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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Maarg sucked on her large cheek and released it with an audible pop. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    In what they’d started calling the Command Center, the commander of Force 25 looked up from her Tri-V consoles and met the TriRusk’s eyes. “I’ve heard you say that before. Still searching the archives?” 
 
    The TriRusk shrugged her massive shoulders. “I have a background program running. It correlates data and then gives me search options. I then run those through Lucille. I keep finding entries that don’t make any sense. Something the GalNet keeps pointing back to as domesticated bovine on Earth.” 
 
    Tara smiled. “You’ve been tripped up by cows?” 
 
    “Bulls, in particular,” Maarg replied. “That was until I looked a little deeper. I’ve found something, Tara. A whole new side to Intergalactic Haulers and what Jessica’s father was trying to do.” 
 
    “Or what he’s done.” Tara gestured to the massive underground facility. They’d fully moved the unit into it only a few days before, and, while the maintenance and billeting areas were prepared and ready to go, much of the rest of the facility required a deep clean and a thorough inspection. Maarg, along with Lucille, had taken over scanning and securing the information systems within the complex. “Lucille? What do you think?” 
 
    <<This information is critical, Tara. I have scanned the entire file and have launched a comprehensive search of the GalNet as a result. There is more information necessary to produce a viable course of action.>> 
 
    Maarg saw Tara lean back in her chair and her face take on a far-away look. What the Humans called pensive. “What is it, boss?” 
 
    “Does Jessica know whatever it is you’ve found?” 
 
    <<There is no way of knowing without risking a direct conversation. I place the probability at fifty percent.>>  
 
    Tara frowned. “That’s not helpful.” 
 
    <<I cannot surmise based on the data. If there is more information in the Haulers’ archive I will cross-examine and reference it.>> 
 
    Maarg scratched her elongated chin. “What I found ties directly to Resurgens.” 
 
    “And that relates to cattle how?” Tara laughed. 
 
    <<Not cattle. A man named Bull.>> 
 
    Tara’s eyebrows rose and she closed her Tri-V displays. “This I have to hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part One: A Different Path 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    John’s life flashed before his eyes, just like in the stories. Despite the crazy life he’d led, this experience was new. In a cynical, hilarious way, he pictured most of his earlier life as sketchy photos, with himself hidden in the background of major geopolitical events. An exaggeration, but closer to the mark than anything else he could imagine. Next, he pictured stacks of documents with heavy redactions, “data masked” stamped everywhere, and coded phrasing on everything that remained. He wondered if those documents would soon be deleted altogether if they weren’t already. When he died, which he was about to do, would any record of his existence remain? Or would he simply disappear? 
 
    Memories of his black ops career drifted to recent events. The appearance of a panic-inducing spaceship carrying the Buma, a strange owl-looking alien, was Earth’s abrupt introduction to the fact that an entire galaxy of intelligent species was out there, and had been out there longer than Humans had existed. On that day, when that shuttle landed, everything changed and life on Earth became science fiction. 
 
    Then came the terrorist attack on the UN, the retaliatory nuking of Iran, and the invasion and looting of its remains by those nightmarish giant praying mantises, the MinSha. If, months earlier, someone had made a movie or written books with that as the plot, he would have scoffed at the implausibility. Except it was reality, for him and everyone else on Earth. 
 
    As far as he knew, he and his companions were the first Humans ever to leave their home system. They were, more than likely, further from Earth than any Human had ever been. Only no one would ever know. The science fiction setting in which they found themselves had turned into an alien horror movie. Soon, the aliens would win and no one on Earth would ever know what happened to them. 
 
    Despite all of this, his boss was enjoying himself. The bastard was even laughing. His boss had made quite the sales pitch to convince John to follow the wild course of events that led to this final predicament. Trapped in a cargo hold, with high-tech, well-armed aliens encroaching from every possible entrance. He’d never thought too hard about how he might die, but if he’d done so, this would not have been it. 
 
    But then, who really goes out the way they expected? 
 
    “John, you ready?” the lunatic asked. John checked his suit’s systems one more time. Oxygen flow looked good, seals all seemed solid, batteries were good. As they’d been trained to, each team member checked off the one next to them and gave a thumbs up. Everyone checked their cables one last time. Finally, John gave an emphatic nod and gripped his laser rifle tighter. 
 
    Wait for the snap, stabilize, find a target, shoot. 
 
    He repeated the plan in his head to the exclusion of all else. 
 
    The boss held up a hand with all five fingers extended. He dropped one so that four remained. Three…Two…One. 
 
    This is the end. At least I’ll die shooting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Months Earlier 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Out of habit, John walked softly up the stairs and took care to avoid making any noise, particularly creaks. It was somewhat unclear as to whether a threat of discovery existed, but better to be safe. Indeed, it was unclear whether they still had a mission, considering the events of the last year. 
 
    The boss, however, still acted as if nothing had changed. As such, the rest of them took all the same precautions they always had. He felt confident no one from the docks had followed him, and there was no sign of any stooges on the street to observe him entering the building. 
 
    Approaching the door, he dropped a set of keys to the floor. 
 
    “Dammit, I gotta fix that hole in my pocket,” he said loudly. He crouched, picked up the keys, and paused to re-tie his shoe. A series of clicks sounded at the door, but it did not open. Once his shoe was tied and the keys were safely back in his pocket, he stood up and rushed through the door. On the other side, he immediately relocked the two deadbolts, the chain, and the handle itself, in that order. He walked through the sparsely furnished room to the floor length mirror on the right-hand wall. He stood in front of it and peeled back his lips to examine his teeth. Ten seconds later, there was another click. He reached forward, pulled the mirror toward him along a hinge, and walked through the opening to the next apartment. Again, he relocked the panel from the other side. 
 
    “Hey John,” a low, rumbly voice said. “Grab me a beer, huh? I’m guessing you’re not here with any meaningful intel?” 
 
    Content the mirror was secure, the visitor turned around and observed a dark figure in the shadows of a corner re-holster a pistol. His salt and pepper hair hinted at his age, but his chiseled, solid frame and piercing eyes hinted at his lethality. He had a natural habit of making everyone in sight feel like prey, though he was well-versed in playing other roles when it suited him. At that moment, John felt like prey. 
 
    “No, Roger, I certainly am not,” John replied. “You know why I’m here.” 
 
    The exclusive use of first names—fake first names, at that—in their community had taken some getting used to. He’d grown up in a world where last names and ranks were the primary means of reference. It had taken work, but it soon became his new normal. 
 
    “Yeah,” Roger sighed, “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Roger? Aren’t we perfect for this sort of thing?” John walked over to the small kitchenette, opened the fridge, and retrieved a couple brown bottles. He quickly popped the tops off and walked back to hand one off to Roger. He sat in another chair in another corner, strategically out of line with any windows. “We are the best. Period. If not us, who the hell on Earth is able to give this a shot?” 
 
    “A shot at what?” Roger responded in a low monotone and then took a drink. 
 
    John recognized the question as an ambush. Unfortunately, John had no better ideas, so he walked into it. “Well, a shot at making an unimaginable fortune killing aliens.” 
 
    After the invasion by the MinSha, the Mercenary Guild of the Galactic Union made an offer that shocked just about everyone on Earth. They invited mankind to form mercenary units to fulfill contracts throughout the galaxy. Though not all understood this, it was an incredible honor. Out of the thousands of alien races purported to exist in the galaxy, there were a mere thirty-six mercenary races. The guild had invited Humans to become the thirty-seventh. More than an honor, the contracts could provide wealth undreamed of on an Earth with a failing international economy. 
 
    “Which aliens?” Roger continued with heavy snark. John braced himself. The lecture had begun. “Do you know what we’re going to find out there? We already know what kind of enemy we have in these giant praying mantis creatures. Do you know what kind of ordnance it takes to handle one of them? Can you imagine what else is out there waiting for us? For all we know, they might be the easiest enemy we face.” He crossed his arms. “Are you really so eager to be the first into the breach, the first on the beach, the first out of the aircraft, with absolutely no idea what’s waiting for you there? 
 
    “At least Henry V knew who was inside that breach, Allies on D-Day knew there were Germans with machine guns waiting for them, and jumpers know whose territory they’re jumping into. More than that, they all knew they were killing Humans, who are easy to kill. Can you guarantee me our enemy won’t be a bunch of giant armored cockroaches, or werewolves, or maybe an army of Tyrannosaurus rexes?” 
 
    “No…of course I can’t,” John replied. The examples his boss had given him were ludicrous, but the point was clear. He knew he still treaded through the kill zone, but knew Roger expected him to continue. “On the other hand, our employers should give us an accurate brief on potential adversaries, shouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Well, again, we don’t really know, do we?” Roger countered, his grim poker face completely unchanged. “Are you an expert on Galactic Union Law? Or the laws of this Mercenary Guild we just now discovered existed? Worse yet, do we even know whose laws govern what on these matters?” 
 
    Roger stood up and took another drink. The question and insufficient answer portion had passed. “No. It is not our place to join in these contracts. We’ll stay hidden in the shadows, as we do now. These poor bastards are going to return…Well, some may return, who knows, but those that return are going to have some crazy stories and some wild experiences. 
 
    “When they come back, if any come back, we’ll draw from their experience and then work out how best to integrate ourselves into these new endeavors.” He moved to the window and, shockingly, opened the blinds to look out. “In the meantime, to answer the other question that you didn’t ask: No, we no longer have an assignment here. I was notified that in light of the recent re-assessment of national security priorities, our service is no longer required, but we are strongly encouraged to participate in financial opportunities for which our skill set might be well-suited.” 
 
    John smirked. “Yeah, I figured that was coming. Which is why I figured it was also time to join in this wonderful opportunity. But you make a good point. I mean, thinking on what you said, if I remove us from the thought process—” he took a drink “—if Humans go out and completely, utterly fail, then I’ll be glad we weren’t a part of it. If they go out and are wildly successful, then I’m sure they’ll have room for a few new hires, or we’ll find room to start our own company. These first missions, or contracts I suppose they’re called, are certainly just a test of our viability as mercenaries and definitely won’t be our only chance in this great wide galaxy.” He tipped his bottle up and held it while it emptied out. He swallowed it down and sighed. “So, what’s our play?” 
 
    Roger finished his beer as well and stared out the window. “Well, just because we’re not joining in the first wave of cannon fodder doesn’t mean we can’t find our way into the galaxy. I wonder if these aliens have ever experienced syrup, coffee, tobacco, honey…hell, maybe even weed. Hatch green chiles, lapis lazuli, I mean, who knows?” Roger smiled his infamous devious smile, the one that said the wheels were turning and brilliance was imminent. The smile John interpreted as an indication that things were approaching catastrophe and that he had no reason to worry.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Houston Starport 
 
      
 
    The jeep rumbled along the gravel leading out to the small tarmac. The shocks were somewhat shot, and a loud squeaking noise was coming from somewhere. When John had first joined Roger’s team, the jeep was his first lesson in his new life in black ops. The other units he’d been in traveled in armored SUV’s or sedans, stressing physical security over invisibility. 
 
    Roger had picked him up from a crappy little backcountry African airport in a shoddy old jeep, just like the one they were in now heading to the airfield. The lesson had been, if you feel the need to hide behind armored glass, it’s because you let yourself become a target. He’d learned since then that simply having an armored vehicle often turned you into a target. 
 
    Whoever they were meeting on this tarmac obviously had a very different philosophy. A long, shiny black stretched limousine waited for them. A tall brunette in a gray suit with a pencil skirt, shiny black heels, and sunglasses leaned against it as they approached. She tapped on the glass, and the door opened. A younger man in an expensive gray, tailored suit emerged and joined her. 
 
    Nearby was a large alien shuttle. It was boxier, dirtier, and greasier than he would have imagined. It was enormous, at least compared to an Earth shuttle, so he hoped it had a great deal of storage space. It was definitely nothing like the shiny, high-tech spaceships he’d seen in most science fiction shows. In comparison, it looked like it belonged in a Detroit junkyard. It was not the craft he pictured when they’d planned to explore the galaxy. A few large brown weasels were walking around the ship on their hind legs. They seemed jittery and excited. Their heads darted around, and their eyes examined everything with what seemed to be great amount of suspicion. 
 
    It made the oddest sight he’d ever seen. Two high-powered business executives with a limo, alien weasels with a run-down spaceship, and them, a scruffy pair of older men in a jeep. To add to the scene, a pair of flatbed trucks carrying shipping crates rolled up behind them, and a group of rough-looking folks, including one female, of various nationalities climbed out of them. Completing the oddity, a trio of Humans wandered up from further back, a skinny kid with glasses, a skinny goth girl, and a chubby, hairy, darker-skinned man. John recognized them as the “nerd herd” Roger had recruited. 
 
    “How’d you find these guys, Roger?” John asked, jerking a thumb toward the alien vessel. 
 
    “Well, most of the bigger, better alien traders and merchants are busy straight-up taking over all the larger distributors. Some guy named Cartwright tied up a lot of the major Human investors. Pickin’s were slim, but I found an investor and I found us a cargo ship. Oh, I’m sorry, you asked ‘how.’” Roger ended the conversation there, and John knew he would never get the answer. They stopped near the limo, and the moving vans pulled closer to the spaceship. 
 
    John, wearing khaki slacks and a black polo shirt, stomped up to the well-dressed pair, slightly behind Roger. Roger, unobtrusive as ever, wore jeans and a faded Iron Maiden T-shirt. As he approached, John recognized the younger man. 
 
    “Hey, Roger, isn’t that the CFO from—” 
 
    “Was,” interrupted Roger. “You might’ve read that particular company went under during the recent market adjustment.” 
 
    “Really?” John replied. A company that big? How? And where have I been hiding that I didn’t know that? 
 
    Roger continued forward and stuck his hand out. “Mr. Green,” he said to the young businessman. “I’m Mr. Black, nice to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “Mr. Green…cute,” the man replied. He looked slightly Hispanic, refined, and extremely well-groomed. Mr. Green turned to regard John. “And this is…?” 
 
    “Mr. Mustard; retired Colonel.” Roger smiled innocently. John thrust his hand out as well for a quick handshake. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel Mustard,” he said. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Green. Though I’m a bit confused. Call me tactless, but did I just hear that your company went bust?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mr. Green said somewhat snootily. “I made some suggestions, watched them ignored, so I sold my shares, then sold short, and made out quite well. I sold short in quite a few other companies and invested in tangibles. Now, as it happens, this man convinced me the next great opportunities are not here on Earth, and certainly not in extremely high-risk pseudo-military ventures off in the unknown. However, I find myself in agreement with Mr. Black here that opportunity might be found in learning the ways of the Galactic Union better and faster than any competitors. That makes an astronaut out of me, doesn’t it? I’m young enough to start a great new adventure, eh?” 
 
    John actively fought to keep from rolling his eyes, nodded respectfully, and turned to regard the gorgeous brunette next to him. “May I presume this is your secretary?” 
 
    Roger snickered. The brunette cocked her head to the side and coldly stated, “No. No, I am not. I was, until recently, your handler in Washington.” 
 
    “I know,” John said with a smile, attempting to play it off. “I’m just messing with you two.” 
 
    “May I introduce Miss Scarlett,” Roger said with a grin. “And yes, she was, effectively, our boss during our previous employment. Or, at least, our master puppeteer. She will be joining us as our opportunity finder.” He was enjoying every moment of this encounter. “Well, it looks like we’ve got the money”—he nodded to Mr. Green—“the brains”—he nodded to Miss Scarlett—“the muscle”—he nodded to John—“and the goods. Plus some more muscle.” He waved his hand towards the trucks. 
 
    “I recognize most of your muscle, Mr. Black,” Scarlett emphasized sarcastically, barely suppressing a smile. Then she motioned toward the group that had disembarked from the trucks. “May I ask who she is?” 
 
    “I’ll take this one,” John interjected. “That is Rengar, our fireworks consultant.” 
 
    “I suggest we call her Miss Peacock,” Roger said. 
 
    “Rengar?” Scarlett replied and blanched. “You never told me you extracted anyone when we pulled you from Syria. Fireworks, indeed.” 
 
    “Yep,” John said with a smile. “Focused fireworks that’ll knock the wings off a flea at a hundred yards without any collateral. Not that she was ever worried about collateral.” 
 
    “And is that Kucharczyk I see over there?” Scarlet asked. She pointed to a wiry, Eastern European man among the nerd herd. 
 
    “I’ve started calling him Cue,” Roger said. “I’ll have to come up with something better later, I suppose. And yes, best intel analyst I’ve ever worked with. Next to you, of course.” He winked. 
 
    “All fine and good, Mr. Black. I’m acquainted with the skills your security consultants offer,” Mr. Green said. Then he gestured toward the alien vessel just as John had. “Now, may I ask exactly what this is?” 
 
    “This,” Roger said, with a flourish of his arm, “is the Trade Guild Vessel Nevastuica. It is owned and operated by our soon-to-be business associates. They are Zuparti, and their boss is named Sunikker. This is our ticket to the intergalactic trade market.” 
 
    Roger had a gleam in his eye John had not seen for years. This was well beyond the devious smile he was known for. Roger had a giddiness about him John had never witnessed. Since their last meeting, his black ops boss had been reborn as a dashing intergalactic entrepreneur. The entrepreneur explained further: “It looks like a lot of the obvious markets—alcohol, syrup, honey, tobacco, drugs, etc.—have been snatched up already, though we’ll bring some of all that anyway. I mean, naturally we’ll bring a ton of liquor,” Roger said. “But, as discussed, we think we’ve found a few untapped markets in green chiles, lapis lazuli, and matryoshka dolls. It opens the door. We’ll see where we can get from there.” 
 
    “Matryoshka dolls?” John replied in wonder. 
 
    “Yeah. On my first meeting I came out with a wide range of silly Earth trinkets, and out of everything these Zuparti went nuts over the matryoshkas. I played it cool, pretended I’d brought it by accident, that it was too rare and valuable to part with, etc. and sold it for actual credits. Not fractions of credits like everything else; whole credits for one doll. I think we’ll do well with them. Anyway, we’ve still got quite the range of goods to try selling and, if we hurry, we can get to the nearest alien station before too many big companies. All that said, are we ready to go cut a deal?” 
 
    “Quick question,” Mr. Green said, catching Roger by the arm. “Exactly how did you initiate discussions with this, uh, Zoo Party?” 
 
    “Just by being hospitable,” Roger said with that twinkle in his eye. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a can of dip, and offered some to the young businessman. Green shook his head in disgust. “Suit yourself, suit.” 
 
    He held it out to Scarlett, knowing she would refuse as well, and then held it out for John, who knew someone else had to have some. “Didn’t know you liked the stuff,” John said, as he scooped out a plug. 
 
    “Hate it,” Roger replied. “But these guys tried it and became, well, amenable. They’re a pretty high-strung race, but this stuff seems to mellow them out a lot and makes them much easier to work with.” 
 
    He strolled up to the awaiting Zuparti and held out the open can. The large, light brown weasel practically snatched it out of his hand, hooked out a very large plug, and smeared it around the inside of its jaw. It made some trills and low whistles. Roger pointed to its necklace. It made a few chirps and then turned to its companion, who grabbed the can of tobacco. Then it tossed the necklace to Roger, who put it on. 
 
    It made another series of low whistles. “It is useful to see you again, Human trader,” the necklace translated. 
 
    “You as well, Sunikker, my good friend,” Roger said. The necklace whistled back. “Sunikker, this is Scarlett, Green, and Mustard.” He pointed around the group. “I have more of the supplies you requested, and we are ready to make a contract for passage in exchange for a percentage of profits.” 
 
    “Do you have the spicy dry meat?” Sunikker sniffed the air and scrutinized Roger all over. 
 
    “I certainly do,” Roger said respectfully. He reached into his back pocket and tossed a small paper bag to Sunikker. The weasel tore it open and stuffed the green chile beef jerky into his mouth. His eyes started rolling back into his head. Roger asked, “Can we discuss our deal?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Sunikker replied. “I’m sure your terms are fine. Load your things onto the ship.” 
 
    Roger looked at the others and smiled. The Zuparti wandered drunkenly back toward the ship. 
 
    “That was almost too easy,” Mr. Green said. 
 
    “Let’s hope more of the endeavor is this easy,” Miss Scarlett said. “But I’m not going to bet on it.” 
 
    “We are betting on it,” Roger said, in an uncharacteristically grim manner, “We’re all betting literally everything on this endeavor. I mean, hopefully we’re ready if things don’t go this easy, but I hope you all understand that.” 
 
    They glanced around at each other. Mr. Green nodded supportively. 
 
    “I would like to say I’ve sacrificed more than the rest of you in this endeavor, considering I’ve already surrendered an enormous fortune to fund it,” he stated. “But, honestly, I have no faith that any of that money will be worth anything in the coming months and, even were I to remain loaded with tangibles, I feel quite certain that whatever government emerges from this would simply confiscate it. However you look at it, Mr. Black makes an excellent point. This is do or die for all of us. I’ll do my part to continue funding this venture, but my fate is aligned with all of you now.” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly surrendered billions,” Miss Scarlett said, “but I was offered a pretty impressive position in Washington. Again, as Mr. Green said, I don’t give any of that any real weight. This planet will be cursed with incredibly interesting times in the immediate future. I estimate that the key to the survival of the Human race, moving forward, will fall upon the success of these mercenary contracts, and I believe, as does Mr. Black, that it is of utmost importance that they get more support than any Earth-based governmental agency is capable or willing to give. Our learning curve must be as steep as we can make it, and we need to move as quickly as we can. This first round will be a disaster,” she paused to let the words sink in. “Whether or not any of them succeed, someone must be there to pick up the pieces and keep us moving.” 
 
    “If I might interject,” Cue said, after approaching within hearing distance. Though he was pale with Slavic features, his accent immediately betrayed him as British. “It is my estimation that this endeavor is even more doomed than those pseudo-military contracts, those the newly-formed Human mercenary companies are fighting over as we speak. We have no concept of Galactic trade, weapons capabilities, intelligence capabilities—I say, we barely even understand interstellar travel. For all we know, these weasels will eat us before we’ve left orbit. It’s a damn certainty they’ll betray us at their first chance, just to nick what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Which is why you’re here, Cue,” John replied. “Let us know what our problems are going to be before they become problems. As you said, you’ve got quite a job to do.” 
 
    “In any event, I can see we’ve picked the right people,” Roger said. “And everything seems to have arrived. If there are no objections, I say we get moving.” 
 
    He nodded to John. 
 
    “All right!” John shouted to the men at the trucks. “Let’s load this all up!” 
 
    “Would it be wrong for me to say our host is incredibly cute?” Scarlett asked. As the men around her answered with awkward stares, she added, “I mean from a giant, stuffed animal perspective…perverts.”  
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 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Months Later 
 
      
 
    Sunikker had concluded that the entropy-ridden Humans were a problem. They had been an easy mark and there had been much fun in taking advantage of the squishy pink neophytes. They’d barely haggled over the price of transport, and he’d hustled them for quite a few credits. However, the benefits soon dwindled, and the problems escalated. 
 
    For one, they started expecting payment for the tobacco and jerky they provided, which cut significantly into the profit he had made from transporting them around. For another, they took up all the space in his cargo hold with eight large Earth shipping crates, but it seemed they only sold items from two. They insisted four of them were full of supplies that Humans needed to survive in space. Few creatures required so many supplies and none that did were as small as the Humans. Especially since there were only six Humans; two had stayed behind at Karma Station. Worst of all was the inexplicable amount of waste they produced. The ship was designed to handle a reasonable amount of excretion for his crew plus a good number more, but these six Humans constantly taxed their waste processing systems. 
 
    One strange habit was their desire to go outside the ship whenever they were not under acceleration. Four of the Humans would float out of the airlock at a time and they would just play around. They explained that few Humans had ever spent any reasonable time in space and they wanted to experience it as much as possible. This did not explain why they would often return inside only to go back out again a few minutes later. He had started charging them every time they requested to open the airlock, and they gladly paid. 
 
    They were also busy little pests who fiddled with everything the way Jeha did. Inside the cargo bay, they worked tirelessly on random, unidentifiable projects. They welded materials, rewired all kinds of bizarre equipment, and mixed chemicals. And it was unavoidable; they had paid for full, undisturbed autonomy in the bay. 
 
    But their most frustrating tendency was how they constantly tampered with the ship itself. Sunikker had reports from his crew that they repeatedly came across opened access panels and Humans with wires plugged into system access ports. He admonished the Humans several times not to meddle with the ship. They’d also harassed his crewmembers with an endless stream of questions about nearly everything, and he’d had to berate several loquacious crewmembers for indulging the Humans’ hyper-curious nature. 
 
    When he’d first taken them on, he’d had no fear at all that they might somehow come across his Science Guild cargo. The case and its contents were safe in his quarters where no one could access them. However, the more the Humans pried, the more he realized the possibility they might eventually learn of its existence or, worse, find it. That would not be good. Enormous profit awaited, if he could deliver the case. Whereas an epic, galaxy-wide disaster might occur if the Humans got their hands on it. 
 
    All told, it was time to get rid of the vermin. 
 
    He’d assumed the Humans would run out of funds soon after arriving at Karma. His plan had simply been to convince them to travel a couple stops farther to a location with guaranteed profit, but where no profit would be made. Then Sunikker would simply demand payment and, per the contract, legally confiscate their cargo when they could no longer pay. 
 
    His plan hadn’t worked because, for one thing, they were somehow still able to pay. For another, he doubted whether his crew would be capable of forcibly ejecting the Humans. Per the contract, they did not openly carry projectile or laser weapons around with them. They did, however, seem to carry a wide array of tools that seemed as if they would be useful in a fight. He also had suspicions they carried more lethal equipment than the contract allowed, but he did not have confidence he could successfully demand a thorough inspection. Ultimately, he was too afraid they might be more capable than expected if forced into combat. The race was, after all, being tested for its mercenary abilities. 
 
    But the time had finally come to enact the alternate plan and call for support. The deal had been struck, and it was just a matter of waiting. The most important part was to act normal so as to not alert the Humans. 
 
    “Just curious, what’s the delay?” the lead Human asked. 
 
    Sunikker jumped, and his maintenance tech, Rami, screeched at the surprise. The cursed Humans were consistently sneakier than he imagined possible. 
 
    “What? No d-delay!” Sunikker stuttered. “Nothing’s wrong!” The Zuparti let out a chittering noise. “Don’t be so suspicious! No danger. Right crew?” 
 
    The crew stared wide-eyed at the Human and awkwardly spat out a wave of negatives in agreement. 
 
    “See, Human, no problem.” Sunikker took a deep breath and pushed it out slowly, fighting his nerves to keep from twitching. 
 
    “I didn’t ask if there was a problem or danger, buddy,” the Human said casually. “But you seem kind of high-strung. Is everything okay? Wait…are you guys out of dip again?” 
 
    They were indeed out of “dip,” but the damned stuff cost them more than he could allow. The Human seemed to pick up on their agitation. 
 
    “High-strung? What does that mean?” Sunikker acted defensive. Acting defensive seemed to be a sure way to make a Human apologetic. “And yes, we are out of dip. My crew is getting very jumpy again, as you say. But it is too expensive. Give us more now.” 
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” the man replied. “It’s not cheap. This whole endeavor would bankrupt us if I just gave it away. But here, this one’s on me. Just this one, all right? Then you gotta start payin’ for them again.” 
 
    He tossed the can to Sunikker. It floated through the control room and drifted into his hand. The head Zuparti quickly took a large portion, closed the lid, and pushed it toward Rami. Time slowed down. His thoughts became slower and more organized. As he scanned the displays, he saw their “company” approaching rapidly. There were two ships, which worried him. The deal had only mentioned one. He worked to hide his expressions of excitement and pleasure. 
 
    “Tuku, do our displays show anything unusual?” He parsed the words to ensure his sensor technician understood it was time to acknowledge the approaching ships. He successfully avoided looking at the Human while projecting pure innocence. 
 
    “Why, yes, chief,” Tuku replied. Mechanically he said, “There are two inbound ships. They are not attempting to communicate with us. This is very strange.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Sunikker gasped. “Do you mean pirates?” 
 
    “Yes, chief.” Tuku said robotically, “Yes. I think that they are pirates.” 
 
    “This is horrible,” Sunikker said. “Human, there are pirates attacking the ship.” 
 
    “Oh my,” the Human replied, big-eyed. Sunikker knew from experience the expression meant the Human believed him. This was going to be easy. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Well,” Sunikker explained, “we cannot outrun them. If we tried they would simply destroy us, or try to damage us so they could capture us. Normally, when pirates attack a ship such as this they are content to take the cargo. You have two choices: you can attempt to defend your cargo, though you would most likely be killed. Or you can stay here with us in the control room and hope they accept our surrender and let us live.” 
 
    “Do you really think they would let us live?” the Human asked, still looking clueless. 
 
    “There is a chance,” the Zuparti answered. “There are accounts of pirates letting traders live. It increases the odds they will have repeat business, as you would say.” 
 
    “Well,” the Human said thoughtfully, “I will go tell my people. I think we would prefer to live. Thank you for your wise advice. It is difficult being the young new race in this large galaxy. We are lucky to have friends looking out for us.” 
 
    The Human smiled and stomped off awkwardly in his oversized magnetic boots, into the corridor to retrieve his people. It was embarrassing how poorly the Humans adapted to living in space, but soon it would not matter. Sunikker followed him, closed the portal the Human had exited, and motioned for the others to do the same to other portals. They sealed themselves inside the control room, effectively locking the Humans outside where the “pirates” would make short work of them. 
 
    The room burst into snickers, chitters, and whistles. 
 
    “Humans really are the most naïve race we have come across. I cannot imagine they will last long as a mercenary race.” 
 
    He stepped back to where his sensor operator was watching the ships approach. 
 
    “How far out are they?” Sunikker asked. 
 
    “About ten minutes. Only…” The tan-furred Zuparti hesitated. 
 
    “What? What is it?” The chief Zuparti stared into the scope himself and recognized the reason for consternation. The presence of the second ship remained a mystery. One, a cheap junker yacht, led the way. The other was larger, a corvette that could conceivably house a good number of troops. That was obviously the “pirate ship” carrying the Veetanho troops who would solve his problems. Could it be the Veetanho ship had found actual prey and were pursuing them in a trajectory that just happened to coincide with their position? Perhaps the yacht was running toward them in hopes the Veetanho vessel would change its target and go for the bigger, more lucrative score. If that was the case, it should attempt communication with them, which it had not. The yacht approached uncomfortably close along a trajectory that would barely miss Nevastuica. It did not respond to any calls, but it also did not seem to have any weapons with which to threaten the Trade Guild ship. 
 
    The Veetanho ship fired a single missile at the yacht, which rendered the curiosity irrelevant. The yacht burst apart, and harmless shrapnel and wreckage bounced off the hull of the Nevastuica. The corvette slowed, rolled, and moved close to the cargo ship. 
 
    “Chief, they are transmitting to us,” the comm technician stated. 
 
    “Broadcast,” Sunikker replied. 
 
    “Trade Guild Vessel Nevastuica, this is the commander of the Swolliweht. We have neutralized some pirates who seemed prepared to assault your vessel. We are docking with you to ensure that none successfully boarded your craft.” 
 
    Sunikker delayed his response. Is this the plan? Or did they just destroy the ones who were coming to carry out the plan? It’s probably the plan. I should let them board. Or should I? Could I stop them? If it wasn’t them but they’re here to search for pirates, maybe I can lie and say the Humans are holding us hostage. Yes, yes, that will do. Either way, I must let them board uncontested. 
 
    “Swolliweht Commander, you are cleared to dock. We will assist you. We can discuss further when you come to the control room.” 
 
    “That is acceptable, Nevastuica. We will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “Pilot,” Sunikker said, “assist them with their docking.” 
 
    Now what do I tell the Humans? Do we need to maintain the façade? Do I have to tell them anything? They would be suspicious, but what could they do about it? They’re probably already suspicious since we’ve locked them out of the control room. We will let the Veetanho deal with them. Yes, that would be best. We will sit tight. Don’t overthink it, Sunikker. Or maybe I should overthink it? Is there any chance these Veentanho know about the case? No, no, that is absurd. Calm yourself. Remember, we sought them out. 
 
    He did all he could to relax. It was clear all four of his crew were agitated as well. They were all satisfied with the plan to eliminate the Humans and take their possessions, but they would be nervous and frantic until it actually happened. Waiting was misery for a Zuparti. 
 
    A loud bang sounded somewhere on the ship, and the pilot announced the docking was complete. There had been no word from the Humans since the leader had left. Sunikker expected they would group together and return to the control room only to find it locked. The plan was for them to be milling about outside the control room, where they would be easy targets for the Veetanho. That they had not returned was a problem. If they planned to fight, that would be bad. They would lose, and lose quickly, but Sunikker hoped there would be no need to fire weapons on the ship. Any serious damage could cost more than the potential profit, especially after they paid the Veetanho for their services. He feared the plan had deviated. Why can’t Humans be more predictable? 
 
    Several popping noises sounded in the nearest passageway, not too far from the control room. Sunikker assumed the attackers were using disorientation grenades to clear the passages as they moved. Appearances must be upheld. However, the last thing he wanted was for them to actually blow the door. The whole point was to keep costs down. He moved to unlock it before they arrived. 
 
    The door slid open and nine armored figures floated through. It was standard for any race, merc, pirate, or even defense forces, to remain suited even when breaching a ship through a standard docking collar. Veetanho were a race whose standard operating procedure dictated they remained suited until a ship was verified as captured. 
 
    As calmly as the Zuparti captain could, which was not at all, he walked back to his console. He had a laser pistol hidden there, and he wanted to be ready if the tricky Veetanho decided to change the deal. The figures floated about for a moment, regarding everything except his crew. Only one of them was not actively carrying a weapon, and was clearly the one in charge. She gave a signal and they activated the magnets on their boots to stand on the floor. 
 
    “Is the control room secured?” the presumed leader asked. 
 
    Sunikker tipped his nose in the air to mean affirmative. “Yes, it is.” He added, “I am the captain of this vessel. What is the meaning of this? There has been no attack, there are no invaders aboard except you. We have no worthwhile cargo. This is an illegal attack on our ship. If you are here to investigate a pirate attack, none has occurred. My crew will not fight if you do not threaten us.” 
 
    He realized he should have thought through what he was going to say a little better. As he had not, he found himself babbling contradictions. It was a feeble attempt to pretend the situation was not what it was on the off chance the Humans were somewhere near enough to hear. Where are the Humans, anyway? 
 
    “Yes, Major,” one of the Veetanho troopers answered. “The room is secure.” 
 
    Was she talking to that one and not me? Shouldn’t she speak with me? Shouldn’t the mercenary commander leading a team onto a ship speak with the captain upon entering the control room? 
 
    “May the logs reflect,” the Veetanho commander said, “we encountered what we presumed to be pirates in the midst of attacking this vessel and we responded with the purpose of rescuing the crew. Now, is there any sign of the Humans we were led to believe are onboard? How many were there, again?” 
 
    The phrasing indicated she was speaking to her team. However, although the goggles and the suit’s faceplate hid her eyes, her body language indicated she meant the question for Sunikker. 
 
    “Six Humans. There were eight, but two remained on Karma Station. It was suggested they hole up here with us, however, they have not been seen or heard since before you docked,” the Zuparti answered. “We will remain here if you need to search the rest of the ship.” 
 
    Though naturally excitable as he was, Sunikker found himself unusually apprehensive at this encounter. The team did not lower their weapons, they had not relaxed at all, and completely disregarded his crew. There was also something strange about how the leader spoke. 
 
    “That is correct, Major,” the same one replied, “There is no sign of the Humans. Team Three is approaching the cargo hold. It is suspected they are holed up there.” 
 
    “Understood, Sergeant,” the major answered. “It appears there is no useful information to be gained here. Let the logs reflect we found the crew slaughtered upon our arrival. This ship is legal salvage by Galactic Union Law.” 
 
    “Tricky Veetanho vermin!” Sunikker shouted and drew his pistol to fire. A few of his crew did as well. The Veetanho troopers had anticipated the response and rapidly cut down the crew. Sunikker was able to pull the trigger once before a sustained shot neatly severed his hand from the arm. He regarded the burnt stump in shock. 
 
    “If you tell me the location of the case you carry, I will let you live,” the Veetanho leader said. 
 
    “What case?” Sunikker responded. If they know about that, I’m dead either way. 
 
    The Veetanho shot off Sunikker’s other arm. 
 
    “Your cargo for the Science Guild,” the Veetanho replied. Sunikker remained silent and stared at the muzzle of the weapon for the rest of his life. His brain did not register the pain when the third shot stopped his thoughts altogether.  
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 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Report, Sergeant.” Major Gu’aka, of the Veetanho mercenary unit The Demise, said calmly, arms folded behind her back. The late captain’s attempt had been easy to avoid, but she knew others were not as lucky. She was disappointed that her team allowed the crew to fire. Otherwise, the salvage operation had gone as planned. 
 
    The ship was taken. It was now a simple matter of finding the Science Guild cargo. The six Humans, purported to be non-warrior caste, were a non-factor. Even the warrior Humans had been reported as mostly harmless by the MinSha. They simply needed to be located and eliminated. The ship and its cargo were hers by right of legal salvage. Well, it would be legal as soon as there were no survivors. 
 
    “Trooper Skalo is down, Trooper Polee is injured,” Sergeant Raysee said. She fired into a twitching Zuparti crewmember and finished a visual scan of the bodies. “The crew, as you stated, was completely neutralized prior to our arrival. Zero issues.” 
 
    “Careless, team. Very careless. I assumed they would dispute their status. I instructed you to be ready for that. Sergeant, ensure our casualties are moved back to our ship.” 
 
    “Yes, Major.” The Sergeant made a few gestures and one trooper began floating the deceased trooper out. Another assisted the injured one. 
 
    “Teams, report,” Gu’aka demanded over her comms. “Any visual on the passengers?” 
 
    “Team Two reports two more deceased Zuparti in engineering,” came the reply. “No visual, no issues, no casualties.” 
 
    “Copy. Team Three, report.” 
 
    She got no response. She tensed, and her heartrate increased. 
 
    “Team Three!” she repeated. Her sergeant looked about nervously, waved her hand in a circle for Team One’s benefit, and moved to the major’s side to await orders. 
 
    It must be a comm failure. Now breathe, you must not let the soldiers see you lose your calm. 
 
    Gu’aka calmed down and controlled her breath enough to speak. “Swolliweht, seal off from Nevastuica. All units, suits tight, report issues.” 
 
    She waited while the casualties were loaded onto the Swolliweht, and to allow time to report any suit malfunctions. She looked at Technician Zela, who had moved to a primary control panel. 
 
    “Technician, flush the atmo.” 
 
    If the unresponsive team was due to the Humans, that should handle them. 
 
    A loud hiss emerged as the ship’s air was ejected into space. 
 
    “Reserve Team, move to replace Team Four at the docking collar. Team Four, move cautiously to the cargo bay. Team Two, split. Leave Two Two in engineering and send Two One to support Four. Maximum vigilance. All Teams, hold outside the final passage into the cargo bay until directed. Report any contact with Team Three immediately.” 
 
    All teams checked in to acknowledge. 
 
    “Team Four, I’m on my way to you.” She flicked a finger at two of her troopers. “You two, with me.” 
 
    “Major, Team Four reporting. We’re in position. We, uh, well…” There was a long, uncomfortable pause. 
 
    The major and her two troopers floated the short distance down the corridors toward Team Four. 
 
    “Say again, Team Four?” Major Gu’aka propelled herself along faster. “Elaborate. Did you find Team Three?” 
 
    “We’re not sure, Major,” came the response. “There is evidence of combat, and a lot of blood but no clear sign of Team Three. What the entropy? Are we sure there aren’t any Goka on this ship?” 
 
    “Copy all, Four, I’m almost there. And no, I do not believe there are any Goka that the captain was unaware of.” That sergeant required berating later on for her lapse in bearing. 
 
    As Major Gu’aka approached, she saw what the team leader had reported. The ceiling and floor of the passage were painted in blood, interspersed with laser burns. Tiny red globules created a mist along the center. Curiously, there was little splatter or damage to the walls. 
 
    She leaned in and cycled her goggles through several different spectrums, settling on one that illuminated the blood in fine detail. Precise demarcation lines in the blood indicated something had impeded the splatter. With that mystery solved, she relaxed a little and lauded herself for the revelation. 
 
    A simple trick we won’t fall for again. 
 
    She reasoned that if the Humans had taken down Team Three, they had both Veetanho weaponry and access to her unit’s comms. 
 
    “All units, alternate comm frequency blue.” By procedure the teams would not acknowledge the call and switch frequencies. Veetanho were nothing if not prepared for all contingencies. 
 
    “They used false panels,” she said aloud and over comms for the entire group’s benefit. “They set an ambush here and came out of the walls. They eliminated Team Three. They probably retreated into the cargo bay knowing they could not use the trick twice. I think there may be more than six of them. All units, assume these Humans to be highly dangerous and surprisingly stealthy. Take no chances and make no assumptions. Check the walls for false panels and examine every inch for traps. Zela, confirm the whole ship is depressurized.” 
 
    “Major, pressure seems to be holding in the cargo bay,” Technician Zela said. “I can’t override it.” 
 
    “Find the controls to open the cargo bay doors,” the major ordered. She kicked off the floor and floated back to the control room. 
 
    The technician blanched at the order. Major Gu’aka knew the wheels in Zela’s head were turning as she processed the fact she was being ordered to dump a good deal of valuable cargo. 
 
    They would lose the profit from whatever was stored in the bay, but they would be able to recover most of it. She prayed Sunikker wasn’t stupid enough to leave the Science Guild cargo there. Her instincts told her the case was in the Zuparti captain’s cabin. 
 
    Either way, they still had the ship, and it would fetch a much greater price than the cheap, broken down yacht they’d destroyed as part of the ruse. Between the ship and the case, there would still be plenty of profit from the salvage mission. 
 
    “Yes, Major,” Zela said. She reached out and tapped a panel. After a few moments, she froze. 
 
    “Problem, technician?” Gu’aka asked superciliously. 
 
    “No, Major,” Zela replied. “Just a delay. They cut the power to the controls.” 
 
    “How could they cut the power?” the major asked. “They’re primitive animals, from all reports.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a physical cut, it was programming,” Zela answered. “There’s a code in here that re-routes commands.” 
 
    “Are you saying they hacked the ship’s controls?” the major asked. 
 
    “Nothing so sophisticated, Major,” Zela answered. “It’s simple, almost as if a child wrote its first code. The only impressive part is that they found a way to access it and knew where to place it. There…it’s—” 
 
    An explosion rumbled through the ship. 
 
    Cursed reprobates! What now? 
 
    “Major, Team Four. We just heard an explosion from the cargo bay.” 
 
    “Major, Swolliweht Sensors,” came another call. “A portion of the primary cargo bay door just blew out and ejected a good deal of debris with it.” 
 
    “Copy, Sensors,” Gu’aka responded. “Clarify ‘a portion’ of the door?” 
 
    “A long rectangular section blew out, Major. Some of the debris includes our lost troopers.” 
 
    “Understood, Sensors,” Gu’aka said calmly. “It is a trick meant to demoralize us, but it is irrelevant. Now we know they must have suits, but we can still blast them out of the bay. Technician Zela, re-pressurize the cargo bay and then blow the door.” 
 
    “I cannot, Major,” Zela replied. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Gu’aka demanded. Within her suit, her muscles tensed in anger. 
 
    “I just cleared the very elementary code they inserted,” she said, “but with the explosion, the ship automatically fired the failsafe lockdowns.” 
 
    “Then remove them and blow that door!” Gu’aka ordered. Safe behind the goggles, her eyes narrowed in anger. 
 
    “Major, the locks are mechanical and irreversible until physically accessed and reset by maintenance personnel. It is impossible to do it from here.” 
 
    “From here?” the major repeated. Chagrin leaked into her words. “Does that mean it can be done from somewhere?” 
 
    “Well, yes, Major,” the technician answered. “The cargo bay door can now only be jettisoned using the manual release—” 
 
    The major cut her off, annoyed. “Where is the manual release?” 
 
    “…Inside the cargo bay.” 
 
    The statement hung in the air like a specter of doom. A direct assault on the cargo bay was exactly what she’d hoped to avoid. These troublesome hairless apes clearly meant to draw them into just such an engagement. Major Gu’aka was too smart to play into their plans. 
 
    “Clever mammals,” she said. 
 
    Distant laser fire, loud pops, bangs, and rattling metal echoed down the hallways. “Team—taking—” 
 
    More sounds of combat precluded most of the message from being understood. 
 
    “Say again! Which Team?” Her pulse spiked again and pounded in her ears. She caught her breath and held it. 
 
    Again, silence lingered. 
 
    Remain impassive and think. 
 
    She estimated the noises were coming from the passageways leading to engineering. 
 
    “Aster,” the major said, addressing the sensor operator aboard the Swolliweht, “Team Two has sensors in that corridor, did you see anything?” 
 
    “Negative, Major,” the sensor operator replied. “By the time I focused on that feed it was blocked by a panel. Now the feed has gone black.” 
 
    “Teams, starting with Two One, check in and acknowledge orders.” The immediate silence indicated Two One had been hit. 
 
    “Switch to alternate frequency purple.” 
 
    The communications switches were becoming tedious. 
 
    “Team Two Two, are you up?” 
 
    “Team Two Two, affirmative,” came the response, sounding somewhat confused. 
 
    “Team Two One, status!” Major Gu’aka called out, carefully concealing her growing frustration. “Team Two Two, do you have eyes on Team Two One?” 
 
    There was another pause. “Negative, Major, I have line of sight of the passageway where they departed engineering but there is no sign of them. We are moving to recon the passage.” 
 
    “Negative, Two Two, remain in place,” Gu’aka ordered. “Seal any doors into engineering and engage anything that attempts to enter.” 
 
    Stay rational. Vigilant, but rational. 
 
    “Sergeant Raysee, we are returning to the docking collar. Once there, we will rejoin the troopers you sent with the casualties. Pull four members of the reserve team and scour every inch of this ship except the cargo bay. Stay tight and cover each other. If they’re outside the cargo bay, we’ll kill them. If not, we’ll trap them there for the next phase.” 
 
    “Yes, Major,” the sergeant responded. 
 
    Their pace was slow and deliberate. They inspected every wall, every panel, and every possible spot in which one of the fragile pink primates might conceal themselves. They swept the meager crew quarters and tiny mess area. Cautiously, they removed maintenance panels and checked all the crawl spaces. They left the panels open as they went, and liberally tossed about sensor spheres. They also deployed drone sensors on the outside of the ship, which meant the sensor operator would be taxed by the abundance of feeds to monitor. The major had faith she could keep up. 
 
    It was not until they reached the second to last passageway before engineering that they found any evidence of the Humans. Maintenance access panels lay open. Two bodies from Team Two One hovered beside them. The sergeant’s neck was sliced open where the armor plates met. The other trooper had a hole punched clean through the faceplate. There were no burn marks and the exit wound matched the entry wound. It was as if a spear had punched straight through the trooper’s head. Whatever had attacked them had taken the corpses’ weapons and comms. The only sign of the other two were floating, frozen blood droplets. 
 
    The mischievous hairless apes were making a good accounting of themselves, but they were out of deceptions. They were cornered in the cargo bay just like—what had the Zuparti called her? Vermin. 
 
    “Swolliweht, send over Technician Aster,” she said, and her lip curled into a devious smile. “Sergeant, come with me back to the control room.” 
 
    “Major, Sensors.” 
 
    “Standby, Sensors.” She needed time to think. “No, wait. Sensors, send an eye into the cargo bay through the hole they just blew, tell me what’s in there.” 
 
    “Yes, Major, but first—” 
 
    “Just do it, Sensors, I need to see inside.” 
 
    “Yes, Major,” she said. “Moving one in now.” 
 
    “Major, this is Captain Aeteo.” It was the captain of the Swolliweht. “Major, my sensor tech was attempting to inform you that the dead troopers are emitting gas and moving in unusual trajectories.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the major retorted. “Dead troopers in space suits with random punctures will tend to do that. If it concerns you, keep an eye on them, but please allow my sensor tech to follow my orders.” 
 
    “Yes, Major.” Gu’aka hoped there would be no more distractions. However, she noticed her troopers were glancing at each other uncomfortably. It was time to address the issue of the troopers who’d been murdered by the Humans. 
 
    “All units, I know you are concerned over the treatment of our fellow troopers by the Humans. Their intention was to impact our morale, to make us second guess our actions, and to sow fear within our ranks. I trust you will react to the opposite of their intentions. Let this serve to remind you that they are vicious but straightforward. We will outthink and outfight them if we remain focused.” Team One’s Sergeant gave her an approving nod. “Sensors, what do you see?” 
 
    “Major, I’m inside the cargo bay,” the sensor tech replied. “There are a number of strobe lights—an amateurish trick—I’m changing spectrums. The picture is better now. There’s nothing in there. Except…it’s not the bay. It seems to be a large, rectangular container. It’s pitch-black, but switching through all spectrums there’s nothing in there. They must have loaded the debris into this crate and then blown the edges.” 
 
    “Like I said,” the major stated, “they’re just trying to unsettle us. Sergeants, report to the control room. We’ll discuss breaching options.” 
 
    The team leaders convened with the major, planned the assault, and drew supplies from Swolliweht. Less than an hour later the troops were arranged and prepared. A team of ten added Exterior Assault Apparatuses (EAAs), which provided greater microgravity propulsion and a pack on the front with a variety of breaching gear. The EAA team, supported by an array of gun drones, had maneuvered to and connected with the exterior of Nevastuica. There, the EAA team would blow the cargo bay doors from the outside and initiate the assault. It was a risk to send a team outside, but the fact that they controlled both ships minimized it. 
 
    Meanwhile, three other teams moved boarding assault shields into position on the internal entry points. If anything happened to the external team, the internal teams would immediately breach the cargo bay. There was almost no conceivable way the Humans could engage the external team without ejecting themselves into space, but, in the unlikely event they came up with something, they would be too busy to respond to the internal assault. 
 
    Major Gu’aka covered every eventuality, and it was finally time to show the Humans that Veetanho were the undisputed masters of tactical operations. It was unfortunate, though necessary, that they would not live to tell others of this lesson. 
 
    “Major, Team One is approaching the objective, estimate two minutes until we are in position,” Sergeant Raysee said. 
 
    “Copy, Team One,” the major answered. “All other teams, confirm ready.” 
 
    “Team Two in place,” Two’s sergeant stated. She had re-designated the teams for fluidity and clarity. It was one of the Veetanho’s greatest skills, their ability to re-organize as the situation dictated. No other merc race she knew of seemed capable of doing so. 
 
    “Team Three, ready.” 
 
    “Team Four, ready.” 
 
    Finally, a flawless check in. 
 
    Teams guarded the exits and her primary team was nearly in place to blow the door. As an added precaution, she stationed a pair of troopers in engineering, a pair in the control room, and a pair to guard the docking collar, ensuring that even if the Humans did somehow break out of the bay, all corridors would be covered. She personally waited behind Team Two in the main passageway into the cargo bay. 
 
    While she awaited the call from Team One, she felt the tension increase and took a breath to calm herself. 
 
    The ship rumbled with another explosion, sooner than expected. 
 
    “Major, Team One! That was not us!” the sergeant reported. “They breached the door themselves, again. We’re taking fire! Two—ah, three troopers down! We need support!” 
 
    “Copy, One. All teams—” 
 
    She was cut off when the doors popped pre-emptively. 
 
    More loud pops reverberated along the metal corridors. The first three members of Team Two jerked then relaxed, lifeless. All three remained attached to the floor by their boots and blood bubbled out of their suits in various-sized spheres. Perfect circular holes had been cut through the big, titanium alloy shield the lead trooper had carried. 
 
    “Team One, shift fire!” the sergeant directed her team. “There’s more out—” 
 
    “Major, sergeant’s down! We’re caught in a crossfire; there’s no cover out here. I’m not sure who else is—ahhh! Entropy!” 
 
    The radio went silent for a long moment. There was a clang and life support began pumping air again. The demons had resealed the ship. Again. 
 
    What sort of nightmare have the Buma unleashed into the Galaxy? If, by some entropy-cursed chance, they win this, the case will be theirs. Whatever secrets are buried within it will be theirs. 
 
    “Sensors, what can you see?” the major asked. 
 
    “Major, Sensors. A group of eight Humans ejected from the cargo bay with the blast. They were attached with some sort of cords so they would stay close and immediately be in a position to fire on Team One. As soon as Team One responded, more came out of the hole and the team was caught in a crossfire. None are responding. The gun drones are down as well. The Humans are now targeting our sensors; I’m just about out of eyes outside.” 
 
    “Major!” Captain Aeteo shouted over the radio. “Breaching charges just detonated on our hull! We’re being boarded!” 
 
    Eight Humans in suits on lines outside the ship, more in the bay door’s hole, more that set off charges from inside the bay itself, and now a group using the debris and our dead trooper’s suits as cover to approach our ship? How many of these hairless bipeds are there? Do they reproduce that quickly? Can they manufacture themselves somehow? There’s no way they could have snuck that many people past the paranoid Zuparti, is there? 
 
    “Copy, Swolliweht.” It took every ounce of willpower to continue exuding calm. “All units pull back to Swolliweht. We’ll repel the boarders, detach from this ship, and blow it from a safe distance.” 
 
    We’ll nuke it, as a matter of fact. It’s the only way to be sure. 
 
    There were more pops, bumps, and rumbles from the corridor that led to Swolliweht. 
 
    “Two’s taking fire!” 
 
    “Three’s taking fire!” 
 
    “Swolliweht is breached! Three locations; they’re coming in from everywhere!” 
 
    Major Gu’aka cursed to herself. She turned and noted the three remaining members of Team Two, who were stationed outside the main entryway to the cargo bay, were indeed trading fire with some unseen enemy at that entryway. The door had fully blown open. 
 
    She detached her boots and launched herself toward the docking collar. She was halfway there when she turned a corner and came face to face with one of her own troopers. 
 
    Except, it was not one of her own troopers. It had patches taped in several places, and through the faceplate she could see it clearly was not a Veetanho. A pink face appeared inside, and the corners of its lips curled up as it pumped several needler rounds into her neck. She attempted to find the strength to return fire but found she had none. 
 
    The suited figure calmly grabbed the needler from her hand, pushed her aside, and drifted past. Several more followed it. The last in the line grabbed ahold of her and seemed to inspect her. Its lips moved, likely as it communicated with its teammates. 
 
    Shouts and reports filtered in on her radio for a few more moments. They lessened and, finally, stopped altogether. 
 
    If this is how their merchants fight, their mercenaries are a bigger threat to the Galactic Union than the Kahraman ever were. The Buma should have let them be. They’ve unleashed a greater evil on the galaxy than we’ve ever known. 
 
    She stared at the strange, alien face in the Veetanho space suit as she felt her life drain away, her blood sucked out by the vacuum into the passageway. It stared back at her with narrow, curious eyes. Her vision tunneled in on the demonic beast, before it went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    John floated into the control room of Nevastuica. Roger and a couple others tapped furiously on different control slates. Roger did not even glance up when John spoke. 
 
    “All the hatches are resealed,” he stated. “We just lost two more, Joe and Tim. The two who were critical, Chuck and Bob, are hanging in. Doc thinks they’ll make it.” 
 
    Roger nodded. “So, five altogether, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” John answered solemnly. Roger stopped for a moment and looked up. 
 
    “Well, I’m guessing mankind has lost quite a few more than that by now.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment, reading each other’s eyes as they usually did at times like this. 
 
    “Their sacrifice was necessary for us to do what we’ve done,” Roger said. 
 
    “Which is what, exactly? We’ve got two shot-to-shit ships we can’t operate and fewer people than we started with to deal with whatever comes at us next.” 
 
    “The damage is largely cosmetic,” Roger said with a dismissive wave. “And Jim there has a lot of this ship figured out. Julie’s got engineering worked out. We’re fairly certain we can get this ship under power. Plus, we’ve got rations and water aplenty now, and the recyclers are easy, right, Jim?” 
 
    A bespectacled blond man nodded without looking up and continued to tap at his slate. 
 
    “So,” Roger continued, “this ship we’ve got worked out. Might cost us some creds to fix a couple things when we get back to Karma, but I figure Green and Scarlett will have us some cash flow by then. Probably a baby on the way, too.” 
 
    John blushed a little, but Roger went on. 
 
    “Our only real trick is to get the other ship running,” Roger said. “I kinda wish we coulda kept one of the big moles alive…but if we had then we wouldn’t be able to claim it as legal salvage from an aggressor. Same goes with the Zuparti crew of this ship. Moles made it easy for us, offing the crew. Called both of those parts, didn’t you, Cue?” 
 
    The wiry, bespectacled intel officer straightened and gave him a goofy smile. 
 
    “Many thanks, sir, uh, dreadfully sorry, Roger,” Cue replied. “It was pretty obvious from what I’ve learned about the straightforward Zuparti body language and their innate inability to trust anyone of anything that they’d quickly turn on us if we stuck to the irritation schedule I developed, but yes.” 
 
    “Yeah, solid job on that, all around,” John said. “But don’t let it go to your head. You’re going to be wrong someday.” 
 
    “No worries, sir—John,” Cue said. “I plan to stay humble, at least until I’m a crotchety old man.” 
 
    “Good advice, Sir John,” Roger said, and clapped John on the shoulder. “In any event, I’m glad our friends all took care of each other. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have had this ship and we would’ve had to aggressively argue for rights to the mole ship. Not to mention that Sunikker’s crew would’ve complicated our ability to maneuver quite a bit. And we would’ve had to suffer working with those creepy little bastards while pretending not to know that they set us up in the first place.” He stopped his rant for a moment and chuckled. “Karma’s a bitch, though, huh? They’re dead, like they deserve, and we’re left with all the cards.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I found this in Sunikker’s cabin,” John said. He held out a simple black case with a biometric lock. A symbol was stamped in white on both sides. “It’s the Science Guild logo.” 
 
    “Huh. Cue, take a look at it, see if you can come up with anything. If you can’t, we’ll get it back to Green and Scarlett and they can sort it out. Let’s hope it’s more of those red diamonds. Though this endeavor has already made us quadrillionaire’s back on Earth, for whatever that’s worth.” 
 
    “I’ll give it a look,” Cue said. He took the case from John and peered at it intently as if it might contain all the great secrets to the galaxy. 
 
    “Okay,” John said at length. “Sounds like you’ve got it all worked out. Assuming we get all this working and find a ride back to Karma, what’s next?” 
 
    “That’s the easy part,” Roger said. “With these two ships and a source of income from the Christmas Couple, to which we can add these newfound funds, we start doing what we set out to do.” 
 
    “Which is what, again?” John asked. 
 
    “A lot of those first contracts aren’t coming back,” Roger said grimly and stopped tapping in order to stare John down again. “Now we’ve got the means to track down the dismal failures and see if we can pick up any survivors. That’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” John said, nodding. “You told me we were gonna find our way, and you found it.” He smirked. 
 
    “Would you like to share?” Roger asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Would you happen to recall the USAF’s rescue motto?” 
 
    “Yes, yes I do,” Roger replied. “These things we do…” 
 
    “…that others may live,” John completed. “At least the concept won’t die like the Air Force did.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Transmission Origin: <REDACTED> 
 
    Transmission Destination: <REDACTED> 
 
      
 
    I have concluded my investigation into the sudden disappearance of a section of The Demise. The details are unclear, but they were requested as a spurious pirate group in order to rid a merchant vessel of unwanted passengers. The commander of section, Major Gu’aka, relayed an intention to instead commandeer the vessel. Initial messages reported that the takeover of the ship went according to plan, but the subsequent attempt to locate the Human passengers was complicated. There were no subsequent transmissions. 
 
    Both involved ships, the Zuparti Trade Guild-registered Nevastuica and The Demise’s Swolliweht later arrived in the Swivtu system and were registered as legal salvage by a recently formed Human company named Wayne Enterprises. The Humans filed a report claiming that they were passengers aboard Nevastuica, which is true, and that they were attacked by pirates flying Swolliweht, which is indeed the guise under which The Demise assaulted Nevastuica. The Humans reported they successfully defended themselves and then found Swolliweht unoccupied at the cessation of hostilities. 
 
    How these Humans were able to defeat a hardened Veetanho mercenary unit is unknown, particularly in light of the recent catastrophic failure by nearly all the Human mercenary units. Regardless, direction from our aunt is to monitor this Human operation and determine whether we need to take further action against them. If they are both a) as dangerous as previous actions suggest, and b) operating outside the confines of Mercenary Guild Law, it may be necessary to neutralize them in the future. 
 
    We do know they obtained some sort of delivery meant for the Science Guild. The Demise, before their disappearance, communicated that they had tracked down a package of great value. They did not communicate the package’s specific nature, and we have ruled it unwise to contact the Science Guild on the matter as it might alert them to our activities. Should the opportunity arise to retrieve it, we will do so, but we will not expend resources for that explicit purpose. 
 
    For now, monitor them with standard protocols and be prepared to make a later recommendation whether to conduct active operations. 
 
      
 
    Transmission end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Two: Jungle Two 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daddy, daddy! Tell me the story again!” A salt-and-pepper-haired man stared intently into his slate and tapped away. He continued to do so as he replied, “Is it bedtime already?” The tapping slowed as he scrunched up his face in concentration. The toddler grabbed onto his arm and nuzzled her curly red locks into him. 
 
    “Yes, father. Justicemakers is over, and mamochka says it’s your turn to tuck me in.” She reached up, put a hand against his chin, and forced him to look at her spirited, obnoxiously cute yet stern, bright-eyed face. “I would like to request you re-tell the story of Bull.” 
 
    The little girl spoke nothing like how he thought a three-year-old girl should. She’d spoken in full, coherent sentences since she was little over a year old, and she’d spent most of her time talking ever since. The habit was simultaneously endearing and exhausting. He chuckled, put his attention back to the screen, made a few more quick taps, and turned it off. 
 
    “Justicemakers, huh?” The show depicted a group of Equiri with various skills who traveled the galaxy fighting for the poor and downtrodden. No one really knew whether the entertainment industry of the Galactic Union had stolen western storylines from Earth, but most Humans believed they had. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Dad, aren’t the Equiri just the greatest? I bet they’re the greatest protectors in the galaxy. Yeah, tonight, uh, Jaxon, B’Kee, P’Dee, and, um, Tosh came across a group of, of, uh, Aku miners, they’re like turtles kind of, and, um, the miners were enslaved by a group of Pushtal pirates and, uh, the Justicemakers, even though they were sooo outnumbered, they came in and they were like bang-bang pew-pew and B’Kee and Jaxon distracted most of the Pushtal while, while P’Dee and Tosh caught the head Pushtal guy and, um, and then…” 
 
    He smiled and listened. She got so excited telling him about the show that it was sometimes hard to follow, but he loved to listen nonetheless. 
 
    His little girl absolutely loved the show. Every night, she worked her little toddler tail off to clean her room, clean up after dinner, and do whatever other chores her mother demanded just so she could earn the right to watch. Her mother did not approve of the show, and she usually placed very stringent standards for the little girl to meet but meet them she did. Again, Jessica was not your average three-year-old. 
 
    Though he feared such a smart little girl would grow up to be a mercenary someday, part of him held out hope that maybe her love of the show was a sign she might aim to be something more. What that was, he couldn’t even imagine. Hopefully, whatever it might be, she could find it. As all parents did, he prayed she would someday be an extraordinary person. 
 
    Lost in thought, he discovered she’d finished her very detailed explanation of the night’s episode and was now staring at him with large, pleading eyes. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you the story of Bull again. Let’s get you to bed.” 
 
    “Yay,” she said. 
 
    The man set the slate down. Business could wait while his girl got her story. Whenever it was his turn he regaled her with stories from Earth’s past, hoping to fill her head with the heroic deeds of Humanity’s best exemplars. Her favorite, for no discernible reason, was that of an Australian stretcher bearer who’d saved a lot of lives in a small battle in Earth’s last major planetary war, a century and a half prior. 
 
    He picked the diminutive red head up in his arms. She snuggled into him and held tight to Super Bear, her big purple teddy bear. Up the stairs they went to her bedroom where he set her gently down and pulled the covers up and over her. Then he tucked the sides of the blanket in so it hugged her tight. 
 
    “Snug…as a bug…in a rug,” he said as he did so. She beamed back at him with the pure, beautiful love of a small child. He kissed her forehead. “Okay. So, a long, long time ago there was a huge battle all over Earth between all kinds of people. Everyone, everywhere, fought for their various countries.” When he’d first told the story, he couldn’t get two words out before she launched into a series of questions, but now she’d heard the story so many times she just listened. “In such an enormous battle, all over the world, what could one, single person do? Well, some people signed up to be helpers, to save lives, to do everything they could to keep people from dying. Out of all those people, this is the story of one man in particular, a man from Australia, a man named—” 
 
    “Bull!” she shouted joyfully, then she giggled. He smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Yes. Corporal Leslie Allen. His friends called him Bull. The big, bald man wasn’t always known as Bull. His story starts a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Planet Haboged 
 
      
 
    With watery, bloodshot eyes, Colonel Thomas Bianco, commander of the Bayou Tigers mercenary company, scanned the alien swamp for the twelfth time in five minutes. His attention focused on the rustle of long, oval leaves on an aquamarine bush. When nothing emerged from it, he sighed. He spotted a swarm of small, flying beetles swirling about in a gap between trees. Two black creatures, a blend of bat and eagle, fluttered overhead. 
 
    The sensors found nothing. Normally, this meant there was nothing to find. In this swamp, however, the sensors were overwhelmed with background noise, false readings, and the dense foliage. 
 
    “Sir, all due respect, but if they ain’t here by now there ain’t no one else out there,” Sergeant Monroe said in a thick Boston accent. He punctuated his comment by spitting dip off to his side. “Ain’t no way we’re meeting our objective. We’re not getting paid unless the MinSha pull off a miracle, but either way, why’re we still standing around here, sir?” 
 
    Bianco kept his eyes on the swamp and clenched his free hand into a tight fist. 
 
    “The major, or some of her troops, could still be out there, Sergeant,” Bianco replied. “And we wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t done what they did. We’re going to give them as much time as we can, do you understand?” 
 
    “Copy all, sir,” Monroe answered in a lackadaisical tone which indicated he completely disagreed. “Sir, can you give me an idea of how long you plan to wait? I need to know if I should set up some watch rotations. Every moment we stay here is another moment the natives might try something stupid, again, and we might not have the numbers anymore. I’m only asking because—” 
 
    “Shut your damn mouth, Sergeant,” Bianco said. “And go do what you need to do. We’re staying.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Monroe said. The sergeant wandered off and barked a few meaningless orders to the remaining troops, more for show than operational necessity. 
 
    Damn it all to hell, he’s right. We can’t wait here forever, and even if any of them are still alive, which I doubt, there’s no way in hell they’d make their way here. And every second increases the possibility of those damn alligator-spiders coming in to look for food. The same bastards that probably ate up any remnants of Lucy’s team. 
 
    As if summoned, the bushes shook from their base, just like they did when the large-jawed, eight-legged nightmares were about to spring. 
 
    “Look alive!” Bianco shouted. Behind him, the tattered remnants of his company snapped weapons to shoulders. 
 
    A Human hand slid out from the leaves, palm up. 
 
    “Purple,” a voice rumbled. 
 
    “Gold!” Bianco replied. “God damn, come on out! You’re safe now. Who is that? How many you got?” 
 
    A young, muscular, bald man pushed the branches up. He was painted over in mud, to the extent that only his eyes were clearly visible. He carried no rifle, or even a pistol, just a long thick knife which was covered in various colors of ooze. The sleeve of his right arm was soaked in blood. 
 
    Other mud-covered troopers wriggled past him. Some of the less injured were dragging those with greater injuries. There were not many, not compared to how many there should have been. 
 
    The other Tigers relaxed and helped the survivors onto the waiting dropship. 
 
    “Sir, that’d be all of us,” the young bald man said in a low grumble. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Bianco asked. “Where’s—” 
 
    “She didn’t make it,” the bald trooper said. At the words, his gaze looked out to infinity. When the trooper had disappeared into the jungle, his eyes had held hope and determination. Now they were dead and vacant. “She told me to get them out, and that’s what I did.” 
 
    “I see,” Bianco replied. His gaze dropped to the ground. “Then let’s get out of here. Damn fine job, Captain. If I intended to keep this company going, I’d make you a major on the spot. Hell, I might do that anyway.” 
 
    “Sir, are you saying…” 
 
    “Yeah, the Tigers are done after this,” Bianco said in shame. “I’ll make all the payouts and then I’m disbanding us.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” the bald man said. A moment later, he added, “Sir.” 
 
    The dropship engine’s low whine switched to a dull roar, which indicated they were prepared to takeoff. 
 
    “I can only imagine what you did to get these troopers back to us,” Bianco said. “And I won’t forget it. I have some contacts; I’ll get you a good job. I might even be able to get you into the Horsemen…Let’s board up.” 
 
    The mud-covered bald man nodded and headed toward the ship. “I appreciate that, sir,” he said. 
 
    “You sure you still want to do this, after all this?” Bianco asked. 
 
    “Happy to be here, proud to serve,” the bald man answered. The response was flat and instinctive. 
 
    “Hmmm…tell you what,” Bianco said, “I’ll set up an interview with a different kind of outfit. Talk to them first. If that doesn’t work out, I’ll set you up with Cartwright, if I can swing it.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to whoever you want if it gets me to Cartwright, sir,” the bald man replied. “Much obliged.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Transmission Origin: <REDACTED> 
 
    Transmission Destination: <REDACTED> 
 
      
 
    I have reviewed the latest messages. Considering your reports with regard to the unorthodox organization that has been acting outside the oversight of the Merc Guild, it is apparent they will be detrimental to our long-term designs on the race as a whole. Their kind are integral to future ministrations, and therefore the time has come to curtail this organization’s operations. Execute the plans to neutralize the organization immediately so we may progress with the greater scheme. 
 
    Make efforts to locate and recover the Science Guild cargo, reference records <REDACTED>. 
 
    If able, combine the operation to neutralize the unregistered organization with a test of one of the Premier companies. The sooner we can gauge their responses to adversity, the better. Brief me on any plans before going forward.  
 
      
 
    Transmission end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Enroute to the Planet Jayaut 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we’ve been granted clearance to land in the Keipiech Starport,” his pilot called over the interphone. The standard rumble of re-entry had persisted for quite some time but started to alleviate. 
 
    “Copy, thank you,” Captain Parviz Rahimi of Asbaran Solutions responded. “Is there any word from our employers? Will they be meeting us at the landing site?” 
 
    “No, sir,” came the reply. “That is, no, they have not contacted us, Captain. So far, we have only been in contact with the approach controllers.” 
 
    Rahimi narrowed his eyes and thought for a moment. Their employers were the Rapaxi, tall bipedal aliens and the dominant life form on the planet Jayaut, where the contract would take place. However, they were locked in a civil war with the Adveni, primitive but sentient creatures who lived in the jungles surrounding the major metroplex’s of Jayaut. Historically, the Rapaxi had hunted the Adveni for both sport and to get the Adveni’s chitinous shells for a number of uses. The Adveni had suddenly risen up in greater numbers than ever before and were now, somehow, supplied with advanced weaponry. As the Rapaxi traditionally fought individually, a contract had gone out to train Rapaxi in group tactics. Though Asbaran was primarily contracted as advisors, it was presumed they would be advising from the front. They would still have plenty of opportunity to kill aliens and get paid. 
 
    However, there had been no communication with their employer upon emergence. The contract had no stipulation that such was required, and they knew the time and place they were expected to arrive. Still, he had never been on a contract where the employer did not contact them as soon as they arrived in-system. More than unusual, it was downright unsettling. He had been prepared to arrive under fire in the event the situation had changed. That actually would have made him feel more comfortable because he would, at least, know where they stood. The silence, comparatively, was deafening. 
 
    “Top, all our troops are prepped and ready, correct?” The question should have been unnecessary; it was standard protocol and the order to do so had been given and acknowledged. 
 
    “Yes, sir, all troops are armed and ready,” Sergeant Major Dariush Lajani responded sharply. “We’re set to make a good impression on our employer.” 
 
    “Well, Top,” the captain continued, “I want more than to make a good impression; we need to be prepared for the worst when we touch down. Is that understood? By ready, I mean ready for combat.” 
 
    “Sir?” Lajani said. “Sir, we are landing in a secured location, is that correct?” 
 
    “We’ve been told so, Top,” Captain Rahimi answered. “But something feels odd. Let’s be ready to defend ourselves if we find the situation is…not what we were told.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir. We’ll be ready.” 
 
    The drastic turbulence of re-entry cleared up and the ride smoothed out. 
 
    “Five mikes out, sir,” the pilot called. 
 
    “Thank you, pilot,” Rahimi said. “Any sign of hostilities?” 
 
    “Not actively, sir,” the pilot answered. “However, there does seem to be quite a bit of destruction along this entire approach. Sir, whatever happened here, I think we missed it.” 
 
    “Understood, pilot,” the Captain said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Well, sir,” Lajani chimed in, “I hope they still have a job for us to do.” 
 
    Captain Rahimi responded with a grim nod. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dropships landed on the tarmac in formation. In unison, all the doors whined open. Large, barrel-shaped Mk 6 Combat Assault System, Personal, or CASPers, charged out locked, loaded, and ready to fight. As the Sergeant Major had said, it was mostly for show. Captain Rahimi led the way, running onto the tarmac, and actively searched for any signs of threats. 
 
    He located the greeting party and stopped abruptly. 
 
    “All units, fall into defensive posture!” There were a few calls of confusion over the comm net, all quickly stifled by the noncoms. The company disembarked and formed up as ordered, weapons pointed out in complementary fields of fire. 
 
    Per the intel report he’d memorized in hyperspace, the Rapaxi were roughly Human looking, but larger and with mottled, leathery skin. Their heads were somewhat larger with two sets of pincers above and below their mouth. The greeting party was not comprised of anything remotely fitting that description. 
 
    Instead, the greeting party was comprised of spindly, black chitinous creatures, like skeletons with long spiky tails and large, long, shiny black sausage shaped heads. These were Adveni. There was a substantially larger one in the middle of the group, with an expansive crest extending out from the sides and back of its head. 
 
    A speaker broadcast a message, presumably from the greeting party, that sounded like a series of shrieks, chitters, and snarls. The translators processed the message. 
 
    “Human militant enterprise. Hostilities on Promonex have concluded to benefit Adveni. The legal government of Promonex does not recognize foreign contract, nor does it recognize any legal right for any militant deployment on planet in support of oppressive and defeated tyrants.” 
 
    Dark shapes slowly and cautiously emerged around the edges of the great landing platform. A wide array of weaponry appeared around them. 
 
    “Pilot,” Rahimi called, “we did land in Keipiech on the planet Jayaut, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the pilot replied. “I have no idea what Promonex is. Searching the charts, it’s not in there. I’m gonna guess they renamed the planet or city, or something, when they captured it. There’s a lot of historical precedent for that.” 
 
    Lajani shrugged and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Human militant enterprise is ordered to capitulate weaponry and submit to detainment until progenitor enterprise can restore positive association by means of resource remuneration.” 
 
    “Captain,” Lajani called, “Did that thing that looks like a, well, you know…did it just tell us to surrender until the boss can send a ransom?” 
 
    Rahimi looked around. His troops were armed and ready. If he gave the word, they could unleash a great deal of destruction all around them. On the other hand, there appeared to be a great number of the beasts collecting around them, more than they even had ammunition for. There was also no telling how many more might be further out, beyond sight. An attempt to retreat into the dropships and launch was not an option because they would be easy targets. Although there was a possibility that some of them might survive if they attempted to fight their way out, two issues still remained: one, they had no employer, so they would not be getting paid for combat and, worse, they would not get reimbursed for combat losses. Indeed, they would not get paid at all. And two, even if they could get away, there was no reasonable place for them to go. 
 
    The chittering and hissing resumed and the mass of shiny black creatures shifted about animatedly. From the movement he could tell they were more outnumbered than he initially thought. He heard a series of shrieks from the leader. The translators came alive again. 
 
    “No time segments. Indicate adherence!” 
 
    “Sir?” Lajani queried. The “Juggernaut” CASPers shifted nervously, aiming from one target to the next. The white teeth stood out in stark contrast to the shiny black carapaces of the Adveni and gave the unnerving impression they were smiling hungrily. All the Adveni were drooling a resinous liquid. The great collection of creatures slowly bobbed back and forth randomly as they slowly crept closer. 
 
    Rahimi realized he was holding his breath. His heart was beating like a giant taiko drum. His muscles were tense, and his fingers were begging him to squeeze the triggers and unleash hell. The instant he did, he knew his troops would join in and shoot everything they could. Kill aliens echoed through his head in Colonel Shirazi’s voice. 
 
    Rahimi sighed. “All troops stand down.” Ambition, pride, and anger were not valid reasons to let all of his troops die. “Power down and dismount your CASPers. Slowly—don’t make any hostile movements.” He gritted his teeth and fought to avoid screaming. In an instant, he regained his emotions. “We are their prisoners.” 
 
    “Well, sir,” Lajani said, “I can’t say I blame you. I certainly didn’t see this coming either, but I can’t imagine this is going to look good, being your first command and all.” 
 
    Captain Rahimi was considered a fast burner in Asbaran Solutions, a rapidly rising officer with great potential. Colonel Shirazi had not been keen on the idea of sending him out on this contract, but the colonel’s staff had made a compelling argument. Rahimi also believed that the colonel’s son Sargon, to whom Rahimi was an older cousin, had played a part. The young boy looked up to Rahimi as a more relatable hero figure than his deity-like father. This mission was supposed to be Rahimi’s great chance to prove his abilities as a leader. 
 
    The great opportunity had been lost. If he survived this, he would be lucky to keep his job. 
 
    “Didn’t occur to me, Top,” Rahimi answered coldly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Karma Station 
 
      
 
    A bald, heavily built man approached the suite and tapped the comm slate, which announced his presence to the occupant. He was not only bald; in fact, he had no hair whatsoever. He assumed a relaxed parade rest, feet shoulder-width apart, hands loosely clasped behind his back, as he awaited a response. The response was not immediate, but he was a patient man when the situation demanded. Straining his ears, he could make out the sounds of bottles rattling. 
 
    What am I doing here? 
 
    He was a merc, and a damn good one, with a very fine record. He should have been interviewing with the Horsemen at this point in his career. Instead, his previous commander had strongly encouraged him to come hear what this man had to say. His commander promised that if he came to this meeting and did not sign on, he would receive an excellent recommendation which would boost his application to the Horsemen. Cartwright’s Cavaliers was his top choice, with Asbaran Solutions a close second, though he’d be happy enough in either the Golden Horde or Winged Hussars, as well. Any of the four were the pinnacle of a mercenary career, and he’d always known he would someday serve with one of them. 
 
    As best as he could determine, General United Earth Stores Shipping was a Merchant Guild-registered Human-owned company. It had existed for less than a year, dealt in Earth rarities, and was near impossible to find on GalNet. Nothing, in any of his research, led him to believe there was any reason whatsoever for him to enter this particular line of work. He would sit as long as needed in order to get that recommendation, and then respectfully be on his way. 
 
    The comm slate lit up. 
 
    “Yeah, who’s there?” The voice was deep and powerful, but tired and a bit curt. 
 
    “Major—” The occupant immediately cut him off. 
 
    “No, wait, don’t say it, don’t say it…” The door slid open, revealing a tall, robed, muscular man with chiseled features and wavy brown hair. “You, huh? Hell, what time is it?” 
 
    “Eighteen thirty-two, sir.” The man looked the young officer up and down. 
 
    The man licked his lips. “We have a meeting right now, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The man smiled and stuck his right hand out. His robe drifted open as he did so, revealing it was all he was wearing. He retrieved the hand and rushed to tug the robe closed. 
 
    “Sorry,” he chuckled, “my previous, uh, meeting ran longer than planned.” He gawked at the young man’s face. “Wow, man, you can read about someone being hairless, even see a picture, and you don’t get the full effect of how, uh, striking that is until you witness it firsthand. Is it really everywhere?” 
 
    “Smooth as a baby’s bottom, sir,” the major replied. “Doused in hydraulic fluid on my first job. My fault, really. But I’m guessing that’s in the file.” 
 
    “Charlie Flores, owner of, um…” he glanced subconsciously to his left, “GUESS.” 
 
    Odd…did he just lie about his own company? And on that subject, talk about obvious… 
 
    The young man tried to conceal the thought. Flores’ thrust his hand back out while his eyes probed the young man’s expression. He took the hand and the two fought for a moment to give a firmer handshake. The young man relented, feigning respect. 
 
    “Come on in, come on in.” Flores backed into his suite and waved the major toward a couch in a large sitting area. “Anything to drink? Scotch, beer? I got a full bar over there.” 
 
    “Nothing for now, sir, thank you.” He walked towards the sitting area but remained standing, back straight as a flagpole. The apartment was exactly what he knew from the vids as the quintessential bachelor pad. The furniture was upholstered in either red velvet or puffy black leather, suggestive pictures of various beauties adorned the walls. Around the bar, the pictures were a series of scantily clad liquor-themed fairies. The apartment smelled of cigar smoke, perfume, and musk. 
 
    “First rule, my friend. Knock off the sirs. If you’re going to join this outfit you’ll be a merchant not a merc; try to act like one. Second rule, yes, you will have something, but now you’ve deferred the decision on what.” He stalked toward his bedroom door and motioned once more to the couch. “Seriously, please take a seat. Give me a few moments, won’t you?” 
 
    I haven’t agreed to anything yet. This jackass is overly presumptive. 
 
    Flores disappeared into his room and closed the door solidly behind him. As directed, the major moved to a red velvet loveseat, sat, and waited. He made out a pair of soft slapping sounds and some gasps, and then some muffled talking. From the sounds of activity that followed, he was able to sort out three voices, his new boss and probably two females, rustling around in the bedroom. 
 
    The door opened and, sure enough, a skinny blonde woman and a voluptuous redhead spilled out. They both wore pigtails, scandalously short plaid skirts, and both were hurriedly buttoning up white blouses. They stumbled and tripped over their high heels as Flores physically pushed them through the apartment and out the front. The major attempted a polite nod, but neither had a chance to notice. 
 
    “’Bye, Daddy,” the blonde said as she toppled out the door. The door slid shut, and they were gone. 
 
    “If you were occupied, I could’ve always come back at a better time,” the major said. 
 
    “No, not at all, I was finished.” A clink of glasses indicated he was at the bar pouring drinks. The young former officer took further stock of the room. He could never picture himself in such a lavish, decadent suite on one of the gravity rings. Whatever outfit he had found his way into seemed to have deep pockets and no shame in showing it. 
 
    “S—Mr. Flores,” the young man said, “I’m still not quite clear on exactly what it is you do, or what I would be doing.” 
 
    “Understood. Can I call you, umm…” He set down the glasses and looked intently at his slate. “No, wait, scratch that, um, do you have any unofficial nicknames?” 
 
    “Not really,” he answered. “Can I presume you go by ‘Daddy’?” 
 
    “What?” he blurted, then set down his slate and chortled. “That’s funny, I don’t go by…heh, never mind.” He continued to laugh and picked up his slate and swiped. “Okay, I’ll sort something out.” 
 
    Bracing the slate against his body with his forearm, he carried two lowball glasses filled with ice and a light caramel colored liquid. Scotch, the young man presumed. Giving it a sniff, he concluded it was a Speyside single malt, likely one of the “Glen’s.” He hadn’t had a real scotch since his last trip to the Lyon’s Den and, even then, he had only gotten a blend. This was pure luxury, as was everything else he was seeing. 
 
    His host sat on the nearest black leather couch with a loud squeak and leaned back casually. Flores set down the slate and regarded the young major with a smirk. He rattled the ice around in his glass and let the tension build. 
 
    “Do you smoke?” Flores asked. The young man forced himself to restrain a frustrated sigh and respectfully shook his head. 
 
    “Well, you do now.” He snapped open a cherry wood box the young man had noticed but not dwelt on. Flores pulled out two fairly large dark-leafed cigars, deftly cut the ends off both, and passed one over. The bald man dug a lighter out of his pocket, but found his arm blocked by Flores. 
 
    “No, a match, son, always a match.” The rich merchant lit a match and held it out to help the young man light his cigar. He gave an impressed look when the young man lit it successfully without coughing. 
 
    Matches on a space station? 
 
    “So…just biding your time, huh?” Flores said with an earnest gaze. “You’re wondering how long you have to sit here before I’ll let you go and you can get your recommendation, right? Hoping to score a Horsemen gig, yeah?” 
 
    “Not at all…Mr. Flores,” the young man smiled back just as smugly. If it’s games we’re playing, I’ll glove up and go a few rounds. “I am happy to entertain whatever employment opportunities may be available to one with my humble abilities.” 
 
    Flores chuckled in response. “Anyone ever tell you that you have a very commanding presence?” 
 
    “Not directly, Mr. Flores. They usually use…more colorful language.” 
 
    “Heh, there’s a chance I’m gonna like you.” He paused again and held the stare, as if he was eager to explain the joke but had a practiced restraint for dramatic effect. 
 
    It’s not a bluff if I don’t even know the ante. 
 
    “How’s Colonel Bianco?” Flores asked. “Still a hard ass? Or has marriage softened him up any?” 
 
    You know damn well he just bankrupted his company. You want me to ask how you know him. I don’t care. And I’m not here for small talk. 
 
    “Fine,” the young man answered, and returned the stare emotionlessly. Flores held the stare for half a moment, nodded, and looked to his cigar. 
 
    “You are intense, aren’t you?” Flores asked. He took a long drag from the cigar while his gaze focused deeper into the young man, obviously searching for any kind of tell. The young man sat as still as a stone. 
 
    “Here’s the trouble,” Flores said, launching into an obviously well-rehearsed speech. “I can’t exactly let you in on things until you agree to sign on. And, of course, you won’t agree to sign on until I let you in on things.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Flores, you have certainly grabbed my interest,” the young man stated flatly. No, you haven’t, but I clearly need to ride out the sales pitch so as to not offend you. 
 
    “No, I have not grabbed your interest,” Flores retorted. “But I will, and I do appreciate you humoring me. Let me start with who you are.” I know damn well who I am; can we get to who you are? “You are a rising star of the merc world; exceptional VOWs.” 
 
    “If you say so, sir,” the major responded. Flores gave a nod of both approval and astonishment. The VOWs were the Voluntary Off-World assessment exams, in which hopeful mercenaries completed a series of physical and mental tests. High scores could gain them the notice of training academies or actual mercenary units. 
 
    “And you’re one of those who got himself a college degree on his way to officer training. A no-kidding-college-degree in, wow…‘Asymmetric Warfare?’” Flores raised an eyebrow. “That’s really something one can get a degree in?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is,” the young man nodded. “Just in case I ever need to poison someone’s water supply.” 
 
    “You are…unique, I’ll say that.” He put his slate down and re-acquired the stare. “Anyway, it seems you’re one of the few who might’ve had a shot at going straight into the Horsemen, but you chose a smaller company and worked your way up into a second-tier company. I’m guessing that was all to get yourself free training and some experience, yeah?” He paused again, waiting for a response. 
 
    This is quite the show, isn’t it? 
 
    “That was the plan, yes.” The “sir” almost slipped out again, but the major had gotten the hang of the interaction. 
 
    “Damn fine work you did over the last few contracts. Damn fine.” Flores took a sip of his scotch. “You’ve quickly garnered a reputation in your unit for uniquely unconventional ways of getting the job done.” 
 
    “Well, mister,” the young man agreed, “I’m just a big, dumb animal who does what he needs to do to get the job done.” 
 
    “Big, sure, but no need to be so modest,” Flores went on. “So, now I’ve let on that unconventional is a trait we admire here. I’ll just let that stand for now. You have a habit of saving your fellows, don’t you? Well, not all of them, I see, but you’ve certainly tried, haven’t you?” 
 
    If the major had not learned a great deal of restraint in his years, he would have squeezed his scotch tumbler until it cracked. As it was, his eyes went cold and he began imagining the ways in which he could kill this bastard. He set the tumbler down gently and pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Mr. Flores,” the young man growled. “I’ll see myself out.” 
 
    He clenched his hands and used all his willpower to keep his anger in check. He also worked to push agonizing memories out of his head. 
 
    Flores nodded in empathy and made no effort to stop the man as he stalked off. “That last one must’ve been hard. I can see you’ve definitely earned the street cred to hop into the Horsemen. Cartwright himself would be damn lucky to have you. And you’ve humored me long enough to earn yourself that recommendation. But you seem more like a savior than a mercenary to me.” 
 
    “Even if that were true, it’d only mean I’m from the wrong damn century,” the man argued. He paused at the door. “It’s been a long time since Humans cared enough to rescue each other.” 
 
    “Are you so sure?” Flores asked. The young man froze and looked back. The bastard was casually pointing to the couch and smiling. “Two minutes.” 
 
    Nearly every fiber of the young man’s being screamed at him to leave. The sole dissenting fiber grabbed ahold of him and froze him in place. Pride, which usually won his internal battles, found itself outmatched by guilt. 
 
    “It’s over, and someone needs to hold them off. You know damn well it has to be me…Just get them out of here while you still can.” Her words echoed through his head. Those words, in fact, always echoed through his head. The only thing that ever changed was the volume. 
 
    “Let me explain who we are.” 
 
    About damn time, I’m this close to breaking your neck. 
 
    The young man returned to the couch, his muscles tense. 
 
    “Humans, as adaptable as we are, and as much as our technology is coming along, are still pretty heavily the underdogs as mercs in this great Galactic Union, aren’t we?” It was clearly rhetorical. “And our technology has come a long way. But, obviously, when we started this whole endeavor, it went pretty poorly, didn’t it?” Still rhetorical; he had firmly established a monologue. 
 
    “After that first round, the Horsemen did what they could to use what they’d learned to help out the second round. This, of course, is the history everyone knows. Now…” He leaned forward to ratchet the intensity up a bit. 
 
    Finally, we come to the big payout. 
 
    “They weren’t the only ones who went out with that second round, trying to look out for Human mercs. The Horsemen gave advice, sure, but they seldom went out and directly intervened on behalf of the outmatched and beleaguered companies. One might say there were some guardian angels out there keeping our boys safe as much as possible.” 
 
    The major’s eyes narrowed despite himself. 
 
    Fine, I’ll bite. 
 
    “Wouldn’t I have heard about such an organization? I mean, if Human mercs were being rescued by some shadowy group of saviors, there’d be rumors, right?” 
 
    “One would think,” Flores answered. He leaned back, assumed the smug smile again, and rattled his ice. 
 
    “How much you know about the old US military rescue forces?” Flores asked. 
 
    “Which ones?” the young man responded. “Please be advised that ‘guess what I’m thinking’ is my all-time least favorite game.” 
 
    “Yeah, heh.” Flores smiled. “I can understand that. The old US Rescue motto: These things we do, that others may live. You ever hear of that one?” 
 
    “No, that does not ring a bell,” the young man replied. “One I was hoping would apply to this…organization was De Oppresso Libre.” 
 
    “That’s valid,” Flores said. “And I’m fairly certain most of the founders might have preferred that one. Hell, most probably operated under it before First Contact. However, philosophically, as oppressive as the galaxy has turned out to be, mercs go in with full knowledge that they’re facing danger. They may not always know the details, and we learned during the Alpha Contracts that our employers will almost never give an accurate accounting of the adversaries a contract may carry, but they still go in expecting to face an enemy and are prepared to do all they can to kill it. So, the oppression may go either way in the end, and it’s not ours to reason why. This…company…does not, specifically, seek to liberate anyone from oppression. We focus on ensuring the survival of mankind’s best, particularly when they’ve been set up, which this galaxy seems intent on doing whenever possible. This company exists to ensure that as many of them as possible will live. 
 
    “Can you tell me, in your words, what happened with the Alpha Contracts?” Flores asked, becoming even more intense. 
 
    Full sales pitch mode inbound, brace yourself. 
 
    “Of course, I can,” he said with a knowing nod, and recited the schoolbook answer. “One hundred companies went out, only four came back.” 
 
    “Those are numbers,” Flores said scornfully. “Those aren’t the people. Four percent doesn’t account for the stories of ninety-six companies, full of mankind’s greatest warriors of the era, massacred. At the same time, we discovered how evil the universe was. During the Alpha Contracts, as I said, a generation’s worth of experience in battle and war and bloodshed and destruction and all military operations”—he snapped his fingers dramatically and the young man, despite being prepared for it, jumped—“all gone. Medal of honor recipients. Special forces from Russia, Israel, Britain, China, the United States. Marines, Navy, Army, Air Force veterans from all countries. Men and women who’d fought in Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, throughout Africa, and the even darker hellholes that historians don’t even speak of. Those people, the very best of us all…simply gone.” He snapped his fingers again. 
 
    Despite his disdain for the man telling the tale, the young man could not help but imagine all those troops from those first contracts. Soldiers from his history classes appeared in his mind, kitted out with ballistic armor, helmets, large weaponry, tanks, rocket launchers, and the like. Then, swarms of giant cockroaches, werewolves, enormous praying mantises began to eviscerate those soldiers. Men screamed for their mothers, drowned on their own blood, grabbed helplessly at viscera spilling out from their bellies, and closed their eyes forever. The young man envisioned the hand of God wiping Earth’s warriors away. More of his own personal memories bubbled up from deep within. 
 
    “We lost almost all of our best and brightest warriors. Almost all of our finest, most experienced, best-equipped soldiers, spec-ops warriors, marines, pilots, all gone in one massive sweep. With no one there to help them. My predecessors saw this coming and made preparations to do what they could to find the survivors, and to be prepared to do all they could for the next round to go out. They didn’t find many, but they did find some. When the second round happened, they were ready, and far more survived.” 
 
    “You’re saying the second round of contracts survived because some shadowy guardian angels were out there protecting them?” the man asked skeptically. 
 
    “Well, not all, but some,” Flores answered. “More than they were able to save the first time.” 
 
    The visions in his head suddenly included dropships and quadcopters swooping into battlefields with “Ride of the Valkyries” playing from somewhere. Soldiers cowered in the bottom of their disabled tanks, anticipating the giant, armored spiders who would soon tear the walls open and devour them. At the last moment, angels swept in and carried them to safety. 
 
    Something snapped inside the young man’s head. He wondered whether the click was actually audible, whether this man Flores heard or saw it happen. Even though the young man knew in his mind that this had all been a carefully crafted sales pitch, the young man’s heart forced his decision. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Flores, I certainly hope you aren’t full of shit,” the man said. “You’re saying all the right things, which makes me skeptical. But I’d be remiss to turn you down and miss the chance to find out. If you’re for real, I’m your man.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude,” Flores said, “but I already knew that. And I am for real. Welcome to the Company, son.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Haboged 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing personal, Captain,” Colonel Bianco said. “You made your suggestions, and I appreciate that you did so. I know I hired you to be the Tigers’ think-tank, and you had some good ideas with some excellent points. But, ultimately, how we operate is my decision.” 
 
    Sitting at the command station on the JaegerVogel-class dropship, the two men stared at the displays that showed the progress of the three platoons of CASPers. 
 
    “Understood, sir,” the bald captain replied. “You traded security for speed, sir. It’s understandable, you’re trying to close on the objective before the bugs do. I think purely in terms of force preservation, you think in terms of achieving maximum payout from the user. And it’s a shrewd business move, minimizing the post-factum overhead. Sir.” 
 
    “Are you saying that I’m sacrificing troops so I have less to pay afterwards?” the colonel asked, frowning and shifting uncomfortably. 
 
    “Sir, I am merely highlighting potential outcomes, as you have paid me to do,” the captain said. 
 
    “You know, your file doesn’t mention how much of an asshole you are,” the colonel said. “I’ve tried to be nice, but you just can’t control it, can you?” 
 
    “Well, sir, I have no control over the contents of said file,” the captain replied. “Honestly, sir, you didn’t completely ignore me, and I do believe the attack will succeed. All I’m really saying is that the enemy will have a little more forewarning than if you’d done it my way, and our troops would’ve had more jump juice left when they got there. But, unless this is all some elaborate setup, we’ll take the objective just fine, and well ahead of the MinSha. I’m not exactly a yes-man, but it’s a good plan, and it does guarantee we’ll get the ‘first on target’ bonus from the user.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe asshole was a bit harsh,” the colonel said. “I also appreciate you not revisiting the opinion that I should be out front with the troops and not back here. I just don’t see how I could manage everything while also maneuvering one of those machines through a swamp.” 
 
    “Like I said, sir,” the bald captain said. “You’re the boss. Mine’s not to reason why.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Hyperspace, Enroute to Jayaut 
 
      
 
    The young man shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He’d had little time to orient himself to the unit’s standard operating procedures and battle rhythm. This was mostly because neither seemed to exist. Almost everything was ad hoc and, when he inquired into the situation, he was told they were expected to adapt, improvise, and overcome. The bald man had heard the cliché before, but felt a different cliché carried a greater application. The one about proper previous planning… 
 
    There was a reason for standards and there was a reason to have done one’s homework before the crisis occurred. When he had voiced this belief, Flores himself had responded with “Quit spouting that bull, new guy. I want solutions, not problems.” 
 
    That last part was reasonable. As poorly organized as the unit was, all the previously attached individuals seemed supremely capable, well-trained, and highly experienced in their particular fields. 
 
    The bald man checked his watch again. 
 
    1317 hours…So, what time does this 1300 brief start? 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Flores began, “let me officially and personally welcome you to the GUESS corporation. Let me introduce the department heads.” Flores’ insistence on referring to everything in their organization as if it was a merchant company grated on the young man’s sense of decorum. Again, when the young man grumbled, he was told to keep his bullshit opinions to himself. He usually prided himself on doing just that, but the whole affair was a bit over the top cheesy. On reflection, the terminology did make some sense. 
 
    “Deep, my chief of acquisitions.” Flores smiled as he motioned to a short, heavily built, and intense Nepalese operator. Acquisitions was Flores’ term for the pointiest part of the unit’s proverbial spear. He had met a lot of truly mean-looking snake-eater types, which was to say special operators, in the unit. They weren’t the Tri-Vid pretty-boy snake eaters, either. They were the kind that looked at everyone else as if they were prey. When he looked into their eyes, he could tell they had already worked out a plan to kill him as quickly and efficiently as possible. Behind closed doors he imagined they smoked, joked, played stupid games, and won stupid prizes at least as intensely as any mercs. Publicly, however, they were tight-lipped, steely-eyed professionals. He was honored to be in their company. 
 
    Deep, in particular, was actually Dipprasad Pun, which the young man had sorted out with a healthy dose of assumption. There was once a merc with that name who had worked for the Golden Horde and had an almost unbelievable record. He had earned the nickname G.G., an abbreviation of Goka Gurkha, after he’d singlehandedly, and without armor, held a rooftop defensive position that was assaulted by a dozen Goka. Shortly afterward, records reflected he’d died on leave in a climbing accident. 
 
    Creativity did not seem to be a strong suit of his new employers. 
 
    “Turnkey, my chief of transportation.” This was just as unimaginative a nickname. The young man had quickly identified the tall, quiet, unassuming, balding pilot as one Ray Turncynski, who had performed an insane rescue of some cutoff Cartwright’s Cavaliers troops. Similar to Deep, he was lost afterward in a docking mishap. 
 
    The other inured dropship pilots looked about as grim as the snake eaters. They were a little more relaxed and spoke more like technical professionals—some might say nerds—than carnivorous psychopaths, but the young man was just as impressed by their demeanor and inputs. He knew more than half were recent hires, but they seemed to be following the lead of the old heads. In the upcoming days, certainly some of them would find the gumption to start testing their boundaries, complaining and challenging how things were done, but, for now, they stayed quiet. The young man could not find it inside himself to judge such behavior too harshly, since it was largely what he had been doing since joining. 
 
    The young man had made the input that the flood of new pilots, as well as new troops, was essentially an attempt to create special operations forces after an emergency had occurred. Flores had responded with the standard “Stop spouting that bull.” 
 
    “Gump, my chief of security.” As a very recent hire, the young man knew the athletic, black-haired man had been with the Bushido Bandits, a heavy assault company. This implied he had more martial arts training than most. 
 
    As he considered the department chiefs, the young man was satisfied with the talent Flores had collected. Perhaps that was where Flores’ expertise lay, in finding the right people for the job. Despite his other faults, that was one place in which he excelled. 
 
    On the other hand, it seemed odd that the one with the assault background was assigned to lead the landing zone security teams while the Golden Horde defensively trained individual would lead the assault, but the young man was getting tired of raising concerns that would only be considered “bull.” He was obviously one of many neophytes here and his inputs were, very clearly, not welcome. 
 
    The remainder of the “security” personnel were mostly new hires, particularly those with CASPer experience, and the range of that experience was quite wide. On closer inspection, he realized that experience simply meant they had ever been in one. If the box was checked, they were hired. Quantity over quality. 
 
    Flores began his proper speech. “Gentlemen, by now you’ve met your specific teams and hopefully been spun up on who, exactly, we are. As most of you have determined by now, it has become necessary for this, ahem, Company…” he paused and smiled for effect. Some of the new hires smiled back—most did—and all the company veterans did not. He was undeterred, “…to get very big, very quickly.” 
 
    Attempting to mass produce special forces. He immediately heard Flores’ voice in his head telling him to “stop spouting that bull.” 
 
    “There are two major viewpoints as to how to conduct personnel recovery, or, specifically, the lost art of Combat Search and Recovery…CSAR,” Flores prattled on. “One is a small team of professionals, who move in like ghosts or a laser scalpel, pick up the survivor or survivors, and move out. This works for small-scale rescues and has, to date, been how this unit has operated. The other viewpoint is a large-scale operation. Fighter and/or artillery cover and a great package of jammers, decoys, intel assets, and transports to carry a large ground team in and get all the survivors and as much equipment as possible out. Humans, once upon a time, conducted this type of operation admirably. After the Alpha’s, however, the whole concept disappeared. Some other races have companies that specialize in retrieving lost equipment, and maybe personnel, but even that is rare. There’s not much money in it, so it isn’t usually done. 
 
    “We’re not quite going full bore in that direction, but almost,” he stated. 
 
    “Furthermore, I’ve changed up our usual gear and supplied a good number of you with Mk 6 Combat Assault System, Personal suits, CASPers,” he announced with glee. “In previous eras they weren’t quite worth the cost and were a bit too clunky for our operations, but these Mk 6s are the highest level of Binnig’s developments. They’ve been combat proven for over a decade. They will be a fine addition to our assets and will be used extensively to secure our landing zones.” 
 
    The bald man agreed that the machines had come a long way in recent years. However, he feared they were too conspicuous for the type of operation they were planning. Further, he feared the department heads had chosen hardware over Humans. Flores’ voice appeared in his head, yet again, to say “Stop spouting that bull.” 
 
    The bald man knew from experience that, even with well-trained pilots, CASPers weren’t invincible. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Tiger Six, Charlie Lead, contacts left, taking fire!” 
 
    The young captain flinched. 
 
    “Copy Charlie, cleared to engage,” Colonel Bianco replied. 
 
    No shit? I’m sure Charlie Lead appreciates your permission. 
 
    “That’s a lot earlier than expected,” Bianco said. “We need to do something to make these feeds do a better job of displaying hostiles.” 
 
    Not the time to solve that problem. 
 
    Several of the friendly icons on their display switched from green to yellow, indicating they’d sustained damage. 
 
    “Sir, I’d recommend moving Bravo to support and telling Alpha to close ranks,” the captain said. 
 
    “Captain, they can’t be everywhere, and Alpha can still—” 
 
    “Tiger Six, Charlie Lead, contact right now as well, we’re taking a hell of a crossfire. I’m backing us out of their kill zone.” 
 
    “Negative Charlie,” Bianco replied. “Assault left through that flank. I’ll move Bravo in to support you. Break, break. Bravo Lead, move at all speed to support Charlie.” 
 
    “Bravo lead copies,” a female replied. 
 
    “Tiger Six, Alpha Lead, contacts all around, oh, for the love of—” 
 
    The icon for Alpha Lead switched from green straight to red. Two more Alpha icons went red and the others turned yellow. 
 
    “Bravo Lead, close ranks and go defensive. Watch your six!” the captain shouted. He leaned forward in his chair as if preparing to stand. 
 
    “Belay that! Bravo Lead, keep moving to support Charlie,” the colonel said and shot the captain a reproachful look. “Alpha Lead, um, wait, who’s in charge of Alpha?” 
 
    The radios crackled with various voices from Alpha platoon. Some shouted in desperation about enemy fire, a few argued over who was alive and who should be in charge. 
 
    “Bravo Lead, I told you to move at all speed!” the colonel said, agitated. 
 
    “Thibault’s leading Alpha now, sir,” the captain said, eyes locked on the displays. 
 
    “Corporal Thibault?” the colonel asked, glancing at the captain. 
 
    The icon for Thibault blinked red. 
 
    “Well…now it’s Tassin.” 
 
    “Dammit,” the colonel said, much calmer than the situation demanded. “Anyone from Alpha, draw back as able. Form a defensive line and we’ll send help when we can.” 
 
    “Copy, sir!” No less than three soldiers responded simultaneously. 
 
    The captain clenched a fist and straightened when one of the Bravo platoon’s icons went red. 
 
    “Tiger Six, Bravo Lead, contacts aft, I’m moving us southbound to re-organize and engage.” 
 
    The young captain leapt to his feet and took two steps toward the aft hatch. “Sir, I request to suit up and lead the reserve in an extraction effort,” the captain said. 
 
    “Extraction?” the colonel asked. He turned to look at the captain, incredulous. Shouts and screams dominated the radio as icons from both Alpha and Charlie platoons turned red. Bravo carried a few yellow icons but remained the healthiest of the three. 
 
    “Um, no, Captain, I need you here to help organize the retreat.” 
 
    Well, at least he recognizes the need for a retreat. 
 
    The captain clenched his fists tight enough to turn coal into diamonds. He closed his eyes, sighed, and retook his seat. 
 
    “Bravo Lead, be advised,” the captain said, “there are a series of ridges on a bearing of two-four-two, you’ll have better defensive terrain if you head that way.” 
 
    “Goddamnit, Captain, I give the orders!” the colonel shouted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Now, as much as you should all know who we are,” Flores continued, “you’re all most likely wondering what we’re doing. You’ve all gotten the sales pitch…” As was his style, he paused and grinned as an indication everyone should laugh, which a good number did. “But I’ll restate it. This company has been here since the beginning, monitoring contracts and doing what we can when and where we can to extract Human mercs who’ve bitten off more than they can chew or, more likely, been set up by shady alien contracts. You’d be surprised how many merc contracts, particularly for Humans, are set up with the foreknowledge that the contract will not be completed. That’s where we come in. Since the start, we’ve stepped in where no one else would. We’ve stood behind the scenes, watching for the suspicious contracts and doing what we can to get our Human brethren out before things get too bad. We’ve been a small-time operation this whole time, so our effect has been minimal, and the only mercs who even know of our existence are the ones we save. When we’ve done it right, they don’t know who saved them. But all that’s about to change. I’ve just finagled a ‘merchant’ contract to ‘transport’ some personnel who are effectively being held hostage on a planet where their contract went void before they even landed. The unit in question is—” he took a deep breath “—Asbaran Solutions.” 
 
    Ever dramatic, he waited for the expected response, which he received. There were a few low whistles and a few impressed exclamations around the conference room. He grinned smugly. 
 
    “This is our chance to become major players in the world of Human operations,” he said triumphantly. “This is our chance to join the big leagues and receive recognition by the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    The young man was fairly torn on this sentiment. From what he’d gathered, it was entirely true that they’d stayed small, that their overall effect on Human mercenary companies was very small. But that perspective wasn’t entirely fair. From the point of view of the mercs the company had helped, their effect was immeasurable. The intention to expand in order to help more and bigger units was laudable. Unfortunately, considering their business model, it could just as quickly become counterproductive, and perhaps destructive. It would do no one any good if they got so big they were identified and shut down, likely by violence, by the Mercenary Guild. 
 
    A graphic came up on the large vid against the wall. It had the capital, Keipiech, clearly depicted and labeled, with a blown-up version off to the right side, in which the starport and some kind of arena were highlighted prominently. In the larger scale version of the area, there were eight points marked in the southern half of the city. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Flores began. At this, it suddenly occurred to the young man that they were, in fact, all males in the group. There was not a single female in the audience. Apparently, Flores only had one use for women. “This is our corporate strategy consultant. You can call him Cue.” 
 
    An older man with a proper English accent stepped up to the display. He used an old-fashioned laser pointer to focus attention where he wanted. “This is the capital city of Keipiech, on the planet formerly known as Jayaut. It has been renamed Promonex by the champions of a recent civil war. The Rapaxi”—a picture came up of a pincer faced, beady-eyed alien with cords of hair flowing from the back of its head—“were the dominant life form on the planet. They are a very war-like race, proud hunters, technologically pretty well advanced.” 
 
    A hand shot up. 
 
    “Questions at the end, would you please? Precisely because I am about to answer your question. They are not a mercenary race, although many feel they would be well suited to it, and they are not very widespread through the Galactic Union even though they are very intelligent and very capable. It is believed they were much more widespread in the galaxy some time back, but, for reasons unknown, they retreated to their primary planet. They restricted themselves to their home planet and were, again for reasons unknown, and until very recently, content to simply occupy themselves with their Great Hunt.” 
 
    A picture of black spiky, skeletal creatures with long, shiny black heads, vicious teeth, and no discernible eyes went up on the screen. 
 
    “These are the Adveni. Sentient and actually quite intelligent, the Rapaxi hunted these creatures throughout their recorded history. We have very little knowledge of their physiology, societal structure, or technological capabilities, but the limited Rapaxi records we have accessed show they are vicious and devastating in close combat. When we say intelligent, we mean in the pack hunter sense. Socially like velociraptors if you’re familiar with those, or maybe a pack of smart wolves. 
 
    “The Adveni had wiped out every other animal or insect life form on the planet larger than a mouse but had been contained for eons by the Rapaxi. However, in recent months, the Adveni inexplicably grew in numbers and were armed by unknown players with advanced weaponry.” He gave a death stare at the idiot who raised his hand. “UN. KNOWN.” 
 
    The famous Huma bird insignia of Asbaran Solutions appeared on the screen. “The Rapaxi placed a call for mercs to advise, equip, and join in the hunt to cull the Adveni. To them, it was simply a greater challenge for which they were not too proud to ask for help. The rest of the Galactic Union regarded the affair as a civil war between the two sentient species. Asbaran Solutions sent one Captain Parviz Rahimi to command the contingent. It was his first command assignment.” The map returned to the forefront of the display, focused in on Keipiech. “Upon landing, they were informed the Rapaxi had lost and that they were effectively prisoners until a payment could be arranged for their release.” 
 
    “You’re saying these giant bugs, these skeletons with Goka-heads, are holding an Asbaran company hostage?” This came from one of the brave new hires, a twitchy, wiry guy called Patches. 
 
    The bald man could respect the man’s big, brass ones for asking the question, but he docked him a point for judgment. 
 
    “If I’m stuttering or mumbling, please let me know,” Cue said to the crowd, with clear disdain. “Further, if my accent is preventing you from understanding my very plain English, then I suggest you find a new line of work. I will say that when they were taken hostage, we learned there are larger, more intelligent Adveni, sort of a leadership caste. Little is known about them, but they are assumed to be the strategic thinkers and the ones capable of actual administration. If someone coordinated with the Adveni to help them take the planet, this is who they worked with. Now, are there any substantive questions?” 
 
    Despite the snarky answer, the bald man wondered if they would have gotten those details if Patches hadn’t asked the question. 
 
    A picture developed in his head, which indicated a strange interaction among the primaries—Flores, Deep, Turnkey, and Cue. It seemed as if they didn’t agree on anything, but collectively forced themselves to appear as if they did. 
 
    “If I may?” the bald man interjected. The corporate strategy consultant glanced at him with a pained expression, gearing himself for more wasted breath. 
 
    “Cue,” Flores cut in, “I apologize for not introducing this one sooner. This is Bull, he’s acting as my assistant for the time being, until I can find a more useful place for him.” 
 
    So, it’s “Bull” now is it? Fine. 
 
    There were a few jovial coughs from those who had seen the two interact. Experience told him that the most expeditious way to solidify a new nickname was to fight it, so he would not. “Cue, could you please elaborate on the types of weaponry the Adveni are operating with?” 
 
    Relief washed over Cue’s face. The consultant glanced nervously at Flores, who begrudgingly nodded. Had Flores told him not to brief that part? Did their fearless leader think that was unimportant? 
 
    “Excellent question, and thank you,” Cue responded. He’d obviously had a briefing on the subject ready to go and looked delighted to have the chance to use it. The weapons in question were primarily laser rifles and a wide range of explosives. The consultant had seen very little evidence of any anti-air weaponry. He expressed some confidence that the Adveni did not have the technological capacity to fire dedicated anti-air weaponry, other than heavy lasers. Out in the jungles of Jayaut, the Rapaxi had seldom used much airlift, so there was limited data. In the city itself, most anti-air activity was via laser fire or direct assault at the landing sites. 
 
    “As you can see,” Flores added as Cue wrapped up, “there is little expectation of anti-air weaponry. We should still assume there is a credible threat and take necessary precautions, but it seems our freighters will have little to fear in the air.” 
 
    Remarkable how he gives lip service to and discounts the threat in the same breath. 
 
    The bald young man’s paranoia grew at the sound of a threat being discounted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Static broke out over Alpha platoon’s channel. 
 
    “Sir, it seems they’re jamming Alpha’s frequency,” the captain said. “Though it’s somewhat irrelevant now. There’s only three left, and I can’t imagine they’ll make it. But I recommend Bravo and Charlie start freq-hopping.” 
 
    “God, this whole thing…three separate ambushes in places they couldn’t have anticipated, and now jamming frequencies they shouldn’t have?” the colonel asked. 
 
    “Sir, Bravo and Charlie?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he replied. “Bravo Lead, Charlie Lead, activate anti-jam.” 
 
    “Copy, sir,” Bravo Lead replied. From the ratcheting comms, it was clear she’d already done so. 
 
    “Copy, sir,” Charlie Lead replied. The end of the transmission erupted in static. It cleared a moment later as the leader of Charlie platoon did as directed. 
 
    “Bravo’s moving into a defensive position in a canyon, inside the suggested ridgeline.” 
 
    “Major, negative, that’s a box canyon, you might not find a way out unless you have jump juice left,” the captain said. His eyes became glued to the display, sparing little thought or attention for the other two platoons. 
 
    “It’s too late now. Tiger Six, we’re being forced into the canyon either way, and jump juice is low.” 
 
    The icon for Charlie Lead blinked red. 
 
    “Tige—x, —lie Lead’s d—.” Static interrupted the feed every other second. Their enemy had already jammed some of the hopping frequencies, a rare and suspicious capability. Several more of Charlie’s icons turned red. The last of Alpha’s went red. 
 
    The display showed a scattered spread of red icons, strung out where Alpha platoon had been. Charlie platoon had a similar pattern, but still had several yellow icons moving lethargically away from the bulk of their red icons. Every few moments, another Charlie icon blinked red as well. 
 
    “How did this turn so bad so quickly?” the colonel asked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The display returned to the big picture of the area around the city next to the expanded picture of the city itself. This time graphic depictions of dropships appeared around the edges. There were two different types of dropship displayed. With a motion from Flores, Turnkey moved up to the display. 
 
    “We have eight dropships,” the tall, balding man explained. “I mean freighters—two different types, but that won’t affect the execution much. We have four Republic-type dropships and four Dragon-type dropships, all registered as freighters. The various Adveni settlements put out orders for large livestock—we can only speculate as to why—but these freighters will deploy under the guise of filling these orders. The ships will get low to the surface, enroute to the delivery sites, and then silence transponders and reroute.” 
 
    The dropships were registered as Yutani R1 through R4 and D1 through D4 and had the callsigns Republic One thru Four and Dragon One thru Four. Their graphic depictions made turns away from the delineated points, which were understood to be the settlements, and seemed to converge on another point, directly south of the city. 
 
    “They will all maneuver to and land at this point, Jungle One.” The designation appeared above the landing site in big letters. “This spot has been secured by a small team that is already in place. They will mark the designated landings spots per dropship. Once there, the un-augmented teams will transfer to a series of air skiffs they have procured, designated Bluebeard One through Eight. These skiffs will move the remaining distance to the edge of the city, to the Jungle Two landing site. Deep.” He nodded to the Gurkha, who already stood by to take over. In a heavy Asian accent, the ground leader continued. 
 
    “At Jungle Two, there will be a collection of procured ground vehicles.” He motioned to the screen where a thick green line appeared which went from the Jungle Two point through the city. “The teams will disembark the skiffs, then use these vehicles to transit directly to the objective, a former gladiatorial arena where the Asbaran Company is being held, and assault it. After this briefing we will coordinate the specifics of that assault. The short version is that the main group will descend into the pens to secure the packages, first the personnel and then the equipment. A secondary group will secure the arena itself and clear it as a landing zone. Turnkey.” 
 
    Deep nodded to Turnkey, who resumed control of the display. “Meanwhile, the freighters will move from Jungle One directly to the objective. We must time this correctly to ensure the freighters are landing shortly after, or perhaps even coincidentally with, the securing of the landing site.” 
 
    The young man whistled to himself. “This has gotten pretty damn complex. There are a metric fuckton of moving parts going on here. Definitely not reflective of the simplicity tenet of operations.” 
 
    “There you go again, spouting that bull, Bull.” Flores had moved within hearing range. It sounded as if he wanted Bull to be surprised he was there. Bull was not surprised. In fact, he had spoken for Flores’ benefit. “Sure, it’s complicated, but then that’s why I’ve chosen these people. This company has proven it can handle exactly this type of complex operation. If you don’t think you can handle it, I’ve got a way out strapped to my hip here.” 
 
    Bull smiled with hollow respect, confident Flores would not make good on the threat. 
 
    “Though I’m sure you got doubts, Bull,” Flores said slyly. “Go ahead, take the stage. Consider yourself my quality assurance specialist. Ask your questions, chuck your spears, shoot holes in this thing.” 
 
    The young new hire, now known as Bull, nodded respectfully and clunked his way up to the front in his magnetic boots. He spared a brief moment to request that Turnkey handle the display and do his best to highlight areas as they were discussed. Odds were that Flores had intended for the display itself to be a trap. Their boss had likely hoped Bull would look like a fool attempting to navigate it. This was confirmed when a brief look of disappointment flashed across Flores’ face. 
 
    “Okay, sss-supervisor.” The others chuckled at his near slip. “May I inquire as to whether this particular forum is the planning conference or the briefing?” 
 
    “Bull, you’re still thinking like a merc,” Flores replied. 
 
    We are mercs. We’re only pretending to be merchants. 
 
    “This is not a brief or a mission plan. This is an investor’s meeting,” Flores continued. Grins and snickers indicated most were happy to play along with him. “This particular meeting involves a presentation of the action plan, for which we are now in the brainstorming session.” 
 
    “So, we have planned…and now we are brainstorming.” Bull let the paradox hang in the air for a moment and tried to gauge who had caught it. Quite a few, he found, but all projected an acceptance of the state of affairs. Flores acted amused in his superiority. “Okay then, let me run down my personal investment planning checklist.” 
 
    “Please do, Bull,” Flores mused. 
 
    “We have a well-defined objective,” he started, “though, may I ask, what the prioritization is of personnel versus equipment?” 
 
    “We are to retrieve both,” Flores replied flatly. 
 
    “That is understood,” Bull noted. “However, if we are forced to choose—” 
 
    “We are to retrieve both,” Flores repeated. Deep let out a short sigh and glanced, so briefly it was hard to catch, at Turnkey. “The personnel are, obviously, the moral priority. However, it would have been more cost effective for Asbaran Solutions to simply pay the remuneration than to replace the equipment. They have already made that decision by sending us, but the operation will be considered a failure if their bottom line is worse at the conclusion than it would have been otherwise.” 
 
    The bottom line…I’ve heard that before… 
 
    “Understood,” Bull said. “The objective is both, less than that is failure.” There were nods all around. Some members shifted uncomfortably. “Let’s continue with intel—sorry, the expectations presentation. Well, I’m just a big, dumb, animal, but it seems the unknowns are quite clear, and I will refrain from beating that dead horse. Kinetic assets have been discussed as well, let’s hope the freighter denial hardware is as minimal as believed. Cue, do we have a handle on expected numbers at Jungle One, Two, or the objective?” 
 
    The old man stood in place. “Jungle One and Two were both chosen for two reasons: one, their suitability as freighter and air skiff landing sites, which is to say clear, flat areas, and two, low likelihood of terrestrial activity. We expect there will be minimal interaction with the opposition at those sites. Enroute to the objective, the natives are well-dispersed and should not be a factor.” 
 
    “Let me stop you there for a moment,” Deep chimed in, pushing himself up and glaring while he did so. “Can you elaborate on that? We’re talking about a major city, and a starport to boot. Between Jungle Two and the objective, it’s mostly urban. How can you say it won’t be a factor? Shouldn’t the city be full of them?” 
 
    Flores shifted uncomfortably and glared at his chief of acquisitions. 
 
    “Well, yes, one would think,” Cue responded. “However, as we said, they are more like pack animals and, though proven capable of it, are generally not sociable with outside species. The leadership caste—let’s call them Queens since we’ve theorized they are the key to reproduction—the Queens seem more capable and willing to engage in outside social interaction. They are somewhat prolific in the city with extensive protective cohorts, but otherwise the Adveni seem to have largely scattered back to the jungle. We have surmised that their primary goal was eradicating the Rapaxi from the city, which they did, but they left all the other species intact. The Queens must have recognized the economic and political advantage of letting other races remain, including a number of Human trading organizations…” 
 
    He paused for dramatic effect and let the words sink in. The old heads seemed to get it, and it was not lost on Bull either. 
 
    “These traders,” Cue continued, “have confirmed that the number of Adveni in the city are very low. The city itself, having been largely depopulated of Rapaxi, is virtually empty and now populated only by outside species. These are mostly clustered on the far side of the starport in an outworlder business district. It is basically the only remaining populated area, and it is away from our approach. The city, therefore, is mostly empty between Jungle Two and the Arena. Inside the Arena, the estimated numbers should be easily overwhelmed by our assault force.” 
 
    “This,” Flores added, “is why I’ve done so much to increase our numbers so quickly. It is not our normal way of doing business, but I assessed that the danger to an infil was minimal as long as it was not recognized as an attack, which we excel at, but we needed numbers we did not have in order to overwhelm the defenders with mass.” 
 
    Deep and Turnkey exchanged glances again but remained silent and emotionless. 
 
    “Next, are you comfortable discussing the procurement source of the air skiffs and if not, can you discuss your confidence in their availability on arrival?” 
 
    “They’ll be there, and they’ll work.” Flores said unflinchingly. Most of the newer hires smirked, most of the older ones grimaced. 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Bull replied. “Now, we have procured eight dropships and eight air skiffs, and I will assume,” he dragged the word out dramatically, “that we have verified the carrying capacity matches the expected exfiltration requirements.” One would hope you started at the objective and worked backward, but we’ll see. “Have we identified the minimum required assets on both accounts?” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here, Bull,” Flores barked. “You have two hours after the conclusion of this meeting to give me those numbers.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Bull said, accepting the assignment. The more tasks he received, the more opportunity he had to fix major problems. “Now, can I ask, is it possible to make these freighters capable of any air to ground attacks? Do they have weapons for ‘security’ and, if not, can we mount them?” 
 
    “Good thought, Bull,” Flores conceded, “but no. The name of this operation is low profile and to actively avoid the appearance of hostility until the moment we strike. They are unarmed and will remain so.” 
 
    Well, I’ll have to see what I can do about that. If I can hide it from you, it’ll be “low profile” enough. He made a mental note of it as a personal side project. Maybe the pilot called Snowman could help with that one. 
 
    Bull ran through the rest of the plan and attempted to probe into contingencies and shortcomings. For most, he pointed out, it was their first taste of such an operation. Flores retorted that the more experienced would lead them through it. 
 
    Bull noted that the teams had limited ability to train together enroute. Nor did they have much chance to train in the new CASPers. Deep and Turnkey expressed confidence that their virtual training equipment would rectify that deficiency. Bull disagreed but didn’t say anything. In the fifty some-odd years since the Alpha Contracts virtual training had advanced, but it was still a far cry from reality. The dropship pilots might be able to study their routes in that manner, but there was little benefit to the operators and CASPer drivers. 
 
    He was consistently met with either secrecy, snark, or another new task. As he ran through his concerns, he sorted the various personnel into the competent and the clueless. He also gauged their loyalty to Flores compared to their survival instinct. As the meeting concluded, and groups broke off to work out the details of their assignments, Bull identified his new focus. The plan had a clear dearth of contingency plans. As such, his mind went to work developing an extensive network of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The frantic radio calls faded into static. Colonel Bianco cursed and tore off his headset in frustration. He stared at the displays, intent but helpless, as if one of them might hold some hidden answer. None of them did. 
 
    “That’s it, sir, they tracked down our last frequency,” the bald captain stated. He held his headset tight to his ear with one hand while continuing to flip through frequencies with the other. “Even with the freq-hopping, we’re comprehensively jammed.” 
 
    The commander pushed his hands through his greasy, gray hair. 
 
    “Add that to the list of items you warned me of that I ignored, Captain,” the colonel replied. “Though I appreciate that you’re not directly saying ‘I told you so;’ you might as well. If I’d taken your advice, maybe Alpha and Charlie wouldn’t have been wiped out, and Bravo wouldn’t be stuck in a canyon.” 
 
    “You made a judgment call, sir,” the captain said. “And were I in your shoes I might have made the same.” 
 
    “Don’t shine me on, Captain,” Bianco replied. “You told me I was sacrificing security for speed, and that’s exactly what I did.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the captain said. “But even so, a second-tier company like this shouldn’t have had a problem with the assault. You did the same thing on Mecani, and it turned out fine. Our enemy here knew our objective, of course, but clearly they had help beyond that. We would have picked up on a sensor net, and nothing I know of would have worked so well in that swamp. They knew where we were, and they knew our frequencies. We were set up.” 
 
    “I wish I could say you’re paranoid, Captain, but you might not be paranoid enough,” the colonel answered. Bianco leaned back, looking dejected, his mouth agape. 
 
    He’s out of ideas. 
 
    The captain rose again and walked toward the aft hatchway. 
 
    “Sir, I’m heading out to recover Bravo.” He tapped the control beside the hatchway, opening it. 
 
    “We need to keep the reserve here, Captain,” the colonel said. “And besides, Bravo can’t get those CASPers out of that canyon. That’s where your advice failed them. They’re safe in there until the enemy decides to mount a proper assault, but they’re not getting those machines out of there.” 
 
    “I’m leaving your reserve here, Colonel,” the captain said. “I’m not getting the machines; I’m getting the people. And I’m not asking.” 
 
    “You’re crazy, Captain,” the colonel replied. “And you’re not going to—” 
 
    The hatchway closed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Jayaut 
 
      
 
    The young former officer checked his watch as re-emergence approached. 
 
    It’s gettin’ short, is there gonna be some kinda check in or something? Just because we’re technically “not mercs” doesn’t mean we have to half-ass everything. 
 
    “Boss, did I miss the status report on our dropships? We’re less than five minutes out.” 
 
    “No, Bull,” Flores responded. The boss had continued to call him Bull, like a warm blanket he clung to which verified his intellectual superiority. “I was just about to get it.” He glared at Bull and held eye contact defiantly. “All units, CEO speaking. Status update on the freighters?” He paused. “Freighters, Bull, we don’t use any merc terminology.” 
 
    Bull looked at him innocently and gave a small, respectful smile. “Yes, boss.” 
 
    The freighter pilots all checked in sequentially. Republic One checked in green, as did the next. 
 
    “Republic Three’s still in the red, boss,” called the pilot of that freighter. Bull recognized the voice as Snowman, who had been with the Company prior to the massive influx, but not too much prior. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s in the red?” Flores responded. “You guys have had a week to sort this out?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, boss,” came the reply, “but we didn’t have a chance to look at them before we departed. When we did, we found the servos are intermittently freezing up, so it’ll be un-flyable after re-entry. We’ve been doing what we can to fabricate replacement parts, but since we’re so—” 
 
    “Hold it there, don’t waste my time on details,” Flores said. “How soon can you green up?” 
 
    “Gonna be another four hours, boss,” the pilot responded. “And that’s if everything works out well this time.” 
 
    “All right,” Flores grumbled. “Keep the tech working on it but redistribute your team to the other freighters. It’ll be packed, but it’s the best we can do.” 
 
    “It’ll also cause a delay, boss,” Bull added. I would ask why this is the first we’re hearing of it, but I gather by your ‘leadership’ style that they were flat out afraid to tell you and knew you’d provide them zero help in any case. 
 
    “Well, yeah, of course it will, Bull,” Flores snapped. “Thank you very much for your input.” 
 
    “Glad to help, boss,” Bull replied. 
 
    “Republic Four, continue with status,” Flores barked. Four was good. 
 
    “Dragon One’s down, boss,” the tech from that freighter called in. “Heat shielding’s got micro-cracks. I’m glad I checked it. One of the other teams suggested it. We don’t exactly have tech manuals on these new ships. ’Course, they’re nowhere near new, but—” 
 
    “I get it, Dragon One.” Flores growled. “Do you have an ETIC?” 
 
    “Well, boss,” Turnkey came up on the radio to give an Estimated Time in Commission; that is, when it would be fixed. “We’re taking a little bit of a chance that this sealant we’ve got will hold it through re-entry, but, either way, we put it on a few hours back and need to give it three more hours to cure to give it the best chance. Less than that and we’re sure to burn up.” 
 
    “Copy,” Flores said. “Turnkey, move over to Dragon Two and re-designate it as One. Redistribute your teams.” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss,” Turnkey answered. 
 
    “It’ll be nuts to butts in those freighters, more so on the way out.” Bull commented. “Still better than a team burning up on the way in.” 
 
    “Dragon Two, continue with status.” Flores was actively livid now. Two, Three, and Four checked in with no major issues. 
 
    “You yourself told me, Bull,” Flores said. “Minimum force required is five freighters.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Bull replied. “Yes, it is. But that also means we ditch all of our equipment in favor of theirs. We could keep some of those Mk 6s on the ship, keep a lower profile on infil, trust the Humans over the hardware.” 
 
    “I get it, Bull,” Flores said, and he assumed his “wise mentor” expression. “You’re quoting me those ‘Special Operations Forces truths’ again.” He paused and watched Bull, presumably to catch a glimmer of surprise. There was none. “Yes, yes, I’ve done some reading. Unfortunately, I’ve broken all the other rules as well, as I’m sure you know.” 
 
    “I figured you were aware and were assuming the associated risk, boss,” Bull said respectfully. 
 
    “Well, even though we mass-hired these, heh, security teams,” Flores elaborated, “I know they’re the best we could find. But we need that hardware. Things go sideways, or hell, things even go according to plan, we’ll need every bit of this firepower.” He flashed his well-crafted, honed-over-the-years dashing smile. “But no worries, my apprentice, the payout is good enough that the hardware is expendable.” 
 
    “And the Humans, boss?” Bull tried to keep the disgust out of his voice. He already knew the answer. Arbitrary, huh? Because Humanity never learned any lessons until this genius came along, right? 
 
    “Well, if things go well, that won’t be a problem,” Flores answered. “Of course, I wouldn’t be where I am if I counted on things going according to plan, would I?” 
 
    “I’d be remiss to suggest as much, boss.” While we’re on the subject, why the hell are you where you are? 
 
    “That said,” Flores continued, “if things go that badly, we’ll get everyone out that we can, but we prioritize the hostages, understood?” 
 
    “And, when we run out of room?” Bull asked, fighting even harder to maintain his poker face. 
 
    “If we need to make multiple trips to exfil everyone, we will.” Flores said, with a pained smile. “And, let’s face it, the survivors will be the ones who’re the most worth saving, right?” 
 
    Seriously flawed logic. It’s not always the best who survive. Just as likely your best troops sacrifice themselves to save the others during a messy retreat. It’s the primary issue with the Human mercenary business model in general—the best of mankind go out to the stars and die, the worst stay home where it’s safe, provided for and happily reproducing. We’re breeding ourselves into worthlessness. 
 
    “I’m kidding, Bull,” Flores said. His expression softened, and he attempted to look compassionate. “We’ll get everyone or no one.” 
 
    “Then, let’s hope it’s the former,” Bull replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The six freighters departed an hour after arriving in-system. It was later than planned, but helped to maintain the illusion that they were simple merchants. Military precision would have been a dead giveaway. The freighters detached in an intentionally random pattern for just that reason. They were all registered to General Shipping, which had been registered with the Merchant’s Guild since shortly after the Alpha Contracts. The orders had originated from Keipiech, but if the Adveni made any attempt to track the order, they would find themselves in a deep rabbit hole of shell corporations and orders re-routed through subcontractors. 
 
    Each freighter was scheduled to fulfill a falsified order meant to deliver goods to one of the Adveni settlements around Keipiech. Such settlements had not openly existed before the Adveni had taken control. Now that they controlled the planet, they were aggressively developing settlements that better suited their physiology and societal organizations than those abandoned by the Rapaxi. This meant they needed supplies, which had created opportunity. 
 
    “Boss, Dragon Three just disappeared,” one of the sensor techs stated. 
 
    “What do you mean, disappeared?” Flores shouted. He was standing at a command display with his back to his “advisors,” including Bull. 
 
    “Well, they were reporting a heat spike, then they just dropped off of our tracking.” The tech shrugged. 
 
    “I’m guessing that was another heat shielding issue. I wonder if they tried the sealant,” Bull commented. Maybe they were more afraid of reporting the deficiency than they were that it would actually kill them. “Well, boss, there’s our min force.” 
 
    “Noted,” Flores growled. “I’m pretty sure you were a little conservative on those numbers, so we’re still fine.” He waved a hand horizontally in dismissal. “This was where all the friction could have occurred, it’s a cake walk from here.” 
 
    Are you fucking insane? Yeah, I was conservative because I had to factor you in. This plan has yet to even make contact with the enemy and it’s already a shit show. Is he literally using hope as a tactic? What kind of chicken shit outfit have I fallen into? 
 
    “Boss, if you’ve got things under control here, I’m feeling a little underutilized. With your permission, I’m going to go see if I can lend a hand to the broken freighters.” 
 
    Flores nonchalantly waved his hand over his head. Bull nodded respectfully, well aware his gesture went unobserved. He unbuckled, pushed up from his seat, and tumbled about to propel himself to the hatch at the back of the control room. He opened the hatch, pushed himself through, and made his way to the cargo bays. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One of the pilots was up on top of the dropship. Bull recognized him as Snowman, the company’s Assistant Chief Pilot. 
 
    “Try that!” Snowman shouted to one of the techs down below. Bull knew it was a rare mercenary pilot that played any role whatsoever in the maintenance of their ships. He was almost never impressed. However, seeing a pilot up on top of the ship, covered in grease and taking what seemed to be a lead role in the ship’s repairs, was impressive. 
 
    Motors buried somewhere deep in the ship whined. Thrust vectoring nozzles panned back and forth. Snowman smiled and nodded his head. Then there was a loud pop! and the whine stopped. 
 
    “Dammit!” shouted Snowman. He angrily swung his massive wrench against the lines he had been working on. They gave him a major jolt in retaliation. He spasmed and began to tumble off the top of the ship. Bull ran to catch him. The shaking pilot knocked the big, bald man down. 
 
    The whine returned, and the engines began moving again. Snowman, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he had just fallen off a ship and nearly killed someone in the process, pushed himself to his feet and laughed in triumph. Bull snorted and collected himself. “Hey, Jimmy,” he said, “can I presume that this exemplary piece of equipment is now operable?” 
 
    Snowman seemed to waver a bit but managed to fight off the dizziness and answered, “Yeah, it’s operable, sure as shit! All right guys, let’s get to work!” 
 
    “Wait,” Bull’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘let’s get to work’? Didn’t you just say she works now?” 
 
    Snowman rolled his eyes around a few times and stretched his jaw, still trying to gather his bearings. “Well, yeah, so now we gotta put her all back together.” 
 
    Bull closed his eyes and pushed air out of his nose. “How long is that gonna take?” 
 
    “I don’t know, couple hours, maybe?” Snowman responded. “Why do you care? We missed the big party, didn’t we?” 
 
    The bald man locked eyes with Snowman. “Well, let’s just say you missed the infil. We’re gonna need you operable ASAP for the upcoming exfil.” 
 
    Snowman’s confusion was plain. “Come again?” 
 
    “Not too long from now,” Bull explained, “we’re going to need to extract whoever is still alive when this whole shithouse goes up.” He looked at his watch. “I’m guessing we got maybe fifty minutes before people are on the horn screaming for a way out.” 
 
    The pilot visibly blanched. “They’re not even going to have hit the target in fifty minutes.” 
 
    Stone faced as ever, Bull replied, “You are correct, sir.” 
 
    “Christ,” Snowman said and turned pale. “It’s that bad already?” 
 
    Bull nodded. 
 
    “Then grab a screwdriver and help us throw all these panels back on. Come on, people! We gotta be fired up and moving in thirty minutes!” 
 
    Bull grabbed one of the heavy panels and lifted it into place. “I thought you just said two hours?” 
 
    “That was to get everything greened up,” Snowman said. “There are plenty of corners we can cut. You know, like life support. Unrelated: how long can you hold your breath?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After Hole’s freighter cleared re-entry, it dropped like a rock toward its target, a minor Adveni settlement a hundred twenty klicks southwest of the Keipiech starport. Former Lieutenant Joel Ascol, now known as “Hole” (derived from “Ask-hole”), guided Dragon Two gently toward the target, but focused more on the countdown of the distance remaining. Leveling off a few hundred feet above the dense forest, he drove straight to the settlement. When they were thirty klicks out, he turned off his transponder so the ship was no longer broadcasting its position to the Adveni controllers at the starport. Those controllers could still track the ship via radar, which was why Hole dropped the ship another couple hundred feet, putting it just above the treetops. Then he dumped a distress beacon and rapidly banked away, turning back toward the starport. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    No Adveni had yet been trained in starport traffic control. They certainly were not going to let the Rapaxi continue to perform that function, so they hired whatever starport control-trained technicians were quickest to answer the call. They did not get the best and brightest of the Galactic Union. These controllers watched the ships disappear from active tracking, then watched their radar blips disappear, and then received their distress beacons. All five freighters descended into different control sectors when they performed this maneuver. There was a significant delay from the time the beacons were activated to the time the control supervisor was notified. There was an even greater delay before the Buma supervisor notified the Adveni official who had been assigned oversight of starport traffic. 
 
    The Adveni official had no understanding whatsoever of starport traffic control. By this point, the Buma supervisor realized that five transport ships disappearing from tracking wasn’t a coincidence, but rather an offensive operation. However, the poor Buma spent twenty minutes attempting to explain this as the Adveni official became frustrated with its inability to comprehend the terminology as it was being translated. There was a major communication disconnect between the knowledge that five ships appeared to have crashed and the theory that an attack was occurring. Finally, the Adveni decided it was being mocked and shot its square jaws out like a piston into the Buma’s skull. 
 
    When the Adveni official inquired of the surviving controllers as to what was happening, it was informed simply that five ships had crashed. The controllers made no attempt whatsoever to clarify. Content that this was not its concern, it finished devouring the Buma. It then called in the next shift’s supervisor early and attempted to initiate the administrative process to replace the expired control supervisor. When the next supervisor arrived, it quickly deduced that it should not expound on any possible reasons for the disappearances, and Lieutenant Hole’s freighter and the other four freighters were able to continue their approach to Jungle One without anyone or anything actively searching for them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hole was the first to arrive at the Jungle One clearing. The rush of trees, vines, leaves, and foliage became a blurred and grainy mass in his vision enhancement device, or VED. It had been some time since he had recognized anything other than slightly rising and slightly descending terrain, but the clearing was discernible from a good distance out. Numerous spotlights erupted from the jungle into the sky. He had imagined the area would be blacked out, but apparently no one had verified this with whoever was supplying the air skiffs. Concerned this might be a beacon to the opposition, he tilted his chin up and stole a quick glance under his VED to confirm that it was, thankfully, invisible to the naked eye. But then he realized no one really knew in what spectrums the Adveni could see. 
 
    To prevent him from being blinded, the VED’s gain diminished as he neared the edge of the clearing. Even so, the contrast was fairly intense, and it took a few precious moments for his eyes to make out the skiffs and find his specific parking spot, except he soon discovered there were no clearly marked parking spots. Turnkey had reviewed this eventuality and briefed them that they should “just put the damn ship down and leave space for everyone else to land.” He slowed the ship, brought it in to a short hover at the spot, and dropped it in. A crewman in the back immediately opened the ramp. 
 
    His team disembarked expeditiously, charged into the clearing, and then loitered for a few uncomfortable moments in confusion. There were only six skiffs, not the promised eight. They had been briefed that they would identify their skiff by colored lights. All the lights were green, so there was no clear direction as to which skiff they were supposed to head to. The team leader did not hesitate long before directing his team to the nearest skiff, as anyone would do. This worked for the next two teams as well, but the fourth and fifth were embarrassingly delayed as they searched for an open skiff. 
 
    Since only five freighters-worth of shooters had arrived at Jungle One, this left a spare skiff. However, one of the heavily loaded skiffs suffered engine failure as it tried to lift off, necessitating the spare to be utilized. Once again, they had achieved their minimum required force, this time on the air skiffs. 
 
    As the skiffs lifted off, Turnkey transmitted a time hack. Hole looked into the nearby foliage. There was no visibility whatsoever past the edge of the clearing, a scant twelve meters away. Anything could be hiding right at the tree line and none of them would be any the wiser. The time on the countdown might as well be infinite, he mused while he stared into the jungle with nothing except hope to keep back the evil in the darkness. Well, hope and an almost useless laser pistol. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to the recent memory of Dragon Three. It had been gut wrenching to hear the one dropship burn up on the way in. There had not been time to reflect on it during the descent and infiltration, but now there was plenty of time. He hadn’t known Kaz, the pilot, very well. The crewmen, one loadmaster and a two-man security team, he knew not at all. Honestly, he really hadn’t had the time to get to know any of the group very well. Nevertheless, he pictured Kaz’s tan face and recalled him laughing at a joke someone had told. He did not remember the joke itself, but the expression was framed in his head. With just a snap of the fingers, a minor maintenance issue became not so minor, and Kaz was gone. 
 
    It was only natural to wonder whether Kaz had any family out there. Like Hole, did he have a girl he had left behind? This brought Hole’s mind back to the cheery Wizard of Oz Dorothy look-a-like whose life he had spontaneously disappeared from. The last time he’d seen her, she’d said she had some really important news. But then he’d gotten the offer to join this mysterious, enticing, lucrative, beneficent enterprise, and here he was. 
 
    What was the news? Could she have been pregnant? 
 
    He only hoped the rest of the operation went better, that they could get through it without any more casualties, so later they could toast Kaz and the others. Then, when he got the chance, he could track down that girl and, if it was as he guessed, maybe he would start a family. 
 
    Hole stared out into the darkness. He hoped nothing would come out of it, and he hoped there wouldn’t be any more wrinkles in the mission.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Remarkably, the skiffs made it to Jungle Two without any further issues, though somewhat later than scheduled, compounded by delays every step of the way. A wiry young trooper, formerly known as Sergeant Eric Adams and now known as Patches, still had a great deal of trepidation toward the operation. He was, however, content that another stage had concluded without a major disaster. He looked back from his firing position to where the trucks sat. 
 
    There was a cluster of twelve strange looking, but no less functional, trucks waiting for them at the second site. Eight small, low, metallic wheels were lined up on each side in some weird pattern, for traction he guessed. The carriage was suspended a few feet and then progressed up in a V, similar to the MRAPs of old. On top, the bed was large enough to hold and conceal four of the giant Mk 6 CASPers if they crouched and shuffled in. There was no top to the vehicles, but tarps were drawn over to mask the CASPers’ presence. Regardless of how unusual the trucks where and how awkwardly the CASPers were loaded into them, the fact was that they were there as planned. Finally, something was going according to plan. 
 
    The CASPers disembarked the air skiffs at a deliberate pace and lumbered toward the trucks. The skiffs, whose locally hired pilots they had never seen or talked with, lit up and rose one by one. With a low buzz, they departed toward the city. 
 
    “Keep low, stay sharp, everyone,” Deep said. “Just because we got here undetected doesn’t mean we’ll stay that way.” 
 
    As rehearsed, the un-augmented troopers formed a perimeter around the Jungle Two clearing, doing their professional best to cover the portions of removed or destroyed wall. In mission planning, they had recognized that the transfer from the air skiffs to the trucks would take a good deal of time, during which they would be extraordinarily vulnerable to attack. They did not expect it, but Patches knew that expectations and reality seldom coincided. They were ready as they could be for an attack, but this did not alleviate the need to expedite. He spotted Deep directing the deployment and transfer. Though he moved fast, he moved and gave orders in his usual, eerily calm demeanor. His placid, powerful, and professional manner was the only thing that reassured Patches the operation had any chance at success. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear the man?” asked Dolph, an enormous blonde-haired meathead. “Eyes out, new guy.” 
 
    “Got it,” Patches replied. His instinct was to snap back with a smart-aleck response, but he knew he was the new guy, even if he was one of many new guys. 
 
    Patches adjusted his night vision goggles and peered into the surrounding area. It was supposedly an emptied storage yard. Under the Rapaxi it had been a holding site for construction materials, but Cue told them that all those materials had been scavenged and “relocated” by the starport’s remaining business interests. The wide-open space left behind created the perfect landing site. It was, as briefed, mostly clear. To his dismay, there were too many remaining buildings and piles of refuse that constrained their lines of sight and fields of fire. It was useful as cover, but that went both ways. Worse, the perimeter itself was horribly porous as most of the impressive looking metal and concrete wall segments had been removed. Again, likely scavenged by the starport residents. 
 
    Scanning one quadrant, he found the walls burned, broken, melted, and chewed up. Numerous deep craters lined the path through the breach. It looked as if there had been some kind of last stand by defending Rapaxi, but it was long over. It was, however, recent enough that the area still stank of burned flesh, rotting meat, bitter chemicals, and a blend of scorched materials. Naturally, that is exactly where Patches found himself stationed. He tried to ignore the scattered, gnawed remains of numerous Rapaxi. 
 
    His nerves manifested in an itch behind his ears, where he had let his brown hair grow longer than he was accustomed. Similarly, he had allowed his facial hair to grow out, so when he was done scratching his scalp, he rubbed uncomfortably at the stubble. He caught himself shifting about and forced himself to relax. The marshaling action at Jungle Two was the final time segment of calm before the inevitable storm. For Patches, these moments were always the worst. It was somewhat surreal that they were on a remarkably Earth-like planet, recently transferred via actual spaceships that had been science fiction just a couple decades prior to his birth. The constellations overhead had no relationship to the ones he’d studied as a kid. In a moment, they would embark vehicles that would take them to a hellacious firefight in close quarters with giant insectlike aliens. 
 
    Apprehension prior to an operation was not a foreign concept for him. It was a feeling he had first experienced in training before his first high altitude airdrop. That drop had been his first experience with this level of terror, but it had taught him a valuable lesson: block it out, breathe, and just jump. They were words he had repeated to himself before every operation since then. So far, it had always worked out for him. 
 
    For the time being, however, he had to stay alert until the CASPers finished loading. 
 
    He returned his attention to the buildings that broke up their fire lanes. The strange, domelike hovels of various sizes were spread across his field of view. They all appeared to be made of shiny, black scales. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Patches said out loud. 
 
    “Adveni,” his neighbor piped in. 
 
    “What’s that, Yuri?” Patches growled. He didn’t break his observation while he spoke, neither did Yuri. The two panned their laser rifles back and forth. Each also had a shotgun, carefully set next to where they lay. To their right was a crew-served, belt-fed MAC manned by a red-headed man named Peege and a stocky black-haired guy named Bubba. Off to their left was Dolph, who carried a minigun. Between the MAC and the minigun, Patches felt just a little better about their odds. 
 
    “I said Adveni, moron,” Yuri repeated. “Remember the brief? Cue said the Rapaxi used the Adveni’s chitin as building material. Those buildings must be stuff they built with the Adveni.” 
 
    “Really?” Patches asked and took his left hand off his rifle to scratch the back of his neck. “Well, why the hell are they there? Why would the Rapaxi build those things?” 
 
    “What d’ya mean?” Yuri replied. “They’re aliens, man. I mean, why they hell do aliens do anything? How the hell are we supposed to know? And what the hell do we care?” 
 
    “Let me put it like this,” Patches answered. “If the Rapaxi planned to use this clearing as a defensive position they should’ve destroyed them before doing so. Those things create a metric shit-ton of cover for enemies to advance. It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “What d’you want me to say, man?” Yuri asked. “I mean, they’re there. Maybe that’s why the Rapaxi lost, ’cause they didn’t think about things like that. Cue said they were hunters, not tacticians. One big badass Rapaxi hunting a few giant Goka-heads is a lot different than a bunch of Rapaxi lining up to shoot at masses of ’em. That’s why they hired Asbaran, right? ’Cause they knew they had no freakin’ clue what they were doin’ when the fight got complex.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Patches said. “Well, I wish we had time to clear them. I hate them bein’ there. Damn bugs could be a couple dozen meters away, and we’d never know. Especially if those things are made of Adveni.” 
 
    Yuri checked over his shoulder. “Well, don’t fret too much, the CASPers are just about loaded. We’ll get the fall back order in a sec, and then we can head in to hunt Goka-heads in a deep labyrinthine hell. Will you feel better then?” 
 
    “You know what? Yes. Yes, I will. I’ll be much happier being the hunter than a dipshit lounging around in an indefensible spot with his man bits laid out on a chopping block waiting for a big old bug to come take a bite. Yes, I will feel better about that. I prefer a bug hunt to a bullshit stand-up fight, all right?” 
 
    Yuri shrugged, then nodded. “Yeah, all right, that’s legit.” He turned his head back again. “Oh, thank the maker.” 
 
    “Fatty’s load up!” Deep called out over their comms. The heavier weapons picked up, cleaned up, and headed toward the trucks. 
 
    One of the hovels moved. At least, Patches thought it moved. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Patches said. 
 
    “What?” Yuri turned back to scan more aggressively. 
 
    “Smaller hovel, about twelve thirty,” Patches called out. 
 
    “No, I got nothing,” Yuri said. “You sure it wasn’t just scintillation in your VEDs?” 
 
    In dark environments, the VEDs had a tendency to get grainy and scintillate a little as they attempted to find the best visual solution. Sometimes that could cause objects to appear as if they were moving. 
 
    “I know what scintillatin’ looks like, Yuri Nader,” Patches drawled with a grumble. “That wasn’t it.” 
 
    The two continued to watch. They knew they’d be relieved soon. Deep would call them back as soon as the heavies were loaded. 
 
    “Shit,” Yuri exclaimed. “You may be right. Eleven o’ clock, the big one just shifted a little…or at least the base did.” 
 
    “Which one?” Patches asked. His heart rate spiked. Yuri pointed and Patches focused on the spot. 
 
    “Skinnies, load up,” Deep called. Implied, per the plan, was that they would fall back by pairs to cover the firing lanes the whole way in. Patches and Yuri would be the second to move in their quadrant. 
 
    “’Bout effing time,” Yuri said. Further off to their left than where Dolph had been, another pair backed away toward the trucks. They kept staring at the hovels but failed to see any more movement. 
 
    Was it our imagination? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The great metropolis came into view and Hole could not help but to be awed by the sight. It was a great collection of pyramidal structures that got larger as they approached the city’s center. Each glittered in a fascinating, but seemingly random, array of metallic colors. Per the intel brief, he knew that under the Rapaxi the city had teemed with airborne traffic, rushing every which way into and out of docks high up in the pyramids. However, under the Adveni, almost all air traffic had ceased. Which meant the closer they got, the greater their chance of detection as there would not be any other traffic to blend in with. There was still a great deal of “hope” involved in their endeavor to get in and out as quickly as possible. 
 
    Hole marveled at the charmed life he led, that he was here to bear witness to such a sight while simultaneously conducting a daring raid to rescue beleaguered troops from one of the Four Horsemen. It was truly an honor to be in the company of these heroes. 
 
    He was gazing at the gorgeous, quickly approaching pyramids, when he noticed red beams illuminating the lead dropship, Dragon One; the one flown by Turnkey. He recognized the beams from the intel brief as those used by Rapaxi guerillas to track targets. By random bad luck, their flight path must have taken them directly past a surviving group. Their ships were manifested as Adveni supply ships and he wondered if the Rapaxi thought they were supply ships hired by the Adveni. The Rapaxi could only consider them legitimate targets. 
 
    As he keyed the mic to warn them, missiles erupted from the jungle at point blank range. They turned Dragon One into a fireball before Hole could get the call out. The ship disintegrated into sparks and shards of flaming metal, and the other aircraft banked sharply away from the explosion, maneuvering defensively. 
 
    “Jinking left,” he called internally to his crew. “Dragon One is down!” he reported to the CEO. Their flight leader was down, and Hole was the last remaining Dragon freighter. They were also now below the minimum force required. 
 
    “Republic One is down, too!” He didn’t recognize who made the call, but assumed it was Republic Two. They were down to three freighters. The operation was officially over before it had even begun. As he continued to jink and watch for Rapaxi targeting lasers, he anticipated the abort call. 
 
    “CEO copies,” came the reply. 
 
    If you copy, then call the abort! This simply cannot happen anymore. What’s the hold up? 
 
    Confident they had cleared the threat envelop, he formed up with Republic Two and Four. The trio pressed toward the objective by default. 
 
    “Crew, check in,” he demanded. Following any threat engagement, it was important to make sure everyone was still alive, that there wasn’t any damage the pilot was unaware of. He received no answer. When’s the last time I heard from any of them? There had been none of the characteristic crew banter in a good while. 
 
    “Crew! Check in!” he repeated loudly. 
 
    There was clicking and tapping in the flight deck behind him. He jerked his head back instinctively. He saw behind him, the unmistakable shiny carapace head and the eerie, smiling jaws of an Adveni. Blood, torn rags, and flesh dripped from its teeth and claws. It seemed to pause for a moment before hissing. In a flash, it surged forward. 
 
    Hole grabbed his chest-holstered pistol and fired twice before the creature was on him. Both slugs bounced harmlessly off the carapace and ricocheted into the avionics. He had no time to consider the damage the ricochets might have done. The jaws latched onto his helmet, cracked it, and continued into his skull. His final thought was of a brunette who might be carrying a child that would never know its father.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Movement, southeast!” an unfamiliar voice called. Patches saw three of the chitin structures in front of him shift. The scales moved. In a flash, he realized the hovels had not been constructed by Rapaxi using Adveni remains; the hovels were made of living Adveni. The clever creatures had sat incredibly still this entire time. Their entire force was surrounded and outnumbered. Worse, they had waited until the CASPers and heavy guns were at their least effective. 
 
    “The hovels are Adveni!” Patches shouted out. He took aim and fired his laser at the gaps in the scales. There was a screech, and one of the black skeletal creatures came apart from the cluster and thrashed about. As the rest skittered away from the pile, they revealed they had been huddled under a mushroom shaped structure made of the same chitinous material as the Adveni themselves. So, they were, technically, Adveni structures, Patches realized unhelpfully. 
 
    Laser fire erupted from both sides. He knew the Goka-heads carried laser rifles. He flattened himself against his cover reflexively and saw Yuri shake once. With his head pressed against his cover as tightly as he could make it, he found that Yuri had three neat burn holes in his head. More flashes went straight over him, so close he could feel the intense heat in his scalp. 
 
    “All fatties, re-deploy!” Deep called out over the earpiece comms. “Jump out the top and make a circle!” 
 
    There was pandemonium as the weapons teams raced to pick the closest position they could find and set up. The few pairs of laser troopers that had pulled back joined them and tried to provide cover. 
 
    There was a tarp-covered mass ascension of the CASPers from the trucks. All forty-eight rose from the alien vehicles atop fiery plumes. In planning, they’d coordinated jumping from the vehicles all at once, with the assumption the twelve trucks would be lined up in two columns of six. They were trained to know which column they would be in so they would know which way to launch. They had not planned to launch out of the haphazard arrangement they found themselves in. Most appeared to have poor situational awareness as to where they were in relation to the other trucks. All four from each truck successfully launched in the same direction as the squad leaders directed, but the success ended there. Multiple teams crashed into each other and crumpled onto the parked trucks. Some teams went higher and seemed to be arcing clear of the disaster, but these were easy targets for the armed, advancing bugs. As wonderful as these new jumpjets were, most drivers had little experience with them. The Adveni took advantage of that fact and lit the CASPers up. 
 
    Brilliant laser flashes tore across the dark sky. It was somewhat random and sporadic, though certainly not well aimed or organized. The Mk 6 had enough armor to handle a good deal of laser fire, but the fire was concentrated enough that a good number of CASPers were shredded before they returned to the ground. Some exploded in a ferocious display of fireworks and shrapnel as their ammunition was hit. Some twitched, slumped, and dropped piteously like stones. One caught fire in one of its jump jets, which exploded and sent the poor bastard cartwheeling off into the darkness. 
 
    The big, black tarps that had covered them separated at the top of their arcs and drifted down like giant cloaks floating in a maelstrom. Patches considered how terrifying it must be inside those CASPers. Tightly grouped, they were trapped in their trajectories and helpless to avoid their fate. It was as if the Adveni were shooting skeet in the same manner in which the Rapaxi had once shot them. 
 
    While the CASPer slaughter took place, Patches found opportunity. He rolled into a crouch and decided to thin the herd as best he could. As soon as he took aim, one of the shiny black beasts appeared in front of him. He fired a burst, but it went straight into the creature’s head carapace with no effect whatsoever. It struck out with long black claws. He blocked with his rifle, which it tore from his grasp, and he stumbled backward. As he went down, he felt his shotgun sling. He fumbled for the shotgun and was able to blast his attacker. Its skeletal frame shattered, and it tumbled to the side. When it fell, he found three more lined up behind it and they leapt for him in concert. 
 
    A .50 caliber machine gun let loose over his head and plucked them from the sky. The rounds bounced off their armored heads but dismembered their gaunt, bony bodies. He rolled backward into a crouch. The constant staccato of gunfire had erupted everywhere and overpowered all other sounds. Taking a chance, he retrieved his laser rifle and began to back slowly toward the newly-formed defensive circle around the trucks. 
 
    A pile of detritus to his left burst apart. More Adveni piled out and charged the line. He had a good flanking vantage from his forward position, and he was able to take down a few before they got to the circle. The creatures that reached it were chewed up by a combination of MACs, .50 cals, lasers, and the CASPers’ massive arm blades. 
 
    A beam of fire burned across his hip. He screamed in pain as his right leg went numb, and he fell on his side. After another roar, he gritted his teeth and attempted to brace himself enough to continue firing. He had no shortage of targets, but he realized with a chill that the mass of giant black insects was closing in quickly. If he could not walk, there was no way he would make it back to the line. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Boss, the last two freighters are still pushing toward the Arena,” one of the sensor operators said. The silence sent a chill through the air. The implication was obvious to all within earshot, but the expected response was not forthcoming. For the first time since stepping aboard the ship, the operator noticed the hum of the life support system, pumping recycled air into the control room. The sound had always been there, of course, but he had never taken the time to think about it before. He did now, as the crew awaited an order that he was starting to doubt would come. 
 
    “Abort,” Flores stated at long length. The crew collectively released their breath. “Send the two freighters to Jungle Two for exfil.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” came the reply. The order was passed, and the uncomfortable silence returned. The operation was a failure. That had been clear for several minutes, once the number of freighters dropped below the minimum required level and then dropped some more. Relief spread through the control room as the boss finally accepted the situation and made the call, but it did not improve the mood. The entire endeavor, the mass hiring, the expenses, the extensive planning had culminated in failure. Worse, everyone knew there was not enough space in the remaining freighters to extract the entire team. The sensor operator morbidly considered that perhaps the boss’s delay would ensure the team would be reduced to the point that the survivors would fit on the two freighters. 
 
    New targets appeared on the scope. He took a moment to analyze them as best as he could, and then reported. 
 
    “Boss, a large ship just jumped into the system,” he said. “Unable to identify origin. It has a great deal of vector towards the planet, if it does not accelerate it will be there in two hours. Wait…a large troop carrier just disconnected. Two ships, the troop carrier and a much smaller ship, a corvette I believe.” 
 
    “Boss,” another crewman called. “Two of the cargo bay doors are opening.” 
 
    “What?” Flores shouted. “What do you mean? I didn’t direct that! Who can do that without authorization?” 
 
    “Well, boss,” he replied, “Anyone physically in the cargo bay can always manually control the bay doors, assuming we haven’t locked them down, and we were never directed to lock them down. Until now, there was no reason to.” 
 
    “Boss,” the sensor operator cut in. “The troop carrier is starting an acceleration burn toward the planet. If it sustains that burn, it will arrive at the planet in less than an hour, though it will have to flip and decelerate before it finishes its approach. The smaller ship is…turning to head this way.” 
 
    “Any ID on either?” Flores was agitated and did nothing to hide it. 
 
    “Getting that now,” he answered. “The troop carrier is registered to Asbaran Solutions.” 
 
    “Heh,” Flores chuckled incredulously. He keyed a personal transmitter. “Hey, Bull, Asbaran just showed up. Guess they didn’t trust us.” He waited for a reply. None came, and he turned back to the sensor operator. “And the other?” 
 
    “Mercenary Guild representatives, boss.” 
 
    Leveraged against one console, Flores stomped his boot as hard as he could into the next console with a loud bang! 
 
    “Boss, our two remaining freighters just departed the hold.” 
 
    “What?” Flores screamed. It took a moment for the realization to set in. He clicked his transmitter. “Bull!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The whine of a minigun opened up close by. He was yanked up and back by the handle on the back of his armor and found the legendary Deep himself had grabbed hold of him. The quiet warrior was crouched, firing a laser rifle with one hand and pulling him a few feet at a time with the other. Dolph was to his right, firing the minigun in long bursts to keep the beasts at bay. Well, not really at bay. It would be more appropriate to say he slowed their rate of approach. The multitude of belt-fed MACs, missiles, two-megawatt chemical lasers, .50 caliber machine guns, and .30 caliber, three-barrel “Ripper” Gatling guns carried by the surviving CASPers were doing quite a bit to help as well. 
 
    With the abundance of fire passing over him, Patches’ head was pounding, and he felt sure he would never hear anything ever again. He had been in plenty of firefights before, but the amount of fire pouring out from the CASPers was unlike anything he had ever experienced. On top of that, even over the gunfire, he could hear the screeches from the horde of giant, black, insectlike aliens. Despite the irreparable damage being done to his ears and his soul, he stayed focused on tossing his remaining grenades and then shooting out the legs of the encroaching mass. 
 
    His right cheek burned, and stars burst into his right eye. All his muscles tensed as if they could force away the scorching hot pain and then the right side of his face settled into general agony. While he awaited the return of vision in his right eye, he did his best with his left. There was no shortage of targets; it was simple enough to watch where the shots went and make sure they stayed low, where the legs where and the big, armored heads were not. 
 
    By this time, he realized he was no longer being dragged. He was back in the line, with heavy weapons teams to his left and right. They were in gaps between the CASPers, who had formed a rough perimeter. Laser troops were crowded behind the CASPers, regardless of whether they were active or destroyed. The troops were using them for cover, which is where he decided he should be. He crawled back and found a position to fire from, careful to avoid the machine’s arms as it twisted about servicing targets. The fusillade continued full bore in every direction. 
 
    To his left, he saw Dolph drop the minigun to his side and reach for a rifle on the ground. A flurry of laser fire burned through him. He shuddered and dropped. Thinking about it, Patches realized the incoming laser fire had become somewhat sporadic but clustered. One of the things would occasionally pick a target and the others would follow suit. Other weapons teams met similar fates. The Adveni seemed to be targeting the softer, unarmored targets with coordinated swarms of fire. 
 
    At some point, groups of Adveni managed to push their way out of the rubble piles scattered about the clearing. He could see from the shattered trails of black chitin that they had not made it far, but some had obviously made it to the line. As the trail of Adveni pieces reached the line, it became mixed with pieces of torn armor, meat, innards, blood, and bone. 
 
    His attention returned to the horde of black-shelled devils that seemed to be leaning forward as they stalked the Humans, as if pushing their way through a storm. In a way, they were. The legs of the front ranks were torn, but the next line quickly climbed over them and pressed forward. Explosions blasted clouds of giant insect pieces into the air, but the holes in the horde immediately filled in. He fired a few more shots of his own and his power ran out. He dropped it and clutched his shotgun. 
 
    The CASPer he was using for cover seemed to shudder and convulse before it ceased moving. He hadn’t been looking when it happened, but he realized it had just succumbed to the focused laser fire. Heavy, angular, deflective armor was good, but it was not invincible. 
 
    With dread, he realized that if the Adveni were focusing fire on CASPers, it meant they’d gone through most of the unarmored targets. 
 
    So far, the firefight had lasted an eternity. How do we still have ammunition? He stole a glance at his chronometer. It had been about five minutes since the beasts had first charged. The plan had been for a quick in and out raid, not a stand-up fight. He had imagined they were going to find small groups of Adveni during their descent into the bowels of the Arena. He’d envisioned they were going to fire in short bursts to clear rooms and move on. Instead, their assault had not made it ten steps, much less dozens of miles into the great city. The ammunition they had was what they could carry, and it was running thin across the board. 
 
    Somewhere, far out on the horizon, he noticed flashes that indicated another firefight in progress. It was impossible to discern what was happening, only that there was laser fire and explosions deep to the rear of the horde. He wondered if the Rapaxi were attempting to use the situation to their benefit. He silently wished them luck. In all honesty, though, the sheer numbers of Adveni made both endeavors, theirs and the Rapaxi’s, seem futile. 
 
    Movement overhead caught his attention. Looking up, he saw that Deep had climbed on top of a CASPer. It was an odd sight. The man stood straight up, quickly spun around looking through VEDs, then took a quick hop back. He dropped, caught hold of the CASPer on the way down, and slid back to the ground. A flurry of laser fire lit up the sky where he had just been standing. 
 
    It occurred to Patches that he had heard no orders in a good while. The noise cancelling earpieces should have been transmitting the commander’s orders, but they were not. When he touched one ear, it burned painfully and was hot and charred to the touch. He realized he had taken at least two laser burns to the side of his face, one to the cheek and one to the ear that had destroyed the earpiece on that side. The other earpiece had broken. He had no idea when that had happened. 
 
    Deep shouted something and waved his arm forward. The CASPers made a short burn over the heads of the teams in the direction Deep had waved. The grim warrior gestured the opposite direction and his lips moved some more. As a mass the CASPers rushed forward, taking the fight to the Adveni. Meanwhile, the few un-augmented troops formed a U facing the other way and slowly began moving backward to cover the CASPers’ backsides. 
 
    Deep gave another silent order, and he seemed to be gesturing toward the trucks. Several weapons teams folded up and sprinted for the trucks while the others tried to lay covering fire. As soon as the teams climbed aboard, they began setting back up to cover the rear. More teams and pairs of troopers broke out and began retreating toward the trucks. When all the trucks had a decent load, they began speeding away in a group. They were attempting to smash through the line along the road. The CASPers were moving roughly in the same direction and the other troops were covering them. Deep had a plan—to charge through the lines and break free. Patches hoped it would work. 
 
    It occurred to him they could have done that immediately, and the loaded trucks would likely have made it deeper into the city, possibly to the objective. It would have meant sacrificing any un-boarded troops like Patches to do so, but they would have survived. The commander must have decided not to make that sacrifice. It was also reasonable to assume Deep had underestimated the sheer numbers involved in the ambush. Anyone would have. 
 
    One of the trucks didn’t move. Peering through the flashes of fire and explosions, he saw a figure prone on the ground just outside the truck. He glanced about and verified he could do little good where he was, so he steeled himself and sprinted toward the truck. 
 
    Breath deep and just jump. 
 
    To his right, he saw an Adveni reach the retreating line and pounce on the ammo loader of a crew MAC. The gunner didn’t even notice as the creature’s jaws shot out and punched into the poor bastard’s skull. Its claws tore him apart. As if it was an afterthought, the creature’s tail swung around and drove like a spear through the gunner. Patches paused to fire a shotgun blast into the thing. It was caught in crossfire by other troopers and it collapsed. More of the things jumped into the line as Patches resumed his sprint. 
 
    He finally reached the dead driver and discovered the man had been torn up as well. Fearing the perpetrator might be near, he looked over and around the truck but couldn’t find anything, so he moved up to the door with the shotgun braced and ready. With a rapid, practiced movement, he reached out with his left hand, pulled the handle, slid back with the door as it opened and was ready to fire as soon as it did. Reflexively, he pulled the trigger as an Adveni leapt out straight at him. The first shot bounced harmlessly off its shell into the ceiling, but he knew it would raise the head to eat him. When it did, he fired again and shattered its frail, bony body. 
 
    He hurriedly climbed in and tried to decipher the truck’s controls. There was only one large bucket seat made for something much bigger with slightly longer arms. None of the controls made sense, but there were only so many buttons and switches. Desperate, he calmly flipped switches or pushed buttons one at a time and checked for a response. Nothing. 
 
    Claws punched through the clear glass paneling on the top half of the door. The cab door was ripped clean off and the big black head of an Adveni slowly slid over to the newly made opening. 
 
    Patches could swear it smiled at him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Jayaut 
 
      
 
    When the Company was small, it was possible for the Chief of Acquisitions to verify every purchase, quality check every item, and confirm the contents of every package. In the flurry of hiring and purchasing that preceded the current operation, this became impossible. The chief did his level best to merely manage the logistics of receiving and routing all products as they came in. Most merchandise, such as the CASPers, their spare parts, dropship spare parts, maintenance tools, weaponry, ammunition, personal armor, mess kits, harnesses, rucksacks, etc. had a clear destination. As the inbound supplies devolved into the abundant minutiae of items that larger merc companies collected, but the Company never had, it became more difficult to determine the best place to route all the random equipment. 
 
    Some items were poorly labeled, mistakenly ordered, or even seemingly frivolous. Since the Chief of Acquisitions did not have the time or manpower to sort through these items, a fair number of shipments were relegated to a “Miscellaneous/Extraneous” area of the cargo hold, or “Mi-Ex.” In no time at all, it became jokingly referred to as the “My Ex” area because it was full of useless stuff they’d thought they’d need but no longer did. As the rush to order and receive supplies accelerated prior to their departure, the number of items that were sent straight to this section to be sorted out later increased exponentially. 
 
    One of the shipments included a set of large crates labeled “Molding.” The chief had been unsure whether it was some kind of putty for repairs or trim for interior decorating and did not take the time to find out. He took only the briefest moment to open one crate, declared it was repair putty, label it as such, and ordered it routed to the Mi-Ex section. 
 
    The crates had, in fact, been filled with an obscene amount of C-12 explosives, thinly masked by a layer of repair putty. Each crate, individually, carried enough C-12 to blast through the cargo bay doors. There were eight such crates. Each crate also carried a receiver. 
 
    A yacht launched from the Keipiech starport, assumed to be fleeing the escalating hostilities as many others had. It did not need to fly particularly close to the main company cargo ship in order to send the signal, it merely needed to be clear of the atmosphere and maintain line of sight. It delivered the signal. 
 
    The cargo hold blew apart, ripping a hole in the side and exposing most of the ship to the void. 
 
    The Mercenary Guild representative’s ship docked with the remains. Assault teams rushed through the ship killing all the survivors and searching the wreckage. The ship was claimed as salvage. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Too surprised to think, Patches reflexively pulled his shotgun up and fired. The shot scattered off its armored head, and it flinched. A few pieces ricocheted back into his face, some off his body armor, and the rest rattled around the cab. It lifted its head and shot forward, but immediately flew to the side and crumpled. Its head bounced off the front of the opening and the thing dropped to the ground. 
 
    Deep appeared, shot the creature one more time, climbed in, and shoved Patches mostly out of the driver seat. He was shouting. Over the gunfire and screeching, with his ears ringing, Patches could barely make out the words. It sounded as if someone was shouting at him from the far end of a large house. 
 
    “What the hell are you still doing here?” Deep shouted. The commander looked him over and focused for a moment on his ears. “Ah,” he mouthed. “We have to catch up; we’re the last load! Watch that door,” he pointed past Patches to the other side, “and shoot anything that opens it.” 
 
    Patches nodded. Deep punched the buttons in a certain order and then flipped a switch. The vehicle lurched forward. There was no roar or vibration of an engine starting. Was it already started? Sadly, Patches did not catch the sequence and could not reproduce what had just been done. The acceleration drove him against the back of his tiny corner of the cab. He was not quite sitting, but not quite standing against the right door. He was careful to avoid the window itself. 
 
    A large group of Adveni were clustered in a tower up the road in front of them. As they got closer, Patches could see that they had piled onto a CASPer and were tearing pieces off as if they were gremlins. They had already gotten to the driver inside by the time the truck arrived. Deep drove by, as close as he could, still moving at a considerable clip. As they passed, he plucked three grenades from his vest in rapid succession and chucked them at the cluster. The truck bucked slightly a few moments after they passed. 
 
    Ahead, he could see two more trucks that had crashed off to the right. Sprinkled about, to the left and right of the road, were the remains of countless barrel-shaped CASPers. Some seemed torn up by laser fire, but most appeared to have been ripped apart, as if something had pried them open. Patches shuddered. Something had pried into the CASPers. Though his ears still rang, he could no longer make out any sounds of firing, save for the occasional laser pulse. 
 
    The truck jittered, almost imperceptibly, but consistently enough that he knew it was the truck itself and not rubble on the road. He vaguely made out Human screams, quite different from the predatory screeches of the aliens. The screams did not last long. Nervously, he scanned quickly around the parts of the cab he could see through. There was nothing to his right, nothing in front of them they could do anything about, and to his left— 
 
    Another shiny black head had appeared. Deep casually jabbed his left arm out with a large knife pointed back toward him. As his arm went halfway under the chitinous head, he dropped his arm and drove the knife up. The action pinned the creature against the top of the cab and the blade slid easily up into it. Deep lost the blade as the dead weight slipped to the road and took it with it. 
 
    Patches lost count of the crashed trucks and crumpled CASPers as they sped along. Using something that resembled a yoke but did not move, Deep frequently swerved the vehicle to dodge one or the other. There were none still active anywhere ahead of them. The screeches had quieted down now as well. For the first time, he could discern the whistle of air passing the open door on the other side. A thumping sound was audible to his right, just outside the door. 
 
    A familiar pair of claws punched through the window on his side. This time he was ready when the door was flung away, so he was braced and did not go out with it. Even though he was prepared to fire, he again found himself facing only the chitinous skull. As it pressed forward into him, he pushed the shotgun to the side, past the head, angled the gun, and fired. It twitched and fell back, smacking against the ground. 
 
    He chuckled at his success and turned to smile at his illustrious leader. The man’s head drooped. Deep clutched his left side and Patches discovered the man had been clawed by the Adveni he’d killed. Blood oozed heavily through his fingers. He was not clutching at a scratch. His armor was gone, and he was holding his insides together. The great man’s head turned weakly to regard Patches. He smiled, blinked, nodded, and then leaned left. Another Adveni moved in slow motion into the opening next to Deep. This time the man gave an enormous scream and threw every ounce of strength into grabbing the creature. Vacating the seat and letting go of the controls, he used his free hand to draw his pistol and jammed it into the creature’s neck. It had already shot its jaws into his chest as the Gurkha pulled the trigger over and over. The man and beast fell out and away from the truck and disappeared. 
 
    Patches reached out to catch him, but it was no use. A lurch and bounce reminded him that someone needed to drive the truck. He grabbed the immovable yoke and found the slightest pressure allowed him to steer. A series of fiery explosions appeared in front of him. He suddenly needed to sort out how to stop. In a blur, he fiddled with buttons and switches, until magically, as if he had willed it, the truck stopped. The fire was still approaching, so he leapt out of the truck, planning to run perpendicularly away from the flames. 
 
    He tumbled to the hard not-quite-metallic but not-quite-concrete ground and rolled before glancing up. He recognized the Dragon dropship as it flew past. The fire paused while it passed him, and resumed after the ship thundered back the way Patches had come. A second one, a Republic, chased the first. 
 
    A flurry of laser fire tore into the trailing dropship. With a spatter of sparks, it veered drastically to its left. It bucked angrily in three dimensions, then ceased maneuvering altogether and descended gracefully into a giant fireball. Patches slowed to a walk and subconsciously reloaded the shotgun, losing a little more heart and a little more strength at the sight of the crashed ship. He had never felt so alone and so exposed in his life. 
 
    The Dragon cut sharply to the left and reversed its course toward the laser fire’s origin. The ship jinked in three dimensions and the laser fire, which seemed centered in one area, blossomed around it. The beams scored some hits, but it was not the same concentrated fire that had brought down the Republic ship. As the Dragon passed over the heaviest concentration, a dark object tumbled out the back. It burst into a great fiery ball just before it hit the ground. The enemy fire ceased. 
 
    The ship turned about again and flew back over the area. 
 
    A great shriek made it into his heavily damaged ears. He turned and, to his terror, found a substantially larger Adveni stalking him by itself. The intel officer had mentioned “queens.” He looked down at his pathetic little shotgun and sighed. His previous thought had been inaccurate. This was the most alone and exposed he had ever felt. 
 
    For a moment, the two stared at each other, Patches frozen with the knowledge there was nothing he could do, and the giant Adveni likely agreeing with that perspective. 
 
    Then, in a flash, a CASPer flew in on its jump jets along a shallow arc and landed in front of the great beast. There was jagged metal on the shoulder of the big, armored suit where a weapon had been torn off. Its hands were empty, but it still had the giant blades on both arms. Immediately after landing, the mech and the alien charged each other. 
 
    Patches glanced around and confirmed, to his amazement, that there were no other Adveni stalking up on them. He crouched and raced forward to lend what assistance he could. The CASPer thrust its left blade out just as it closed with the alien. It was swatted aside by the queen who grabbed onto the arm and wrenched. The machine drove the right blade into her with a satisfying crunch. She shrieked in a lower pitch, almost a growl, and snapped the mech’s left arm clean off. A spray of blood told Patches that the arm inside had gone with it. He heard a horrendous scream, and the CASPer dropped its right shoulder to twist the embedded blade. 
 
    Patches was close. The machine and the monster grappled in slow motion, a small half step at a time as each worked for better leverage. The machine started to falter. The driver had, after all, lost an arm. Patches fired several shots as quickly as he could at the Adveni’s legs until he felt the shotgun click empty. It buckled slightly, giving the CASPer pilot space to withdraw the blade and stab it again. Patches was smacked with incredible force by the queen’s tail and was thrown a dozen yards. He bounced and scraped along the strange pavement of the road. 
 
    By the time he regained sight of the fight, the queen had found purchase and torn the front armor of the machine open. Its jaws shot forward and the queen feasted with crunches and cracks. Abruptly, it staggered backward and shook its head, which exploded. Pieces of chitin and black ooze splattered against him, knocking him back and giving him a few minor lacerations. The remains collapsed in front of the destroyed CASPer. 
 
    The pounding in the young trooper’s chest slowed dramatically. His ability to process the passage of time stopped. Other than the distant rumble of the dropship, everything became eerily silent. Far off in the distance, he heard more horrible screeches. They seemed to recede rather than approach. Further out, there were strange tiny pops, evidence of another firefight with unidentifiable weaponry. With no warning other than a sharp gust of wind, he discovered he was freezing. The temperatures on Jayaut, or Promonex, or whatever, had generally been about thirty degrees Celsius, more than warm enough for a Human. However, he was soaked in sweat and therefore losing body heat at an accelerated rate. He shivered and hugged himself tight. His teeth started to chatter. 
 
    Patches looked back at the trail behind him. There were several burning trucks and a few burning CASPers. Burning or not, it was a long graveyard of men, machinery, and Adveni which went farther back than he could see. A few hundred yards away, closer than any of the other devastation, lay Deep’s immobile figure. In the marginal light, Patches could make out no specific characteristics from that distance, but he knew it was Deep from the sheer fact that he was closest. 
 
    He stumbled to the back of the truck and forced himself to look inside. There was a gory, horror movie orgy of red and black blood, innards, flesh, bone, chitin, empty casings, and scorch marks. The walls were scratched, bent, and wrenched in several places. It would have been impossible to identify the troopers on board, but even so, he considered again that he had hardly known any of them. There had not really been time to learn names and faces. 
 
    The gaunt, exhausted man stood in a daze, looking around as if some other troopers would come walking out of the wreckage. It was much more likely that a swarm of Adveni would come to disembowel him and feed. Neither came. 
 
    The roar of a dropship got louder until it drowned out all other senses. The ground shook as it slowed and came to hover not more than a hundred meters up the road, just in front of the truck. Patches marveled at the small black scorch marks on the hull as it slowly settled on the road. He considered walking toward it, but his legs wouldn’t move. His attention drifted back to the highway of death and destruction laid out behind him. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to when he’d joined the unit. As a new guy, he’d had great respect for all the old heads. Nothing clearly delineated who was an old head and who was a new hire, but it was usually apparent in the way they looked at things and in their bearing during the planning and training. It had been somewhat overwhelming when he’d pictured the sorts of things these impressive operators must have done. There had been no details, of course, which only made it worse. His imagination created heroic tales of daring rescues and brilliant operations, all led by the quiet but gallant and almost-mythological Gurkha. The Gurkha who lay dead a hundred meters back. The Gurkha who had personally saved his life. 
 
    Are any of them alive, anywhere? 
 
    His gaze drifted up to the stars, to the unrecognizable constellations overhead. Knowledgeable as he was on Earth constellations, the strange patterns underscored his impending death on a foreign planet. He focused on the sudden peace. He internalized that peace, and he accepted his fate. In a few moments, the insects would find him, and he could follow all the others who had died. 
 
    Something moved to his left. Another of the black, shiny, Goka-headed insects was stalking toward him, with that strange smile-mimicking face and jaws stretched out in front of it. It paused about twenty feet away and dipped its head, the telltale sign it was about to pounce. It sprang into the air, but immediately reversed its momentum as it was blasted by some unseen shooter. Patches didn’t even hear a weapon’s report. Pieces of the creature dropped and skipped across the smooth surface like glass breaking over a hardwood floor. The jaws opened reflexively as it died. Patches stared at it curiously, too dumbfounded to wonder about the shot’s origin. 
 
    Someone was speaking. Numbly, he turned his head and found the big bald man from the briefings standing next to him. There was an expectant expression on his face, as if he’d asked a question and was politely waiting for a response. He clearly must have said something, but, for the life of him, Patches did not recall hearing anything. The big man scanned Patches up and down with a grim, curious, concerned look. It was not exactly a look of revulsion on the man’s face, but Patches got the sense he would know better than to display such a reaction. He knew his hearing had returned somewhat, since he could hear the wind, the crackle of flames all around, and the low whine of the landed ships idling engines. Yet he had not heard what this man—Bull, he recalled the boss had called him—had asked. Patches stared quietly, curious to see whether he would hear the man if he spoke again. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” the man asked. 
 
    “Bull, right?” Patches shouted. Bull nodded. “Yeah, of course I can hear you, you’re right there!” 
 
    Calmly, Bull looked around. “Seen anyone else?” 
 
    Patches despondently pointed to the truck and then to Deep. “Well, they’re in there, Deep’s over there.” 
 
    The big man lowered his gaze and looked to the left, somewhat embarrassed. He closed his eyes and nodded again. “Okay. I see. Wasn’t too optimistic when we only picked up the one heat signature, but…well, never mind…Can you walk? Think you can make your way to the ship?” 
 
    Well that’s a stupid question, of course I can. 
 
    He looked down at his legs and discovered they were not moving. 
 
    How do I make them move, again? They don’t seem to be listening to me just now. 
 
    “Okay, come on then.” Bull wrapped an arm around him and began to pull him along. In his other arm he carried his own shotgun, just like—Patches suddenly realized he did not have his own anymore. 
 
    It was on a sling, why don’t I have it anymore? 
 
    There was a screech in the near distance and Bull jerked his head to look. “Come on, man, I’d appreciate it if you could get those legs working for me.” 
 
    Patches hobbled a bit but was mostly carried along. After a few steps, his feet found purchase and balanced themselves. They were still numb and feeble, but soon he found himself walking toward the dropship. 
 
    “Why aren’t there any more?” Patches asked in a hollow voice, as if someone else was saying the words. “The Adveni…they just stopped.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Bull answered, “seems the Rapaxi heard all the fighting and took the opportunity to find their balls. They gloved back up for another shot at the title. Unfortunately for us, they felt it necessary to shoot down some of our freighters first. Personally, I’d like to take off and nuke the whole damn planet from orbit, but even if we could get away with it, that’s not exactly an option for us anymore.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You are looking at the entire remainder of the company you joined,” Bull said grimly. “Yourself included. Count yourself lucky.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Patches asked. Bull’s eyes darted around as he searched for a way to answer, which Patches took as a bad sign. Two spooked men stood near the back of the dropship with laser rifles they were clearly uncomfortable with. Bull guided him up the ramp into the fairly large cargo cavity, pushed him into a webbed seat, and buckled him in. 
 
    “Well, right after we cleared the company ship, it blew up,” Bull explained. “Then it was boarded. Someone knew what we were doing; someone set us up.” 
 
    “What?” Patches asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah, I got him.” Bull said to someone unseen. “No…that’s right. I shit you not, it’s just the one.” 
 
    The two neophytes took their seats and buckled in as well. Baldy stalked up to the front and disappeared through a portal. The ramp whined closed. The ship roared, and he was jammed against his seat. 
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
    A word Bull had used echoed through his head. 
 
    Lucky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 Chapter Thirteen 
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    Patches was jarred awake when the dropship slammed against the docking collar of a much larger ship. As his mind caught up to where he was and what had happened, he found the others were out of their seats and floating, waiting for the doors to open. The others only included Bull, the pilot, and the two crewmen. 
 
    “Where are we?” Patches asked groggily. “I thought you said we were all that was left.” 
 
    On the trip back, his only exchange had been to clarify why they were the only ones left. None seemed to know how it happened; they only knew that the Company’s ship exploded shortly after the two dropships departed. Bull and the pilot, Snowman, had argued over how it happened. Patches tuned out of the conversation and passed out for the remainder of the trip. In his apathy, he’d never even bothered to ask where they were going, seeing as they had no ship to go to. 
 
    “We are all that’s left,” Bull said. “This is the Asbaran flagship. Colonel Shirazi, it appears, had a backup plan on the assumption we would fail. Well, more like he planned from the get-go to use us as a distraction while he went straight in for the goods. Can’t fault the man, we were quite the shit show.” 
 
    The portal that connected the docking passage rolled open. A thin, Persian man floated into view, nodded, and waved them forward. 
 
    “Greetings, I am Lieutenant Neda, an administrative officer for Asbaran Solutions,” he said cheerfully. “I will escort you to some comfortable quarters where you can await your new commander, Colonel Shirazi.” 
 
    “New commander?” Patches croaked out. The other four visibly jerked to regard him. Either they had forgotten him, or assumed he was too traumatized to speak. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct,” he responded. “You have all been provisionally hired by Asbaran Solutions for, um, reasons. Reasons the colonel will explain. I apologize, but I am not authorized to explain further. Please?” He motioned welcomingly with his hand to indicate they should all proceed into the corridor and follow him. Bull, Snowman, and the two generic crewmen, whose names Patches had not bothered to learn, floated out in front of him and into the passageway. He followed. 
 
    “Might I venture to ask,” Bull said, “exactly when we may expect the good colonel to grace us?” 
 
    “Well…” He paused, clearly looking for the best way to say what he had to say. “He is currently directing operations in a manner best suited to his leadership style, so it may be some time.” 
 
    “Imagine that,” Bull said with a cynical snicker, “a commander who leads his troops into battle.” 
 
    After traveling down several corridors and descending several stairwells—i.e. ladders—he found the lieutenant directing them into what he recognized as trooper quarters. They were all empty—as Bull had said, the troopers were all away completing the mission they’d been sent to do. 
 
    As the young Asbaran officer motioned them into the area, his despair and apathy flooded back. Irrational anger intruded into his mind, involuntarily calling up visions of teeth tearing into screaming troopers. 
 
    While he scrubbed himself in the microgravity shower, guilt grew inside him that he had been given this incredible luxury. It only increased as he found a fresh, clean Asbaran Solutions uniform in his size outside the shower room. For the sheer dumb luck of being the only survivor on the ground of this miserable disaster, he was now employed by one of the Four Horsemen. A lifelong dream, indeed, the quintessential lifelong dream of all mercs, had been fulfilled. Yet he found himself bitter at the prospect, with his rage growing. He imagined himself ripping the uniform to pieces in a fury. 
 
    Then he put it on. As much as he would have been fine to wander the ship naked in indifference, habit still told him to get dressed. He forced himself to muster up some appreciation for the outfit, as he would not have been excited to get back into the shredded, charred, blackened, blood-soaked threads. So, for now, this pretentious uniform would have to do. 
 
    Once dressed, he found himself torn. On one hand, he felt a numbness, which told him to lay back in his bunk and stay there forever. On the other hand, he felt a nervous energy to do something. Anything would do. 
 
    He gave in to the latter and found his way to a recreation area. The two faceless crewmen sat on a couch preening over their uniforms and watching a Tri-V they had pulled up. Bull and the pilot had attached themselves to a wet bar in the back of the room. They were drinking something from bulbs and talking in low, soft voices. He drifted toward them. The pilot handed him a bulb, which Patches accepted without comment. It was bourbon, and it tasted like heaven. The trio sat quietly. Patches assumed their souls were as empty as his, having seen the aftermath of what he’d survived. 
 
    How, or why, do we bother to keep breathing after all this? 
 
    A deathly silence lingered between them, punctuated only by the occasional remark from the two by the Tri-V. Eventually, Bull spoke first. 
 
    “Last in and first out, not really how the books tell me I should have done it,” Bull said. Patches pondered on whether it counted as first out, when in actuality it was only out. He decided he didn’t care enough to fight it. 
 
    “Hey…Patches, right?” the pilot asked. 
 
    Patches nodded, indifferent. 
 
    “Snowman,” the pilot said, and offered a hand. Patches reflexively took it and gave a solid handshake. “Though I guess you could legally call me Jimmy Francis now. I’m gonna guess that’s who Asbaran just hired, seeing as I’m one of the few who didn’t die to join the…well, whatever it was.” 
 
    “Jimmy,” Patches said, soft and low. He searched his mind for a moment. “Ah, Eric. Adams…Eric Adams. But feel free to keep calling me Patches, it’s what everyone called me long before any of this.” 
 
    “Well, then Patches,” Bull said, “I think I’ll stick with Bull for now, as well.” He motioned to the two crewmen. “The Tweedles over there seem content with their state of affairs. But then, they didn’t see or hear much of what we saw. They just know the op failed, and they’re Asbaran now. Lucky SOBs. I’d be pretty damn happy if I was them.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Patches asked flatly. “Why are we Asbaran now? I mean, we failed. Catastrophically. This infamous black-op, search and rescue, savior of Humanity, uh, unit or company or whatever-in-the-hell-it-was just got plain erased. This is an Alpha Contract-level fuck up. Which is ironic, isn’t…I’m guessing y’all got the same sales pitch?” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll get that from Shirazi, if we are, in fact, going to meet him in person,” Francis said. 
 
    “I’ve got some theories,” Bull said. “Mostly tied to what was, for him, a decent outcome.” 
 
    “Yeah…outcome,” Patches spat with vitriol. “Any ideas how exactly we came to this outcome? I thought we had a solid plan.” 
 
    “Something always bugged me in the planning of this whole thing,” Bull said. “It was all reminiscent of an old United States operation called Operation Eagle Claw, but known as Desert One. I won’t bore you with details, but the short version is that it was a rushed, bloated, overcomplicated mess. I get the impression the chiefs hadn’t quite adjusted to working for Flores. I’m guessing he hadn’t been in charge too long. Anyway, the worst part is I knew it was a shit show.” He took a long drink from his bulb. “I knew it, and I did nothing about it,” Bull continued solemnly. “Flores was great at shutting people down because he felt he needed to pretend to be the smartest person in the room, but I should have known better. Especially since my last…” Patches sensed Bull drifting off into thought, dredging up some distant memory. Bull shook his head and returned. “Anyway. As much as Human instinct is to let yourself get shut down, to just say ‘fuck it, I’m gonna let this asshole hang himself with this rope he’s making,’ it’s not the right answer. But I fell for it, nonetheless.” 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” Patches said plainly. 
 
    “Well, I’ve heard that before,” Bull said. “Thank you?” 
 
    “What I mean is, you said your piece in the brief,” Patches explained. “But no one heard you ’cause you’re an asshole. You had no cred, and the big four couldn’t exactly let you make them look stupid.” 
 
    “So, I’m an asshole,” Bull agreed. “And the Company, including the big four, are all gone because I’m an asshole. Great.” 
 
    “Which leaves us where?” Francis asked. “I mean, this is what I wanted to do. The sales pitch was—yeah, it was a goddamn sales pitch. But it worked on me because it was where I wanted to be. I’d dreamed of creating something like this before I discovered it was already out there. And remember, I’m not a new hire. I saw us pull off a couple miraculous, savior-style rescues before this…epic disaster. It was real. It was right. It did a whole hell of a lot of good, and Earth still needs someone to do this.” 
 
    The conversation paused while Francis took a sip from his bulb. Bull followed suit and Patches instinctively did as well, as if they were making a silent toast to their fallen. 
 
    So many fallen. Patches remembered the imagery from earlier. For what? The whole glorious company, if that’s even what it was, gone. 
 
    “Human mercs,” Francis continued, “are just poor SOBs that don’t know what they’re getting into until it’s too late, and then they can’t get out of it. They need help, they need a guardian angel.” 
 
    Patches nodded in agreement and took another drink. 
 
    “That’s sorta true,” Bull added, “but it’s quite a bit more than that.” He took a sip, took a deep breath, and licked his lips. “Earth, at least a good portion of it, was in a golden age for a few decades before first contact. Once we hit our stride as mercs, we’ll stretch that golden age across the whole planet. Now, mind you, man is inherently evil, lazy, and stupid…so I will not comment on what most of our kind have done with this incredible gift. But a golden age it is.  
 
    “This golden age is held in place by a steady flow of blood from the best we have to offer. Despite the disdain of the evil, lazy, and stupid, it’s the merc’s sacrifice that makes their safe, little wonderland life possible—in fact, the two are related; the disdain comes from the fact that the mercs provide that life. 
 
    “Apart from all that, though, ultimately, yes, the mercs need support. They deserve every advantage that can be given to them. They need what this company was. Actually, they need more of it.” 
 
    Patches found himself agreeing, but, for the life of him, could not imagine how one would go about creating such an organization. Worse, he could not imagine himself ever again being a part of such an organization. The sight of his teammates being torn apart and eaten, the sounds of their screams and the shrieks of the Adveni, and the smells of the viscera and blood, it was too much. He never saw himself being in a position to ever experience that again. 
 
    “So,” Francis answered, rubbing a hand along his chin, “are you saying we try to rebuild, or re-create, the Company?” 
 
    “Well,” Bull responded, “it’s certainly something that needs doing. Except…” 
 
    “Except?” Francis said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m just spitballin’ here,” Bull continued, pausing for dramatic effect, “but what if we made two companies?” 
 
    Patches’ cynicism reached critical mass. 
 
    Sure, that way you can slaughter elite, handpicked Human mercs twice as fast.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, Colonel Shirazi will see you now,” Lieutenant Neda said. The ship had begun acceleration a few minutes earlier, which allowed the group to stand as if under normal gravity. 
 
    Bull jolted to rigid attention and saw from the corner of his eye that the others did the same. Considering the mood he was in, Bull marveled that Patches had done so. It must have been reflexive. 
 
    Francis stood at attention the way a civilian would, back slightly curved, arms hanging down as if confused about where they should be. Patches had far better bearing, but he relaxed in a way that suggested he couldn’t care less about where he was or who had just walked in. Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, as Bull had named the other two, were so stiff Bull feared they might pass out. 
 
    The door slid open and a stout, well-manicured man in a perfectly maintained Asbaran mess uniform walked in. If he’d been involved in the assault on the planet below, he showed no sign of it. 
 
    Here he is, the brilliant man who foresaw our failure and was ready for it. I imagine he’s already disavowed any knowledge of us. Probably pulled his people out without much of a fight, too. Let us soak up all the fight there was. 
 
    The man projected a greater sense of presence than Bull had ever encountered before. Colonel Shirazi embodied the sort of leader no soldier would ever want to displease. Bull imagined that he seldom needed to verbally express displeasure with a subordinate. If someone failed him in some way, his mere presence would crush their soul, should he so desire. 
 
    That said, his demeanor softened as he entered. The colonel exhibited great empathy when he spoke. 
 
    “I am Colonel Armin Shirazi,” he said. “I understand there was a clandestine organization which came here to rescue my nephew and his forces.” 
 
    His gaze swept across them. Bull knew the colonel was scrutinizing them, trying to determine which of them would be the mouthpiece. 
 
    “That’s correct, Colonel,” Bull said. Shirazi’s gaze snapped to Bull and locked onto him. “We failed to anticipate both our own shortcomings and the abilities of the enemy.” 
 
    Francis turned to look at Bull with a glower. “Well, there’s a bit more to it than—” 
 
    “An understatement if I ever heard one,” Shirazi said. Francis quieted, stiffened, and returned his attention to Shirazi. “I applaud that they had the guts to try. I had great hopes for this organization, but no realistic expectations. It was simultaneously a very promising endeavor and a great liability to the Human race. It could have done great things but might just as easily have brought the wrath of the Mercenary Guild down on Humanity. Its destruction is tragic, but, perhaps, necessary.” 
 
    “Well said, sir,” Bull replied. “We were told when we signed on that the late organization had existed since the Alpha Contracts. It is our understanding that it did a lot of great things, at least for those involved.” 
 
    “I served with them the longest, sir,” Francis said. “I can attest we did some truly great things for our fellow Humans.” 
 
    “And yet the organization obviously drew the attention of someone,” Shirazi said. His gaze remained focused on Bull, as if Francis hadn’t spoken. “So here we are.” 
 
    His expression became more contemplative, and he resumed his scan of the five men, clearly evaluating each one. 
 
    “It is a shame that every member of the organization we were discussing has perished,” Shirazi said. He let the words hang, Bull assumed for dramatic effect, before continuing, “But that is no matter to those who stand before me. Lieutenant Neda informed all of you that you are now employees of Asbaran Solutions, registered under the names you held before the recent…turn of events.” 
 
    His gaze returned to Bull. 
 
    “Since you were dead, of course, and just died again, Lieutenant Neda will give you details on your identity,” he said. “You should all know that your employment with us is effective as of two months ago.” The Tweedles gasped. “You will receive your back pay when we return from this operation. If you wish to continue serving with Asbaran Solutions, we will find a place for you. I do not need to stress the importance of your discretion on the nature of your hiring, do I? Especially considering the organization of which I had no knowledge has ceased to exist.” 
 
    Bull watched Shirazi watch the group, waiting to see if anyone would challenge the assertion. 
 
    “Very well,” Shirazi said after a moment. “Now, I will state this once, and once only. Although I had no interaction whatsoever with the organization, I have great admiration for what it was. I would also like to express my thanks for the excellent, coincidental diversion they provided, which allowed Asbaran Solutions to successfully and completely recover our personnel and our assets. Furthermore, the destruction they wrought on the Adveni seems to have created an opportunity for the Rapaxi to initiate a reclamation of their home world, which may open the door to a renewed contract with them; we shall see. In any event, none of it would have been possible without the independent actions of the organization. Were any of its surviving members present, I would personally thank them for their great sacrifice. It is unfortunate I cannot.” 
 
    He drew in a respectful breath and bowed his head slightly. 
 
    “Now, before I go, are there any questions I might answer from my employees?” Shirazi asked. 
 
    Bull sensed Francis and the Tweedles shifting about nervously. 
 
    “I’ve got one,” Patches said in a dry rasp. 
 
    “Please,” Shirazi said with no reaction to the lack of decorum. 
 
    “You said ‘if we wish to continue serving,’” Patches said. “What if we’re not interested in serving with Asbaran? Meaning no disrespect, but I think I might be done with mercenary life.” 
 
    Bull hadn’t even considered as much. The idea of rejecting employment with Asbaran Solutions, one of the Four Horsemen, the highest tier of Human mercenaries, was unthinkable. Yet, Patches had thought it. Not only that, it appeared he’d already reached the conclusion to do so. The seed planted itself deep in Bull’s mind and grew rapidly. There was no chance that Colonel Shirazi would entertain the creation of a dedicated rescue unit in a company that focused on killing aliens and getting paid. 
 
    “Of course,” Shirazi said in a surprisingly understanding tone. “Each of you is still free to determine your own path, so long as you sign agreements that you will never discuss the events which took place here or the non-existent organization. There is a considerable severance package for those who choose to terminate their employment with us. You may discuss the particulars with Lieutenant Neda. If that is what you choose, I wish you success.” 
 
    Colonel Shirazi nodded to Lieutenant Neda, spun about, and exited the room. 
 
    Now that was an incredible man. The sort I would like to emulate. But is he who I want to work for? 
 
    Bull’s thoughts raced into the infinite permutations of the possibilities. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Patches was glad to see the man go. Within the first few seconds of standing, he’d run out of motivation to do so. He’d only remained upright out of limited respect for the leader of Asbaran Solutions. 
 
    “So,” Bull said abruptly as the trio quietly sipped their drinks. “Got anyone back home?” 
 
    “No,” Patches said quickly enough to hide the bitterness. They don’t need to know about her. His grade school sweetheart, the great love of his life, the one who’d told him what they had would last forever, the one who’d been so impressed and supportive of his merc career, but hadn’t even stuck with him through his first trip off Earth. His first trip back after merc training, he discovered the two of them were “just friends” and that she was deeply in love with an older, more successful merc. Said merc promised he would leave his wife and kids for her as soon as the time was right. A tale as old as time. 
 
    Oddly, after recent events, the memory brought up no emotion in Patches whatsoever. He couldn’t even recall her face. When he tried he got a feeling it wasn’t quite right and, ultimately, he didn’t care enough to think about it anymore. It had become an insignificant detail of someone else’s life. In fact, the more he tried to remember events from his life, his parents, school, sweethearts, any of it, it all came up as two dimensional pictures with no context and no emotion, just a catalog of images he had no connection to. Apathy had taken over, and he could not think back to a time when it had not been there. 
 
    “I got one,” Francis piped in. “There’s this Russian nurse I met a while back, when I was much younger. Stayed in touch over the years, but nothing happened for a while. Just after I hired on with the Company, but before I shipped off with them, we met up. I mean, you heard about Russian women, right? I mean, wow. It wasn’t just sparks, that shit was nuclear. We’ve been in touch…I might go spend some time with her now that I’ve got the time to spend.” 
 
    “You should do that,” Bull said. “We need a little cool down to sort ourselves out before we get back to it.” 
 
    “Get back to it?” Francis said in disbelief. “You’re not staying here either?” 
 
    “No,” Bull said. The silence lingered, and Patches wondered if the bald asshole was looking for the words to clarify, or if he would just let the simple answer stand on its own. Right as Patches concluded the latter, Bull continued, “I got a taste of what could be. The person I was when I became a merc, that giddy little kid with dreams of joining the Horsemen, fame and fortune, that’s all gone.” 
 
    “So, what?” Francis asked. “We just find an ATM, get some money, maybe head to Monte Carlo, bet it all on black, and buy ourselves a new black ops CSAR company? Or two, as you suggested?” 
 
    “You make it sound so easy,” Bull replied with a wry smile. “But if you’re ready to throw in the towel, I won’t fault you. That was the worst ass kicking I’ve ever experienced, and hopefully ever will. And I’ve had some pretty bad ass-kickings. No hard feelings if that’s it for you.” 
 
    “Throw in the—God, you are an asshole, Bull, you know that?” Francis showed clear agitation. 
 
    “See?” Patches said. 
 
    “And fuck you, too, Patches,” Francis said. “This was what I’ve wanted to do since…well, I actually have a very clear memory of the moment I decided this was what I was going to do with my life, and that was well before I found the Company. I can’t go back to normal. Hell, I’m pretty sure I’m not content to work as a mercenary, even if it is with a Horseman. That was never the plan. Besides, I’d just be some faceless, expendable pilot here. Probably die flying a dropship into heavy flak. So, if you’ve got some grand plan to take the ashes of this disaster and give birth to some Guardian Angel Phoenix, I’m all ears.” 
 
    “GAP, heh,” Patches chuckled wildly and scratched behind his neck. “Guardian. Angel. Phoenix. Gap get it? Like a gap in coverage. Haha.” 
 
    The smile dropped off his face as other images poured back into his head. Deep was at his side, getting snatched out of a door, over and over. Patches kept reaching for him, even though he knew what was coming, but he never quite got ahold of him. With a glance to his right, he noticed Bull and Francis giving each other concerned looks, probably over his mental state. 
 
    They think I’m crazy. Heh, they’re probably right, but I really don’t care. 
 
    “Why?” Bull asked, with his gaze on Francis. 
 
    “Why what?” Francis responded. 
 
    “Why do, or did, you want to do this? What was that ‘very clear moment’?” Bull asked. 
 
    “I, uh, well, a while back I was a pilot for a shipping company,” Francis answered. “I saw firsthand how brutal this universe can be,” Francis replied. “A few years later it was still eating at me, so I worked on becoming a merc dropship pilot, but it still wasn’t what I was looking for. Then Turnkey found me. What about you?” 
 
    “Patches, what about you?” Bull asked. It was clear that Francis had meant the question for Bull. 
 
    “Oh, I was just a young shooter looking to get into the Horsemen,” Patches said. “Got told that if I went to an interview I’d get a good recommendation. But then I met Deep in the interview and thought ‘Damn, I want to work for this guy.’ It seemed pretty badass, seemed the place to be—like I’d never known it, but it was where I was supposed to wind up. Guess I was wrong. What about you, Bull?” 
 
    Bull remained silent and took a long drink. 
 
    “So, neither of you met with Flores first?” Bull asked. 
 
    “No,” Francis replied, and Patches saw his eyes narrow. 
 
    Bull looked at Patches, who shook his head. 
 
    “No one met with Flores first,” Francis said. “Everyone got recruited by the department chief, then we all got the Flores sales pitch, which was really just a formality by then, more of an introductory meeting. Why was your hiring process different?” 
 
    “Hmmm…Anyway, the first lesson I think we just got is that this thing needs to be small,” Bull commented after a long silence. Francis sighed and tensed, his frustration clear. Nonetheless, Patches noticed that Francis took the bait and let the subject change. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” Francis replied. “There’s no way it can have any impact whatsoever unless it gets big, like it was. The problem with this operation is that Flores wielded the company like a big club. He grew the capabilities too fast. He relied on new, untested equipment, and didn’t give the new troops any time to train on the new gear or to learn to work together.” 
 
    “That’s all true,” Bull cut in. “But ultimately, the problem was that the size created too much visibility. We were set up; that’s why this failed.” 
 
    “No, Bull,” Francis retorted, “you’re being too paranoid. An organization like this needs visibility, so the other mercs know it’s out there. We need lots of ships—lots of troops—if we’re going to be effective at all. I know how merchant companies run, we start there and expand.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not being paranoid enough,” Bull said. He gave his scotch bulb a good squeeze. “The bigger it gets, the more noticeable it is. The Merc Guild isn’t going to stand for an organization that large and that well equipped without being registered. It upsets the delicate power balance the guild tries to control. Can’t have some rogue organization going out and protecting Human mercs to the exclusion of others. Creates what they would consider an ‘unfair advantage,’ which really translates to an ‘advantage that isn’t theirs.’ For all we know, it was the guild itself that set us up.” 
 
    “There you go, spouting more bull, Bull.” Patches saw Bull blanch from Francis’ use of Flores’ words. “We failed because we created a big force with poor training and no interoperability. The plan was too complex—these are your own words—with insufficient intel. We relied on contacts with zero reliability—” 
 
    “Which is how the guild did it,” Bull interjected. 
 
    “—and landing sites we had no way of securing until it was too late,” Francis continued. “With equipment we were trusting some unknown entity to provide.” 
 
    “Now you’re spouting bull, Snowman,” Patches said, and the other two froze. “You weren’t there on the ground to see what I saw. You only saw the aftermath. For all we know, every goddamn Adveni on the entire goddamn planet was there waiting for us. And they were well in place when we got there. They knew exactly when and where we were gonna be and they knew exactly the perfect time to attack. They waited, dozens of yards away from us, perfectly still, until we were at our most vulnerable. They knew when and where to shoot down our goddamn flyers, and here’s one more thing, Snowman,” the nickname dripped with spite, “who the hell do you think blew up our goddamn ship? You think it just self-destructed? You think that was a goddamn coincidence? You are a fucking moron. 
 
    “Both of you sit here, talking about how it went wrong, and about how the hell you’re going to do it again,” Patches ranted. Unconsciously, his left hand scratched intently at the back of his neck. The other two focused their gaze on the action. “And you’re right, Bull, it was a goddamn setup, and we sure as shit were not paranoid enough and it probably was the goddamn Merc Guild who shut this shit down, but good. Either one of you gonna stand up to the Merc Guild? Especially now that they’ve got our number? Bet you a billion credits they’re gonna have people watching us for the rest of our goddamn lives to see if we try to make a go of this again. So, you’re right, Bull, it’s gotta be small and invisible if it’s gonna work. But you’re right, too, Snowman, if it ain’t big it ain’t gonna have any sort of meaningful impact. So, you’re both right, but ultimately, you’re both wrong. It just can’t be done, and you’re both miserable fools to even try. I, for one, am done.” 
 
    Silence lingered as all three continued to sip their bulbs and dwell on Patches’ explosion. Bull emptied his bulb and nonchalantly reached over the counter to help himself to more. Francis stared at the big, bald man in a rage. His face reddened, and his chest heaved. 
 
    “Big or small,” Bull said. “Doesn’t seem to matter right now. None of us have much of anything to start with. As I understand it, the founders of this thing had some billionaires stringing them along and they got themselves into the galactic market early, when the opportunities were still there. We have almost nothing going for us on that front. No intel network, either. Whatever they had set up was likely destroyed by whoever it was that took the Company down.” 
 
    “Stop saying someone took us down,” Francis said, though he sounded less sure than he had. He set his almost-empty bulb down and made no effort to refill it. “But, yeah, you’re right on that one, I’ll admit that. We’ve got nothing. The only way we’d have a chance is if we worked together, and I don’t think that’s gonna happen.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think it is,” Bull said, and shook his head slowly, his eyes locked with Francis’. 
 
    “See?” Patches interjected with cynical cheer. He reached to refill his own bulb as Bull had done. “You two are starting to agree on stuff. Maybe the total destruction of mankind’s one and only merc savior operation wasn’t the worst possible thing that could happen, as long as it brought you two together.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Transmission Origin: <redacted> 
 
    Transmission Destination: <redacted> 
 
      
 
    The operation was successful. Though we never traced their source of funding, the failed Human intervention organization has been removed. Our machinations may continue without their interference. Only a small group survived the event. We will monitor them to ensure they do not attempt to re-create the organization. 
 
    Our operatives failed to recover the cargo we believed they may have had on board. Unfortunately, they used methods which most likely led to the item’s destruction. 
 
    Valuable intelligence was also gleaned on the premier Human company’s response to the situation. Not only did they not trust the organization to be successful, it seems fairly clear that they will handle similar situations by themselves in the future and will put no faith in any analogous organization. We believe from now on they will provide their own “solution” to hostage crises. We will develop a course of action to exploit this.  
 
      
 
    Transmission end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Three: Adrift 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Houston Starport, Earth 
 
      
 
    The shuttle engines reversed, and the deceleration pushed them forward in their seats. A moment later it bumped onto the tarmac and quickly came to a stop. Bull, Snowman, Patches, and the other passengers unbuckled and waited for the crew to open the exit door. The other two survivors of the Jungle Two debacle had chosen to stay on with Asbaran Solutions, as Bull had predicted. 
 
    Patches made it clear he was done with merc life. Based on the considerable severance that Asbaran had paid out as a bonus for services rendered on Jayaut, Patches would never need to work again. He’d explained he still had a family homestead, as he called it, in West Virginia, in an area that could still properly be called wilderness. He’d said few words since being extracted from the failed operation, but he had supplied that his plan was to head to the house, claim his Government Guaranteed Income, or GGI, hunt for meat, maybe grow some veggies in a greenhouse, and live off the grid as much as possible. Bull was, honestly, a little worried about him. Maybe he’d keep in touch, schedule a follow-up at some point. 
 
    James Francis had already contacted some acquaintances from his old shipping job, and they’d hooked him up with a salvage company. The two of them had consistently argued over the details, on everything from the necessary resources to the organizational concept. Francis had, at length, thrown his hands up and said he was done, that he would go back to what he knew. Bull was confident they’d reconcile their differences at some point. 
 
    Everyone grabbed their bags and shuffled about impatiently until, at long last, the doors opened. Bull had hoped for cool, sweet air. Unfortunately, it was Houston in the summer, hot and fetid would have to do. Either way, it was Earth air, which in itself was paradise. The disbanding trio were among the last to stagger out of the cramped shuttle and onto the tarmac. Though night had fallen, bright flood lights illuminated the whole area. 
 
    As soon as they cleared the short mobile staircase, Patches immediately stalked off by himself toward the ground transportation signs. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Bull called out. “Let’s stay in touch.” 
 
    “Piss off and die, asshole,” the skinny man answered. He’d lost a good deal of weight on the trip back. “Good luck getting people killed.” 
 
    “Best of luck to you, too,” Bull said under his breath. “And I will keep in touch.” 
 
    “Hey,” Francis said. He had a stern, sorrowful look, and his hand was extended. “I wish we coulda worked this out, I really do. But it’s just too much. I mean, what can we do that that whole, big company and all of its resources couldn’t do? It was a pipe dream; it always was.” 
 
    “Well, call me a hopeless romantic, then,” Bull smiled. He took Francis’ hand and gave it a good, strong shake. “We’ll sort it out. Meantime, you do what you gotta do.” 
 
    Francis gave a cynical half chuckle, shook his head a little, and walked off. A car was waiting him, presumably some contact from either his old or new employer. Bull watched as he tossed his bag in the trunk and climbed into the passenger seat. Francis leaned in to kiss whoever it was. Francis gave one last wave, and his significant other drove them away. 
 
    Bull found himself alone on the tarmac. For the first time since he’d taken his VOWs and been picked up by a merc unit, he found himself without a plan. A long-term plan, he had. But a short term one, as in what to do in that moment, not so much. 
 
    A black, open topped jeep rolled up. A muscular man with short brown hair in a light blue polo was in the driver’s seat. He waved Bull closer. Lacking any better options, Bull approached the vehicle. 
 
    “Need a ride?” the man asked. It was the curt, abrupt manner of speaking he’d come to expect from mercs when they first met, but before they were comfortable enough for banter. The words were delivered more as an order, not a question. 
 
    “Where, may I ask, are we going?” Bull inquired. 
 
    “Where you need to go,” the man replied. It was definitely a statement, there was no hint of a question. 
 
    Bull heaved his two duffel bags into the back of the jeep and climbed aboard. He hadn’t even buckled in before the man drove the jeep off at a decent clip. Almost instantly, they were off the tarmac and onto a dark, back road heading away from the starport. The mystery man took his right hand off the wheel to grab a small data drive. He held it up in front of Bull. 
 
    “This is for you,” he stated. Bull took it. As best as he could in the darkness, Bull studied the man. 
 
    “Earth Defense Intelligence?” Bull asked. 
 
    The man smiled. “No comment. I will, however, say that I am one of the few remaining people who knows about your recent employment. Though we don’t exactly know what happened, we know it’s over. Which is a shame. That company of yours was one of the bright spots in this universe. The few of us who were aware of it did all we could to shield it from the bureaucrats because we knew they’d screw it all up. Looks like you didn’t need their help to do that, though.” 
 
    “Horsemen?” Bull asked. The man kept smiling. He had a good poker face, and Bull couldn’t get any kind of read off him. 
 
    The jeep came upon a highway on-ramp out of nowhere. There was relatively little traffic, which added to the eeriness of the situation. 
 
    Bull had questions, naturally, but he’d gotten the sense he was only going to get the answers the man wanted to give. He waited for the man to give them. 
 
    “So, we’re essentially back where we started,” the man said at long last. “Well, worse than that. I mean, this thing was around right at the Alpha Contracts. We’re not quite sure what it was doing, but if one digs into the records, you find more individuals survived the contracts than one might think. Companies were wiped out, sure, but people survived. My partner and I think there’s a connection. Since then, there have been scattered reports of guardian angels showing up to pull Human mercs out from disasters or setups. Now that’s gone.” 
 
    It confirms Flores’ sales pitch a little. Still doesn’t explain exactly what happened. 
 
    “You must have questions,” the driver said, as if reading his thoughts. 
 
    “You said you don’t know what happened, but you’ve got some theories?” 
 
    “That we do,” the man answered. He drew in breath. “We’re pretty sure someone’s been tracking them since the start. We never noticed until this whole affair grew so large recently. It’s actually when our suspicions of the organization’s existence were confirmed. At the same time, we noticed other inquiries were being made, as well. We never figured out who it was.” 
 
    “Were they the ones who blew up the ship?” Bull asked. “Or arranged the Merc Guild boarding party?” 
 
    The man grunted. “The what?” Wheels were clearly turning frantically in his mind over the next few seconds. “Huh.” 
 
    “You guys barely know anything,” Bull stated. “Well, then, how’d you even know about me?” 
 
    “Well,” his driver said with a grin, “We found one particular piece. What little we know followed from there.” 
 
    He took an exit off the highway and came to a brief stop. The turn signal sounded loud in the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “So that’s all I get, huh?” Bull asked. They were approaching a residential area with streetlights lining the road. Cookie-cutter suburban housing lined both sides of their route. 
 
    “With one exception, that’s really all we got,” mystery man answered. “On the bright side, I can guarantee we will leave you and the exception alone. Francis and Adams, or those two who’re sticking with Asbaran—we’re not even bothering to follow up on them. What you do from here; that’s all on you. We don’t think anyone else—no Human at least—is tracking you. The Company is dead. You’re dead, too, for that matter. Just so you know, the Company is dead for real. Obviously, Asbaran hired five random people and then immediately released three of them, but it wasn’t you. It’s all kinda convoluted. I guess I’ll leave you with this thought: It’s an inconceivably huge universe out there. It would be real easy for anyone to just disappear.” 
 
    “Is that a suggestion?” Bull asked. “Or an order?” 
 
    “Look, we know what you guys were doing, and we did what we could. But this last mess gave the whole thing very high visibility, and it’s clear there are those in the Galactic Union who tracked the thing the whole time. Then they acted because they didn’t like it. So it’s over. We won’t cover for you if you try to bring it all back together. Someone in the Galactic Union has spoken. It’s over. Do you understand?” 
 
    Bull didn’t respond. 
 
    “Go learn a marketable skill,” the man continued. “Go back to being a merc. Hell, by tomorrow morning you’ll be free to go live on a beach in the Caribbean and bang cruise bunnies all day, every day. Take your pick. Just don’t get some lofty idea about making this thing work again, okay? It’s over. I’ll say it again: It. Is. Over.” 
 
    The jeep stopped. A line of duplex houses, all painted light blue with white trim, lined the street. The one they were parked in front of had a nice, manicured lawn on one side and cheap synthetic grass on the other. 
 
    “Here we are,” the man said, motioning to the door. Then, he awkwardly twisted around to dig a set of keys out of his pocket. As he handed Bull the keys, he pointed to the side with the synthetic lawn. “You’re in 4859B.” 
 
    Bull took the keys, stepped onto the sidewalk, and grabbed his bags. The door closed itself and the jeep sped off. 
 
    He watched it disappear into the distance, and then looked at the keys and the chain it was attached to. There was no writing, inscription, or anything that identified what the keys opened. With a shrug, he walked up to the house. 
 
    After trying several keys, one finally worked, and the door opened. He turned on the lights and dumped his bags by the front door. Then he set off to explore. The fridge was well stocked with prepackaged meals and beer. They were IPAs, which were not Bull’s favorite, but beer was beer. It was a thoughtful gesture by whoever had put it there. 
 
    Upstairs there was a large, very comfortable bed with brand new sheets. There was a loud humming noise and an occasional beep from somewhere. As best as he could tell, the sound was coming from the adjoining duplex home. 
 
    The bed looked inviting, and he was exhausted. 
 
    He fell on top of the bed, clothes on, and passed out. It had been a long, few months. It was time to take a break. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s over,” she said. “It’s over, but you can get them out. Go!” 
 
    “No!” he cried, tears building. “I can’t leave you; I won’t leave you.” 
 
    “You have to,” she said. “It’s too late to argue. Go now! Get them out! Here, I’ll make it easier.” 
 
    With every ounce of her strength, she wrenched an arm free, grabbed the hatch, and jerked it closed. He fired a couple more rounds to keep the Zuuls’ heads down and struggled to reach the hatch. 
 
    The CASPer unloaded with every weapon it had, firing along the tops of the canyon walls and into the canyon itself. The CASPer was immobile, and sealed inside she wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    He herded the surviving troops up into the narrow defile that would lead them to safety. Maybe he could get them clear and go back to convince her. 
 
    From behind, he heard a loud explosion. He looked back, the CASPer had stopped firing. Smoke billowed from it. 
 
    “No!” he screamed with all his might, as if he could change reality by doing so. He could not. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    Her words echoed through his head. “It’s over…get them out…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t been asleep long before the screams woke him up. In his haze, he thought he heard a woman being attacked. He jumped up, shook his head to get some blood flowing and started to run to the adjoining house. But before he reached the bedroom door, he caught on. It was not a woman in distress. It was a woman in ecstasy. The screams were steady and rhythmic. He chuckled and shook his head. A different voice, also female, started in with deeper moans. 
 
    Thin walls. Awesome. 
 
    Realizing he would not get back to sleep under the circumstances, he headed down to the kitchen, grabbed a beer, and went to the couch. He flipped on the Tri-V to old reruns of Fifth Horseman, a show about a fictitious Human merc unit, the Flying Unicorns. It was totally unrealistic, heavily clichéd, and badly written, but there were lots of gorgeous women and decent action. It almost drowned out the sounds coming from next door. 
 
    He leaned to the side and noticed his left hip was sore. He dug into his pocket and retrieved the data drive the mystery man had given him. He’d fallen asleep on top of it and house keys. He got his slate out of his bags, plugged the drive in, and sat back down. 
 
    A biometric identification request appeared on the screen. After a frustrating search for anything that resembled a camera, Bull took a chance and leaned toward the screen, his eyes wide. 
 
    Access Granted flashed across the screen. A video file opened and started playing. Flores’ face appeared on the screen. There was no discernible background. 
 
    “Bull, I really hope you never hear this. Unfortunately, I have a feeling you will. I’ve had a strong suspicion that someone has been tracking the company for a while, possibly since its inception. There’s a strong chance this will come to a head on Jayaut, which is why I over-planned our forces so much. But then that might have made us too visible; who knows. You know what? Fuck it. If you’re listening to this, I’m dead, so I’ll just lay it out. I knew I was out of my league here. But Deep, Turnkey, and Cue sure as shit weren’t gonna lead this thing when the old man kicked it, so there I was. We put on a good front, but the four of us never quite…amalgamated. A unit like this needs a strong, brilliant leader, and I wasn’t it, highlighted by the fact you’re hearing this. I was hoping to push you, to mold you into the man we needed, but I guess there just wasn’t enough time. 
 
    “I think you could still be the leader we need. I’ve read your service record, I know your educational background, and I think you’re the perfect man to take this thing over, even as young as you are. That was, I’m told, my one gift—finding the right people. Hopefully, there are enough of us left for you to carry this thing forward, and if there are, that’s exactly what you should do. Take this thing, tell Deep, Turnkey, and Cue to fall in line, and make it what it should have been. 
 
    “My insurance policy on Earth should have gotten you this message and hooked you up with our source of funds. As for the messenger service, don’t dig into who they are, or they’ll be forced to take you down. You can trust them to leave you alone. They like what we do, but their leadership would not, so don’t make them acknowledge you, and you’ll be square. The fund source can lead you to our offices on Karma. Rebuild from there and get back to our roots, tracking down betrayed and outmatched Human merc units and hauling their asses out of the fire. Depending on how our mission turned out, it might be better for our visibility to avoid the Horsemen in the future. Hell, for all I know, it was Asbaran that set us up, for whatever reason. I’ve never trusted those sneaky bastards. 
 
    “But before you do all that, you’ve gotta deal with the elephant. Or, more likely, the mole. Like I said, someone’s been following our activities, and I can only imagine they disapprove. Nothing we do could ever be Merc Guild sanctioned, and my money says that’s who took us down. However, I also know for a fact we can’t trust the Information Guild, which, by the way, is why I sent this message on a physical drive via innocuous cargo. If I sound xenophobic when I say don’t trust any aliens, or paranoid when I say don’t trust the guilds, well, just think of what happened to me, whatever the hell it was. I guess what I’m saying is don’t trust anyone. 
 
    “Now, if it’s all gone, if there’s not enough left to keep this thing going, then my advice is to cash it in. Link up with whoever’s left, give them their leave, and go do whatever else it is you want to do with your life. If it’s that bad, then this thing was always a pipe dream. We’ve always had a lot working against us—the guilds, Earth Defense Intelligence, maybe even the Horsemen. But if this last op went even worse than I feared it would, then I’m sorry I put you through that, and I’m sorry I wasted your time. Give it up and go live your life. Best of luck, whatever you do. 
 
    “Oh, one more thing. Don’t open the case. The Company obtained it on its very first op, but the contents have only led to serious problems. Don’t touch it, don’t even think about it. That’s what I was told, at least, when I received it. Just keep it hidden and keep it safe. 
 
    “That’s all I’ve got. I’m sorry it came to this, whatever it came to. Take care of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Well, hell. He’s still a sonofabitch but…Well, hell. 
 
    A panel on the wall slid open when the recording ended. Inside was a black pelican case. Bull pulled it out and opened it up. Inside lay a large data drive of an alien design he didn’t recognize, but with access ports he did recognize. There were also two identical black, rectangular plastic chipsets. He did not recognize the interface. He couldn’t identify why, but he got the impression they were both very old, maybe ancient. 
 
    “What the hell’s the big deal about this stuff?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    He closed the case, carried it to the couch, sat down, and inspected it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Houston Suburbs 
 
      
 
    He awoke on his couch, hours later. The Tri-V was still on, now playing a show called Redacted, with a pair of alien-caricature Peacemakers acting out age-old detective tropes. A dozen empty beer bottles were scattered around his coffee table. His head was pounding and his was mouth dry. The door was pounding as well. Rather, someone was pounding on the door. He stretched sore muscles and attempted to flex out his hangover. It had never worked before, but that didn’t stop him from trying. The hard drive and the chipset spilled off his lap, where they’d fallen when he drifted to sleep. He cursed and picked them up. Grumbling at the continued pounding, he finally made it to the door. 
 
    A skinny woman, pink-haired and pixie-cut, was on the other side. She was in skin-tight, black athletic gear and had eyebrow, lip, nose, and ear piercings. She was holding a bottle of red wine in her hand. 
 
    “Hey, new neighbor. It’s Bull, right?” 
 
    She pushed inside with a gentle nudge. Confused, curious, and a little hung over, he couldn’t quite muster the will to stop her. As soon as she was inside, she snatched the door from his hand and eased it shut. She leaned to look out the window, scanned, and then spun to face him again. 
 
    “How did you find me?” Her face turned mocking. “Especially since you’re dead. Twice now. Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “It was Smith, wasn’t it?” she asked. “Little Smith, I presume, not Big Smith.” 
 
    “Smith?” he repeated, still confused. “The agent who dropped me off?” 
 
    She waved her empty hand dismissively. “If he didn’t say, it doesn’t matter. What I want to know is what do you know about me? What have you been told? And, most importantly, what are your plans now?” 
 
    She seemed to be waiting for an answer to the last few questions. He did not have any, so he tried a different approach. He looked at the bottle of wine. 
 
    “A California Merlot, huh?” he asked with a heavy dose of naïveté. 
 
    With a smirk, she regarded the bottle as well. “Heh, yeah,” she said. She motioned to the table and the empty bottles. “I could tell you weren’t too happy with the IPAs, so…” 
 
    Against his will, he scanned the room for the hidden cameras she’d obviously used to watch him. He found a few likely candidates and decided it would be better to leave them for the time being. 
 
    “Whiskey is preferable, if you really want to know,” he said. “And, yeah, I’m not an IPA fan. But something kept me awake last night, so they knocked me out well enough.” 
 
    She shrugged, and the smirk became a grin. 
 
    “Yeah…sorry,” she said. “No one’s lived here for a hot minute, so I guess I’ve stopped worrying about it. So you don’t know anything about me? I’m guessing you don’t know anything about this organization other than Flores and his people, either?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t,” he answered. “I guess Flores liked to keep things compartmentalized. Which was probably smart, but here we are, nonetheless. Now I’m gonna need a few answers from you. How the hell do you know me?” 
 
    “First, answer me this,” she said, “what happened to everyone else?” 
 
    “Things didn’t work out,” he replied vaguely. “I’m it.” 
 
    The wheels were turning in her head. She didn’t seem particularly dismayed by the news. Her eyes did race around as she processed things. 
 
    “I know you’re not the only one, but you are the only one I’m worried about,” she said. “So, I’ll ask again—what do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Well, that depends, I suppose,” Bull said, becoming agitated. Anger was a decent hangover cure. “Who are you and how do you know me? I’ll take a wild guess that you’re the source of funds that Flores mentioned, which means you must be sitting on a mountain of money with no one left to come ask for it. Does that make me a threat to you?” 
 
    She stared at him, and her eyes turned even more calculating. 
 
    “Should it?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing that you have a good thing going on here, whatever it is,” Bull said. “I don’t mean to threaten you, but I will if I need to.” 
 
    She blanched and held her breath for a few seconds. 
 
    “Okay,” she said a few seconds later. “Come with me. And don’t touch anything.” 
 
    She led him to her side of the duplex. Inside he found the windows were blacked out, and the room was painted white. Lights and reflectors were set up like a studio. A large, flat, white leather couch was featured prominently in the middle. From the smell, he could tell the room was not used as a photography studio. 
 
    “Side gig,” she stated plainly, and continued up the stairs. “Plus, it keeps people from suspecting what’s going on upstairs. If I get raided, they see lesbian web girl, not genius hacker. Seriously, it’s happened twice, but there’s so much other material in here they never find my real operation.” 
 
    Bull followed her up the steps, wondering what he’d gotten himself into. At the top, she turned to face the wall that separated her side of the duplex from his. She pushed against the lower half and the bottom of the wall separated from the trim and swung out. She crouched, lowered her legs into the space that had just opened up between the houses, and disappeared inside. 
 
    “You coming?” As his new habit included having no better ideas, he followed. 
 
    He imagined the hidden hallway and staircase would be poorly lit, he was wrong. An eerie blue light illuminated their descent into her electronic dungeon. At the bottom, Bull found a series of computer stacks arranged in neat rows. 
 
    “You say the cops have raided this place before and not found anything of value?” 
 
    “Oh no, they never find this place,” she answered with a giggle. “They find the computers upstairs, where I have an obvious, nefarious office setup. They go through that data constantly, looking for whatever. As I said, I fill those drives up with a lot of, ahem, distracting material. All the good stuff—I mean, the Company stuff, is down here.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” Bull asked. He knew she would explain it shortly, but he didn’t want to look like he took that for granted. 
 
    “As you guessed, it’s the financial support for all your recent endeavors, Mi—” 
 
    “Bull’s fine.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to need a real name again at some point,” she said. “Someone needs to collect your GGI.” 
 
    “Don’t need the GGI, really only gets you crap anyway,” Bull said. “Ya know, speaking of names, you still haven’t told me yours.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s a lot more than just GGI,” she said. “Bottom line, around the time of the Alpha Contracts, a group of concerned citizens founded the group that you came to know as the Company.” 
 
    “I got all that from the sales pitch,” Bull interrupted. “Was there any connection to the old United States intelligence agency? What was it called…?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” she answered. “That question comes up a lot. No, those morons moved straight over to the Earth Defense Intelligence and remained as useless as ever. Well, I mean, there’s still plenty of alphabet soup agencies…But no, this was a group of private citizens, pooling a wide range of resources and capabilities, etc. Ad nauseam. You said you got Flores’ pitch, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I would normally take this opportunity to convey some kind of insult as to how slimy the creepy little bastard was, but he’s dead, so…respect and all that,” Bull said. “Anyway, your name?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” she said. “Anyway, they weren’t just a group of gun-toting crazy people hijacking ships throughout the Galactic Union; they were some of Earth’s first financial enterprises in the Galactic Union. They traded things a lot of members in the Union hadn’t seen, and they did it before others flooded the market with Earth products. They were the first to actively invest in galactic credits, and they did it before Earth’s global economy crumbled.” 
 
    “Great history lesson,” Bull said. “How does this help me any?” 
 
    “Well, with the Company dead,” she started, “and no way to carry it forward, I can see fit to give you a cut.” 
 
    “Didn’t I hear there was an office on Karma?” 
 
    “I’ve got video confirmation the offices are gone. Even if any of them survived, the Company is still dead.” 
 
    “And if the Company wasn’t dead?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Well, who the hell is going to revive it?” she sneered. “You? You’re one man. I take it the others have no interest.” 
 
    “They do not,” he said flatly. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Well, what, pray tell, is it you think you’re going to do?” 
 
    “I’m rebuilding it,” Bull said, stone faced. “Though it might be some time before I work out exactly how to go about doing that.” 
 
    “Promise me you’re not going to do that, then you are the sole inheritor of the funding I can provide.” 
 
    “Which is how much?” 
 
    “That’s where it gets fuzzy. The investments are substantial, but they’re not particularly liquid. Worse, we have an insanely intricate laundering network to hide the enormity of our assets and to hinder any attempts to track them here. We have hundreds of shell companies that constantly reroute and re-organize at dummy locations around the world. If they find one, they’re not going to find the others. If they find one location, they’ll have to connect it to a dozen more before it comes here, and it’ll just as likely pass them through here to another one.” 
 
    “You mentioned GGI,” Bull said, “how does that play into this whole endeavor?” 
 
    “That’s even fuzzier. Early on, the taxes the General Assembly collected were sent out wholesale as checks to every Human on Earth. It was not much at first but became quite substantial as more Human merc units became successful.” 
 
    “But GGI isn’t like that anymore.” 
 
    “Exactly. The GGI quickly became easy to scam, and the GA restructured it more like the ancient food coupons, which led to the system we have now. We used to essentially use the identities of deceased mercs and continue receiving their GGI. Even under the new system, there is money to be made in transferring GGI accounts to those that will pay for them. However, that has become somewhat untenable, a game of whack-a-mole if you will, as investigators shut them down as quickly as we spawn them. We don’t do that anymore, but you can access your own based on your new identity.” 
 
    “So let me recap: I can receive GGI and I have access to the fifty-year-old investments of the late Company?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she replied. 
 
    “Why would you give it to me, and not just keep it for yourself? Especially since I don’t know your name…” 
 
    “Call me Nikki,” she said dismissively. “Christmas.” 
 
    “Christmas?” 
 
    “My grandparents were named Scarlett and Green,” she said. “I’m fairly sure both were fake names, but they stuck and, well, the family name became Christmas. What can I say? I was born to this life.” 
 
    “I see,” Bull replied. “Well, Miss Christmas, back to my original question—” 
 
    “Why would I do this? I was coming back to that,” she said. “I don’t pin you as easily distracted. Several reasons. For one, I’ve got everything I need. I have more than enough to travel the world, travel the system even, and in luxury at that. As you heard from last night, I have the freedom to enjoy my youth as much as I can. I actually have a few other ‘vacation’ homes scattered around the globe. I’m living my best life, as they used to say. As long as I keep these accounts safe from the grubby hands of the GA, I can continue doing so.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I’m getting there. My grandparents founded this thing, and they didn’t raise me to leave their people hanging. They’d want you to have what I’ve got. Beyond altruism, consider it hush money. I’ll share with you as long as you let it go. Which brings me to my first precondition.” 
 
    Her demeanor stiffened and her expression turned solemn. 
 
    “It’s over. Whatever tracked down and destroyed the company is going to be looking for any signs that it’ll come back around. We had several other cells out there and, as far as I can tell, they’re all gone, too. Some were hit publicly, as a message. 
 
    “So, that’s the deal. You keep your mouth shut, stay quiet, don’t draw attention, and you get enough to live like I do.” 
 
    “How can I refuse?” He held out his hand. “Deal.” 
 
    “You better not be shitting me,” she said. “I’ll say it again. It’s over.” 
 
    It’s over… 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    “Now that that’s done, I’ve got a new identity set up for you,” she said. “From now on, you’re Corporal Leslie Allen, currently unemployed. I actually stole that from obscure history. My great uncle, John Mustard, used to try and teach me random useless history. I think he’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Huh,” Bull said, and marveled at the equipment. “Wait, didn’t Asbaran just give me a new identity?” 
 
    “Call me paranoid,” she replied. “Sociopathic, my psychologist says. I think he’s messing with me, but you never know. Great lay, either way. But yes, Asbaran created someone to whom they could give back pay and severance. I’ve transferred all that to your new UACC and erased that person. Just another layer of disappeared. Even the Smiths should lose you if we take precautions when you choose to move on. All that said, and re-emphasizing that it’s over, what do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Well, I find myself with funding, high expectations and a whole lot of time.” He paused and parsed his words. “How long would it take you to teach me how to manage all this crap, to code the way you do?” 
 
    “Well, it’d be impossible to teach you that,” she answered with a laugh. “I can give you some basics, make you barely functional. How long you got?” 
 
    He shrugged. “How much can I learn in three months?” 
 
    “Not much,” she answered. “But if you’re serious, let’s make it a year and I’ll damn near get you a degree in Galactic Computer Science.” 
 
    “How can I say no?” Bull said. “I suppose it also gives you a chance to keep an eye on me, right?” 
 
    “No comment,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “One more thing, did you ever hear anything about a case with some kind of tech inside?” Bull asked. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Would you mind helping me take a look at my inheritance?” Bull asked. “Flores left a message that said I should check out a case full of tech he left behind.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Okay, it’s set up,” Nikki said. 
 
    The chipsets remained a complete mystery. They were inaccessible by anything Nikki had knowledge of, and they were unable to connect any kind of raw power to them. For all they knew, the two identical items were burned out pieces of plastic with alien metal inside. Neither believed that, but they’d exhausted all efforts trying to connect them to anything. 
 
    The hard drive, however, had ports they could plug into with common cables. Fearing what might be on it, they agreed to connect it to a standalone system, at least for the initial investigation. 
 
    Nikki had connected a slate she had disconnected from the GalNet. The two of them stared at the screen as a window appeared on its own. 
 
    “Well, it’s not coming up as a data file,” Nikki said. “There’s a program that’s executing automatically.” 
 
    A prompt appeared in the window. 
 
    <<Input system reference.>> 
 
    “That’s kinda weird,” Nikki said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, it’s asking us to name it,” Nikki said. “The weird part is it’s in English. It’s also interfacing in a way that makes sense to us. A lot of galactic systems are not so straightforward to Human users.” 
 
    “So, it’s from Earth?” Bull asked. 
 
    “God, no!” she replied. “You see the manufacturing, the complete lack of writing, or etching, or anything on there? There is no way in hell this was made here unless there’s some hidden alien tech factory somewhere on Earth that I’ve never heard of.” 
 
    “As if some alien cockroaches have been hiding out here for decades or something?” 
 
    “The proper name is Goka, and that’s too absurd to even think about,” Nikki answered. “Can you imagine if the first aliens to arrive here had been Goka? I hear they’re way worse than MinSha. But this wouldn’t have been them, either way. What I’m really saying is that it was not made here on Earth.” 
 
    “So, it was programmed with English, what’s weird about that?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Well, it really means it’s sophisticated enough to have dug through my slate and sorted out a language and method with which to interact with us,” Nikki said. “I’ve never heard of that happening outside the translator pendants, and even those have to be programmed. I’ve never come across anything like this. But then I haven’t come across that much alien tech. Have you ever seen something do this?” 
 
    Bull had no answer. He looked at the screen. 
 
    “Maybe someone in the company accessed it before,” Bull suggested. 
 
    “Then why is it asking us to name it?” Nikki asked. “If they’ve accessed this before, then they shut it down and wiped it. Or default reset it, I should say. Otherwise, it would start up with the same interface it had when it was last shut down. It would probably be password protected as well unless we just haven’t gotten to that part yet.” 
 
    Silence. They looked at each other, and back at the screen. 
 
    “Well, we’re only gathering more questions,” Bull said. “Maybe if we get inside we can find some answers.” 
 
    “Hang on, first let me see if I can get around the prompt, maybe access the source code,” Nikki said. Before he could answer, she scooted back up to the slate. 
 
    Bull put his hands up and backed off but leaned in to see what she did. Try as she might, she could not interface with the slate by any other means. Frustrated, she got another slate and plugged it into the first slate, hoping she could access the source code that way. The same window with the same prompt appeared on the second slate. 
 
    “Any more ideas?” Bull asked. 
 
    “I’ve never said this in relation to this sort of thing before, but I’m at a loss,” Nikki answered. 
 
    “Well, then, let’s name it,” Bull said. He took the slate from her and typed in “Lucille.” 
 
    “Lucille?” Nikki asked. “Old flame?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a poor choice of words,” Bull replied. 
 
    They resumed staring at the screen. For a moment, nothing happened. After a few heartbeats, long enough to make him almost reach for the connecting cables, the prompt changed. 
 
    <<Authorize direct audio interface?>> 
 
    “What do we do?” Nikki asked. “There’s no way of knowing what it could do to our systems. Hell, the fact it wasn’t plugged in to anything suggests it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “You definitely have this loop closed? No data in or out?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nikki nodded. “We’re as secure as I can make us. The only things at risk are the two slates, unless it can reconnect them to the GalNet, in which case it’s already too late. What do you think?" 
 
    “Well, you could disconnect one,” Bull suggested. 
 
    Nikki shook her head. “If it’s malicious, it’s too late, so there’s no point. I’ve got slates to spare, though.” 
 
    “Why not?” Bull growled as he pressed the Y key. 
 
    <<I have analyzed your investment strategy and have determined poor asset allocation. I have developed a set of corrections to maximize your performance.>> 
 
    They frowned, looked at each other again, and back to the slate. 
 
    “So, you’re an investment program?” Nikki asked. 
 
    <<I am Lucille. You input that title.>> 
 
    “Yes, but what is your purpose?” Bull asked. 
 
    <<That data is masked.>> 
 
    “Masked from us or from you?” Bull asked. 
 
    <<That data is masked.>> 
 
    “But you’ve already dug through my slates enough to know I’m heavily invested, and you said you have recommendations,” Nikki said. “That would imply that is your purpose.” 
 
    <<I found the most abundant data files, analyzed them, determined that was your purpose, and developed a process to improve them.>> 
 
    Nikki killed the power to the slates and disconnected the drive. 
 
    “Now what’d you do that for?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Did you catch the voice inflection?” Nikki asked. “Like I said, this is more sophisticated than anything I’ve encountered. A little scary, too, the way it searched through the entire slate as a matter of course and specifically accessed all my encrypted financial files in the blink of an eye. I feel stupid. I should’ve wiped the slates first.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, I’m not one to be optimistic, but it was, possibly, going to help you make better returns, assuming it knew what it was talking about. What if we try again on clean slates?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do that,” Nikki said. “I’ll purge both slates completely and physically remove the wireless hardware. I mean, hopefully it’s just some kind of logistical assistant program or something. But until we know, we’ll move slow and cautious, okay?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Bull said. “You said you’d spend a year teaching me; this can be our pet project.” 
 
    Nikki chuckled nervously. “Well, it definitely acts a little like a pet, doesn’t it?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 One Year Later 
 
    West Virginia 
 
      
 
    Patches’ mouth was dry, as it always was when consciousness returned. He swirled saliva around in the back of his throat and tried to collect enough to moisten the roof of his mouth. He knew better than to lick his lips; dry and cracked as they would be, it would cause nothing but pain, and it would make it worse. He squeezed his eyes shut to push the pain and dark thoughts away. It was no use, but habit told him to try. Knowing full well that it would hurt everywhere, and likely make him sick, he propped himself up on an elbow and forced his legs off the bed. His back groaned in protest, the thumping in his head jumped a notch and the soles of his feet erupted in pinpricks as he attempted to put weight on them. 
 
    A man as young as me shouldn’t hurt so much, inside and out. Maybe if I drank less…That’s enough out of you. 
 
    Disappointed in the knowledge that he was still alive, he commenced his daily ritual. He cracked his neck right and left. He dropped his head forward and accepted the increased pain as blood rushed in to attempt some damage control. He straightened his legs while he kept his head down, which exacerbated the throbbing in his head. After a good, strong pull on his ankles, he slowly raised himself and braced for the rush of dizziness. It came on more reliably than any friend he’d ever had. 
 
    When his equilibrium settled its way to “manageable,” he took easy, deliberate steps to the sink in his small bathroom. The loose floorboards of his ancient cabin creaked as they always had. Upon reaching the sink, he poured a cup of water, downed the lukewarm chemical-flavored liquid, refilled it, and downed it again. He verified the toilet seat lid was up, just in case. With the sink firmly providing balance, he rolled his head around and waited. His brain pushed against the limits of his skull, but the nausea did not intensify. For the moment, at least, the meager contents of his stomach would remain intact. 
 
    This meant he was “cleared contact hot” to consume some CASPer candy. Together with nanites, the glorious pills were a key component of battlefield trauma self-treatment. Nanites were essentially impossible for a poorly funded private citizen to obtain. The candy, on the other hand, was not exactly legal to civilians, per se, or even retired mercs, but there was no appetite whatsoever to track down the purveyors of the illicit substance. Most law enforcement activity centered around ensuring that mercs paid “their fair share” and that no one, other than the government, over-benefitted from that fair share. 
 
    As such, CASPer candy was readily available to someone like him. After he washed down triple the recommended dose, he cracked open a can of chewing tobacco and threw a “healthy” amount of dip into his lower lip. The ritual now demanded that he loiter at the sink for several minutes while the combination decreased his pain and increased his awareness. He grumbled away all the faces and voices that attempted to intrude into his mind. 
 
    Come on, just get it over with, buddy, came the predictable dark voice. Stop being such a coward and do what you know you need to do. There’s no suffering on the other side, bud. Just abysmal bliss. Lots of ways to do it, just pick one. Do it and it’s done. Simple. Come on. 
 
    At this point, he would have been more disconcerted if those thoughts didn’t float through his mind. 
 
    Safe for the moment, he expended energy to retrieve some gel from the cabinet and rubbed it on his dry, cracked lips. He rolled his lips around to break all the cracks open so the gel could better fill those areas. Then he put the gel back and closed the cabinet. 
 
    Satisfied there was still no chance of ejecting his life support into the waste disposal system, he began the slow, deliberate march to his tiny kitchenette. On the way, he paused long enough to strain his way into a pair of boxers. 
 
    In the kitchen, he cracked open his fridge to grab a beer. He popped one open and took a long swig. His hydration needs met, he fumbled around to start a pot of instant coffee. While he awaited its preparation—good instant coffee takes a minute or two, no rushing—he staggered over to his living room, found his Tri-V controller, and turned it on. 
 
    With a full cup of hot, freshly brewed coffee in one hand and a second beer in the other, he settled into his one and only, very well-worn chair. Out of boredom, he set down the coffee and grabbed his slate to check his mail feed. It was now up to eight hundred and forty-seven unread messages. It was a personal best. He was not quite bored enough to read any of them, but it did make him feel slightly warmer inside to know that someone had written him since the last time he’d checked. That had to have been a week ago, or maybe it was more like three weeks. 
 
    He almost dropped his beer when he realized who one message was from. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he said out loud. He turned the bottle up and drank a good deal of it. 
 
    The front screen door whined open and someone pounded at his door. 
 
    “Double shit.” He quickly grabbed the controller and turned the volume down in small increments. There was a chance that whoever it was had not heard the Tri-V and might think no one was home. He took another sip of his beer. 
 
    “Patches! You in there? I heard the Tri-V. You watching the game?” It was the unmistakable voice of the Devil. Patches remained silent and slowly sank into his chair. If he could keep his profile as low as possible, then the Great Evil outside might look in the window, not see anyone, and move along. 
 
    There was a scratching at the door followed by a click. The door scraped open and a gust of wind blew in. Patches sank deeper into the chair. The sound of boots echoed through the floorboards. From the sound, he could tell the intruder had gone into the kitchen. He heard the refrigerator door pop open, the rattle of bottles, and then the door closing. Two clicking noises and then metal tapping on the counter. The boots clomped around and came closer. 
 
    Bull stood casually next to him holding an open beer. He had another in his other hand for himself. “Finish that one up, and I’ll trade you out.” 
 
    Sullenly, Patches finished his drink, set the bottle aside, sat up, and snatched the fresh bottle from Bull’s hand. 
 
    “Can you turn this back up? I got some work to do in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Came to drink my beers, huh?” Patches grumbled. 
 
    “No, man,” Bull said. “What do you take me for? I just re-stocked you, you ungrateful son of a bitch. Be nice now, or I won’t share the nachos with you.” 
 
    “The what?” The screen door whined open and slammed shut again. Patches fumbled with the remote and turned the volume back up. 
 
    Might as well be able to hear it. The evil’s already gotten inside. 
 
    “The nachos,” the big man answered. “I brought some good pulled—hey, wait, is that venison chili in there?” 
 
    “No!” Patches yelled. “It’s not. It’s my venison chili! I shot the damn thing and made it into chili and now you can piss right the fuck off, asshole!” 
 
    The microwave beeped. The refrigerator door opened and shut again. Patches tried to tune out the chaos in the kitchen and focus on the game. With every bone in his body, he attempted to will the man out of his house. Perhaps if he called on a higher power he could exorcise the demon. He heard scratching at the door, followed by a low whine that turned to a quiet growl. 
 
    “What the—is there a dog out there?” Patches leaned his head back. With the door closed, he couldn’t see it, but from the sounds, it was obvious. 
 
    “Oh yeah, some poor Rottweiler followed me,” Bull said casually. “Looks like she got tossed off a truck or something. Her tail’s clipped too, like someone was raising her to fight. I’m guessing she didn’t do so well, poor thing.” 
 
    “Well, just make sure you take her with you when you go, all right?” Patches demanded. Though, I could use a dog. But the bastard probably brought it here. I ain’t giving in to his sneaky manipulations. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Bull promised. The scratches, whines, and growls continued. Damn dog’s gonna ruin my front door. ’Course, the front door’s already pretty nasty…Oh well. 
 
    “You sure look pretty damn old for such a young man. Anyone ever tell you that?” Bull asked. 
 
    A large plate clattered onto the table in front of him. It was stacked with tortilla chips, topped with his chili, a smattering of pulled pork, and healthy doses of salsa, cheese, jalapeños, and sour cream. A small plate and a spoon clattered down next to it. 
 
    “Dammit, Bull,” he protested. “I said that was my chili.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bull answered. “I heated some up for you. Added a little pulled pork, left the rest in the fridge. Damn, is their defense gonna have to carry this game for them again?” 
 
    Bull produced a camping chair, opened it, and sat. 
 
    “They really screwed up when they traded away Truong,” Patches grumbled. He reached out, grabbed the plate, scooped a large portion of the nachos onto his plate, and leaned back into his chair. 
 
    “I think Tolzien’s coming along,” Bull said. “Just needs some more experience. Say, do you think you could put some pants on, seein’ as you got company?” 
 
    “I only put on pants when I invite my company over,” Patches rebutted. “Which is never. Tolzien’s a bitch and he’s gonna stay a bitch. All he’s gotta do is get the ball to Kabukuru and it’d be a first down each time. But Tolzien’s too busy pissing himself by the time Kabukuru gets clear.” 
 
    Patches pushed his plate onto the table, stood, and walked toward the bathroom. After he’d done his business, he decided it was a little cold and went to put on some jeans. That done, he retrieved his shotgun, the same one he’d used on Jayaut, from his closet. It’s time to get serious about getting this jackass out of here. He stormed to his bedroom door and whipped it open. Or you could just put that muzzle under your own chin, just gently squeeze the— 
 
    “Now look here, Bull—” 
 
    “You ever go shootin’ anymore?” Bull asked. Patches blanched as he walked back into his front room. 
 
    “Well, hunting, yeah,” Patches answered. “You know that. I tol’ you all about it when we got back, from…you know. And yer eating’ my damn chili, you know I shot that.” 
 
    “No, not like that,” Bull said. Patches relaxed his grip on the shotgun and reached down to grab more nachos. “At a range. Got a membership to a range in Madison. I’ve come into possession of quite a few toys.” 
 
    “You’re not registered!” Patches protested. “How in the hell you got any toys?” He spat the last word and almost spit out the nachos. 
 
    “Corporal Leslie Allen is registered,” Bull said. “And as of a while back, that would be me.” 
 
    “Corporal Leslie Allen,” Patches repeated bitterly, and then chuckled, which turned into a cough. “What kind of toys?” 
 
    “Ripper gun,” Bull started. “MX-60R, MX-5, a bunch of other stuff…” 
 
    “You got a Ripper?” Patches repeated. “I’m calling bullshit.” 
 
    “Come with me sometime, find out.” Bull replied casually. He threw his free hand in the air in anger. “Dammit, guys, maybe throw the ball once or twice?” 
 
    Patches stared at the Tri-V and watched the players for a moment as the cameraman panned over the crowd. 
 
    “It ever bother you that tens of thousands show up for these games?” Patches said, his eyes distant. “That hundreds of thousands more watch these games? Meanwhile, that many or more are out there, getting slaughtered by the nightmares of the galaxy, all so their money can flow back here to fund these people’s worthless little lives? They care so much about these coddled, oversexed, overpaid players, and they don’t care a damn about humanity’s real heroes.” 
 
    “Now look who’s spoutin’ bull, Patches,” Bull retorted. “Don’t you remember having this same conversation with Snowman? Their lives aren’t worthless, they’re everything. For one, don’t pretend those mercenaries out there are selflessly sacrificing themselves for people back here. They’re all doing it in their own self-interest, though, yeah, that all flows back here to make sure these people can live cushy little lives, but don’t ever say these people are worthless. 
 
    “Mercs are brave, are mostly awesome people. They go out there, and, yeah, they get slaughtered on a regular basis, but they’re doing it for their own fame, fortune, and money. The end result, however, is that those people in those stands, for better or for worse, get to live however they want to live, at least as much as the damn government will let them, but that’s how it is. Most of them couldn’t stand to see what mercs go through, most can’t even bring themselves to watch the glorified, fictional crap Hollywood produces. 
 
    “But those players in that game give them something real to see, to believe in, just like they always have, but it’s also safe. They can watch those impressive professional athletes and believe that people can excel at something, but they don’t have to acknowledge how bad the galaxy can get. This has rules, it’s civilized, relatively…everyone survives and goes home at the end. It lets them see something great without having to see the horrible alongside it.” 
 
    “You done?” Patches asked. His free hand scratched his opposite shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah.” Bull replied. “You coming shooting sometime or what?” 
 
    “You buying the ammo?” Patches asked. He pointed at the Tri-V. “And there, see? I told you…Tolzien’s more likely to flake out than not.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m buying,” Bull said. “I know you already blew all that Asbaran payout on drugs and women.” 
 
    “The term is hookers and blow,” Patches said. “And I’ve done pretty well for myself, thank you. Got this cabin, kept a low profile, I barely pay for anything. Still got some of that payout waitin’ ’round in case I need it someday. Anyhaps, if yer bringin’ the guns and yer buyin’ the ammo, guess I can’t hardly say no, can I?” 
 
    “No, Patches, you cannot,” Bull said. “’Nuther beer?” 
 
    “You bought that, too,” Patches said. “So, ’course I’ll have another. But for now, just get the heck out, all right? I don’t mean to be rude, but that’s about all the company I can take for one day, ya know?” 
 
    Bull shrugged, stuffed the last of the food into his mouth, and took the plate to the kitchen. Then he grabbed one more beer, popped the cap, and handed the bottle to Patches. 
 
    “Sure thing, Patches,” Bull said. “I know I don’t seem like I’m the type to care, but, well…just wanted to make sure you’re doing okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Bull.” 
 
    Patches walked to the door and pulled it open. A big black Rottweiler immediately sprinted inside, raced around the small living room, sniffed everything in a flash, and then went straight for the nachos on the plate in front of Patches’ chair. Patches prepared to shout at the little black beast, but then noticed the side of its face was all scraped and bloodied up, as if it had fallen out of a truck onto asphalt, as Bull had said. It occurred to Patches that Bull might have done it himself but dismissed the idea. Even Bull could not do such a thing to a gorgeous little animal like her. 
 
    “Shit, sorry, man,” Bull said. “I forgot she was out there. Sorry about the nachos.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Patches said with a sigh. “She really has been pretty beat up, huh? Hungry, too. Don’t worry, girl, I got a lot more venison to spare, and maybe I’ll teach you how to help me get some more.” 
 
    “You sure, Patches?” Bull asked. “I mean, I’m more than happy to drop her off at a shelter on my way out.” 
 
    “Bull, I already told you, just get the hell outta here.” Patches was calmer than he’d been. “Can’t take her to no shelter, they’d probably put her down on the spot. Even if they nursed her some ’til she was better, no one’s gonna take no Rottweiler. Everyone seems to think they’re killers or crazy or something. You’re not, are you girl?” 
 
    He knelt down and gave the dog a scratch behind her good ear. It snapped and growled. Patches put his hands up gently and spoke softly. 
 
    “It’s okay, girl,” he said. “You’re fine here. Ain’t no one gonna hurtcha. You eat up, I’ll getcha some more and maybe some water, too? How’s that sound?” 
 
    The dog relaxed a little and started to lick the empty plate, though it kept an eye on the gaunt, scruffy man. 
 
    “I’ll just see myself out, then,” Bull announced. “I owe you for showing up with a dog you didn’t want, but I do appreciate you takin’ her. Tell you what, I’ll pay you back in guns and ammo, okay?” 
 
    “You were gonna do that anyway,” Patches said, though he kept his focus on the dog. “But don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of her. Now get the fuck out. I mean it.” 
 
    The door slammed shut.  
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 Another Year Later 
 
    West Virginia 
 
      
 
    The wind blew slightly. The air was drier than most days, but also carried a little chill in it. The wide, open field backed up against a long, tall mound and sported little vegetation. A black target nailed to a wooden post suddenly displayed a fluorescent green mark. Simultaneous to the mark’s appearance, a crack! echoed across the field. 
 
    “It’s a good grouping, not that I expected otherwise, but you’re consistently left of center,” Patches remarked, as he looked at the reactive target through a scope. The black material blossomed into a green splotch when hit, so it was much easier to see where the shots went from a distance. The target was five hundred meters out, so they found the effect extremely useful. “Try another click back the other way. Unless you changed your trigger pull, which I can’t imagine you would.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t changed that in fifteen years as far as I can tell,” Bull replied as he cleared and safed his rifle, and then slid it back to make one final adjustment to the sight. A truck rolled up behind them and squeaked to a stop. 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry, but you can’t have any animals on the range!” the range supervisor said through the rolled down window. 
 
    “It’s a service animal, and I got permission from your boss to have her out here, kid.” Patches scooted back, stood up, shook himself off, and then stalked toward the truck. He put his hand out toward the Rottweiler who was gawking at him expectantly. “Stay there, Sadie.” 
 
    The dog swiveled her head and stared at the interloper in the truck. As Patches walked toward the man, he fumbled with a worn piece of paper and held it out. 
 
    “See? Says right here I got every right to have this service dog out here on the range with me. Signed by Miss Simone, your boss. We’ve been comin’ out here for months with Sadie here, and we never had a problem. You new or somethin’? Sadie keeps me calm. As you can see, I’m a merc veteran, and I got all these legal weapons out here with me. If I didn’t have this puppy here to keep me calm, god knows what kinda mischief I might get into with all that firepower. Kinda’ important, dontcha’ think?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” the young, dirty-blond man driving the truck answered. Clearly embarrassed, he trembled a bit and nodded respectfully. “Didn’t know you knew Miss Simone. Sorry to bother you, then. Thank you for your service and have a good day.” 
 
    The truck rumbled off and kicked up a little dirt on the trail as it did. 
 
    “Thank you for your service?” Patches repeated bitterly as he returned to Bull. “Little prick messin’ with us? Who in the hell says that anymore?” 
 
    “We gotta have that talk again, Patches?” Bull growled. “It’s better than them ignoring us, or worse, hating us because they’re ashamed they could never be us. Besides, you just made him think you were gonna start shooting people at random, so he’s probably about to soil himself and figured he should be polite as possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Patches said as he tossed Sadie a treat. “Did you say you got dummy rounds for that K-bomb launcher?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, and yes, I do.” Bull answered. “Pops a little bit of smoke when it lands, too, so you don’t lose it, or at least it’s supposed to. Let’s you know where your shots would go; the ballistics are as close a match as you can get to the real thing.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Patches said. “I’m first.” 
 
    “Naturally,” Bull chuckled. “How are things going with Miss Simone, anyway?” 
 
    “Real good, man,” Patches said. “Still can’t believe you just happened to find the one gun range in West Virginia run by a super hot gun nut. Worked out nice for me, didn’t it? Yeah…things are going well. Not sure where it’s headed, but it’s been good. Neither of us is in a rush to define it, we’re just havin’ a good time. Yeah…real good. I am a little sorry I moved in before you had any kind of chance, but I’m pretty sure you’re not her type anyway.” 
 
    “Bite your tongue, man,” Bull answered, sounding offended. “I’m every girl’s type. Just figured I’d let you have her, since I got plenty following me around already. Anyway, here’s that launcher loaded up. You know what to do, right?” 
 
    The pair shot for another couple hours. They rotated through all the crazy hardware Bull had somehow collected. Eventually, they broke out the cleaning tools, oil, and rags, and cleaned all the weapons thoroughly at the back of Patches’ truck. Sadie remained within ten feet of her Human at all times. When they’d finished cleaning the weapons, they closed them up in their cases and carefully secured them in the truck bed. 
 
    “Patches, I got some news,” Bull announced. “I don’t know how to, well…I’m moving on again.” 
 
    “You’re what?” Patches asked. 
 
    “I was out here this last year taking classes on Xenoarchaeology and Galactic Technology, basic stuff, you know, just trying to figure out what to do with my life.” 
 
    Patches chuckled in disbelief. 
 
    “Xeno what?” 
 
    “Xenoarchaeology, you know, the study of ancient alien civilizations. But the longer I do it, the more I realize the Galactic Union itself either has no clue about its history or they’re keeping it a big damn secret from us. Probably a whole bunch of both. Anyway, I’ve learned what they can teach me. There ain’t a school on Earth that knows crap about all this stuff and, besides, I don’t really think it’s my thing.” 
 
    “You are the strangest guy I’ve ever met. And the biggest asshole.” 
 
    “So, I’m gonna try my hand at flight school so I can fly a shuttle if I ever need to. I gotta head up to the moon to get some better space flight time.” 
 
    “Why the hell would you take classes way the hell out here?” Patches asked. “Gotta be better schools just about everywhere else. Can’t believe you never told me this. ’Course, I didn’t exactly ask. But, either way, you do what you gotta do. I’m sick of you bein’ around anyway. Nasty-ass hairless face is downright disturbing. I am gonna miss the free ammo, but I guess I’ll make do.” 
 
    “Well, on the bright side,” Bull continued. “I can’t take all these weapons with me, so I’m gonna leave most of ’em here with you. I hope that’s all right.” 
 
    “I’ll keep ’em safe for you, if that’s what yer askin’,” Patches said. He scratched the back of his neck. Bull walked up and stuck out his hand. 
 
    “Take care of this dipshit, okay, Sadie?” Bull asked. The dog glanced back and forth between the two, dropped her mouth open, and lolled her tongue out. Patches took his hand. 
 
    “Don’t go out and do anything stupid, okay?” Patches said. “I’ll be here to give you your stuff back whenever you want.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Bull said. Then, the two packed up the truck and went their separate ways.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Another Year Later 
 
    Bartertown, Karma System 
 
      
 
    The shuttle jerked to a sudden stop on the tarmac in Bartertown. As usual, all the passengers lurched and rushed as if they would immediately disembark. Bull patiently remained in his seat, knowing it would still be a while. Once his slate re-connected to the GalNet, he spent the time checking the news. 
 
    Scuttlebutt was the premier Human news reporting agency. Basically, propagandists for the General Assembly of Earth, sure, but, as long as one knew that, they could sort out the reality for themselves. The “Shooter Talk” segment was particularly useful to merc units. That’s where he usually focused his attention. 
 
    An anonymous source had revealed two major developments with the Binnig Corporation. One was rumors that there was a prototype of the Mk 6, Block 3 CASPer. Those same rumors claimed it was going to be truly revolutionary but wasn’t clear why. Binnig had denied that news categorically. A rumor from a different source said there were indications Binnig had begun development on a Mark 7 CASPer. 
 
    The official statement from Binnig said: “Though we do not disclose the status of ongoing projects until we are ready to release them, Binnig is always working to improve the mobility, lethality, and survivability of its products, and it is periodically necessary to incorporate the lessons learned of past models into new designs. We will continue to support the Human mercenary companies with the absolute best products as we have always done.” 
 
    The portal slid open, and the cluster of passengers surged out. Bull politely waited for the other passengers to depart. He was in no hurry and had no desire to be the rude fellow knocking people aside with his two large duffel bags. The two bags represented the sum of his belongings. 
 
    It was somewhat liberating when he thought about it. Meager possessions, a new name, and a new, simple life. His designs greatly overshadowed his humble situation, but there was no need to rush. The crowd in front of him finished disembarking, and the four-armed pseudo-bird-like Veetch crewman gawked at him, impatient and expectant. Bull nodded respectfully, grabbed his bags, and strolled out. 
 
    He immediately got the uncomfortable sense that he was being watched. In a former life, he might have written the feeling off to paranoia, but now he knew better. It was almost a guarantee that someone was monitoring him, even with Nikki’s best attempts to erase his existence. The worst-case scenario involved being tracked by the same entity that had destroyed the Company. 
 
    Bartertown had not changed in the slightest since his last visit. Memories flooded in as he considered this. His last visit had started up on Karma Station, where Flores had recruited him into the Company. Prior to that, he’d been locked on the idea of proving his way into employment with the Four Horsemen. The merc life was the only life he’d been interested in. His plans had changed drastically, as if his younger self was someone else entirely. He wondered if he, the man he had become, went back and met the man he had been, whether he could have convinced that man to follow this new course as deftly as Flores had. It was an important point to ponder. In his new path, he would have to learn how to do just that. 
 
    As the first order of business, the large man cruised around the nearest loading docks, eyes and ears open. He deftly dodged through the hustle and bustle of the chaotic bay. Ships of all sizes were parked haphazardly all around. Numerous cargo-encumbered vehicles, some walkers, some wheeled, were driven recklessly though the crowd in seemingly random patterns. 
 
    Near a bulkhead at an edge of the bay, he picked up on an agitated conversation. He keyed his senses to it, smirked subtly, and began maneuvering in that direction. A black and white striped figure that looked like a bipedal horse barked at a much larger, four-armed Lumar. Bull recalled the presumptive boss was an Equiri. The poor Lumar worker shrugged its top arms repeatedly and bowed its head. A large, broken metal crate lay off to the side with a crushed scooter underneath. Further away, a furry, dog-faced Zuul sat miserably, holding a rag to its bleeding face. 
 
    “How many times have I explained this?” the Equiri scolded. “If you cannot see then you’re carrying too much. Either carry it lower, so you can see over it, or walk backwards so you can watch over your shoulder! Now I have to replace this one’s scooter, pay for his medical attention, and likely replace whatever broke inside the crate!” 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” the Lumar replied with another dejected shrug. 
 
    “Sorry, nothing!” the Equiri shouted. “I am removing whatever charges occur from your wages, and this will be the last day I employ you. Try not to break anything else, or I will charge you for that as well. Finish your shift and collect your things when it is over. I do not want to see you again!” 
 
    With another huff, the Lumar sadly picked up the damaged crate and moved it to a storage area. When he set it down, another Equiri immediately opened it up to inspect it. The Lumar turned and trudged back to a small trader ship with more stacked crates. 
 
    Bull sauntered up to the boss Equiri, who still stood in the same spot, tapping furiously on a slate. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Bull said politely but earnestly. He set his bags down. The Equiri stopped typing, rolled its eyes to regard Bull, and sighed. 
 
    “Do you have business for me?” the Equiri said with a hint of frustration. 
 
    “Well, in a fashion, yes,” he answered. The Equiri’s eyes narrowed. “I believe I just witnessed you becoming short one employee. It seems you’re in luck, as I’m available to fill said position.” 
 
    The dock supervisor chortled. 
 
    “A Human, yes?” he asked. Bull nodded with a big smile. “Do you really think you can do the work of a Lumar?” It glanced disapprovingly up and down at Bull’s frame. “I would say there is little chance you could lift more than a quarter of what a Lumar can. What, exactly, makes you think you have anything to offer me?” 
 
    “As an un-assisted Human specimen, no, I cannot lift anything near what a Lumar can,” he admitted. “But, surely, you are familiar with mechanical loaders? My kind have been using them for decades, and they can carry at least as much as a Lumar.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the Equiri said, still sounding disgusted. “But we do not have the budget to buy or maintain such equipment. Desist from wasting my time. Besides, there are proper hiring agencies to go through. Get in touch with them, and they can find something more suited to your—” he chortled “—capabilities.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Bull continued, undeterred, “It looks like we can come to an agreement.” 
 
    The supervisor had gone back into his slate but looked up confusedly at Bull’s statement. 
 
    “What?” he asked with a sneer. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Bull said. “I’ll come in tomorrow with my own loader. If I promise to maintain it myself, on my own time and dime, and work for seventy-five percent of the wages you were paying that Lumar, do we have a deal?” 
 
    The Equiri stared at Bull in disbelief for a few long moments. Then it dropped its eyes to Bull’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “Be here with the loader in fourteen hours,” he stated flatly. “You are not hired yet, but I will give you the opportunity to prove that I am mistaken in my presumption that your kind is useless. That is all.” 
 
    “I appreciate your goodwill,” Bull said, “and look forward to improving your profitability.” 
 
    With another friendly nod, Bull picked up his duffel bags and deliberately walked off. His earbud came alive with the digitized voice of his new helper. 
 
    <<You do not have a loader. Should I develop a list of possible locations to obtain one?>> 
 
    “Yes, Lucille, please do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Bartertown 
 
      
 
    Lucille gave Bull an extensive list of places where he could purchase a loader, but he had trouble explaining exactly what he was looking for in terms it understood. The program put him in the ballpark, but he needed to do his own research to narrow it down. 
 
    The Shooter Talk section of Scuttlebutt was demonstrably not omniscient. More than half the time their announcements and predictions were proven false or, at least, not entirely accurate. There was a lot of conjecture and their sources were frequently unassociated, self-styled experts who still lived with their parents. Nonetheless, the press release had chopped the price of the earlier versions of Mk 6 CASPers. Many Human merc units were fighting to dump their older versions and buy up newer blocks of Mk 6s now that they could afford to. 
 
    Human mercs were easy to spot in Bartertown, because almost all Humans there were mercs. Either they looked cut, squared away, and “military,” or they were scruffy, weak, and chubby. It was not long before Bull found a friendly looking group of mercs who pointed him toward the best spot to sell, buy, or trade Human merc equipment. 
 
    Crazy Karsten’s Soldier of Fortune Surplus was located on the far side of Bartertown from the loading docks. This was, in retrospect, obvious to Bull as it was close to a cluster of docks that had been semi-claimed by Human mercenary units. Several lights had burned out on the gaudy neon sign over the entrance to what appeared to be a big and horribly out of place junkyard. To the left of the entrance, there was the first run-down trailer Bull had seen since he’d left Earth. A painted, carved wooden sign identified it as the “Front Office.” He feared the cheap aluminum stairs might give out as he climbed up them to enter. 
 
    A loud banging was audible somewhere behind the trailer as he stepped inside. An older, bespectacled woman with black and gray-streaked hair smiled warmly from behind a desk. 
 
    “Good day, sir,” she said cheerily. “Name’s Krissy, manager of Crazy Karsten’s. Whatever it is you’re looking for, you’ve definitely come to the correct place. How may I help you?” 
 
    “Good day to you too, ma’am,” he said, with an equally friendly smile and an almost comically exaggerated southern drawl. He hesitated for a second. “Les…Les Allen. I was told this was the place to be if one wished to procure himself a Mk 6 CASPer.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Hmmm. Well, Mr. Allen, that particular model, in any block, has very recently become a very popular buy. May I ask what this is for? Are you hoping that owning your own CASPer will help you earn employment in a merc unit?” 
 
    “Heh, you caught me,” he said. “Do you have any available in good condition and, if so, what would it run me?” 
 
    Her face became very serious and she gave him a figure. He whistled and shook his head wistfully. 
 
    “Mister, do you have any previous experience with the Combat Assault System, Personal?” He shook his head, wide-eyed and innocent. “Well then, there are numerous training schools around…” 
 
    “Well, let’s just say that my name is somewhat muddied amongst those circles,” he said, still melancholy, but then he added an embarrassed half smile. “Got a mite too friendly with the daughter of one school’s Chief of Training…word got around. But I do have an inheritance I was hoping would get me my own CASPer. Then someone would have to hire me, and I would have a future of fortune and fame to follow.” 
 
    “Well, the price, as I just quoted you, is the price,” Krissy said apologetically. They stared at each other for a long, ridiculous moment. She broke first. “I’m not going to find out you mistreated whatever poor girl it was, am I?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Bull said with a serious face. “I was a complete and total gentleman, I can assure you. Daddy just didn’t like who she was spending her time with.” 
 
    “I see, well, I hope you’re telling me the truth,” she said suspiciously. “Tell you what, we have a stripped down, first-run Mk 6 CASPer in our possession in fairly good condition. It might do you good to get one of those, learn how to drive it, and get your experience that way.” 
 
    She nodded her head in a reassuring manner as she made the suggestion. Bull became pensive, visibly thought through what she’d said, and shook his head. 
 
    “I kinda had my mind set on a Block 2.” He turned as if to leave. “Don’t think I’d be too attractive to a merc outfit with an old-as-dirt Block 1. I’m sure there’s some merc unit out there looking to unload. Thank you kindly for yer time, ma’am.” 
 
    “Wait a second, there,” she called out as he neared the exit. 
 
    Here we go. 
 
    “I might have a deal for you. Now, first off, I’d be robbing you if I were to sell you a Block 2 if you don’t even know how to drive the damn thing. But what if I was to offer you a Block 1 with a twenty-five percent discount off the quoted price, and work up a contract that says that once you’re proficient and have access to the funds to buy a Block 2, we’ll let you trade this one in at purchase value?” 
 
    Bull nodded, grasping his chin. “Well, that is an attractive offer. Any idea where I’d be able to train with it?” 
 
    “Well, we got some space here we could make available,” she said. “Enough for you to learn to walk around and what not.” 
 
    “What weapons does it come with?” 
 
    “Oh, no weapons,” she said, putting her hands up, palms out. “For one, those are extra. For two, I can’t see giving you access to weapons you aren’t trained in using. Finally, you aren’t, as yet, a registered merc, or even security or anything else. You wouldn’t be authorized to carry weapons in this quarter, as well as a few others. I mean, everyone does anyway, but that’s a rule we won’t help you break.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he said. “It was worth a shot. You know, that being the case, and seeing how I intend to use this for training and as a stepping-stone, would it be cheaper if I was to buy one without all the armor? Just hoping to save where I can.” 
 
    “Yeah, we could do that. That’d be fine.” She tapped away on her slate and then showed it to him. “Is this figure any more palatable?” 
 
    He nodded. “Perfect, thank you. I think I can handle that. One last question, though, is there some sort of maintenance manual or something I could get my hands on?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” she told him. “That definitely comes with it, but it’s useless unless you got the tools and fluids, electrode connections, and so on. I can tell by your look you don’t have any of that. So, tell you what, I’ll do you one better. Accept my offer, and I’ll throw in a comprehensive maintenance service plan, right here at the yard. Bring her in, assuming she ain’t already here, whenever you need anything at all. Now, we got a deal?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” he said cheerfully, “You drive a hard bargain. But I think I’ll take it. Where can I sign?” 
 
    “Tiny!” she shouted through the back. The banging ceased and a stocky, greasy man in goggles popped his head in the back door. “Clean up that old Mk 6 for this gentleman, here!” 
 
    “The Block 1 or the 2?” Tiny asked. She tensed a little, but then smiled and winked at Bull. 
 
    “One,” she said. “Strip the weapons and the armor. This gentlemen’s going to use it as a trainer!” 
 
    “Okay!” Tiny answered. 
 
    Why doesn’t he just come in here to talk? 
 
    After running through half an hour of paperwork, legal releases, disclosures, and verification that he had the funds—“Wow, that was some inheritance!”—he was the proud owner of a twelve-year-old, totally stripped Mark 6, Block 1, Combat Assault System, Personal. Not that it would be any good at all for combat assault, but it would be the perfect loader. Assuming he could relearn the controls; it had been a while. Thankfully, he had— 
 
    “Wait,” Bull asked as he signed the last document. “If Tiny is doing all that, how soon will this be ready?” 
 
    “Oh, it should be ready for you in…” She banged on the back of the trailer again. “Tiny! When is the gentleman’s mech gonna be ready?” 
 
    “Oh, it should be good in about three days!” Tiny answered. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” Bull answered. “I’m gonna need it a good deal sooner than that. For another hundred credits, any chance it could be ready in…” He did some mental math. “Ten hours?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed shrewdly and she put her hand out. He handed her the credits. 
 
    “Tiny!” she shouted again. 
 
    “Yeah, God, what?” he answered. 
 
    “Please prioritize Mr. Allen’s CASPer! He needs it ready in nine hours!” 
 
    “Why’s everything gotta be a rush job?” Tiny protested. “If everything’s a priority, nothing’s a priority!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Krissy shouted in anger. 
 
    “I mean, yes, ma’am, it’ll be ready!” he said. As Tiny walked away, he mumbled, “Just wish I had some kind of help moving stuff around.” 
 
    “Thank you!” She smiled at Bull. “Any time after zero four hundred, it’ll be here waiting. If you don’t mind, can you tell me what the hurry is?” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, I gotta get to work on my new job as a loader.” He nodded, smiled, grabbed his paperwork, and wandered out. He stopped immediately outside the door, sighed, and turned to go back in. 
 
    “You had all that inheritance and you spent it getting a CASPer to use as a loader?” she asked. “Why in the world would you do that? It can’t pay anywhere near enough to be worth it, can it?” 
 
    “One more favor to ask,” he said. “Would you know where I can find a place to stay?” 
 
    “Well, I can put you in touch with some people,” she said. “But you’re not finding anything tonight, not cheap anyway. We got a couch you can crash on upstairs for tonight.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” he said. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “I have to say, though, if it’s a job you need, we could use an extra hand or four around here,” she said. 
 
    “No, ma’am, I got the job I was looking for, but tell you what, I’ll help out around here in my free time, seeing as you got me a room and all,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She woke him nine hours later to happily explain that the CASPer was ready for him. He stretched out his sore muscles, drank the bitter coffee she offered, and headed down to check it out. Tiny was a somewhat short, stocky, cheery man in a grease-stained outfit, which was exactly how Bull pictured him. Tiny had a habit of speaking too loudly, no matter how far away his conversation partner was. Bull pieced together that Krissy spoke to him through walls as a defense mechanism. 
 
    “You sure you haven’t done this before!” Tiny yelled, from a few feet away. Had the CASPer still been armored, Bull’s ears would not have been in pain. But it was not, and they were. 
 
    “Well,” Bull answered, “we had a mockup at an amusement park where I grew up; I spent a lot of time in there.” 
 
    Chances were Tiny wasn’t going to buy it, but it didn’t really matter to Bull either way. There was no renegotiating the deal at this point, so even if they caught on that he had experience in CASPers, it made no difference. The big problem was that CASPer drivers mostly learned how to move and shoot. There was, generally, a lot less focus on using the hands to carry and move objects that were not weapons. 
 
    “Not sure why you’re wasting your time moving our scrap around for us,” Tiny said. “Though I guess I shouldn’t argue.” 
 
    After a couple of hours of practice, Bull decided he’d better get going. Moving the mech across Bartertown would take a lot more time than simply walking, and he had a job to get to. 
 
    He was slowly working his way through the crowd, when one establishment caught his eye. It had a large sign with a yin-yang symbol, only the black portion was a dark wolf, or maybe a Zuul, curled around to fit the space and with its jaws wide open facing the viewer. There was a banner hanging down with symbols that he recognized as Japanese, a blend of kanji and katakana. He could only read the katakana portion as “me-ii.” As he stalked by, trying not to kill anybody, he stole another glance and found a sign that said, in English “Laughing Coyote School of Xenocentric Martial Arts.” 
 
    Ah, that’s a coyote on the sign, not a wolf or Zuul. Odd name for a martial arts school, and “xenocentric,” does that mean what I think it means? Exactly what style is this? 
 
    He took note and continued on his way. 
 
    The dock loading work went fairly well. He only dropped a few items, for which his pay was reduced, but overall, the supervisor begrudgingly acknowledged that he had moved a good deal more than a Lumar would have over the same time period. The Equiri never actually told him, but he was able to figure out that his supervisor’s name was Pa’tosh. At the end of the day, he secured himself a job in the cargo loading industry. The pay was practically indentured servitude, but it was not why Bull had taken the job. The dock had an ideal location in the great bay giving Bull an excellent view of the comings and goings of all the merc units. 
 
    Bull focused on his new job, with an emphasis on caution at the expense of speed. “Go slow to go fast,” the words of a training sergeant from years’ past, echoed through his head. Pa’tosh might yell at him for being slow but he would fire him for dropping something. 
 
    After work, he should have been searching for a place to live, but instead decided to look into the martial arts school he had seen on the way to work. The sign was easy enough to find, and he wandered in. The entry way had a spartan sitting area with an unoccupied desk. He was used to martial arts dojos being somewhat open, eager to offer the training to prospective students. This room was more like a barrier between the street and the training area. He didn’t even hear the usual stream of shouts and kiais. Indeed, there was nothing to hear. The door to the next room was locked, and no one was available to talk to. The proprietors had not even left any information on the desk about fees or schedules. Even a simple description of the school’s style would have been nice. Disappointed, he turned to leave. 
 
    “Are you a registered merc?” a woman asked. A small, thin, somewhat aged but impressively fit woman emerged from the door and immediately relocked it. She wore glasses and had unusually long brown hair, intricately braided. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Bull replied. “I was, but not anymore.” 
 
    “I see,” she said. “Then what, exactly, were you hoping to find here? If you’re not a merc, who do you expect to be fighting?” 
 
    “You never know,” Bull said. “Do you mind if I ask exactly what xenocentric martial arts entail?” 
 
    “Xenocentric implies ‘alien-focused,’” she said. “But I imagine you knew that; most can figure that out for themselves. As to the actual style, well, it’s primarily based on Japanese Bujinkan, nine schools of traditional Japanese martial arts. It is sometimes referred to as ninjutsu, but only three of the schools involved are actually ninpo schools. It incorporates some of the unique weaponry of Earth’s past as well as those we’ve discovered out here in the black since First Contact. We have also blended in a good deal of jiujutsu as well. It is our unique application of these schools and weapons that lead us to call it xenocentric.” 
 
    “I see,” Bull said. “You asked if I was a merc. Do I need to be?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” she answered. “We just like to know a student’s motivations.” 
 
    “So, is there a free lesson?” Bull asked. “How do I determine if your school is right for me?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s right for you,” she said cheerfully, and opened the door that led deeper in. “Come on in. And welcome, Mr.—” 
 
    “Bull, ma’am.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Bartertown 
 
      
 
    He emerged two hours later, exhausted, bruised, broken, and converted. He’d found a place to spend his spare time. The training was hard, but valuable. The other students were a blend of station kids, merc kids, and actual mercs, all Human. There was not much that could be considered “xenocentric,” but he was assured that would come later. It was explained that those principles were for advanced students. 
 
    He found he was ravenous and realized he had not eaten since having a quick protein bar breakfast early that morning. Early was relative, but it applied as he based his schedule around his work at the loading dock. 
 
    It was time to find a drink and a bite to eat. As he staggered back to the salvage yard to beg for another night’s sleep, he came across an establishment called J’kal’s Den. He wondered if it was in any way related to a merc bar he knew of on Earth and went inside. 
 
    The two were in no way related. The inside reminded him of a dive or biker bar version of the space bars featured in ancient Earth science fiction vids. It was dark and dirty with a décor that made him question the fashion tastes of all alien races. He was also the only Human, but no one seemed to care. The hard metal tables had worn, black rubbery material coating all the corners and edges, as if they expected the patrons to spontaneously fly into them. Considering the patrons in question were a solid mix of the less socially adaptable races, it was probably a good call. 
 
    Bull sauntered as casually as he could to the bar while avoiding eye contact with the various patrons. In his quiet, unassuming way, he scanned the bar and waved discreetly to the bartender, a four-armed Veetch. When it approached, he quietly ordered. It nodded and wandered off to get what he’d asked for. He felt the steps behind him before he heard the voice. 
 
    “We don’t like Humans in this bar,” the translator projected over a loud series of snarls. Bull turned slowly and calmly faced his aggressor. A larger than usual black Zuul faced him, its jaws wide in a grin equivalent. 
 
    “Do you realize you’re quite literally a cliché of Human science fiction right now?” Bull asked. “Can I pay for your beverage in lieu of an unnecessary confrontation which will most certainly embarrass you and possibly injure you in a lasting way?” 
 
    “Get out of the bar, Human,” the Zuul replied. It reached out in an attempt to grab his collar. Bull had his hand on the seat of a barstool and flipped it up to ram the Zuul in the knees as it approached. He grabbed the stool with a second hand and rammed it into the Zuul’s jaw. In a smooth, fluid motion, he released the stool, drew a short knife from his belt with one hand, and used the other to spin the assailant around. When its back was to him, he coolly placed the knife against the Zuul’s neck. Four other Zuul stalked toward him and spread out. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Bull shouted to the room, “I’ll give you a choice. I can slit your throat and do my level best to kill your friends there. Or…I can buy all the patrons of this establishment a round of drinks. Which sounds better, everyone? Blood and broken bottles or free drinks?” 
 
    “Let the matter drop, Otso,” a large purple furred Oogar growled. “Human! How about this, promise us your kind won’t slowly infest this bar the way you Humans do, and we’ll let you stay. You and you alone. Deal?” 
 
    “I can appreciate that deal,” Bull said politely. He pressed the knife in a bit more. “That work for you, Otso? I’m gonna need you to give me a cheerful affirmative in front of all these fine J’kal’s Den patrons. I would also request your word that, if I release you, you’re not going to follow up with something stupid, if that’s all right.” 
 
    A low growl erupted from the Zuul’s throat and then softened. 
 
    “Fine,” Otso said. The Zuul waved his hands at his comrades, who relented and took their seats. Bull slowly removed the knife. 
 
    “Hey, Otso.” The Zuul turned back to face Bull, its muscles tense, panting with anger, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Yes, Human?” Otso growled. The recently reseated Zuul stared, motionless. 
 
    “I’m not kidding,” Bull said, “I’d prefer to keep coming here. I don’t intend to start bringing other Humans in here, and I’d rather not continue to watch my back for you or your friends. I don’t know why you hate Humans, but, you know, I’ve lost more than a few friends to Zuul mercs, and I don’t hold that against you. Please, shake my hand, which to a Human indicates we’re putting this behind us, if you understand the expression.” 
 
    The black-furred Zuul stared at the outstretched hand, glanced back at his comrades, and then grasped his hand tightly. 
 
    “Okay, Human, I will not kill you later,” Otso said. “And we drink a liter of quemesht. Each.” 
 
    Bull held the hand, locked eyes with the Zuul, and then nodded. “Bartender, five liters of quemesht for my friends here, if you would.” 
 
    “Ha ha!” Otso exclaimed. He raised his arms in triumph to his table. “I told you the Humans are fools! Threaten them and they buy you drinks! Huuran, I win, you owe me the next round!” 
 
    A Zuul with brown and white-mottled fur, growled in anger, then lowered his head, tilted it to the side and nodded. 
 
    The door opened again, and something large stomped in. Bull turned, again, to find the Lumar whose job he had taken. 
 
    “Need hurt you,” the hulking four-armed beast said. “You no go work. Jopo keep job.” 
 
    The Lumar’s lower arms reached out for Bull while the upper hands balled into fists. Bull sidestepped left and tried to block the Lumar’s lower right arm up into the left one. The arm remained as solid as a steel column, but Bull successfully avoided capture. The bar patrons expressed various forms of amusement at the spectacle. As the Lumar turned to attempt another grab, Bull stepped backward between two tables and put some patrons between himself and the Lumar. 
 
    “Hey, all,” Bull shouted, “I appreciate how entertaining this is, but as a friendly reminder, I owe all of you drinks, and I ain’t getting any if I get pummeled.” 
 
    He took another step back, grabbed a chair, and spun it into the Lumar’s right knee. The brute knocked it aside as if swatting a fly, but Bull did gain another few seconds. 
 
    “Hey, Jopo!” the same Oogar called out, “Leave him alone. We want him to pay for our drinks like he promised. He’s gonna get you a drink, you damn idiot. You can beat him up after that.” 
 
    Jopo, the Lumar, stopped abruptly and turned to stare at the big, purple bear in confusion. Bull watched the Lumar’s thoughts process as he considered that the Oogar insulted him, that he could do nothing about it because everyone else seemed to agree, and that if he wasn’t going to fight the entire bar, he would have to do as the Oogar requested. Jopo stopped his assault on Bull, but clearly had no idea what to do next. The Lumar likely had no plan, beyond beating up Bull, and just stood there, frozen. Bull motioned gently to a table where they could sit. 
 
    “Buy drinks,” Jopo demanded. “Then Jopo hurt you.” 
 
    “It does sound better than your previous offer,” Bull replied. He spun his finger in the air for the bartender’s benefit. “Keep serving everyone else, but pass me whatever whiskey you got, and get my friend here some…” Bull raised an eyebrow and looked expectantly at Jopo. 
 
    “Some what?” Jopo asked and cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “No whiss-key here, Human,” the bartender declared. 
 
    “Quemesht, then?” God, I hope it’s drink-able, whatever it is. “What would you like, Jopo?” 
 
    “Jopo choose?” Jopo asked with a frown. Bull nodded, and the Lumar remained transfixed. 
 
    “Sorry, that’s a yes, Jopo choose,” Bull said, after a moment. The Lumar looked off into the distance, as if he was retreating into some ancient memory. Bull took the opportunity to motion at the bartender and indicate, via hand gestures, to get the requested pitchers to the Zuul. 
 
    “Seemuck,” Jopo stated. Bull repeated the order to the bartender and guided the Lumar to a chair. “Yes, seemuck, and then I hurt you.” 
 
    “Well, about that,” Bull started. “At issue here is that you lost your job, and I was lucky enough to take your place. It seems to me that it was not a conducive environment for employment.” A blank stare settled on the Lumar’s face. “Sorry, I mean it was a bad job.” 
 
    “If bad job, why you want it?” Jopo retorted. 
 
    Fair point. “I will tell you a secret, if you promise not to tell,” Bull said and drew close. Jopo remained silent and still, which Bull came to recognize as normal for him. The bartender delivered a steaming mug of liquid that resembled swamp water yet smelled worse. Bull fought the urge to retch and continued in a whisper, “It’s not the job I like, but the location.” He sat back up and spoke louder. “On the other hand, I might be able to find you another job, one where you are appreciated.” 
 
    “Appreciated?” Jopo repeated. “You mean they will like Jopo? Treat Jopo well?” 
 
    “Yes, they are good people,” Bull answered. “I cannot promise they have a job, but I think they do.” 
 
    “If you get Jopo job, Jopo does not hurt you,” Jopo stated. 
 
    “I’m glad we’ve found an understanding,” Bull said cheerfully. “In the meantime, tell me about yourself. Where are you from?” 
 
    The Lumar showed initial confusion at the question, but Bull clarified until Jopo understood and began to describe his life. Bull sat back, listened, and periodically helped ensure drinks arrived at their intended destinations. He heard about a great plain on Jopo’s native planet ’Tlor. As Jopo spoke, he envisioned the large, four-armed humanoid wrangling some large insectoid cattle-creature called Kroondar. They traveled in great herds across the plains of ’Tlor and the younger Lumar grew up guiding them around. The ’Tlor recruitment techniques sounded more like the Earth press gangs of old, but Jopo expressed no anger or frustration at the arrangement. The way he described it, it was just the way of things. 
 
    Jopo failed to place with a mercenary unit because he lacked unarmed combat abilities and did not adapt quickly enough. 
 
    Hell, I mighta guessed that. 
 
    A trained Lumar would have pounded Bull into the establishment’s floor. Desperately, Jopo still hoped to join a mercenary unit, but would have to challenge his way in. But without any further training, he had no hope of defeating any trained Lumar mercenaries. 
 
    “Huh,” Bull grunted, and squinted in contemplation. “I might have a solution for that as well. I know of a place where, I think, they’d be pretty damned interested in training with someone like you.” 
 
    “Train to fight?” Jopo asked. 
 
    “Yes, train to fight,” Bull responded. “Now, full disclosure—I mean, I am to tell you everything—they will be using you, to an extent. If they agree to train you, it will partly be because they wish to learn how to fight a Lumar.” 
 
    “Fight Lumar?” Jopo repeated with a confused look. “They are not Lumar?” 
 
    “No, they are Human,” Bull said. “But please believe that they are good at what they do. They can train you to fight any other merc species they have knowledge of, which, I gather, is most of them.” 
 
    “What do Humans know of how a Lumar fights?” Jopo asked in obvious disbelief. 
 
    “Eh, well, that’s what they do,” Bull answered. “All the other races give the school no mind because they agree that—you know what? That’s not important. Look, you have nothing to lose by trying them out. Is there anywhere here where they will train you? And for free?” 
 
    “For free?” Jopo squinted. “Jopo does not trust free.” 
 
    “Smart man,” Bull said. “Or Lumar, sorry. But like I said, it’s mutually beneficial. I mean, you get something and they get something. It is fair and even. Try them. At worst, you learn nothing. At best, you learn things even the other, better trained Lumar don’t know. I’ll make no promises, but this could be exactly what you need.” 
 
    “Jopo is slow,” Jopo said. “Jopo knows that. Jopo does not know why you, Human who took job, does this. You say you help Jopo find a new job. You say can help Jopo train to be merc. Why?” 
 
    “Again, you’re smarter than you let on, Jopo,” Bull said with a smile. “It’s wise not to trust. I do this because, for one, it pleases me to help those who I can. For another, it’s in my best interest to solve the problem that you hoped to solve by hurting me. If I find you a job, you have no need to hurt me to reclaim yours, right? I always say, no one loves you more than you. I love myself, so I’m looking for a way to keep you from needing to hurt me. 
 
    “As for trust, well, I was raised to trust but verify. Do not assume I lie but determine that I tell the truth through my actions. The first of which I will perform now. Let me pay my bill, assuming I still can, and I’ll take you to meet my friends Krissy and Tiny. I think you’ll like them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Months Later 
 
    Bartertown 
 
      
 
    Every muscle ached, as it always did. Stretches resolved that issue to some extent. Bull rolled his neck around, bent down to touch his toes for a good seven seconds, and then rotated his arms around his shoulders. He started the automatic coffee dispenser and, while he waited for it, worked out more sore spots. He never actually felt good after all that, but he did feel better. 
 
    After Tiny watched Bull return every night for three weeks, having made no progress whatsoever to secure himself an apartment on Bartertown, he constructed a small trailer out of odds and ends from the yard. He installed a small latrine with a shower Bull could fit in. He added a kitchenette with a sink, a reheater, and coffee machine. The sleeping berth was fairly narrow, but Tiny took great care to ensure the length was such that Bull could stretch all the way out. Good padding and bedding remained a work in progress, but Bull appreciated everything Tiny had done. Krissy and Tiny resisted when Bull insisted he should pay a reasonable amount of rent, but the bald man persisted until they relented. 
 
    They’d made a similar arrangement with Jopo, who’d become a welcome and useful addition to the junkyard. 
 
    Sometimes breakfast consisted of rehydrated eggs and hash browns. Other times it was a large nutrient-rich protein and fiber bar. Bull periodically acquired a bulk shipment of both and alternated to keep things interesting. The bars came in chocolate-peanut butter, mixed berry, and cookies and cream, so he could alternate those as well for variety. After breakfast and coffee, he showered, brushed his teeth, and suited up in his coveralls for the day’s work. Tiny supplied a weapons training simulation program with horrible graphics and a tendency to freeze, but, nonetheless, he spent half an hour every day in practice. His maintenance technician seemed to know that he should not ask questions. After weapons practice, he began the long march across Bartertown to his job at the docks. 
 
    When he’d first started at the docks, the loading took all of his concentration. Even though he’d worked for companies with Mk 6 CASPers, he’d never received much training as he’d usually been relegated to planning. The controls on the Mk 6 were not the most intuitive. Movement and hand manipulation remained awkward for several weeks as Bull got used to the controls. It required great focus to avoid dropping cargo or injuring bystanders. His success in this endeavor was sufficient to retain the job. 
 
    Over time, however, he mastered the setup, and it became second nature. A month into his time at the docks, he found it easy enough to divide his attention between moving cargo, watching, and reading. With a tremendous amount of help from Lucille, he tracked the cargo shipments of several companies, particularly the merc units. He acquired a wide range of manuals on weapons, reviewed news feeds, and tracked press releases concerning mercenary companies as well as a few merchant companies. The GalNet contained a wellspring of information, and he drank deeply from it for ten hours a day. The more he searched, the more Lucille seemed to anticipate his inquiries. After a few weeks, it was almost scary how proactive she became in providing him data. 
 
    She repeatedly requested permission to take over operation of the CASPer. He denied it for two reasons: one, he could not afford for the program to make a mistake that would lose him his job, and two, he was afraid she might do it too well. If Lucille was an actual AI, he could not, in good conscience, let it learn how to operate a CASPer. 
 
    He carried a jug of water and more of the nutrient bars with him to snack on through the day. It impressed his Equiri boss that he did not take a lunch break. His only breaks were for physiological needs, which he attempted to minimize. 
 
    By now, the spectacle of the odd Human marching a stripped down, decade-old mech through the streets of Bartertown had ceased to entertain. In a mere few weeks, the regularity of his voyage turned him into a fixture of the station. Months later, he qualified as a native. Lacking armor, the sights and smells of Bartertown saturated his senses throughout the forty-five-minute trek from Krazy Karsten’s to his place of employment at the loading docks. It would have taken twenty minutes, but he felt compelled to catch up with the residents the entire way. 
 
    “Good day, Mr. Bull!” announced a large, bipedal, wolf-like Besquith, Sevizh, who owned a galactic trinket shop. A hundred years earlier on Earth, global trade came to mean finding the same carved wood animals, statuettes, and clothes in every tourist trinket shop around the planet. Bull found much the same had happened here on Bartertown. Sevizh sold clothing and a myriad other trinkets, which sported logos from galactically famous Tri-V shows and video games. Initially, Bull found it odd that the large carnivorous alien ran a simple shop. Over time, he realized Bartertown was full of such sights. “Any word on inbound business?” 
 
    “Well, there are a few, yes,” Bull answered with a friendly smile. It had taken time, but, by now, all of Bull’s friends along the route knew and understood the Human’s expressions. “The Darkness came back in yesterday; successful contract, flush with cash, so you might see them poking around here looking to spend it. What about you, seen any new companies that might need some reliable dock services?” 
 
    “Oh, good tip, I’ll display my best Veetanho favorites up front,” Sevizh stated. “For your part, a new Human unit, Allison’s Anzacs, came through yesterday afternoon. I’ll steer them your way if they come back around.” 
 
    “Much appreciated, have a great day!” Bull said and continued his march. 
 
    “You as well, good acquaintance, success in your dealings,” the Besquith replied. 
 
    Next, Bull came to Urkta’s Edibles, a food truck run by a badger-like Cochkala. Urkta waved Bull over with his tail and turned to take an order from another patron. Bull stalked up to the counter and looked at the one-foot tall, chipmunklike Flatar who stood on a stool beside him. 
 
    “Hey, Randar,” Bull greeted. “How’re the pools going today?” 
 
    “Same old, Bull,” the Flatar responded. “However, I’ve decided I’m going to stop betting on what you Humans call the Horsemen, either way. They’ve become consistent enough that it’s stupid to bet against them, and unprofitable to bet on them. I’ll still take those bets, of course, but it’s not worth my money. Lucky for me, not all of your Human units are using these CASPers of yours.” Randar knocked a tiny knuckle against Bull’s machine. “When that day comes, I swear, something will have to be done about you Humans.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t fret too much,” Bull said. Urkta motioned with his tail to Bull’s standard breakfast sandwich, and Bull nodded. “These things have a long way to go before they’re the equal of the worst the galaxy can send against them. But that might actually happen in your lifetime. In another twenty years, I can’t imagine any Human company will go anywhere without them. I hear the Block 3 is supposed to be a game changer, if Binnig ever gets off its ass and releases them. Any tips?” 
 
    “Rumor has it the Hellswarm have, if you’ll pardon the expression, bitten off more than they can chew,” Randar joked. Urkta produced the sandwich for Bull, who passed back his yack, or Universal Account Access Card. “In fact, Zuul companies in general seem to have a downward trend going on. Before you know it, they’ll just be bandits scattered around the galaxy. Who knows? Anyway, want any of that action?” 
 
    “Sure,” Bull said, and tossed a few physical credits to the Flatar. “Put those down against the Hellswarm, we’ll see if your sources are right. They haven’t steered me wrong yet.” 
 
    “Just setting you up for a big fall, my friend,” Randar responded. “Problem is, you keep piddling away with miniscule bets. I’ll get you someday.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Bull quipped. “That’ll be a big day, I imagine. Thanks, Urkta, kiss your kids for me!” 
 
    The Cochkala cook waved goodbye with his tail, and Randar flicked a finger to indicate the same. Next, Bull approached the Mean Bean, a Human-run coffee house. The sign showed an angry, cartoon coffee bean with sunglasses, blasting away with a big, black rifle. 
 
    “’Sup, Zock?” Bull said as he approached a large, four-foot millipede. The Jeha’s name was actually Z’kritch, but the alien accepted Bull’s nickname. 
 
    “Fine as always,” the giant insect replied, via a series of clicks. “I just closed a major deal with one of your Human companies, the Nightbirds. Seems they’re looking to expand their space assets and have the credits to do so. Big day! Big enough, in fact, that yours is on me today!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Matt, the stocky, bearded barista with a prosthetic leg, asked. “I’ve never seen you do that before.” 
 
    “Why not?” Zock replied. “It is Human custom, is it not? Bull here has purchased my burning liquid energy before, so today, to celebrate, I will purchase his.” 
 
    “All right,” Matt said. “MOAC as always, Bull?” 
 
    “You know it, Matt,” Bull answered. The Mother of All Coffees was a twenty-ounce black coffee with four added espresso shots. “Gotta stay alert for another twelve-hour shift, same as every day. Thank you much, Zock; this is one for the history books. Cheers to your big sale.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bull,” Zock said. “May you someday find wealth and make a purchase. I also retrofit, by the way.” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned,” Bull answered. Matt set the gargantuan cup of coffee out for Bull. “But I don’t think I’ll ever make enough to buy a ship on a dockworker’s pay. Plus, I wouldn’t know what to do with it. It is a nice dream, though. We’ll see. Take care, Zock. You, too, Matt!” 
 
    The giant millipede flashed a pincer, and the bearded ex-merc gave a wave. 
 
    Bull continued toward the docks, congratulating some on new family members, sympathizing with some on losses, and asking others how their business was going. Occasionally, if he didn’t recognize someone, he made a new friend. The routine varied a great deal from day to day in the details, but never in the generalities. As months passed, Bull got to know everyone in Bartertown. More importantly, he got to know everything they knew.  
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 One Year Later 
 
    Kohsay System 
 
      
 
    Jimmy Francis found it nerve wracking to sit in the control room of the massive salvage ship where he could only observe the recovery operation. After Snowmass, he’d learned to fly shuttles, docking ships, corvettes, yachts, and even large freighters such as the Sevan Brasil in which he sat. Over that same decade, he’d done his first spacewalks and become comfortable performing external maintenance. 
 
    After he’d joined the now defunct shadowy rescue outfit, he’d learned a great many more skills. And not just weapons. As the Deputy Head of Transportation for the Company, he’d learned large-scale logistics, operational scheduling, maintenance scheduling, training plans, and mentoring, ad nauseum. Upon returning to the world of civilian salvage operations, he found himself overqualified to simply fly a ship. It had been apparent to the chief executive officer, as well. Mr. Antonowicz had immediately recognized Francis’ organizational aptitude and offered him the chief of operations position after only three months. 
 
    Two years later, James Francis found himself effectively running Intergalactic Salvage, a company that claimed its existence reached nearly as far back as the Alpha Contracts. As with most salvage companies across the galaxy, they mostly sought quick, easy, low-risk scores. As Francis took on more oversight, however, he convinced Mr. Antonowicz to budget for a larger security team, which led to a greater acceptance of risk in their operations. It had paid off. They had not yet encountered a greater risk than they could handle, and the payoffs had increased greatly. 
 
    Intergalactic Salvage had essentially become a battle-chasing company. His information sources and merc contacts notified him, for a fee, of when and where major actions were likely to take place. Intergalactic Salvage would time their arrival into a system to coincide with the expected cessation of hostilities between opposing merc units. Then they would ride in after the battle and clean up whatever was available. It usually required a substantial payment to the winning party, but said party was usually completely uninterested in wasting time collecting what they had just destroyed. Most were happy to receive a payment and let someone else do all the time-consuming dirty work while they resumed whatever scheme had necessitated a merc unit in the first place. 
 
    It was win-win. If Intergalactic Salvage emerged into a firefight, it was almost never a problem, especially since they could demonstrate their own defensive capabilities. They made it clear that anyone who attacked them first would become their target. Most opponents in ongoing battles were not keen on adding to the forces arrayed against them. 
 
    It was all a bluff, as Antonowicz had paid for targeting systems and mock weapon ports, but little actual weaponry. The boss was motivated by little more than the bottom line and kept expenses as low as possible. 
 
    But so far, the bluff had paid off. 
 
    The downside, however, was that ships defeated in space battles, or equipment left behind after a terrestrial battle, were frequently riddled with unexpended ordnance, unstable systems, or worst of all, survivors. In the event of survivors, IS lost all rights to salvage. Most salvage companies had contingencies in the event they found survivors, which basically included eliminating them under the knowledge that no one would ever investigate the matter. Intergalactic Salvage, however, prided itself on always taking the moral action, even if it meant lost profit. There was normally a negotiable payment for rescuing those stranded ships, if there was still a company around to pay it. This payment was always much less than the salvage could have earned them. Either way, there was little to gain from such a policy, but they held to it anyway. 
 
    All this initiative and foresight had led Francis to the seat he was currently sitting in. Antonowicz never took an active role in operations anymore, and really never had. He wasn’t the sort of CEO who ever got his hands dirty. He preferred to let the chief of operations handle such things. This meant Francis found himself stuck in the control room, watching and hearing things happen, but never actually being a part of it. 
 
    “Snowman, this is Boarder One,” one of his boarding parties called in. The callsigns of his boarding parties and docking ships, “Sally’s,” were unimaginative. 
 
    “Go ahead, Boarder One.” He grabbed his cold coffee bulb and took a sip. 
 
    “We have a sealed compartment on this vessel,” the party lead reported. Crap…survivors. This was the only ship we could get access to, and there it goes. The entire operation is wasted. 
 
    “Copy, have you investigated for survivors?” He already knew the answer. 
 
    “Affirmative, we just knocked,” the lead, an old salvage hound named Mike Butler answered. “Standing by for a reply…nothing so far.” 
 
    Well, maybe we might get lucky… 
 
    “Just got a reply,” Butler stated. “Five taps. We’re attempting to plug in now to establish comms with them. We’ll keep you updated.” 
 
    “Copy.” Francis pulled up the information they had downloaded. The derelict transport ship was registered to the Hellswarm, a combined arms Zuul merc unit. The Jaws of Victory, the HecSha unit hired to defend the planet, had eviscerated the Hellswarm’s transport before they even made re-entry. They’d received no active communications from the ship, and they paid the HecSha a good deal for salvage rights. The HecSha, satisfied, headed back to maintain highguard. Normally, if there were survivors, they would have some means of communication to broadcast a distress call. It was rare to find survivors on a ship that could not broadcast. If it did occur, it normally meant they were not in an easily retrievable situation. 
 
    “We’re plugged in now, Snowman.” The others had learned his nickname early on, and he could not get them to stop using it. If they’d been a merc outfit, he could have ordered them to stop, which would have at least minimized their use of the name to his face. But they were a civilian merchant company, so his orders meant little. “Huh, that’s odd. It’s a Zuul ship, but our survivors are Human.” 
 
    “Say again, Boarder One?” He needed that repeated. 
 
    “They’re Human, Snowman,” Butler repeated. “I’m on with them now. They have no emitters where they are, but Kenny plugged me into their intercom. They hired on with the Zuul. They say the Zuul wanted CASPers, so that explains that. But their situation’s not good. There’s just the one wall separating them from the void, Snowman. We can’t breach as is. How would you like to proceed?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll send you the apparatus. Hold tight until it gets there.” 
 
    “How long, Snowman?” Butler asked. 
 
    Francis snapped his fingers to get the attention of one of his assistants, a smart little kid named Dupont. He mouthed the word “apparatus,” and Dupont nodded and floated expeditiously from the room, speaking on another channel to direct the apparatus to get prepped. Dupont flashed ten fingers to Francis, who nodded and gave a thumbs up. 
 
    “Ten minutes to prep, at least another five to run it over to you,” Francis said. “Hold tight. Please verify they can hold that long.” 
 
    “Copy, relaying now,” Butler said. “They say it’s getting cold, but they’re fine for now.” 
 
    “Snowman, the Jaws of Victory are calling us,” the comm operator, a bubbly and intelligent blonde woman named Melissa Moroney, reported. 
 
    Francis selected the appropriate channel on his slate. 
 
    “This is James Francis of Intergalactic Salvage,” Francis said. “How might we be of service?” 
 
    “We detected communications from the transport ship we defeated,” the HecSha commander stated. “Our agreement to allow you salvage rights is nullified if any of the Zuul mercenaries remain alive aboard the ship. Our contract states that we must ensure elimination or capture of any surviving members of opposition forces.” 
 
    “Not an issue,” Francis said calmly. “What you detected was probably when we plugged into the ship’s intercom in order to call out for survivors. I can assure you we have no indication of any surviving Zuul mercenaries.” His comm operator glared at him wide-eyed and put up her hands as if to say “don’t lie to mercs!” He waved his hand and muted the channel. 
 
    “I’m not lying, Melissa, am I?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, not technically, but if they find out—” 
 
    He threw up a finger to silence her as the HecSha spoke again. 
 
    “Well, Mister Sall Vidge,” the HecSha said slowly, enunciating the words, “I am not one to trust contemptible scavengers, so we will be continuing our course to the wreckage and performing our own, more comprehensive scan of the ship. If you have any offensive weaponry, do not, under any circumstances, power it up, or we will be forced to destroy you, which will take almost no effort on our part.” 
 
    “Understood, honored commander,” Francis responded. “We will stand by for your approach and stand down when you arrive.” 
 
    “This transmission is over,” the HecSha stated. Francis deselected the channel and unbuckled himself from his chair. 
 
    “How long until they get here?” Francis asked as he pushed himself toward the same passageway Dupont had gone through. 
 
    “Twenty minutes or so,” his sensor operator, a recent hire named Dan Olthoff, asked. “Less, if they increase acceleration.” 
 
    “Okay.” He gave himself a strong shove to propel himself to the corridor. “Melissa, you’re in charge. Don’t do anything. Contact me when they’re close, and definitely don’t power up any weapons.” 
 
    “We don’t have any real weapons,” she replied, with a healthy dose of snark. 
 
    “I, uh, we…” he sighed in frustration. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t do nuthin’ that’ll get us blowed up before you come back,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    “Right,” he answered, and entered the passageway. “Tell me again why I keep you around?” 
 
    “Survival instinct,” she said with a smile. “Hey, if I’m in charge, can I order Dan around now?” 
 
    “You do anyway,” Dan interjected with a playful sneer. 
 
    “Just don’t burn the place down!” Francis said, shouting down the corridor. 
 
    “Hey, Dupont,” Melissa said over the intra-vessel comm line. “Boss is coming your way. I’m guessing he’s taking over, so have a suit and a pilot seat ready for him.” 
 
    “Copy,” Dupont replied, grumbling. “Bastard never trusts anyone else to do the hard stuff.”  
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 Kohsay System 
 
      
 
    As the assistant manager, and effective acting manager, Francis seldom went outside the ship on missions. He preferred to do so—to lead from the front—just as he was raised. He liked to show the others that he would take the risks he ordered them to take. Mostly, he simply preferred the clarity of the operational life. Unfortunately, he acknowledged the expectations for a company manager precluded such dirty work. Despite the reason for his sudden change in personal policy, it felt good. Rescue operations always carried a heavy amount of contradictory emotions; excitement and satisfaction in doing something meaningful, fear of mistake-induced failure, and trepidation that, no matter how well or quickly the rescue team performed, sometimes things just didn’t work out. This particular operation carried greater stakes than anything else Francis’ salvage company had experienced in all his time with them. He would do everything in his power to make sure the rescue operation did not fail. 
 
    He suited up as quickly and almost as easily as he remembered doing before. The muscle memory lingered, though he almost forgot the valve for the air recycler. That would have been bad. It took him a minute longer than he wanted, but plenty of time remained, if nothing else went wrong. 
 
    Suited and ready, he hit the airlock release, stepped into the airlock, resealed the lock behind him, and braced for the void. As he hit the release on the outer door, the slow, controlled release of gases pulled at him, just as it had always done, and then he was a couple millimeters of plastic removed from nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, DuPont,” Francis stated. “If you would please remain here; head back to the control room and make sure Melissa hasn’t done anything irreversible yet.” 
 
    He propelled himself into the little shuttle that would drag the apparatus over to the derelict ship. He verified the apparatus was fully detached, confirmed all systems on the shuttle were ready, and powered a tiny burn to push the shuttle free from the Sevan Brasil at low velocity. He made minute yaw and roll corrections the whole way out. Once the proximity sensors declared him well clear of the bay, he kicked in the maximum acceleration the apparatus connections could sustain. The computer flashed a warning, and he ignored it. His mind ran through the numbers over and over while he watched the distance countdown to the derelict, his velocity, and the resultant time to impact. Fifteen seconds after the computer directed him to, he cut the acceleration, flipped the shuttle, and began a burn in the opposite direction to decrease velocity. 
 
    “Snowman, Snowman, you’re coming in too fast, reduce velocity immediately, reduce velocity immediately!” Butler shouted, and Francis ignored him as well. The deceleration burn continued while the proximity alarms came up. He watched the distance countdown, watched the velocity decrease, and got a feel for the rate of decrease. He reduced the deceleration a small amount as the shuttle closed in. He gave it a kick of yaw to correct his course. 
 
    “You’re too close, Snowman, slow down!” the team lead called. Francis changed nothing about his approach. 
 
    He matched the trajectory and velocity of the derelict ship and, as they came into a perfect station-keeping relationship approximately fifty meters apart, he cut the thrusters altogether. Fifty meters just happened to be the maximum hazard distance for the thrusters. He continued to ignore Butler’s screams, disconnected his restraints, and floated back to the rear airlock. 
 
    “Salvage team, please advise when you’re in control of the apparatus,” Francis said. Butler should already have had the team moving to take control so he could detach it. He checked his watch. Nine minutes had passed since he’d left Melissa in charge of Sevan Brasil. 
 
    “Copy, Snowman, standby,” Butler said. “Don’t freak me out like that again, all right?” 
 
    Francis did not reply. 
 
    “Team’s in control of the apparatus, you’re cleared to detach.” Butler stated a few long moments later. Francis tapped the command to disconnect, and then immediately pushed the release on the airlock hatch. 
 
    He kicked away from the shuttle and fired a short burn to maneuver toward the dead transport ship. As he floated, his mind raced through the checklist of steps to perform on the other side. In earlier years, he used quiet moments like this to relax, settle himself, and clear his mind. He knew better now. Mentally, he thought through the minutiae of the operation, actions he needed to take, actions he needed someone else to take, and then contingencies. It was not possible to overthink contingencies, but it was an incredibly easy to fail if one was not ready for them. 
 
    He drifted against the hull of the ship, right where the salvage team had marked a big neon green X. There was no such thing as a standard marking convention for salvage, so Intergalactic Salvage had established that red indicated “do not go there,” black indicated “no power,” and green indicated “survivors inside.” 
 
    As the team slowly moved the apparatus into place, Francis grabbed the torch from an upset Butler. Francis did not technically hold a higher position than Butler, so the salvage team leader could have refused, but Butler was wise enough to know that Francis effectively ran Intergalactic Salvage and could probably have him fired. He deferred and refocused on ensuring the apparatus was correctly installed. 
 
    “Salvage team, the Jaws of Victory ship is eight minutes from scan range,” Dupont called out. “That’s a best guess. I mean, everyone’s different, right?” 
 
    “Copy, Sevan Brasil.” Francis replied. “How are we doing, Mike?” 
 
    “Almost there, just confirming the seal,” Butler answered. The team lead pushed himself around the base of the large apparatus they had attached to the outside of the derelict ship. At the far edge of the apparatus was a hard structure room that acted as both an airlock and the source of air for the tiny pocket of life they had created. 
 
    “Seal’s good, pressurizing,” Butler reported. A long hiss indicated the arrival of diluted air into the apparatus. It was a delicate mix, and Butler had another team member verify that the environment they’d created was not too oxygen rich. The pressure balance was another potential hitch, as they had no clear indication of what the pressure was inside the compartment and had to guess. If they erred too much in either direction, the results would be catastrophic. 
 
    Finally, Butler announced, “All good. Clear to cut.” 
 
    Without wasting another moment, Francis gave a nod to the specialist who was still plugged into the communications line with the trapped survivors. Then he fired up the torch and began a long, hard cut through the emergency locking bar on the ship’s hatch. It separated with a clunk. Francis deactivated the torch, secured it to his belt, and gave the door a hard rap with a hammer. A clang responded, but the hatch did not budge. 
 
    “Get some bars in here, we gotta pry this open,” Francis announced. “Come on, hurry up!” 
 
    If the apparatus had not been needed, they would have had the room to use the grappler arms on one of the salvage rigs. Unfortunately, they had thus far not built anything similar that could fit inside the emergency survivor retrieval apparatus. Thus, when the apparatus was used, they were reduced to the Stone Age tactic of sticking in a lever and wrenching things open. 
 
    Half a dozen salvage team members floated in one by one, carrying thermal blankets. The first three had proper crowbars, the next used the steel handle of a large hammer, and the last two used large steel wrenches. Francis hovered around them and peered into the cracks to see if there were any catches, any jammed metal, or anything at all he could burn through to speed up the process. With a lot of grunts, curses, and strained muscles, they eventually cracked the hatch open. It let out the tiniest of hisses, a tribute to a near successful pressure balance between the inside and outside. Butler had done well. 
 
    A huddle of eight men and three women were flattened against the far rear wall of the compartment they had just opened, wide-eyed and apprehensive. Each one was sullen and pale. As realization dawned that the extraction operation had succeeded, their eyes lit up and they let out a great cheer of thanks. They pushed off the back wall and floated toward their rescuers to give hugs and wrap themselves in the blankets. Francis checked his watch. They had two minutes left. 
 
    “All right, everyone!” Francis shouted. “We’re not done yet.” He motioned to the group of survivors. “The unit that killed your bosses is coming back to finish you off; you’re not safe until you get aboard our ship. So, move! Get to the shuttle!” 
 
    Everyone reacted with renewed vigor, and the salvage team helped the survivors. A bald man, vaguely reminiscent of Bull only thinner, directed the other survivors forward. Whether he had always been the leader or freshly promoted by events, his actions identified him as the leader. The eleven Humans rapidly floated across the open space of the apparatus, guided by his team, and one by one lined up to get into the shuttle. 
 
    Francis flung himself through the airlock and into the shuttle, confident the rest would follow. Once inside, he reset the controls so he would be ready to maneuver as soon as Butler called them clear. He heard the airlock hiss shut and his panel indicated it was closed and sealed. 
 
    “Snowman, the Jaws are gonna be on you in less than a minute, are you guys clear yet?” Dupont called over the radio. 
 
    “Butler! Just pop the damn apparatus and get clear,” Francis ordered. “You’ve got fifteen seconds!” 
 
    “What about the tow?” Butler asked. The shuttle bucked and drifted away from the dead ship. 
 
    “We’ll send another one! Are you clear?” Francis shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, the team’s clear, you’re good for low burn until your proximity extinguishes.” Butler answered. As soon as the word “clear” came across, Francis advanced the thrusters for a minimal burn and focused his eyes on the proximity indication. The distance between the two ships increased slowly, then faster, and then even faster. The proximity warning extinguished and Francis keyed in a full burn. The shuttle lurched and everyone on board was jammed against their seats. 
 
    I hope there are no injuries back there that I just exacerbated. Too late now. Either way, better hurt than vaporized. 
 
    “Snowman, the Jaws ship is scanning the derelict,” Dupont announced. In a few seconds, they would agree that the only life was the salvage team, but then they would probably wonder about the recently departed shuttle. 
 
    Sevan Brasil appeared in his vision as a tiny dot. Just as Butler had done before, the ship’s bay controller began screaming about his approach velocity. The computers had a certain amount of safety factor built into their calculations, and he was way outside the bounds of what they considered a controlled approach. The numbers flew through his head once more. Experience had created a ratio of velocity to distance in his head, assuming he knew the acceleration capability of the specific ship; he applied that now. The ratio he was waiting for occurred, and he cut the thrust and flipped the ship with an uncomfortable kick. A few audible gasps escaped from the back, as well as the resounding taps of a few loose objects hitting the walls. As soon as he found the vector he wanted, he fired another maximum thrust. He allowed the computer to make course corrections as they closed with the ship. The sounds that the ship’s computer annunciated could not be silenced, so he had to suffer them all the way in. On the bright side, they drowned out the shouts of the bay controller. The proximity warning sounded again and overrode the other warnings. He reduced thrust to a minimum and made minute course corrections. Shadows floated into the periphery of his vision as they settled into the bay. Against all proper protocol, he fired one last tiny burst to attempt to arrest the last bit of momentum. Another obnoxious bump announced a grappler’s attempt to take hold of them. It buckled and they drifted a little further before another grappler got control of them. 
 
    “Dupont!” Francis shouted. “What’s the status of the HecSha?” 
 
    The three seconds of silence created an enormous sense of failure in his head. It had all taken too long. The HecSha had had plenty of time to scan his shuttle, realize what had happened, and would now demand their blood sacrifice. It had all been for nothing. 
 
    “No contact,” Dupont responded. “They haven’t said anything.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Francis said in disbelief. Are they trying to decide whether to ask for the survivors or just destroy us all? 
 
    “No, Snowman,” Dupont repeated. “Nothing. They’re accelerating away again. It looks like they’re moving back to highguard.” 
 
    Francis let out all of his breath and relaxed into his seat. 
 
    They’d done it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Months Later 
 
      
 
    Bull finished his shift then drove his CASPer to the Laughing Coyote martial arts school, where they provided a secure space in an alleyway for him to park the machine. He trained intensely for two hours every day. The first hour included physical training, at which he excelled. The second hour was actual combat training. He discovered they intentionally worked them out during the first hour to ensure that they relied on technique and not strength in their second hour. Having a solid background in the standard merc martial arts training—which they, respectfully, did not inquire about—he advanced as quickly as they allowed. They progressed him from primarily ground fighting skills, to stand up fighting, and over time introduced weapons. They explained the underlying focus as budo taijutsu, which translated to “martial ways/body skills.” The most unusual aspect of the training was called Sakkijustu, explained as “the ability to sense an opponent’s intent.” They used a lot of words to describe being trained to feel an incoming attack. Regardless of what they called things, Bull found it was decent training, but could tell they were holding back on a key component. 
 
    The main training area possessed a door in the back corner through which advanced students passed. He knew better than to inquire; they would show him when they decided he was ready. 
 
    The best and worst part of his training occurred when he found himself matched against Jopo. The Lumar was welcomed into the school with enthusiasm. All the students loved to learn techniques to fight the four-armed juggernaut, and Jopo enjoyed learning all they had to teach him. More often than not, students found themselves restrained by two of the arms and pummeled by the other two, but it was an excellent opportunity to learn and improve. 
 
    At Bull’s invitation, Otso and the other Zuul from J’kal’s Den had started training at the Laughing Coyote as well. The school’s instructors seemed eager to get members of other races in the school to train with. 
 
    Several months into the training, when he’d become reasonably proficient in most unarmed and armed techniques they taught, he found what they’d hidden from him. One day, he walked in as he always did, changed into his training gi, and stretched in preparation for class. 
 
    “Les,” his instructor said. Never before had the instructor called him out individually before a class started. 
 
    “Yes, sensei?” he responded, shooting to his feet and bowing. 
 
    “Follow,” the short, powerful man said. He walked to the mysterious door in the back corner of the room, and Bull followed. 
 
    On the other side, he found a long corridor with cubicles where students sat at large slates. His curiosity was peaked when he saw what they were studying. Each screen displayed some manner of alien with diagrams showing pressure points, weaknesses, and a wide range of physiological information. 
 
    “Your physical training period is now reduced,” explained Ishizuka Sensei, a noble, solidly built Japanese man. “From now on, it is expected that you keep yourself in whatever manner of physical capability you feel is appropriate to you. That is no longer our concern. Instead, you will begin classes here, at these slates, and we will assign you a galactic race to study. After that, you will proceed downstairs for some light training where you will gain practical experience built upon the techniques you have already learned on defeating the race you studied.” 
 
    Bull had hoped to find something of this nature, but doubts had developed the longer he trained. Now those doubts evaporated. For the first time since his arrival, Bull felt like he was home. 
 
    “Why isn’t this sort of thing more widespread?” he asked. “Isn’t the knowledge in here something all Human merc units would have access to?” 
 
    “To some degree, they all do,” his sensei said. “They have a somewhat watered-down version because most mercs don’t care about the detail we provide. However, it is also necessary to keep these databases relatively confidential. Though it’s one thing for all races to know that someone is learning how to kill them on the battlefield, these databases go quite a bit further than that. As such, it would be frowned upon by some, but others might consider it a war crime should anyone ever apply the knowledge we have. We must agree that we are confident in a student’s loyalty before we accept them into this area. We now trust you with the knowledge contained within. Please do not abuse it.” 
 
    With a sinister grin, Bull proceeded with his new level of training. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re saying he’s followed this pattern for how long?” Seerna demanded. 
 
    “Two years eighty-seven days,” the Grimm responded. “He wakes up, does some calisthenics. Prepares and eats a large protein and carbohydrate heavy breakfast and then heads to the docks. Works a ten-hour shift with one more shake halfway through. After work, he goes straight to that martial arts school. I never go in there, it is…unsettling.” 
 
    A place that unsettles a Grimm. Hmmm, I might need to check that out. 
 
    “He spends two hours there, every day,” the Grimm continued. “After the school, he goes to J’kal’s Den and gets cheap, disgusting Human whiskey. The fumes alone give me a headache from ten feet away. After that, I have to give him space; drunk Humans occasionally see me. They usually forget because they’re drunk, but there is a danger that seeing me regularly while drunk could become reinforcing.” 
 
    “Anything after the bar?” Seerna inquired. 
 
    “No, not really,” the Grimm answered. “He stumbles to his tiny little apartment and passes out. He wakes up the next morning and does it again. That pattern has not changed in all that time. I’ll be honest; my kind seldom get what you would call bored, but I’m starting to question the purpose of my existence. I would like to believe there is more to it than this. It’s depressing enough seeing what passes for existence for this Human, but then I have to wonder whether my existence is even less worthwhile, considering that all I do is observe it.” 
 
    Wow, I was unaware Humans could be so robotic. 
 
    “Does he talk to anyone?” Seerna asked. 
 
    “Well, as I don’t get that close,” the Grimm answered. “He doesn’t seem to interact much at all with the other students in the martial arts school. He speaks with almost everyone going to and from his job. However, he interacts with almost no one at the loading dock. He just shuffles the cargo back and forth and back and forth and back and—” 
 
    “Understood,” Seerna interrupted. “And at the bar?” 
 
    “Other patrons, yes, a little,” the Grimm responded. “However, he really just rambles on about the very short time he worked as a merc. I have heard him tell the same four war stories, which are wholly uninteresting, over and over again, hundreds of times. They don’t even get more embellished as most others tend to do. He tells them the exact same way to whoever will listen, which is nobody, but it doesn’t seem to bother him.” 
 
    “I think you’ve made your point,” Seerna stated. “There is nothing of value to be gained from continued observation of this Human. It is time you were reassigned.” 
 
    “Reassigned?” the Grimm asked. “But what if the Human changes his routine, and I’m not here to witness it?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Four: Purpose 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Planet Haerwusu 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Max Allen stared up at the sky. He wondered if he would ever get used to it. The sky was nothing like Earth’s, with bands of purple, red, and orange; it was almost never blue. For some reason, the clouds were always dark, never white. There were lots of storms, which were depressing once one got over being terrified of them. At least there was air to breathe; that was a small blessing. Haerwusu, the planet he found himself stuck on, wasn’t so bad. He knew he might as well get used to it. They were basically out of credits, out of local goodwill, out of luck. Hell, after this last incident, there was no way they’d even get jobs at the local bar. It would be “to the mines” with them. 
 
    “To the mines” was an expression his parents had used sarcastically when he was growing up outside Chicago. It was meant entirely as a joke. No one he’d known, or his parents had known, or even anyone they had known, had ever worked in a mine. Did anyone on Earth even work in mines anymore? Probably not, he decided; it was likely all automated. Surely, no one actually went down into dark pits with pickaxes to mine coal anymore, right? 
 
    Yet that was what he and his sad little cohort would most likely find themselves doing in the near future. They did have a substantial amount of decent equipment to sell, but no one on this godforsaken planet would give them a reasonable amount for it. There was no way they would ever buy their way off Haerwusu, and even if they did, they definitely would never make it back to Earth. The horrendous idea to come to this planet looking for merc contracts was the absolute worst decision their fearless leader had ever made. 
 
    Is this what actually happened with the Alpha Contracts? Did some of them actually succeed, only to be bled dry by the greedy hands of clever aliens across the galaxy? 
 
    There was no way to find out, but he was beginning to suspect it was the case. It was absolutely what had happened to them. They’d done themselves no favors, but, ultimately, they had been thwarted by the greedy hands of a multitude of aliens. 
 
    So now they had actual mines to look forward to, pickaxes and all. He and all the members of the Anzacs had trained and studied throughout their youth in preparation for their VOWs. With high scores, they then fought to get into training academies to become attractive to real mercenary units. For years, they’d all fought, studied, trained, sweat, and bled to become the greatest warriors Earth could produce. All so they could end up stranded on a rock, breaking bigger rocks into smaller rocks. 
 
    “You just going to lie there?” Major “Big Mike” Trujillo asked. Michael Allison Trujillo normally went by Allison until people realized that her clever father, wanting a boy, had actually made her first name Michael and not Michelle as one would think. Mercs, merciless, as they are, immediately took to calling her “Big Mike,” even though she was, in point of fact, the boss. She knew any attempts to squash the nickname would only encourage its behavior, so she let it go. 
 
    It was Big Mike’s brilliant plan to bring Allison’s Anzacs to Haerwusu looking for a contract, thus stranding them in their current predicament. She’d theorized there would be smaller, easier contracts on a smaller, out-of-the-way planet like Haerwusu. Her theory had been proven wrong. 
 
    She stood over him with those damn aviator sunglasses she always wore and the loosely tied back curly brunette hair. Over her green jumpsuit, she wore the brown leather jacket she put on when she wanted to look official. Did she get all dressed up just to see little ol’ me? 
 
    “It’s better than standing up, ma’am,” Max answered. “Too much responsibility up there. Hurts less down here, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, looks like Zolok’s goons did a fair number on you,” Big Mike said. That they had. Max had had a simple billing dispute with the watering hole’s patron, Zolok. Zolok seemed to think that having no means with which to pay was a reason that Max should no longer receive proper libations. Max disagreed and felt he was entitled to a few shots of—God, what was that stuff, anyway?—well, whatever it was while Zolok wasn’t looking. It should have occurred to Max that beings with eye stalks were always looking. 
 
    “That they did, Major,” Max replied. Suddenly the sore spot on his ribs returned to his awareness, and he felt them gingerly with his hands. Hope none of them are actually cracked. “Is there something I can help you with, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, there is, Sergeant,” she answered cheerfully. 
 
    Now why would she be so cheerful? 
 
    “You can drag your ass back up here and then go do what a sergeant does. Go rally the troops and get them back to headquarters.” 
 
    Headquarters, ha! You mean the pathetic little shack where our stuff is piled up? He laughed on the inside. Way inside, that is, because even if he could keep the reaction hidden from Big Mike’s prying eyes, any actual physical attempt to exude hilarity would result in a substantial amount of pain. It would hurt enough just to stand up. Yet stand up he did. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, with a half-hearted pseudo-salute as he painfully pushed himself up. “Right away, ma’am.” 
 
    She sighed, angrily watching him struggle to rise. “Is there a problem here, Sergeant? Am I going to have to find someone else to do your job?” 
 
    Like you could. Wait, why is she acting like we’re still a coherent organization? Shouldn’t she be applying for work at the mines, as well? Or, more likely, selling our stuff to buy herself a ticket home? 
 
    “Ma’am, can I ask what this is about?” 
 
    “You may,” her demeanor changed as if a ray of sunshine had just illuminated her face. “We got a contract.” 
 
    “No shit?” he responded. A moment later, he added, “Ma’am?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With all their gear jammed into the tiny little warehouse, there was no room to muster the troops. Each member had claimed their own tiny little space to rack out, but when she mustered them, it needed to be outside. This was, precisely, the second time she had done so since stranding them on this miserable hellhole a few months back. 
 
    “Company, ten-hut!” Alden shouted. They straightened into a rough imitation of a military formation. Since she said nothing about it, he could only assume it was good enough for her. The two lieutenants, one female and one male, stood off to the side. They were the only other officers who’d remained when the Anzacs ran out of funds. 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant,” she said. “Anzacs, when I inherited this organization from my late mother there wasn’t much to move forward with. You all know that. You all probably thought it was a desperate move to come here, of all places, searching for work. I didn’t see any other good options. There weren’t any good contracts out there for a small, Human, defensive unit like ours. I’ll admit, I was starting to believe I’d made a mistake coming out here.” 
 
    Someone made a low, inaudible comment somewhere in the middle, Peters most likely. A few soft laughs followed. She didn’t respond, so Alden let it go as well. Admonishment could wait until later. 
 
    “But it looks like it was a good call,” she said happily. “I have just signed us up for a defensive contract with the Dijay Reclamation Team, an elSha salvage company.” 
 
    “D.R.T.?” some mumbled. “We’re signing on with dirt?” 
 
    Her eyes shot daggers at her sergeant. 
 
    “Knock it off, Anzacs!” Alden barked. “And brighten the hell up! This is what we’ve been waiting for. Time to start earning that pay, you lazy sons of bitches.” 
 
    God, please, nobody say anything about the fact that we haven’t gotten paid in weeks. Just let it lie. 
 
    Thankfully, no one said anything. 
 
    “They believe they have found something of value on a moon they’ve explored,” she continued, “and they have hired us to secure it while they investigate further. This is what we do, Anzacs, and this is what’s gonna bring us back into the black. So, pack up and load up.” She turned to Alden. “Sergeant, in fifty-five minutes the DRT will be sending a shuttle which should just fit all of our gear and personnel. Make sure everything’s ready when they arrive. I want to make a good impression on our new employer.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he answered. “You heard the Major! Get in there, pack your shit up, then pack our shit up! Get moving, people!” 
 
    As the three dozen mercs broke up and hustled into the cramped warehouse, he caught Big Mike’s attention before she walked away. 
 
    “Ma’am, a word?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant?” she said haughtily. 
 
    “You said this contract was on a moon, ma’am?” he inquired. 
 
    “That is correct, Sergeant,” she replied. “But no worries, the elSha are in the process of constructing habitable facilities for us to live in when we arrive.” 
 
    She stalked off. 
 
    “Constructing?” As in, they are not currently “constructed”? She had taken a contract on a lifeless, airless moon, with no existing habitable facilities. They were moving to a trailer park on a moon. I wonder if working in the mines is still an option?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Karma Station 
 
      
 
    The credits Francis had shelled out to rent a luxurious suite on Karma Station were well worth it. The reunion with Katya was better than it had ever been. For the past several years, ever since the disaster, he’d wondered whether or not it was time to end things, and he imagined she felt the same way. On more than one occasion, they met up to have a meal or drink somewhere, made small talk, retired to a room to half-heartedly make love, and wave each other goodbye the next day. The messages they passed each other in the interim became less and less interesting, and he was honestly worried they were drifting apart. 
 
    However, on this visit, the first after the rescue operation, the sheer passion was intense. When he found her, he grabbed her in a powerful embrace, and gave her a long, lingering kiss. The Russian nurse melted into his arms. They skipped dinner, did not get any drinks, and made a beeline for the room he’d rented. They didn’t sleep a wink, and the door didn’t open until twelve hours later when they ordered room service. 
 
    “What the hell’s gotten into you?” she asked as she grabbed a strawberry from the recently arrived tray. She was completely nude and had hidden under the covers while the server arranged the delivery. “It hasn’t been like that since those years when you got all…mysterious.” 
 
    “What can I say?” he answered. Francis had never told her what happened on Jayaut, but she knew it was something bad. He grabbed one of the mimosas and handed it to her. “I guess I just feel…invigorated.” 
 
    “Bozhe moi, quite the understatement,” Katya responded, then sipped her drink. “Champagne, isn’t it? Don’t you know me after all these years?” 
 
    “I thought you could use the orange juice,” he answered and smiled. “You need to replace electrolytes and vitamins and whatnot after, well, you know…” 
 
    “Vodka goes well with orange juice.” She smiled at him with big, playful eyes. “You’ve never heard of the screwdriver?” 
 
    “Well,” he said and sat on the bed next to her, letting his robe fall open unabashedly. “I also figured you’d had enough screwing for now.” 
 
    “Hmmm…we’ll see about that,” she purred, and drew a line up his closest thigh with her finger. “But seriously, what brought this on? Something must have happened. Was there an incredibly profitable salvage? Are you rich now or something?” 
 
    “Yeah…well, no,” he stammered as he looked for a way to phrase it. “I mean, it was a wonderful salvage, except, no, we’re not rich. In fact, we kind of lost money on the whole endeavor, and Antonowicz is probably going to fire me.” 
 
    “Don’t dance from the stove on me, start from the beginning.” She coyly took another sip while continuing to draw her finger around him. His chest heaved as his breath skipped. 
 
    “Well, you remember when we met?” he asked, closing his eyes. 
 
    “Ha, yes, how could I forget my Snowman of Snowmass?” She finished her mimosa and set the glass back on the tray. Now both of her hands were free. 
 
    “And you remember what I realized on Snowmass?” he asked. She caught his turn to seriousness and paused in her ministrations. 
 
    “Yes, of course I do. Somehow, I thought that’s what you were doing for a while…the job you never told me about.” 
 
    “Well, I was, for a bit,” he said, his voice distant. “But that didn’t work out.” 
 
    Silence lingered, and she saw his mind slip away. 
 
    “Okay,” she said to break the silence. “So, tell me what just happened.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” his eyes came alive again and he inhaled deeply. “Well, I did it. For the first time since…well, in a while, I saved some Human mercs. That’s why we didn’t make out in the salvage. We found survivors, and we saved them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s wonderful!” she said and grabbed one of his hands sympathetically. “But wait, why can’t they give you some reward, some part of their payout or something? Surely, they can give something to the people who rescued them, since you sacrificed so much time and money doing so.” 
 
    “That’s the hard part. The thing is, they should get a payout. Another unit was contracted and went on to achieve the objective they were partially hired for, as such, their company should get their portion of the payout since they were involved and not destroyed. Unfortunately, it was a Zuul company and no Zuul survived, so the contractor has successfully argued that they cannot pay the Humans.” 
 
    “That’s a hell of a cheat!” She grew thoughtful and said, “Wait, when you say they successfully argued, with whom did they successfully argue?” 
 
    “Actually,” Francis said. “They argued that to my survivors, and my survivors don’t have the means with which to petition the Merc Guild, so they’re out of luck.” 
 
    “Can’t Intergalactic Salvage provide them a lawyer or something?” Katya asked. 
 
    “Well, until I can take over the company, those decisions belong to Antonowicz,” Francis said. “And he’s said no.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked in disgust, and Francis shrugged. She bit her lip, then grabbed both his hands and looked him in the eyes. “You know, I have a friend who has represented Doctors For the Void on numerous occasions. She’s on Karma Station now; some sort of job that got cancelled. I was going to meet her for…well, heh, I’ve rescheduled twice since we got here.” Katya blushed and motioned loosely toward the bed. “Maybe dinner tonight? It might do us good to get out for a while. If we meet with her, she just might take their case pro bono.” 
 
    Francis set his glass down. “Pro bono? Is that still a thing?” She nodded emphatically. “I thought that was just a plot device for Tri-V dramas. Do you really think she would do that?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” She smiled and tapped on her slate for a few moments. “Okay, dinner is on. And she’s excited to meet you. Maybe we should involve your new merc commander as well.” 
 
    “That was quick. Yeah, I’ll send him a message,” he said, and grabbed his slate to send his own message. “You’re really okay doing this?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. Katya scooted onto the bed and laid back with her arms over her head. “In the meantime, we’ve still got a lot of hours to kill. Any ideas?” 
 
    Francis dropped his slate directly onto the floor and showed her his ideas.  
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 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    The moon was worse than Max had imagined and better than he’d hoped for. Horrible living conditions, but an excellent defensive position. 
 
    The living facilities, in a large, dome-shaped area underground, were wholly inadequate and borderline war crimes. They had been designed for elSha, and the tiny reptiles tended to plan most of their facilities for their own kind. The ample living facilities they promised would have been ample…had they been the size of elSha. As Humans, they found themselves triple bunked with barely enough personal space to lie down. Their belongings were either stacked in the middle of the berthing areas while they slept, or on their beds when they weren’t sleeping. Showers did not exist, so they wiped themselves down with wet rags and then with sanitizer to stay “clean.” This left their skin obnoxiously dry, particularly in the zero humidity living areas. A proper mess area was out of the question in their tiny accommodations, so the entire contingent survived on freeze-dried, prepackaged food which they ate in the duty quarters or crammed in their bunks. 
 
    The elSha promised more compartments would be built when more shipments of materials arrived, but it was impossible to receive a clear answer on exactly when that would be. 
 
    Between the living areas and the vacuum of the underground complex, they had another trailer-sized prefab compartment, essentially a shipping crate, where they could change into their Hostile Environment suits, which were basically space suits. It became cramped if more than four personnel attempted to change into or out of the suits at once, but they quickly adopted a rotation schedule that avoided that.  
 
    When they had first arrived, Max had remarked on the fact that the warehouse, as they were calling it, was sealable from the inside. He’d asked their employers why it wasn’t possible to generate air inside the seals and create a livable environment in the entire complex. The elSha had argued among themselves over whether it was too big or too soon. The phrases spat out by the translators during the argument had become confusing, and he’d let the matter drop. Shipping containers on a lifeless rock it was. 
 
    Most of their job took place outside the makeshift facilities while wearing the HE suits, where they worked on defenses. In this respect, it was better than Alden had expected. The elSha had started their salvage operation in what they had thought was the site of an ancient battle. There were remains of unidentifiable vehicles, metal structures, and crashed ships. However, once they landed and began sorting through the debris, they discovered the site was actually on top of an ancient, abandoned warehouse. This was what had prompted the need for a merc unit. Unfortunately, the elSha were constrained by a lack of funds and a desire to keep the operation secret. Which is why they had hired a small, cheap, Human unit in a backwater system. 
 
    The nature of the warehouse was still a mystery, but that did not concern Sergeant Alden. Ultimately, he was ecstatic at how easily defensible the warehouse was. The only access to the warehouse was through a low, flat bunker with only three entrances. The area around the bunker had been mostly cleared by the elSha during their first round of salvage collection, which left several unrestricted fields of fire. They had immediately mined and razor-wired the entire area. Then they’d set up simple sentry guns, basic .50 cal machine guns that would fire on anything that broke one of three laser sensors. There were also six K-bomb launchers on the same set up. After an initial test of each, they would all remain deactivated until an actual opponent arrived; the potential for inadvertent discharges causing death, injury, or wasted ammunition outweighed the odds an enemy would materialize out of nowhere. Any of the systems could be used manually with the flip of a switch. 
 
    The static automatic defenses were a sideshow. The bunker was primarily secured by eight crew-served weapons, including four crew-served MACs, two Rippers, and two 2-megawatt chemical lasers. They had two SAM launchers and two anti-tank launchers, but those would not be manned unless needed. Each trooper carried their own laser rifle. The tricky part was that they were on a moon with no atmosphere. This meant they would be horribly vulnerable in their space suits during a fight. Any incoming fire or shrapnel could instantly cause debilitating or fatal damage. To defend against this, the major had persuaded the elSha to provide metal scrap so they could fabricate shielding for the crew-served weapons. It was sectioned so it could be repositioned, but not quickly. 
 
    The defenses they had built were simply to maximize damage to an assaulting force before the defenders retreated into the warehouse itself, where the close quarters would make an attack costly for anyone, except perhaps Goka or Besquith. Both would be hard to kill and excelled at fighting in close quarters. Overall, Sergeant Alden felt confident they could defend themselves quite easily from anything except those two races. Out of the two, he’d fought Besquith before and hoped never to do so again, especially since they did not have the benefit of the CASPers that most Human merc units used. 
 
    He knew better than to hope that nothing would happen, but deep down, that’s exactly what he prayed for. In the meantime, he hoped a proper tour of the extensive facility would be forthcoming from their employers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Bartertown 
 
      
 
    The relatively small Besquith hustled through the crowd and snarled at anyone who might have slowed him down. Normally, he would have stopped at the various shops at a leisurely stroll, but not today. The Acquirer needed the information immediately, and Barro could not risk sending it electronically. He had to pass it in person and in a secured location. 
 
    A slow-moving vendor pushed a cart of sweet-smelling meat directly into his path. Barro suppressed the urge to knock the cart over and slash at the insolent Vaga because causing a scene would only delay him further. Plus, his claws wouldn’t actually penetrate the dumb insect’s heavy carapace. He flashed his teeth at the small group of Cochkala that was following the Vaga’s cart, and they quickly stepped back and made space. It was good to be at the top of the galactic food chain. 
 
    After a long, frustrating fight through the miserable crowd, Barro found a clear alleyway he could cut through. He wound through the back alleys for a few minutes until he found the lift to his boss’s office complex. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and calmed himself as the lift went up. The Acquirer would be thrilled by his information; he just knew it. 
 
    The preparatory buzz of the lift before it opened made him flush with anticipation. He bared his teeth subconsciously, but immediately relaxed his lips again before the doors opened. The Great Acquirer, Amarak, was stalking around the office of the Enterprising Procurement Assemblage, as he tended to do, observing and correcting the lesser Besquith as they attempted to run his organization. Amarak did not acknowledge Barro’s presence when he entered, though there was no doubt Amarak smelled him. Undeterred, Barro raced forward to make his report. 
 
    “Before you say anything, Barro, let me make it clear that I will tear you apart right here if you’re wasting my time again,” Amarak threatened without even turning around to face the lesser Besquith. 
 
    “Understood, my Acquirer,” Barro replied. “And I am willing to take that chance. In fact, it would be most profitable for the Assemblage if we were to discuss the matter in private.” 
 
    “Private,” Amarak repeated, and then let out a great, growling laugh. “As you will be easier to clean up if I kill you in there. I can simply toss you in the basin and have one of these collect you later. It’s your funeral, and you seem in a hurry, so let’s get it over with.” 
 
    “Yes, Acquirer,” Barro said. He would have to get to the point efficiently, or Amarak would likely make good on his promise if he took too long explaining the news. He followed Amarak into the Acquirer’s personal, secure office. Amarak continued toward his desk as they entered while Barro closed and sealed the door. 
 
    The Acquirer remained standing, brooding as if ready to pounce. 
 
    “I discovered an unusual contract,” Barro began, “which may indicate something of value.” 
 
    “A contract?” Amarak huffed. “A mercenary contract? That is all you have?” He ran a tongue along his bared teeth and began striding toward Barro. “Perhaps I should stop you right there.” 
 
    “It’s an elSha salvage company,” Barro said rapidly, backing up a couple steps as he did so. “They searched for and found a small, cheap unit in an out of the way system.” 
 
    Amarak stopped and closed his mouth. “Proceed.” 
 
    “Yes, Acquirer,” Barro relaxed a little and risked a quick breath. “I believe they were trying to keep the contract as quiet as possible. This in itself is suspicious. The company in question, the Dijay Reclamation Team, has never hired mercs before. They are normally a low-risk salvage company that maintains a low profile so as not to attract pirates, profiteers, or competitors. So they broke habit, and did so in a surreptitious manner. The fact that they were willing to spend credits for a merc unit and also attempted to hide it, makes it quite clear that they’ve found something of value.” 
 
    “I see,” the Acquirer replied, nodding absently. “And how did you come by this information?” 
 
    “Well, my Acquirer,” Barro answered, “though the boards in Peepo’s Pit and other establishments only show the contracts that are signed and managed on Karma, the Merc Guild, of course, processes and maintains information on all contracts. I have sources in the Merc Guild that keep me appraised of potential opportunities such as this.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Amarak said. “And very enterprising. What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Quite simply, I suggest we send a team to remove this merc unit, remove the elSha company’s claim on whatever salvage is there, and take it for ourselves.” 
 
    “And you know where this moon is?” Amarak asked. 
 
    “I have contacts with the Cartography Guild who tell me what system they came from and what system they returned to,” Barro said. “It is the Ellesu system. Completely uninhabited. It was expensive information, but I know it will be worthwhile.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Amarak growled. “Are you certain it is something worthwhile? Would you stake your life on it?” 
 
    “As I said, they are a salvage company that has geared up for a long-term presence on the moon and hired a merc unit to defend it. Yes, I will stake my life on the fact that there is something there of great value.” 
 
    “Fine,” Amarak said. “One more thing, what makes you think it will be so easy for the Assemblage to simply remove the merc unit, as you say?” 
 
    “Simple, Great Acquirer,” Barro stated triumphantly, “the mercs are Humans. Better yet, they don’t even have any of those silly mechs of theirs.” 
 
    Amarak smiled and gave a great belly laugh at this news. “Excellent! You could have said that first and saved us both time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Alden, are you busy?” The question was obviously rhetorical. The major required his attention, and he was expected to give it. 
 
    “No, Major,” he answered smartly. “What can I do for you, ma’am?” 
 
    He’d just returned from the exterior where he’d checked on the status of the defenses, quizzed his troopers on the ROEs, checked a few of their weapons for proper servicing, and then allowed them to voice any respectful gripes or concerns. One trooper had brought up the excellent point that the elSha communication station was particularly vulnerable to aerial bombardment. Everything was, of course, vulnerable to aerial bombardment, but all of their systems had the ability to shoot back. The communication station, however, was both extremely important and incapable of defending itself. He gave kudos to the trooper who pointed it out, and then tasked him with determining a solution and executing it. Hopefully, he would appreciate the empowerment instead of deciding to keep his mouth shut in future. Time would tell. 
 
    “You can accompany me on a further tour of the facility, Sergeant,” she said. Her face was flushed and she was visibly more excited than he had ever seen her. The bright, happy eyes and the rosy cheeks made him consider, for the first time, really, just how attractive she was. Normally, the dour expression and verbal disdain for everyone around her made that hard to see. On the other hand, it might just be that the hopeless void of space and tight living quarters were already getting to him. 
 
    “Yes, Major, let me suit back up,” he said with a nod. Practically exploding with energy, she nodded eagerly and began to suit up herself. She slung a laser rifle over her shoulder and waited for him at the door. Her palpable eagerness to get him and return to whatever it was she had seen piqued his curiosity. 
 
    “Are we going to need that, Major?” he asked. “Isn’t this warehouse supposed to be abandoned?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but you never know, right?” she replied. “Were you planning to head down into the bowels of this mysterious complex unarmed?” 
 
    “Of course not, Major,” he answered with a grin. “I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page. You check me, I’ll check you.” 
 
    She nodded with narrowed eyes, as if to say “yes, of course.” The fact that she had not suggested mutual checking of suits probably meant she had not had anyone check hers before her preceding foray into the facility. It was lucky he still had a major. If she’d spaced herself then they’d be led by Lieutenants Malkary and Potestivo, the intel officer and only other female, and only other line officer. They were not the sharpest of marbles. 
 
    Once their suits were checked and ready, he reverified the seal on the door to the living quarters, and then gave her a thumbs up to indicate she was cleared to open the external door. With a whoosh of escaping air, they stepped into the still, quiet dome outside where the compartments had been set up. 
 
    They met up with an elSha, Didu, who led them into the warehouse. He seemed somewhat dejected. It was fairly obvious the poor creature had drawn the short straw giving the Humans a tour of the explored portions of the warehouse. As they departed the large opening where the elSha had placed all the living facilities, it became obvious the area was actually meant to open up so cargo ships could land there. He had simply never seen the area from a perspective that made that clear. He made a mental note and followed the major and the elSha down a tunnel. It was one of twelve tunnels that left the great area, which made him wonder how much of the facility they were actually going to see. The tunnel stretched for a hundred feet before stairs led them down in one direction. He’d expected switchbacks that would descend straight down, but instead it was one long, running staircase the led away from the center for a fair distance. The stairs were deep and fairly tall, as if built for a race larger than Humans. The low gravity of the moon, however, made them easy to traverse as they could simply bound several steps at a time. He did the mental math as to how big the complex was, assuming uniform tunnels in the other directions. From what he could tell, it was immense. 
 
    They came to a set of barracks in an outer ring of the subterranean complex. The ring continued left and right as far as the eye could see. The major was still hurrying along in her giddy manner. Clearly they had not yet reached whatever it was she was so excited about. When Max turned back to face the ring, he saw there were entrances to more stairs that led down back into the center. 
 
    At the end of the inward flight of stairs, they came to a massive subterranean storeroom. It would take quite a while to document and inventory all the semi-legal materials contained in the giant chamber. As they moved through it, the major indicated tunnels to either side equipped with conveyor belts, built to transport the materials deeper into the complex. 
 
    “Didu, can you show us where those conveyors lead?” Alden asked. 
 
    “Those go into the factory itself for assembly,” the elSha stated as if bored. The major beamed at him. 
 
    “Wait, did you say ‘factory’?” Alden inquired. 
 
    “Yes, the weapons factory continues down thirty-seven more levels,” the elSha clarified, with absolutely no change in tone. 
 
    “The contract, if I’m not mistaken, did not mention anything about a weapons factory.” Alden locked eyes with the major, attempting to convey concern, but was met only with the same excited smile she’d worn for the entire foray. 
 
    “That is correct, Sergeant,” Major Trujillo agreed. “The contract does not say anything about the factory, and it is actually immaterial to the contract itself the way they crafted it. It was important for them not to include it because they did not want to draw attention to it. However, now that we’re here, I’m working out a supplemental contract that will exist only in this location and therefore not be available for the Merc Guild to leak. That will allow us access to any materials we can use, and possibly even any weapons that can be produced.” 
 
    “Is any of the factory even operable?” Alden asked. 
 
    “We are, as yet, uncertain,” Didu said. “We are investigating whether or not we can get any of it running, but if we do, we will gladly use any production to help support your defense of this installation. At a cost, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Alden replied sarcastically, then looked at the major hoping to share the joke. She was unmoved, however, as she stalked among the stacks of materials like a kid in the world’s largest candy store. 
 
    “Can you imagine,” she said, as if in a dream, “if I can work out a reasonable deal to trade weapons for protection, we can hire quite a few more personnel, expand our operations, maybe even grow to the size of the Horsemen! Big Mike’s Mounties? Nooo…Trujillo’s Chasseurs? Hmmm, maybe…” 
 
    “Ma’am?” Alden attempted to break into her monologue. “I don’t think we’re going to get that good a deal here, and, honestly, I think we should focus on defending the facility before we start making plans, especially since we’re not even sure the elSha can get all this stuff working. Who built this, anyway?” 
 
    “We have a few guesses, but we are not yet confident,” Didu replied. 
 
    “That’s why you’re the sergeant and I’m the major, Sergeant,” Big Mike chided. “You handle all the mundane bits; let me handle the vision. And there’s quite a bit to envision here, isn’t there? Tell you what, you head back up. Keep directing the defense as you have been. I will continue to investigate. You’re dismissed, Sergeant.” 
 
    Though he admitted to himself he did have a fair amount of curiosity, he was also happy to oblige. He saw himself back to the living quarters and left the major to explore her new labyrinth. Before he departed, he had the presence of mind to set a timer so he would know when to retrieve her so she didn’t run of air. He only hoped he would be able to find her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Karma Station 
 
      
 
    “How does Katya know her?” asked J.J. Bergmann, a well-built, stern-looking man with a shaved head. 
 
    “She used to work for Doctors For the Void,” Jimmy Francis answered. “That’s where she met Katya. She just happened to be here because someone made a falsified request for her services. So, she’s here, and now she has nothing better to do.” 
 
    “Hmmm…anyway, are you sure this is gonna be worthwhile?” J.J. grumbled. “I mean, the whole proceeding has concluded, right? The payout was made; they can’t take the other company’s money back and give it to us, can they?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what we’re going to find out, right, Colonel Bergmann?” Francis said with a grin. 
 
    The pair was sitting in a quiet back room of the Hano-owned Hooshi Yatchi Restaurant. From the strange, bulbous-headed lizard appearance of the Hano, a Human would generally not guess that they had appetizing cuisine. It had, however, been given solid reviews by Humans and had a range of both vegetarian and meat dishes. 
 
    “Major, tops. Probably captain considering how few of us there are,” Bergmann stated. “And I don’t know, it feels like we’re wasting our time just so some nerdy, sour-faced, vegetarian, gun-hating, uber-liberal girl can come tell me how horrible I am for killing for a living and that there’s nothing she can do for me.” 
 
    “It’s not gonna be that bad,” Francis reassured him. “Just because she’s a lawyer doesn’t make her the enemy. If Katya says she’s solid, this woman is solid. Don’t call her a girl; they don’t like that.” 
 
    “I don’t want her to like me,” Bergmann retorted. “I want her to get us our money. And, considering her customers include the Doctors For the Void, tell me you’re not expecting some crunchy vegan hippie.” 
 
    “I don’t think the two are exclusive,” Francis said. “In fact, they might be a little more closely related than you think. Look sharp, smile, and be nice; here they come. Don’t be a meathead.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Bergmann asked angrily, which varied little from his usual demeanor. 
 
    Francis waved a hand and motioned to Katya and her petite blonde companion. The other woman definitely dressed like a lawyer. She was wearing a smart, well-fitting gray pantsuit. Bergmann whistled softly. 
 
    “Holy hell,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Francis agreed. “Too bad she’s a vegan, liberal hippie.” 
 
    The two women approached, smiling. Katya and Francis embraced, and then Katya turned to Bergmann. 
 
    “Hi, nice to meet you, this is my friend, Jess,” she said. Jess extended a hand. “Jess, this is—” 
 
    “Colonel Bergmann, ma’am, of J.J.’s Jakals,” Bergmann said. Francis did all he could to suppress his laughter, putting a fist to his lips and looking at Katya with amused eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t think you had a name for your reformed unit yet, Colonel,” Katya said, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Yeah, well, all the gear we…uh, inherited had those damn Zuul head insignia on them,” Bergmann responded. “We figured instead of wasting a fortune, which we don’t have, on replacing all the symbology, we might as well go along with it. Luckily, it was all insignia, not so many words, and we can paint over the words a lot more easily. We figure the Zuul heads look close enough to Earth jackals. And there aren’t any merc units that we could find with Jakal in the name. So, we took my name, J.J.—which you can call me by the way—and J.J.’s Jakals is now the up-and-coming Human mercenary unit in the galaxy. Assuming we have the money to continue existing. If we have to sell all that equipment this guy salvaged for us just to make payroll, well, then we might as well disband now.” 
 
    “I understand,” Jess responded. “So, tell me what your recent employer said?” 
 
    Katya pulled Francis close as they returned to the table and sat down. 
 
    “Jess got ten degrees hotter when she saw your colonel friend here,” Katya whispered while the other two talked. 
 
    “Well, Bergmann wasn’t a colonel twenty seconds ago, so…” Francis and Katya shared another look and then rejoined the conversation. 
 
    “So, wait,” Jess said, in stopping J.J.’s explanation of events, “your employer used the fact that the opposing unit believed all forces were destroyed as their justification to presume the Hellswarm’s destruction?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bergmann said. “And when we presented them with our very clear existence and the roster to prove our employ with the Hellswarm, they explained they had already given the entire payout to the surviving unit and therefore had no further contractual obligations. But the only reason the Speartips achieved their objective is because the Jaws of Victory was busy blasting the crap out of us.” He gave an embarrassed smile. “Excuse my language.” 
 
    “I’ve been traveling in the dark corners of the galaxy with doctors who deal with horrors I can’t describe and don’t get paid for it,” Jess replied. “I’ve heard far worse. Hell, I use far worse on a daily basis. Don’t try to protect my delicate little ears and just tell me what the fuck happened, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, all right,” Bergmann said and then turned to Francis. “I think I like her.” 
 
    A server approached and took their drink order. The two men requested the only beer the establishment carried, an old Earth wheat beer. Katya, naturally, ordered a glass of cheap vodka, straight. Francis had long ago accepted that she had no problem being a Russian caricature when it pleased her. Jess asked for a beer as well. 
 
    “Where are you from?” Bergmann asked as the server walked off. 
 
    “West Texas,” she answered. 
 
    “Huh, I figured you for a Californian for some reason,” Bergmann said. 
 
    Jess shook her head in obviously feigned offense, and then spoke as if the exchange had not occurred. “So, the contract, which I’ll need to see for myself, stipulated a total payout to the involved units for completion of the objective, and the Speartips completed the objective?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bergmann answered. 
 
    “In the meantime, the Jaws of Victory, who defended the objective via highguard, tore up the Hellswarm’s transports. And then these vultures”—she winked at Francis—“swooped in for the salvage and, unfortunately for them, found some survivors.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Francis said. “And when we started the operation to rescue the survivors, Jaws of Victory came in saying they had to ensure the death of the whole unit. The rescue became somewhat rushed, but we made it happen.” 
 
    Katya squeezed Francis’ hand and gave him a proud smile. 
 
    The waiter returned to take their food orders. J.J. failed to hide a bemused smirk when Jess ordered a vegetarian dish. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Jess said, as soon as the waiter departed. “Why would the Jaws of Victory be required to eliminate all opposing forces? Their employer would have no benefit from the destruction of the opposition, unless there was some kind of side agreement, say with the Speartips, maybe?” 
 
    “I thought it sounded like bullshit,” Bergmann said. Jess nodded and tapped away at her slate. 
 
    “That didn’t occur to you?” Jess asked Francis. 
 
    Francis shrugged. “I was too busy trying to keep their survival quiet so the Jaws wouldn’t kill us all,” Francis answered. “So, no, I didn’t have time to think about it, and we even kept the whole thing quiet until we got back here. I was under the impression they would have killed us up until the moment we jumped if they learned it wasn’t legal salvage.” 
 
    “Which you can’t claim,” Jess said, typing some more. “So, both of you are screwed.” 
 
    The men nodded. She tapped away for a bit while the other three waited patiently. She paused, stared off into space, bit her lip, and tapped some more. The drinks arrived, and Francis paid. 
 
    “Okay,” she said at length. “I think I can help you. There are a few different avenues we can take. The first is tracking down whether the Speartips made a separate arrangement with the Jaws of Victory. Outside of that, it’ll actually be simple to petition the Merc Guild with the proof that members of the Hellswarm survived and therefore the employer owes you for your share of the payout, regardless of any payment they may have already given to the Speartips.” 
 
    “Wait,” Bergmann interrupted. “We tried to do that last part; we got stonewalled.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course you did,” Jess replied. “When it comes to filing grievances with the Merc Guild, especially here on Karma Station, it’s all about who you talk to. Your employer, and the Speartips, probably figured that since you were Humans you wouldn’t have the slightest clue who to go through. And they were right, weren’t they? Let me guess, you went to the main office of the Merc Guild Resolution Authority and tried to make an appointment at the front desk?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Bergmann answered. “Where else was I supposed to go?” 
 
    “That’s my point exactly,” Jess said. “That’s what that office is there for. It’s a screen against smaller, clueless companies who are more than likely wasting the Merc Guild’s time with frivolous suits against contracts they weren’t experienced enough to read properly. Did you know some of the Alpha Contract companies weren’t actually destroyed? They were just eaten up by poorly read contracts. I mean, most were massacred outright, but at least a few simply never made it home because they missed contract fees and provisions and all sorts of tricks that ate up their profits and left them stranded. It still happens, but no one really talks about it because the story never makes it home, except through people like me.” 
 
    “The brave lawyers of the galaxy?” Bergmann said. “That should be a Tri-V drama.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’d inevitably get everything wrong,” Jess said with a cynical chuckle. “We’d be dropping in with mercs, wrestling with Besquith, which would somehow be a thing we could do, and having lots of graphically depicted sex.” 
 
    “It’s not like that?” Bergmann asked casually. 
 
    Katya squeezed Francis’ hand again. Francis squeezed back. 
 
    “Well, I’ve never wrestled a Besquith, and I don’t plan to,” Jess replied, just as cool. “So, let’s discuss payment.” 
 
    “You don’t do these things pro bono?” Francis asked raising his eyebrow. 
 
    “God, no,” Jess said sternly. “That’s another one of those cheesy Tri-V plot devices. I’d wind up stranded on some rock if I did that.” 
 
    Francis flashed Katya a look of “I told you so.” Katya shrugged. 
 
    The food arrived, and everyone dug in. The silence did not last long. 
 
    “Now, I realize that if I get you nothing, you have less than nothing to give me,” Jess said. “I’m not going to expect a piece of whatever you get from selling your leftovers. However, if I can get you one or both payouts, then I will expect a percentage.” 
 
    “Both?” Bergmann exclaimed. “There’s only one payout, isn’t there?” 
 
    Jess smiled broadly. “You would think, but, no, this is where it gets interesting. Your employer should have paid you and, yes, I should be able to get you that payout easily, if the contract is as cut and dry as you say it is. Even if it isn’t, well, there are still some things we can do. Now, here’s the fun part.” Her smile grew devilish. “Since the employer may have paid the Speartips under what might be considered collusion between the Jaws, the Speartips, and your employer, if I can prove it, or even prove the strong possibility, which I feel confident I can do, then the Speartips would be responsible for compensating you as well. Ipso facto, you would get a payout from both companies.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Bergmann said. “If you do that, I’ll be your slave for life.” 
 
    Katya started to giggle and then caught herself. Jess turned beet red and her eyes grew wide. For a few awkward moments, everyone returned to their meals. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful idea,” Francis said and pulled his hand away from Katya to run his hand through his hair, “but how in the hell do you plan to do all that?” 
 
    Jess coughed and recovered her business demeanor. 
 
    “I have a lot more contacts in this system than you might think. Information and rumors on this station are a leaky sieve. Rumors are easy to find, and from there one can learn who to bribe for concrete information. Let me see what I can scrounge up. In the meantime, do we have a deal?” 
 
    Bergmann raised eyebrows to indicate agreement, but before he could answer Katya cut in. 
 
    “Well, Francis, snyegovik, looks like they have an understanding, should we leave them to work out the details?” she asked, and then turned to the pair. “We only get so much time together, and the room is expensive. Do you mind if I steal him away for some more ravishing?” 
 
    “Sure,” Bergmann laughed and clapped Francis on the back. “Not a problem, provided you explain what ‘snav-o-geek’ means.” 
 
    “Ss-nye-go-veek,” Katya annunciated the syllables slowly. “It means snowman. Long story, going back to how we met.” 
 
    “You never actually told me that story,” Jess said, acting slightly offended. “But I don’t want to hold you up. Maybe you can tell us another time? Maybe the colonel and I can go discuss details, and we’ll meet up again tomorrow? Lunch, maybe?” 
 
    Katya laughed. “Done. I’ll message another good, more casual place I know.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Jess said, and Bergmann shrugged agreement. 
 
    She tugged Francis’ arm and led him away. Once they were out of earshot of the other two, Katya whispered, “Well, I’m pretty sure that’s happening.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Francis agreed. “I hope it doesn’t jeopardize their business arrangement.” 
 
    “Men,” Katya joked. “All business all the time. And now, I suppose, your mind is all business again? Am I going to be able to distract you?” 
 
    “I’ll be honest, it’s probably going to take a lot of work, but I believe in you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “Acquirer, we will exit hyperspace in ten seconds,” Barro reported. As it was his information that led to the operation, Acquirer Amarak had named him second in command for the operation. Among other races, this was accepted as a noble, prestigious position. In this Besquith company, however, it meant he would be the first eaten if the operation went poorly. Barro felt confident he would survive the operation and, subsequently, be granted a greater position within the EPA. 
 
    The crew in the control room braced themselves to be re-made, which included a great deal of gnashing teeth, clenched muscles, and loud, obnoxious growls. After the moment passed, they all stretched, growled some more, and scratched their claws against whatever they could reach. 
 
    “Sensors, report!” Acquirer Amarak shouted as he shook off the last of the effects. 
 
    “Only one other ship in the system, Great Acquirer,” his sensor operator stated. “It is an elSha ship, the Tunguska, registered to the Dijay Reclamation Team. Our vector from emergence is angling us away from them at substantial velocity. They are accelerating toward the stargate. They are attempting to run from us. If we reorient and accelerate, we should reach weapons range before they can jump.” 
 
    “Let them run,” Amarak said. “Comms, transmit the message I prepared.” 
 
    “Yes, Acquirer,” the communications operator responded. 
 
    “Great Acquirer,” Barro said, “we can engage them before they depart. If they jump away, they may go obtain more mercenaries and complicate our takeover of the location.” 
 
    “Let me do the thinking, Gamma,” the Acquirer barked. “Just do as you’re told and let me know what we detect on the surface as soon as the report comes in.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Acquirer,” Barro answered. “It’ll be two and a half hours until we reach detection range, and then I will let you know what the defenses look like. Do we intend to assault or just bombard them?” 
 
    “Well, as much as I assume they would have nothing that can reach us if we move inside the legal bombardment limit,” the Acquirer said, “I would prefer not to risk damaging whatever it is they found with a bombardment. We will surround them and launch a ground assault.” 
 
    “Very wise, Acquirer,” Barro responded. He watched, somewhat helplessly, as the elSha vessel approached the stargate, as if in slow motion, even though it was traveling thousands of miles a second. After an eternity, it finally jumped through the gate. It must have spent a fortune to jump off-schedule, but to remain would have been death. For the lesser creatures, he pondered, it was better to spend a fortune than to cease existence. Though he was not the largest Besquith, he was still grateful to be the top of the galactic food chain. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where is the major?” the tiny reptile asked as it rushed up to Sergeant Max Alden. The little thing was approaching him on the surface. The only elSha on the surface came from the communication tower, though “tower” was a misnomer; it was more of a shack. Nonetheless, the elSha was coming from the communication node, which meant it could only be bad news. It would have been wonderful, and incredibly simple, had the elSha set up a means of relaying information straight to the Anzacs. They had not done so, and Sergeant Alden could only wonder why they had not. The major had argued for a direct line from the tower when they’d first arrived, but the elSha had obstinately refused for reasons of “proprietary information security.” Nowhere in the contract, they’d argued, was there any requirement that they set up direct communication. The major found no further grounds for argument and relented. 
 
    “She’s deep into the structure,” the sergeant answered. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, where are the other officers?” it asked. “I need to report this to one of the officers.” 
 
    “Okay,” Max said. Dammit, they’re less useful than the major. I wish he’d just tell me! “Right this way.” 
 
    Sergeant Alden had to make a choice. Lieutenant Malkary was scheduled to be on duty at the moment. However, Malkary would insist on tracking down the major, wherever she might be down in the bowels of the factory. In a cruel line of thought, Sergeant Alden wondered if “suggesting” Lieutenant Malkary search for the major might help rid him of the LT altogether. 
 
    There really was no telling where, and how deep, the major was. He’d attempted to convince her to check in periodically, but to no avail. The major responded to his concern over her oxygen capacity by directing more oxygen tanks be taken into the factory and create a staging point. This also required that he task one of his troopers to frequently go down and replace the oxygen. As a result, it had been days since he had any kind of contact with Big Mike. The oxygen was depleted, they replaced it, and there was, otherwise, no sign of her. 
 
    A plan solidified in his head. 
 
    “You can find Lieutenant Malkary in the duty quarters,” Max informed the elSha, quite honestly. He followed the elSha at a distance and watched as it went into the duty quarters. He remained as out of sight as possible until he saw, from a distance, the skinny, blue-eyed, blonde lieutenant trek off into the tunnels as he had expected. Since she hadn’t seen him in regard to the message, she would not be able to blame him later for his next course of action. He proceeded slowly into the duty quarters, which was a single unit with an uncomfortably small airlock section. He accessed the section and sealed the door behind him. 
 
    “Did you report what you needed to?” Sergeant Alden asked innocently. “Everything good?” 
 
    “Yes, I reported,” the elSha answered. “However, I received almost no response. The lieutenant went to find the major, and I am waiting here until they both return. I am afraid this is somewhat urgent. Is there another officer?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Max responded with a concerned nod. “If you would wait one more moment, I will return with Lieutenant Potestivo.” 
 
    Max smiled, nodded, waved, and backed out of the duty quarters, back into the void of the factory entrance. He moved quickly to the living quarters screening room and, without taking his suit off, went straight into the officer quarters to find the other lieutenant. 
 
    The officer quarters were the same size as the three trooper quarters, but only had three beds instead of twelve. Max assumed he had plenty of time to work with, but also knew there was no reason to dawdle. The young, black-haired lieutenant was passed out in his rack. Max shook him awake. 
 
    His eyes opened wide. “What? Is it my shift already? I didn’t oversleep, did I?” 
 
    “No, Lieutenant. No, sir, you’re fine,” Max reassured him. “However, I have an elSha from the communications node here who has what he—she—er, I don’t know, it claims to be an urgent message.” 
 
    “Okay, well, if Mary’s still on shift, she should take the message,” he rumbled, and then turned as if to go back to sleep. 
 
    “Yes, sir. The problem is, I can’t locate Lieutenant Malkary,” Max said, somewhat truthfully. He did not, in fact, know Lieutenant Malkary’s exact location at that moment, and there truly was an elSha with an urgent message. 
 
    “Ugh, what?” Potestivo rolled back over. “What do you mean you can’t locate her? Is she on duty or not?” 
 
    “Well, sir, she is on duty,” Max continued, “but she is not in the duty quarters. I believe she went to find the major.” 
 
    “Dammit, she should’ve sent one of you to find the major,” Potestivo grumbled. He threw his legs over the side of the bed and began to dress. “God, am I the only one who does anything around here?” 
 
    Among the officers, yes, you are, but just barely. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, I just pass the messages,” Max said. “I’ll be waiting in the duty quarters with the comm elSha. Someone should be in there.” 
 
    “Yes, there should.” Potestivo continued to gripe as he stuffed his limbs into clothing. “And that someone is Lieutenant Mary Malkary.” 
 
    Max excused himself while the lieutenant continued to complain loudly enough to wake the off-shift soldiers in the adjacent section, who knew better than to yell at the officer for his poor bunk etiquette. A trooper who acted that way would earn themselves plenty of shouts, insults, and, possibly, a beating. 
 
    When Max returned to the duty quarters, he found two elSha pacing nervously back and forth. 
 
    “I am Fyne,” the new elSha announced. It took Max a moment to process that the elSha’s name was Fyne. “We have not met, but I am the manager of the site. I was told a Human mercenary officer is on its way?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Potestivo is on his way,” Max said respectfully. The sergeant knew that if he had been in the quarters when the elSha told Malkary then he would have heard the news. However, he would then have been restricted from acting on whatever information the elSha shared. In a moment, the elSha would repeat that information to Potestivo, at which point he would ask Sergeant Alden for his advice and likely act on it. 
 
    They sat in the duty quarters and stared at each other for an unreasonably long time. Max feared that Malkary would return with the major before Potestivo made his entrance. Unlikely, but it grew more likely with every second that ticked away. If the major returned first, then they would at least be allowed to act on the information, but Max would lose the ability to influence what those actions were. 
 
    In the meantime, he also took the time to reflect on the fact that this was his first meeting with the manager of the site. He could only presume that the major, and hopefully both lieutenants, was acquainted with the head elSha, but, in any case, it was a strange circumstance. 
 
    The seal hissed open, and Max exhaled triumphantly when he saw Lieutenant Potestivo enter. The door closed and the atmosphere generators refilled the room. He glanced at Max, nodded, and then turned to face the head elSha. Good to know he does know who’s in charge. 
 
    “Okay, now what’s this all about?” Potestivo demanded. 
 
    Not a very diplomatic tone for our employer, though. 
 
    “Well, Mister Human mercenary officer,” Fyne rambled spitting out the words which the translator tried to temper. “We received communications from our orbiting ship that a Besquith transport entered the system with two corvette escorts. It is clearly intending to assault our position.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Potestivo replied and his eyes darted about as he processed the information. “What happened to your ship? I assume they aren’t equipped to put up a fight, correct?” 
 
    “No, officer,” the elSha answered. “They immediately jumped out of system to go for help.” 
 
    “Help? Ha!” Potestivo laughed. “Two weeks minimum before any such arrives, if at all. I’m guessing your company doesn’t even have the credits to get another merc unit, does it?” 
 
    “Sir,” Sergeant Alden interjected. He looked at the elSha. “May I ask, how long ago this all took place?” 
 
    The initial contact from the elSha happened more than half an hour earlier. There was no telling how long it would be before the Besquith arrived. Their initial briefing had indicated that a normal vessel under standard acceleration would take fourteen hours to transit from the stargate to the planet. Hopefully, it would take an assault ship longer to assume the proper trajectory to approach their location, but hope was not a basis for planning. Odds were, Besquith would use greater than standard acceleration. 
 
    “Approximately three hours ago,” Fyne said. “We took some time to verify, then the communication team contacted me, then we communicated with our orbiting ship to learn their course of action, all with standard communication return delays, then I directed them to find your major. Will the major be joining us in the near future?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Potestivo,” Max said. “As the only accessible duty officer, I respectfully request that I be authorized to alert our troops to prepare a defense.” 
 
    “Well,” Potestivo said. Max could see the wheels spinning in slow motion. “I suppose the worst that’ll happen is some of our people lose some sleep. Yeah, go ahead and do it. I imagine you can’t do much that can’t be undone later if the major decides otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Max smartly spun about, resealed his suit and rushed back through the airlock as quickly as possible. He keyed the unit’s comms. “All Anzacs, all Anzacs, Alert Delta. Repeat, Alert Delta.” 
 
    Officers loved to have their troops practice alerts, and Sergeant Alden had only been too happy to oblige them. As a result, the alert proceeded beautifully. The alert postures ranged from increased sensor scans to waking everyone and throwing them on the line. Delta was the latter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    The off-duty troops were suited and moving through the passages to the surface within five minutes. Lieutenant Potestivo intercepted one, directed them to the duty quarters, and then came to meet Max. 
 
    “Gonna let Jonesy watch the desk while you help us, sir?” Max inquired. 
 
    “Yeah, Sergeant,” the LT replied. “Tell you what, you get to the surface where I’m sure you know what needs doing. I’ll make sure everyone gets out of the quarters in a timely manner. Any crib notes on what they should be doing?” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant,” Max said. “Each one needs to cycle through the armory, get their rifle, two recharge packs, and one can of pick-your-poison ammo for whatever crew-served weapon they’re assigned, they’ll know what that is. Once their weapons are prepped, I’ll start cycling the ammo loaders through to stock oxygen and water all around.” 
 
    “Copy all, Sergeant,” Potestivo said. “I’ll check them all on their way out, and I’ll start running the oxygen and water around myself. We need anything else, let me know immediately.” 
 
    Maybe Potestivo isn’t totally worthless. Max had categorized the LT as a useful idiot, i.e. someone he could count on to follow whatever suggestion he made, which was a far cry from Lieutenant Malkary. She could be counted on to fight tooth-and-nail whatever suggestion Max made. Even when he’d attempted reverse psychology she somehow recognized it and called his bluffs. Malkary had the innate ability to sense what it was Max pushing for and prevent it from happening. All told, Max lauded himself for conveniently letting Malkary remove herself from the situation. Lieutenant Potestivo might prove himself more useful than Max realized. Here’s hoping. 
 
    As promised, he successfully ensured all the troopers made it out in a timely manner with most of the directed equipment, and the lieutenant himself. 
 
    The flurry of activity on the surface lasted longer than Max desired, but the troopers worked themselves out well before any action started. He sacrificed manning the two .50 cal machine guns in order to ensure the SAM launchers were prepped and manned. The initial approach by the enemy would likely probe aerial defenses. If it were him attacking, he would test whether he could bombard the site from inside or even outside the legal limit. Outside the ten-mile limit was highly unlikely. Max would not put it past the Besquith to attack from outside the limit as there would be no witnesses. On the other hand, they would want to minimize any risk of damage to the warehouse/factory. That alone begged the question, did the Besquith know exactly what it was the elSha had found? The answer to that question would dictate wildly varying courses of action by the attackers, but there was no way to know. 
 
    As usual, the rush of preparation preceded an uncomfortable, silent calm. The weapons were manned, loaded, tested, and ready. The somewhat pathetic sensors on the SAM launchers would give them roughly five minutes’ warning of the enemy’s approach. The elSha sensors were dramatically better and were likely tracking the enemy’s approach since the initial jump in-system, but the elSha communications tower had locked itself up and ended all interactions. Sergeant Alden pleaded with them to provide information on the inbound enemy, but they maintained radio silence. Potestivo had attempted to do so as well, in hopes that they would converse with an officer, but to no avail. The two decided it would be a breach of contract to assault the tower in order to gain situational awareness on the Besquith. Neither could figure out why the elSha had ceased interaction. Survival instinct should have encouraged them to provide any and all information they had. 
 
    Boredom settled in quickly. The rush of adrenaline generated by the alert and the promise of action created an excitement and bloodlust felt by all the troopers. It immediately converted to nervous energy with no outlet. For a while they fidgeted awkwardly, chatted among themselves over trivial matters, and slowly relaxed into malaise. Sergeant Alden did his level best to cycle through the teams, review their preparations, and renew their vigilance. As soon as the lieutenant saw him do this, Potestivo followed suit. The LT proved more knowledgeable of their weapons systems than Max would have guessed. 
 
    Two hours after the initial notification by the elSha, Sergeant Alden began to feel listless. He resolved to discuss the matter with Lieutenant Potestivo and deliberate whether they wanted to adjust their posture. Content with the team he’d just reviewed, he walked toward the LT and requested a private comm channel. 
 
    “Contact bearing three-three-zero at one-zero-zero clicks, azimuth two-zero, high velocity,” the SAM launcher targeteer announced. “Make that two contacts in formation. They’re splitting up now. They’re right at the edge of our range, circumnavigating our position.” 
 
    “Copy. Do not fire,” Potestivo directed before Max had the chance to do so. Max nodded in approval. “They’re testing our boundaries. Don’t waste the ammo. Go passive so they can’t target you, but be ready to go active if they close in at all.” 
 
    Potestivo turned to make eye contact with Max. 
 
    “Let’s you and I split up so they don’t take us out in one go, yeah?” Potestivo said, and Max nodded an affirmative in reply. “If they close in, I want you both to take out the closest one, then reload for the other. Don’t waste your shots trying to split them up.” 
 
    Again, Max nodded approvingly and left the LT with the SAM launchers. He departed, checked the K-bomb launchers again, and then joined a MAC team. 
 
    As he predicted, the air skiffs attempted a strafing run. Missiles thundered from the SAM launchers, and, as directed, both burned toward the lead skiff. It broke hard to its left and escaped the first missile only to be hit squarely by the second. It exploded into burning, streaking shrapnel. The second air skiff banked in a hard reversal as the launchers quickly reloaded and attempted to shoot it as well. It accelerated out of their range just as they fired. 
 
    “Sergeant, a larger ship is approaching along the horizon,” one of the troopers, a Private Sampson, announced. He pointed to reinforce what he’d seen. Sergeant Alden searched and identified the vessel. It was a troop carrier; the ground assault would be forthcoming. 
 
    “Check your weapons. Standby!” Max shouted over the primary frequency. “Here they come, Anzacs. Be ready!” 
 
    The ship hovered and then slowly descended. A line of figures assembled along its sides. 
 
    “Hold your fire! Don’t waste ammo!” Max announced. Missiles rumbled again, and Max turned to see the SAM launchers firing in the opposite direction of the assault. They both streaked futilely through the sky as the skiff pushed in and immediately turned back. 
 
    “Sergeant, they’re coming!” Max snapped his head back to the line around the transport. The Besquith were, indeed, charging them. The advance was orderly. Some of the Besquith would stop to lay down covering fire while the rest advanced at a four-limbed gallop. The groups alternated to maintain the charge and the fire throughout the advance. The inbound werewolves tripped the lasers of the automated weapons, which started to fire. 
 
    “Fire!” Max shouted, though there was no need. As soon as the automated weapons started, the entire line, which was now oriented toward the charging Besquith, lit up. The .50 cal machine guns, the three barreled .30 cal “Rippers,” the MAC’s, and the 2-megawatt chemical lasers began doing their level best to carve their way through the charging nightmares. Most of the rounds bounced off the enemy’s armor, but the heavy volume meant that quite a few still found their marks. Every so often, one of the Besquith would jerk and drop abruptly. The incoming cover fire was not substantial, but one of the Ripper gunners took a shot clean through the head. A loader from one of the .50 cal machine guns took a shot to his right arm, and when he twisted in pain another shot burned into his chest and he slumped over. A few took shots that required them to hastily dig out and slap on patches. The suits had a gel layer that was semi-self-sealing in the event of damage, but they were best reinforced by the patches. 
 
    Sergeant Alden had participated in countless battles during his career as a merc. This particular battle was the first where he fought in a void on a moon. Weapons fire aboard a ship echoed and reverberated. On planets with atmospheres, it raised a deafening cacophony that all mercs were familiar with. Here on this lifeless rock, buried inside his suit, all the noise one expected sounded muffled and distant. It created a surreal, quiet battle unlike all his other experiences. However, it did allow for better communications than he’d ever had in the past. 
 
    “Bolivar, go help out Milburn on the fifty cal, Englehardt, you go help Smitty with the Ripper,” he directed, which pulled one member from each SAM team. “Heavy D and Booge, you two keep your eyes out for the skiff, if it moves in, both of you take the shot, and whoever fires first go help the other reload.” 
 
    Frank “Heavy D” Demchenko and Todd “Booge” Bourgeois both replied with “Roger.” 
 
    The fire-and-move technique of the Besquith had allowed them to advance a couple hundred yards. Max knew that once they got a hundred yards closer, they’d all break into a dead sprint and be on their position in seconds. 
 
    The low gravity had a benefit and cost for each side. The Besquith could leap further with each bound, but it left them in the air as targets for longer. The Anzacs had placed several rows of razor wire and scattered Czech hedgehogs to slow down attackers, but experience told Max the Besquith would simply leap over the rows of wire, especially with the reduced gravity. It might trip some up and the big steel jacks might slow them down more, but not by much. 
 
    Most of the Ripper fire bounced harmlessly off the Besquith armor. Only the occasional lucky shot found a gap and hurt the demonic space werewolves. The .50 cals caused a little more damage, injured a few of the attackers and killed them whenever they got a head shot. The two MACs, however, were worth their weight in red diamonds. Max always wanted more of the great killing machines, but they never seemed to have the funds to get them. Each shot that found a target ended a Besquith. The pair of guns tore up a couple dozen before the enemy got close enough to charge. The 2-MW lasers also did a fair job slicing up the approaching horde. All told, though, there would still be plenty of Besquith to assault them, and the Anzacs would not last long when they did. 
 
    “Sergeant, they’re getting pretty close,” Lieutenant Potestivo stated over the comms. “Let’s start drawing back into the factory.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Max replied. He’d had the same thought and was ready for the order. “Heavy D, Booge, drop those SAMs and go seal off entries Bravo and Charlie as planned. MAC one and two, retreat to entry Alpha. Be ready to cover everyone else as they move in. Ripper Two, pull back ten feet. Five-Oh-One pull back as well.” 
 
    One Besquith broke into a charge and immediately got torn apart by one of the big lasers. Two more broke into a charge at opposite ends. Then the entire line of Besquith was charging like a massive tidal wave of teeth and claws. Besquith had armored suits that sealed tight along the base of their claws and enabled their use in a vacuum. They bounded a dozen yards with each leap, eager to use those claws. 
 
    “Everyone, fall back to Alpha!” Potestivo yelled. 
 
    The crew weapons fire ceased as everyone followed the LT’s order to pull back into the long passage. The automatic weapons raked the rapidly approaching line of carnivores. A top fear of almost all mercs, Human or otherwise, was being eaten alive by Besquith, and the hairy bastards knew it. A bright flash of light from Max’s right announced the return of the surviving skiff, and there were no SAM teams manned to shoot it down. Ruby flashes of light cut through half a dozen Anzacs on its first pass. 
 
    The ground rocked, and a rumbling announced the destruction of one of the three tunnels. Max guessed that Heavy D and Booge had blown Charlie tunnel first. 
 
    As he’d feared, the first of the Besquith to reach the razor wire deftly leapt over the first line, landed in the gap and leapt again over the next line. In a blur it landed behind Smitty and slashed its claws across his back. Smitty was lifted off the ground, flew sideways, and crumpled in a broken, bloody mess. Max shot the Besquith in the face with his laser rifle, but it did not penetrate its faceplate and only seemed to anger it. The beast jumped toward Max, seemingly in slow motion, and Max knew he could not get away. He fired a few more times with no apparent effect before it jerked back and collapsed, hit by a MAC round fired by Trooper Emond on MAC Two. 
 
    “Thanks, Tony, now get into the passage!” He nodded and the two men picked up their weapon and ran. The ground rocked a second time, proof that his men had blown entryway Bravo. Only one way into the factory remained. 
 
    A few mines detonated as the attacking beasts landed in the thinly mined approach, but not many. The sentry weapons blew holes in a few more Besquith, but half a dozen successfully jumped the lines of wire and shredded the first troopers they found. Troopers Russell and Plumb, who’d manned a 2-MW laser, were dismembered by a pair of Besquith. Another gutted Telano, who’d maintained the sentry guns. The next group of Besquith to make it in bounded in a zig zag to reach the sentry guns and ripped them from their stanchions. Max did what he could to shoot the ones whose claws tore apart his fellow Anzacs. 
 
    “Sergeant Alden!” Potestivo yelled. “They’re gone! Get into Alpha. Get behind the line!” 
 
    The lieutenant grabbed Max by a handhold on his suit and wrenched him in the direction of entryway Alpha. The skiff pulsed ruby darts in a line that stretched toward the pair, and they only just escaped into the passageway. Potestivo stopped at the entrance. 
 
    “Keep going,” he said calmly, then dropped to his knees. Max ducked to the side as laser fire from the Besquith troops poured in. From his stomach, he reached out and dragged the dying lieutenant further into the passageway and out of the incoming fire. Max continued to drag the man down the tunnel and toward the awaiting troops. Two MACs, one 2-MW laser, and one .50 cal machine gun were locked and loaded, ready to blast anything that came into the tunnel behind the sergeant. Once he made it past the line, he discovered that Potestivo had ceased breathing. The three surviving medics had appropriated six others to load three injured Anzacs onto litters, which they carried away to the living quarters. Lieutenant Malkary stood behind the line of weaponry. 
 
    “Hold your fire, Anzacs,” Malkary ordered with an air of nobility. “The Besquith should hold off now.” 
 
    “What?” Max said in disbelief, forgetting to say “ma’am” for the first time in his career. 
 
    “I told them to hold their fire, Sergeant,” she repeated snippily. “And you are to go report to the major in the duty quarters.” 
 
    “Report to the—Are you serious?” Max retorted in exasperation. After he’d caught his breath and thought for a moment, he added, “Ma’am.” 
 
    Lieutenant Malkary gazed at him with vacuous eyes. There appeared to be no understanding of what had just occurred on the surface. Max read only a smug belief that she and the Major had arrived, so, naturally, all troubles had ceased. Dumbfounded, he watched down the tunnel and awaited the assault. The sounds of battle had been muted on the surface. Now everything had gone deathly silent. The sound of his heart pounding echoed through his head, but it was the only sound he could discern. 
 
    “Sergeant, you have your orders,” Malkary said. “I have things under control here.” 
 
    Under control? You’ve done nothing. You’re doing nothing. If Besquith charge down this tunnel, you’re going to crap yourself and order a retreat, which is the one possible thing you can do to kill us all. But orders are orders… 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he spat. “Anzacs, if anything comes down this tunnel, you blast the crap out of them and hold this line at all costs, do you understand?” 
 
    Several replies of “Yes, Sergeant” erupted from the group. The lieutenant held her disdainful gaze. 
 
    Max marched off to find the Major. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As he approached the duty quarters, he found Major Trujillo departing the elSha quarters on a course to intercept to him. When they neared each other, she motioned toward the duty quarters and directed him inside. They moved silently through the narrow airlock space, and then into the quarters proper. Inside, she removed her helmet and he followed suit. 
 
    “Major Trujillo, ma’am, I need to get back to the line, any second—” 
 
    She held up a hand to silence him. “Sergeant Alden, the Besquith will move no further,” she stated. Instinct begged him to ask why, but he knew she was about to tell him. “I communicated through our employers, who, as suspected, have opened communications with our attackers. I informed them that I have this entire facility rigged to explode if they come any further. This has already been a somewhat costly venture for them, and I imagine they are not too keen for it to become a total waste.” 
 
    “Rigged, ma’am?” Max gasped. “Can I assume that was a bluff?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” she responded. “The top level is to a certain degree. It is filled with quite a few explosives and I do have a charge capable of setting them off. I don’t know how much damage it will do, but now that the threat is here, I’ll detail a couple troopers to do a more extensive job of it.” 
 
    She pulled a small device out of her belt, a tiny radio he recognized as a remote detonation trigger. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he said, “you are aware that will not transmit through the floor, right? It needs a line of sight.” 
 
    “I am aware, Sergeant,” she replied. “I intended to set up a relay but have not yet done so. Put that on the to-do list. Now, can I get a report on our casualties?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” his mind switched to the detached calculation of numbers. “Seventeen dead, all on the surface, including Lieutenant Potestivo. I believe I saw three critically injured being moved to the living quarters; I’ll get an update from Barrington as soon as she can give me one. I have no details on minor injuries, I’ll go get those now. Overall, twenty-two effectives remaining. Which includes two MACs, one two-meg, and one fifty cal.” He shrugged in helplessness. “That’s what we got.” 
 
    “Okay, Sergeant,” she said, nodding. “I think we have a few more weapons we can drag up from below, and I found an area with firing lanes so we can test their operation. Pick two troopers to return below with me. The elSha have the equipment to set up a better comm relay from below and I’ve told them we are appropriating it, contract be damned.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he nodded. “Troopers Demchenko and Bourgeois are good; you should take them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Bartertown 
 
      
 
    Bull rested his head on the bar and stared at the shot glass like he did every night. It really was horrible, cheap whiskey. He recalled, in his youth, telling a friend there was no such thing as bad whiskey. It had been a horribly young and naïve thing to say. Unfortunately, he maintained a laser focus on his routine. He had to; in case anyone was still following him in search of any remnants of the company. The routine increased the odds they would get bored and give up. Honestly, he feared he’d carried the charade too far. Little chance remained that anyone would spend this much time observing an alcoholic dock worker. 
 
    “Good day, Mister Bull,” he heard a familiar voice announce. The slimy, squishing was a dead giveaway that Squlab, a snail-like Bakulu, approached. 
 
    “Good day to you too, Squlab,” Bull said with a nod and a half-hearted raise of his glass. Bull snapped his fingers to get the Veetch bartender’s attention. It turned one eye stalk toward him while it continued cleaning glasses. “Get my friend here some J’Kal Slather, if you would, good sir.” 
 
    “Oh, that is very kind of you, Mister Bull. I am gracious,” Squlab said as it pulled up next to Bull. 
 
    “If someone were to purchase me a glass of J’Kal Slather, I don’t think I’d thank them,” Bull said jovially, smiling at Squlab. His old drinking buddy understood the expression by this point in their relationship. 
 
    “I understand and know that,” Squlab said. “Would you permit me to purchase you a J’Kal joint?” Squlab’s middle eye extended and wavered back and forth, the equivalent of a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “That I would, my friend. You are too kind,” Bull answered. This game of theirs had gone on for months, and both enjoyed the ritual. Squlab received his J’Kal Slather, a plastic cup full of a semi-viscous pink alcohol. As he took it, he requested a J’Kal joint for his friend. The bartender procured and lit a small roll of paper and dried leaves of unknown origin. Bull remembered his trepidation when he tried his first J’Kal joint, but the flavor was pleasant, the craftsmanship was consistent, and the after-affects were mild. They were, in point of fact, Earth cigars. However, as Bull was their only Human clientele, no one else knew enough to point that out. It was a wonderful way to end one’s workday. 
 
    Bull took a few puffs and Squlab worked some of the slimy alcohol out of the glass with a tentacle. The pair sat in content silence for a few moments. Bull preferred to draw the smoke in, let it float around in his mouth for a moment, and then let it flow out naturally, as opposed to blowing it out forcefully. 
 
    “I’ve told you that joint means something slightly different on Earth?” Bull asked casually. 
 
    “Yes, you have, they are more debilitating, yes?” Squlab replied. 
 
    “Did I use those words?” Bull asked. “I don’t think I did. It’s not quite like that. Well, not always, eh, never mind.” 
 
    “Would you like to hear the latest betting excitement?” Squlab asked. The translators did not always convey the appropriate meaning, but the two understood each other quite well by this time. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” Bull said casually. This was the goal of the entire endeavor, the information he was about to receive. In fairness, however, he had genuinely grown to like the big old snail. 
 
    “Well, I thought you would want to hear an update on Allison’s Anzacs,” Squlab announced. 
 
    “The Anzac’s? They weren’t supposed to survive the week, were they?” 
 
    “Well, no, they were not,” Squlab said. “However, the Besquith who went to remove them and claim the moon from the Dijay Reclamation Team have not yet been successful. It is believed that the Human mercenaries are trapped in ancient tunnels beneath the landing area.” 
 
    “Trapped?” Bull repeated. 
 
    “Yes, trapped,” Squlab said. “The elSha of the Dijay Reclamation Team had a schedule of construction and supply shipments, but now that the Besquith effectively have them under siege, the odds against the Human unit, which were already twelve to one, are now one hundred fifty to one.” 
 
    “Who takes those kinds of odds?” Bull asked. “Especially when there’s no reasonable way they can survive.” 
 
    “Oh, one never knows, do they?” Squlab answered. “There is always someone out there who’s willing to bet on the long odds. And there are more than enough who like the almost-guaranteed bets. Overall, there are always plenty to bet either way on these things. It is such an easy way for one like me to make credits. Would you like in on this one? Obviously, it does not pay well, but it is a sure thing.” 
 
    “Yes, but let me get back to you,” Bull said. He took another good long puff of the J’kal joint, tossed a few more credits onto the bar, and headed out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Lucille, run an analysis,” Bull said, once he was clear of the bar. “Starting with the Anzacs’ fighting strength, the expected forces a Besquith acquisition force would employ, erring on the conservative side, or I should say, highest force estimate, and let’s run some numbers…” 
 
    He and the program conversed in detail as he walked toward Karsten’s salvage yard. Lucille ran simulations of endless courses of action. 
 
    After an extensive discussion over the various possibilities, Bull switched topics. He had Lucille run a search of various materials and cargos, created a sizable shopping list, and located the best possible sources. 
 
    While running a search of companies from which he could purchase a ship, a few names caught his attention. Bull keyed in on those and used Lucille to run a detailed analysis of their owners, managers, and directorial boards. With Lucille’s help, several interconnected plans developed in his head. 
 
    He had a lot of work to do, and not a lot of time to do it. 
 
    “Lucille, send a message to Pa’tosh respectfully resigning my position as his loader,” Bull said. 
 
    <<Done.>> 
 
    “Next, I am authorizing you to generate a copy of your programming onto a secondary drive when we get back to the salvage yard, understood?” 
 
    <<Understood, Bull.>>  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Shuttle from Bartertown to Karma Station 
 
      
 
    The acceleration eased, and the passengers traveling around Karma Station relaxed. Jess glanced around at the other passengers and found a random mix of businessmen, mercs, and even a few blue-collar workers. Several races were represented, though she only saw one other Human. 
 
    Jess nestled dreamily into the chest of the muscular man whose arm was draped around her. Earlier in life, she’d sworn off mercs as chauvinistic, egotistical jerks. By all appearances, this man had seemed no different. She did not know why she’d given into his advances, but she was glad she had. He had a rough and angry exterior, and, by reputation, he was as mean as they came. In private, though, he was a true sweetheart, a teddy bear. When the two of them were alone, he was soft and attentive. The more they talked, the more comfortable she felt around him. 
 
    Considering he was a merc, she’d gone into the entire situation on the assumption it would be a fling. Several quick nights of passion, and they would both go their separate ways, as mercs did. However, she should have known better. Especially since she’d agreed to be the unit’s lawyer in their suit against their former employer. These things were never quick. Although she had secured a victory for them, and a whole lot of credits from which she had received a decent percentage, the whole process had lasted weeks. Thus, the “quick fling” lasted weeks. It was long enough for both of them to realize they were happier with each other. At least, she hoped he felt that way. With the suit settled, they would soon need to have “the talk.” Unless they found a way to stretch things out. 
 
    The shuttle jerked unexpectedly. J.J. tensed and squeezed her hand in a death grip. Jess had learned he bore some deep trauma from the time he’d spent trapped in a lifeless ship, waiting with his troops to slowly die. 
 
    “So, with all those credits, what’s your plan now?” Jess asked and reached over to lace her fingers into his free hand. Somehow, throughout the legal proceedings with the Merc Guild, the topic of what he would do if they won never came up. His death grip eased, and he softened. 
 
    “You know, a short time ago I would never have imagined I’d be here right now,” he said. “I’m not mincing words when I say I’d given up on that ship when the Hellswarm got hit. I went from the leader of a small platoon to the guy in charge of a huddled little mass of survivors in a few seconds. I had no ideas. I’d failed as a leader, and we were all going to die because I couldn’t save us. Then that guy shows up and, for no good financial reason, plucks us out. 
 
    “But even then, I wasn’t in charge of more than a bunch of broke soldiers with no equipment. I figured Snowman would just dump us here and, hell, maybe even send us a bill. He would’ve been well within his rights, and I can’t imagine he made his board of directors happy. Instead, he finds me you. And I can’t begin to tell you how incredible you are. You might be the only Human I know who’s mastered the art of turning the loose and fast, predatory rules of this Galactic Union against them. So now, instead of being dead in a vacuum, surrounded by the frozen corpses of the people I failed, I’ve got more money than I know what to do with and a woman I can’t live without.” 
 
    She placed her fingertips on his chin, turned him to face her, and gave him a long, soft kiss. 
 
    “You’re so sweet,” she said with a smile. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. But seriously, what now? Back to the merc life?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not quite sure,” J.J. said. “I mean, I got a name picked out—J.J.’s Jakals.” His smile turned to a frown. “But as to what we’re gonna do, I don’t know. It was easy enough to follow the Zuul around, to go wherever they pointed, but I’m not entirely sure about running my own company.” 
 
    “I would’ve pictured you all gung-ho and eager to go kill some aliens,” she deepened her voice and scrunched up her face for the last part. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” he replied and calmed even more. Feeling returned to her fingers. “I mean, we’ve got enough now to buy some top-of-the-line shit. With a full company’s worth of payout for a mere eleven people, I can easily buy some more CASPers, plus repair parts and ammo, and I know I can find plenty of support personnel eager to hire on back in Bartertown, but the contracts aren’t so easy. It’s a metric shit-ton of risk to take a unit this small and throw them against whatever contract we can find.” 
 
    “Have you thought about joining up with a bigger unit?” Jess asked. She hoped her question didn’t sound patronizing. 
 
    “Obviously, I’ve considered it,” J.J. answered, seemingly unoffended. “But I kind of like the idea of autonomy. I guess I want it both ways, the security of a big unit, but the freedom to do things how I want to do them. I know that’s not an option, but if there was a way—” 
 
    “Salvage,” a stranger mumbled from the next aisle. The only other Human, wearing a black watch cap pulled snugly over his ears, turned to face them with an intense expression. From the watch cap and greasy coveralls, she pegged him for either a maintenance technician or a dockworker. She would’ve put money on the latter. J.J. clenched up the way men did when preparing for a fight. 
 
    Did he think the man was calling “him” salvage? 
 
    “Did you just call me salvage?” J.J. barked. “What the hell do you know about—” 
 
    “No, no,” the man said defensively and held his hands up innocently. “I meant you should go into salvage.” 
 
    “Oh,” J.J. said. He relaxed a bit, but his next words dripped with snark. “Okay, well thank you for your—” 
 
    “I don’t mean to eavesdrop,” the man continued. 
 
    J.J. flexed again. This guy needs to stop cutting J.J. off. 
 
    “But I couldn’t help overhear your dilemma. Salvage companies are a pretty sweet gig if you can get it. Low risk for a merc unit ’cause you’re mostly there as a deterrent, but there’s a lot of money to be made out there. Plus, you get what you were just talking about—as the merc commander, you’re free to operate the unit as you see fit, but you have the big salvage company to worry about what you’re doing and to handle all that administrative crap.” 
 
    “That’s…not the stupid thing I’ve ever heard,” J.J. said thoughtfully, relaxing considerably. “I mean, it really wasn’t what I was thinking, but it’s worth a look. Can I ask what it is to you?” 
 
    “Well, that was my plan, once upon a time,” the man replied, somewhat cryptically. “I was a merc, same as you, even got some early CASPer time. I was all gung-ho on the Horsemen, but somehow wound up in salvage. Didn’t work out, but kinda wish it had. It’s good work, and every now and then you get to save someone or something. Those don’t pay as well, but they’re rewarding.” 
 
    Jess could feel J.J. was still defensive, but much calmer. 
 
    “What’re you up to now?” J.J. asked respectfully. Knowing the man was a former merc, regardless of his current circumstance, changed everything. The shuttle jerked again unexpectedly. 
 
    “Well, I tried my hand at piloting, but flunked my evals, so that didn’t happen,” the man said sorrowfully. “Just a dock loader for now. Get to drive an old CASPer, though, so there’s that. You know how it is, just sorting stuff out.” 
 
    Is he fishing for a job? 
 
    J.J. turned his head and looked at her out of the corner of his eye, with a look that seemed to agree. Thankfully, J.J. did not take the bait. 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” J.J. responded. “Anyway, thank you for the advice, I’ll certainly think about it.” 
 
    The background hum of the shuttle faded, a sign they were approaching the next stop. The man collected his coat and made as if to stand up. 
 
    “Yeah, no worries,” the man said. “Just food for thought. Anyway, this is my stop. Good luck, whatever it is you do. Oh, and hey, did you say you’re gonna call yourself the Jakals?” 
 
    “Yeah, you like it?” 
 
    “I do,” the man replied. “And it just so happens I know of a bar called J’kal’s Den, down in Bartertown. Might be your kinda place; you should check it out.” 
 
    The pair nodded courteously to the man. The shuttle slowed and stopped. The doors slid open, and the stranger gave them a final nod. 
 
    “One last thing,” the stranger said motioning toward Jess. “Looks like you got a good thing going on there. Hang on to it; don’t go messing that up.” 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement,” J.J. responded and gave Jess a warm smile. The man stepped through the hatch and disappeared into the crowd. The doors hissed shut again, and, with a lurch, the shuttle accelerated away. 
 
    “Huh,” Jess said with a slight jerk. 
 
    “Yeah, that was interesting,” J.J. said. He remained motionless and looked lost in thought. 
 
    “And trying to get a job. You caught that, right?” Jess asked. His body did not respond at all. 
 
    “Yeah, well…I mean, I don’t think he was lying about having been a merc,” J.J. said. “And, actually, I’m not really sure that’s what he was doing.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking about salvage now, are you?” Jess asked. At these words, he stiffened a little. Maybe you are… 
 
    “No.” He didn’t sound convincing. “That’s not what real mercs do, right? I mean, it mighta sounded good to that guy, but…no. Though, heh, I guess I do kind of owe Jimmy, and I’m sure he’d take us on in a heartbeat. You said he just took over his company and had plans to expand his operations, right? Still, I don’t think that’s what I was thinking of doing.” 
 
    “So, that brings us back to the original question, what are you thinking of doing?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    Silence. No response except the soft rise and fall of his chest as he contemplated the question. 
 
    “Well, going back to that stranger,” she changed the subject, “did you notice how—” 
 
    “He didn’t have any eyebrows?” J.J. finished. “Weird, huh? Makes you wonder if something happened, or what.” 
 
    “I was going to say, he reminded me a lot of you,” Jess countered. “But yes, I noticed that, too. He had that same intense look you have. And yes, you’re both bald.” 
 
    “What?” J.J. acted offended, and briefly pretended to push her away. “He was nothing like me.” 
 
    The two relaxed again and drifted back into their thoughts. 
 
    “So, salvage, huh?” she joked after a few minutes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” J.J. responded. 
 
    Well, that time it wasn’t a no. It might make for a more stable family life than a merc career… 
 
    “Still,” he continued, “it couldn’t hurt to go see Jimmy, right? At least have a conversation?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Karma Station 
 
      
 
    Jimmy, I hope this message finds you well. I want you to know that I have always respected your decision to take off on your own and to find your own way. I hope the experience has been profitable and rewarding. Please do not be insulted, but I have kept track of you as best as I could, and I have been following your career in salvage. Although you were a gifted pilot at the time I knew you, it was obvious you had the heart and temperament to be a great leader as well. I hope that your current organization recognizes that and has given you the opportunities to develop those talents. 
 
    I’m sending this message because I’ve realized it’s time for me to get out of this business and settle down. The company was always a means to an end, and I long ago reached the point where the end was achievable. I was old when you met me, am only more so now, and I find myself dreaming of a simpler life. The issue is, I have not yet found anyone capable of taking over the company. My assistants are functionally effective when given direction, but none of them have the leadership qualities and vision that I always saw in you. 
 
    This may seem somewhat out of the blue, and I apologize. I also understand that you are now deeply invested in Intergalactic Salvage and are most likely not looking to make a switch back to simple shipping, but I would ask that you at least consider it. I have broached the idea with the board, and I believe I can sell them on you as my replacement. Whatever you choose, I know you will excel. If you are interested, please contact me and we can arrange to meet and discuss terms. If you are not interested, please let me know so I can arrange to sell the company outright and be done with this business. 
 
    I look forward to receiving your response and wish you the best of luck either way. 
 
    Very Respectfully, 
 
    Don Yerkes 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Gathering Place of Par Liment was a calmer, more relaxing drinking establishment than most others on Karma Station. Mercs, of course, congregated at Peepo’s Pit and had a general atmosphere of “We’re going to kill them later at some other place, so what’s the difference if we kill them here and now?” Peepo was a sharp and well-prepared proprietor, well-versed in maintaining order, but the clientele was always approaching a critical mass of aggression. 
 
    Plenty of other bars infested the station, but most were seedy, dark alley-types of places. Those existed to serve the dregs that were not allowed in the professionally minded spots. The great center of Merc Guild activity in the Galactic Union had few establishments that did not cater to the mercs. The Gathering Place was one of them. 
 
    It was a bit classier than James Francis preferred, but he was, by choice, not a merc. Aside from his brief stint with Asbaran Solutions, all spent in transit, he had never actually been merc. All the other, smaller bars were not the sort of place a small group of Humans would survive more than a few minutes before being beaten, robbed, kicked out, killed, eaten, or all of the above. To go into any of them alone would be suicide. Francis wondered whether any downtrodden or mentally unstable Human mercs had actually used such a method to end things. The more he pondered it, the more he decided it was a question of how many had done so, rather than whether any had. 
 
    The prices at the Gathering Place were scandalous, but that only followed as the famous Buma founder, Par Liment, had opened it with the intent of creating a safe space for business executives, diplomats, and the high class individuals of the Galactic Union to enjoy. It came with a great deal of security and luxury, hence the astronomical pricing. Francis drank and ate little to minimize his bills, but found he’d grown to truly enjoy the experience of spending time there. Classy decorations adorned the entire expanse of the great dome-shaped room. Sparkly, but not gaudy, chandeliers floated by an unseen means of suspension in strategic locations around the dome. Rings of seating descended gracefully toward the center of the room. The entire dome itself projected a reflection of the cosmos one would see, had the establishment been on the outermost ring and faced the other direction. Such a setup would have been untenable, however, since that would have necessitated the dome be located in the floor. 
 
    He reflected it was somewhat ludicrous, though gorgeous, to have such a projection on the inward facing dome. All the myriad races, despite physics arguing against it, expected to have a dome which faced the open void and showed them the stars. The builder of the great lounge had accommodated them with this intricately crafted illusion, and no one seemed to care. The patrons went along with the illusion gleefully. Perhaps they were too absorbed by their own value and success to really consider such things. 
 
    Life was presenting him with a choice. 
 
    Salvage rewarded him with a good deal of money and the occasional opportunity to do something good. Yerkes’ offer presented the opportunity to own a company to do with what he would. It would be a steadier endeavor, more conducive for one who wanted to start a family with a Russian beauty. Katya would definitely approve, both because she’d be the wife of a chief executive officer, and because shipping was a much calmer lifestyle. It consisted of regular runs to safe places, not random and rushed trips to potentially active battle sites. It was not the life he wanted, though. In fact, it took him further from his goal. 
 
    The whiskey, though ridiculously expensive, tasted exquisite. A perfect sphere of ice—he mused it was like a tiny frozen moon—clinked around as he swirled the glass. 
 
    “Two complaints,” an unexpected, but familiar voice said. “One, ice cubes? Are you serious, man?” 
 
    “It releases the flavor,” Francis defended himself. “The melting water dilutes the ethanol clusters to release the guaiacol that gives it flavor. It’s science.” 
 
    “I think you misread the science,” Bull lectured. Since their interaction was limited to the disastrous operation of three years past, Francis found Bull dressed smartly for the first time in a black suit and red tie. “You’re supposed to use single drops of water to do that.” 
 
    Bull pulled a chair out, set a satchel down, and sat. 
 
    “Yeah, you caught me,” Francis replied. “You could say I’m spouting bull. I really just like it cold because I’m from the South and the more I dilute it the less hungover I am later.” 
 
    “If you only drink one glass, there’s no chance of a hangover, pansy.” 
 
    “Just because it’s my first doesn’t mean it’s the only one I’m having.” A relatively thin, light brown Buma approached. It wore a white shawl and apron to both denote its status as server and to hold its feathers in. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Bull stated. “You always have just one double, twelve-year Suntory, ‘The Yamazaki,’ with an ice ball. You are, it appears, a man of habit. Tsk-tsk, drinking Japanese scotch. That’s my second complaint.” 
 
    “You sonofabitch,” Francis said with a wry smile. “And here I thought you didn’t care. Anyway, I picked up the Suntory habit at flight school in Perth, had a good buddy who just happened to be Japanese. He got me hooked on the stuff. I know you’re a purist, but you should try it.” 
 
    Bull snapped his fingers as the Buma server went by. 
 
    “Yes, patron?” the Buma answered, looking at both Bull and Francis. 
 
    Francis waved a negative reply, while Bull pointed at Francis’ glass and stated, “He’ll have another. I’ll take a double Balvenie 21-year Port Wood.” 
 
    Bull produced his yack and handed it to the Buma. 
 
    “On me,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Well, hell,” Francis said, “to what do I owe the pleasure of both your company and a far-too-expensive drink?” 
 
    “It’s been too long, Snowman. I figured it was time to catch up. How’s that gorgeous Russian you told me about? Katya, was it? She still putting up with you?” 
 
    “It’s…complicated,” Francis said. “Let’s not do this. Small talk doesn’t become you, Bull.” 
 
    “Not good, huh?” Bull responded. “Long distance problem? Don’t see each other enough? She’s not seeing other people while you’re gone, is she?” 
 
    “Goddamnit, Bull!” Francis raised his voice and the nearby clientele regarded him with disdain. “I said leave it the hell alone, all right?” 
 
    “Or maybe you’re lacking confidence because you’re not quite living your best life?” Bull snickered. “You know, not doing the job you wanted to do?” 
 
    “I said enough!” Francis shouted. The lounge security made their way toward the pair, but Bull waved his hand, and, for some reason, that placated them. Francis lowered his voice, but not his temper. “Do you see me sitting here asking about the whore population of Karma?” 
 
    “Well, I always got a few lines in the water, you know me,” Bull said with a wink. The absurdity broke the storm in Francis’ head, and he couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “Heh, fine then, keep your secrets for now,” Francis said, his blood cooling. “And actually, things with Katya are great, which I’m guessing you already knew. Just understand, you’re not the only one keeping tabs. Which makes me wonder how in the hell it is you plan to pay for this on a dock worker’s wages. I can only imagine you spent your whole Asbaran payout between passage here and that crappy little toy CASPer you use at the docks.” 
 
    “Awww and here I thought you didn’t care,” Bull snipped. “Let’s just say my investment portfolio is doing nicely.” 
 
    Francis spit up a sip of whiskey when he heard this. “Investment portfolio? Goddamnit, there you go spouting bull again. You haven’t changed at all, have you? Except for the fact that you’ve clearly given up on that silly dream of ours. Maybe you should’ve stuck with me. Together we might’ve found our way.” 
 
    He knew he struck a nerve when Bull instantly went stone faced and serious. 
 
    “And you, Snowman?” Bull said bitterly. “How in hell is that dream of yours coming along, scavenging the bones of the galaxy’s real warriors? Do you go to bed at night imagining you were part of it? Dreaming of riding in on a shiny silver CASPer, being hailed as a hero by the Horsemen?” 
 
    Francis gripped his glass almost tight enough to crack it. He pictured himself smashing the glass into the hairless beast’s face and then using the broken glass to permanently cut the smirk off. Instead, he leaned in and formed his own superior smirk. 
 
    “Since you asked,” Francis said, “I actually did rescue some Human mercs a few months back.” 
 
    “You saved a Human merc unit?” Bull said, interested. 
 
    “No, not a unit,” Francis replied. “Humans with CASPers who’d signed on with a Zuul-owned unit. Found them sealed up in some salvage, pulled them out and hid them before their opposition came back around sniffing for survivors.” 
 
    The big bald man’s eyes became dead serious. The banter portion of the meeting had ended abruptly. Steel eyes peered into Francis’ soul and the salvage worker could not help but wonder if he was about to die, or worse. The giant owl server carefully set two glasses down at their table and pried Francis’ empty glass from his hand. 
 
    Francis remembered the bald man had been intense, but something in him had changed a great deal. Flores had carried a great force of personality and Deep had carried the powerful demeanor of a quiet professional, much like Shirazi. Bull seemed to have developed the imposing force of all three combined. 
 
    “How’d it feel?” The unnatural effect of Bull’s hairless face and deep stare sent a chill through the air. Francis had never met this man before, even after the operation on Jayaut. His throat constricted as he found it unusually difficult to find the right answer. For no reason he could identify, he felt he had to provide the proper answers. 
 
    “It was…wonderful.” He perceived the insufficiency of the response and searched his mind for better. “It felt…like where I was supposed to be. It was what I was supposed to be doing. I went back to work in salvage thinking I could use it as a stepping-stone to find my way back to that plan you and I failed to resolve. But here we are a few years later and I’ve just had that one single win that made me feel…right. It did not, however, make me feel like I was moving in the right direction.” 
 
    He recognized that his heart was spilling out through his mouth. He revealed thoughts and feelings that, previously, his conscious mind had failed to acknowledge. The mere question from this force of nature in front of him erupted in a massive wave of both emotion and calculation. The effect simultaneously unsettled him and left him hungry for more. He went with it and probed the depths. 
 
    “Do you still think you can get there from where you are?” the powerful presence asked. Francis’ mind raced with ideas, plans, and machinations. His heart pounded, and several years’ worth of brain fog cleared. 
 
    “First, I’d have to take over the company,” Francis mused. “I already run it; buying the old man out would just be a formality. Not sure where I’d get the money, but maybe that’s the next step. The intel network, well now, that’d be a monumental effort. But I mean, I got soft contacts all over. Grease a few palms, provide various means of incentive, and I could probably spin up a means of finding out when and where to find Humans in need. Our salvage team has a pretty solid security team, but I’d need to expand that to be full on merc-worthy.” 
 
    The big man maintained his stare but raised what would have been an eyebrow if he had eyebrows. Francis’ imagination sparked another connection. Pride told him the thought was his own, but humility said Bull’s look had planted it. 
 
    “And I just happen to know a recently saved merc unit that owes me, and that now owns their very own mercenary company because of me.” Satisfaction exploded through him. This could work. “I bet I even know where to find them. Odds are they’re still licking their wounds, recruiting, and trying to find a way forward.” 
 
    At this point, he remembered Yerkes’ offer for him to purchase the shipping company. Depending on the terms, he could also own and run a shipping company. If he could combine the two, the consolidated capability would be substantial. With all three pieces, his dream would immediately take shape. 
 
    Then reality smacked him full in the face. Whatever Yerkes hoped for, buying the old man out of his share of the shipping company would not be cheap. He could just work to get elected manager, but without enough stake he would have little say in the operation. That would not suit his purposes. As for Intergalactic Salvage, the idea that he could convince Antonowicz to hand him the salvage company was laughable. He may as well find the merc betting pools and throw money at all the long-shot Human units. It would be a long time before he could expect to control either company and, by the time he did, J.J.’s mercs would’ve moved on, rebuilt, and would have no interest in joining a simple salvage company, no matter how solid he could make the sales pitch. When it came to sales pitches, he was no Charlie Flores. 
 
    “Don’t stop now, Snowman,” Bull said. It was too late, the illusion was shattered. Whatever spell Bull had cast on him, the effect had worn off. “You were right there, where’d it go?” 
 
    “Well, it’s out there,” Francis said with a sigh. “Something to keep working toward. It’s a goal, I suppose.” 
 
    “Closer than you think,” Bull said. “Take all those thoughts you just had and hold onto them tight.” 
 
    Francis eyeballed his big hairless, pseudo-friend at those words. Bull took a final sip and emptied his glass. The salvage worker had not noticed him drink any of it. 
 
    “I almost forgot,” Bull said reaching into his satchel. “I’ve got something to help you out in the coming days.” 
 
    “What is it?” Francis asked. Bull handed him a bulky hard drive that Francis recognized as Galactic, not Human, manufacture. Taped to it was a rectangular black chipset with “Snowman” scratched onto one side. 
 
    “Francis! You two know each other?” 
 
    For the second time in a few minutes, Francis spit his sip back out. His boss’s sudden appearance was unexpected, to say the least. Antonowicz strolled up, more relaxed than Francis had ever seen him. 
 
    “Old acquaintances,” Bull answered with respect. “Pulled a job together back in the day, though less nefarious than I just made that sound. Anyway, good catching up with you, Jimmy, my friend. We need to keep in better touch, let’s not make it three years before we meet up again, all right?” 
 
    “Okay, I wasn’t implying anything,” Antonowicz said. “Take care then, enjoy your new ship.” 
 
    New ship? What the… 
 
    As if it had all been a dream, Bull disappeared. 
 
    “Jimmy, you there?” Leif Antonowicz, the chief executive officer and president of Intergalactic Salvage took the seat the apparition had vacated. 
 
    Francis’ heart, mind, and spirit were still racing uncontrollably. His attention snapped to his boss. From three years of interaction with the demanding bureaucrat, Francis had learned to become guarded and defensive around Antonowicz. 
 
    “Can I get you another?” the tall, thin, gray-haired Norwegian asked him. 
 
    Never before had the stingy man ever offered to get him a drink. Francis nodded numbly and Antonowicz waved the server over. Francis almost protested that he’d just received a new glass…but which he found to be mysteriously empty. “My friend will have another, and I’ll have a dirty vodka martini, please.” 
 
    Jimmy? My friend? Please? These are not words this man has ever used before. First, I spill my soul to Bull and now Antonowicz is being polite and friendly. Buying me a drink, even. I need some mental health counseling. 
 
    His boss handed the Buma a yack to pay for the drinks. 
 
    “Jimmy, I’m guessing you can sense something’s a bit off with me, and, well, it is,” Antonowicz explained. He smiled, again in a way Francis had never before witnessed. “I’m retiring, Jimmy. I’m leaving the business to you.” 
 
    The wheels ground slowly, but the picture cleared up quickly. As it did, his mental faculties were worse off than if he’d been cracked in the head with a sledgehammer. 
 
    “How do you know…” Francis began. 
 
    “Mr. Allen?” Antonowicz clarified, and the mystery intensified. Mr. Allen? “Craziest thing, we just happened to find ourselves sitting next to each other on a shuttle around the station. It was just one of those incredible discussions. A truly insightful man. He made me realize that I should have gotten out of this business a long time ago. Helped me see you’re the man to take over. Remarkable, isn’t it, how you can meet a random stranger, have a casual talk, and somehow it leads you to all the answers you were looking for? I’ve got the money, I should have retired long ago, I should find some hot young woman, or women, who knows, and go see the galaxy in luxury. As soon as I sign things over to you, what would stop me? Incredible…” 
 
    “What about the board?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Oh, they’ll do whatever I say, Jimmy,” Antonowicz replied. “And I’m arranging a way for you to increase your stock over time so you’ll eventually be a controlling partner, if you play your cards right, of course. But I’m sure you’ll do great.” 
 
    The implications still echoed through Francis’ mind. 
 
    That was no chance meeting my boss just experienced. This was no chance meeting, either. That sonofabitch hasn’t been idling away here at all. 
 
    “You mentioned something about a ship?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Yes. Oddly enough, Mr. Allen found himself in need of one,” Antonowicz said. “I sold him Tambu, the mostly intact small freighter from the Rid Sco recovery job.” 
 
    “He had the money?” Francis continued. 
 
    “Yes, he did. Surprised me, too. Seems he must be a very enterprising individual. Remarkably wise.” 
 
    The server brought the pair two more drinks and silence settled over the table for the first time. 
 
    God damn you, Bull. Francis raised his glass to the departed specter, nodded in admiration, and took a sip. Then he got to business. 
 
    Katya’s gonna be pissed. That’s fine; she’s been pissed with me before. It’ll be fine.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Bartertown 
 
      
 
    Bull rolled a pair of earplugs between his fingers as he strolled up to the salvage yard. Krissy was in the office, as she always was at this hour, and Tiny was banging away in the back with whatever it was he worked on. Bull bypassed the office and went directly to the source of the noise. He gave a friendly wave to Jopo, who was carrying several steel beams to another part of the junkyard. 
 
    “Tiny!” he shouted from two feet away. When there was no response, he shouted again and attempted to lean into the man’s line of sight. “Tiny!” 
 
    The man slowly finished his weld, and casually regarded Bull as he leaned back and looked up. 
 
    “Hey, Bull!” Tiny shouted. “How’re things?” 
 
    It looked as if Tiny was going to return to his welding, so Bull frantically waved his arms and leaned in some more. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Tiny asked. Then he removed his big, puffy headphones. Heavy metal blasted out from them. Suddenly, the situation made a lot more sense than he’d ever realized. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bull said in a slightly lower tone. “I need to have you put the armor back on my CASPer, as well as a good deal of weaponry.” 
 
    “You shittin’ me?” Tiny retorted. Bull nodded. “Well, I’m gonna have to get the missus to sign off on it. It’s not gonna be cheap, either. You been saving up credits?” 
 
    “Yes, I have,” Bull answered. “Let’s go talk to her.” 
 
    “Weapons?” she shouted at a Tiny-worthy volume once Bull restated his request. “I thought you weren’t a registered merc?” 
 
    Bull produced a chit that said otherwise. 
 
    “Asbaran?” Krissy gasped. “For one, that’s bullshit. For another, if this is true, what the hell you doin’ here?” 
 
    The big bald man shrugged and stared. 
 
    “Is Leslie Allen even really your name?” she asked. 
 
    He tilted his head noncommittally. 
 
    “Your inheritance was not actually an inheritance, and it was more substantial than you let on, wasn’t it?” she continued. He didn’t budge. She glared at him waiting on an explanation. 
 
    “The less you know, the better it’ll go for you, is that good enough?” Bull asked. “The money’s good, and I’m only trying to protect you.” 
 
    The discussion ended, and soon Tiny was back outside banging away on his new project. Bull had listed the things he needed, made Krissy repeat them to ensure she understood, and then asked Tiny to repeat them as well. She requested he give the merc credentials he had failed to give her upon his initial arrival, which he did. He promised an extra percentage based on how quickly the CASPer was refitted, explained he would help with the modifications, and then requested a finalized bill. Krissy gladly crunched all the numbers and then looked embarrassed when she gave him the total. 
 
    Her expression turned to shock, as did Tiny’s, when Bull did not hesitate to hand her his yack and agreed to the amount. Her eyes nearly popped out of her head when the transaction went through, and then she shouted at Tiny to get to work. 
 
    While assisting with the repairs, Bull set Lucille to organize a substantial amount of cargo to be delivered directly to the Tambu, his recent purchase from Intergalactic Salvage. His arrangement stipulated they would deliver the ship to the dockyard. A crew hired at the dockyard completed the few needed repairs in order for the ship to be functional. 
 
    The pair pounded, rewired, welded, and soldered for hours. As each weapon was mounted, Bull climbed into the CASPer and fired off a few rounds to verify its proper operation. Then, he reloaded and fired again just to make sure. After each weapon had been mounted and tested, he went back to work cleaning them. The yard did not have the amount of ammunition he required, so he placed an order which would arrive the following day. When Bull was satisfied with the modifications, some sixteen hours later, he left. 
 
    “Lucille, has all the cargo been delivered to the Tambu?” Bull asked into his earpiece. 
 
    <<Two deliveries failed to arrive on time, so I found alternate vendors, paid for rushed delivery, and cancelled the original orders. All requested cargo will be onboard the Tambu within the hour.>> 
 
    “Will we still have time to join our transport well before the jump window?” 
 
    <<I will suggest a trajectory to minimize our transit time. We will arrive on time.>> 
 
    Should I be concerned that she uses terms like “I” and “we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Jopo, it’s great to see you,” Bull said. “I’ve got some Seemuck here, waiting for you.” 
 
    “There are more Humans now,” Jopo said as he looked around. 
 
    J.J.’s Jakals had moved in. As they’d arrived as a big group, and none of the other races had bothered them. They’d packed themselves around the bar and then migrated to the tables as they were vacated. J.J. had nodded to Bull. 
 
    “It is a good time for Jopo to see a friend,” Bull’s large, four-armed friend replied. “Jopo has news.” 
 
    “Oh, do you?” Bull asked with a raised eyebrow. “Have a seat, and by all means, you first.” 
 
    “What is Jopo first in?” Jopo asked. 
 
    “Uh, nothing, just an expression,” Bull said. He tipped back his whiskey and drained it. “So, what’s your news?” 
 
    “Jopo is sad to say he is leaving. But happy to say he has found a job. A merc job! The Firebirds gave Jopo a chance to prove himself in combat, and Jopo did. Jopo could never have done this if not for his good Human friend.” 
 
    Another whiskey arrived, though Bull had not ordered one. When Bull glanced toward the bar, he found J.J. raising a glass to him. Bull raised his in kind. 
 
    “Huh, I’ll be,” Bull replied. “I honestly didn’t know if any of that training would help you against your own kind.” 
 
    “It did, and now Jopo will bring honor to himself with the Firebirds.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Bull said. He raised his glass and Jopo did the same, Bull had taught him the custom. They drank. 
 
    “Though Jopo is proud, he is sad to lose his friend,” Jopo said. “Jopo has never had a good friend before.” 
 
    “Well, make sure you make some friends in the Firebirds,” Bull said. Jopo looked puzzled. “Just prove you’re a good fighter and a hard worker, and make sure to talk to the others when you can, okay? You’ll do great.” 
 
    “Jopo will try. Jopo does not want to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not goodbye,” Bull said. “I’ll be in touch. I’m sure the Firebirds won’t be too hard to track down. This is until next time, my good friend.” 
 
    He drained the glass, clapped Jopo on the shoulder, and left before J.J. had a chance to stop him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Transmission Origin: <REDACTED> 
 
    Transmission Destination: <REDACTED> 
 
      
 
    I received your request to cease monitoring of the surviving members of the recently dissolved unregistered organization. It does seem that Sergeant Adams and Corporal Allen both seem to be stagnant and unlikely to accomplish anything in the near future, we can always track them down again if suspicions arise. James Francis, however, would appear to require continued monitoring, especially in light of his recent consolidation of numerous, disparate companies. Out of the three, that Human seems to be the most likely to attempt to follow his kind’s strange historical predilection toward protecting others of its species simply because they are its own species. 
 
    You are approved to cease monitoring operations on Sergeant Eric Adams and Corporal Leslie Allen but are directed to ensure assets are in place to resume in a timely manner if need be. 
 
    Continue to monitor James Francis. Prepare courses of action to respond to any future attempts by James Francis to resume unregistered operations.  
 
      
 
    Transmission end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 West Virginia 
 
      
 
    The darkness and the fog overpowered all the senses in a way that made him question whether it was the void of space, the ocean’s abyss, or the lowest level of hell and not just some dusty road. The truck rumbled over the gravel road and its headlights barely illuminated the path it was on. Patches bounced along uncomfortably in the passenger seat, rifle at the ready. He strained to discern anything beyond a few dozen feet out. It was a mystery to him how the driver could see enough to travel as fast as he did. With a glance to his left, his terror surged. The driver, Bull, had been there only a moment before, calmly navigating the route. He suddenly disappeared and the open driver’s side door was flapping around. Patches reached frantically to take the wheel, but before he could do so, fiendish claws erupted from the shadows and tore him out of the truck. 
 
    He fought furiously to bring his rifle to bear on the horror that was bearing down on him. It casually tossed him to the ground and his back exploded in pain. Before he could recover, it landed on his chest. The shiny black carapace reflected his face and framed the overwhelming fear in his eyes. The ebony chitin served as the perfect backdrop to the columns of sharp white teeth, which formed a sinister grin. 
 
    The creature’s muscles tensed, it pushed up into the air, and it coiled to pounce. 
 
    “No!” Patches screamed as he raised his arms defensively. He swatted at the creature as it came down and he felt its fleshy, flannel legs brush his side. 
 
    “Eric, stop!” Sandy cried. His eyes came into focus and he found his two-year old son, Dean, collapsed on the side of the bed. The poor little boy whimpered and began to bawl. Sandy sprang over Patches, squatted next to the boy, and scooped him up in a great hug. 
 
    “Oh, lord, no, no, I’m sorry Dean,” Patches moaned. He locked eyes with his tall, dark-skinned wife and clutched the sheets in agony. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was him. I was sleeping, I thought he was—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Eric,” Sandy said, and held her boy tight. “He’s fine. Maybe this’ll teach him not to wake up Daddy like that. I know you didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Oh God, are you sure?” Patches asked again. He licked his lips and swallowed. He scratched absently at the back of his neck. Dean buried his black-haired head into his mother’s chest and sniffed. 
 
    “Yes, Eric,” she stated forcefully. “He’s fine, and it’s his own fault. Dean, you can’t do that to Daddy. Daddy gets scared sometimes when he’s sleeping, and you just can’t do that.” 
 
    She gently broke the hug and held the toddler at arm’s length. 
 
    “Do you understand?” she asked. He nodded and wiped his nose. 
 
    “Tawy, Mama,” Dean said sadly. 
 
    “Well, don’t apologize to me, apologize to your Daddy,” she told him. 
 
    Dean turned his head to regard his father. “Tawy, Daddy.” 
 
    Patches reached his arms out and pulled the boy up onto the bed and gave him a big hug. 
 
    “It’s okay, Bean,” Patches said. He held his son tight for a while. When he released him, he kissed the boy on the forehead. “I love you, Bean, it’s okay. Just don’t do it again, okay? Like Mommy said, I get skittish when I’m sleeping is all.” 
 
    Crisis averted, Dean ran off a minute later to play, as if the event never happened. Patches rolled his shoulders and stretched as he got out of bed. Sandy stood, waited for him to stretch, and waited some more until he gave her a nice, strong hug. She drew his head down to hold him tight in the same manner she’d held her son. 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetie,” she whispered. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s fine,” he replied. The tears in his eyes began to dry. “I’ve got the greatest, hottest woman on Earth here to hold me. I’m a lucky man.” 
 
    “You’re damn straight,” she said. “Any chance we could get some waffles this morning?” 
 
    “Oh, goddamnit, it’s my—” Patches caught himself. “Yeah, sure, of course I can cook you some damn waffles.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry, but one of us has a range to go run,” she said with a sweet smile. “I’ve gotta get ready. Go rustle me up some coffee and waffles and maybe I’ll make it worth your while later tonight. Bacon, too?” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” he grumbled. He shuffled himself into some pants and threw on his red velvet robe, a gift from two Christmas’ prior. 
 
    In the kitchen, he set up the waffle iron to heat and grabbed the airtight WaffleMan pre-mixed batter bag from the fridge. He threw a pan on the induction coils and carefully laid strips of bacon into it. As things started to cook, he retrieved his slate and set it up away from the stove, where it would be safe from grease splatter, but still usable. 
 
    He glanced out the kitchen window and caught sight of an older, white-haired gentleman. The man was standing on the other side of the street and appeared to be looking his way. Patches wondered whether the man could see him through the window, or if it just looked that way. It set Patches’ paranoia on edge the more he watched the man. The man’s gaze did not seem to budge. 
 
    “Eric!” Sandy shouted. “The waffle iron’s beeping! Oh my God, it’s smoking! You’re burning the waffles! The bacon, too!” 
 
    Snapping from his trance, he unplugged the waffle iron and burned his hand pushing the pan off the coils. Sandy already had all the fans turned on and moved to open several windows. 
 
    “Where the hell were you, Eric? Are you okay?” Sandy asked, concerned. Seeing his hand, she mumbled an admonishment and grabbed the hand so she could tend to it. 
 
    Crisis averted, Patches returned his attention to the street. The man was gone. 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    Patches jumped and knocked a jar of burn salve out of Sandy’s hand and onto the floor. The jar cracked and splattered gel everywhere. 
 
    “What in the hell’s gotten into you, Eric?” Sandy shouted. “Clean this up while I go see who that is.” 
 
    A shiver shot through Patches’ spine as he moved to get a dustpan. 
 
    He heard the door open and Sandy start in with her usual sass, but her voice quieted immediately. 
 
    “Eric, there’s someone here to see you,” she said. She walked back into the kitchen and took the dustpan from his hands. “I’ve got this, and I’ve got breakfast. You go see what he has to say.” 
 
    Patches’ eyes went wide. He nodded, relinquished the dustpan to her control, and floated to the front door. 
 
    The man from across the street now stood in the doorway. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Patches asked. 
 
    The man smiled. Though clearly much older than Patches, the man looked to be in great shape, healthy and sharp. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    “May I ask who you are?” 
 
    “Eric, don’t be rude, let the man in!” Sandy shouted. “I’ll bring some coffee.” 
 
    The man turned his head toward the kitchen. 
 
    “That would be great,” he said. He motioned off to the other side, toward the living room. “May I?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Patches said. He stepped back and pointed at the couch. 
 
    The man entered and moved to the long, well-worn couch. He sat on the edge of the couch and kept his back ramrod straight. His body language said former military more than former mercenary. 
 
    Patches sat in his favorite chair and slouched. The two stared at each other. At length, the man broke the silence. 
 
    “A mutual friend of ours has gotten himself into a bit of a bind.” 
 
    “I don’t have any friends.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You have precisely one. And he’s gone off to do something stupid.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me who you are.” 
 
    “Apologies,” the man said. “I’ve gotten very used to cutting straight to business. You can call me John. For a long time, I did the same thing that you briefly did, until the—well. From the way I dance around it, I’ll assume you know what I mean. Now, your one and only friend—” 
 
    “If it’s who I think you’re talking about, he ain’t no friend of mine.” 
 
    John smiled. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” John said. “You might not admit it, but you owe him everything. Anyway, as I was saying, your one and only friend has taken it upon himself to go out and do what we once did, but all by himself. You can imagine where this might lead.” 
 
    “I—he—whaa—?” Patches struggled to find a meaningful string of words. 
 
    “Here you go,” Sandy said. She set a tray with coffee, sugar, and cream onto the table in front of the couch. 
 
    For some reason, Patches focused on how incredibly old-fashioned and odd the whole scene was, especially since Sandy had never done anything so domestic before. Had he suffered some kind of stroke or something, retreated into his own mind, and imagined all this? 
 
    “Eric, snap out of it!” Sandy said as she handed him a cup of strong, black coffee. The aroma helped bring him back to his senses. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” the man said to Sandy, who smiled, nodded, and left the room. The man returned his attention to Patches. “Take whatever time you need. I will say that every moment counts, but it would do no good to rush you.” 
 
    “So,” Patches said, speaking slowly and parsing his words, “you’re saying that Bull went out on his own on some damn fool mission of his own making?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll admit, that sounds just like him, but what can I, or we, possibly do about it?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to say, I’m going to need your help,” the man said. “We’ll go get my niece, though she isn’t really my niece, and then go get another old acquaintance of yours. It shouldn’t be too difficult. You’re an important part of the whole endeavor—the starting point, if you will—but the choice is yours. So, what do you say?” 
 
    Sandy had returned and stood in the doorway to the living room. 
 
    “This is all about Bull, right?” she asked. Patches nodded. “Well, then you get your ass upstairs and start packin’. Go.” She waved her hand to order him up. 
 
    “Just like that?” Patches asked, with a nervous look to gauge her true feelings on the subject. 
 
    “Yeah, just like that,” she said, adamant. “You know what you gotta do, and I’ll be fine. I’ll call up Tawny to come help with Dean while you’re gone. Why are you still standing there?” 
 
    Patches eyes stared to moisten. “What the hell did I ever do to deserve you?” 
 
    “Nothing; you just got lucky,” Sandy replied with her disapproving mama bear glare. “Go! Just hurry back before I find myself another baby daddy to keep the bed warm.” 
 
    “Okay, Mister John, looks like I’m coming along. Where are we going?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Karma Station 
 
      
 
    Everything had seemed so perfect when they’d first been assembled. However, the administrative details of the conglomeration of Carthage Shipping and Intergalactic Salvage threatened to bury him alive in paperwork and red tape. One would think that combining two Merchant Guild-registered companies would be a fairly simple process. And one would be wrong. 
 
    The guild demanded a never-ending stream of permits, approvals, ship re-registrations, licenses, and a million other things, and Francis had hired a team of lawyers and accountants to facilitate the transitions. Francis thought he’d gotten experience running a company as the effective manager of Intergalactic Salvage. What he’d learned was that managing a company and running a company were two wildly different beasts. Logistics, accounting, managing personnel—all these things were within his skill set. Especially with the help of the logistical program Bull had given him, which called itself “Lucille.” 
 
    On the other hand, Merchant Guild law and politics existed well outside his knowledge, capability, and interest. Unfortunately for him, mastery of both had become a necessity. At all times, he knew the boards of both companies were watching him for any sign of weakness, failure, or inefficiency. Many members of both boards were opposed to the merger on principal, though Francis had convinced slim majorities to go along with it on a probationary basis. 
 
    The lawyers and accountants were supposed to make his life easier, but somehow, they’d only created more problems, as if desperate to justify their existence. Their process seemed to include seeking out all possible issues from the Merchant Guild, the Galactic Union, the Mercenary Guild, the Trade Guild, and Galactic Law in general. They would then explain the problems, provide no solutions, and then demand that Francis do something to rectify each issue. He’d mentally drafted plans to blow them all out of an airlock and seek a new group of counselors. When he’d verbalized the desire to DuPont, the man informed him that he should not do so. 
 
    “Mr. Francis is on a business call,” he heard his secretary explain to someone. “He’ll be right with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean they’re unlicensed?” he shouted, well aware that everyone else in the tiny office could hear him. The response was not to his liking. “Well, they were sure as shit licensed when Antonowicz and Yerkes transferred managerial responsibility to me. I paid them more credits for those two companies and all their assets than you will ever see in your entire goddamn life, heavily leveraged mind you. When I did so, the companies carried all the goddamn titles on all those goddamn ships!” 
 
    He spied a couple through the blinds of the window by the door. He stood with his back to them and stopped shouting. Katya was sitting in a chair by the door. She gave a friendly smile and waved as the pair noticed her. He finally recognized Katya’s friend Jessica pointing toward the office with a questioning frown. Katya rolled her eyes and shrugged. The worthless bureaucrat mumbled some legalese absurdity. 
 
    “What the hell does ownership transfer have to do with anything? The goddamn transfer of ownership carries with it all the assets and licenses as well, doesn’t it? What the hell do you mean, they don’t see it that way? Why the hell do they get to decide how the hell they see it? Are the only rules in this goddam galaxy based entirely on the interpretation of the highest paying participant on any given day?” 
 
    Jessica knocked at the door. 
 
    “Hang on a second, you useless piece of…” He opened the door and gave Jessica the brightest, warmest smile she had ever seen. “Jessica! Please tell me you’re here to save me from the soul crushing bureaucrats of the guilds, and from the useless blubbering idiots who claim to represent me!” 
 
    “Well, we were here to discuss something else, but if you need me to handle something, I’m pretty sure I owe Katya for her last, uh, favor, so…” She smiled and glanced at J.J. 
 
    “Wonderful, here.” Francis pulled the earpiece out of his ear. “These leeches are telling me everything needs to get relicensed now that ownership has changed, which is a bunch of bullshit because the titles were all in the name of the company, and it’s the company that I bought, not the individual ships. Please explain that.” 
 
    “Okay, well…Hello?” she called into the earpiece. “This is Jessica Carmine, representation for James Francis, who am I speaking with?” 
 
    There was an audible cough, and she jerked her head in discomfort. More mealy-mouthed mumbles followed. The blonde woman pulled a slate from her bag and tapped at it frenetically as the mumbler continued. 
 
    “No, that is a misinterpretation of the precedent,” she interrupted and continued to tap and swipe at a blinding pace. “Per the findings in Ch-tereth vs. The Otherworld Alliance, the Megnurant Corporation vs. The Black Tendrils, and the Dreamworld Consortium vs. The Semtric Syndicate, statute three seven eight nine two, subsection twenty-seven, line eight hundred seventy-five, that interpretation, which has since been struck down by the judgment of Peacemaker Alebrig in the Relv-Ze Eight Incident, that would only have applied to matters in which either party was found to be involved in criminal conspiracy, willful misrepresentation, or operating outside Guild Charter. I doubt you’re implying that Mr. Francis is guilty of any of those, are you?”  
 
    She resumed before the befuddled mumbler had a chance to answer. “If so, please feel free to file such accusations against your employer. To which I would like to clarify, aren’t you supposed to be representing Mr. Francis? It almost appears that, since the statute you are discussing does not apply, and that statute itself has been judged as insufficiently specific by the Peacemaker Guild—” The mumbler shouted something. “No…Yes, that does follow since judgments of individual guild members are considered precedent until overruled by higher ranking members and verified by the Council itself. Don’t try to turn this back around just because you’re unfamiliar with the processes of the Peacemaker Guild. As I was saying, I would almost suspect that someone else was paying you to invent impediments to Mr. Francis’ consolidation of shipping and salvage companies, because if you were—Hello? Hello, are you still there?” 
 
    Jessica chuckled to herself, removed the earpiece, and handed it back to Francis. Jimmy’s mouth hung open in stupefaction. 
 
    “I think I may have accidentally landed on some truth just then,” she said, somewhat embarrassed. “Your, um, whoever that actually was, just cancelled the communication as soon as I mentioned they might be working for someone else. I would avoid using them in the future. But, in the meantime, the statute they quoted is irrelevant to you, and I wouldn’t worry about it. I can speak to whatever other representation you have and explain why that is, if you need me to.” 
 
    “How did you know that much about Merchant Guild Law?” Francis asked, puzzled. “Don’t you normally represent Doctors For the Void and mercenaries? Wouldn’t that mostly put your expertise in with Peacemaker and Merc Guild Law?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, when you say Peacemaker Guild Law,” she said, “you’re really referring to judgments they’ve made concerning Galactic Law, the laws of other guilds, and the laws of individual systems or corporations; there is next to nothing that you might consider Peacemaker Guild Law, in and of itself, other than the big things like genocide and use of AI and the like, which, again, are actually Galactic Law.” 
 
    “Okay, lesson aside, how did you know so much about the statute they were using?” Jimmy repeated. 
 
    “Oh, I looked it up as we were speaking,” she said cheerfully. “Wealth of information right there on the GalNet, assuming you know where to look. I mean, I know most people suspect the Information Guild drastically restricts what we can really see, but in matters of law, they’re content to dump absolutely everything in there. They probably figure it’s a good way to fill the databanks with meaningless drivel, to give the appearance of transparency. For someone like me, though, it’s a wealth of knowledge.” 
 
    “Jessica, you are my savior,” Jimmy said, an incredulous look dominating his face. “Since you brought it up, my other representation is as useless, or worse, than that Equiri you were just speaking to. I don’t mean to sound xenophobic, but I haven’t found any kind of representation by any race yet that doesn’t seem more interested in creating problems than solving them. Can I ask, what exactly you’re doing these days? You wouldn’t be free to, maybe, help me consolidate my new interests, would you?” 
 
    Suddenly, J.J. barked a laugh which echoed around the room and broke the tension the question created. 
 
    “Um, well, that’s not really why we came here,” Jessica said sheepishly. “You see, J.J. over there just won his case—” 
 
    “All the more reason,” Francis said. “So, that case is done, you’re free to help a poor, young, enterprising individual, right? I swear to god, Jess, if you say yes, I’ll name my first born after you. Wait, Katya?” The gorgeous Russian woman looked up from her slate again. “When we get married and have kids, can we name the first girl Jessica?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking Duscha after my favorite aunt, but Jessica works,” Katya answered in the sultry tone she used whenever she teased him. “By the way, was that a proposal?” 
 
    “No, this is a proposal,” Francis stalked dramatically out of his office toward Katya and dropped to a knee. “Katya, will you marry me?” 
 
    Katya remained deadpan and feigned disgust. “Where’s my ring?” 
 
    “As soon as my legal troubles are resolved by Jessica here, I’ll get you a red diamond,” he said with a charming smile. “I should be saving every penny to make this new company successful, but I will make this one sacrifice for my true love.” 
 
    “If Jessica is so special, you can marry her.” Katya sneered. 
 
    “I love no one but you, my feisty Russian princess,” he said. 
 
    “Well, fine then.” Her sneer broke into a giant smile as she gave up the game. “And I don’t need a red diamond, my Snowman. I only need you.” 
 
    “This day just keeps getting better,” J.J. said. 
 
    “Great,” Jimmy stated, and stood back up to regard his guests again. “And we’ll name our first born after you, Jessica, if only you’ll save me.” 
 
    “He’s joking,” Katya interrupted as her eyes went back into her slate. “We’re naming her Duscha, if it’s a girl.” 
 
    “Dusch—” J.J. started, but Francis cut him off with a gesture. Francis then looked to Jessica and slyly shook his head and pointed at Jessica as if to say, “No, really, we’ll name her after you.” 
 
    “Well, firstborn namesake or not,” Jessica said, exasperated, “I think I’ll take you up, but on one condition. J.J. here has an offer that involves the Jakals.” 
 
    Francis’ eyes narrowed with amusement, and he spun about to look directly at the muscular, bald merc. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    J.J. fidgeted a bit as he spoke, an unusual affectation for him. “Yeah, well, there was this guy, uh, well…. With our big win thanks to that beautiful, brilliant woman there,” he nodded to Jessica, who winked, “I can refit the Jakals, but I didn’t quite know what to do with them. So, this guy on a shuttle mentioned salvage and I thought about you. I owe you twice, for saving us and then for bringing me Jess, and I know you just expanded this whole thing, but would you be interested in a well-equipped merc unit to act as security?” 
 
    “Damn,” Francis exclaimed. “Is this the day all my problems are solved? Katya, I am definitely getting you a red diamond, love. Truth be told, I was gonna track you down when I got the chance, but the bureaucrats…Anyway, come on in, let’s talk. Both of you.” 
 
    Francis motioned to his office, and the trio wandered in. 
 
    “After we work out all the details, the four of us are going to Par Liment for a celebratory dinner,” Francis said, flush with excitement. “Katya, make a reservation. Did you guys know I just got engaged?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, we were here for it,” J.J. replied without a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “By the way,” Francis said as he closed the door, “the guy on the shuttle? You couldn’t describe him, could you?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Houston Suburbs 
 
      
 
    Nikki dropped her red silk robe to the ground and tied her hair up in a loose ponytail, just to keep it up off her neck. Before she reached the shower, however, her slate buzzed to indicate someone had rung the doorbell. With a quick glance at the slate, a puzzled look came over her face. A gaunt, rough-shaven man with a lost look in his eyes stood on her doorstep. He nervously scratched the back of his neck and shifted about uncomfortably. Nikki cursed under her breath. 
 
    What the hell is he doing here? How the hell does he even know where here is? Dammit, Bull, that sonofabitch… 
 
    “Hey Angie, I’m not gonna be able to join you, I’ve gotta go deal with something,” Nikki shouted. 
 
    “It’s Allie,” the girl in the shower replied indignantly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nikki said distractedly as she reached down for her robe. She paused, then thought better of the robe and went to grab some real clothes. By the time she’d put on jeans and a heavy metal T-shirt, the visitor had rung the doorbell again. This time she tapped at her slate and pushed the microphone icon. 
 
    “I’m coming; be right down,” Nikki said and then pushed her feet into a pair of flats. She tore down the stairs as fast as she could. At the bottom, she stopped with a quick thought. She tapped on the slate for a few moments to secure all her upstairs electronics. The model in her shower was probably just a model, but one could never be too careful. 
 
    The doorbell rang a third time just before she opened it. 
 
    “Uncle John!” she exclaimed. 
 
    The old, white-haired man pushed his way inside. 
 
    “I’ve told you before, I’m not your uncle and you don’t need to call me that.” 
 
    Another man, wiry and rough-looking, stood behind John and remained on the doorstep. 
 
    “Hey, uh, I’m Patches,” the man stated. “Bull’s gonna do something stupid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, should I know you?” she asked with an inquisitive look. The man looked inside and looked at her camera and lighting setup. 
 
    “Huh, are you a photographer? I thought you were a hacker,” he said with a little confusion. 
 
    “Oh, for fffuu…” she grabbed him and pulled him inside. “Unc—, uh, John, why are you here?” 
 
    “I tol’ you why we’re here,” Patches said defensively. “Bull’s gone out thinking he can restart that damn company, only he’s doin’ it all by himself.” 
 
    John smiled. “What he said.” 
 
    “Sonofabitch,” she spat, and slammed the door. “I told that man it was all over. But then, he was an idiot. What is it you think I can do for you? Why, exactly, is it my problem? And what’s the big, dumb animal gotten himself into, anyways?” 
 
    “Nikki.” John’s tone made her see him as she had as a little girl. John was about to give her a speech full of wisdom. Instinctively, she shut up so she could listen. 
 
    Before John could get started, something caught his attention. Patches saw it too, and his eyes nearly popped out of his head. A tall blond stalked down the stairs in a brown leather skirt, white cashmere sweater, and expensive heels. 
 
    “Well, Nikki, I guess I’ll see myself out then,” her guest said in a heavy eastern European accent. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, Ashley, you know how it is, family shows up at the worst times,” Nikki apologized. 
 
    “It’s Al—heh, never mind. Thank you for a good time. Please be in touch. You have my contact information, yes?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Yeah, take care,” Nikki leaned in for a kiss and the woman turned her cheek, half-heartedly smiled, and departed in disgust. 
 
    Nikki shivered and moved to take a seat on a couch. 
 
    “John, didn’t you retire from all this?” 
 
    “I did. And we can see where that got us.” 
 
    “Give me a moment, I think I need to be seated for this,” she said. She sat on her immaculate white leather loveseat. “Okay. Please, John, go ahead.” 
 
    “Nikki, I’ve avoided this long enough,” John said. “This life of yours was all well and good when the Company was well-manned and well-managed. You did your part to keep them funded and hidden and that was all they needed. Now, since…well, since all the others…” 
 
    John’s expressions had always been perfectly calculated, but she found herself believing that the tears growing in his eyes were genuine. Her great admiration for her Uncle John only grew at this sign of unrestrained emotion. She realized that she had never really known the members of the organization he’d founded. He had, of course, known every single one of them as well as he could, even after he’d retired. She didn’t want to hear it, but she wanted him to say his piece. Before she gathered the courage to ask him to continue, he did so. 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to force you to do this, Nikki, but this is what you were raised for. Bull is out there by himself because he thinks there’s no one else who he can trust; that there’s no one else who’s willing to do what he’s willing to do the way he’s willing to do it. For a little over fifty glorious years, Human mercs had a guardian angel hiding in the shadows. We couldn’t save everyone—not by a long shot—but we did what we could where we could. It’s more my fault than anyone else’s that Flores and the rest of them failed. I retired, I walked away, and here we are. But there is one man out there trying to do it all by himself, trying to take on the universe. We’re not leaving him to it; we’re not.” 
 
    Tears dripped down the sides of his face. She rushed forward and wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    They hugged for a long, quiet moment. 
 
    “So, are we all going or what?” Patches asked. He scratched his neck. “And if so, how are we getting there?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Ellesu Sytem 
 
      
 
    Sieges bored Aramak immensely. Cost effective though it might be, it felt as if he were cheating as they sat back and awaited the slow, agonizing death of the Humans. They had no specific way to know exactly when the Humans would exhaust their ability to survive, but it surely could not be more than a few more days. That knowledge did not decrease the pain associated with the wait. Every fiber of his being urged him to order another assault, explosive rigging be damned. It was inconceivable that the Human female commander could have rigged the entire facility. He suspected she was bluffing. Unfortunately, the contents of the facility had been verified by the highest-ranking surviving member of the assault force. Ultimately, Aramak could not take the chance. It was one thing to waste the lives of his troops, it was another altogether to waste the potential profit from whatever the Humans could destroy. So, he waited. 
 
    Clearing the two passages the cowardly Humans had collapsed had so far been a somewhat futile endeavor. The Humans obviously monitored the approaches but could do nothing to the small crews who cleared rocks on the outside. However, whenever the crews cleared a certain amount inward, the Humans would find a gap through which to fire, kill a few Besquith, and then blow the passage again. It was slow and costly, but the crews were able to slowly move down the passageway. At some point, they would be far enough inside that the Humans would have no more passageway to collapse. The Humans would not be able to defend all three passageways. At that point, if Aramak ordered an assault, there was a much greater chance they could slaughter the Humans before any of them could trigger the explosives. In the meantime, it was also a means to determine whether the Humans inside were still active. 
 
    He’d already gone through every single one of Yarknor’s crewmembers in an attempt to find a worthy adversary in the classic Besquith strategy game, tarugiz. A variety of pieces with various strengths and weaknesses were moved through a labyrinth. Neither knew which pieces the opponent moved until an encounter occurred, when the involved pieces were revealed. Not a single fellow Besquith could match him, and he quickly relearned the futility of attempting to play the game solo. 
 
    No new information arrived as resupply ships would not be coming. Neither the elSha nor the Humans would be rescued. There were no more classic Besquith texts to read, and nothing of value was to be found amongst the so-called classic texts of other species. The possibility that he could actually die of boredom occurred to him, and he did not discount it. 
 
    The communicator chirped. He activated it. 
 
    “Honored Acquirer, I have a report when you are ready,” Barro stated. Hmmm, are the Humans finally dead? 
 
    “Proceed,” Aramak said, and started to salivate with the prospect of victory. 
 
    “A ship just arrived in-system to deliver three cargo ships,” Barro reported. “One of them is ours, the Dagrop, with a small crew, some workers, and a large quantity of construction equipment to erect a permanent installation on the surface.” 
 
    “Some warning would have been nice,” Aramak grumbled. “The Chief Acquirer is aware we have not yet taken the facility, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Acquirer,” Barro answered. “But we have a message as well. Would you like me to display it?” 
 
    “Just give me the short version,” Aramak said, as he moved a sphere atop a cylinder and then spun the tarugiz board back around. The idea of watching a Tri-V message from that miserable old Chief Acquirer made his stomach turn. 
 
    “Yes, Great Acquirer,” Barro said, and took a moment to collect his thoughts. “The Chief Acquirer happily announces that an agreement has been reached with the Dijay Reclamation Team. For a reasonable fee, they have ceded all claim to the facility here. One of the other cargo ships that arrived in-system, Alva Kray, belongs to them, and it is here to evacuate the remaining elSha once the terms of the sale are complete. There is one caveat to the agreement, however, which is not to be discussed outside of this communication.” 
 
    “Yes, go ahead,” Aramak demanded. He moved a tall octagonal piece on his tarugiz board and then spun the board halfway around. 
 
    “We are to eliminate the remnants of the Allison’s Anzacs mercenary unit that the Dijay Reclamation Team hired to defend their assets,” Barro said. “It is in their best financial interest to avoid payment to the unit since, ultimately, the unit failed to deter any aggression toward the company’s interests here. However, there is no stipulation to excuse the DRT from financial responsibility to the mercenary unit in the event the property is ceded, which has happened. Therefore, in a confidential clause in the sales agreement, the company listed the elimination of the mercenary company as a requisite to the sale. Once the Human mercenary company is eliminated, the facility is ours.” 
 
    “So,” Aramak growled, “we’re right back where we started, only now we can’t eat the little reptiles when we take the facility. Which is fine; they are bitter and gamey anyway. Too little meat for too much work. All right. You said there were three ships that arrived. One is ours; one is elSha. What is the other?” 
 
    “That one you may find amusing, Great Acquirer,” Barro said with a grin. “The third ship is the Tambu. It is registered to a Human shipping company called Universal Exports. I can find no information on activity, as the company has only been registered for a couple weeks.” 
 
    “I am not interested in the ship’s history,” Aramak said, “only its purpose. What is it doing here?” 
 
    “That is the amusing part, Great Acquirer,” Barro replied. “The sole Human on board says he is here with a standard resupply ordered by the Humans on the surface.” 
 
    “Wait, it’s a Human resupply ship?” Aramak bellowed. He flexed his claws and rose to threaten his moronic aid. “Why did you not begin with this?” 
 
    “It is harmless enough, Great Acquirer, and completely unarmed,” Barro replied, speaking rapidly to explain before he got eaten. “And we can quickly intercept it.” 
 
    “Then why is it here?” Aramak inquired. He relaxed somewhat but was still puzzled. “Wouldn’t they know what’s going on here by now? I imagine all of Karma knows. We must assume this is one of those clever Human traps.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Great Acquirer,” Barro said. Aramak cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “This Human individual seemed completely unaware of the state of the mercenary unit he is here to deliver to. He only expresses concern that the unit has not responded to his calls, which is, of course, due to the fact that the elSha control all communications. I suppose the Humans placed an order before the hostilities began, and it is only now arriving.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aramak snickered, “Humans always seem to miss those bits, don’t they?” 
 
    “Some are catching on, Great Acquirer,” Barro answered. “In any event, what would you like to do with this Human ship?” 
 
    “Oh, I suppose we can let them through. Let this man deliver the supplies,” Aramak said. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Great Acquirer, are you sure?” Barro asked in consternation. 
 
    “Of course not, you fool!” Aramak barked. “Send a team to take the ship, intact if possible. Tell them to maintain vigilance. As much as most Humans are barely capable of remembering to breathe, some are quite crafty. Even though their merchants in particular are exceedingly useless, we must be prepared if this one attempts any stupid tricks.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Acquirer,” Barro said. “And on the moon, at the facility?” 
 
    “Maintain the siege,” Aramak said. “Now, more than ever, we must ensure the facility remains as intact as possible. The Humans cannot have more than a few weeks of food left. In the meantime, continue the effort to clear the other passageways. 
 
    “One more question,” Aramak said, continuing. “The Dagrop, the ship our Chief Acquirer sent. Does it have any better food onboard?” 
 
    The longer they lingered in the system to await the demise of the Human mercenaries, the more they were forced to rely on the slimy, canned, heavily preserved rations instead of fresher meat. A long time had passed since they’d feasted on the Humans they’d killed in the initial assault. 
 
    “No, Great Acquirer,” Barro answered. “I thought to ask that as well. Apparently, as workers and a simple cargo ship crew, they were not supplied with anything other than the same canned rations we have been reduced to.” 
 
    “All right then,” Aramak grumbled dejectedly. “You can order the Dagrop to the surface so they can begin construction. There is little chance the Humans will be capable of interfering, and by the time the Humans are all dead, we’ll be that much further ahead. Let’s hope the Human ship has something worthwhile on board.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    The Human ship, indeed, carried a great deal of value aboard, despite its small size. As expected, the pathetic Human abandoned the craft immediately before being boarded. It launched not one, but forty escape pods. By the time they recognized that thirty-two were simple beacons and not actual pods, the other eight were approaching the moon. Aramak decided to let the pods go, as one would carry a Human that his ground forces could eat. 
 
    The Human had riddled Tambu with booby traps, something Humans had become well known for doing. The rigging, trip wires, and laser sensors set up on the ship to deprive an enemy of the goods had all been defeated with time and patience. Once one knew the Human’s tricks, any worthwhile force could deal with them easily. Aramak only used the best forces he could find; for them, it was child’s play. 
 
    The cargo ship carried an abundance of supplies the Humans would have found useful. It contained filters of various kinds to ensure continued operation of air recyclers, water recyclers, and the like. Power cells of all shapes and sizes were also plentiful. A stack of bins contained a wide range of replacement parts, oil, and cleaning supplies for the weapons the Human mercenaries used. A large quantity of canned or freeze-dried rations were found, and the Besquith begrudgingly added those to their stores. Some of it would probably be edible to them if the siege lasted much longer, and if they became desperate. 
 
    The greatest find, however, was in a massive freezer used to store an impressive amount of meat. Aramak ordered it rushed back to Yarknor, then had Barro chisel off a small steak and eat it. Aramak waited to see if Barro showed any sign of poison or illness while another portion of meat was thawed. Barro reported the meat was heavily salted, which Aramak did not mind. The younger heel-licker did not die of poisoning, and hours later showed no signs of disease of illness. Further medical scans also showed no indication of any illness. Satisfied, Aramak claimed a heathy portion for himself, gave decent helpings to the marines who had taken the Tambu, smaller portions to the rest of the crew, and then packaged up the substantial remainder to be sent to the surface as a reward for maintaining the siege. 
 
    Aramak melted into ecstasy as he devoured the delicious flesh from some large Earth animal. The Acquirer gorged himself as he had not been able to do since the initial assault. He assumed it was the last time he would have the chance to do so until they were successful, and he could jump back to their home planet. 
 
    Barro had been correct, the meat contained a great amount of salt, probably as an added preservative. It did not bother Aramak much, but it did make him very thirsty. He and the crew guzzled water to wash down all the delicious meat, but it was well worth it. 
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 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “Assault leader, this is Rayaz. I have made contact with the escape pod that landed in our sector,” the Besquith scout reported. 
 
    “Copy,” Assault Leader Gyorg responded. “Are there any signs of life on this one?” 
 
    Once they had sorted out which escape pod signals were simple beacons and which were real, they tracked five that remained in space and three that landed on the moon. In the hopes of finding a dead Human to feast upon, they had sent ships to recover the spaceborne pods. The first one they attempted to dock with exploded and, despite precautions, had destroyed the shuttle and the two Besquith on board. They immediately destroyed the remaining pods from a distance. Of the three on the surface, Rayaz approached the first one they’d reached. 
 
    “Most certainly, Assault Leader,” Rayaz answered. “In fact, one of the Human armored suits emerged from it and is moving very slowly away from the pod. It is scanning back and forth as if looking for a target.” 
 
    “Really? That’s a little strange,” Gyorg stated. “Be cautious, this Human has already set quite a few traps. I am sending troops to support you, but I imagine you’ll have dealt with it before they arrive. Happy hunting, soldier.” 
 
    “Thank you, Assault Leader,” Rayaz said. “I will try to save some for you. Rayaz out.” 
 
    The Besquith scout stayed low as he watched the Human CASPer awkwardly maneuver about the moon’s surface. It moved perpendicular to Rayaz, and the scout easily approached from the machine’s aft. If Rayaz could maintain the proper aspect, there was a strong chance he could get fairly close without being noticed. 
 
    The CASPer took a couple awkward steps to one side and then stopped completely for a few moments. It scanned for a little while, then repeated the process. The pause between moving and scanning struck the scout as odd. Rayaz knew these Human machines were not all that good at keeping the Humans alive, but this seemed excessively pathetic. If the Human inside was a simple merchant, it would explain why it was such a bad driver. Still, as the Assault Leader had reminded him, it would not be wise to underestimate it. Rayaz crept closer, and the Human mech made no indication it noticed his approach. 
 
    Eventually, the scout was close enough to either disable the mech with laser fire or charge it outright and rend it open with his claws. Rayaz lined up the mech in the sights of his laser rifle. In that moment, he noticed a strange ripple of moon dust piled up behind the CASPer which moved as the CASPer moved. The scout sighted along the ripple and discovered an unusual mound at the end of it. The closest end of the mound contained a small crack, like a tiny cave and a flash of light flickered inside it. 
 
    Rayaz’s faceplate cracked and the scout died. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    <<The first target is down; heat loss indicates it is dead. There are no more targets in the CASPer’s video feed.>> 
 
    Not fully trusting Lucille’s assessment, Bull took a better look around. After a comprehensive scan of the area, Bull felt confident there were no more Besquith within sight and raced out in his moon dust-covered ghillie suit to retrieve the dead Besquith’s rifle. It was heavier, but one could never have too much weaponry in a case like this. He resumed the slow march of the CASPer, the low crawl along behind it, and the periodic drag of the long cable he used to control it. Bull hoped it was not a waste of time moving the CASPer in this manner. If he abandoned it, his movement would be a great deal faster and he would not be so close to such an obvious target. The fact that the enemy might choose to send every single Besquith on the moon to take him out was not lost on him. He did not think they would, but he had been wrong before. 
 
    During the descent to the moon, crammed into the pod with the CASPer, he identified three avenues of approach to the structure that was obviously in contention. A heavy contingent guarded one, which he surmised was the main defensive position of the Humans inside. The other two were minimally covered. He hoped this meant the mercs inside had somehow blocked those tunnels, and he further hoped they would have some means of unblocking them when help arrived on the outside. That made two separate ways in which he used hope as a strategy. Desperation was an understatement. 
 
    He did not have long to wait until the enemy sent the expected response. 
 
    <<Multiple targets are in visual range.>> 
 
    The movement of the first target on the horizon caught his eye just after he moved the cable. He immediately arrested his progress and scanned for more. One bounded forward in a slow, zigzag approach toward his CASPer. Two more were skulking along to his left as stealthily as one can on a moon with no vegetation. On the assumption there would be more to the right, he watched the horizon until they appeared. They were farther right than he had thought they would be. 
 
    The CASPer, without his direct control, remained motionless. Through the CASPer’s monitors, he watched the middle Besquith approach. As soon as he worked out a pattern, he waited patiently until he was certain where the lead assaulter would go. It bounded, lowered, and paused. Then it bounded the other way, lowered, and paused. Each bound took the Besquith well into the air for a few seconds, during which it had to wait for the weak gravity to bring it back down. 
 
    <<If authorized, I can take control of the CASPer and fire at the closest target.>> 
 
    “Authorized,” Bull said, partially out of curiosity. 
 
    When did it learn to drive a CASPer? 
 
    In the midst of its third bound, the CASPer targeted the creature, led it, and fired a MAC round straight through it. The Besquith went limp and drifted, dead, into a low berm, scattering dust slowly into the space around it. 
 
    Bull immediately switched his attention to the two that were circling to the left. When they stopped to regard their dead partner, he picked one, took aim, and fired. It froze with a crack in its faceplate, which oozed droplets of fluid just as the first one had. Its partner flattened, nuzzled into the ground, and remained in place, making it nearly impossible to get a good shot. With a quick tug down on the end of his gun’s muzzle, he obscured himself in the ground and brought his attention back to the CASPer’s monitor displayed on his slate. 
 
    The two on the far right had advanced quite a bit while they’d killed the first two. Lucille, without prompting, targeted one with the MAC, fired, and missed. Lucille activated the .50 cal machine gun controls and blasted away. The CASPer tagged the Besquith a few times, but its armor held. The rounds did, however, stop the beast for a precious second that Lucille used to aim and fire the MAC again. This time the round went through the head of the Besquith attacker, and it drifted slowly backward while droplets erupted from the opening. 
 
    The recently killed Besquith’s partner landed on the CASPer and raised an arm to rend the machine’s armor. Bull triggered the claymore mine he’d wired to its chest. It blasted the assailant back several dozen yards in slow motion. Bull suspected the ball bearings might be as ineffective at penetrating the armor as the .50 cal had been. 
 
    “Shoot it again, Lucille.” 
 
    Before he finished saying the words, Lucille put a MAC round through that Besquith as well. It spun as the MAC fired, and the round only clipped the shoulder. Gas sprayed from the floating creature’s suit, but it maintained enough life and vitality to reach for its belt to retrieve a patch. Before it could apply the patch, Lucille shot again and hit the beast in the stomach. The round caused another gas eruption, and the Besquith stopped moving. 
 
    Lucille maneuvered the CASPer around and panned the camera to search for the last Besquith of the group. It had closed within ten meters of the CASPer, but rather than attack the machine, it landed immediately next to a small, raised lump at the end of the CASPer’s cable. It tore the shroud off the top of the lump and then paused in confusion. Bull pushed his muzzle out from its hiding spot and aimed for the Besquith standing not ten meters away from him. The thing had correctly guessed that the CASPer was remotely piloted, but had incorrectly gone to the first lump it found, where Bull had piled equipment on a low, flat roller and covered it with a moon dust-covered blanket. Bull calmly fired one more round from his rifle into the last Besquith’s face. It fell gradually away from him, lifeless. 
 
    This plan won’t work again; it’s time to pick up the pace. 
 
    He stood up, disconnected the stretch of cable, took a short bound to the roller, and grabbed onto a handle to drag it. 
 
    For the remainder of the trek, he considered the ramifications of a computer program that had taught itself to pilot his CASPer.  
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 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    Major Allison Trujillo held her hands to her face and held back tears. Alone in her quarters, she knew no one could see her, but they would see her eventually, and she could not look as if she’d been crying. While she had ended the assault and likely saved the remaining troopers from becoming food for the Besquith, there was nothing to suggest their situation would improve at any point. Though some troopers optimistically discussed what kind of relief the elSha would bring, others placed bets on when the Besquith would give up the siege and make an assault. 
 
    If, or when, the assault came, they were as prepared as they could be. Ablative shields, found in the depths of the warehouse, had been moved up into Alpha tunnel so the troopers on watch had cover from the Besquith snipers. Though it might be a standoff, the Besquith had gambled that shooting the occasional exposed trooper would not lead her to blow the whole complex. They’d guessed correctly early on and maintained the pressure. So she’d ordered the Anzacs to fortify the tunnel as much as possible, with full lighting and shielding placed in a left-right alternation as far forward as they dared. 
 
    The other two tunnels, though blown, also required constant vigilance. Besquith sappers picked away at the rumble. Whenever they got close to a breakthrough, her troopers would break it open, take a few good shots, retreat, and blow the tunnel further back. This was a losing game as they only had so much tunnel to work with. In the process, though, they were at least depleting the enemy’s numbers. 
 
    Due to the Anzacs’ reduced numbers from the assault, rations would not be a concern for several months. Allison had, however, reduced them to half rations to give the appearance that she believed they would survive in the long term. Their water re-circulators promised to last months as long as they were cleaned regularly— the second least favorite duty in the Anzacs—though the horrible iodine taste did not help the moods of her troopers. Waste management—the least favorite duty—proved a very simple issue, as it was easily disposed of into the great opening they occupied. In the vacuum, it instantly hardened and could be scraped out and left in large piles with no smell to drift back into the lunar campsite. The sight of the growing pile was pretty unpleasant, but few needed to confront it. 
 
    Medicinal supplies, particularly nanites, appeared to be the first critical survival staple. Keeping things sterile in the closed, cramped quarters proved an ongoing struggle. Nanites were adept at minimizing the spread of disease, but the supply had become limited. Quite a bit had been used in the initial assault and its aftermath, and she ordered a stock maintained for any subsequent attack. Beyond the nanites, more traditional antibiotics and sanitizers could only be expected to last another week at best. After that, illness would grow and spread. She considered that burning the nanite stores might become necessary just to keep her troops alive another few weeks. 
 
    Then, her mind returned to the greatest threat. 
 
    Morale barely existed, and their troops would likely succumb to any sign of defeat from her. As the siege rolled into weeks, more and more troopers had lost hope, and “opted out” of continued service in the most permanent way possible. Lieutenant Malkary had died due to an obviously intentional foul up of her oxygen mixture, which left Allison the sole female in the group. Allison had ordered all troopers to do everything in pairs ever since. Even so, she’d later lost a pair who’d decided to opt each other out. Twenty-two Anzacs had survived the assault. Seventeen remained. 
 
    Her comm sprang to life. 
 
    “Major?” It sounded like Bourgeois, maybe, or possibly Donovan. Allison blinked rapidly and rolled her eyes around to work tears out, and then squinted in the hopes she could flush out any indication she’d been crying. 
 
    “Go ahead…Donovan, right?” she asked. Instinctively, she reached over and grabbed her helmet. Except for when she changed undergarments, she remained fully suited. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, sorry,” Private Donovan answered. “We’re in Bravo tunnel. We, uh, well, you might want to come see this.” 
 
    “Can you explain in better detail?” She put her helmet on while she asked, snapping it into place and checking her mirrors to verify it locked appropriately. 
 
    “Well, ma’am, someone’s here passing supplies through,” Donovan stated. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean someone’s passing supplies through?” Allison asked in disbelief as she leapt toward the rock pile in bounds. If it was the elSha, how the hell did they get past the Besquith? If it was the Besquith, why the hell where her men accepting the boxes? Those were the only two possibilities. A spy for the Besquith, maybe? 
 
    As desperate as their situation had become, Allison knew that vigilance was more important than ever. She feared some mass hallucination was leading them to believe some entity was magically supplying them with relief. 
 
    Trooper Donovan shrugged and worked to tug the latest box through the tiny gap in the crumbled rocks. She rushed to physically stop him when Corporal Stanley blocked her path. Not menacingly, but respectfully. 
 
    “Ma’am, there’s some man there on the other side,” Stanley stated plainly. “Human man. Calls himself Bull. He’s got one of them CASPers, and he pulled away enough rubble to pass these boxes through.” 
 
    “What’s in them, Corporal?” she asked, regarding them as if they had the plague. 
 
    “Food, water filters, air filters, batteries,” the corporal replied. “Enough to keep us going for a few more weeks.” 
 
    “What about the Besquith?” she asked, still incredulous. She reached out and lifted the lid on a box they’d already opened. It was, in fact, loaded with vacuum sealed rations. 
 
    “Ma’am, says he dealt with the ones in this passage, but says we gotta hurry before more show up,” Stanley stated, and turned to pull a box from Donovan’s hands. “Here, he’s on freq. He’s got a VHF radio, non-secure, frequency fifty-six-point-oh.” 
 
    Stanley put the box down on a stack of other boxes. While Allison stood there somewhat dumbfounded, Stanley walked over to tap on her slate and set up the comm channel for her. 
 
    “There you go, ma’am.” Corporal Stanley returned to helping Donovan. 
 
    “Donovan, move aside, I’ll take over for a bit,” Allison said. “One of you should remain ready to shoot if something else comes through. Donovan, go man the fifty cal, and I’ll take over dragging these boxes through.” 
 
    Donovan nodded, and slid down the loose rocks blocking the passage. Allison took his place, heaved a box through, and tried to peer through the gap to catch a glimpse of their savior. The tiny gap remained hidden in darkness, but a light occasionally flashed around the other side. 
 
    “Mister…Bull?” she called out on the frequency. Another box appeared and, as if by magic, forced itself into the gap. The box scraped on its way through the crumbled rock and came within her reach. 
 
    “How can I help you, ma’am?” the man carried the unmistakable drawl of the southern United States, though not heavily. 
 
    “I am the commander here,” she stated, and wrenched the box toward herself. “Can you explain exactly what it is you’re doing here?” 
 
    “I can,” he grunted with effort. With a collaborative shove on his part and a pull on hers, the box popped through to her side. She passed it to Stanley and noted Donovan, as ordered, was manning the machine gun a dozen feet further back. “First, though, we gotta get these through the—Crap, hang on.” 
 
    The ground rumbled a bit, and a few more rocks spilled down from the top of the gap. They would need to be cleared away before anything else came through, so she carefully worked to do so, cognizant that she could just as easily cause more to collapse. After a couple more rumbles, she retrieved a flashlight from her side and shined it through the gap as best as she could. One big boulder now blocked the middle, but there was just enough room to see around the edge. The faceplate of the strange Human appeared on the other side. She could not make out any real features, but he was clearly Human. 
 
    “Sorry about that, ma’am,” Bull said. “The wolves are getting curious again. Had to plug one. We really gotta hurry, I’ve got two more boxes here and then I’ll squeeze through, but I only got two rounds left on the CASPer, reloading’s none too practical, and I think the wolves are gonna try again with more force in a moment.” 
 
    “Squeeze through, are you kidding me?” She glanced up and around at the narrow space. The CASPer disappeared. After another couple rumbles, a metal claw moved in from the other side, grabbed tightly onto the boulder, and dragged it away. The ceiling held, and another box appeared. Believing his stated need to expedite, she took it and heaved it toward Stanley. 
 
    “Crap, too late,” he announced. “The last one’s just ammo anyway, and that might work in our favor.” 
 
    Confused, she shined the flashlight through the open space. This time boots appeared and slowly wiggled their way toward her. Soon his space suit filled the entire passageway, but he paused periodically, and slight tremors followed whenever he did. The tiny gaps around him lit up and she guessed the cause to be incoming laser fire. 
 
    “That’s it, I’m out,” he said. “Can I get a little help? It’s endgame time.” 
 
    “Corporal Stanley!” she shouted. “Help me pull him through! Donovan, stay sharp.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Donovan said. Stanley came to her side and grabbed a leg. The two held tightly to the man’s thickly padded legs and eased themselves back from the gap. They both slid a little bit at a time down the rocky slope and leveraged themselves as well as they could to drag him through. On the last big pull, the man fell down the slope with them and a couple of laser blasts flashed through after him. He frantically held onto a slate attached to an electrical cord which trailed back through the gap. 
 
    Allison gasped to see the slate displaying a visual depiction of a suited Besquith freakishly close to wherever the feed was coming from. 
 
    “Head’s down,” Bull said calmly. He tapped a red rectangle on his slate, and the ground shook more drastically than all the previous tremors. Dust and rock flew through the tiny gap and the ceiling cracked a little overhead. Gravel, large and small, rattled off her helmet and along her back. After a few horrendous moments, the tumult subsided. 
 
    “Goodbye, Lucille,” Bull said, just as calm as before. 
 
    Lucille? I thought he was alone. She filed the question away for later. 
 
    “Um, ma’am, could I trouble you for a little help?” 
 
    She raised her head to look at him and saw he was holding his hand tightly against his faceplate. A tiny bit of air hissed out from where he was pressing. His other hand waved and pointed to a pouch on his side. He tugged at a flap, put his hand inside, and retrieved an emergency suit patch. He held it out to her with obvious meaning. She took it from him, prepped it, and carefully helped him replace his hand with the patch to seal the leak. The stranger and the group of Anzacs got awkwardly to their feet. The stranger named Bull looked quite comical with the gray square of, essentially, duct tape stuck to the lower right corner of his faceplate. He bobbed his head in amusement as he caught her looking at it. 
 
    “Pretty ghetto, huh?” He grinned, and she did the same. 
 
    “Yeah,” she responded. They glanced at the rock pile, sealed once again. “I assume that was all your doing?” 
 
    “Yup,” he said with a nod and regarded the pile. “She was the best cheap ass, half-assedly rebuilt CASPer I ever had the pleasure of operating. Sure did her job right up to the end.” 
 
    For a moment, she believed he might salute the memory of the destroyed machine, but he did not. 
 
    “Well, that patch isn’t going to hold for long, and I’m guessing you don’t have any of the self-sealant gel in there,” she said. He shook his head. “Okay, let’s get you into our ready room and get you another suit. We’ve got plenty of spares.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you might,” he replied.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    The survival instinct that all life carries is, frequently, a very confused beast. The universe carries unending examples of actions taken by living beings which are intended to ensure their survival, but contradictorily guarantees their demise. For example, Humans who find themselves adrift in a salty sea, if they do not know any better, might drink the water to relieve their thirst. The high salt content is more than the kidneys can process, so the thirst increases as the body demands more fluid to wash the salt out. Ultimately, the poor creatures die of dehydration. This is but one example of actions taken to sustain life that creates the opposite effect. 
 
    Kr’nash, the lead maintenance engineer aboard Yarknor, most definitely felt the survival instinct drive him to do something, anything, to avoid being killed and eaten by the Acquirer. For the second time in as many days, the water recirculation filters were clogged. Though most of the water recirculation treatment occurred through a series of chemical processes, it all began with a set of simple particle filters, some magnetic, and one a physical grate. The physical grates on the various re-circulators were found, for the second time, to be blocked by some sort of magnetic dust. Kr’nash did not know the origin of the dust and had no time to determine its origin as he was under pressure of death by the Acquirer to “get the entropy-ridden water system fixed.” Experience showed that any attempt to explain the issue to the advisor or to the Great Acquirer would likely be fatal. Thus, Kr’nash found himself forced to do anything in his power to immediately repair the system. 
 
    Normally, the particle filters could simply be washed clean and replaced. These filters, however, proved invulnerable to all such cleaning attempts. Fortunately, they carried replacement filters in their maintenance stores, and Kr’nash had used them. Unfortunately, as mentioned, those filters became similarly clogged within the next day. Hesitantly, he filed the report that such had occurred and feared he would be killed for either not telling them of the emergency or for telling them and being unable do anything about it. 
 
    All of his fears evaporated when he discovered that the stores from the captured Human ship carried exactly the filters Yarknor required, and in abundance. This was particularly wonderful when he received similar requests from the ground team for replacement water recirculation filters as well. Not one to question providence, Kr’nash never investigated why the Human ship carried such an abundance of filters. The inner workings of a Human merchant’s mind were irrelevant. All that mattered was that Kr’nash had saved the entire operation from disaster, though few would know it, and he would never receive any praise for it. Such was the life of a ship’s maintenance officer. Condemnation and death threats when things went wrong, complete ignorance and indifference when he pulled off minor miracles to keep everyone on the ship alive. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Acquirer ached worse than anything he’d experienced since he was trained as a pup. His joints pinched in agony, his back throbbed as if it would soon snap altogether, and his belly was not only bloated, but it felt as if it would burst open at any moment. The stomach, at least, might have been his own fault, considering he’d eaten half his crew. Some had died of their own volition, as random crewmen had begun to fight each other. The reasons were somewhat unclear, but Aramak knew for a fact the ones he had killed had been fomenting rebellion. Well, most of them anyway. A couple had clear plans to deprive the rest of the crew of the Humans’ meat tins, and the scrawny maintenance technician had blatantly done something to destroy the ship’s water supply. Persistently done so, in fact, as he had ruined the water filters not once, but three times in total. At least the technician had made a decent meal, though his stomach was distended and in a tremendous amount of pain. The technician’s presence there might have made it worse. 
 
    It was that treachery that forced Aramak into a desperate course of action. If the corvette crews had not also mutinied, he could have counted on their support. Unfortunately, the same crazed mentality that infected his crew had infected those crews as well. Odds were, the ground team would be just as scurrilous, but that could be dealt with later. All told, the Acquirer no longer had any troops to command, at least until reinforcements arrived. The issues with waiting for reinforcements were that the water filters were once again clogged and there were neither any filters left nor a technician to replace them if there had been. 
 
    Since neither his ship nor the two corvettes still had usable water dispensers, he found himself in pursuit of the elSha vessel. Naturally, the cowards ran, despite his assurances that he only wanted their water and not an elSha food source. Thankfully, their attempts to escape were futile. His little assault craft gained rapidly and would be on them long before they made it to the gate. Even if they could have made the gate, they probably wouldn’t have had the credits to activate it. Due to an arrangement he’d made with the Gate Master many weeks prior, any other ships who attempted to leave the system would find the fee greatly increased. 
 
    Many cycles had passed since he’d last piloted such a vessel, but the mechanics came back to him easily enough. The mental calculations of intercepting orbital trajectories matched the result the computer gave him, and he locked in the navigational solution. It would require some fine corrections as he closed with the elSha ship, but he remained confident he could do so easily. His mouth watered at the thought of the delicious reptilian meat. Normally, he considered elSha too much work for too little meat, but in this case, he’d eat them whole. If there was a reason he’d peeled them from their scales in the past, he couldn’t remember it. 
 
    Saliva collected into his mouth as grapples connected to the elSha ship and pulled the two docking collars together. First, he needed to kill this crew and get some nanites. Then he would eliminate the damn Humans and end this standoff. When the reinforcements from the Enterprising Procurement Assemblage arrived, he would be memorialized in Besquith history. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Their mysterious arrival gasped in relief as he tore the last piece of his suit off. She knew how he felt. The Anzacs were set on twelve-hour shifts, and, as the commander, hers were usually more like fourteen of fifteen. Spending that much time in one of those suits created all sorts of physical discomfort in all kinds of fun and unique places. He most likely carried rashes, sores, and blisters in quite a few spots all over his body, but he did not complain at all. 
 
    Alden had the watch, which would extend his shift past twelve hours as well, but Allison believed he understood the necessity. All the Anzacs patiently, though not all silently, awaited answers on the nature of this miraculous, psychotic trickster who’d magically appeared in their midst out of thin air. 
 
    The man did seem extremely grateful to enjoy a beer when offered. But then he’d been the one to bring them along as part of his supplies. She pretended to share one with him but made sure to take much smaller sips than she let on by blocking the opening with her tongue. He, on the other hand, downed an entire bottle in one long gulp and immediately cracked himself another. 
 
    “I promise,” he said as he did so, “the rest is for your men. Most of what I brought was true resupply, as you saw, but I figured all you and yours would be looking for a good refreshment right around now.” 
 
    “And I’m sure my troopers will be very grateful,” she replied. She maintained the appearance of a detective interrogating the prime suspect. 
 
    Brazenly, he began to tear his clothing off. Mercs had no concept of modesty, but if he sought to make her blush, he was sorely mistaken. 
 
    “You must be a serious badass,” he commented. 
 
    “Oh, what brings you to that conclusion?” she asked, amused. 
 
    “Female merc, off in the far flung reaches of space, holding out against both.” He grunted as he strained to get a boot off. 
 
    “Both?” she repeated. 
 
    “The Besquith, of course, and your men,” he stated. “Things gotta be getting desperate and a little unruly by now. I’m guessing more than a few of your men have discontinued their own survival? Can I assume you’re the only female here?” 
 
    “I am now,” she replied and let the unstated hang in the air. 
 
    “The other, which I’ll assume based on odds and not misogyny, was intel?” He asked, tugging down his undergarments. She envisioned Malkary’s baby blue eyes and the sour look the woman had always carried. Ever since the intel officer’s “mishap,” Allison had wondered whether her depression had been encouraged by the actions of her men. She wanted to trust that her men wouldn’t have acted inappropriately with the lieutenant, in any of the word’s possible implications, however, short of brutally interrogating each and every one, it was impossible to know for sure. Optimistically, she did believe that Sergeant Alden would have kept the men in line with regards to Malkary. 
 
    Emerging from her thoughts, she found herself thankful the new arrival had not inquired further. He finally removed the last stitch of dirty clothing and stood, bare as a baby. Honorably, he made no comment about the situation and simply started to redress. 
 
    “So, Mr. Bull,” she started, “what brings you to our fine little slice of heaven?” 
 
    “Well, ma’am,” he stated simply, “I heard there might be a Human company stuck out here without any supplies. I figured I had nothing better to do, so I thought I might try to make a buck or two running some out to you.” 
 
    Bullshit! Allison screamed internally but held her expression. While he unabashedly changed into the clean long underwear they’d provided, she looked him up and down. He bore a large scar down his right arm, so expansive it curled from the back of his shoulder around to the front of his elbow. She wondered how he hadn’t lost the arm. Five more scars blossomed around the left side of his chest, which similarly made her wonder whether any of those wounds had pierced his heart. Whoever this man was, he’d seen some rough combat somewhere in his past. 
 
    “You were an officer, I presume?” Pure conjecture on her part, but from what she’d seen, and from the way he carried himself and spoke to her troopers, it added up. Again, he nodded. “What company did you serve with?” 
 
    “Oh, you wouldn’t’ve heard of ’em, ma’am, they’re not around anymore,” he said noncommittally. “I was just a captain, and not for long, either. Yeah, merc’n didn’t quite work out for me.” 
 
    “So, how did you go from merc officer to desperate merchant with remarkably poor decision making?” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, someone talked me into leaving the merc life to try my hand in salvage,” he answered. Experience told her he was speaking in half-truths. He was definitely leaving out something important. “The salvage job ended somewhat abruptly.” Again, a mountain of missing data materialized out of his words. “After that, well, I studied xenoarchaeology, but I didn’t find the answers I was looking for. I studied as a medic but flunked my practical. Trained as a pilot, failed the merc evals, but got my certifications. Then I wound up as a dock worker in Bartertown.” 
 
    The last few sentences were rehearsed, all part of some story which was likely part true, but again, withheld key details. 
 
    “So, a failed merc, medic, pilot, and, I’m sorry—xenoarchaeologist—just shows up in a nowhere system with supplies and fights through a company of Besquith to save a small, insignificant merc unit?” She aimed to phrase it as absurdly as possible and felt she’d done so. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “Except for the insignificant part; don’t sell yourselves short. I have a feeling the Anzacs are going to do great things someday.” 
 
    “I appreciate your optimism, Mr. Bull,” she said in a hollow voice. “However, killing a few Besquith and bringing us some supplies won’t help much. The Winged Hussars might have been able to save us, but I’m guessing they were booked.” 
 
    “Actually, ma’am, there was quite a hubbub involved in working out who Earth was sending to rescue you,” Bull said. “Fortunately for you, I was the lowest bidder and won the rights.” 
 
    “Stop fucking with me!” Allison barked, and immediately scolded herself. She closed her eyes and released her frustration with a slow breath. “Why. Are. You. Here?” 
 
    “Because no one else is,” he said. It was genuine. The words came out without the triviality and jest he’d previously relied on. The words came from his soul, and she shuddered as if the room had chilled. The two stared at each other in a newfound understanding. 
 
    “I was briefly involved in a company that did this sort of thing,” he continued in his new, flat tone. “They were much bigger and better equipped, but they became too visible. I’ve no proof, but I’m pretty sure the Merc Guild decided to take them down. And, as far as I know, they were the only surviving outfit to even bother trying to give their fellow man—sorry, fellow Humans—a helping hand.” 
 
    Allison opened her mouth to object or disagree but caught herself. Her mind explored the possibility. If this was true, and his demeanor supported it, it would follow that the Merc Guild would oppose such an organization. Governments of all shapes and sizes inherently opposed organizations they could not control, and the guilds as a whole seemed to think of themselves as governments over their functional domains. 
 
    “So, what, with that whatever-it-was gone, you decided to go off and do it on your own?” She tried her best not to sound snide, but the words did that on their own. He shrugged. “Well, kudos to you. You got here and, in theory, you’ve given us a few weeks, but now what?” 
 
    “Well, ma’am,” he shifted and the grin reappeared on his face, “if we can hold out another week or so, your Besquith problem should resolve itself. Then we just have to hope no more show up before we can secure things. One possible hitch, though.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d let me in on how things will resolve themselves?” she asked. 
 
    “Plausible deniability, ma’am,” he answered. “Besides, there’re quite a few plans involved. I tried to cover my bases.” 
 
    “Fine then,” she said. “What’s the hitch?” 
 
    “Well, the Besquith might not be the only problem,” Bull explained. “I came here on a freighter that carried my ship, a ship full of Besquith engineers, which I learned was to construct a permanent settlement on the surface, and an elSha ship.” 
 
    “An elSha ship?” Allison repeated. Why would the elSha send a ship when they knew the system was under siege by a competitor? A relief mercenary unit would have been nice, but… 
 
    “Was it an elSha warship?” she asked. “Does such a thing even exist?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, just a minimally armed passenger ship or company transport,” Bull said. “Tell me, where has your employer been this whole time? Checking in with you, directing the defense, maybe sending distress calls through the comm tower up top?” 
 
    “Comm tower’s been torn up since we first pulled back into the tunnels. Our employer’s been holed up in their own quarters ever since. We don’t see them much.” 
 
    “I see. Well, in hyperspace, I talked to some of the crew in the freighter’s passenger lounge. After I’d bought a good number of drinks and lost at some gambling, one of them let slip that they were just there to pick up their fellows once some kind of deal was concluded.” 
 
    Her breath caught as the information processed through her head. Her stomach turned as she made a deduction. 
 
    “Looks like you got it, ma’am,” he said. “The elSha recognized that holding onto this moon and whatever secrets lay within was a lost cause. It follows that they would offer to sell the rights to the Besquith so that they could still profit from the claim. The Besquith, facing a standoff with you, would leap at such an offer. Now, the elSha could have included a clause in which the Besquith lifted the siege, in which case the elSha would be on the hook for compensating you for holding the system. Or the elSha could stipulate that the system would be sold to the Besquith once the Human mercenary unit was dispensed with. Then the contract is nullified and the elSha would have no responsibility to pay anyone. You’re victims of your own success. You’ve done what the elSha asked you to do, but in doing so you’ve become a barrier to both sides.” 
 
    “Okay, but why would the Besquith agree to this?” Allison asked. “Doesn’t the whole arrangement depend on them wiping us out, and if they did so without the elSha agreement, they would own it without having paid the elSha.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, but then the elSha could, if they had the funds, buy another merc unit to complicate things,” Bull retorted. “Or some other, better funded company might catch wind of the situation and come stake their own claim. As long as you hold out in here, the Besquith feel the pressure of the clock.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Allison said, rising to grab her suit. “Let’s go pay our employer a visit.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “Huh,” Allison announced. She twisted and angled to get a better view while Bull struggled to direct his flashlight up the pipe in question. Try though she might, she found it impossible to gauge exactly how big the pipe was in relation to an elSha. Further, even with the flashlight, she found no identifiable turns or valves. The miniscule tunnel simply disappeared into darkness. This made sense, of course, as she’d gauged their actual depth at approximately three hundred feet. A depth that made this feat of engineering all the more impressive. Infuriating, but impressive. 
 
    “I guess that confirms it, ma’am,” Bull said. 
 
    “How did you know this?” Allison asked. Somehow, he’d been confident enough that the elSha would be gone that he found no moral difficulty blowing the door open. She moved away from the tiny opening in the ceiling and pushed his flashlight away. He turned it off and returned it to his belt. 
 
    “Just followed, ma’am,” he said in his casual manner. “Once the deal was made, your employer knew you’d suss it out at some point. Hightailed before you had the chance to take them to task. They also couldn’t be sure how the Besquith would execute their side of the bargain. They mighta come in with guns blazin’, then they’d be in the crossfire.” 
 
    “So, have they collected their fellows and left the system?” Even as Allision asked the instinctive question, she felt the answer was negative for a reason just outside her grasp. 
 
    “No, if they’d left, they’d be wholesale ceding the system to the wolves, no red diamonds or credits or whatnot,” he said. “They need to wait until you are removed, then they can close out their business deal.” There it was, I figured it was obvious. Next question… 
 
    “But if they tunneled this out…” The words trailed off as her thought process played out. “Oh, this is the first thing they did.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Bull nodded. “Covered their asses. Planned and prepped their contingencies before they bothered exploring and working the site. How actively were they going deeper into this?” 
 
    “Less than me, now that you mention it,” she said. Suddenly, she found herself embarrassed that she hadn’t realized the obvious. She’d explored the site a great deal more than her employer had. “Their first priority was to determine if they’d been found out or not. When the answer came and we wound up in a standoff, they came up with a new plan.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Despite their best hopes, this whole operation was discovered,” Bull said. “The betting pools of Karma seem to know everything, including the fact that you wound up in a siege. Ma’am, if I didn’t know better, I’d blame the Cartography Guild, but that’s not something I plan to track down. For now, we just gotta make sure you’re ready when the Besquith come at you.” 
 
    “When’s that gonna be?” Allison asked. This strange man seemed to have it all worked out. 
 
    “A few days, ma’am,” he responded. He’d said so before, and made it clear a better answer would not be forthcoming. 
 
    “Well then,” she said, standing back up. “we’ve got plenty of time for me to show you what it is we’re defending here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Too bad you couldn’t move your troops down here, ma’am, but I can see why you didn’t,” Bull said. The lower levels, though far more comfortable and expansive, were largely indefensible. The major tunnels led down into the lower levels, just as three major tunnels led into the staging area the Anzacs inhabited. A move one level lower would put them in exactly the same defensive posture they were in, except twelve tunnels would be open. Worse, the high, deep steps were better suited to the Besquith than to Humans. Bull imagined Major Trujillo had struggled with the decision over the preceding weeks, so he intended his statement as a means of reassurance. 
 
    “Yeah, I considered that quite a bit,” the major replied. “But as you can see, there would’ve been quite a few problems with doing so. Defensibility is only one. I simply could not bring myself to start blowing all those tunnels, though they are rigged to do so. We can always fall back here, but I think we’d run out of people before it came to that. No, my biggest fear moving down here was losing people to what I was doing, wandering off and exploring. Easy enough for people to straight-up disappear down there. I almost have a few times.” 
 
    Bull gathered a great deal of subtext to the last sentence but did not pry. As their descent continued, Bull attempted to estimate the height between levels compared to the height of the ceilings of those levels. The ceilings seemed excessively thick. Hardened for a nuclear strike, maybe? 
 
    The first few levels they descended through were quite tall and laid out like barracks. The ergonomics of the control panels by each door led him to a quick conclusion. 
 
    “Lumar,” he muttered. The setup seemed perfectly matched to his large four-armed friend. 
 
    “That was my guess as well,” Trujillo answered. 
 
    “But, I mean, they’re good enough folk, ma’am, hard-working and all, but not exactly the type to work a large factory like this,” Bull commented. 
 
    “They’re not,” she stated. She paused. “I didn’t say it was a factory.” 
 
    “elSha gave me enough to infer, ma’am,” he supplied. 
 
    Trujillo nodded and shrugged. “Here, a little further. So, not to harp on it, but do you seriously not have anyone back home that cares about you? No one who’ll miss you?” 
 
    “I mean there’re several dozen transients in or around Karma who’ll be heartbroken I’m gone, but they’ll get over it,” Bull said. “Probably time for all of them to move on to someone serious, anyway.” 
 
    “A genuine lothario, you’d have me believe?” she asked. “Well, don’t get any ideas, seeing as you’re the only man within dozens of light years who’s not a subordinate.” He didn’t respond. “And no one to come along and improve your chance? Trust issues, you said?” 
 
    “Two can keep a secret if one of them is dead,” he quoted. “By which I mean, my friends are either dead, or such that I’d rather not have to kill them to keep this endeavor secret.” 
 
    They stepped deliberately down a few more levels on the tall, deep steps. She stopped at a small access panel at the base of the wall and motioned to it. Bull moved over to the panel, forced it open, and peered inside. 
 
    “That explains the really thick ceilings,” he said. Inside the panel, instead of finding a series of electrical conduits or ducting, he found a short tunnel into a room with small chairs, desks, displays, slates, and the like. It appeared to be an extensive, miniature control room. He looked up at his guide. “elSha?” 
 
    “Or something similar,” she responded. “There are countless races out there, and the elSha don’t have a monopoly on engineering ability. Plenty of races we’ve read about but haven’t seen, doubtless a great deal more we haven’t even read about.” 
 
    “In any case, small aliens manage and administer, large aliens work?” Bull hypothesized. Trujillo nodded again. She seemed to take it on faith that he would watch her for body language, and never checked to see if he noticed her nonverbal answers. 
 
    As their descent continued, the complex became even more impressive. They passed warehouse levels that stood several dozen feet high and contained a random mixture of manufactured weapons, most unidentifiable. 
 
    “The only equipment I’ve been able to figure out were the explosives,” Trujillo explained. “As you know, I made good use of those.” 
 
    Bull pointed to some larger ordnance. “Figure out how to use those?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so, but I’m not willing to test it,” she said. “I also couldn’t commit to using them in my standoff plan. Call me half-hearted if you wish.” 
 
    “No, I understand you’d rather not die,” he said. “Got kids, or just the husband?” 
 
    “You are astute, aren’t you?” she replied with a raised eyebrow, visible through her faceplate as she turned to face him. “Though I’m guessing the ring’s a dead giveaway. Well, Mr. Holmes, what’s your guess on children?” 
 
    “Matching pair,” he answered without hesitation. “Won’t make a venture at the ages, though.” 
 
    “My son’s seven, my daughter’s four,” she supplied. “Husband’s an accountant, raises them in a nice little house southwest of Queenstown, off Lake Wakatipu. It’s gorgeous, kinda makes me want to stop doing all this. Haven’t been back in…a while now.” 
 
    “South Island of New Zealand, right?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    While they talked, he attempted to peer deeper into the warehouse. It contained a wide variety of ordnance and weapons and extended further back than he could see. Mentally, he tried to remember his calculations on how deep they were. A hundred twenty feet down from their base, maybe? 
 
    “Very good, Mr. Bull,” she responded. “Anyway, enough about me. Though, while we’re on the subject, do you have any family?” 
 
    “You’re wondering who Lucille was,” he answered. “It was just a program, that’s all. It was starting to act a little funny, so I left it in the CASPer I blew to re-seal the tunnel.” 
 
    “Funny?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, can you tell me why a computer program was named Lucille?” 
 
    “Because I named it Lucille. It asked for a name and I gave it one. Now it doesn’t matter so much.” 
 
    “I’m not getting any more out of you on that, am I?” Trujillo asked. When he didn’t answer, she continued, “Didn’t think so. Anyway, the best stuff’s still to come. This is almost nothing.” 
 
    His interest rekindled, he followed her quietly. The next level consisted of the factory itself. The cavern that contained it appeared over a hundred feet tall by itself and much more immense than the warehouse. Various tiers fed into each other as larger machines fed into smaller machines, back into larger machines, which spread out into a network of smaller machines, and then back into smaller machines in a massive Rube Goldberg setup. Though the entire complex was shut down and the machines immobile he could picture the extraordinary amount of activity that occurred when it was all fired up. It was mindboggling. 
 
    “Is this the good part?” 
 
    “Some of it,” she answered cryptically. He guessed she enjoyed responding to him as vaguely as he responded to her. 
 
    Another twenty minutes of descending the large, awkward staircases, and they arrived in another cavern. In contrast with the massive factory cavern, this space had low ceilings. Innumerable circular machines, each a dozen meters in diameter, stretched beyond sight into the darkness. 
 
    “Generators of some kind?” he asked. Trujillo shrugged and pointed. Dimly, Bull made out a faint light in the direction she indicated. 
 
    “Probably, and a few are on down there,” she said. The pair bounded toward the light, which got brighter the further they went. As they approached, he saw it was, indeed, an active generator. Then, he identified several more. He restrained himself from asking what it might power. Finally, they moved close enough for him to make out a great glass wall beyond the generators. Involuntarily, he gasped when he looked through the glass. On the other side of the glass lay a jungle. 
 
    Strange flora filled another great expanse. A great, unseen light illuminated a brilliant variety of multi-colored vegetation. Tall trees, wide leaves, small ferns, blue bushes full of fruits, and a vast array of flowers filled the area. Even insects visibly crawled and floated around in the space. He followed one very large, flying beetle-like insect as it landed on a large, four-foot wide leaf. Another, similar leaf closed down on the insect from above, and the two leaves sealed together over it. 
 
    At best, when he considered the great amount of infrastructure above, he had expected to find defunct hydroponics. It made sense that whoever had built the complex would have made it self-sustaining, but he never would have guessed they would find a jungle. 
 
    “How…” he sputtered in a rare moment of confusion. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Trujillo answered. “But it’s here. Clearly a self-sustaining ecosystem. Hell of an intelligent design. And this has been my greatest dilemma. Do I bring my troops down here? There’s air in there. For all I know, there’s food. But—” 
 
    “But you don’t know if the food is edible, or poisonous, or if the insects are venomous and/or poisonous,” Bull finished. He pointed to the insect-eating leaves. “And there’s some nefarious fauna in there, and who knows what else.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, and I don’t think I’d be able to maintain any semblance of order once I brought them here,” Trujillo said. “Well, that’s not entirely fair to Sergeant Alden. He’s a hell of a hammer and would probably keep them all in line, but, I mean, you never know. Plus, the Besquith would get wise at some point and just walk right into the place.” 
 
    Bull checked his oxygen level. Over two-thirds remained, which he appreciated since they’d have to truck their way back up the oversized staircase. Doing so would require a good deal more exertion than going down. This fact did not surprise him, as the major would already have worked out the oxygen requirements to make the trip. Satisfied, he focused his attention back on the generators. 
 
    “I’ve stared at them for hours,” Trujillo commented. “I’ve got diagrams on my slate, pictures, you name it. Maybe with some GalNet access I could find something, but I’d be paranoid someone would trace the search back to here. Lose-lose. Without any smart engineering types, like the elSha…” 
 
    “Well, a different set of eyes couldn’t hurt,” Bull said. She shrugged again. 
 
    “The part I find the most surprising, based on what remarkably little I know about you,” Trujillo explained, “is that you haven’t charged off into the jungle to prove it’s livable.” 
 
    As Bull prepared to answer, he glanced at the nearest portal leading into the great sealed ecosystem. At which point he realized that the portal consisted of a single sliding door. Atmosphere clearly existed inside the glass walls, but no airlock separated it from the generators. He turned back to face Trujillo, who smiled an understanding of his conclusion. 
 
    “That’s right, there are no airlocks,” she said. “Which means that while it is sealed off against an emergency, this side was never meant to be without atmosphere.” 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious this whole complex should carry an atmosphere, but that is, specifically, an interesting data point,” Bull noted. He motioned to the jungle behind the glass wall. “And no, I won’t be running off into the jungle today. Contrary to appearances, I don’t charge into the unknown without a plan.” 
 
    She snickered, but quickly caught herself and gave an embarrassed shrug. 
 
    The two silently watched in awe at the life flitting about in the miraculous, ancient, subterranean jungle. Bull found no sign of avians, reptiles, or mammals. But it didn’t mean there weren’t any present. 
 
    “So, is this the end of the tour?” Bull asked. 
 
    “No,” she answered. “One more stop.” 
 
    Bull checked his oxygen again, and then followed her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s anticlimactic,” Bull said as he looked into the giant opening. Trujillo had led him back up a different set of stairs which, by his estimates, placed them over the jungle. At the top, she continued down a tunnel for several hundred meters. On the far side, they had entered a giant, empty cylinder, similar to a missile silo. “I don’t suppose you have a definitive answer on the purpose of this spot? I assume if you’d found one of these that contained something, you’d have taken me there.” 
 
    “I would have,” she said. Her eyes wandered around helplessly. Bull assumed she’d spent as much time examining these as she had the generators. “I’ve found thirty-six of these silos in a great ring around the complex. Just like everything else, I’ve got a lot of guesses: missiles, grain, giant alien robots, spacecraft, you name it, but no proof that it was any of those.” 
 
    Bull stretched his mind to find an answer she had not supplied. No other reasonable purpose came to him. 
 
    “No evidence of openings up on the surface, which on a moon means they don’t exist, or they were deliberately obscured,” Bull concluded. “Without atmosphere, the only other thing that would have covered these up would be meteor activity, and it would take eons to cover these so perfectly. And a miracle if that had happened without the central area being just as buried.” 
 
    “Head of the class,” Trujillo said. “Anyway, that’s the end of the tour. Breathe shallow and walk softly on the way back; don’t waste any oxygen. Though, in a pinch, Alden stashed some emergency bottles near the barracks and offices.” 
 
    “Nice to have someone looking out for you, isn’t it?” Bull asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think they should have been here by now?” Max Alden could no longer contain his impatience. This mystery interloper had assured them the Besquith would attack. When the troopers raised a fit as to whether he’d be the instigator if they did, he admitted he would be. The man called Bull immediately quieted the troops by explaining that the Besquith would be understrength and highly disoriented when they attacked. None had yet learned exactly how he thought he’d accomplish this feat. A week had passed since the boss had shown the newcomer the bowels of the factory, and Bull had spent the last three days certain of a forthcoming attack. 
 
    Max, Major Trujillo, and Bull all sat in the major’s ready room to confer. As Major Trujillo had just replaced Sergeant Alden as officer of the watch, he shared a delicious beer with Bull. Max had removed most of his suit, while both Trujillo and Bull remained mostly suited with only their helmets removed. He took a long, refreshing sip as he waited for Bull to respond. 
 
    “For your sake, I’ll give the same answer I keep giving,” Bull said. “And besides, it wasn’t one thing, it was a whole mess of things. I’m playing the odds that at least one of them worked out. Ultimately, if nothing else plays out I’ve got one more ace in the pocket, but I’d have to get to the surface to play that one and, though it’d leave us Besquith-free, we’d potentially be left without a ride out.” 
 
    “But didn’t you say the elSha are in-system as well?” Max asked. “If the system is cleared of Besquith by whatever sinister plot you think you have, wouldn’t we have completed the contract? They’d come get us, right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Bull said. His eyes narrowed. “Though it’s more likely the Besquith will kill them as well. Like I said, the lupus are getting loopy about now.” 
 
    “I still don’t get why you won’t just tell us,” Trujillo complained. She was closer to losing her cool than Max had seen her, at least since Malkary had killed herself. 
 
    A series of pops echoed around the small trailerlike building. Bull and the Major immediately grabbed their helmets and sprang to their feet. 
 
    “Anzacs, report,” Trujillo ordered. 
 
    “Major, we saw a series of flash bangs and smokes down at the end, almost like there’s some fighting going on down there,” Trooper Demchenko reported. 
 
    “Alden, you suit up, too,” Trujillo ordered, though she didn’t need to. Max already had his suit pants back on and had begun resecuring his armor. 
 
    “Hold steady, stay vigilant, Anzacs,” Trujillo directed. Bull and Trujillo, in a surprisingly well-orchestrated dance, secured each other’s helmets and performed safety checks. It was no secret, in their cramped quarters, that the two had spent every moment together since Bull’s arrival. Max felt certain they’d shared no actual intimacy, but the other Anzacs were convinced they had. Fully suited, the pair retrieved laser rifles from the rack and departed into the airlock while Max continued to struggle with his own gear. 
 
    “Major, the elSha are coming in!” Trooper Bourgeois called. 
 
    “What?” Trujillo shouted in response. Max forced himself into his suit. Go slow to go fast. As much as he wanted to rush, suiting up in a hurry was frequently fatal. He slowed himself down and focused on the procedure. 
 
    “Shoot them,” Bull said. “It’s a setup, they’ve more than likely killed all the elSha by now.” 
 
    “Are you sure, uh, Mr. Bull?” Trooper Demchenko asked in his characteristic flat, matter-of-fact tone. “They’re flying toward us. I think they just fought their way in and need our help. We’re supposed to be working for them. We’d be—” 
 
    “Do what he says, Heavy D,” Trujillo ordered. “All Anzacs, fire at anything that comes down that tunnel! Those were my standing orders! Don’t think, just—” 
 
    The ground rumbled five or six times in succession. Max couldn’t get a good count because they blended together. His breathing picked up as he finally slapped the helmet on and checked the connections in Trujillo’s double mirror setup. Satisfied, he grabbed a laser rifle and slapped the control to open the airlock. It opened in excruciating slow motion. 
 
    “Anzacs, call in!” Trujillo shouted. “Anzacs!” 
 
    “Charlie awake and suited.” Corporal Stanley was leading the off-duty group. Radio silence followed, no other reports came in. 
 
    “Major, what happened?” Max asked. He punched the control to close the door behind him, which did so at the same, painfully slow rate. In the few seconds while he waited for an answer, his mind developed several dozen horrific scenarios. As he heard the locks engage on the inner door, he slammed his hand into the button for the outer door, which flew open with appropriate urgency. 
 
    “Charlie team, go check the tunnels,” Trujillo commanded. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Stanley answered. Max observed the group as they exited the barracks and headed to the other tunnels. 
 
    He bounded deliberately toward Alpha tunnel, despondently waiting for a response. Again, no response came. 
 
    “Concussion grenades,” he heard Bull say. As he rounded a corner and the tunnel came into sight, he found Bull dragging two unmoving troopers back. 
 
    “I’m moving forward,” Trujillo announced. Max caught a whisper of her suit before she disappeared into the baffled shielding. “They’re all down. Three more unconscious. Pieces of elSha suit debris. I think they used the elSha suits to fire a series of concussion grenades in here. Dammit, this is why I give orders, you dumb mother fuckers!” 
 
    The ground shook again several times, and the tremors kicked dust up into the air. 
 
    “That wasn’t here,” Trujillo stated. “Charlie, report!” Nothing. “Stanley, come in! Any Anzacs?” 
 
    Bull caught sight of Max approaching. “Good, you’re all caught up. Start carrying these men into the barracks. They’re alive, but they’re unconscious. Some may have compromised suits, so you gotta get them out of the vacuum, quickly.” 
 
    “Belay that, Mr. Bull!” the major shouted. “Sergeant Alden, go check the other tunnels. No one reported in, including the troopers at Bravo and Charlie. As far as I know, it’s just the three of us. Be ready for anything, Max. Bull, you get these men to safety.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you need someone to cover you,” Bull protested. The big man stood over the unconscious trooper and glanced back and forth between the trooper and the tunnel, clearly anguished. The pained expression on the man’s face sent Max into a quandary of his own. The men needed to be moved, just as Trujillo had said, but it was not yet clear if Bull would act as ordered or follow the major. However, she was also right that the other tunnels were probably compromised. Someone had to check those as well. 
 
    “Bull, you gotta do this,” Max said, attempting to sound reassuring. “Save these men. I’ll go secure the other tunnels.” 
 
    Max made eye contact with the other man through his faceplate. Slowly, the man nodded as his eyes welled up. Then, as if a dam had broken, the big man went into action, grabbed the two nearest Anzacs by their waists, lifted them, and leapt toward the barracks. Assured Bull would do his job, Max sprinted toward Bravo tunnel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Allison collected grenades from the downed troopers as she carefully moved forward at a crouch. At the end of each shield, she deftly cleared her way around it and stalked to the next shield. Two more unconscious troopers lay in the section, which she reported back to Bull. When she swung around into the forward-most section, she found one of the space-suited werewolves with its claws skewered into the ribcage of a trooper she couldn’t identify. Without thinking, she fired three short bursts of laser into its neck. The first two deflected off its armor, but the third found purchase in its neck. The laser burned a neat hole into the weakly armored area. With its claws still deep inside her dead trooper, the Besquith collapsed to the ground sluggishly. 
 
    Another Besquith stumbled around the corner. Its head lolled to the side, drool spilling from its jaws into its helmet, and it clenched its side as if in great pain. At the sight of her, all discomfort seemed to disappear. It roared silently at her and then crouched to launch itself at her. She drilled two neat holes through its faceplate before it crashed into her. Allison attempted to roll away from the impact, but the beast’s momentum carried into her left arm which held her laser rifle. Pain surged through her left wrist. She released the rifle and then twisted to wrench her arm free. 
 
    Before more Besquith could appear, she dove to the MAC emplacement the dead trooper had manned. No sooner had she done so when she spotted two more Besquith in the tunnel. These seemed similarly impaired but were just as similarly enraged to see her. She fired four shots to kill the two assaulters before they reached her. She scanned and found no more immediate threats, so she took a moment to check her ammunition. The MAC still carried five rounds, which meant it had been fired once before the trooper was knocked out. 
 
    “Bull, Max, report!” she ordered. 
 
    “Bull’s up, got the sleepers into the barracks; coming to assist you now,” she heard the big man answer. 
 
    “Alden’s at Bravo,” her sergeant reported. “Dead Besquith here at an opening in the rock, looks almost like a suicide bomber. More downed troopers, three alive but out. I’ll get them to safety.” 
 
    “Bull you move to support Alden, I’m snug up here,” Allison directed. Her eyes scanned the tunnel. Even from a hundred feet away she could feel Bull’s anger at the order but knew he would follow it. “Max, secure Bravo and get over to Charlie.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Max checked the readout on Donovan’s suit. The trooper was still alive and his suit had not been compromised. Two more had survived, just as he’d reported, but two others had not. Bull landed softly next to him. Silently, Max pointed. Bull nodded. He picked up all three by hooking his left arm through the belt of two and grabbing the belt of the other with his right arm. Max moved up to the freeze-dried remains of the Besquith who’d climbed through the gap in the rock. The helmet, attached to the creature’s upper torso, had landed closer to the barracks than even the troopers. The rest of it was splattered all around the opening, as if it had carried an explosive tight to its chest when it crawled through. 
 
    They really might be losing their minds, as Bull expected. 
 
    In the event there were more Besquith who planned to enter that way, Max stepped up to the opening and began piling rocks into it as best as he could. After he’d stuffed half a dozen good-sized boulders into the space, an easier task than one might imagine due to the low gravity, he paused and inspected the dead Besquith again. His breath caught in his throat, not at something on the Besquith itself, but something beyond it. Footprints, but not Human footprints, wandered off in the direction of Charlie tunnel. 
 
    Frantic, he looked for Bull. The big man had departed with the three troopers and not returned yet. 
 
    “Bull, meet me at Charlie as quickly as you can. Pretty sure one’s inside,” Max said. He whipped his laser rifle to the ready and stalked toward Charlie tunnel. 
 
    “Copy. On my way out,” Bull answered. 
 
    Max moved to the edge of the elSha constructions. The buildings were somewhat lower, but large enough to conceal his advance. Cautiously, he peered around the edge and checked the area. The tunnel itself showed no sign of entry; the rocks still met at the top with no gap. Two more troopers lay motionless on the ground. They looked fully intact, and he thought he could see their chests moving. Another trooper had been torn in half, as if clawed apart at the groin. From the way the pieces tracked across the dust, like some eerie black and white with a hint of red painting, he concluded the trooper had been torn and then tossed. 
 
    A large shape blocked his view. By the time Max pulled the trigger of his rifle he had already been flung across the expanse toward a far wall. He spun slowly in flight and tried to brace himself for impact against the wall. He misjudged the timing and as he hit the wall his head cracked back against his helmet. The world went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Great Acquirer Aramak grinned at his latest victim. The more Humans who survived the assault, the more Humans he could feed on afterward. Thus far, the entire assault had succeeded better than he had hoped. The elSha suits loaded with concussion grenades, the attack by his dying Besquith, the infiltration of the collapsed tunnel…his plan triumphed in every aspect. Only a handful of Humans remained for him to kill and victory would be his. 
 
    To think, several days ago I begged for death. 
 
    Attacking the elSha ship singlehandedly proved to be his salvation. The elSha, though small, had provided a decent feast. Hunting the tiny reptiles through their ship had been time-consuming and cost him several days. The cramped quarters were a miserable place to hunt, but in the end, worth it. More importantly, the clean water on their ship and supplies of nanites were the true gift. Unfortunately, there had only been enough supplies to repair his own organs. 
 
    The construction crews had, thankfully, not been affected by his technician’s ministrations. Even though that group were merely engineers, they were still Besquith and became the core of his assault on the complex. The troops who maintained the siege, however, had received the poisoned water filters and suffered greatly. Only a handful of those professional soldiers survived, and they became the core of his cannon fodder. 
 
    Focused as he was on eliminating the guardians of the collapsed tunnels, Aramak had no handle on the success or failure of the main tunnel’s assault, nor did he care. That had been the distraction, meant to get him inside where he could wreak havoc. It would have been nice if some of the other diseased troopers had survived to infiltrate with him, but he was happy to know he would not to have to share the meat with any of them. Better, he sure as hell would not be sharing the meat with the lowly construction workers outside. 
 
    “Zeta team, prepare to move in on my call,” Aramak ordered. “Remember to lead with the dead.” 
 
    Considering the construction workers were, most likely, molting from fear at that moment, he couldn’t imagine they’d forget to throw the dead troopers down the tunnel first, but a reminder to nervous troops never hurt. Aramak shouldered his rifle and galloped leisurely back around the buildings to the tunnel through which he’d entered. The Great Acquirer paused for a moment to observe two things: the fresh set of tracks in the dust from his recent victim, and a different set of tracks that led back toward the prefab buildings. At least one other Human yet lived outside the main tunnel’s defenders. 
 
    Keep moving, clear the main tunnel, then it’ll be easy to deal with a single conscious Human. 
 
    He resumed his gallop around the perimeter. 
 
    “Zeta, initiate your assault,” Aramak ordered. Incompetent or not, the workers only needed to occupy the tunnel’s defenders for a few moments.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Forty-Five 
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    Sergeant Alden’s body flew against the wall, and his body went limp. Bull sprang toward him with long steps. As he did so, he scanned to the spot Alden had launched from. Large, booted footprints covered the area and disappeared around the corner. Upon reaching the unconscious sergeant, he verified signs of life and reshouldered his rifle. Then, he continued to do as ordered by collecting the sergeant and the other two comatose troopers. As he stalked with them toward the buildings, he called the leader of the Anzacs. 
 
    “Major, there’s still at least one more Besquith in the complex,” Bull reported. “Alden’s down, but alive. I’m gonna get them to the barracks and then come watch your back.” 
 
    “Negative, Bull, you guard those troopers,” she ordered. “We can’t leave them undefended for whatever’s in there to walk in and eat them.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’ll seal the door, then—” 
 
    “Bull, how many did you find?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    “Bull. You need to keep those twelve men alive. I think they’re about to make a move here. I’ll take them down like rats in a barrel and come join you. Then we’ll hunt the one inside together.” 
 
    “But you—” 
 
    “Don’t let me down, Bull. Here they come. I’ll be there in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Allison relaxed, sighted the lead Besquith, breathed out, and squeezed until the MAC threw a few rounds into the lead attacker. She paused when the creature did not react. It simply shuddered from the impact, drifted against the tunnel wall, and bounced sluggishly a couple times. The other two Besquith were similarly unreactive to her shots. Allison brought herself to a crouch and used her best baseball pitch to launch two grenades in succession straight down the tunnel. The first went off as it approached the lead Besquith. They smacked limply to the sides under the force of the explosion, and then fell slowly to the ground. The next grenade popped close to the follow-up wave of attackers, who wrenched around in pain and misery in response. The survivors dropped and hugged the base of the tunnel to make themselves small. 
 
    Not small enough. 
 
    She grinned as she resumed her position on the MAC. 
 
    Rats in a barrel, indeed. 
 
    With the MAC on single shot, she plucked off the assaulters in the tunnel one by one until they gave up and broke cover to retreat. Then they were even easier to kill. Obviously not the Besquith’s standard troops, she decided, based partially on the horrible inaccuracy of the return fire. Professional troops would have charged forward, fired to cover each other, and used the corpses to advance. Professional troops would have pressed the assault instead of freezing in the kill zone to die. Bull’s plan, whatever it was, must have paid dividends. 
 
    The MAC clicked empty. With a glance over her shoulder, she verified nothing was creeping up behind her. She flung one more grenade down the tunnel for good measure, but it struck a side and exploded before it reached the enemy. She grabbed her rifle and searched for another MAC magazine. Just inside the edge of the shield, just where she thought it should be, she found the stack of magazines and wrestled to swap them out. Allison finished reloading the MAC with a satisfying click and crouched to resume her scan down the tunnel. 
 
    “Allison, he’s on you! Look out!” Bull exclaimed. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the movement of the rogue Besquith as it emerged from the shielding behind her. She twisted, stepped back from it, and raised her rifle to take a shot. It swatted the rifle aside with one swipe. It missed with a follow-up swipe as her pistol cleared the holster, and she fired. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Like hell I’m gonna leave you on your own. 
 
    He’d dumped the three unconscious Anzacs in the airlock, not even the barracks proper, and closed the outer door. After he’d tapped a sequence on the outside to electronically lock the door, he bounded for Alpha tunnel. He fought to push bad memories from his mind and clenched his rifle in a death grip. 
 
    When he turned a corner and the tunnel entrance became visible, he saw the tracks leading into it. In the dim, artificial light of the cavern, he discerned the dark shape of their enemy as it zigzagged back and forth among the defensive shields. Bull called out a warning, but feared it was too late. 
 
    As he approached the tunnel entrance, flashes of light illuminated the ceiling. Deftly, he pushed himself back and forth through the shield walls until he arrived at the front. He approached behind the rogue Besquith, who was hunched over something. 
 
    Major Trujillo lay on her back, pressed into the ground by the Besquith’s claws. 
 
    “No!” He moved forward, drew a large knife from his belt, and slammed it between the armor plates on the creature’s side. Bull felt it strike bone, and as he struggled to wrest it free to stab again, the beast ripped its right claw from Trujillo’s stomach and twisted to attempt a swipe at him. Having anticipated the move, Bull ducked easily, but then caught the full force of a back kick. The powerful blow to his chest knocked him back, and he fell against a wall. He lost his grip on the knife in the exchange. 
 
    As he struggled to regain his footing and charge back in, he saw the major move. Her faceplate was bent up slightly, and he made eye contact with her past the bulk of her killer. Feebly, she waved her left hand at him in a motion to get back. In her right hand, he saw an active grenade. 
 
    The great armored beast saw it as well and frantically leapt aside. Trujillo let the explosive fall limply from her hand in the direction of the Besquith. 
 
    Bull rolled to his stomach, dove toward her, grabbed the grenade, and tossed it after the retreating Besquith. Then, he flattened himself on top of Trujillo. 
 
    A pop! reverberated through the ground and the dust around him shifted. A few pieces of shrapnel tore into his left arm and one into his hip. As soon as it settled, he pushed himself back up, adrenaline helping to mitigate the pain from the wounds. In a rush, he ripped patches from his belt and pressed them onto the holes on the major’s chest. Confident her suit was sealed, he pulled out the last of his patches and slapped them against the holes in his arm. He gave her two of his nanite injectors. She bucked, clenched her fists, and convulsed in pain. 
 
    He jabbed his last injector into his left arm, which flooded with fire. His vision turned red for a moment. 
 
    As the redness cleared, he turned his head to see the injured Besquith. It limped away with half-hearted hops on its left leg. Bull spied the MAC at his feet, where it had been kicked aside and thus, was safe behind the shield when the grenade went off. He crawled to it and took a firing position. 
 
    Laser fire immediately forced him to duck behind the shield. He reached out with his right arm to fling Trujillo behind him. Low gravity had its uses. 
 
    He leaned out to get a look. A small group of Besquith a few hundred feet down the tunnel were crouched low to the ground and advancing slowly toward him. The injured rogue Besquith, who’d made it past their lines and nearly killed the major, continued its escape. Before the laser fire came too close, he ducked back behind the shield. 
 
    Bull braced himself, took a deep breath, and then leaned out again to fire the MAC on single action at the closest targets. He hit the closest one, and second, and the group of attackers dropped to the floor. Return fire was minimal and poorly aimed, but he did not want to take any chances. 
 
    “Holy hell,” Trujillo grumbled as the convulsions ceased. 
 
    “When this is all over, remind me to give you a lecture about trying to do things all by yourself,” Bull said. He took stock of his surroundings and worked out a plan. 
 
    “Look who the hell is talking,” Trujillo said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Under one-sixth gravity, a Besquith was still pretty heavy, but Bull managed to lift one of the corpses and toss it out next to the forward-most barrier. Then, he cautiously wriggled his way behind it and gently slid the MAC into a firing position. Remaining as flat as possible, he eased himself up and took aim. Most of the enemy troopers were firing somewhat blindly, rushing forward a few feet, and then dropping again. Bull focused on the first one who seemed to be taking aim and popped a round through it. One shot at a time, he picked the most menacing target, aimed and fired. The Besquith corpse in front of him absorbed a good deal of laser fire, and Bull remained unharmed. 
 
    Two final assaulters got within range to make one great leap at him. He was able to shoot one but had to roll out of the way before the other landed on him. Scrambling on his back, he searched for another weapon and found the laser rifle he’d dropped when he first entered the section. Though he grabbed hold of it, he had to roll again before the beast pounced. This time, Bull got a hand on the ground, pushed himself to a kneeling position, and raised the rifle as the Besquith advanced again. Bull squeezed the trigger and burned through the assailant’s faceplate. It landed one final swipe on Bull’s arm which scraped against his armor but failed to penetrate. Even though it was dead, momentum carried the Besquith into him. He shrugged it off, shouldered the laser rifle, and marched forward to grab the MAC again. 
 
    “Stay here, I’m gonna go finish off the big one,” Bull said. “I think it’s their boss.” 
 
    “You make it sound like it’s a Tri-Vid game,” Trujillo said. She sat up and rolled her neck around, with one hand pressing against her stomach. “Why can’t we set back up here and stay defensive?” 
 
    “Two reasons,” Bull said. He grabbed a magazine and reloaded the MAC. “One, you’re pretty screwed up, so it’d really just be me. We’ve got no one watching the other tunnels now until the others recover. And two, I’m worried the big one might steal my getaway plan.” 
 
    “You had a getaway plan?” 
 
    “Yeah, their ships. So, you stay here, watch the tunnel, shoot anything that isn’t me, and I’ll go secure us a shuttle.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just lecture me on doing things solo?” 
 
    Bull stopped and stared at her. She reached out to grab a laser rifle and used it as a crutch to help herself up. 
 
    “Seriously, I’ll be fine,” she said. “I’ll stay behind you. But someone needs to watch your six.” 
 
    “Right behind me,” he repeated. “As in using me for cover, got it?” 
 
    Trujillo saluted half-heartedly. 
 
    “Wait here for a moment,” he ordered. “I’ll check ahead and then wave you forward.” 
 
    Bull moved up the tunnel as fast as he could, giving each dead Besquith a quick check. As promised, he waved Trujillo forward at the end, only to find her halfway along. 
 
    Outside the mouth of the tunnel, he got his first look at the remnants of the Anzacs defenses. The Besquith hadn’t bothered removing anything, even the frozen corpses of troopers who hadn’t been worth eating. The static gun emplacements remained, along with the various barrier segments. Everything looked as if the battle had just happened. 
 
    As Bull left the relative safety of the tunnel, he wished he still had his CASPer with him. More so, he found himself appreciating that Lucille could have operated it. 
 
    But she’s not here, and it was a dangerous road. 
 
    He left the tunnel in a crouch and scanned in every direction, MAC at the ready. 
 
    A flurry of laser fire sent him diving behind a barrier. He took a moment to assess the direction it came from, then popped over the top to return fire. The few Besquith he saw quickly took cover. He’d seen three but guessed there could be one or two more. 
 
    “Stay here and keep them occupied,” he said. “I’m gonna circle around those barriers and flank them.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see she was already doing as directed. Turning back, he leapt low and floated fast across a gap to land behind a metal panel. After a quick check for any other enemies, he started to bear crawl along a section of walls. He learned he could propel himself far and still stay low by pushing straight forward in a crouch. In no time, he reached the end of the defenses, but there wasn’t a good angle to target the group from where he was. He peered around the corner and saw they still seemed preoccupied with Trujillo. 
 
    With a settling breath, he braced himself. All at once, he popped up and bounded up the hill in three long steps. Along the way, he got a good shot on the only one who saw his approach. He closed with the four remaining Besquith and killed them all at point blank range before they turned to react. 
 
    He tumbled over backward, though, because he hadn’t braced himself before shooting. His back bounced against the ground and he slid a bit. Lying there, he laughed at himself. 
 
    “All right, ma’am, you can go ahead and laugh at me for that, I’ll take it,” Bull said over his comms. He rolled backward and stood up again. Maintaining a good scan, he walked back to Trujillo. 
 
    His blood turned to ice when she didn’t answer. 
 
    When he reached the barrier she’d used, he found her resting, motionless, on top of the barrier. Her laser rifle was at the ready, but the muzzle was pointed slightly down. 
 
    A neat little hole had burned through her faceplate and ended her life. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bloodied, but not broken, Aramak stumbled back to his shuttle. All in all, he’d taken two barely effective laser shots to the stomach, a significant amount of shrapnel, and one MAC round had clipped his right shoulder. He’d been able to patch the suit down to a couple slow leaks as he’d hopped to safety past his troops. The shrapnel had torn up his right leg, so he appreciated that his left leg could support his weight in the low gravity. 
 
    The laser fire that had dogged him for most of the retreat stopped as he approached his ship. The Great Acquirer expected as much. The Human feared damaging any ships that could be used to get itself off the godforsaken rock. Aramak tapped the control to close his door and slumped as soon it closed. After a few moments, he slapped the release on his cracked helmet and drew in the sweetest taste of air he’d ever experienced. His eyes closed to the delicious sensation, and his head bobbed. With a snap, he raised his head. 
 
    Can’t go to sleep now, I’ve got to get back to my ship. No…the elSha ship. No water on mine. 
 
    With tremendous effort, he pushed himself to his feet and staggered the few short steps to the flight deck. Enroute, he paused at the medical cabinet. With a depressed sigh, he remembered he’d used all the nanites to restore his health while aboard the elSha ship. In a deepening haze, he took the last few steps to his seat and powered up the small craft. With his left hand, he pulled a small device from his belt, but then set it aside. 
 
    Not until you’re airborne. The Human will only get more desperate if you do it earlier. 
 
    The power up sequence concluded, and the Great Acquirer tapped a few commands to make the shuttle lift off. As the craft rose from the surface, the sensors registered hits from a laser rifle. With the craft threatening to depart, the Human was attempting, futilely, to shoot him down. 
 
    See if this makes him think twice. 
 
    Weakly, he reached for the device, fumbled it into his lap, and hunched over in exhaustion while he retrieved it. When the screen came to life, he scrolled through a few options, paused while his consciousness waned, and then input a code sequence. Finally, he tapped the execute command. Somewhere down below, the other two shuttles at the construction site exploded. The wretched Human was now trapped on the lifeless rock until Aramak’s fellow Besquith arrived to help him resume the attack. 
 
    Aramak chortled, the closest thing to a laugh he could manage, coughed up a bit of blood, closed his eyes, and let his spirit drift away. His head bounced into the manual controls, and the shuttle dove sharply toward the surface. The Great Acquirer died before the impact. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The destruction of the third shuttle stung less than the first two had, since Bull had already written it off as a means of escape, but it stung nonetheless. He had mixed emotions on the subject, actually, if Bull was going to be perfectly honest with himself. The death of that last Besquith did sate his desire for vengeance, though it did not make him feel much better. His eyes burned with moisture and, trapped as they were inside the helmet, he could not wipe them clean. Bull’s attention shifted to the two obliterated shuttles. Though he would search the site, he understood he had no chance of finding any operative space craft. 
 
    “Bull?” Max Alden’s voice crackled over the radio. “Bull, that you out there?” 
 
    Bull turned to observe another suited figure bounding toward him from the tunnel. While the figure approached, Bull took in the whole topside of the complex for a moment. There really wasn’t much to see from his angle, which was a few hundred meters out. If it hadn’t been for the tunnel entrance itself, the whole mound would have been nearly invisible. Even the entrance was only obvious because of all the defenses built up around it, which were both the remains of the Anzacs’ original defense and the fortifications the Besquith had built to defend against any attempted breakouts by the Anzacs. 
 
    Remove all those… 
 
    “Bull, you okay?” Max called again and bounded closer. Bull shifted his eyes back to watch Alden approach. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m fine. You saw Trujillo?” 
 
    Visions of the Anzacs’ commander rushed into his mind as he asked. Bull closed his eyes, breathed out slowly, and forced the memories back out. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw,” Alden said. He came to a stop a few feet from Bull and looked around. “Between the two of you, you guys killed a whole mess of Besquith back there. Think there are any more around?” 
 
    Bull shrugged and pointed to the construction site. 
 
    “They’ll be in there if there are,” he replied. Alden looked and braced his rifle. 
 
    “Did you see which one got her?” Alden asked. 
 
    Bull nodded and pointed to the crash site. Alden nodded as well and chewed his lip. 
 
    “Well,” Alden continued, “whatever the hell that plan of yours entailed, looks like it worked out in the end. Twelve Anzacs still breathing thanks to you.” 
 
    “And the major,” Bull corrected. Alden nodded again. “By the way, you realize this means you’re in charge now, right?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be you?” Alden inquired. 
 
    “Naw, I’m just a merchant,” Bull answered. “Which reminds me, I’ll still have to bill you as soon as you get off this rock.” 
 
    “About that,” Alden responded. “What’s your plan for that? I assume you had a plan to get us off of this rock as well?” 
 
    Bull’s shoulders dropped, and he sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s right there,” he pointed to the wreckage of the crashed shuttle. Then, he pointed to the two destroyed shuttles at the construction site. “And there, and there.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Alden said, dejected. “So, what do we do now? Wait for the next ship full of Besquith?” 
 
    I’d prefer to go drink myself into a stupor and die. 
 
    “We’ve got quite a bit of work to do,” Bull answered. “Let’s go see to your men, make sure we’ve gotten the last of them, and then we’ll get to work.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “Hey there,” a familiar voice rumbled over the radio. “I was wondering when you’d show up.” 
 
    Several uncomfortable hours had passed during the approach from the emergence point. The owner of the newly established Intergalactic Haulers had decided to enter the system at low speed. They were not exactly prepared for an assault in the event the Besquith controlled the system, so low speed would allow them to vector toward the stargate and minimize the time anything hostile could engage them. If that had been the case, Francis would have had little choice but to waste more credits on an unscheduled return jump. Something in his gut told him that would not be the case, which was why he’d agreed to travel to the system in the first place. Still, he’d hedged his bets and arrived slow, which meant the trip to the moon would take a while. With an only slightly uncomfortable 1.5 G acceleration burn, a fourteen-hour trip would bring them to the moon’s orbit. 
 
    Upon emergence, however, they’d mysteriously discovered no active ships, Besquith or elSha. Sensors detected unpowered, uncommunicative ships from both races. They had attempted communication, both with the derelict ships and with the moon, immediately upon arrival, but no responses had been forthcoming. His passengers spent the duration huddled up in his control room, hovering about nervously. Finally, when the moon was a mere thirty light seconds away, Bull’s voice cracked to life over the speakers. 
 
    A cheer went up in the control room. Patches simply smirked, his lip filled with dip, and spit into an opaque black bulb. Nikki smiled and clapped. Colonel Bergmann of Francis’ new security contingent, J.J.’s Jakals, remained stoically unaffected. His new bride, Jess, giggled, but then frowned to see her husband’s lack of response. Francis waved his hands to quiet everyone down and did not respond until the control room became silent. 
 
    “Well, personally, I didn’t want to spare the credits, but your friends were adamant,” Francis replied. A few chuckles followed his comment. “Can you give me your status? How many of you are there? Status on your employer?” 
 
    Quiet resumed while they waited for the communications to travel both ways. 
 
    “Twelve Anzacs plus me on this rock,” Bull replied. “Besquith and elSha are all dead as far as we can tell, unless any are hiding out on their ships, which is unlikely. We’re in decent shape; I moved us all to a base the Besquith had been constructing. Hey, can I ask, how exactly you found me?” 
 
    “Tell him it wasn’t that hard,” Nikki said. Francis informed her what she said had gone out, and she shrugged. 
 
    “Patches found you, didn’t he?” Bull said, another minute later. “He’s there, isn’t he? Patches, you dumb bastard, you should’ve stayed home with the wife and kid. You shouldn’t be gallivanting anymore.” 
 
    “You’re a moron, Bull,” Patches said. “We figured out you were doing something stupid, so I went to Nikki and, like she said, it wasn’t hard to find you. You didn’t have a plan to get out of there, did you? And don’t spout some bull about us being the backup plan.” 
 
    As he said it, a puzzled look overtook Patches’ face. Francis smirked when Patches realized that Bull had, indeed, used them as the backup plan. After another minute, the radio came alive again. 
 
    “No, you’re right,” Bull said. “I made one of the classic mistakes; I made myself the single point of failure. Honestly, I think I’ve learned my lesson. Anyway, there’s a good landing spot by us; I’ve set up a beacon to follow. You’ll see it. Head on down, and I’ll have a beer waiting.” 
 
    “Copy all,” Francis replied. Beer? Sonofabitch. Francis and his newly incorporated company burned all kinds of credits to come rescue the bastard, and he’s waiting with cold beers. 
 
    On the other hand, what the hell happened here that killed everyone but the Anzacs? I mean, I know that “Bull happened,” but what the hell did he do? 
 
    “One more tidbit,” Bull called. “If you go snooping on any of these ships, or around the surface here without me, don’t go drinking the water.” 
 
    “What?” Francis replied. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Bull didn’t answer. 
 
    Francis had half a dozen more hours of travel, during which time they would decelerate to match the moon’s orbit, to contemplate it. He organized a shuttle with an armed salvage team which would check the derelicts when they got closer, then he settled down to wait. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Snowman, uh, sir, a new ship just appeared at the emergence point,” his comm and sensor operator called. His recently married sensor operator’s initial statement was simply meant to get his attention. By protocol, she would then wait until directed to proceed. It was understood she meant the emergence had happened several minutes prior, as they were now several light minutes from the emergence point. 
 
    “Go with stats, Miss Olthoff,” Francis directed. Though he’d previously been used to referring to her by her first name, Melissa, Francis intended to make interaction amongst his crew a little more formal, since they were expected to take on a somewhat more militant role as operations developed. Like they were at that moment. 
 
    “Snowman, according to Lucille, the mass indicates a cruiser, but weapons tracking systems are lighter than that would suggest,” Melissa explained. 
 
    The hard drive Bull had given him had turned out to be a very sophisticated operating system. So far, it had been useful with all the logistics of running the new company. During the time in hyperspace, Melissa had discovered it was also useful when tied to the ship’s systems. It sorted data, ran analyses, and provided suggestions faster than anything he’d ever come across. 
 
    The chipset Bull had given him was, so far, completely useless. He had not worked out how to activate it, what it would plug into, or even find any record of its purpose on the GalNet. 
 
    “Troop carrier,” Dupont suggested. “Or Besquith troop/freighter, as they’re known to do. Enough troops to end the siege, maybe construction materials to build a permanent settlement, probably both. Probably same model as the derelict here.” 
 
    Francis nodded and returned his attention to the sensor operator. “Continue.” 
 
    “High velocity entry,” she reported. “Two-G acceleration, standard for a Besquith ship. Running the numbers—” 
 
    “Yes, but once they ID us in the system, their tactical doctrine will put them at three point five G acceleration, take that into account,” Dan Olthoff, her new husband and tactical officer, suggested. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied. She tapped away at her display. “At our current retrograde, we arrive in four hours, twenty minutes, they arrive in six hours, ten minutes. We will have one hour fifty minutes lead time on them to the moon.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then what?” Francis said, but then cursed himself internally. Commanders of ships and companies did not verbalize their concerns, at least from what he’d seen with the Company…and on Tri-V dramas. 
 
    “Well, sir, we’ll be setting a pretty tight orbit, seeing as it’s a moon,” Dan said. “It’ll only be a fifteen-minute trip to the surface. We’ll have time to get the survivors, and load back up before they arrive.” 
 
    Maybe a commander can verbalize his concerns. 
 
    He’d always thrown problems to his civilian teams to garner solutions. Maybe being full-on commander wasn’t so different. 
 
    “All right, have a shuttle with medical personnel prepped and ready,” Francis ordered. “Keep the salvage team aboard; doesn’t look like we’ll be needing them. Keep them on standby, though.” 
 
    “Sir, what about the Besquith?” Dan asked. His tactical officer was the first and most consistent of his crew to start calling Francis “sir.” “They’ll still catch up with us either way.” 
 
    Francis gave his tactical officer a stern but respectful look. 
 
    “We get our people, and we cede them the system,” Francis said. “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “All due respect, Snowman,” Dupont intruded. “But we just spent credits on two jumps to get here, two jumps back, to rescue twelve people?” 
 
    “No,” Francis replied. “We spent those credits to rescue thirteen people.” He glared angrily at Dupont, but, after a moment of thought, softened. “But your point is valid. I can’t run a business like this.” 
 
    Francis looked around at the displays and considered his options. The moon was definitely a write-off. 
 
    But we are, among other things, a salvage company... 
 
    An answer formed in his head. He turned to look at the commander of his mercenary unit. 
 
    “J.J., get the Jakals suited up on the troop ship,” Francis directed. “Dupont, lead the salvage team over to the derelict Besquith ship and get it working. J.J., you guys follow up and help clear it. You guys have until they arrive to take control of it and work out a way to defend it. If you can hold onto it, that’s our paycheck.” 
 
    The look of contempt on Dupont’s face transitioned through fear, frustration, contemplation, and then, finally, agreement, all in a couple seconds. With a smile, he said, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Francis warmed, as this was the first genuine “sir” he’d received from Dupont. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    For the first time since he’d formed the Intergalactic Haulers, he truly believed it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    This isn’t going to work. It’s all taking too long. The shuttle hasn’t taken off yet and won’t explain the delay. The salvage team hasn’t powered up Yarknor, and the inbound Besquith ship is almost on us. The Haulers’ first mission is about to be a failure. The newly combined board will vote me out and immediately break the companies back up. I’m no better than Flores at this rate. Keep a confident face, Jimmy. Exude confidence. But still…we’re screwed. 
 
    “Snowman, the shuttle is airborne, eighteen-minute return trip,” Melissa reported. Francis checked the displays. The Besquith ship, which had announced themselves as Kur’Mulk, would be within weapons range in fourteen minutes. Thus far, Francis had been content to ignore their transmissions, but he would have to respond before they decided to simply destroy the non-communicative ship. 
 
    “Copy, Miss Olthoff,” he answered. Still no word from Yarknor, though. 
 
    Seriously. Don’t. Look. Nervous. And don’t ask about the salvage team of Jakals, it’ll make you look nervous. 
 
    “Can you confirm our dropship is returned and fully docked?” She nodded. “Good. Please remind me when the Besquith are two minutes from weapons range. We’ll start a conversation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    He cataloged the contingencies, or anything that could go wrong, and worked out a plan to counter each. 
 
    “Snowman, sir?” Melissa broke his concentration. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Olthoff; what is it?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Sir, the shuttle is reporting a deviation from the plan,” she said. Oh god, what? “Bull and Patches both remained on the surface.” 
 
    “What?” he shouted but then forced himself to calm down. “Can you put them on the PA please?” 
 
    The shuttle pilot’s voice came on the speakers. “Snowman, Jolly Two, as I explained to your comm personnel, two individuals elected to stay behind. One, guy named Bull, said, and I quote, ‘There’s no way in hell I’m letting the pups take my moon.’ Meanwhile, your buddy Patches straight up ghosted. Well, I know you set a no-later-than time for departure, and I wasn’t going to waste it trying to get clarification with you and then argue with them, so I pulled the ‘bus time is bus time’ rule and left them there. I’ve got the twelve Anzacs on board; I figured they were a priority over some stubborn…you know. If you so direct me, I’ll go back to get them once I offload the Anzacs. Your call.” 
 
    Francis sighed. It was exactly the kind of, well, Bull that he expected from the big bald man. Patches, though, he should have seen that coming. Nothing to be done…their funeral. Even as he had the thought, he immediately knew better. Bull had a plan. It just would have been nice if he would have shared it. 
 
    He checked the clock. Eight minutes remained until they would be within weapons range. Mentally, he began running through the things he could say to the ship. The two deserters on the surface complicated things, both because he felt compelled to determine a way to go get them and because he had no idea what they were planning. Heart racing, he steeled his resolve, re-hashed a game plan in his head, and straightened his back. 
 
    “Sir, two dropships have just launched from Kur’Mulk,” Dan reported. “Trajectories put one enroute to the moon, ETA sixteen minutes at current acceleration, and the other is oriented to rendezvous with Yarknor, ETA twelve minutes. 
 
    “Miss Olthoff, please contact Kur’Mulk,” he directed. She gave a few taps to the slate in front of her. 
 
    “This is Acquirer Kreng, chief of the Besquith aboard Kur’Mulk. It is about time you chose to answer us.” Though translated to English through the communication system, it still carried the guttural growl of the original speech. “We have plans to simply eliminate you in a few short minutes.” 
 
    “Acquirer Kreng, apologies for our delay in responding,” Francis said. “This is…James Francis. I am the Chief Executive Office, or ‘CEO,’ if you will, of the very recently reorganized”—Bull’s voice echoed through his head, muttering something about paranoia; the crew looked at him in confusion—“Carthage Shipping. Again, sorry we did not respond sooner, but we’ve been somewhat busy attempting to recover our personnel, but uh—” he paused deliberately for several seconds “—we…had some delays extracting everyone from the moon’s surface. Some of the structures were compromised, and…we had to medically stabilize some of them. Further, we—” 
 
    “See-yo Francis, stop talking,” Kreng demanded. “Do you know the status of our personnel in the system? We have no contact with Great Acquirer Aramak or any of our associates aboard Yarknor. Tell me what you know before I run out of patience.” 
 
    The tactical officer waved to get Francis’ attention. He held up his slate, on which he had typed “Yarknor team reports boarded and clear.” Francis nodded his thanks. On his own slate, he tapped his own message: “Are they aware of inbound boarders?” Dan nodded an affirmative. Francis checked his watch again. 
 
    “Acquirer Kreng, negative, we have no indication as to what happened in the system,” Francis answered. For the next several minutes, he waxed eloquently about all the theories and possibilities they’d worked out since their arrival and discussed his sincere hope that their personnel aboard the shuttle would be capable of clarifying the situation. He wondered if he might win some more time by asking for permission to retrieve their two personnel on the moon, but decided it was better not to alert the Besquith to their presence at all. Bull and Patches most likely preferred to remain undetected. However, he decided that if he could dissuade the Besquith from trying to take their ship back, he would then argue to go get their two stubborn idiots from the moon with a promise to depart. 
 
    Subsequently, he broached the subject of a legal claim of salvage on Yarknor and asked if they could peacefully depart the system. Acquirer Kreng refused the offer.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “Copy Bravo, hold as ordered,” J.J. directed. “All other units, move to Bay One to support. Follow the chem sticks, don’t get lost. Remember, let them flood the bay, Charlie, hold position. Alpha’s moving to join you in Bay Two.” 
 
    Having been built for Besquith, Yarknor accommodated the CASPers well. With the payout his wife won, Colonel Bergmann bartered for twenty Mk 6 CASPers, for which he had eight trained drivers. In the time since he’d officially reformed the Hellswarm as J.J.’s Jakals and consolidated under the Intergalactic Haulers, he’d hired seven more drivers with experience and whose talents he trusted. The last five were recent hires, CASPer trained individuals who had no prior service, but decent VOWs scores. 
 
    In the rushed exploration of the ship, he’d identified six possible points of entry they needed to defend. Four points of entry led directly into passageways which varied in length from six to twenty meters. Two of the possible entry points were launch bays, Bay One and Bay Two. At the smaller entry points, Points One thru Four, he’d placed two CASPers, an original Jakal and an experienced new hire. Each launch bay also had two of the green troopers stationed with the experienced ones. 
 
    Private Wise, one of his original Jakals, Private Smith, who had experience with the Marauders, and Private Crosson, a green but seemingly sharp CASPer driver, were all assigned to J.J. directly. All the other CASPers had orders to move to wherever the breach occurred, which Bravo confirmed to be in Bay One. His assumption had been that the Besquith would breach one of the large bays, and he’d been right. Ideally, since they’d sent the dropship back immediately after embarking Yarknor, their boarders would believe that only a skeleton salvage crew occupied the craft. Hopefully, they’d be in for a surprise. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Rick “Badger” Blodgett stood in his CASPer, a dozen meters back from the massive doors of Bay Two with the other three members of Charlie team. The big mechanized armor suits shuffled about awkwardly when J.J. and Alpha team entered. J.J. barked orders to re-arrange the formation and checked on the defenders. 
 
    The firefight had begun in Bay One. Several “pups” were reported down, and, so far, there was only one lost Jakal. Echo Team was not yet on site, but the rest had withdrawn to the three tunnels that fed into Bay One. None of the CASPer drivers could agree on the enemy’s numbers. The boarders had not utilized grenades, as they likely had orders to take the ship intact, but that would not last long. As it stood, a brief standoff lingered while the Besquith regrouped and worked out a new strategy. 
 
    “Dupont, Jakal Six is in position,” J.J. called. “Open Bay Two.” 
 
    “Copy J.J.,” Dupont replied flippantly. 
 
    The line of CASPers braced themselves in case Besquith waited on the outside. The doors slowly rumbled open. The gap widened until it dominated. All was quiet, all was clear. 
 
    Though instinct told him to lead the way and that, as the commander, he should be the first one to poke his head out, he knew Badger would never let him. For good reason, the sergeant constantly reminded him not to take stupid chances just to show the troops he would. From his first days as a young officer in the Hellswarm, the sergeant had taught J.J. quite a bit. 
 
    “Charlie One and Two, move up. Check the edges,” J.J. directed. “Charlie Three and Four, support them, shoot anything that’s not them.” 
 
    The two green CASPers would be in no position to “support” any attack on the two lead CASPers, but J.J. knew he had to keep them engaged and vigilant. Left to their own devices, green troops were known to come up with some really stupid ideas. 
 
    “Alpha, exterior’s clear,” Badger reported. 
 
    “Charlie, move out,” J.J. said. The four CASPers clunked forward, magnetic contacts holding them to the ship as they moved. 
 
    “Charlie’s out, perimeter clear,” Badger said. 
 
    J.J. and his team followed the first four out. He’d designated the top of Bay Two as “twelve o’ clock,” and it was in that direction they moved in order to traverse over the top of the ship. Six CASPers went forward, two slowly stepped backward to watch their six o’clock. 
 
    “Eyes on the horizon fellas,” Badger advised. During these extra-vehicular movements, even experienced troopers could succumb to “void vision,” the exact opposite of tunnel vision; the Human mind occasionally tried to widen its perception when confronted with all of space. The immensity of the stars and the never-ending nothing was a hell of a distraction. However, the only threats would be against the surface of the ship, and that was where their attention needed to remain. If a threat appeared external to the ship, there was little chance they could do anything about it. 
 
    “Motion, eleven thirty,” Crosson, a green trooper, said. All the CASPers ceased movement and scanned. Though easy, based on experience, to discount such calls from the inexperienced, all such calls had to be honored. 
 
    In this case, the call was valid. First, J.J. caught a very slight motion along the edge of the ship, almost out of sight. After a moment of focusing, he realized a line of five or six Besquith were creeping along the ship’s surface. The other CASPers waited for orders while J.J. sorted out their intent. 
 
    The enemy group moved halfway between the two bay doors, so that was not their destination. Nor were they anywhere near any other entry points. Nevertheless, they paused as he watched, and began to wrestle with something along the edge of the ship. A maintenance access hatch! 
 
    In their rush to take control of the ship, he’d had a brief thought to account for them but, in the end, there had not been time and the idea had slipped away from him. If this group maneuvered to enter here, any number of other groups could be doing so elsewhere. 
 
    “All Jakals, be advised, Besquith may be entering through the maintenance hatches,” J.J. said. “Dupont, do you have schematics up? Can you ID where else they might come in?” 
 
    “Boss, we gotta pick up the pace if that’s true,” Badger said. “We execute our plan, they’re screwed.” 
 
    “Good call, Badger,” J.J. said. Then, softly, he continued, “Take them out.” 
 
    As he gave the order, the Besquith suddenly sensed the danger and opened fire with laser rifles. His troops took a few hits, but they gave much better and killed five of the six within the first few seconds. One last Besquith, however, crawled deftly to their right, approached within a dozen meters, and flung a breaching charge at the group. Badger attempted to swat it away unsuccessfully. The charge detonated and Badger’s CASPer flew backward, detached from the ship’s surface. J.J. caught a brief glimpse of air as it rushed from the formerly sealed suit. J.J. fired a round into the last Besquith. 
 
    “Badger, Badger, you still with us?” His mentor failed to respond. He watched as Badger’s CASPer drifted off into space. 
 
    “Sir, my suit took a hit, it’s leaking!” Smith exclaimed. 
 
    “Head back to the bay,” J.J. ordered. “When you get there, tell Dupont to close the doors and pressurize. Hurry up!” 
 
    “Sir, what’s our plan now?” Crosson asked. 
 
    “It’s Jakal Six to you, Alpha Four,” J.J. growled. “And it’s the same plan as before. While our guys hold inside we’re going to take their ship, then come at ’em from behind. Now let’s move fast, and if any more of you die, I’ll follow you to hell and beat your ass until the end of time. I’ll be pissed if I have to take down the ship by myself.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    Patches steadied himself, focused on his breath, and relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    No wind, little less gravity…aim lower. 
 
    “Three, two, one, now.” He completed the countdown and squeezed the trigger gently but deliberately. The complete lack of a proper report freaked him out a little, and if it hadn’t been for the normal kick of the rifle, he might have thought it hadn’t fired at all. His target, however, indicated success. At that great distance, it was impossible to observe the specific impact of the round, but the Besquith’s head jerked in an appropriately satisfying manner. 
 
    The other four flattened instinctively. Unfortunately for them they were still out in the open. Patches got two more before they bounded for cover. He hadn’t considered how incredibly far the wolves could leap in the low gravity. 
 
    Keeping an eye on them, he crept his way toward a figure who was crouched behind a pile of sandbags. If the figure had not been Bull, Patches would have wondered what a pile of sandbags was doing out here in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    “Hey, pal, you still out here trying to do this whole thing all by yourself?” Patches asked. “Didn’t we just have this talk?” 
 
    “I figured it wouldn’t be proper to request your help and make that kid of yours risk his dad for a grumpy old dumbass,” Bull said, without turning to look at his guest. “But I am glad you’re here. That group got outside the blast radius.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Anyway, you good?” Bull asked. Patches, with a grin from ear to ear, nodded. 
 
    “You know, Bull, I am,” Patches replied. “I know I’m late to the game, and I never got to fire this thing for real and—did you say blast radius?” 
 
    “Head down, eyes closed,” Bull announced. “We’ll get those other two in a moment.” 
 
    The bald man repeatedly mashed a big red button on a small device, and Patches did as ordered. The ground rumbled viciously, as if the moon was attempting to wrench itself apart. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Servos slid the door to the control room open with a hiss. An aide directed someone to follow them in. A dark-haired man, rough-looking with a face full of hair, floated in awkwardly. The man’s gaze stretched to infinity. 
 
    “Sir, Max Alden, commander of Allison’s Anzacs,” the aide reported. 
 
    Alden locked eyes with Francis and moved forward, hand extended. Francis put his hand out in kind, and the two shook. 
 
    “James Francis, new owner of the recently formed Intergalactic Haulers Incorporated, which is what all this is,” Francis motioned around them. “So, you’re the commander of the Anzacs, now?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. Francis. Allison’s Anzacs,” he clarified. 
 
    “Please, I’m not used to ‘sir,’” Francis protested. “Jimmy’s fine, or Snowman even. I assume, Big Mike Trujillo didn’t make it?” 
 
    The answer, already apparent by her absence, also became apparent in Alden’s eyes. 
 
    “No, she did not,” Alden said. “Not a lot of us did. The few that did have you to thank. Well, mostly some crazy merchant who showed up out of nowhere like the devil.” 
 
    “Yeah, he does that,” Francis said. “Can’t have been easy. You all doing all right?” 
 
    “Keep the faith, I’ve always said,” Alden said. “I’ve got a lot of notifications to handle when I get back to Earth, but twelve of us survived, that’s all that matters now.” 
 
    “Keep the faith,” Francis repeated, with an intense, approving nod. “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
    Alden changed the subject. “About that crazy devil, I tried to convince him to come with us. I understand a dropship landed at the site. Can I ask—” 
 
    “Nuclear detonations on the surface!” Melissa shouted in shock. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Silence reigned in the control room of Sevan Brasil. All the occupants watched as Melissa replayed the feed several times, just to ensure that the event occurred as they thought it had. 
 
    It had. Two sequential nuclear weapons, buried within the bowels of the moon, had detonated. The Besquith assault troops and their dropship vanished in the flash. As the dust settled, one could only make out a deep, steep-walled sinkhole of a crater. 
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” Dan Olthoff said, breaking the numb silence. The other crewmembers remained frozen. Deep inside, behind a facade of concern and confusion, Francis fought between elation and horror. 
 
    Crazy bastard. He really is the Devil. Or was? 
 
    “Sir, Kur’Mulk is calling,” Melissa announced. 
 
    “Put them on the PA,” Francis ordered. She nodded, tapped her screen, and gave a thumbs up. 
 
    “Acquirer Kreng, I—” 
 
    “You’ve just broken Galactic Law, Mister See-yo!” the Besquith commander roared into the control room. “Detonating nuclear weapons on our lawfully claimed property! And if we can prove that they were somehow launched from your craft, then you’ve violated the orbital bombardment restriction as well! Once we have recovered Yarknor from your feeble attempt at piracy, we shall depart the system and demand a Peacemaker be sent to investigate these events.” 
 
    “Hold on there, Kreng,” Francis responded, intentionally omitting the honorific title. Just because you know what happened doesn’t mean anyone else does. “We certainly did not launch any nuclear weapons from this ship, so we can only presume it was your actions that caused those detonations. I know damn well Besquith do not travel anywhere without nuclear weapons, so you were definitely capable of doing it. Don’t think you can twist the blame on us. Further, word on the street was that the defenders had rigged the whole thing to blow. If it was not you directly, then it’s not too far-fetched to imagine your troops on the surface set off something down there with their belligerent assault.” 
 
    “Sir, we’re getting a report from Dupont,” Dan said softy. “Yarknor is secure and the Jakals captured the Besquith dropship.” 
 
    Some crewmembers could not help but laugh with joy, Jess in particular. Francis shouted for quiet. 
 
    “Well, Mister See-yo,” Acquirer Kreng said, “we know it was not our actions that caused this destruction. So, we will be demanding a Peacemaker investigation. They can sort this mess out. Further, as the rightful owners of this property, based on agreement with the Dijay Reclamation Team, we will be filing for damages if the Peacemaker concludes you were in any way responsible.” 
 
    “Please, send a Peacemaker,” Jess spoke up, taking the lead on the discussion. “As we said, we know for a fact that we have no nuclear weapons, and that you do. In fact, we may contact the Peacemakers ourselves. The Mercenary Guild as well, as you’ve just admitted that the Enterprising Procurement Assemblage conspired with the Dijay Reclamation Team, my client’s employers, to acquire this claim despite having a legally obtained and intact defense force to occupy it. I can only imagine how the Merc Guild will react to this information. Hell, maybe even the Merchant Guild needs to get in on this. They can revoke your licenses when they learn how you operate.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m naming my first born after you, Jess,” Francis said quietly. She smiled and winked. 
 
    “Well then, Mister See-yo, if you think you are capable of taking such actions, then I see no other choice than to eradicate you,” Acquirer Kreng threatened. 
 
    “If you like two on one odds, I suggest you try it,” Francis retorted. “Dan, power up all our tracking systems. Melissa, call Yarknor and tell them to do the same.” Both nodded. “Kreng, since you do not seem to understand this yet, let me spell it out. The Yarknor remains ours. We eliminated your boarding crew and have control of the ship. In fact, I’m going to guess you’re running low on troops, since you lost one transport on the moon, and another transport on Yarknor. I think it’s time I came to take your ship as well. If you want a fight, here it comes. Melissa, cut them off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said and did so. 
 
    “Sir, there’s actually no chance we can do so,” Dan stated. “Obviously, our weapons are still non-existent, and there’s little chance the skeleton crew on Yarknor can do much actual fighting, they’re probably still trying to power up basic systems. Even if we tried to send the Jakals in, they’ll be destroyed before they even get close. If you’re trying to bluff a Besquith, they’re not so easily—” 
 
    “Sir, Kur’Mulk flipped. They’re accelerating away from us at three point five Gs toward the stargate,” Melissa announced cheerfully. 
 
    “Thank you, Melissa.” Francis said. “Please, Dan, continue.” 
 
    “Never mind, sir.” 
 
    “Good, that’s settled,” Francis said. “Now, can someone prep a shuttle for me to head to the surface? I’d like to check out this factory.” 
 
    “Umm, sir,” Melissa said, puzzled. “You saw the video, it’s all gone.” 
 
    Francis chuckled and turned to Alden. 
 
    “No, it’s not. Is it Max?” Alden stared numbly back and tilted his head. 
 
    “We all thought he was mad, which is he is, but for other reasons,” Max said. “Anyway, we had nothing better to do, so we helped him. We moved that whole Besquith construction site a few dozen kilometers away, and all of our failed defenses, and the crashed ships, and everything. All evidence of the location was moved, and then we buried most of the three tunnels. You’ll have to know where you’re going to find it now.” 
 
    “And you have to know it still exists,” Francis continued. “So, take me there.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Moon 624, Ellesu System 
 
      
 
    “You owe me a scotch and a cigar as soon as we’re back aboard,” Bull grumbled. 
 
    “All right, Bull, we’re alone now.” Francis said. They took slow bounds down the steps of the complex. “Tell me how you did it.” 
 
    Ever the shark, Bull took time to craft a response. The two descended into the complex. Bull stopped at an opening. Francis noted the gap could hardly fit a Lumar, as they’d surmised on previous levels. He guessed it as an appropriate size for elSha. With a smile, Bull invited Francis to head in. 
 
    “What’s in there?” 
 
    Bull shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t fit, especially with all that armor I was always wearing during the siege,” Bull said. “But I figure you can. Go see what you can see. Bring back anything that looks interesting.” 
 
    Francis hated playing Bull’s game, but curiosity won him over. He shuffled through the opening on hands and knees. 
 
    “Seriously, what’d you do?” Francis crouched and crawled inside. The short space did seem like an office or a control room, with tiny little command couches. Each one resembled a floor, with cushioning in the center and a ring of defunct computer screens. 
 
    “I loaded my ship with frozen meat,” Bull stated. 
 
    Francis shook his head. 
 
    “No, poisoned meat’s too obvious, they would’ve expected that,” he said. His left leg was pressed against something sharp and he groaned while trying to move to a more comfortable spot. 
 
    “Well, yeah, so I laced it with salt and ferrous dust. I poisoned some, sure, so they’d think they worked out my tricks. But salt, that’s normal. Makes you damn thirsty, but it’s normal. So, they gorge themselves on the meat, which is irresistible after weeks crammed aboard a ship chewing on dwindling rations. The meat makes them thirsty and they drink more fluids. They urinate more, which, because of the ferrous dust, clogs up the water recirculation filters.” 
 
    “Don’t those recyclers purify with UV and chemical processes?” Francis asked. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but they also have simple sediment filters, which are normally set up to wash themselves off, so they seldom need replacement. However, that ferrous dust clogs them up and doesn’t wash off. It’s the sort of thing that should never happen.” 
 
    “Okay, so they pull the filters, clean them out, put them back, so what?” Francis said, still somewhat confounded. Something caught his eye and he scooted toward it. 
 
    “They pull them, find them all gummed up but don’t quite know what to do. Then they remember they took a bunch of similar filters from the ship they plundered,” Bull continued. 
 
    Francis reached out and found a tray of green crystals. Emeralds. 
 
    “Oh god, Bull,” Francis said in consternation, as the pieces materialized in his head. “What the hell did you put on the filters?” 
 
    “What you got there?” Bull asked. Francis wriggled around and oriented himself so he could see the rest of the room. Rows of water containers, each with a series of power conduits, stretched several dozen yards away. To one side lay a stockpile of dull green crystals. Light shone in his eyes, and he remembered that the big bald man was watching his progress. 
 
    “Emeralds, I think,” Francis answered. “That’s a stockpile of what looks like beryl. I think this section is meant to synthesize emeralds, for targeting systems, I would guess. Without any power, I’m not completely sure. But they gotta be valuable.” 
 
    “Hmm, come on back out,” Bull suggested. With much squirming and a good deal of pain, Francis worked himself back out into the stairwell. “Split them three ways, just like the F11 and red diamonds we found on the ships?” 
 
    “Well, this is your moon,” Francis said. “So, it’s a deal.” Bull reached forward but Francis moved back half a step. “If you tell me what you put on the filters.” 
 
    “Mercury,” Bull said. Francis poured the collection of emeralds into a container. “Seems their livers can’t handle it.” 
 
    “Mercury…” Francis repeated and let the word hang. “Besquith can process most toxins, ignore most diseases, but somehow, you know that mercury can kill them. How did you know that?” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” the big man said in his usual flat tone. “Anyway, there are a couple more spots I was hoping you’d help me check.” 
 
    “Bullshit it was a ‘lucky guess,’ Bull,” Francis said. His eyes dropped to the floor. “But either way, you basically poisoned a whole ship, a whole company’s worth of Besquith. Some might call that a war crime. It’s certainly immoral.” 
 
    “Immoral as starving out a rival merc unit?” Bull retorted. “Immoral as selling out a unit a company contracted just because they found a better deal? Immoral as slaughtering a few hundred Humans just because you don’t like the advantage they give other Humans? Immoral as letting one hundred companies leap into the fire with no warning whatsoever as to what they might be facing?” 
 
    “Don’t compare this to the Alpha Contracts, Bull,” Francis said in a low voice. “And don’t compare this to what happened on Jayaut.” 
 
    Francis’ eyes cast about in search of an answer. He knew that what Bull did was wrong. Not just wrong, but evil. Yet here he was, savior of these twelve poor souls. With Francis’ assistance, of course, but deep down, Francis knew even that had been part of Bull’s plan all along. Goddamn puppeteer. 
 
    “Immoral, yes sir,” Bull repeated. “Maybe I should’ve challenged their leader to single combat. You think he woulda taken me up? Think he woulda let me fight in the CASPer? Think the others woulda let us all go, even if I’d’ve won, one way or the other?” 
 
    “Just shut up, Bull,” Francis barked. “God, you’re just—I jus—I don’t know. Those men are alive because of you. But maybe if you’d have taken me with you, we could’ve found another way, maybe we could have, I don’t know, fought our way through. You didn’t have to do what you did.” 
 
    “I know,” Bull said, nodding his head. “I’ve crossed a line, and I know it. Somewhere inside me, whatever it was that knew enough to care, just isn’t there anymore. That’s where you and I are different. I don’t even see that line anymore because all I can see is those men, still alive.” He continued to nod, eyes on the floor. “And that’s why you and I can’t do this together. If winning means I poison a water supply, or nuke an objective, or…dump plagued rats into a city in order to save Human mercs, that’s what I’m going to do. And I understand you can’t. You’re a better man, James. You’re a good man.” 
 
    Francis blanched. “Am I? I would’ve let these men die.” 
 
    “No, James.” Bull replied. “If you had had the resources to come fight your way through to them, you would have. And that’s what you gotta work on. Build up this outfit of yours, make it legitimate, make it legal enough for the Merc Guild, make it moral by your standards, and make it what you need it to be without losing your soul in the process. You’re the one who can run a shipping company and a salvage company and run a merc company. Make this thing big, just like you wanted, and so widespread it can do some good. You’ve got Jess, she’ll help you make it legal.” 
 
    “You know Jess?” Francis narrowed his eyes, but then softened and chuckled. “Of course, you do. Someone got her to Karma at just the right time, didn’t they?” 
 
    Bull’s characteristic, stern poker face gave away nothing. 
 
    “And me, I’ll go off and do it my way,” Bull said. “Small company. Bigger than one man, but still small. And invisible. Different strokes, right?” 
 
    “You’re right, Bull,” Francis said. “You’re definitely not a good man. But you are a great one.” 
 
    Francis looked around at the alien structure. 
 
    “I’m guessing there’s a lot more to see in here, isn’t there?” Francis asked. “What’s your plan with this place?” 
 
    “Well, now that it’s been ‘destroyed,’ I think I’ll see if I can go make a deal with the stargate chief to keep his mouth shut and keep this place quiet. If I can make a deal, this’ll be a good spot to build my version of the old Company. I said, years ago, that maybe we could have two Companies, right?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Transmission Origin: <REDACTED> 
 
    Transmission Destination: <REDACTED> 
 
      
 
    The Human rescue organization has, as predicted, resumed operations. Of the five surviving members, two are still confirmed to be working for one of the successful Human companies. Two attempted an operation to rescue a small Human company, but our contacts have confirmed they were killed by a nuclear detonation on the surface of the moon on which they conducted the operation. 
 
    The sole active surviving member has formed a new company which will require continued monitoring. Though it is not illegal by Mercenary Guild Law, in the sense of the previous company, there is still potential that it will adversely affect future designs for the Human race. Courses of action to surveil, interact with, and deal with this organization will be developed and enacted, as directed.  
 
      
 
    Transmission end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Weeks Later 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    The big pickup truck rumbled down the road and kicked up dirt and gravel despite how slowly he traveled. The grinding sound quieted as Bull stopped the truck at the closed gate. He climbed down, reached back in to grab a collection of roses, and went back to the gate. One hand went to the top of the bars, then he stepped up on the middle hinge and pushed himself up until he could get his other foot on top of the gate. The gate shrieked in protest as it wavered slightly under his weight. He hopped all the way over and landed solidly on both feet. He breathed deeply and did his level best to hold himself together as he walked carefully through the low, well-kept grass. 
 
    A wide open field stretched out next to the worn dirt road. Light gray clouds held a little bit of warmth. A reverential silence blanketed the area, as if nature itself was holding its tongue in respect. The big man threaded his way through the flat stones embedded in the Earth until he found what he was looking for. He could have found it blindfolded. He knelt on the grass, reached down, and flipped a canister over. Gently, he set the flowers inside and spread them out. Carefully, he lowered himself and rolled over to lay his head next to the stone. 
 
    “Well, it looks like we did it,” Bull said into the air. “I mean, it’s just a start, but it’s definitely a start. I think I can really grow something out of this. I think I can make it what the Company was. Or better, even, because I got Snowman on board. I wish you could meet him; he’s a great guy. He’s actually gonna do the heavy lifting, to be honest. We found a way to make it work, you see. I know last time I told you we weren’t gonna be able to work it out, but we did. He’s gonna take the big company, the visible one that can do the big jobs, and I think he’ll manage it better than I could and hide it better than Flores did. I’m gonna take the smaller, quieter jobs. No, don’t worry, I don’t plan to go out on my own again, not if I don’t have to. I’ve already started putting together a good team of people. I got Patches, and I’ve pulled that girl Nikki away from living her best life. Yeah, I know, she really did say that when I met her. Good kid, though; she’s gonna do great with us. I got some more folks, and I’ll get myself recruiting. Heh, that’s right, me, your big ball of anger’s gonna become a people-person and get himself recruiting. I wish you could see it.” 
 
    He took a moment to observe the clouds as they passed low overhead, shifting from one shape to the next. 
 
    “It’s going to work. I know it is. Snowman and Bull, out saving people across the galaxy. Sounds a little too noble, doesn’t it?” A few rogue tears streamed down his face, and he made no move to wipe them clear. They would dry; no need to fuss over them. “I hope you can see me. I hope you’re proud of me. I’m doing what you talked about. What we talked about before…” 
 
    Water dripped down the sides of his face in a steady stream. 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder, sometimes, you know, what might have been,” he said. “I can see the kids we didn’t have. I imagine you and me, working together for Cartwright, leading the charge and all that. You’re pretty high ranking, of course, maybe even second in command to Cartwright himself. And you’ve taken me along for the ride. There’s some parallel universe somewhere where you and I are two of the best damn mercs in the universe. But…I know…that’s not the one I live in. I do my best not to live there, to keep myself here, in the real world, but… 
 
    “I’m just—I’m sorry I couldn’t do it,” his words came out in gasps as he fought against a complete breakdown. “I was right there…you were right there, and I couldn’t—no, I didn’t save you. I’m sorry I let you do that, I’m sorry I didn’t find another way.” He wiped the tears away in quick, hard swipes. “I’m sorry I’m laying here crying my goddamn ass off like a fucking pussy. I can just see you telling me how stupid I’m being right now, how this doesn’t do anyone any good, and how I need to be stronger than this. You’re right, and I’m sorry and, dammit—” 
 
    He smiled and chuckled through tear ridden eyes. “I’ll stop saying sorry. 
 
    “Do you know—well, of course you do, you know everything now, but I seriously wonder sometimes, which of us it was that actually died that day.” He sniffed and swiped a hand at his tears. “I honestly wonder whether I got it backwards, that maybe I’m the one who bit it. Some…round hit me, and I never knew, and all this has just been some elaborate hell I’m living in, or some kind of purgatory I have to find my way out of. I think it was you, but I have to wonder…Sorry again, now I’m talking all crazy. I’ll stop.” 
 
    He drew in a long, deep breath and wiped the last tears away, once again in control of his emotions. 
 
    “The point is, I’ll make it right,” Bull said. “I’ll do what you would have done. Maybe not how you would have done it, that’s what Snowman is for, but I hope you forgive me for how I go about it. And I understand that I can’t save them all, like Trujillo…like you. But that’s no reason to give up. I’m starting to ramble again. My point is, I’ll go out and save who I can, just like you wanted. I know I can’t save you anymore, but I’ll do my damnedest to save whoever I can. It’ll be pretty damn easy, you see, because I’ll imagine every single one of them is you.” 
 
    He gently rolled to his side and stroked a hand along the cold stone. 
 
    “This is all going to mean something. I promise.” He put a hand to either side of the sunken gravestone in order to support his weight. Gingerly, he kissed it. “I love you, Lucille.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An old, white-haired gentlemen was waiting for him when he walked back to his truck. 
 
    “May I presume you are the mysterious John?” Bull asked. 
 
    “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you know about me, even if Nikki and Patches kept their mouths shut.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have your ways, and I have mine. I imagine you and I have a lot to talk about?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, he only saved twelve men?” Jessica asked, with something between confusion and disappointment on her face. It was a new question; one she’d never asked before. “You said that lots and lots of men died in this war. Couldn’t he save more men?” 
 
    “Well, Jessica, think about how those twelve men felt,” her father answered. “Imagine if I had been one of those twelve men. How would that make you feel?” 
 
    The little redhead screwed up her face into a frown. “But he didn’t save you, Daddy, wasn’t this a long time ago?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course, Jessica, it was a long time ago,” he said. “Obviously, I was not actually one of those men. But scrunch up your eyes and think real hard and imagine that I was. Imagine your dad was one of those people, lying there, injured on a battlefield, with no hope, wondering if I’d ever see my little girl again—” 
 
    “Or mamochka?” she interrupted, the picture of innocence. 
 
    “Yes, or that I’d never see mom again,” he continued. “When all of a sudden, a man braved the long journey across the battlefield, through the bullets and everything, and he came to carry me out. Imagine if the only reason I had lived that day was because of that man. What would that mean to you?” 
 
    Tears welled up in the little girl’s eyes. Her imagination could be quite brilliant, and perhaps he’d gone too far with this little thought experiment. While she talked like she was much older and more mature, he had to constantly remind himself she was not. She pushed herself up and threw her arms around his neck. 
 
    “That would mean everything, Daddy,” she gasped. “If that man had saved your life, he would be the most incredible man ever.” 
 
    “That he would, Jess. That he would,” her father replied. “So, think about how those twelve men felt, knowing they owed their lives to one crazy man who risked his life to come get them. Does it matter that it wasn’t thirteen, or a hundred? He saved all the men he could, and that’s pretty special, isn’t it?” 
 
    She nodded, wiped tears away from her eyes, and nuzzled back into him. 
 
    “And think of this, if it isn’t too much,” he continued. “Maybe his story alone saved other people. Maybe the story of Bull made other people want to go out and save people, and they became doctors, or medics, or ambulance flyers. Sometimes, a story can do far more good than just the person himself. In that way, Bull saved more people than just those twelve.” 
 
    Under his breath, lost in thought, he muttered to himself, “In a way, he did save me, too.” 
 
    He had not meant for her to hear the words, had not even meant to say them out loud. However, lost in memory as he was, envisioning the events of his life, the words flowed out on their own, possessed by the spirits of his past. 
 
    “What, daddy?” she asked, pushing away from the embrace to look him in the eyes. 
 
    “Nothing. Sorry, dear.” 
 
    He nudged her back down and tucked her in again. 
 
    “Daddy?” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Jess?” he replied. 
 
    “You said he was crazy.” Again, this was another new question, but then, he had never used that word before. “Was he crazy? Is that why he could do all those brave things?” 
 
    “No,” her father answered decisively. “He did not do those things because he was crazy. He saved all those men because he knew it was the right thing to do, because he was a good person, because he knew it had to be done. So, he overcame his fear and did it. That’s what bravery is, Jess. It’s overcoming fear to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Hmm…” she moaned, and her eyes drifted close. 
 
    “So, he wasn’t really crazy, but the real Bull actually did have a hard time afterward; he had a pretty hard life,” her father said. 
 
    Her eyes popped open. 
 
    “Real Bull?” Her father restrained a curse. Again, it was a slip he hadn’t meant to make. His little girl didn’t miss anything. 
 
    “You know, I mean, he was a real person. It’s not just a story,” he said, attempting to backpedal. 
 
    “Jimmy! Is my Snowman still telling a story?” The mother wandered into the room. “Ah, yes, still here. What story was it tonight?” 
 
    “Bull, mamochka,” Jess said proudly, though her voice drifted off—a sign of a sleepy girl. 
 
    “Ah, that man again?” The mother shook her head. With her hands on her hips, she sighed and tilted her head. “Though I guess we owe him quite a bit, don’t we?” 
 
    Father gave mother a stern look. “For the story, yes. Because Bull lived a long time ago, during World War Two.” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course, World War Two,” mother repeated with an embarrassed look. “Anyway, if the story of Bull is over, you need to go to sleep. Go to sleep, Jessica.” 
 
    The mother kissed her daughter on the forehead, and the father did so as well. 
 
    “Good night, Jess, I love you,” her mother said. 
 
    “Good night, Jess, sleep tight, don’t let the bed bugs bite,” her father said. 
 
    “Good night, mamochka. Good night, daddy,” she gave a great, wide-mouthed yawn, “Good night Super Bear…Good night Elly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Karma Station 
 
      
 
    The door slid open, and Francis caught a whiff of a sharp, smoky scent. Tobacco, he determined, which smelled of cedar with floral notes. The clink of ice in a glass echoed through the suite as his visitor announced his presence. 
 
    “Cohiba Esplenido, Bull?” Francis asked as he activated the lights. The big, bald man who sat in Francis’ black leather armchair had changed very little over the years. Crow’s feet had grown around his eyes, but the muscle remained, and fat had yet to intrude upon his frame. 
 
    “Forty years, Snowman, and this is the first time you’ve worked that out,” Bull replied. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve spent years trying out every cigar you can find, just so you could make that statement.” 
 
    Francis tilted his head to the side, frowned slightly, and briefly raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “You know, I never intended to be this much inside your head,” Bull said. He swirled the ice in his scotch glass and raised it to his lips. With his cigar hand, he motioned at another glass, which sat on the end table by Francis’ Italian leather couch. “Poured you a glass.” 
 
    “If you don’t like being in my head, by all means, get out of it,” Francis replied. “For a man who dies as often as you do, you sure show up quite a bit.” 
 
    He sighed, sat, and picked up the glass. He pointed loosely toward the cigar. “I suppose you’ve got one for me?” 
 
    Bull nodded and set down his glass. He put his hand inside the light jacket he wore. After he withdrew a cigar, matches, and cutter, he placed them gently on the table in front of Francis. Ceremonially, Francis slid the wrapper off the Cohiba cigar and licked the end of it. Using the cutter, he clipped the very end off and placed the cigar in his lips. Finally, he struck a match, held it to the opposite end, and puffed until it had an even, satisfactory light. 
 
    “Forty years, Bull,” Francis said, breaking the silence. “And always the harbinger of doom. Our intermediary system for shared intel, requests, and suggestions works well enough for normal operations, so you’ve conditioned me to know that when you show up it’ll be a game changer.” He took a long drag, let the smoke gather in his mouth, and allowed it to drift out softly. “But this time it seems you’re late. The catastrophe has already happened. I assume you’re here to do your part, to pull some brilliant Bull maneuvers and help free Earth?” 
 
    “No, they don’t need me,” Bull answered. He took another sip. “The Horsemen can take care of that mess. I’d just be some tiny commando, blowing up bridges or shutting down power grids or something. Now, I will admit that several of my teams have gone dark, and a few of my remote bases haven’t reported in a while.” 
 
    “Several?” Francis asked. “How many teams do you have these days, Bull? How many remote bases?” 
 
    “So, yeah, Earth doesn’t need me,” Bull continued. “And I’ve got to go help out an old friend of ours. After that…you and I…we got a bigger problem to deal with.” 
 
    With another long drag, Bull forcefully blew out a cloud of smoke. Francis let the silence linger, aware that Bull would continue whenever he pleased. 
 
    He’s learned Flores’ way of dramatizing these talks. 
 
    “How’s Jessica doing?” Bull asked. “Happy to see her old man again, after all these years? Or is she bitter…all riddled with daddy issues?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Bull,” Francis said, and they locked eyes. “Earth’s first Peacemaker is doing just fine. She’s the finest Human our planet ever produced.” 
 
    “Sorry, please forgive that,” Bull said, with a soft, respectful smile. “I know she is. You did a fine job there, and I really mean it.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine…and I appreciate you saying that,” Francis replied. “I realize it’s just your nature.” 
 
    “Now, I assume Jessica has the chip again?” Bull asked. 
 
    “She had it. I got it back from her and then spaced it.” 
 
    Bull actually looked surprised. Francis couldn’t recall if he’d ever seen Bull make that expression before. 
 
    “Spaced it?” 
 
    “Max Alden and his Anzacs bought it at Shaw Outpost.” 
 
    Bull’s expression evolved into another Francis hadn’t seen in a long time, pain. 
 
    “I hadn’t heard about the Anzacs. That’s rough. All these things we do, and it seems we’re usually just kicking the can down the road a while.” Bull took a slow drag, held it in his mouth for a moment, and let the smoke drift out on its own. “So that’s where you just came from? And I presume, then, that you’re here to terminate the Haulers’ merc ops per SOP?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Francis nodded. “Failsafe. I don’t know who it was, but you know better than most that we have a lot of enemies…old and new. Whoever used the Anzacs did so to lure us in. Lost ground forces and my big guns trying to get out. I figured they were after one of two things, so I got rid of the one I actually had.” Francis paused. “I appreciate having had it, though. That beacon gave me a way to be there for my daughter when she needed it most.” 
 
    Bull nodded. “I’m glad to hear. And it’s probably a good thing it’s gone.” 
 
    Bull licked his lips and looked around the room, as if unsure of his next words. 
 
    “Tell me, would you know how Lucille has been acting?” 
 
    His heart rate jumped. “What the hell is that supposed to mean, ‘how has Lucille been acting?’” Francis said. 
 
    Bull took one more long drag from his cigar. Francis read unease, or maybe doubt, in the expression. Bull looked rattled in a way Francis had never seen before. 
 
    “What I mean is, do you remember that crazy theory you had all those years ago? That someone was pulling the galaxy’s strings?” 
 
    Francis stiffened. “Yeah. What about it?” 
 
    Bull smiled, but there wasn’t any joy in it. In fact, he looked more like a predator than a Human being. “It’s time to execute Resurgens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Tara rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “Is he still alive, Lucille? This guy nicknamed Bull?” 
 
    <<According to the company database, he is deceased. However, there are still forty-two records I have not completed searching for current information among the company’s former employees. I have reinitiated that request through GalNet.>> 
 
    “He’d better be dead.” Maarg quipped. “Or he’d better hope we find him first.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Because it sounds like Resurgens might have been his idea in the first place, and if Jessica finds out she’s liable to kill him.” The TriRusk’s eyes glittered and her long maw curled into an approximation of a smile. 
 
    <<I place the probability of that action, based on current data, at ninety-two percent.>> 
 
    So do I. 
 
    “Find him. I want him and what he knows before we even think about moving toward Uluru. If we’re going to Uluru, so is he.” Tara stood up from the console. “And, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Yes, Tara?>> 
 
    “Send a priority message to Jessica. Things just got very real.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About Casey Moores 
 
      
 
    Casey Moores was a USAF officer, as well as a rescue and special ops C-130 pilot for over 17 years, airdropping, air refueling, and flying in and out of tiny little blacked-out dirt airstrips in bad places using night vision goggles. He’s been to “those” places and done “those” things with “those” people. Now he is looking forward to a somewhat quieter life where he can translate those experiences to fiction. 
 
    He is a Colorado native and Air Force Academy graduate, but has also become a naturalized Burqueño, planning to live in New Mexico forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Seventh Seal Press at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Do you have what it takes to be a Merc? 
 
      
 
    Take your VOWs and join the Merc Guild on Facebook! 
 
      
 
    Meet us at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/536506813392912/ 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For a suggested reading order guide to the Four Horsemen universe, go to: 
 
      
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books/4hu-suggested-reading-order/  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For a listing of all the Four Horsemen books, go to: 
 
      
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Did you like this book? 
 
    Please write a review! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




The following is an 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Salvage Title Trilogy: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Salvage Title 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    Kevin Steverson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Available from Theogony Books 
 
    eBook, Paperback, and Audio 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the MAC round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blond hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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