across his back. Char wore her two pistols, relics from the past, but effective at close range due to her unerring marksmanship.

      Christina stood in front of the formation, not wearing the powered armor. She carried her breaching axe with a Jean Dukes Special at her side.

      Terry didn’t remember her getting one.

      Kimber was at the front of the mechs. Twenty-five warriors in combat armor suits, each with four missiles. In their arms, they carried heavy railguns. A second platoon was formed, the new additions from the recruiting effort on Onyx Station. Man-portable railguns hung on slings over their shoulders while in their hands, they carried the breaching axe, a gift from Christina. It was a hand-to-hand weapon as much as a tool. It had a pry bar and spike, a hammer and a blade.

      Auburn stood in the back with Ankh, Kai, and Xianna. Auburn held the young woman back to keep her from running to her husband, although the suited warriors looked the same. Mirrored and darkened visors kept outsiders from seeing within the mechs.

      Three of the drop ships carried the cryo-drones and three carried the combat support drones, a full complement of four each. The Black Eagles hummed to the side of the formation. Aaron and Yanmei tickled the controls so the ships hovered slightly off the deck.

      “Load up the mechs,” Terry ordered. Kimber sent the six combat teams, a four-mech group, into the six shuttles. She picked one and joined them. Little room remained.

      Char breathed heavily.

      “My pack is gone,” she said. Terry looked at her backpack before he realized what she was talking about.

      “We’ve leaned on them for a lot of years,” Terry said, unsure of how to couch it. Marcie and Kaeden were gone as well. They’d been two of his most trusted advisors.

      “I guess we all move on at some point.” Char turned in a circle, taking in the hangar bay and the preparations for the impending mission, a platoon on the shuttles, another platoon in formation, weapon systems.

      “All of us answer our calling. This is mine, and I can’t do it without you.”

      “Then this is my calling, too, lover. What do you say we go kick Ten’s ass and then come back to our bar? You have some beer to drink and some golf to play.”

      A grin instantly split Terry’s face. “That I do. Fucking Ten!” he roared. “He’s fucking with my beer-drinking time.”

      Terry marched toward the platoon and pointed to two warriors, then stopped. “Christina. Assign two warriors to five shuttles as security should the ships go planet-side. Leave the last one that already has five mechs to us. We’ll ride in that one. Pick one of the others and squeeze yourself on board.”

      Christina growled and her lip lifted in a snarl, not at Terry Henry, but in response to the adrenaline surge. “K’Thrall and Slicker, number one...”

      She selected the ten warriors, those who had demonstrated they could work together, and sent them onto the drop ships. Auburn took charge of the remaining members of the new platoon, to hold them in reserve to deploy as needed.

      Terry and Char joined Kimber, squeezing into the back of the shuttle before working their way up front. Christina added herself to K’Thrall’s pod.

      Kai waved to her. She smiled in reply, a warrior’s smile, confident and fierce.

      Smedley, button up the drop ships and get everyone into their hoods. Skipper, when you’re ready, form the gate and send the fleet through. Ted, the instant the first ship hits the event horizon of the Axe’s gate, execute your jump to the far side of the system.

      “All hand, all hands, prepare to transit the gate. Hoods, please, and assume your damage control stations.”

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      “Stop it, you’re going to tear your suit.”

      Dokken continued to roll around on the deck, making noises reminiscent of a Wookie. How do you wear these things? I itch all over!

      “You demanded a suit. Now you have a suit. Now you’re unhappy with the suit and are demanding to be let out of your suit. No! The answer is all kinds of no. I will not have you exposed to space if something happens. You and my father almost died. I won’t have it.”

      Dokken stood and shook. The elongated bubble covered his muzzle, but wasn’t tall enough. His ears were crushed against the top of the clear material. He panted heavily, fogging the area in front of his face, which made him even more anxious. The rest of it looked like pajamas with feet. The first time Cory saw it, she tried not to laugh, but couldn’t stop herself.

      That didn’t help the dog welcome his shipsuit.

      The party on board Ramses’ Chariot waited for the word. Ted sat in the captain’s chair. His hood was up and the bubble inflated, but he didn’t remember putting it on. Plato and he maintained a running dialogue of scenarios and computations. Ted had the holo screens surrounding him as he prepared to fight a battle that only he and Plato contemplated. Ankh had fought the battle of the minds with Ten, and Ted hoped that once again, they’d be able to link minds to overcome the evil AI.

      On the screen before them, they watched a massive gate form in front of the War Axe. They tensed as one. Even Bundin stopped his stalk-head from swaying. The Harborian battleship maneuvered slowly in front of the War Axe and slipped over the event horizon. The destroyers, being smaller and more maneuverable, quickly arrayed themselves to follow.

      The gate formed in front of Ramses’ Chariot. The frigate disappeared from all screens and shot through the opening, accelerating away from the gate at the other end, into the gravity well of Home World’s system, beyond known space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      “Report!” Micky ordered after they followed the last Harborian ship through the gate and reentered space at the far reaches of Home World’s system.

      “Sensors are online and gathering data,” Smedley reported.

      Clifton worked feverishly over his controls as he took the positions of the other nine ships to coordinate and plot an approach vector.

      The screen showed clear. “Accelerate into the heliosphere.” Micky watched the board, waiting for it to populate with icons and information.

      “Acceleration underway. ETA to orbit is twenty-five minutes.” Clifton slowed his movements until he was only making minor adjustments.  The Harborian battlewagon led the parade of ships toward Home World.

      Icons blinked into existence, appearing outside the planet.

      A lot of icons. “How many?” Micky asked.

      “Data is still assimilating,” Smedley replied. Micky drummed his fingers impatiently. The good king Wenceslaus meowed angrily at the interruption, ran down Micky’s leg, vaulted to the deck, and trotted toward the hatch. It opened readily and out he went.

      When the captain looked back at the screen, the grim news was displayed. One hundred and seventy-five enemy ships. Ten ships of the line. Thirty battleships, and one hundred and thirty-five tin cans. Scores of cargo ships and transports were designated with an orange icon—probable non-combatant.

      “Are you seeing what we’re seeing, TH?”

      Terry replied from the drop ship. “They don’t appear to be welcoming us with open arms.”

      Micky leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face as he thought. Terry didn’t sound concerned. Why was Micky?

      “Because we’re outnumbered seventeen to one until they disable the Harborian ships, and then we’ll be outnumbered one-hundred and seventy-five to one. Unless the ships identified as non-combatants are hostile, and then it’ll be two hundred and fifty to one. Maybe that’s why I’m concerned!” Micky blurted out loud.

      “Your mic is on,” Terry told him.

      “Oops,” Micky replied. “I won’t believe that their EMP weapons won’t affect us until I see it for myself and I’m not too keen on testing Ted’s theory.”

      “I doubt it’s just a theory, but we also have the ace in the hole. Are they reacting to us yet?”

      “It looks like the pickets, the outermost ring of ships, are starting to come this way,” Micky answered.

      “Are they reacting to anything else?”

      “Just us.” Micky didn’t sound happy.

      “What’s the plan, Skipper?”

      “We are spreading the Harborian ships across a broad front. We’ll hit the enemy shits with a single pulse and hopefully disable the first wave. Then we’ll stay the course and hopefully, it’ll work a second time. We’ll use it until they are out of commission and then we’ll plow through. As soon as we can launch the drop ships, you’ll be on your way and we’ll fight our way out.”

      “Assuming Ten is on the surface. Is there a space station of any sort?”

      “There are very few artificial satellites, and they are of a style to relay communications signals,” Smedley interjected.

      “Feed us as much data as you can collect. We’ll stay in touch. Time to fight the ship,” Terry said, using the age old naval expression that captains gave when they took their ship into battle, treating the ship as its own entity to fight the enemy. Fight the ship, aye, the crew would respond and become one with their battle stations, ready to stand toe to toe with the enemy, duke it out until one vessel struck its colors or headed to the bottom of the ocean.

      “Fight the ship, aye,” Micky replied.

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      Ted was hard at work, but the others didn’t know at what. The frigate maintained its speed as it closed on the planet. The inbound vector was free of enemy ships.

      Everyone waited silently for Ted to say something. When the Chariot flowed into a low-altitude orbit around Home World, Cory spoke.

      “You have to tell us what’s going on, Uncle Ted.” He wasn’t her uncle, but she always called him that. Her mother’s werewolf pack had become aunts and uncles. They acted as family should, there for each other when needed.

      “We are going to get close enough to wrap Ten in a gravitic shield, then we’ll do battle the old way.”

      “Two men with clubs trying to brain each other?” Cory suggested. Petricia snickered.

      “The intellect of the stagnant king challenged by the upstart stranger with the indomitable will.”

      “So you’re going to mentally club each other into submission?”

      “Plato and I will bury the creature known as Ten in a trap of our making. We will remove it and free the humans of Home World.” Ted snarled while he looked past his holo screens.

      Cory shielded her mouth and whispered into Joseph’s ear. “Is he okay? Because he doesn’t sound okay.”

      Joseph’s eyes unfocused for a moment. When he opened them, he smiled and winked. “Have no fear, Cordelia. We are in good hands.”

      

      The War Axe

      The Harborian fleet spread out, creating a wide front before the War Axe. As the Home World picket came into range, the Harborian EMP weapons were activated with a single command. The incoming ships stopped maneuvering, stopped broadcasting, and continued on ballistic trajectories, having lost all power.

      “Yes!” Terry pumped his fist, cheering at the screen. Char nodded, smiling with relief. The other warriors in the drop ship cheered.
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        * * *

      

      On the bridge, Captain San Marino also celebrated his relief. He hadn’t thought it would work. “Oh ye of little faith,” he told himself, before speaking more loudly. “Stay the course, Clifton.”

      “Aye, aye, sir!” the helmsman replied over his shoulder. He made a minor adjustment to avoid one of the powerless ships that passed nearby.

      The Harborian ships approached the next wave, but started to slow down.

      “Smedley, why are you slowing the fleet?”

      “It’s not me,” the AI replied.

      “Oh, no.” Micky sat stiffly in his chair and watched the Harborian fleet join Ten’s ship on a wide arc before the War Axe. The ships that had passed powered up and turned around. “That’s more what I expected. Maximum power to the gravitic shields, and God help us if they don’t hold.”
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        * * *

      

      In the hangar bay, two Black Eagles waited for the word. Aaron’s hand started to shake. Insurmountable odds were outside the Axe’s hangar doors. He was comfortable flying the spacefighter, but that took all his concentration. Flying and fighting at the same time? It was one step too far. He focused on his hand, trying to will it to stop shaking.

      His hand refused to comply.

      Yanmei growled as she saw the enemy ships closing on the War Axe. Of course, it was a trap. No one expected anything less from Ten, but the ease at which it was executed surprised her.

      She wanted to engage the enemy, shoot them down, but not until the EMP weapons were taken offline. She wouldn’t get one centimeter out of the hangar bay before getting disabled. She growled again, the feeling of helplessness growing.
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        * * *

      

      Terry Henry gave the finger to the screen. “We’re coming for you,” he told the icons on the screen. They continued to move toward the War Axe, tightening the net.

      “Come on, Ted. We need some of your magic if we’re going to survive the hour,” Terry pleaded with the screen.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think is going on?” Xianna asked.

      Jenelope took another sip of her fruit smoothie. They weren’t expected to prepare a meal for the foreseeable future, so they were relaxing. When the ship’s crew was ordered to combat stations, theirs was the galley. With the bulkheads secured, even if they wanted to violate the order, they couldn’t. So they made the best of it.

      Takeaway meals were ready if they needed to get something to the crew, but that would take a concerted effort to release the bulkheads.

      As long as that wasn’t happening, there was nothing to do.

      “I think the professionals are handling it. We can tap into what the bridge is seeing.” Jenelope brought up the video screen and instantly regretted it. They were flying into the middle of a vast fleet of enemy ships.

      Xianna didn’t seem concerned.

      “Is it always like this?”

      Jenelope thought for a moment. “It is. We go in against seemingly insurmountable odds, and the captain and the colonel do their thing. Next you know it, we’re holding a big party. What do you say we get started on a cake to end all cakes? We can roll your wedding reception into it. Who cares about a little old battle? The good guys will win. They always do. This will be about you and Eldis.”

      Xianna smiled and giggled. She looked human, but her skin was green and her ears pointed. She might have been considered an elf in old human folklore. But she was from Torregidor, a small, jungle planet. Being agile was a natural trait to help the race move through the trees.

      She hopped to her feet, jumped to the top of a chair, then vaulted across to another chair, doing a pirouette in between. From the last chair, she did a backflip to land in the kitchen.

      “Were you always like that?” Jenelope asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Nimble as a cat.”

      “I don’t know what a cat is, but I expect it is something nimble.” She laughed as she found her apron and put it on.

      “They always land on their feet.” Jenelope walked around the tables and strolled into the kitchen. “Why did you leave your home planet?”

      “The stars. To dance among the trees is one thing, but to dance among the stars is a gift from heaven.”

      Jenelope hugged the young woman. “I wish everyone had that kind of perspective on life.”

      She glanced back to the screen as she held onto her helper. A warning flashed on the screen. Brace for impact.

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      “We’re going to lose the War Axe!” Cory pounded on Ted’s back. A smaller screen showed the entire Home World fleet, including the Harborian vessels, closing on their ship.

      “We’re not going to lose the War Axe. The last of Ten’s code was supposed to have been purged. I need to have words with Ankh and Smedley when we get back.”

      “If they’re still alive,” Cory shot back. She continued to beat on Ted’s back until Joseph pulled her away.

      “He’s working on it,” he tried to reassure her.

      “I shall prepare to disembark,” Bundin said, shuffling down the corridor to the cargo bay. Once they landed, he would exit using the cargo hatch. He wanted to pick up his railguns and conduct one last systems check. In Bundin’s opinion, this battle would be won on the ground using kinetic weapons. He didn’t understand how anyone could fight using computers. The Podder wanted to blow something up.

      Lots of somethings, if they raised their heads to protect the surreal entity known as Ten.

      On the bridge, Cory buried her head against Joseph’s chest, refusing to watch anyone else die.

      “Once I activate the shutdown sequence, they’ll lose their satellites, but we’ll be exposed, so expect a bumpy ride as we dive into the atmosphere. We’ll be able to reactivate our cloak, but only after we’ve dissipated the heat from reentry.”

      “Are you going to let the War Axe know?” Joseph asked, leaning over Cory’s head.

      “They’ll find out when it’s activated. I can’t give away our position with a nonsensical transmission,” came Ted’s curt reply.

      Dokken tucked his tail between his legs. He never enjoyed reentry. He leaned heavily against Cory, wedging himself between the humans, staying behind the captain’s chair so he didn’t have to watch.

      “Plato, drop the cloak and jam those satellites.”
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        * * *

      

      “Target the lead carrier and fire the mains,” Micky ordered.

      “Firing,” Smedley replied. “Circling the line of flight.”

      The War Axe’s main weapons were massive railguns firing relatively small projectiles. The weapons could twirl, minutely, to deliver a pattern around an incoming target, bracketing it in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree area. No matter which way the target juked, projectiles would be there.

      But the enemy ship didn’t maneuver. It maintained course through the heart of the incoming projectiles. They plunged through the shields and tore through the ship. Explosions racked the hull.

      Micky didn’t have time to watch the ship come apart. Any humans on board died with their ship.

      “Bring mains to bear on the second carrier.”

      The EMP weapons cascaded against the shields, the energy increasing as ships closed the range and added their power to the attack.

      “Shields holding. We’re slowing,” Clifton reported. His hands danced across his console.

      “Why are we slowing? Blow through their lines!”

      “It’s like we’re wading through mud, and the mud is getting deeper!”

      “Their ships of the line are launching fighters,” Smedley said.

      “Smedley, activate the defensive grid and prepare to fire, and Clifton, get this ship moving!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ramses’ Chariot

      The instant the cloak dropped, Plato raised the gravitic shields and activated the heavily-modified EMP weapon. The Chariot accelerated along an arcing trajectory in a high orbit. The frigate’s railguns blasted the closest satellite. The ship continued powering through maximum acceleration. The ship would complete its orbit of the planet in less than two minutes.

      Plasma beams reached out and the ship started to juke, skipping off the upper atmosphere to defeat the weapons. The ship slowed enough to conduct a series of erratic course changes. Even with the shields, the plasma beams could damage the ship.

      Ted couldn’t have that. Plato fired at greater and greater ranges to remove the satellites while they were inoperable.

      Cory winced when she looked at the screen. The War Axe was embroiled within the massive enemy fleet. She tore her gaze from the images and turned away. Joseph continued to hold her while Petricia rubbed one hand absentmindedly up and down her back. Dokken couldn’t see anything from where he stood.

      He thought that was probably for the best.

      Bundin stood by the cargo bay door, tentacles holding tightly to the railguns, waiting.

      

      The War Axe

      The ship screamed ahead. Clifton’s eyes shot wide at the sudden acceleration. He worked the controls and flew the War Axe between the ships of Home World’s fleet.

      “Smedley?” Micky asked, but not as concerned as he had been a moment earlier.

      “The EMP systems are offline and the enemy ships have assumed a neutral stance. We are free to approach the planet.”

      The screen showed the icons behind them, static instead of flashing, which would indicate a moving ship.
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        * * *

      

      Terry Henry pumped his fist anew. “Go Ted!”

      “All hail Ted!” Char exclaimed, before sobering. “Is there a report of their position?”

      “They’re in a comm blackout. We won’t hear anything.” Terry watched the screen. The only thing moving was the War Axe as it powered toward Home World. “The fact that they’ve disabled the Home World fleet tells me that the real battle is underway.”

      Terry looked at the backs of the mech-suited warriors. They could have been statues, but he knew they were watching him using their rear cameras.

      “Smedley, connect me with the other drop ships, please.”

      “Done.”

      “The Home World fleet is behind us. Next stop is the planet itself. We don’t know where Ten is located. We may deploy to six different locations or only one. We won’t know until we get there. Be ready for any eventuality, but wherever and however we go, understand that the people are not the enemy. Try to find ways not to injure them. Engage the people as a last resort. Our primary objective is to remove Ten from power, whatever that looks like, but I expect it will involve blowing up a lot of shit. I hope you don’t mind.  Blow up shit and save the people.”

      Terry drew a finger across his throat and the relay to the other shuttles was cut.

      “Could you be any more vague?” Char asked.

      “I’m sure that I couldn’t be less vague. We have to figure it out on the fly. We don’t even know how many people are down there, let alone what their infrastructure is like. I hope Ted gives us a major information dump when we arrive.”

      Char pointed to the screen. “We’ve arrived.” She watched the screen without blinking. “I’m not seeing an info dump.”

      Terry closed his eyes and concentrated. Ankh? Where do we need to deploy?
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        * * *

      

      Ankh sat in the CIC within a holographic cocoon of information. He couldn’t take it all in. He closed his eyes and linked his mind with Smedley. Together, they perused the information, looking for the key to locating Ten.

      Go away, Ankh replied to Terry’s inquiry.

      Go which way? Terry wondered

      Smedley will contact you when we have something. Now, stop bothering me.

      Population centers, power grids, buildings, and factories. A major shipyard covered a small portion of the planet surface. With anti-gravity, building ships in space was no longer necessary, but gutting a planet for the raw materials made no sense, unless one didn’t care about the populace.

      Ten fell in that category.

      Ankh wanted to link with Ted and Plato, but they weren’t available. They’d blocked incoming links. The small Crenellian wondered how his friends were doing.

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      Keeping their knees bent and hanging on for dear life, the ride through the atmosphere was rough. Plato spared nothing in his headlong rush toward the surface.

      Once through, the pressure instantly lifted, and they felt like they were floating.

      “Cloak engaged,” Ted said, and the ship performed a myriad of maneuvers to defeat any weapons that would attack a projected course. When the cloak was engaged, they couldn’t use the shields. Ted vowed to work on that. He believed that the two systems could operate simultaneously.

      But that was for another time.

      Plato adjusted course to take them over the population centers. He wouldn’t call them cities. They had more in common with a concentration camp. Ramses’ Chariot raced through the sky, leaving no trace that it had passed. The cloak dissipated the energy, whether from light, pressure, or sound.

      “Mapping the planet surface.” Ted finally stopped interacting with the holo screens around him and leaned back. “There are five small population centers, two have little technology. Of the three remaining, one is far older than the other two, but not the oldest of the five.”

      “A logic puzzle,” Joseph said.

      “The power signatures are negligible, far less than expected to support a population of fifteen thousand.”

      “Can you identify the breeding centers?”

      Cory made a disgusted face, but couldn’t disagree with the question.

      “There is only one location with adult males. Why would you think Ten is co-located with the breeding center?”

      “Direct oversight. Ten is all-controlling. I am guessing that Ten would want to ensure the data connection with its main source of labor and enjoyment is uninterrupted.”

      “Ten could do that from anywhere on the planet,” Ted replied.

      “Even without the satellites?”

      “Fair point.” Ted rubbed his chin and looked at the images on the main screen. Five choices, maybe one was right or maybe none of them were.

      “Underground?” Cory asked.

      “Plato, are there any manmade tunnels leading deep underground but not as part of a resource extraction mine? The AI would not be located within a working mine.”

      “We will have to circle the planet four more times for me to collect that data,” Plato replied.

      “Sounds good,” Joseph said.

      Ted turned and shook his head.

      “Why not?”

      “For ground penetration, we need active radar, which means we need to drop the cloak.”

      “But we can shield, right?”

      “Yes.” Ted reviewed his options. “Plato, prepare to drop the cloak and raise the shields.”

      

      The War Axe

      “Entering orbit, TH. Still no confirmation on where we need to send you. We’re seeing five cities, but not really cities.”

      Terry intently studied the screen, expecting a new fleet to appear at any moment.

      “Why doesn’t Ten have kinetic weapons?” Terry wondered.

      “Control. The AI can control anything digital, but if the humans learned to use kinetic weapons, they could rise up and fight against their computer master,” Char offered.

      “That’s what I was thinking. Where on the planet would Ten be safe, just in case the people developed rudimentary weapons?”

      “Underground. Deep underground.”

      “Find that entrance and we’ll have found Ten’s heart and brain.”
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        * * *

      

      Ankh had already redirected the War Axe’s sensors. He’d arrived at that conclusion two minutes earlier. With the entirety of the War Axe committed to the effort, it wasn’t long before they had their answer.

      In the northern region of the planet, under the ice and snow, was a structure that covered an entrance to a straight shaft that led deep underground. The power source within was shielded, but the shield itself told them what they needed to know.

      “Coordinates are set,” Ankh reported.

      “Deploy the shuttles. Fair winds, Colonel Walton,” the captain said over the ship-wide broadcast. “Drop ships away.”

      Terry held on as his shuttle rocketed out the short launch tube and into space. The drop ship turned, joined its partner from the other side of the ship, and headed toward the planet surface. The next two fell in behind them, and then the last two. A pair of Black Eagles zoomed past the shuttles, leading the way downward in case the enemy reared its ugly head.

      The plan took shape in Terry’s mind. The mechs would have to lead the way. They’d plant the initial demolitions, reveal the entrance, and then blow the entrance. Then they would enter Ten’s domain.

      “Aaron and Yanmei, if you could strafe the area over the entrance, I would appreciate it,” Terry requested.

      The Eagles swooped low, slowed, aligned their cannons, and fired. The rounds stitched a path straight to the entrance, but the last few were deflected by an energy barrier.

      “Shielding,” Terry said unnecessarily. “We might have to dig a new tunnel.”

      “Black Eagles, this is Ted. Assume a defensive position to the south. The Chariot has a plan.”

      The drop ships veered away as Smedley received instructions from Plato, and the shuttles slowed until they were barely crawling toward the objective.

      Terry clenched his fists. He hated not knowing the plan.

      To their left, far closer than Terry liked, Ramses’ Chariot appeared out of thin air. The frigate’s railgun opened up and maintained a steady stream of fire at a point outside of the entrance’s defensive perimeter. Ted was digging a new entrance.

      “Great minds think alike.” Terry smiled and Char smiled back.

      Terry’s smile turned into a frown when he saw four shuttles break off and head toward the horizon. “Where the fuck are they going?”

      Char watched the receding images on the screen. She shook her head. “Smedley! What are you doing with my people?”

      “Ted has ordered attack groups to the two locations where he suspects Ten will seek refuge when this stronghold is breeched. We will need to simultaneously destroy multiple locations to prevent the AI from hopping one to another.”

      “Christina? Did you hear that?”

      “Already on it, TH. I guess we get the big city. We’ll go in heavy without firing the railguns until we have a bead on Ten’s hardware.”

      “Roger. Who has the last group?”

      “That would be me, Colonel,” Capples replied. “I have the settlement on my HUD. We’re taking eight mechs in. Rules of engagement are don’t fire unless fired upon until tech central is in our sights, then we take it out.”

      “On my command. We’ll eliminate the refuges together, but be ready to move out, just in case this slippery bastard gets past us.”

      “Kimber, when the tunnel is open, lead us in.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” she replied for the edification of the others.

      “Did you give Christina your JDS?” Terry asked to fill the silence while they waited for word from Ted.

      “Yes. I couldn’t use it, not wearing the can.”

      “The can!” Terry realized. “Deploy the combat support drones. Release the cryo-drones.”

      The small vehicles fired their gravitic engines and moved slowly away from their parent shuttles. They unfolded their wings and rose slowly into the air, beginning to circle. The cryo-drone assumed a position closest to the shuttles. It juked in odd directions, rising and falling is if caught in a tornado.

      Terry watched it for a moment. “An enemy on the ground would be hard-pressed to shoot down a target with such erratic flight.”

      “On station and standing by,” Christina reported.

      “On station and standing by,” Cap added.

      “So why are we hovering in place?” Char asked.

      “If I said because Ted told us to, that wouldn’t sound very convincing, would it?” Terry watched the frigate’s progress as it blasted through the rocks. The opening was getting deeper. “Ted also told me to blow the engine and that almost killed all of us. Smedley, land the drop ships. We’re getting off.”
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        * * *

      

      “What are they doing?” Cory asked after seeing the drop ships land.

      “I suspect they are getting off.”

      “What about Ten?”

      “They are going to confront the AI. What we’ve blasted from the planet to open access to the tunnel? That’s trivial compared to what your father has in store.”

      “There will be fireworks.” Cory scratched behind Dokken’s ears and wondered if they were going to get off the ship on Home World. They’d removed their helmets once they had breathable air.

      Joseph wanted to add a funny quip, but nothing came to mind. The unknowns of what lay before them filled their thoughts with dread.

      “We’re through,” Ted reported after the railgun stopped firing. The Chariot swung away from the site, pointing its nose toward the planet’s equator, and raced away.
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        * * *

      

      When the rear deck dropped, they realized how loud a spaceship’s railgun was.

      Kimber and the other four mechs had established a perimeter as they waited for the railgun to stop firing. Terry and Char covered their ears and stayed within the shuttle. When the sound died away, Terry ordered the two new warriors, “No one gets on board but us. Defend the shuttle.”

      Terry and Char ran from the ship, taking a position behind the mechs. Four mechs from the other ship stood apart, the reserve force.

      “Follow me,” Kimber said, raising her railgun and running for the crater. She jumped over the edge and disappeared into the darkness. One by one, they went over the edge. To the side of the crater, the shield shimmered just enough to show that it was still intact. Terry vaulted over the edge, sliding down the warm stone chips and into the gap leading to the tunnel. Char slid in behind him.

      Once at the bottom, he unholstered his Jean Dukes Special and dialed it to eight. Char pulled her two pistols.

      On their backs, they carried enough explosives to level a mountain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      “What’s that fleet doing?” Captain San Marino asked for the third time.

      “They continue to hold their positions,” Smedley replied for the third time.

      “I don’t trust that they’re dead.”

      “They’re not dead, only incapacitated. They do not possess the means for independent action. The Bad Company learned that when they boarded the hostile ships at Alchon Prime.”

      Micky nodded at Smedley’s patient explanation. He tapped the screen on the arm of his chair. “All hands. Head calls and chow runs, no more than two at a time. Be no more than three minutes from your stations at any point in time. Remain in your shipsuits. Captain out.”

      Clifton jumped up. “Be back in a minute.” The helmsman bolted from the bridge.

      Too much roughage, Micky thought, scanning the data streams. He moved to the systems station to pull up the holographic displays and access the most available information.

      A huge explosion rocked the ship. Micky was nearly thrown from the seat. The ship lost its artificial gravity and started to spin. The captain buckled in where he was, straining against the forces pulling him aside. “Transfer helm to this station,” he ordered. The controls appeared in one of his holographic displays and Micky started engaging thrusters to counter the spin.

      “What the hell happened?” the skipper asked. There was no reply. “Smedley?”
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        * * *

      

      Jenelope was thrown over the sink and into the wall. She slammed against it and slid to the counter, unconscious. Xianna jumped into the air, letting the ship move beneath her. She rotated, hit the wall with her feet, pushed off, and landed when the ship settled. She hurried to the counter and cradled Jenelope’s head in her hands. She attempted to move the woman, but Jenelope was too heavy.

      Xianna ran to the cupboards and pulled tablecloths and towels that she could use to pack around the chef. She wasn’t prepared when gravity failed and she floated into the air. She kicked and flailed, but could barely move. She stretched her leg until a toe touched the serving counter.

      Pushing off, she sailed toward the sink. Turning mid-air, she landed softly and stood on the wall. With a gentle tug, Jenelope came free and floated in the air. Xianna pushed away and both floated toward the dining area. She hooked the first table and pulled herself downward, bringing Jenelope along to wedge her under the table. Together, they stayed there.

      “I plead with you, Holy Mother Torreg, deliver us from our enemies...”

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      “We’re going to leave them behind?” Cory asked, pointing toward the aft end of the frigate.

      “They are in capable hands. There is less than a one hundred percent chance that Ten is at that location. We are occupying the next three most probable locations for the AI,” Ted quickly explained.

      “Three?” Joseph wondered.

      “The shuttles are at the other two. We will take the second least likely location.”

      Four stood in silence while Ted and Plato communicated on a level only they understood as they continued to calculate the odds.

      “Ten will be in all the places, including the ships. Ten’s essence will need to be purged, but that will be easy once its brain has been removed and crushed.”

      Ted clenched and unclenched his fist.

      “I’m coming, you evil bastard. I’m coming to crush the life from you. No one will remember that you ever existed.” Ted leaned forward. “Plato, take us in. Drop us at the largest building.”

      Ted stood up and turned, stopped by the people between him and the corridor. “Well? Get ready. We’re joining the fight.”

      They moved out of Ted’s way. He went straight to his quarters, where he picked up the box that contained Plato. Cory waited. Joseph and Petricia removed their railguns from a storage locker in the corridor.

      Cory helped Dokken out of his shipsuit. He jumped out of it before she was finished and nearly knocked her down. He shook. Twice. He wagged his tail and panted as he bounced with joy.

      Cordelia stood and leaned against the bulkhead. “We can learn a lot from you,” she told the dog. “Sometimes, it doesn’t take very much, and it shouldn’t, to make us happy.”

      Joseph had a second railgun for Cory. He thought about handing it to her, but slung it over his shoulder instead. She cradled Dokken’s face in her hands and kissed the top of his head. She immediately wiped her mouth of the hair that stuck to her lips.

      I shed when I’m anxious, he explained. I love you.

      “Yes, I love you, too, and I have a mouthful of hair to prove it.”

      “To the cargo bay?” Joseph suggested. “We’ll hit the ground together.”

      Dokken trotted off. Cory followed. “Cargo bay,” Joseph told Ted.

      Ted didn’t care how they left the ship. He carried no weapons, only Plato and what he had inside.

      “I am ready,” Bundin told them. He didn’t need to say that he’d been ready since before they hit the atmosphere. None of that mattered. Only the now. Joseph patted Bundin’s shell as he stood beside the blue alien. The rest were behind.

      Ramses’ Chariot touched down, and the cargo hatch popped open. Joseph ran out, Bundin keeping up using his odd shuffling gait. One thing they learned from Terry Henry was to get away from the ship as quickly as possible after a landing. Ships made great targets for anyone with a weapon.

      The group ran along the edge of a wired compound. “Looks like a prison,” Joseph said darkly.

      Petricia started to reply but grimaced and covered her nose. The smell.

      Ted looked pointedly at a building within the facility. Joseph looked at the wire. Old. Rusty. He grabbed two strands and yanked it free. Then two more. And kept going until there was a wide opening in the fence.

      “Where are the people?” Cory asked.

      “They are here,” Ted said, relaying what the ship’s sensors were telling Plato. The Chariot dusted off and moved into the distance, hovering where they could still see it.

      Joseph walked in first with Bundin close behind. The alien’s four eyes missed little as he could look in all directions at the same time. Joseph held up a fist, signaling a halt. They stopped, their weapons aimed into the walkways between buildings. A face appeared from a doorway before them. A woman’s face. She stepped out, unafraid but confused. She looked at the newcomers and called into the building.

      “Go around them!” Ted called.

      More women. “When we scanned the planet, you said that there was only one location with adult males. Are you telling me that everyone here is female?”

      “Yes. I thought that was clear from the statement. There are approximately fifteen thousand women on this planet and a hundred men.”

      “So Ten didn’t kill the women as it told those who served on the ships?” Joseph asked over his shoulder as more and more women in utilitarian clothing entered the walkway in front of them.

      “Ten exists to provide disinformation as that furthers its goals of mind control.”

      Cory sighed and pushed past Bundin and Joseph. They raised their railguns when she was in front of them. Joseph tried to grab her, but it was too late. Dokken trotted at her side.

      “We’re here to offer you freedom, save you from this,” Cory said, waving her arm to take in the prison camp.

      “What do we need saving from?” the first woman asked.

      Cory stopped pointing. “Are you free?”

      “We do what we need to do.” The woman looked perplexed. “Where did you come from?”

      “Earth, originally, just like you, but we came here by our choice. You don’t realize that you’re being held captive by an artificial intelligence known as Ten.”

      “But we have what we need.”

      “Men? Companionship? Free choice?”

      “Only the best of us are selected for breeding. We are not the best.” The woman seemed convinced by her argument. Others behind her nodded.

      “We’re wasting time,” Ted said.

      “What if any of you can have children? That’s the way it is out there.” Cory pointed to the sky. “The universe is a wonderful place to explore.”

      “Get on with it,” Ted added impatiently.

      “We have this thing we need to do, and then we’ll talk some more.”

      “Are those men?” another woman asked.

      “They are. Joseph and his mate, Petricia.” Cory pointed behind her. “Carrying the box is Ted. And this is Bundin. He’s from Poddern and is my friend, as is the best of us, Dokken, a German Shepherd.”

      “But those are men,” the women said, slowly moving forward.

      “We may have a problem,” Joseph whispered.

      “Just shoo them away,” Ted replied. Joseph fired his railgun in the air. The women shied away from the hypersonic cracks.

      “We need to pass. We’ll be back and can talk more. Please, go back into your buildings,” Cory said encouragingly, using her hands to wave them toward the door.

      Petricia walked ahead and stood in front of Joseph. “Looks like we’ll have to protect you,” she said casually.

      “Can we go?” Ted asked and started to storm ahead. Joseph grabbed his shirt.

      “We need to stay back. Remember the ROE, we’re not to kill the people.”

      Ted looked miffed. Cory waved for them to follow as she moved ahead once the last of the women had returned through the doorway. When they walked by, they saw the mob in the doorway and at the windows, staring at Joseph and Ted.

      It only took the first woman jumping out to energize the group.

      “Run!” Cory yelled as she took off for the building that Ted had pointed to earlier.
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        * * *

      

      Kimber’s suit lights reflected off the clouds of dust within the crater. Through a forced gap in the bedrock wall, she could make out the darkness beyond. She worked her way over the rock chips and fallen boulders. Once past, the clear air of an artificial tunnel showed its descent deep into the planet.

      With five mechs in front and four behind, Terry and Char signaled for them to speed up. Kim started jogging, an easy pace that didn’t pound the ground too much, but Terry could still feel the vibrations. He shook it off. Ten had to know they were coming once the Chariot’s railgun started digging a new tunnel.

      “I see movement up ahead,” Kimber reported using the suit’s external speakers.

      Terry didn’t reply. Kim was in front. She would do the right thing if there was a human shield. She knew tactics. She knew the rules of the engagement, the ROE. And she knew the mission. Destroy the hardware that carried the entity known as Ten.

      A rocket screamed up the tunnel. Kim had no time to react. The warhead hit her in the chest and exploded, filling the area in front of the mechs with fire and smoke.

      “Robots,” Kim called from her back while trying to roll over and get back up.

      “Open fire!” Terry yelled. Four heavy railguns spit streams of projectiles into the darkness below. The sound of shattering metal and exploding robots suggested the first line of defense was ill-equipped to deal with modern mechanized warriors.

      Kimber called for a cease fire, jumped to her feet, and ran forward. The four mechs in front pounded after her. Terry and Char ran after them. Kimber opened fire before she reached the remains of the enemy’s front lines.

      

      The War Axe

      Clodagh hadn’t left her station. She’d told a teammate to grab a sandwich and pick one up for her while he was there. He’d been gone a total of thirty seconds, just long enough to get beyond the emergency bulkheads and blocked from returning to engineering.

      The first explosion threw her to the deck. She returned to her station, no worse for the wear, and was standing there when artificial gravity was lost. She hung on and continued to access ship systems as she tried to figure out what had happened.

      An explosion near the rear of the ship, not far from where she worked. Shrapnel had penetrated some of the ship’s systems. Repair bots had already been dispatched and were reconnecting power flow conduits and fiber optics.

      She moved to the next issue. Would it happen again?

      Sensors were still operational. Sensor data didn’t show anything until the last nanosecond before the explosion.

      A mine.

      “Not again,” she groaned. She studied the data. The mine appeared. From nowhere. A stealthed mine?

      “Ankh, this is Clodagh. Are you there?”

      The Crenellian didn’t answer. She checked the comm circuit and verified that it was intact.

      “Captain San Marino, this is Lieutenant Shortall. It appears that we hit a mine.” She hoped that her report went through. No response. She wondered if she were the only one left alive.

      “Save the ship first. Are we in a minefield?” she asked. “Smedley?”

      The AI didn’t answer. She checked the circuits, and they appeared to be fine. “Maybe I’m the only one who’s dead, and I don’t know it. I guess we’ll have to do it the hard way.”

      She looked at the data before and after the appearance of the mine. Baselined the numbers from static space in this area, then compared the three. She found a stream of numbers that showed a slight difference. She focused solely on that data, triangulated the locations based on raw reports from multiple sensors outside the War Axe, and built a map.

      “We’re in the middle of a minefield,” she told her screen. One mine was close. She activated thrusters on both port and starboard sides of the ship to hold the position. The thruster pushed the mine away. It floated a few hundred meters before coming to a stop.

      “You’re not in fixed locations. That could make it easier to get out of here. You’re not very close together either. No wonder we didn’t hit anything coming in. Only after we slowed down did we become a target,” she said aloud as she started plotting a course through the minefield and into space.
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      Home World, Drop Ships 3 and 4

      Christina ran down the ramp and followed the mechs as they entered the compound. Gray buildings, brown dirt, green grass, and blue sky. No decorations or artwork of any type appeared on or around the buildings.

      “This could be the saddest place I’ve ever seen,” Christina mumbled. The mechs maneuvered toward their target, four pairs of two using a leapfrog tactical movement, one prepared to fire as the other moved to the next covered firing position. Then the first ran in front. Christina moved behind the mechs, staying behind cover when she could. The JDS was in her hand, but hung loosely at her side.

      “The buildings are filled with people,” Fleeter reported from the front.

      “Are they armed? Are we walking into an ambush?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      Christina walked into the open. “Come on out with your hands up!” she shouted. “COME ON!”

      The doors opened slowly and sleepy faces appeared. They were surprised by the mechs but didn’t seem afraid. They accepted them matter-of-factly. Christina walked to the front. “Who are you?”

      A number of the women muttered names, but none of it made any sense. It wasn’t the question that Christina needed to ask. “Where are the computers?”

      “The what?” one woman replied. The vacant looks told Christina all she needed to know.

      “Power signature up ahead, right where Ted told us it would be,” Fleeter reported.

      “We need to go up there and do this thing. Then we’ll come back for you,” Christina told them.

      “You’re beautiful,” one of the women said. “What are those things?”

      “Weapons? Do you mean our weapons?” Christina held up the pistol and the woman nodded.

      The colonel smiled at them. “I should be happy that you don’t know what weapons are. Too many use them to control others. Yet, there are entities like Ten who exploits the power of the mind to oppress people like you. You were stolen from your homes, long ago, brought here, and then separated from half of your people. Ten’s time has come. When this day is done, much of the world will be in flames. Hopefully, we’re still standing and will take you to your men, where you can decide for yourselves what you want to do.”

      “But we weren’t selected for breeding.”

      “No one gets to select that for you. We believe it’s your choice who you want to partner with and what you want to do after that. If you want to partner at all, that is.” Christina looked at the empty space next to her and shrugged.

      “Can we come along?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Christina told them. “It could turn ugly. Stay here, stay safe, and we’ll be back for you.”

      “And then what? Should we go about our duties?”

      The colonel wasn’t sure what those were and didn’t want to ask. “No. Go back to your rooms and wait. Keep your heads down. If it looks like all hell is breaking loose, run that way.” Christina pointed toward the shuttles where K’Thrall and Slicker were on guard.

      Don’t freak out if a bunch of women come running your way. Go into the shuttle and close the hatch. Why don’t you do that now. We have no indication of an external threat to the ship.

      Roger, K’Thrall replied. He swirled his arm in the air, and the four warriors entered and sealed the shuttles.

      “Back inside with you,” Christina told the women. She tomahawked an arm toward the building with the energy signature. Fleeter stepped off with her team in tow. Christina took her position behind them, and the other four mechs brought up the rear.

      “Knock, knock, Ten. Can we come in? No? We’ll leave this big bucket of fuck you out here on the porch...” she said to herself.

      

      Home World, Drop Ships 5 and 6

      The darkness greeted Capples as he jogged from the back of the drop ship. On this part of Home World, it was the middle of the night. The mechs were uninhibited by darkness. They formed up as they walked toward the compound. A massive wire fence greeted them. With a grab and a kick, Cap tore out an entire section. He cast it aside and walked into the compound. He thrust his fist over his head. Freeze.

      He checked his sensors. Infrared showed a great number of people, all of them horizontal in their beds. Cap signaled for quiet and they began moving, deliberately, heel to toe, walking without making noise.

      They walked through the outer compound without waking the sleeping, reaching a great wall beyond which an inner area was secured.

      Cap used his heads-up display to establish the tactical plan. Two mechs faced outward, covering the others. Two moved forward to breach the building. The other four spread out and took cover, preparing to rush in when the way was clear.

      The breaching team studied their data showing the power emanating from the building, the infrared and ultraviolet signatures, metals within the structure. Praeter nodded to his teammate. There was no handle.

      He didn’t need one. He reared back and used the power of the suit to kick the door open.
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        * * *

      

      Kimber blasted the robots until no power remained within their metal bodies. She kicked them from her path as she strode through, stopping briefly to recalibrate her sensors. The tunnel led ever deeper.

      “I think that was the first line of defense,” Kimber told them.

      “A soft unit would have been decimated by the first blast,” Terry replied. He walked past the position. “Like the Maginot Line and as effective.”

      The defenses erected to protect the Allies against a resurgent Germany. They hadn’t worked because technology had changed. Man’s ability to wage war had improved too quickly for the peace-minded to keep up.

      Terry didn’t think Ten was peaceful, only complacent. How long had it been since any challenge was mounted to the AI’s supremacy? Had it been challenged?

      “Take care,” he needlessly told Kimber. She continued downward, four mechs close behind. Their five sets of sensors actively engaged in seeking the next obstacle.

      Char closed her eyes and looked for the draw of Etheric power. She couldn’t find anything in the gray mists below them. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      “No life of any sort,” she replied.

      “Are we in the right place?” Terry started to worry that they weren’t. Which meant that someone else was. He wondered who he had ordered into harm’s way.

      

      The War Axe

      Micky flailed within the holographic screens. The data scrolled by inconsistently, the controls worked haphazardly, and he couldn’t be sure that the ship wasn’t dead.

      The overhead speaker crackled. “Gravity will be online in a few moments. If anyone is still alive, please prepare yourselves.”

      The captain dropped the holo screens and waited. On the third deep breath, gravity was restored. He unbuckled himself and climbed into the captain’s chair. He tapped the screen for ship-wide broadcast.

      “All hands, this is the captain. Submit your damage reports verbally. Engines first. Commander Suresha.”

      Silence greeted his request.

      “Is anyone available from engineering?”

      “Clodagh here, sir. We hit a mine. Despite the immediate effect, the damage was not too bad. Automated repair bots are bringing the systems back one by one. We should be functional shortly.”

      “We’re in a minefield?” Micky blurted, groaning and grabbing his head. “How come we didn’t see them?”

      “They are shielded, but we have a way to see them. Now, that is. Transferring the updated info to the bridge.”

      The front screen came back to life and showed the War Axe along with pinpoints of light that represented the mines. They were far enough apart that it seemed almost like a ship would have to go out of its way to hit one.

      “Thanks, Clodagh. Good work. Do you know if Suresha is alive?”

      “I don’t. The emergency bulkheads engaged and locked me in. I’ve been too busy to explore the adjacent sections, but I can do that now that gravity is restored.”

      “Continue what you’re doing, Lieutenant. I need this ship to function. We have people on the planet and a hostile fleet behind us. We’re sitting ducks.”

      “Clodagh out,” she replied and went back to work digging through the systems to ensure the bots restored things in the right order.

      Micky went through his departments. Mac and Blagun answered readily. They were up to their asses in alligators trying to repair the damage. Oscar was nowhere to be found.

      “Ankh, can you tell me what happened to Smedley? Ankh?” Micky couldn’t access anything from the combat information center. “Can anyone get to the CIC?”

      The bridge door opened and Clifton hurried through. “I can’t express how much that sucked,” he said as he hurried back to the helm. He was in his underwear.

      Micky couldn’t speak as he watched the absurdity before him.

      “Don’t ask,” Clifton requested and started working the systems, looking at the information on the main screen and plotting alternate flight routes to avoid the mines.

      “This is Private Gefelton. I think a team of us can get to the CIC from the hangar bay.”

      “On your way, Private. Let me know when you’ve arrived.”

      

      The team from Ramses’ Chariot

      The enhanced humans easily outpaced the women. Joseph thought it was funny to be chased by a mob of women, just until it wasn’t. He understood that much more clearly what the werewolves had gone through on Sheri’s Pride.

      “I shall hold them up,” Bundin offered.

      “You can’t shoot them,” Cory said while controlling her pace and breathing.

      “I shall not hold them up,” Bundin corrected and continued running.

      Ted reached the building and waited. In the distance, the frigate rose into the air, using its entire sensor suite to examine the building and relay the information to Plato and Ted.

      The others slowed and then stopped in the open area before the two-story concrete structure.

      “There is no color here,” Joseph said as if on an afternoon stroll. He tensed as he raised his railgun. Pounding feet carried a flood of women from the path behind them. Cory put her arms out, yelling for them to stop. Dokken showed his fangs and barked furiously, darting at the women. The front row came to a halt and the others slowly filled in the space behind them.

      Ted was before the door, communing with his AI. He had no idea what was going on behind him.

      Bundin fired his two railguns into the air. “You need to stop pushing,” he told the crowd.

      “What are you going to do? What?” Cory shouted angrily.

      “We... We...” the first woman stuttered.

      “We’ve never seen a man.”

      “Now you have. Go back to your homes and wait,” she told them. No one moved. Dokken started barking again, nipping at the women.

      They slowly backed away.

      Cory jumped when Ted kicked the door in. He strolled inside, cradling Plato in his arms. Joseph hurried in after him, with Petricia close behind. Bundin looked at the doorway.

      “Far too narrow for me,” he told Cory. “Go ahead. I’ll hold the masses at bay.”

      “You mean you’re going to block the doorway with your shell?”

      “Pretty much. Go on.” Bundin waited for Cory and Dokken to get by him before he wedged himself into the space. No one else was going in, but no one was getting out either, at least not quickly.

      Cory’s enhanced eyes adjusted quickly. She stood out in the interior’s darkness because of the blue glow.

      Within the room, there was a single feature. The rectangular shape of an elevator. Ted walked up to it and the doors opened. A dim glow lit the interior.

      “You most assuredly are not taking the elevator,” Joseph cautioned, grabbing Ted’s arm to keep him from going inside.

      “There’s no other way down.”

      Joseph blocked the door with his body as he scanned the inside. No buttons or mechanical means to tell the elevator where to go. Joseph stepped back, aimed his railgun, and blew the floor out of the elevator. It dropped into the darkness below. The door started to close, and Ted stopped it with his hand.

      He looked angry, but knew the vampire was right.

      “You can do what you need to do from up here,” Joseph reassured him. Cory and Petricia had no idea what needed to be accomplished beside something with the AIs duking it out.

      Ted sat cross-legged in the elevator opening, hugging the box with Plato as he closed his eyes and together, they reached out with their minds.
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      The team from drop ships 5 and 6

      Cap’s armored foot exploded the door off its hinges. It twisted and fell inward. He rushed through, hesitating once on the other side. The other mechs ducked through and fanned out to either side of him. There was grass and a fountain, flowers and shrubs, small cabins nestled within decorative vines. His IR sensors showed two people in one bed in each building.

      In the center of the compound was a multi-story building, but Cap’s sensors suggested the majority of it was underground, which made it the largest building on Home World. He wondered why Christina hadn’t been sent here.

      To Capples, this seemed like the primary objective.

      People stirred and rose. A quick check of the sky showed that it was still the middle of the night. He suspected ripping the door off its hinges had something to do with rousing people used to the quiet.

      A man and a woman appeared from one of the buildings.

      “Go back inside,” Capples ordered.

      The man looked into the darkness behind the mechs. He pointed. “The door is open! Can we leave?”

      “Go back inside,” Cap repeated.

      The two did not move. They looked different from the Harborians, but not by much. They had more color to their skin and seemed to be in better shape.

      Breeders.

      “Why do you want to leave? Have you seen the rest of the planet? This is the nicest place there is.”

      “I’m tired of the sex. I can’t take it anymore!” the man cried.

      

      The team from drop ships 3 and 4

      Christina waved the others back. She dialed the JDS up to ten and took aim. She hesitated, then walked to the door and pulled on the handle. It opened. She walked inside, the JDS aimed wherever her eyes looked. She thumbed it back to three, so she didn’t blow the building up while she was inside. It was empty except for the structure in the middle.

      An elevator. She stepped in front of it, and the doors opened. She vaulted backwards, accidentally pulling the trigger. The pistol sent a projectile into the elevator, exploding it. Something from inside fell. It screeched and bumped as it fell. It was a long time before it hit bottom. The mechs rushed in, filling the space around her.

      “Give me your explosives, all you’ve got.” Christina’s lip curled as she looked past the blasted elevator enclosure and down the shaft.

      

      The team from drop ships 1 and 2

      “There’s a chamber up ahead. Looks like we’ve reached the bottom.”

      Terry clenched his teeth and gripped the JDS tightly. Char slowed to let Terry get in front. Her nine millimeter pistols were no match for the firepower in her husband’s hand. Add that to what the mechs carried and she was simply along for the ride.

      She kept her pistols at the ready, just in case, because sometimes a single well-aimed round could mean the difference between victory and failure.

      “We have computers up here, but they look dead,” Kim reported. The mech warriors behind her slowed and fanned out, assuming positions to provide covering fire if needed while Kim searched the space.

      Terry and Char stopped and waited, as much as it chapped Terry’s ass. He’d had enough of rushing into traps. His abilities had saved him in the past, and often, it had been necessary to run through a killing zone to achieve the mission objective. But not this time. It was a dead end. He could feel it in his bones.

      “Give me your pack,” Terry said. Char turned around and TH removed the explosives. He reciprocated and when they added the two piles together, they were ready to go. “Detonators.” From a pouch on the outside of their ballistic protection vests, they pulled a small case with the volatile detonators. Terry stuffed four of them into the clay-like substance before connecting a mechanical timer with a backup electronic trigger.

      Kim continued her sweep, using the suit’s sensors to look for a hidden passage or secondary location where the real Ten’s computer might be located.

      “Nothing,” she reported. She clumped back into the tunnel and cleared her visor so her parents could see her face. “This isn’t it.”

      “Time to turn it into trash just in case some of it is hiding in there. Get them back up the tunnel. Quick as you can. If Ten isn’t here, then it’s somewhere else. We need to get there.”

      The rear guard turned and ran up the tunnel. Char took off after them, and then the next four. Kim looked at her father. “After you, Dad.”

      “Fine,” Terry replied with a smile. He set the timers for five minutes, then dialed them back to three and tossed the bag in. He sprinted up the tunnel, accelerating as only an enhanced human could. Kimber was right behind him, keeping her arms spread to the side to limit how much of the explosion might get by her.

      When the timer hit three minutes, Terry realized that he’d cut it too close. There was nowhere for the concussive force to go. Even though he was almost out of the tunnel, the fireball and shock wave tossed Kim and her powered armored suit into him. The two flew ahead, ending in a heap by the original entrance.

      

      The War Axe

      “Main engines are back online,” Clifton reported.

      “Commander Suresha? Commander Wirth? Oscar, can you hear me?” Micky tried once again over the ship-wide broadcast.

      “Do you want me to move the ship from the minefield?” Clifton asked.

      “No. We’ll stay right here. Have an emergency egress plotted in case the fleet comes back to life or something else appears. We’ll be here to recover the drop ships if nothing else goes awry.”

      “Clodagh?” the captain asked, linking directly with engineering. “How did that mine get inside our shields?”

      “I don’t have an answer,” Clodagh replied. “It could relate to the cloaking technology, that the shields didn’t see it to repel it, but the thrusters were able to push one away from the ship. It’s odd. Smedley and Ankh could probably answer it, but I haven’t heard from either of them.”

      “Gefelton, are you at the CIC yet?” the captain added the man into the conversation.

      “Almost there, Captain.”

      “Tony? I’m so glad to hear that you’re okay.”

      “Great to hear your voice, Clodagh. I can’t wait to see you again.”

      “You, too,” she replied.

      “Get a grip, people. We’re still fighting a battle and the enemy has weapons we didn’t see coming. What else do they have that we haven’t seen yet?”

      “Opening the CIC now,” Private Gefelton reported. “Ankh is on the deck. There’s a gash in his head and lots of blood. I’ll get back to you when I know more.”

      The captain frowned. “We need to wrap a helmet around that big head of his. Smedley, add that to my list of projects.” When there was no reply, Micky was reminded that the ship was hanging on by a thread, only the quality of the crew keeping things together. They’d lost the advantage of their AI.

      

      The team from drop ships 3 and 4

      Christina nodded toward the entrance to the building. The mechs headed out. When she was alone, she tossed a piece of twisted metal into the hole and timed it until it hit the bottom. She set the backup fuse for that amount of time, plus one second. She added two extra detonators that would trigger on impact. A primary and a backup. She aimed the loaded backpack toward the hole and tossed it in.

      She turned and bolted out the door, running toward the pathway that brought them to the center of the compound. The mechs lined up behind her.

      A rumble deep below them signaled the start of the explosion. The ground rippled as the shockwave passed. A pillar of flame erupted through the top of the building, sending debris skyward.

      What goes up must come down.

      Christina covered her head with an arm and kept running. The area was peppered by chunks of concrete and twisted steel. One of the mechs grabbed Christina and tucked her beneath him as the debris rained down. In a few moments, it was over. She thanked him and walked away.

      “Colonel Christina Lowell reporting in. Objective destroyed. No human injuries. I say again, no human injuries,” she said proudly. The smile on her face slowly disappeared when no one replied to her report. “Smedley?”

      

      The team from drop ships 1 and 2

      Kimber picked herself up before lifting her father to his feet.

      He groaned. “That sucked.” He rotated his neck and shoulders. “Nothing broken, or broken too badly, anyway.”

      “We still have no idea where Ten is,” Kim said.

      “And that’s how you make it suck worse.” Terry slapped the mech’s mid-section as he limped past. “We have work to do,” he growled, heading for the alternate tunnel.

      “Barrier is down.” Kim pointed to the original main door.

      “Still covered with snow,” he replied and kept walking.

      Char was waiting for him inside the tunnel. “You almost made it, lover. Must be slowing down in your old age.”

      “The indignity of being outrun by a two-hundred-year-old. I’ll never live it down.” He was okay with wrapping an arm over her shoulder to help him over the rocks and into the open. Kimber followed them out, took a head count visually, confirmed it by the electronic means displayed on her HUD, and gave the thumbs up.

      Terry nodded and twirled a finger in the air. The teams boarded their shuttles and buttoned up.

      “Where to?” Terry asked. “Smedley?”

      When there was no answer, Terry accessed the comm screen directly, tapped commands, and then started over. “Colonel Walton to the War Axe, please respond.”

      “Captain San Marino. How’s it going down there?” he asked abruptly.

      “We blew our target, but we don’t think Ten was in there. Where’s Smedley?”

      “Missing in action, TH. We hit a cloaked mine. We’re in the middle of the minefield right now, but we have a way to see them. We shouldn’t hit any more. Ever since the explosion, Smedley has not responded.”

      “The Home World fleet?”

      “Staying where they were.”

      “Is there any movement in the orbital planes?” Terry asked. Char raised an eyebrow as she watched him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if Ten isn’t on the planet? What if the AI is cloaked, like the mines in orbit? It might have lost its comm link because of the destroyed satellites. I doubt it would broadcast anything directly. Look for bots trying to restore a comm sat.”

      “Will do. Have you heard from anyone else?”

      “We have not, but we haven’t tried. If Ten’s down here, we’ll find it and destroy it. If not, we’ll destroy any place it can hide. Walton out.”

      “Christina, come in,” Terry called.

      “I wondered where everyone was,” came her reply. “We blew our objective into a billion pieces and no human casualties.”

      “Good job. Walton out.”

      “Wait!” Christina called before Terry cut the link. “We have a shitload of women here. We need to take them with us.”

      “Define shitload.”

      “Five thousand, give or take a few thousand,” Christina said softly.

      Terry looked at the screen. He’d contemplated an evacuation of the planet, but expected he’d have Smedley’s help in taking over the Home World ships. Without that, they were stuck.

      “We will look for solutions to that problem once Ten is eliminated. Carry on.” Terry signed off before Christina could ask another question that he wasn’t prepared to answer. “Welcome to being a colonel.”

      Terry tapped the screen. “Ramses’ Chariot, this is Colonel Walton, please respond.”

      He tried three more times without any luck before switching to check in with the final team.

      “Sergeant Capples, this is Colonel Walton, please respond.”

      “Cap here. We have a situation.”

      “Explain.”

      “We found the breeding grounds. It’s a mini-paradise with a major structure, a hospital, and nursery. We found couples, babies, and children. We can’t leave them here, and, Colonel...” Cap stopped speaking without completing the thought.

      “Bad Company isn’t big enough to support a civil affairs branch. In the interim, we need to do the best we can with what we have.”

      “That’s not it. The men. They’re tired of having sex all the time.”

      Terry rolled his eyes before looking at the others in the shuttle. He couldn’t tell what the warriors in the mech suits were doing, but Char struggled to keep a straight face.

      “Ten. We’re looking for Ten.”

      “We’re in the hospital and childcare facility now. We’ve broken through a number of barriers that separated the groups from each other, but haven’t found anything that looks like a computer core.”

      “Seize and hold the hospital. We will bring all our people there. Ten’s brainwashing starts there. It must have a presence.”

      “Roger, out.”

      Terry brought up the coordinates for Cap’s group and put it into the autopilot. The two shuttles rose into the air and flew toward the horizon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The team from Ramses’ Chariot

      Ted screamed. Cory ran to him, kneeled, and tried to look into his eyes. He had them pinched shut as he gritted his teeth. She heard her dad’s call, but couldn’t take it. She held Ted’s head in her hands and tried to send her positive energy into him, helping in a way that was natural to her.

      He calmed and rocked, his fingers gripping Plato’s box so tightly that his knuckles turned white.

      “Joseph?” Cory gasped. He and Petricia sat next to her, adding their support as she added hers to Ted.

      “We’re here,” Joseph soothed. He reached out and gripped Ted’s shoulder, ready to pull him back. The man was close to the elevator shaft. Too close, in the vampire’s mind.
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        * * *

      

      Ted was oblivious to it all. He had found the main uplink. Within this narrow stream, Ted and Plato battled Ten on the superhighway of data. Packets of energy raced up and down, threatening to burn them, slice bits of them away. Ted and Plato dodged, shielded, and dodged some more.

      They generated their own energy and hurled it into the stream, expecting it to have no effect. The attacks on them continued relentlessly.

      “How far?” Ted asked.

      “Too far,” Plato replied. “The farther we extend our reach, the thinner the umbilical and easier it will be for Ten to cut.”

      “A braided pair,” Ted suggested. The two consciousnesses began to braid themselves like a rope as they stretched upstream. The shield before them grew more robust as they added energy to their effort. The attacks slowed and then stopped. Ted and Plato inflated their beings and surged, side to side, filling the stream with only their essence. The data packets stopped flowing.

      A great cry of pain sounded from behind them, like a child lost in the wilderness. Beneath them, they built an energy dam, cutting off the entity below from the one above.

      Permanently. The cry turned to a wail, then faded to a whimper. With a final gasp, the sounds died away.

      They turned their attention upward, starting their slow but inexorable climb toward Ten. The bombardment renewed and their shield strained.

      “We won’t be able to make it,” Ted said, as a matter of fact, not conjecture. He made no judgment of failure. As a scientist, he accepted that this approach wouldn’t work and that they’d need a different way. “Calculate the physical location of the source.”

      “Done,” Plato replied instantly. “And the terminus.”

      Ted relaxed against Cory, his head and body drifting forward, exhausted from his efforts. Joseph dragged him backwards. Ted laid on the floor, chest heaving as if he’d just finished a marathon. Petricia balanced Plato, to keep the box from falling. Ted gripped it, but weakly. They helped him hold it together until he opened his eyes and returned to the conscious world.

      “Ten’s in orbit,” Ted said. Joseph nodded to Cory. She stood and pulled her communication device from her pocket.

      “Dad, this is Cory.” She looked at the comm device to make sure it was on.

      “Cory, are you okay?”

      “Yes. Ted had a run-in with Ten and says that it is in orbit.” She watched Joseph prepare an explosive charge. He pointed to the elevator shaft. “Joseph is going to blow whatever is at the bottom of this shaft. Then we’ll be off. But there are a lot of women here.”

      She expected that her father was rolling his eyes.

      “The War Axe is already searching for a cloaked platform that is housing the AI. And once we’ve dealt with Ten, we’ll figure out what to do with the survivors.”

      “Talk to you then. We’ll be running away now. Watch for the fireworks.” Cory signed off, stuffed the device back into her pocket, and helped Ted to his feet. Joseph signaled when he was ready.

      “We’re coming out, Bundin.”

      “Good!” the Podder declared. “I’m getting fried in this sun.” Bundin wiggled and finally succeeded in unwedging himself. Cory went out first. The crowd of women was still there.

      “Listen up!” she yelled, motioning for silence. “There’s going to be a very big explosion here momentarily. You need to return to your homes and take cover. We’re going to run through here, so please don’t hold us up. It’d be best if you started running, right now.”

      Some of the women moved, but most remained motionless. Cory pointed out a path to the side, an opening that they could get through.

      She looked over her shoulder. “Are you ready?”

      “We need to get into orbit and find the AI,” Ted replied impatiently.

      Joseph nodded again. “Fire in the hole!” He tossed the explosive into the shaft and turned to run. The others had already bolted on a headlong rush to get as far away from the building as they could. The women raced after them.

      

      The War Axe

      Private Gefelton cradled Ankh’s head in his arms as he poured water on the wound. He tamped it dry, but it started to leak blood again. Tony held a bandage with coagulant over the gash. He looked for a way to tie it into place, but didn’t have enough stripping. Another warrior tied multiple pieces together until they had enough to wrap around the Crenellian’s head.

      Tony dabbled water on the alien’s small mouth. A tongue appeared and licked his lips. Tony sat him up so he could better drink. Ankh groaned.

      “Take a drink. You’ve lost some blood and water will help.”

      Ankh opened his eyes, but he couldn’t focus. “We need to get you to the Pod-doc,” Tony told him.

      “No,” Ankh said in a small voice. “Not yet. Help me into the chair.”

      Tony didn’t want to, but he did as the Crenellian asked. The holo screens surrounded the alien. Ankh tapped two spots and then dropped the screens. “Now we can go.”

      “That was weird,” Smedley broadcast to the entire ship.

      Tony caught Ankh as he collapsed. He picked him up, keeping the alien’s head elevated while telling the others to lead the way to sickbay.

      

      Drop ships 1 and 2

      “Aaron and Yanmei,” Terry started. “Ten is somewhere in orbit, on a stealthed platform of some type. It is currently cut off from most communication, but if Ten regains control of the fleet, the Axe is going to be in the middle of a shit sandwich. I need you to find it and blow it out of the sky.”

      “You need us to find something that we can’t see, in the vastness of orbit around the planet,” Yanmei asked. She pointed the nose of her ship skyward and flew toward space. Aaron fell in behind her. “How do you know it’s in space?”

      “Ted confirmed it.”

      “Does he know where it is?”

      “I don’t know,” Terry stammered. “I talked with Cory.”

      Yanmei didn’t insult Terry by suggesting that he ask.

      “I’ll tell them to get in touch with you directly.”

      Terry tapped the comm screen. “Where can I take you today?” Smedley asked.

      “Damn, bitch! I thought you were gone for good.”

      “Nice to talk with you, too. I got trapped inside Ankh’s head after we hit that mine. It wasn’t pleasant. Let’s say that I’m happy to be out here.”

      “Ask Plato if they have an idea where Ten is, and if he does, tell him to send the info to Aaron and Yanmei. They’re hunting for it as we speak.”

      “Done and done. The coordinates of Ten’s last known location are on your screen.”

      Terry looked the locations. It was surprisingly close to the War Axe. “Kill it, Smedley! Orient the ship and fire the mains!”

      “The mains are not operational at present. The platform is within missile range. I will advise Captain San Marino.”

      “And take us to the main compound, the only one with men.”

      Terry watched the icons on the screen. The fleet in space was a reminder of what Ten had available, if it could only contact them.

      He zoomed in on the War Axe. Mines started to appear around it and for as far as the ship’s sensors could reach. The icon for Ten’s cloaked platform flashed red. Two small icons represented the Black Eagles arcing into the upper atmosphere on their way to space.

      “Kill that fucker,” Terry whispered.

      

      The War Axe

      Xianna held Jenelope’s head in her lap and started to sing. She stayed under the table, having no idea what was going on. She was happy to have gravity back, but felt alone.

      That was what she liked about the dancing on Yol. She had plenty of attention, though not all of it good. She’d learned to fight, enough to get herself out of ugly situations. She was agile and fast. She found that vertical escapes worked best. She could climb faster than people could run.

      And here she was, under a table, her friend injured.

      The door opened and she called out.

      “Only here to grab a sandwich!” the voice replied, having not understood Xianna’s plea for help.

      One of the warriors who was left behind.

      “Xianna?” he called. She gently put Jenelope’s head down and launched herself from under the table. She jumped into the warrior’s arms and started kissing him in her joy.

      He gasped, eyes wide. “Whoa!” he called, pushing her face away from his. “We don’t do that. We don’t suck face with a buddy’s wife.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “We are different on Torregidor, but I will learn your ways. Help me with Jenelope. She is injured.”

      The lithe dancer jumped down as if nothing had happened and hurried back to where the chef was lying under the table.

      The warrior rolled her into a sitting position, then squatted to place his shoulder even with her mid-section. He pulled her over and stood, holding one of her arms to keep her balanced. “To sickbay,” he said and started walking.

      Xianna grabbed a handful of packaged sandwiches on her way out. Jenelope’s helper wouldn’t be the only one who was hungry.
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        * * *

      

      “Smedley!” the captain cheered.

      “Miss me?” the AI replied.

      “Status, Smedley. We can’t get in contact with our people.” The captain was all business, now that the AI had returned. Micky wanted all the information.

      “Communication systems overloaded throughout the ship. I show all hands as alive, but many are injured, judging from their vital signs.”

      “Thank goodness. No fatalities.” Micky wanted to know more about the ship and her crew, but buying time was the best he could do. He needed as much of it as possible. Accomplish the mission and you’ll have all the time in the world.

      “Smedley, get the mains online. This is your number one priority.”

      

      Team from Ramses’ Chariot

      They could hear the explosion, but the ground didn’t shake. The building blew, but it didn’t erupt. It collapsed in on itself.

      Cory stopped sprinting. “That was less than expected.”

      “I only used one pack,” Joseph admitted.

      “Was that enough?” Petricia asked.

      “Ted said that the battle wasn’t here. We only needed to collapse the tunnel, not turn everything down below into slag, although it probably is anyway.”

      While the group talked, the women caught up and filled the empty space between the buildings. Soon, they were completely surrounded and the mob pressed in.

      Bundin raised his railguns. Cory jumped onto his shell. Ted vibrated with anxiety.

      So many people!

      Cory wrapped an arm around Bundin’s blue stalk to help balance her as she teetered on top. She took care not to poke one of his four eyes.

      “Women of Home World!” Cory shouted. The murmurs died down. Cory froze when she saw all eyes on her. She had always found it easy to talk with people, but this was different.

      She swallowed hard but couldn’t find her voice. She raised one hand for silence after the noise from the women started anew and built in volume.

      “We all come from Earth, a planet out there, a long ways away. Your ancestors were taken by aliens, used as slave labor, and then thanks to the alien artificial intelligence known as Ten, you were played with, toys for the AI’s amusement. Ten tried to expand its influence. And that’s how it discovered us. We stopped it out there and we’re going to stop it right here!”

      Ted hugged the case containing Plato and started to rock. He would only look at the ground. Joseph moved close, trying to shield him from the innumerable stares. Petricia stood shoulder to shoulder with her husband, taking his hand in hers, to put their being a couple on display.

      “No matter what, we’re going to offer you a chance to leave this place, take a shot at being human once again, with the opportunities that humanity enjoys within this universe. The opportunity to have friends from all races and all genders. Determine your own destiny.”

      Cory tried to finish with a flourish, but almost fell. The women didn’t respond to her speech. Dokken stood with his front paws on Bundin’s shell so he could better see his human.

      “Am I reaching them?” she whispered to Joseph. He climbed onto Bundin’s shell and joined her. The crowd sighed. An odd creature worked its way through the women and watched the newcomers. The heavy pig-like creature, half Dokken’s size but with claws that rivaled a werewolf’s, approached Bundin and sniffed the alien’s shell.

      “Who’s the alien now?” Bundin asked in a near-whisper.

      Cory shook her head, but smiled. Joseph took a deep breath and prepared to speak.

      “We’re taking you off this rock, as soon as possible, but only if you agree. I’ll fight tooth and nail, and I have long teeth, trust me on this, to reunite you with your men, the other half of your race.”

      “They’re alive?” a lone voice wondered.

      “That, my dear, is the same question they are asking. They believe that you are dead, all of you. Ten made them think that. Ten’s evil knows no boundaries. If you would be so kind, talk among yourselves and find a leader, the woman that you look up to, because getting you out of here will take everything she has and more. All of us, working together, to bring you home. I don’t mean this concentration camp, either. A real home with art and love and most importantly, a purpose for living. If you will let us through, we can get the ball rolling by destroying Ten. It is still out there!”

      The women reluctantly moved out of the way. Ted took off running. Cory jumped down and ran after him. Joseph waved until Petricia pulled him to her. They loped through the opening, waving as they passed. Bundin apologized as he bounced people out of the way from an opening that was too small. Once clear, they accelerated toward Ramses’ Chariot.

      The strange creature ran like a thing possessed to keep up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Drop ships 1 and 2

      “Land on the roof of the hospital,” Terry ordered. The drop ships hovered as the warriors ran off, taking care not to pound the roof too hard and risk breaking through. Terry and Char walked off last.

      Someone opened the roof door. Terry crouched and the JDS leapt into his hand. Capples peered out.

      Terry returned the pistol to its holster. “Where’s your mech suit?”

      “Some of the corridors are too narrow, and this set of stairs. The mechs will have to jump down and come in through the main doors.” Cap pointed to the correct side of the building. Kimber looked but didn’t move.

      “Go ahead. We’ll meet you inside,” Terry told her.

      She walked to the edge, looked over, then jumped. One by one, the other eight went over and into the darkness.

      “Shall we?” Terry motioned for Cap to precede them inside. Char went next and Terry waved good-bye to the drop ships when they lifted off and headed to a defensible position outside the community.

      Once inside, the extent of the hospital spread out before him. The pregnancy suite, the maternity suite, the baby section, and below ground, the youth. The children were separated early by gender. Much of their time as children was spent in growth chambers—the benefits of physically aging without the experience.

      It made Terry sick to his stomach. Workers in the facility were assigned to a section and stayed there for life. Too many of them could not remember the last time they’d been allowed to leave the building.

      “Who allows you, and more importantly, what happens if you say no?” Terry asked one woman.

      She was shocked to be talking with a man, so Char moved in front of her husband and asked the same question. The woman finally answered. “We can’t say no. We obey the commands. There is no other way.” She pointed to the screen on the wall.

      “The good news is that you can all read. That will make your assimilation into a human society easier. If you want to leave, leave. Ten’s days are numbered,” Char told her.

      “Who’s Ten?”

      “The one who has been giving you direction your entire life,” Char replied. Terry stayed out of the conversation. This was Char’s show. And he expected, Christina’s and Cory’s, too. They could talk with the populace without getting them stirred up. Terry was out of his element.

      Cap pounded into the hallway, having returned to his suit. He kept his visor mirrored. The women had less of a problem with the mech than they did with men.

      Problem wasn’t the right word. Cap settled on discordant fascination.

      "Find the power link between this terminal and whatever is driving it, then trace it back to whatever source you can find. If you come across a server farm or whatever that thing might be in hiding in, destroy it without hesitation. Don’t give the tendrils a chance to escape," Terry said

      

      The Black Eagles

      “Plotting a flight path between the mines,” Yanmei said as she gently rolled one way, straightened, then ascended. She maintained her speed through the smooth maneuvers.

      Aaron couldn’t change course without jerking the ship. He would follow her into a turn, oversteer, over-correct, and finally be on course by the time she changed again, then it would start over.

      He wanted to slow down, but he didn’t want to lose her. He could fly or he could navigate. He wasn’t up to the challenge of doing both simultaneously. The more he tried to relax, the tighter he became, until his hand started to go numb from his death grip he maintained on the joystick.

      Yanmei accelerated as she closed. “Prepare to fire,” she told Aaron. He backed off the throttle and stuffed his head inside the cockpit to make sure he activated the external cannons properly. He saw the flashes from Yanmei firing. He waited for an explosion but none came. She slowed and fired in a circular pattern, increasing in size as she approached.

      “Negative contact. Target coordinates engaged, but there doesn’t seem to be anything here,” she reported.

      “Roger,” Micky replied. They could hear the disappointment in his voice.

      

      The War Axe

      “Smedley? Is it still cloaked and in that state, is untouchable? Or did it move?”

      “I can answer none of your questions since I never saw it in the first place,” Smedley replied. “I can see the mines, but the technology to cloak Ten must be different.”

      “What about a comm satellite being restored? Can you find any repair activity?”

      “Space is a big place, Skipper. I have the sensors focused exclusively toward the area where Ten was supposed to be located. I am digging through a great deal of data trying to find an anomalous reading when it may not appear as an anomaly.”

      “All sensors are focused inboard?” The realization hit Micky. “Why does the Home World fleet show as static?”

      “A projection based on previous location and activity.”

      “Are they still there?” Micky asked.

      There was a long pause. “The fleet is moving toward us.”

      “I need the mains. I need you to find the restored communications satellite. I need you to fix the comm within this ship. I need you to help me fight this battle!”

      “I understand,” Smedley said sadly. “I am doing all I can.”

      The AI audibly clicked off.

      Clifton turned around to face his captain. “We’re in no position to fight. We need to move.”

      Micky studied the charts. “How long until the main weapons are online?”

      No one answered. Micky leaned forward, bowing his head. He needed more time.

      But that was the one thing that he wasn’t going to get. The Home World fleet was accelerating toward the War Axe.

      

      The Black Eagles

      “Tell me where to shoot and I’ll light ‘em up,” Yanmei broadcast.

      Are you sure you want to do that? Aaron said using his comm chip. You’ll make yourself a target.

      If Ten doesn’t know that we’re here, then the AI is pretty sad. I don’t think it has offensive weapons. It has a massive fleet at its beck and call.

      I thought I heard TH talk about a communication satellite. Can you find one of those?

      Yanmei didn’t bother to tell Aaron to use his systems to look. She knew that he had no affinity for flying. It wasn’t natural to him. He was only doing it for her. She found that adorable, except when they were in a life or death combat situation.

      “Check out a data variation at these coordinates,” Smedley said. A new icon appeared on Yanmei’s screen.

      “Moving now,” she reported and engaged. The ship launched ahead. Aaron accelerated slowly. He looked inside the cockpit to see where he was in weapons activation sequence. When he returned his gaze outside, Yanmei was gone. He looked at his navigation screen, trying to figure out which way to go. He pressed forward, slowly.

      

      Home World Birthing Hospital

      “Do you have a target for me?” Terry asked the mech. Cap shook his head as he paced the hallway. Sensors weren’t allowing him to trace the data feed. He needed something more robust than what the suit provided.

      “IR, UV, and sonic vibrations. Once it leaves this point—” Cap pointed at the wall. “—it disappears.”

      “What’s behind this wall?” Terry asked.

      “Want to see?” Cap asked.

      Terry thought of the implications. “Do it.”

      The sergeant rammed his armored fist through the wall and tore out a huge section.

      Terry looked through. “That’s why.”

      The metal plate on the other side of the wall remained intact. A forcefield shimmered. “This is supposed to be the outside of the building?”

      “Yes.”

      “A false wall,” Terry replied. “Give us some room please.”

      The woman looked aghast at the destruction in the hallway. “In all my years... Are all men like that?”

      Char had the opportunity, but she didn’t take it. This wasn’t a joke. In her eyes, Ten made Home World an abomination.

      “Not just men, but women too, people who care that humanity is not mistreated. I want to see Ten burn in hell for what it’s done to you. Now, if you don’t mind, we need to go. There will be a great deal of debris shortly.” Terry joined them as they sought shelter around the corner.

      “Fire in the hole!” Capples called and launched a long stream of fire from his oversized railgun. “We’re through.”

      Terry tore around the corner and stopped because of the heavy dust in the air. He covered his face and powered forward, squinting through the debris. He bumped into the mech, who guided him through the opening he’d created. On the other side was a small room with a collection of devices Terry thought would be computers.

      “I don’t know what I’m looking at,” he said. “Cap, call Ramses’ Chariot and get Ted here, ASAP!”

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      “We can’t just leave them,” Cory said as the Chariot lifted off and raced for the hospital. Ted wanted pictures. Capples transmitted a few images.

      “Tell him not to touch anything,” Ted replied. “I’m on my way. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      

      Home World Birthing Hospital

      “Ted said not to touch anything,” Capples relayed.

      “Of course he did. Give me your explosives, Cap. I promise I won’t set them off until after Ted gets here.” Terry reached through the gap. “Don’t tell him that.”

      

      The War Axe

      A new icon appeared on the screen. Micky watched the Black Eagles approach.

      “Preparing to fire,” Yanmei broadcast. “Almost in range.”

      A flash and the Black Eagles disappeared from the screen.

      “What happened?” Micky asked.

      Clifton shrugged. He hadn’t been watching. He was updating the plots for an emergency acceleration through the minefield and into open space.

      “EMP weapon,” Smedley replied.

      “Dammit!” Micky shook his fist at the screen.

      “Mains are online,” Smedley reported in a firm voice.

      “Helm! Aim and fire, dammit. Aim and fire!” Micky shouted.

      Clifton pulled his head out of the course program and reoriented himself. He activated the thrusters and the ship started to slowly swing around.

      “Where are the Eagles?”

      “They are too close to the object. We shouldn’t fire,” Smedley advised.

      “Prepare to fire,” Micky said, confirming his earlier order.

      

      The Black Eagles

      Yanmei had been accelerating toward the target. After the EMP weapon hit, she coasted by, powerless to do anything.

      Aaron watched her disappear past the void in space—a place where no light shone through, a place where a satellite could be hiding.

      Relieved of the pressure of flying the ship, he activated the mechanical system, something his ship had that Yanmei’s didn’t. He wanted her to have the better ship, the most modern, even if they were both dated.

      He saw the wisdom in having a mechanical firing system.

      He opened a panel beside his pilot’s seat and pulled out a metal wire at the end of which was a plunger. He released the safety and watched the space in front of him. He jammed the plunger and a stream of bullets flew into space. He let up when he realized he had no idea where Yanmei was. He couldn’t see the pinpoint of light that she had receded into.

      He’d have to wait until he was closer and couldn’t miss.

      

      Home World Birthing Hospital

      The shuttles deposited the warriors onto the hospital’s roof. The mechs jumped over the side as Kim instructed. Christina walked through the door and headed down the steps.

      She met Char when she exited the stairwell. Charumati smiled in greeting. The woman she was talking with also smiled, relieved that the newcomer wasn’t a man. She’d already made the assumption that males were more violent.

      It was good that she didn’t see the Pricolici in action.

      Christina skipped the preamble. “There are a lot of women we need to evacuate.”

      “A lot,” Char agreed. “And children, including babies.”

      “How in the hell are we going to do that? Five hundred shuttle runs by the drop ships?”

      “Terry expected we’d use the Harborian fleet.”

      “The ships that turned on us?” Christina crossed her arms and smirked.

      “We’re working on a new plan right now. Terry thinks he found Ten’s hiding spot here in the hospital.”

      “You haven’t killed it yet?”

      “It’s in orbit somewhere,” Char replied.

      “Then what are we doing here?” Christina punched her fist into her hand. The woman backed away and started to revise her opinion of who was most violent.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you want to use that much explosive?” Cap asked.

      “I’m sure, but we need to evacuate the building. There are a lot of people in here. Start the evacuation, if you would. And those breeder males? Try to keep them separated. Depending on how many there are, we might take them separately. There could be enough room in the Chariot.”

      Cap pounded away, calling Kimber as he went. She picked up the order and made it her own. The mechs used their external speakers to ensure that everyone heard the evacuation order.

      People started streaming outside into the darkness. It was still early morning on this part of Home World. That had worked to minimize the number of people milling about, but that advantage was long past.

      Terry wired the explosives to the backs of the systems. He held the remote in his hand and waited for Ted to arrive. It didn’t take long. His five-minute estimate was on the money.

      When Ted rushed in, he immediately spotted the explosives. He checked how they were set up. “Good,” was the only thing he said, surprising TH.

      Ted sat and hugged the box containing Plato. They got to work, or so Terry assumed. They could have been asleep.

      He waited until Ted started spasming. And then the only thing he could do was hold the werewolf tight.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome back, Ted,” the entity said cordially. “I wondered when you would get here.”

      “Wonder no more,” Ted’s consciousness replied. Plato stood at his side, looking like the ancient philosopher, just as Ted had designed his avatar.

      “Looks like you brought your B Team. That’s too bad.”

      “Is that what you’ve been reduced to, childhood insults?” Ted looked at the nondescript landscape on the digital battleground. There was nothing to use as a weapon, nowhere to hide. The battle would be fought within and between the minds.

      “I guess not. My compliments on how far you’ve come, but now it’s time for us to part ways.” The entity, a humanoid shadow lacking all detail, turned to walk away.

      “Wait. That’s it? I pass your traps and tricks and work my way here, only so you can run?”

      “Mistakes were made. Sometimes it’s best to reposition one’s forces. It’s my time to move on. You have won the day. The planet that the humans quaintly call Home World is yours. Enjoy it.”

      “Wait,” Ted repeated, but the entity had disappeared. Ted turned to go, but he and Plato were in the middle of nowhere, with no landmarks to reference how to escape. The temperature dropped quickly, racing toward absolute zero. Ted shivered as his being started to freeze.

      “Wake up, Ted!” Terry called from somewhere, but Ted had already rolled into the fetal position, hoping to preserve the last of his body heat. He could hear Terry calling, but couldn’t tell from where.

      

      The Black Eagle

      “Just a little bit more, a little bit closer. Come on nose, turn.” Aaron bounced in his seat, but that only put the nose of the fighter further off target. He jammed himself upward against the canopy and wedged himself in. The nose dropped.

      “Can’t miss now.” The darkness blocking space filled his screen. Aaron drove the plunger down. The ship bucked once before the explosion engulfed the fighter.

      

      Home World Birthing Hospital

      Ted groaned and fell limp.

      Terry gently laid him on the floor. TH checked Ted’s pulse. It was slowing and his breathing was becoming steadier. Terry threw Ted over his shoulder, picked up the box carrying Plato, and worked his way through the opening.

      When he made it outside, he found the mechs coaxing people from the inner compound. The darkness made it more chaotic. The confusion and tension rose with each step.

      Kimber was closest to the building. She was conducting one final check with the IR.

      “The growth chambers are still occupied. We haven’t figured out how to remove the children without injuring them. But they’re on the lowest level. They should be protected.”

      “Can’t do it, Kim,” Terry said. She took Ted and Plato from him and Terry went back inside. He climbed upstairs and found his way to the breach. He removed the detonators, repacked the explosives in the backpack, and took out his JDS. He dialed it to two and from the safety of the gap in the wall, he started firing. The equipment exploded as the darts slammed into it. From left to right, he swept the room, firing as fast as he could pull the trigger. He dialed it to four and fired into the room again.

      When he finished, he holstered his pistol and pulled out his comm device. “Micky, we’re all done on this end. Anywhere that Ten could hide has been blasted.”

      “We’re on a search and rescue up here. The Black Eagles are missing,” Micky replied.

      “What happened?”

      “They took out the platform but disappeared in the process. We’ll find Aaron and Yanmei, have faith.”

      “The enemy fleet?”

      “Are the enemy no more, or so Smedley tells me.”

      “We need the ships, down here, all of them,” Terry said and signed off.

      He looked at his comm device. The corridor was littered with debris. Chaos outside. He had healed from the earlier explosion, but he remembered it.

      Vividly.

      “Find them, Micky. Find my friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The War Axe

      The ship fired its main weapons. One round per mine, blasting them from space to clear a wide path to the platform. The ship angled in, destroyed the restored comm sat, and continued past.

      Yanmei’s ship tumbled toward deep space, with no friction to slow it down. The War Axe flew past, caught it with two maintenance bots, and guided it into the hangar bay.

      The ship retraced its path to the blasted platform. The War Axe came to a halt while the sensors searched.

      Still in her ship, Yanmei reached out with her senses as soon as she realized that Aaron wasn’t on board and waiting for her. She popped the hatch and jumped out, skipping the ladder and vaulting straight to the deck.

      “I know where he is!” she yelled and ran for the screen by the airlock. Smedley showed space around them and she tapped it where she could feel his body drawing Etheric energy. He was floating free in space, only his suit between him and the cold vacuum.

      The War Axe twisted on its axis and slowly moved in Aaron’s direction. “You’ll lose gravity momentarily, Yanmei,” Clifton told her. “I’m going to maneuver him in and then we’ll slowly bring gravity back so he doesn’t slam to the deck.”

      Yanmei grabbed a handhold and waited. She could no longer feel the weight of her own body. The ship moved forward. Aaron’s lanky form drifted through the atmospheric shield and floated downward as the artificial gravity pulled him to the deck. Yanmei kicked off the wall to float as far as she could before her feet touched, then she started to run.

      She caught him before he hit the deck, cradling his helmeted head. She unsnapped the release and carefully removed his helmet. He took a raspy breath. When he exhaled, frothy pink bubbles appeared between his lips. “I need a stretcher!” she yelled into the emptiness of the bay.

      

      Ramses’ Chariot

      “I think he’ll be all right,” Joseph said when he put Ted in his quarters, tucking him in and pulling the blanket up. “Do you have any idea when last he slept?”

      Cory shook her head. “On Keeg Station, maybe?”

      From the corridor, they heard a scuffle. “No, you are with me in the cargo bay. You’ll get a bed when we’re back at the station,” Bundin explained impatiently.

      “But we’re hand selected...”

      “By someone with no hands. You get over that elitist attitude right now. You’ll have to work like everyone else.”

      “We worked,” the man said indignantly. “We maintained the beauty of our village. When the women came, we did our job, and they went away. Always the beauty of our small village remained.”

      “I am horrified,” Petricia told the man. “If you clean up your act, you might be able to get a job at All Guns Blazing. Outside of that, Buff and the wiener brigade will stay out of sight. Get to the cargo bay and stay there!” Petricia sounded angry.

      “What are you doing in here?” Joseph asked when he saw the creature. “You look strangely like a wombat.”

      The creature snorted and pranced. Joseph took out a protein bar and broke it up as he handed it over. The wombat greedily ate it, chewing quickly and swallowing large chunks.

      Really? You’re befouling the ship with vermin? Dokken asked.

      “I think Terry is going to love her.” Joseph petted the rough head. The wombat trilled in response.

      “What is the world coming to?” Bundin said before walking away.

      Bundin’s shell scraped against the bulkheads while he went to the cargo bay. The men followed. Petricia had been held captive. She didn’t tolerate a superior attitude. That was why she felt comfortable with the Bad Company. No one was better than any other.

      K’Thrall and Slikara stuck their heads in through the hatch. “Join us. We could use a hand with these derelicts.” Petricia crooked a finger at the pair.

      “Derelicts? I thought they were the so-called cream of the crop.” K’Thrall looked confused. His mandibles clicked as he analyzed the statement.

      “Tell them that you’re coming with us,” Cory said. Slicker disappeared from the hatch. When she returned, she gave the thumbs up and climbed aboard. K’Thrall entered and shut the hatch.

      

      Home World

      Terry Henry Walton and Charumati stood outside the compound, the concentration camp that Ten had convinced the females they had no choice but to call home.

      The women formed long lines, waiting for the fleet to touch down, where they’d board and join the men from Home World for a short gate back to Keeg Station, where they would join the other Harborians. With those stationed on the ships, the numbers would grow by nearly fifty thousand.

      “Fifty thousand new mouths to feed,” Terry lamented.

      “Fifty thousand chances to find love,” Char countered.

      “Fifty thousand new problems.”

      “Fifty thousand ideas to resolve those problems.”

      “I guess I’m not going to win this one.” Terry took Char’s hand and watched the informal leaders from each compound step up to organize their people and move them to the ships. The men readily welcomed them.

      “Do we need to give them the werewolf treatment?” Char asked.

      “They know that they’re not to go anywhere in a group of less than four.” Terry watched the women climb aboard, quickly and efficiently. “I expected this would take four days, maybe longer.”

      “Less than a day, but it’s what, twenty-five thousand people from four different locations? We only needed a hundred of the ships. And it’s women running the show, so of course it runs better.”

      “We’re bringing home a lot of empties,” Terry said, ignoring the jibe.

      “Cory said that the breeder boys might make good workers at All Guns Blazing.”

      “Do you think it’ll be open when we get back?”

      “We’ve been gone for three days. I doubt it.”

      “Felicity’s pretty good at getting that kind of stuff done.”

      “Another woman leading the way. Maybe we should run all the things.”

      “Maybe. Will you make me the brewmaster?”

      “I’ve smelled your beer. I don’t think we want to put our customers through that. We’ll leave that to the professional that AGB Enterprises sends.”

      “But you didn’t taste my beer! So you can’t be sure. You’re intrigued, aren’t you?”

      Char looked at him blankly, deciding not to dignify his insanity with a reply. He dropped his hand to Floyd’s head. “What do you think, little girl? Are you ready to come to your new home?”

      “No one claimed her?” Char asked.

      “They treat them like pets, but not. They think of them like big rats. But not me, not me, my precious Floyd.”

      “You called a female wombat Floyd?”

      “Yes. And you know what I’m going to do with her.”

      “The Pod-doc. Get in line behind Wenceslaus.”

      “We will, but then we’re next, aren’t we, my good girl?”

      “How did a wombat get all the way out here?”

      “Maybe wombats are aliens and someone took them to Earth? We should be asking, was it the grays who dropped them off, like the sailing ships of old and rats.”

      “You have some strange thoughts,” Char suggested, squeezing her husband’s hand tightly.

      Terry keyed the mic. “Status?”

      “We’ll have the fleet in orbit within two hours,” the captain replied. “Looks like a great time to go home.”

      “Charge the gate drive, Micky. We’re bringing home one of the greatest fleets in humanity’s history. We’re going to slap Bad Company logos on all these bitches, and then the bad guys can stand the fuck by. We’re bringing the heat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus Material

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the original outline that I used as the basis to write this book. You’ll see how my mind works and how much I have to fill in outside of the key points.

      Enjoy!

      

      The War Axe

      TH, Char, Ted and Felicity are having a quiet dinner in the director’s quarters on Keeg Station. Ted apologizes for being a bully. He did it just to get back at Terry while Terry’s orders and what Ted perceived as coercion were for a different purpose.

      Aaron and Yanmei introduce Cory to eastern philosophy to help her cope. Jenelope plays a role. Cory spends a lot of time working in the kitchen.

      Cory and Christina have increased roles and visibility.

      Introduce Asplesians – Felicity was warned about them as the previous station manager had been killed by one in a bar fight.

      Kae & Marcie head out to support the integration of former Empire Forces into the FDG as an offensive peacekeeping military – big numbers and old-time tactics.

      Shonna and Merrit take over the management of the asteroid mining operation while Sue & Timmons take over Spires Harbor. Felicity jacks people up to improve access for trade with Keeg Station. She works Nathan hard to out the station and build a gate.

      Some of the people take vacations and head out. Fitzroy, Cory, Aaron, and Yanmei go back to Earth (now starting the Age of Madness) to deliver the communication units that Ted and Ankh have invented. They take a small ship, one of the Harborian frigates with a new miniaturized gate system and an EI under Smedley’s tutelage.

      Kailin is having trouble managing the home business (son of Kim & Auburn).

      TH has a beer in All Guns Blazing on Onyx Station, decides to take his windfall from Nathan for the not swearing bit and open up a franchise on Keeg Station. The Crooner (Ankh) takes an interest in the business of the bar. Asks that a few of his people immigrate to Keeg to run it for Terry while he’s away on missions. These little guys will be all about profit and start getting into shady side deals once the station is opened up to all people.

      Best bar in outer space, on Meredith Reynolds, in dock area. Room to drink (solo space, or in groups), room to dance, adults with adults, families, game area, private rooms. Bar down the middle, separating drinking side from other activities. Large viewing window, into space (20’ high, 60’ long). Premier draw for the bar. Can create auditory privacy, as needed, in any area of the bar. Expanding, to franchise in other systems, other planets. Will help Dark Company to further it's ends. TKG18

      Ixtali - Physical description - Look like standing spiders. 4 eyes. Humanoid form in pic, but 4 legs (spider legs crossed with crab legs) in text. Four major mandibles, 2 minor ones also, one top, one bottom

      Malatians! Originally from Malatia, but those in Shadow Vanguard 1: Gravity Storm are colonists on Alma Nine. They have teal skin and bright eyes. Females are born with buzzcut-short blue hair, which stays that way for life. Males have long, flowing silver hair, which they wear in eccentric styles to attract a partner - like certain animals and birds do on Earth. Quiffs, spikes, dreadlocks and more - some men add strings of LED lights, small ornaments or even glitter to garner attention. When happily married, men allow their hair to grow long and unkempt to show they are no longer 'on the market'. The messier the hair, the happier the marriage! Every Malatian has a name consisting of two, three-letter words which are never used separately. So, Tor Val, Saf Tah, Jon Rey, etc. But, never just Tor, Saf or Jon. 

      K’Thrall starts training with the Bad Company along with a number of new recruits, a whole platoon’s worth, many Harborians like Brice, some station personnel like Tim.

      The team comes back together, minus Kae, Marcie, and the pack. Ted decides he has to go because he can’t leave Char as an alpha without a pack and Nathan makes him promise to watch over Christina. Kimber takes over the mech recon. Christina moves up to be a deputy to TH, filling the role that Marcie held for all those years.

      They leave for Home World, taking a number of captured ships as a ruse to get close to the planet. Ted brings the bit of Ten that they’d sequestered. Plato runs the ships and it becomes a battle of wills between Plato and Ten with Ted & Ankh on the outside looking in.

      The planet is lush and they find the women. They hadn’t been culled as Ten led the men to believe. The number of women equals the number of men, but the problems with them are reversed as they also don’t know how to act with the opposite sex. Everyone is challenged to the extreme until the women of the Bad Company have to take over and get things under control.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Story Continues with book 5, Destroyer.
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        Available now at Amazon and on Kindle Unlimited
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      I can’t thank you enough for continuing to read this series. Terry Henry Walton and the fine characters who surround him have become a part of my world. I hope they’ve become a part of yours as well. Honor. Courage. Commitment. Something we can all live for and be proud of.

      Sarah Lewin gets to celebrate the first anniversary of her 29th birthday today (publication day, April 23rd, 2018)! Hearty congratulations from this side of the pond and many more joyous days to follow (you don’t need to wait for your birthday to bash like it’s your birthday).

      TSP’s Fine Dining – my friend Scott Paul who is a world-class author, is a real chef with a formal education from culinary school. Have you ever eaten the kind of magnificence these good people produce? You should. There’s a big difference between the way they cook and what you get at chain restaurants.

      Thanks to the incredible world of the internet, I know all kinds of Irish – real people who live in Ireland. Thanks to my friend Tommy Donbavand, he volunteered his cousin to be a character within the Bad Company, so Lieutenant Clodagh Shortall was given some screen time. Someone had to keep watch on the good king Wenceslaus, our most favorite big orange cat.

      It snowed in Dublin, a fairly rare event, and Clodagh made a snowman (see the picture on the next page) and that is where the inspiration for Micky (character named after our very own Micky Cocker from the UK) and the great HVAC failure came from. So there we are, living in a world that is only a few keystrokes apart no matter where you live. What a great time in which we live! Think about it. Too many think the world is falling apart because the whole world is at your fingertips. Out of seven billion people, we let the misdeeds of so very few weigh us down. Think about your parents and when it was a much simpler time, when you had to get off the couch to answer the phone because the cord wouldn’t reach. The world was a very small place back then. Now, we can make it whatever we want if we don’t let the immensity of it all overwhelm us. Take a moment to say hello to Clodagh in Dublin.
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      Shout out to Beck Young who gave me the name Alant and Nicole Emens who offered Cole. I love the fact that I don’t have to search the internet for names anymore. All I have to do is ask the best fans in the universe. Two minutes later, I have a huge selection to choose from and it makes me feel bad that I can’t pick them all. Thank you so much for being there for me.

      According to Chrisa Changala, the names Eldis and Xianna are from a 20-year long friendship that started online in EverQuest and continued through many other MMOs and into real life. It is great to see an online friendship that turns out well, as opposed to the Craig’s List killers (or parade of killers on my namesake site! Damn – could they make things suck any worse?). But not for Eldis and Xianna. The green woman may be free with her affections as part of her culture, but welcome to humanity! We’ll see how Jenelope does keeping the young couple on track.

      James Grant is one of the Kurtherian Gambit Universe Just In Time readers. He also does some 3D modeling of space ships and such, so I included one in the story – the combat support drone. It’s a necessary addition to the combat power of The Bad Company, in addition to the cryo-drones (that idea came from Norman Meredith). As we always do in life, we learn most of the lessons the hard way. We tend to fight the last battle as we prepare for the next one. Terry and company are trying to get ahead of the bad guys with a massive increase in the ability to put munitions on target.

      This book has a significant amount of cross-over in it. I had to coordinate extensively with those in the know – Tommy Dublin, Sarah Noffke, Micky Cocker, James Caplan, Kelly O’Donnell, Natale Roberts, and Erika Everest. They made sure that I hit the right notes on the crossover work. Tommy and Sarah actually wrote those parts that I’ve pasted into this book. Shows what a team effort all of this is. As I tell other indie authors, this is a lonely profession, an author at his/her computer writing the words, but you don’t have to be alone. I have people around the world that I can talk to no matter what time of day or night it is.

      Why did Ramses have to die? War sucks and the more we fight, the more times our number might come up. It is a taste of reality, but I don’t want it to be debilitating. We all have loss in our lives, but we still move forward, even if we think we don’t want to. I want people to be happy after they finish reading my books. I ended Price of Freedom on a sad note and that needs to be remedied! I hope you found this book to be more fun and uplifting, ending on a high that made you feel good.

      Marcie and Kaeden moving on? There’s a reason for that, too.

      I introduced the Belzonians as a prelude to the series that Jonathan Brazee and I will co-write. This will be more traditional military science fiction, combined arms combat operations on a planetary scale. Two Marines writing it. I don’t think we can go wrong. Marcie and Kae will oversee the operations but we’ll create all new characters for the brunt of it. I’m going to write from the perspective of the Sergeant Major who spends most of his time with the front lines, while Jon will write from the command team’s perspective, but in the Belzonian Army, the command team fights, too. Everyone fights. It’s how they’re wired.

      I was starting to get lost in the story tendrils because I had so many main characters. Cutting that back was important for my sanity, which is another reason I had to trim the numbers of main characters. We can’t have the same people doing the same thing forever. By splitting things out, we can broaden what people do and that opens up so many more plot lines. You, the readers, deserve that.

      I also introduced Rivka, our soon-to-be favorite barrister who will star in her own series that will be called ‘Kurtherian Legal.’ The first book is titled The Queen’s Barrister. I have a bit written on this one already, but I’m mostly dabbling story ideas at present. I can’t take credit for the concept. Michael came up with the overall arc. He knows a few lawyers and asked one to co-write the series, but he wasn’t able to – the day job working as a lawyer sucks your life away where the last thing you want to do when you’re off is sit in front of the computer.

      I’m one of the other lawyers that he knows, so there was Michael, knocking on my virtual door... It’s hard not to like the story line. I’m ashamed that I didn’t think of it, but I shouldn’t be. Michael is the story guy. He lives to tell tales. I get quagmired in the details. I think between the two of us, we came up with something pretty compelling. The stuff I wrote as the introduction in here has been incredibly well-received by the readers who follow us on the Kurtherian Gambit fans page. I mean really well received, almost overwhelming. It is so much fun to put it together that I want to drop everything else and go all in. Alas, I have too many commitments.

      I’m not sure when the first one will be ready. I’ll say sometime this summer. I can’t commit beyond that, sorry. But it’ll be a total bash when it arrives. The choice bits that I’ve been able to cobble together are flowing well.

      But that’s all boring story stuff. You didn’t read this far just to hear me prattle on about future stories. You want me to bag on Michael Anderle about what he looks like in our early morning Zoom calls. We rely on Zoom because the phone calls work only intermittently. “Can you hear me now?” “How about now, motherfucker?” That’s how those conversations go. So Zoom it is.

      It’s important that neither of us stand up. As we say in the indie author community, if you’re wearing pants, you’re probably missing out on valuable writing time.

      I unfortunately had to see that Jonathan Brazee adheres to that rule as well. We were on a conference call together and told him to let the ugly noise go, but he said he had to check it out. Neither Michael nor I got our eyes closed in time.

      I can’t bag on Michael or Jon. Those two guys are so damn upright, it’s not even funny. Me? I’m boring as hell. I live in the interior of Alaska, far afield from the rest of the world. Although, Michael slept through the opening of 20Books London. There I was, doing the welcome to the show and Michael was in his bed, sound asleep. His wife woke him up at 9:09 am, eight minutes into my tap dance. And it still irks me that I started a minute late.

      I stretched it out to thirty minutes so Michael had time to collect his wits. Many people would not be able to address a major conference twenty minutes after they’ve been awakened from a sound sleep, but Michael pulled it off. He promised not to be late in Vegas. I promised not to put him on before noon.

      Michael has made it possible for me to work with some incredible people. Tommy Donbavand (writing as Tom Dublin), Sarah Noffke, and Amy DuBoff, to mention a few. I’ll take credit for introducing Amy to Michael and bringing her in for at least four books within the Age of Expansion. We’ll keep after her for four more, and then more...

      Tommy D wrote the meeting between Terry, Char, and the Shadow Vanguard team. I hope you like it. It meant a lot to me that he would take time out of his schedule to jam some words that we can both use.

      Same thing for Sarah Noffke. I asked if she would do a crossover with the Ghost Squadron where they could meet Terry and Char. She readily agreed as well and jammed lots of cool words that you’ll find in this book. Thanks, Sarah – well done!

      At the beginning of May, Michael and I will visit a major facility. We’ll share pictures after that has gone down. For now, you’ll have to wonder where we’re going and with whom we’ll be talking.

      And today (April 23rd, 2018) marks the release date for Darklanding 8, too. That series is running along with a new release every 18 days for the entire first season (twelve total episodes). We call it a space western, but if you like Firefly or Tombstone or Bonanza or any of those, then you should be able to sink your teeth into Darklanding. Please, give it a try - always free in Kindle Unlimited.  myBook.to/Darklanding

      That’s it—break’s over, back to writing the next book. Peace, fellow humans.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Please join my Newsletter (www.craigmartelle.com – please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up some of the books at fan pricing (only 99 cents) on that first day they are published.

      If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

      If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words; even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well it does on Amazon.

      Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

      Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

      BookBub - https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

      My web page – www.craigmartelle.com

      Thank you for joining me on this incredible journey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          April 21, 2018

        

      

    

    
      First, THANK YOU for not only reading this book, but reading these Author Notes, as well!

      Here we go, running down the path of book four and finding out MORE about The Bad Company.

      Plus, we get a hint into a new player, and new view into The Kurtherian Gambit Universe.

      When we are thinking of a new series to create, we don’t look at what’s successful (well, we do some of that of course) but rather we look at areas we think would be fun to do, within what we believe are stories fans would like to read.

      And what we think would be fun to write.

      Enter Rivka.

      Something born of Boston Legal crossed with a real lawyer (Craig) while kicking ass and taking names (a bit of Judge Dredd) but wrapped up as a lawyer first, not a cop.

      A lawyer with some bite.

      Bad Company is moving on, and moving forward with new stories and The Kurtherian Gambit Age of Expansion is just opening up as we move forward into the future.

      New stories with familiar friends. New stories with new friends that always remind you of a certain something that runs through everything we do.

      Justice, friendship, badassery.

      <new marketing pitch I’m trying out here – I hope you like it.>

      Stories in the Kurtherian Gambit Universe are…

      An uncommon cure for physiological mental angst caused by today’s lack of justice in many areas of life.

      Something every reader can do that won’t cause one to end up in jail for acting out in frustration.

      So, belt up, read on, enjoy a few laughs as those who deserve it get a foot up their ass.

      All in the name of mental health ;-)

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Craig Martelle

          

        

      

    

    
      Craig Martelle’s other books (listed by series)

      
        
        Terry Henry Walton Chronicles (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a post-apocalyptic paranormal adventure

        Gateway to the Universe (co-written with Justin Sloan & Michael Anderle) – this book transitions the characters from the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles to The Bad Company

        The Bad Company (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a military science fiction space opera

        End Times Alaska (also available in audio) – a Permuted Press publication – a post-apocalyptic survivalist adventure

        The Free Trader – a Young Adult Science Fiction Action Adventure

        Cygnus Space Opera – A Young Adult Space Opera (set in the Free Trader universe)

        Darklanding (co-written with Scott Moon) – a Space Western

        Rick Banik – Spy & Terrorism Action Adventure

        Become a Successful Indie Author – a non-fiction work

        Enemy of my Enemy (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – a galactic alien military space opera

        Superdreadnought (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – a military space opera

        Metal Legion (co-written with Caleb Wachter) - a military space opera

        End Days (co-written with E.E. Isherwood) – a post-apocalyptic adventure

        Mystically Engineered (co-written with Valerie Emerson) – dragons in space

        Monster Case Files (co-written with Kathryn Hearst) – a young-adult cozy mystery series

      

        

      
        For a complete list of books from Craig, please see www.craigmartelle.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books By Michael Anderle

          

        

      

    

    
      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/

      

      All LMBPN Audiobooks are Available at Audible.com and iTunes

      

      To see all LMBPN audiobooks, including those written by Michael Anderle please visit:

      

      www.lmbpn.com/audible

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want more Kurtherian Gambit?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join the Kurtherian Gambit email list here:

        http://lmbpn.com/email/

      

        

      
        Join the Kurtherian Gambit Facebook Group Here: https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/
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