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 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
    As he watched the mercenaries sprawl over Kubar Park’s terraced hillside, filling it with an anarchic cacophony, Branco reflected for the thousandth time that signing up with the Midnight Sun Free Company was the most wonderfully stupid thing he’d ever done in a life filled with recklessness. 
 
    His good mood soured. How would I know? When the identity of Saisho Branco had been invented for a covert op several years ago, access to his former memories had been welded shut. Only vague childhood recollections of Copenhagen leaked out. 
 
    Whoever he was, Branco’s life was with these mercs now. And what an insane band of misfits they were! What wasn’t bizarre about this outfit was inexplicable, concealed by deceits skillfully crafted by the real powers behind the Midnighters. 
 
    “Hey, Branco!” called a voice from a couple of levels lower down on the ornamental terracing. “Hurry up with that resupply. We’re almost out here.” 
 
    He grinned, because he felt at home with these people. And as for those deceits, until he unearthed the truth, he preferred to call them mysteries. They weren’t his problem. 
 
    “Branco!” 
 
    “On it, Sergeant.” He estimated a range of fifty yards to the patch of terrace where his own Shock Squad mixed with the aliens of Vengeance Squad, the only personnel of the newly formed 2nd Company here at Kubar. With a hiss of releasing pressure seals, he opened the box of supplies. Grabbing one of the cold metal canisters, he lobbed it over the manicured hedges and down the hillside to his friends. Before it had even reached the apex of its trajectory, he hurled another. In all, he sent a volley of six, all caught expertly by his comrades below. 
 
    The resulting hiss and fizz of opening beer cans merged with other sounds of celebration in the late afternoon air, which was rich with the resinous tree sap from the woods at the base of the hill and the mouthwatering odors from the sizzling barbecue, ably commanded by the tactical officer of the company starship, and her team of SleSha assistants. 
 
    Today the big boss was throwing a hard-earned party. Other than those who’d lucked out and were pulling security duty, everyone not off-planet working active contracts was here to enjoy themselves to the max.  
 
    Zuul yapping and snarls reached him from Kenngarr, one of the Vengeance aliens. Branco’s translator pendant rendered them as, “We’re thirsty too, female dog.” 
 
    Branco shouted back, “Then try some decent human beer while you wait, Fido. Gotta get the captain her champagne first. Show’s about to start.” 
 
    He laughed off the good-natured Zuul protests and the flurry of insults that lifted from Tatterjee, the Flatar who sat ten feet above the ground on the back of his Tortantula partner. Flatars were only the size of an extra-large rat yet were the brains in the common Flatar-Tortantula duos. Cramming intelligence into such a small head must have called for serious design trade-offs when the Creator’d fashioned them. Clearly there’d been no room in the Flatar design spec for generosity, empathy, or a filter between their dark thoughts and their mouths. The stream of pure filth emanating from those tiny lips carried all the way up to the top of the hill and beat Branco’s translator pendant into silent submission. 
 
    And this was Tatterjee in a good mood.  
 
    Humping the wheeled cooler down the graveled steps, Branco made for one of the circular patios, which boasted a mosaic floor fashioned from polished and highly pigmented stone. Enticing smoke snaked from the gas barbecues that lined its edge. 
 
    En route, he halted briefly as a stream of human caterers passed him on their way down the steps, carrying trays of whiskey and hors d’oeuvres. Liveried in mustard waistcoats over black silk shirts, they looked the part, but were a particularly sullen lot, and blanked him when he attempted to say hello. Nonetheless, they were a reminder that working mercenary contracts was far from the only opportunity for humans to earn good money light years from Earth. It was also a reminder that Branco was the newest recruit on the team. Why else would he be doing the beer run when the company had hired professional caterers? 
 
    The tradition of giving the rookie pointless tasks stretched back into pre-history but wouldn’t be Branco’s job for much longer. Not after the shocking events on Earth that had forced Earth-registered merc companies to either flee or submit to judgment on Capital Planet. Here on the rich world of Tau-Rietzke, they were far from Earth. What was really going on? He didn’t know, but human mercenaries between employments were flocking to the safe havens of alien-registered merc companies prepared to take on humans. Companies such as the Midnighters. Most of the squads here to party were formed by human personnel, yet the Midnight Sun was alien registered. Mercenary Guild rules were strict about the registration of member organizations. Over half of a company’s mercs must belong to the same species. If they weren’t human, who the devil were they? 
 
    And where? 
 
    The company’s owner called herself Gloriana. If the captain knew her secretive employer’s race – or even what the alien looked like – she wasn’t saying. 
 
    A clicking from alien mouth parts plucked Branco from his thoughts. From her command post by the sundial at the patio’s center, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss marshaled her SleSha team at their broiler stations, making occasional sorties in person, armed with tongs, spatula, and marinade, while hissing at the seabirds attracted the short distance inland by the cooking smells. Now, with an exaggerated blinking of her jeweled compound eyes, she wordlessly urged Branco to shift his ass with the delivery of more frozen meat for the barbecue. 
 
    Flkk’Sss was a member of the same MinSha race who had helped to introduce humanity to the Galactic Union by means of a devastating nuclear strike on Iran and the subsequent pillaging operation to recover the costs of their munitions expenditure. Now this MinSha, ably assisted by wasp-like SleSha, was using her long praying mantis limbs to cook mean dogs and burgers for the humans. Alien tastes were catered to as well, with the broilers cooking delicacies that looked like skewered frogs, charred lichen, and metal pots in which Flkk’Sss prepared spicy poached jellyfish. The transformation from scourge of humankind to flipper of burgers had nothing to do with any change in the MinSha – given the same circumstances, there were hundreds of MinSha mercenary companies happy to deliver the same nuclear hell – and everything to do with the two most important changes in Earth’s history since the dinosaurs died out. First, humans had joined the Galactic Union. More importantly, as far as Saisho Branco was concerned, humans had become the 37th active race registered with the Mercenary Guild.  
 
    And mercenaries earned big money. Happy times. 
 
    After delivering the meat, Branco’s next stop was Captain Blue, who was at the next patio over, with its view down the steps and out through the 50-foot-high stone archway at the bottom of the hill. Gloriana had promised her company a spectacle like they wouldn’t believe. Whatever it was, the captain would have the best view. She deserved it too. Blue was unpredictability squared. The thrill addict who, just as you thought you’d figured her out, jumped off on an unexpected bearing. But there was no denying she got results, fulfilling contract after contract, culminating in the big payoff from the Itaneno Job that this party was celebrating. 
 
    “…and I get to control the automata through this?” the captain was asking. “That’s so damned impressive.” 
 
    Flanked by Commander Venix, her ever-present Zuparti XO, Blue was talking into an oversized slate that displayed a crude remote-control interface. 
 
    “Impressive?” came a voice from the slate in English, but which presumably voiced Gloriana’s words. “A party trick, no more. Let me show you something truly impressive. This is what I want. This is what I need…” 
 
    The slate switched to a video showing a 100-foot-tall mecha dancing through a sea of heavily-armed Tortantulas, with the music of the mosh pit blaring from its speakers. Missiles rippled from its shoulder-mounted racks as it crushed the giant spider-mercs beneath its feet.  
 
    The captain swore under her breath. Clearly, she’d never seen this metal monster before, but in his previous covert role, Branco had been briefed with different footage of the same incident. The huge war machine was called a Raknar, and it had been piloted by the owner of Cartwright’s Cavaliers. These Raknar were supposed to be rotted metal carcasses, discarded after a war so ancient that humanity had sat it out, having been too preoccupied inventing the wheel at the time. How the hell had Jim Cartwright resurrected them? That was the question slowly leaking out to those in positions of power throughout the Union. Now, it seemed, that question had reached Gloriana. 
 
    “Branco!” 
 
    The voice of command cut with ease through the hubbub, snapping his head to the left. The tactical commander of the marine units stood amongst Branco’s Shock and Vengeance comrades, shaking her head at him under a heavy frown. 
 
    Major Sun Sue was ferociously protective of all company personnel, but triply so for her younger sister, Captain Blue. Her meaning was clear: the captain is not to be disturbed. 
 
    Branco shrugged and wheeled the cooler away, heading along the path to Sun and his buddies while trying not to gawp at the major’s appearance. 
 
    Sun was most comfortable outfitted in a haptic suit with her Mark 8 CASPer wrapped around her – and weapons free for good measure – or, failing that, in her black company uniform with the gold oak leaf insignia on the lapel. 
 
    Lately he’d witnessed a change working its way inside her; she was probing the dangerous notion that there could be more to her life than striving to keep everyone alive and protecting her sister from herself. 
 
    Which had to be the reason she was wearing a powder blue summer dress. A dress! Even the alien personnel were staring at this astonishing sight. 
 
    But Sun hadn’t yet mastered the off-duty look. If this were his native Copenhagen, a fashionable woman in a light dress might complement it with a wide belt, strappy sandals, and a feminine gilded wrist slate. Instead, Sun wore heavy lace-up boots that came halfway up her slender calves – the kind of footwear with a ferrous strip along the sole that could be magnetized aboard ship – her ruggedized wrist slate was as big as her hand, and the closest thing to jewelry about her person was the polished buckle of the webbing belt with which she’d cinched her dress. 
 
    “Why would you give me jewelry?” she’d once asked him. “It’s an impediment, especially in zero-g, and we must be ready to face danger at any time and in every environment.” 
 
    “Hey, watch it!” Branco shouted at one of the caterers who knocked into him. 
 
    “Sorry,” said the idiot as he rushed by, though Branco could tell he didn’t mean it. 
 
    The music died. 
 
    Branco had barely noticed it behind the excited chatter and chinking bottles, but its absence opened the way for a pounding noise approaching from the west, along the avenue through the woods…it sounded like a squad of CASPers, human mercs wearing the heavily-armed mech suits Branco now wore professionally. No, it was more like a company of them…a battalion. Enough to make glasses jump off their perches on the low ornamental walls. 
 
    Gloriana had promised a spectacle, and it sounded like she was going to deliver. 
 
    After the first big contract he’d played a part in, Gloriana had built a race track for her mercs to enjoy. She’d imported a ’63 Jaguar E-Type and a ’66 Shelby Cobra 427, both in pristine condition. They weren’t so shiny now. Boy, had that been wild! 
 
    And that was Gloriana in a nutshell. A filthy rich alien collector of restored objects of beauty. The key to understanding her was a comment she’d made about the autos. “Racing cars are meant to be raced, and hard,” she’d said. “Not imprisoned in a museum.” She didn’t spare the blood of her prized mercenary company either. 
 
    A crescendo of whooping, whistles, and excited clicks and buzzes rose from the hillside as Gloriana’s toys hove into view. 
 
    They were the metal monsters from the captain’s slate! But the video he’d seen of the Raknar hadn’t prepared him for their sheer physical presence. They were headless metal gorillas towering over the trees, tearing chunks out of the ground with every step. 
 
    Three of the ancient war machines were stomping their way along the avenue like…well, like badly animated monsters from an early 20th-century movie. They moved, but they weren’t alive. They lacked the essence Jim Cartwright had somehow breathed into his. Still, their polished bodies gleamed in the late afternoon sun like burnished copper. They were magnificent! 
 
    To get a good look, Branco was standing a short way back from Sun and his squad. A team of caterers armed with drink trays took up position on the terrace, waiting for the signal to serve. One jerk stood directly in front of him, blocking his view. Man, what was it with these buffoons in their stupid mustard waistcoats? If this was Keiko and Gjalp’s idea of a prank to bribe the caterers to…to… 
 
    They’ve taken up position. 
 
    He flicked a glance in Captain Blue’s direction and saw the caterers who’d pushed past him earlier were now in position near her. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Ready. 
 
    A perspective shift rippled through Branco’s head. Instead of waiters politely receding into the background while their clients enjoyed the party spectacle, he now saw a ring of hostiles around each sister. And the two he remembered seeing behind him on the upper terrace level were in perfect overwatch position. 
 
    Paranoia on his part or hostile intent on theirs? 
 
    Branco made a split-second decision and acted. 
 
    He opened the cooler. 
 
    Stilling his heart and controlling his expression as effectively as the greatest actor, Branco withdrew the captain’s pair of champagne bottles and turned innocently. 
 
    Sure enough, one of the caterers was standing behind him, glaring down from the low wall bordering the next terrace level.  
 
    “I forgot the captain’s bubbles,” said Branco holding up the bottles shamefacedly. “Should’ve left the drink to you pros, eh?” 
 
    “Yes, go do it now,” said the man, smiling almost convincingly. 
 
    Branco turned back nonchalantly to face the ring closing in on Sun. Then his muscles kicked into violent action. With the overwatch caterer’s eyes drilling wound channels into his back, he took one long stride forward and spun, swinging the base of a heavy bottle at the man still blocking his view of the Raknar. It cracked open the base of his skull. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Branco continued his spin and flung the second bottle up at the man who’d smiled at him moments earlier. 
 
    A man now drawing a pistol on him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The gun went off at the same time as the bottle cracked against the second assassin’s skull. Branco had already backflipped and rolled sideways, but he needn’t have bothered. The shot went wild (low velocity, he noted, unconventional load), and by the time Branco had scrambled up to his position and grabbed the man’s gun, it was obvious he’d never get up again. 
 
    He took a moment to scan his gaze over a party in turmoil. 
 
    For a moment, he panicked when he couldn’t see the other assailant on overwatch. A scream from the barbecue patio revealed him to be in the clutches of Lieutenant Flkk’Sss, who was holding the intruder’s head over a sizzling grate, while the SleSha slammed down the barbecue lid. Nasty. 
 
    But the infiltrators had grabbed the captain. 
 
    And Sun. 
 
    While two of the attackers were waving stubby plastic pistols at the furious mercs of Shock and Vengeance Squads, what really kept them at bay was a third intruder. This bear of a man had one arm locked around Sun’s neck, and the other hand held a gun to her temple. Her dangling boots kicked the air helplessly. 
 
    Put Sun in a CASPer, and she was a ruthlessly effective killer, with endurance matched by few Midnighters, but Branco knew from those secret moments when he’d held her in his arms that the major only weighed about 110 pounds. At the closest quarters she was vulnerable, and didn’t she know it! 
 
    She’d never escape that headlock. 
 
    Time to even the score. 
 
    “Drop the gun,” shouted Sun’s captor at Branco, ramming the muzzle of his pistol into her head and making her gasp. “We walk out of here with your captain’s slate and those junk ancient mecha, and you get your two commanders back unharmed.” 
 
    Branco dropped his pistol, but flung out his arm to jab a finger at the hostile holding Sun. “If you hurt one hair on her head…” he threatened, but it was obvious to everyone that his threats were hollow. Even if he chanced rushing Sun’s attacker, Branco was a good ten feet away and now unarmed.  
 
    At least, that was the way he hoped the hostiles saw it. None of the attackers decided Branco was yet deserving of what he guessed was a very limited supply of rounds. 
 
    It proved a fatal mistake. 
 
    The dart Branco had secretly thrown when he’d pointed his finger was not quite invisible but was as close as the Binnig techs could make. Officially, he had no idea how equipment issued by his former employer could still be on his person. Nonetheless, a few items had begged to be liberated, and he usually carried a few tricks up his sleeves – literally in the case of the invisible dart. 
 
    Sun’s captor only saw the pointing man, not the weapon he’d thrown. 
 
    But he did feel the tip pierce his temple and pump its payload of specialist nanites and nerve poison directly into his cerebral artery. 
 
    He shrieked in terror, but the terror rapidly twisted into anger. If he was gonna go, he’d blow this bitch’s brains out first. 
 
    He pulled the trigger. 
 
    Too late. The nanites had raced ahead of the poison to block nerve impulses to hands and feet. The message to fire never reached his trigger finger. 
 
    And then the nerve agent began to wreak its devastating attack. 
 
    As spasms began to claim him, Sun squirmed free.  
 
    For a stretched moment amid the mayhem, she transfixed Branco with a look from her dark eyes that sparkled like black sapphires. 
 
    What meaning lay behind it? Gratitude? Hunger? His imagination? 
 
    Then she was running, dodging around the attacker lunging for her, and carrying on toward the fountain patio where her sister was still a hostage. 
 
    Behind her, Shock and Vengeance Squads rushed the two surviving hostiles on the terrace, led by Tatterjee on top of his Tortantula. The eight squads of 1st Company were storming up the hillside just behind. 
 
    Branco ignored them and ran after Sun. 
 
    As he passed, a pistol shot hit the Tortantula in her relatively soft underbelly, and she shuddered to a halt. Branco looked around in surprise at the Vengeance Squad monster whom Tatterjee had renamed Betty. 
 
    Had the round been poisoned? To his experienced eyes and ears, the hostiles had smuggled harmless plastic through what was supposed to be tight base security and assembled them into guns and pellets on-site. That’s how Branco would do it – probably with a binary chemical propellant that was harmless until combined with urea. Not something that could kill a Tortantula. 
 
    “Where’d the bullet go?” Betty asked, dipping her head to look beneath her abdomen. 
 
    The hostiles hadn’t been the only ones to smuggle weapons into the party. Tatterjee had a hypervelocity pistol in his little hands. Branco pressed on as the Flatar put four rounds through the men who’d upset his partner. 
 
    Sun leaped onto the terrace wall, swaying slightly to keep her balance. 
 
    Over at the fountain, Branco saw an impasse. Two of the intruders sprawled lifelessly over the polished stone, but one had grabbed the control slate, and one had a CL-32 Peacemaker, with which he kept at bay Commander Venix, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss, and a group of SleSha armed with tongs, spatulas, and long-handled toasting forks. A final intruder was dangling Captain Blue in a headlock, a gun to her head in the same M.O. as with her sister and telling a hundred angry Midnighter mercs to keep their distance. 
 
    Without their overwatch, they didn’t have the eyes to see Sun drawing throwing knives out of those heavy boots she always wore. “Surrender!” she cried, but before she even uttered the words, she’d already pitched two steel blades in overarm throws. 
 
    The merc keeping the angry cooks at bay wasn’t about to take his eye off the aliens just because a little girl was shouting threats.  
 
    Then he heard the bodies crashing to the ground behind him after Sun’s throwing knives buried themselves in the necks of his comrades. 
 
    “Angler?” he called. “You okay? Sergeant?” 
 
    His only answer was a gurgling rattle from the throat of the man who’d dared to pull a gun on Sun’s sister. 
 
    Over the course of about a second, Branco could see the realization write itself in the merc’s slumping shoulders: this contract is never gonna pay out. The last hostile carefully lowered his gun and raised his hands. A second later he was slammed to the stone floor beneath an angry MinSha.  
 
    Blue waved the alien off her attacker. 
 
    The half-stunned prisoner tried to sit up, but Blue kicked him in the throat and stomped him back down. 
 
    From his position on the wall beside Sun, Branco got an unobstructed view of the captain. Years ago, faulty nanites had stripped away most of the pigmentation from her skin, and all her hair but for a dark blue topknot. Now her face became a terrifying visage of demonic anger, as her face flushed with angry channels of red that pulsed over every inch of skin. 
 
    “Why?” she demanded in a whisper. 
 
    “The – the – Raknar,” choked the prisoner. 
 
    His reply only fueled the captain’s inhuman anger. She grabbed a skewer from one of the SleSha cooks and – without breaking her hold on the prisoner’s gaze – casually pierced his thigh. 
 
    “Why?” she repeated. 
 
    “Raknar. Ahh! Everyone wants the entropy-cursed things. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Blue smiled and leaned in toward the man’s face, putting her weight onto the skewer. “Why?” she repeated as its point pressed all the way through his leg, releasing a scream that sent the waiting seabirds flapping away to the shore. 
 
    “I…I don’t know why. Please! Ahh! Whole galaxy’s gone mad. Ever since the Merc Guild pulled that stunt on Earth. No! Stop it! Please! Direct Guild employment. I only signed up to look good to Peepo. It was an acquisition contract.” 
 
    The red tracery ebbed from Blue’s pallid skin. “Well, you didn’t get to acquire them, did you?” she pointed out in a honeyed voice. “Better luck next time, sweetie.” She braced a foot on the man’s wounded thigh and pulled out the skewer, letting the bloodied spike clatter to the floor. 
 
    “Venix!” she called over the man’s screams. “Party’s over for you, I’m afraid. Secure this piece of sputum and any others who still live. And will someone please stop him bleeding all over the patio? I want to know everything you can extract about their client and their purpose. No going soft on him now, Commander.” 
 
    As if a Zuparti would ever go soft! Branco pitied the prisoner as Commander Venix took him away with a couple of staff officers. The captain’s anger was a thunderbolt of intensity that soon passed, but Venix made a more terrifying captor. The weasel-like humanoids were no more sadistic than the next species, but they were driven by paranoia. How had these mercs infiltrated the base’s defenses? Who were they? When would the next attack come? Venix wouldn’t so much as twitch his whiskers at the prospect of pulling out a tongue or trapping a vulnerable body extremity in a slowly tightening vice if it produced a single nugget of information.  
 
    The merc moaned as he was dragged away, before being persuaded into silence by the MinSha’s blows.  
 
    “Who the hell are those mercs?” whispered Sun under her breath. 
 
    Good question. 
 
    Branco and the major looked at each other…then raced back to the bodies of the attackers on the terrace. 
 
    Branco ripped open a mustard waistcoat and lifted the shirt underneath. Beside him, Sun did the same. You could learn a lot from a merc’s ink – or lack of it. 
 
    “Are we gonna eat him?” asked Betty hopefully. 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up,” said Tatterjee. “You know humans. She’s probably going to hump it.” 
 
    “Yes, but do we eat the bodies after?” 
 
    “That’s enough!” snapped Sun. 
 
    “What was that, Major?” said Tatterjee. “Thank you for saving my life?” 
 
    Sun glared at the Flatar. “You disobeyed an order. Firearms and alcohol are a combustible mix. That’s why you were forbidden your pistol.” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am.” 
 
    “White dove,” said Branco, winking at Tatterjee. “High on the left breast, just below the collar bone.” 
 
    “Same here,” Sun confirmed. “That other fool said he was working directly for the guild, which I’ve never heard of before. But these two are Condottieri.” 
 
    Condottieri? Branco knew of them, but why were they here? The mercenary company was owned and operated by Nicolo SantoPietro, a veteran who styled himself Il Colombo or the Dove. The Condottieri’s registered base was in Milan, and they had a training facility in Sicily, but most of their operations were in the rich, coreward systems of the Praf and Centauri sectors. They weren’t well known on Earth, but when he’d worked for Binnig – the manufacturer of the Combat Assault System, Personal – he’d seen the manifests for their CASPer suit shipments. They were big numbers. 
 
    “Are you sure you released control to me?” 
 
    It was the captain, who was ambling toward them while talking into her slate. Only a minute earlier, her demonic face had blazed with anger while she’d tortured one of her kidnappers. Now she appeared to be without a care in the world, a beautiful woman chatting to her friend in this lovely outdoor setting. 
 
    “I’m sure,” came Gloriana’s reply out of the device in Blue’s hands. “The Raknars should be running from your slate.” 
 
    Forgotten while the attack was underway, the Raknars had continued their shuffling advance until they were almost at the base of the hillside. Those monsters must weigh a thousand tons apiece. If they didn’t stop, they would crash into the hill with the momentum of a destroyer at ramming speed. 
 
    Blue’s smooth and hairless face creased into a puzzled frown as she tapped away at her slate. “Negative, Gloriana. I do not have control. I repeat, I do not—” 
 
    The Raknars stomped their massive feet and came to a halt in craters they punched out of the ground. From its position directly in front of the stone arch, the lead mecha slowly raised an arm. 
 
    “—have control,” Blue finished. “I didn’t do that.” 
 
    “Well,” said Gloriana. “Who did?” 
 
    A boom hit the hillside as a magnetically accelerated shell left the muzzle of a heavy coilgun strapped to the Raknar’s wrist, passing high over the hill.  
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    “Everyone, seek cover!” ordered Major Sun as alarms wailed. “Base defense, report!” 
 
    The Raknar clumsily lowered its arm to aim at the scattering mercenaries. 
 
    The alarms died. 
 
    “Captain Blue!” boomed the Raknar. 
 
    “Comms are down,” shouted the voice of Captain Finn-Holt from somewhere within the mass of his 1st Company command. “Base defense compromised. We think that monster’s housing a full cyber assault team, but we’re beating them back.” 
 
    Captain Blue shouted at the Raknar. “Identify yourself!” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, she bounded down the graveled steps and scrambled up the huge arch at the base of the hill. Her feet found good purchase on the bas relief carvings of tentacled monsters wreaking destruction upon their hapless victims. From the apex of the arch, she stuck her hands on her hips and stood resolute against the metal monster. 
 
    Thirty feet above Blue’s elevated position, the giant machine pivoted its headless torso as if staring down at her. 
 
    “There you are,” said the Raknar through the speakers it wore like a necklace. “Compliments of Sinclair’s Scorpions, Blue. We don’t like stealing from you, hen, but…ach, this goes against the grain, but there are dark times when even a mercenary can be driven by something more than the profit motive. And these are dark days indeed.” 
 
    “How noble. And how exactly do you expect to walk away with those crudely animated museum artifacts? You do realize that at this moment you are fulfilling the wildest fantasies of everyone with a targeting reticle, all over this facility?” 
 
    “Come after us, and we’ll destroy you and the Raknars. I know which of those outcomes your boss will detest most.” 
 
    These Scorpions had guts; Branco had to hand them that. Everything hinged on the guess that Gloriana would order her mercenaries to stand down. Already, half of 1st Company had slid away to arm up, and the base had defenses about which he’d only heard dark rumors. 
 
    Blue allowed a long silence to mock the arrogance of the Scorpions before she responded. “Tell you what, Charlie – that is you, isn’t it? Charlie Sinclair?” 
 
    “That ancient article?” Branco felt sure the Raknar would shrug if it possessed shoulders. “We might be distantly related.” 
 
    Blue laughed. “I know the Scorpions of old. You must be Charlie’s younger brother, James.” 
 
    “What if I am?” 
 
    Blue’s fists clenched. Her body slid toward a combat stance, as if she were about to jump off the arch and punch the Raknar in its guts. Maybe she would. Blue was capable of anything. “I don’t react well to having assassins gatecrash my party and put a gun to my head, James Sinclair.” 
 
    “Those hooligans in the mustard waistcoats had nothing to do with us, Blue. Sinclair’s Scorpions don’t need help.” 
 
    “I see.” Blue relaxed. “Well, let’s discover if you’re as much fun to play with as your older brother. I’ll count to 100. If you and your team have gotten away with the Raknar by then – and without putting a scratch on them – I’ll come after you and take them back nicely.”  
 
    “You and whose army? Wait? You mean that rabble of blootered rejects, numpties and posers? You’re not in a proper Earth unit now, Blue. You’re just a tidy exhibit in an alien display case. And that’s why you’re talking pish. Your boss won’t let you open fire on her collectibles, and you know it.” 
 
    Blue crossed her arms defiantly, tapping a foot on the stonework of the arch. “100…99…Charlie’s brother or no, if I catch you on my planet, I will kill you. 98…” 
 
    “You’re unhinged,” said Sinclair, “just like Charlie said.” 
 
    Lieutenant Flkk’Sss gave keening whistles that Branco’s pendant translated as, “Defenses coming online.” 
 
    A cacophony of whining motors emanated from the arch. Before his astonished eyes, the bas relief monsters on its exterior erupted from their confinement, flailing tentacles through a cloud of dust and stone chips. For a moment he thought he was witnessing living alien warriors emerge – perhaps Gloriana herself was one of these many-tentacled nightmares – then he saw they were weapons turrets, and the tentacles straightened themselves into barrels. Further weaponry emerged from walls and ornamental stonework throughout the hillside. And all this firepower was aimed at the Raknar. 
 
    “Permission to open fire?” requested Flkk’Sss. 
 
    Blue’s only response was to continue the countdown. 
 
    The Scorpion-controlled mecha turned around, shuffling as clumsily as a dime-store clockwork robot. Comparing this fairground attraction to what Jim Cartwright had managed to make one do was like comparing a prima ballerina to a drunk lurching around an alleyway in search of a good spot to vomit. Yet they were all Raknar. If these war machines could be made to work properly…Branco’s guts turned to icy water just to contemplate such terror. First Jim Cartwright and now the Condottieri and Scorpions. A lot of people were suddenly thinking they could turn these shuffling curios into something indescribably lethal. 
 
    Thump…Thump…The lumbering mecha made their slow-speed exit. 
 
    “Ma’am, do we fire?” Flkk’Sss was twitching her wing cases with frustration.  
 
    “Fire?” Blue looked down on the officer from the archway, her eyes wide with surprise. “Of course not, Lieutenant. I’ve only counted down to 67.” 
 
    “All we need are cables,” said Sergeant Albali. “Trip the buggers up.” 
 
    “We need CASPers with grappling clamps,” said Sun. “I’ve ordered three squads to suit up ASAP.” 
 
    “If they used Mark 7s—” started Branco. 
 
    “Then the heavier model will be more effective than the lighter Mark 8s. Yes, we thought of that too.” Sun hesitated. “But good thinking, people. Keep it coming.” 
 
    Suddenly, everyone was hitting the deck as explosions ripped into the ground in front of the wood. 
 
    The gleaming shoulders of the Raknar poked out of swirling, thick clouds speckled with gleaming ribbons and pulsing flares. It was a defensive cloud, designed to hide from a wide range of sensors. Soon, it spread high enough to engulf the Raknar. 
 
    By the time a squad of Mark 7 CASPers let loose with their boot jets and jumped into the cloud, they were too late. Seconds later, a trio of heavy lift shuttles emerged from the screen of the woods and made brazenly for orbit, the three dangling mecha glinting in the sunlight.  
 
    The gun turrets and missile-armed CASPers tracked the shuttles all the way into the upper atmosphere, awaiting the order to fire. 
 
    Blue watched them escape and said nothing. 
 
    Still atop the high arch bristling with turrets, she turned to face her company. Instead of ordering them to fire, she closed her eyes and tilted her head forward a little – the sign of someone withdrawing into her pinplants. 
 
    Branco grimaced when Blue’s face flinched as if repeatedly slapped. Inside Blue’s mind, she must be receiving a hell of a roasting from Gloriana. But there was no denying the heaving chest and the tongue darting out of her open mouth like an excited Zuul. His human commander was dosed sky high on excitement. 
 
    She was up to something.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Captain Blue closed her eyes and ears on the mercenaries clamoring for revenge. There was no time to lose. They needed to do something. 
 
    But whatever she decided that should be, Blue knew it had to be the right thing. She’d never met her employer in the flesh, but Gloriana’s reputation said the alien would not permit second chances. 
 
    Blue’s senior command staff had formed a defensive line at the base of the arch to keep the crowd away so she had space to work. Surprisingly, so did Venix, the Zuparti installed by Gloriana to keep watch on the human commander, who’d returned from his interrogation. 
 
    Inside Blue’s brain were four sets of cognitive enhancements, data analyzers, and high-bandwidth data links known as pinplants. The augmentations had been partly inserted, partly grown, and wholly painful going in. Her brain still felt bruised, but Gloriana had insisted on the implants, and the alien boss had already been proven right on several occasions.  
 
    Blue established a secure connection to a nearby comm node and spent several hundred milliseconds meticulously building an unhackable link to a cylinder in high orbit. To all but the most perceptive of prying eyes, the floating object was nothing more than space junk, but Blue knew better. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Of all the specialist Midnighter personnel who served rotations aboard Detritus-2, Jenkins was the only one to actually volunteer. Others regarded the miniature stealth boat’s isolation and cramped confines to be arduous duty, to be endured and grumbled about. But in the Jeha’s opinion, nothing gave a better opportunity to contemplate the majestic song of the cosmos and embrace the precious yet infinitesimally small part he played in that music. Also, here aboard Detritus-2, no one complained when he recited his experimental poetry, although he’d twice noticed his assistant holding her body with an impertinent slant. 
 
    Like many of his species, Jenkins’ naturally mathematical brain saw order and pattern in everything – which was why his kind made such good engineers and navigators. From Detritus-2, he only had to point his multi-sensory eyestalks at the viewport to see and hear the ultimate mathematical order written in the stars. Lesser species insisted there were no sounds in space, and the black was indeed silent to their limited perception of pressure waves via vibrating bones. Jenkins was Jeha. Even in the vacuum of space, the entire universe blazed with song. 
 
    But in orbit above the world of Tau-Rietzke where the Midnighters were based, there was order too, discernible in the comings and goings of trade and mercenary activity. Tau-Rietzke was a rich and well-established world, with many ships passing through its stargate and emergence points. There were many complex patterns for an observer of his sophistication to lose oneself within. 
 
    Several hundred miles away, in a Port Hektatus orbital docking bay, was the starship that bore the company’s name, Midnight Sun. A unique, polished rotating sphere, which was easy to see from afar due to its highly reflective surface. Pretty it may be, but the unique warship was deadly, and large enough to carry a battalion with full logistical support.  
 
    Sometimes Tau-Rietzke’s orbital song missed half a beat, a tiny grain of disharmony that less observant species wouldn’t notice. That was why Jeha also made good intelligence analysts. 
 
    “Zarbi?” he prompted the other occupant of the stealth cylinder, rotating his eyestalks because once again he found himself using the human version of Kl’ch’hk’s name. “Answer me, Kl’ch’hk! I need confirmation.” 
 
    “Jenkins, I’m young,” replied Zarbi. “My brain’s not slowed by your aged metabolism. Of course I have the data. Furthermore, I can now confirm your hypothesis. The signals we intercepted are passing between the ships of interest and Kubar Park.” 
 
    Jenkins hesitated to contact the base on the planet below. “The problem with feeling so attuned to the vibration of the universe,” he explained to the three-foot-long youngling, “is that it makes one reluctant to interrupt the harmony. Jeha aren’t good with guns and such things. That’s why species with the gift of violence make such good soldiers. Species such as humans.” 
 
    “I understand what you’re trying to say,” said Zarbi. “Captain Blue scares the crap outta you.” 
 
    Jenkins snapped his mandibles at the insolent junior but said nothing to her. Would Captain Blue thank him for interrupting the revelries down below at Kubar Park? Probably not. Nonetheless, reporting suspicious activity was his duty. He rippled his carapace, which heated his body to generate the courage to contact the fearsome human devil. 
 
    An infrared lamp blinked. Incoming communication. 
 
    “Jenkins here.” 
 
    “There’s been an incident,” the Jeha’s pendant translated, but the speaker was unmistakably the same human captain that had been foremost in the intelligence analyst’s mind. “Thieves have taken off from our base with our owner’s valuable property.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We’ve detected suspicious data traffic connecting unidentified persons at Kubar Park with two orbiting spacecraft. One is an Ulura-class light cruiser, EMS Regina Margherita, registered to mercenary company Condottieri. The other is a Behemoth-class super freighter currently docked at Port Hektatus.” 
 
    “Docked?” The translator pendant conveyed the human’s surprise. Jenkins was wary of the random disharmonies the captain flung at the pattern of the universe, but Blue herself was surprisingly adept at glimpsing that pattern. As the humans themselves might say, Captain Blue wasn’t born yesterday. 
 
    “Stolen items are Raknar relics being carried to orbit on Type-47B tugs,” said the captain. “Thieves claim to be Sinclair’s Scorpions, but we’ve also been infiltrated by Condottieri and other mercs who claim direct employment by the Merc Guild. That’s all I know. Now give me your assessment. Tell me what’s happening up there, Jenkins.” 
 
    Jenkins wriggled with pleasure. To think he was actually being paid do this! “The Behemoth-class super freighter is UTS Exuberance. To see a ship of that class in-system is common, but their poor maneuverability and enormous momentum mean it’s generally uneconomic for them to deviate from a course directly from emergence point to stargate. Combined with the enormous port fees they would incur, it means that mooring at an orbital dock is unusual. My speculation is that your thieves are transit riders, paying to clamp onto the heavy hauler’s hull to let the bigger ship handle the cost of transition through hyperspace, and bribing its captain to dock in orbit so the Type-47B tugs can offload easily. There are no ships in-system registered to the Scorpions. No doubt they’re under a false flag. The Exuberance is due to leave dock shortly and is scheduled to pass through the stargate in 35 Terran hours. I speculate that once through hyperspace, the thieves’ ship will detach and travel to its client.” 
 
    “Then we must make sure it won’t detach. Infiltrate the freighter. I need you onboard to be my eyes, ears, and antennae. And Jenkins, you mustn’t let anyone know you’re there.” 
 
    “Covert infiltration. I understand, ma’am. We’re on it…” 
 
    Zarbi was gyrating frantically in the zero-g, giving out high-pitched screams. Jenkins didn’t want to disturb the captain, but the youngling’s meaning was clear. “Ca-captain?” Jenkins ventured. “My subordinate has further information. Please standby…” Jenkins pushed the communicator over to Zarbi as if it were a primed grenade. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Relax, Rating Kl’ch’hk, also known as Zarbi. You’re safe up there in your orbital coffin. I can’t go full-human on you and bite off your legs.” 
 
    Zarbi’s body segments began curling in on themselves. Then she remembered that the captain enjoyed terrorizing subordinates but was not known to eat them. “Ahh. Glad to hear it, ma’am. Our assets in the Navigation Guild are telling me the ultra-freighter is making a last-minute reregistering of its manifest. It will carry the Condottieri ship clamped to its hull.” 
 
    “Well that’s all right then,” said the captain. “Because you’ll already be there on the freighter waiting for them. Won’t you? Won’t you?”  
 
    A blast of cold fear swept Jenkins out of his pleasant contemplation of scenario outcomes, but terror of displeasing the captain also temporarily froze each of his many limbs. Luckily, before the human could prompt him again, he recovered enough to send Detritus-2 on a slow tumbling course toward Port Hektatus. “We’re on our way, Captain,” he said hurriedly. All the legs on his left side went limp with relief when Blue cut the comm line. 
 
    Zarbi picked that moment to float past, upside down and with her eyestalks curved round to look at each other. Where in the Nightmare Worlds had the youngster picked up such an obscene gesture? 
 
    “See?” said Zarbi, overtly choosing the less respectful verb form. “I told you the captain scared you.” 
 
    Clicking his mandibles in irritation, Jenkins considered possible means for applying mild pain to the annoying junior that wouldn’t cause permanent damage.  
 
    But as the elder, he took seriously his responsibility of teaching Zarbi. 
 
    “Fear is information, youngling. A part of nature’s pattern. We’re both right to fear Captain Blue and…I suspect, in the task she’s set us, we’ll discover much else to fear besides.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Blue trembled atop the high arch. 
 
    Beneath the burning pleasure of exhilaration was a wellspring of cold fear. Blue’s predecessor as the first field commander of the Midnight Sun – at least the part of the company that Gloriana had revealed to Blue – had disappeared suddenly. “He’d become problematic,” was all Gloriana would say on the matter. 
 
    If Blue didn’t bring back those Raknar, Gloriana might find the human sisters had become problematic too. 
 
    She welcomed in the deep gnawing fear that filled her bones with ice and sent crawling beasts rampaging through her guts. Fear was the most intoxicating drug of all. 
 
    So it was with her jaw snapping in excitement that she opened wild eyes on the noisy crowd of mercenaries awaiting her leadership, and waved them to silence. It was time to announce their next adventure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Situation’s in hand,” Blue announced. “We brought in the Itaneno Job, and we all know that contract could easily have gone south. Tonight, we celebrate. We remember Duchenne, Pienkowski, Fls’Ssar, and McAuley who never made it back, and the brave souls who were wounded in the Condottieri attack and are on their way to the infirmary. They’ll be okay, but it would be an insult not to drink their share of the liquor.” Scarlet flames flickered down the side of her head. “All personnel of O-2 grade and above will pay rapt attention to the orders I’m about to send via the command channel. By morning, I want to know how not one, but two hostile forces infiltrated this facility.” The angry flames drained back into her skin and she grinned. “Everyone else – party till you drop, and that’s an order. Tomorrow we ship out and bring back the big boss’ Raknar. Without a scratch.” 
 
    The cheers, whistles, and clicks from the enlisted and O-1 ranks were so loud that they could probably be detected from orbit. 
 
    But the decibels dropped as the crowd beneath the arch parted to allow a Tortantula to approach their leader. 
 
    “Captain, do we get paid?” asked Betty, sounding confused. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to feel sorry for a ten-legged monster, twelve-feet long and six wide, who desired little more in life than the pleasure of breaking things – especially living things. Yet Branco almost felt sympathy for the big alien. Betty wasn’t even a pendant translation but was actually the Tortantula’s legal name after Tatterjee, in a particularly devilish mood, had persuaded his partner that to humans it was a terrifying word of power. Now everyone but Betty realized that, although it was the Tortantula who spoke those words, she was voicing Tatterjee’s question. 
 
    Captain Blue scrambled down the outside of the arch and squared up to the ten-foot high creature, reaching up on tiptoe to drag Betty’s head down. 
 
    “Yes, Betty,” Blue whispered in her face. “You shall be paid.”  
 
    With one hand grasping a Tortantula fang, Blue flung the other wide to address the crowd of mercenaries. “If we return Gloriana’s Raknar toys without a dent, you’ll be paid standard acquisition contract rates plus a hefty bonus.” 
 
    “What’s the bonus, Captain?” asked Keiko, one of Branco’s best friends from Shock Squad. She licked her lips in anticipation of a galactic credit windfall. 
 
    “Our bonus is Gloriana’s forgiveness for allowing not just the Scorpions but the Condottieri to infiltrate our base and steal valuable property from under our noses. That, Trooper Keiko, is the most valuable bonus of all.” 
 
    Keiko went wide-eyed and shut up, but some of the other Shock Squad troopers started grumbling, until Blades and Wuey jerked in surprise when Major Sun appeared from nowhere and put her hands on their shoulders. 
 
    “What the captain means,” Sun growled, “is that if we get back in Gloriana’s good books, you two maggots get to live. And if we don’t…you’d better pray you die trying to retrieve her Raknar.” 
 
    She shot Branco a quick glance laden with meaning before walking off, leaving Sergeant Albali glaring at Blades and Wuey. “Idiots,” growled the big, angry Spaniard. 
 
    Branco didn’t listen in on Albali reaming out his squadmates. He knew where Sun was headed – over to the far side of the main compound and the private summer house hidden in the orchard cut through with paths and clearings. 
 
    Branco gave it a minute and followed by a different route. 
 
    Their special relationship wasn’t exactly against the rules, but they never discussed it with each other, let alone anyone else. 
 
    By tomorrow, Sun Sue would be a major once more, the officer in charge of both marine companies. Not only that, but she had to be the wary counterpoint to her sister’s wildness. Sun would be so consumed with keeping everyone in her charge safe that she’d spare no thoughts for herself. 
 
    But for the next hour or so, Sun would try to be just a simple woman, shielded from her responsibilities by the warmth of Branco’s arms  
 
    He licked his lips at the prospect. Yet he hated it too. He wanted her, but he needed to seek refuge from her within the safe mass of Shock Squad. 
 
    Because the instant Sun was on a mission, she’d shut down whatever feelings she had for him, sealing them away in a lead-lined vault from which not a hint would escape. 
 
    But however hard he tried, Branco couldn’t switch his off. Not ever. 
 
    There was a reason fraternizing was frowned upon. And that was why signing up to this company had been the most wonderfully stupid thing Saisho Branco had ever done.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Part 2: UTS EXUBERANCE 
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 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Jenkins hesitated, three of his front manipulative limbs on the wheel that would open the outer airlock hatch for the first time. Until this point, both Jeha of Detritus-2 had drawn courage from the high-spec concealment provided by their tiny stealth cylinder. They had hidden in plain view – just another chunk of annoying space detritus – until a few hundred klicks from the enormity of the UTS Exuberance, when they switched to active concealment and full-band ECM. Coasting in for a soft landing in the lee of an enormous radiator array near Bay 82 had made his segments curl in fear. He’d been forced to yield control to young Zarbi while he rediscovered his courage. 
 
    Now that their craft was cocooned in stealth wraps, an observer would have to poke it with a stick before realizing it was there. They were safe, so long as they stayed here. 
 
    If only he could. This was the moment he’d dreaded. He had to go outside. 
 
    “Zarbi, do you think we should wait for the captain?” 
 
    “If she could hear you ask that, what would she say?” 
 
    The carapace segments on his back curled protectively as Jenkins winced at the anger in Blue’s imaginary reply. 
 
    “I’m going in,” he said and tightened his grip on the airlock opening control.  
 
    The outside of the airlock was part of the Exuberance’s outer hull that they’d drilled through and incorporated into the existing Detritius-2 airlock. In and out without anyone the wiser. Just one swift turn of the wheel, and he’d be through. 
 
    “Jenkins, if you want me to go instead, you only have to ask.” 
 
    “Don’t be impertinent. I’m just considering our options. There’s hardly a hurry, Zarbi. After all, Midnight Sun has not yet docked.” 
 
    “They’re late,” Zarbi agreed. “They’re loading something before the dropships board and deliver the troopers. It’s very strange. But if they abandon us, we’ll just enjoy a vacation on full pay. Are you sure you don’t want me to go first?” 
 
    “You’re barely qualified to operate the radio, Junior Rating Zarbi. My task requires experience and skill far beyond your abilities.” 
 
    He turned the wheel, and the much larger circle of the outer airlock turned in unison. After a brief hiss of pressure equalization, the hatch opened into the darkness of the UTS Exuberance. 
 
    He floated through and was immediately met by the robot defenders of the giant freighter. The hellish red glow from their welding arms illuminated powerful pincers, cutting tools, and grinding jaws.  
 
    Damage control servitors. 
 
    Jenkins screamed inwardly as he was forced to crawl between the machines, but they seemed to reach a decision that he didn’t need to be cut up and disposed of today. 
 
    He made it through and immediately hit his antennae against the barrier of the air scrubbers. With flashlights in two of his manipulative arms, he set to work boosting their performance. This wasn’t as segment-curlingly terrifying as squeezing through the servitors in the dark but was ultimately more dangerous. All spaceship crews feared the failure of their life support systems and would closely monitor their status. Jenkins was going to damage the efficiency of this air scrubber when he cut a tunnel through its heart, but it was the only viable route into the ship. As he cut his way through, he activated portable scrubbers he’d brought from the Detritus. If he’d calculated this correctly, the damage he was causing would be matched by the increase in capacity he was adding. 
 
    And if he got this wrong, alarms would trigger, and a maintenance squad would be dispatched. He would be captured, tortured, and killed. With luck, Zarbi might escape. 
 
    He pushed through and into the ventilation shaft network. Three minutes later, he was looking through a worm camera poked through a ventilation grille into a general access passageway. 
 
    It looked deserted. Jenkins passed through the aperture, sealing the grille behind him, and floated in the zero-g across to a rail that ran along the far bulkhead. 
 
    As the infiltration spy landed on the rail designed for millipedal beings and hurried along to obtain distance from his point of entry, he drew increasing courage from the perfection of his disguise. Senior Rating Tk’ch’kl’l, known to beings with inadequate mouth parts as Jenkins, had been left behind on Detritus-2. In his place roamed an entirely different individual – Tch’kh’lk’l, a once-respected engineer now busted to the lowest rank as a consequence of his addiction to gambling on illegal mammal fights. His electronic pass insisted he had a berth on the Spirit of Commerce, a high-value goods, no-questions-asked trader docked far away at Bay 17. 
 
    And if that cover identity grew too hot for safety, no matter. The disgraced engineer was only one of scores that Zarbi had cooked up for her superior.  
 
    Now that he was safely inside the Exuberance, the Jeha formerly known as Jenkins couldn’t wait to get started.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Captain Blue made a point of always presenting herself as if she lived in an eager cloud of Tri-V cameras. And if all eyes and antennae weren’t trained upon her? Well, that was the galaxy’s problem, but she’d be damned if she’d let that cramp her style. 
 
    As she marched along the passageway near the Exuberance’s hull that connected the transit rider bays, her escort hurrying to match her pace, she narrowed her eyes and threw back her head in what she knew was a dramatic gesture for the hidden eyes she guessed really were recording her progress. 
 
    Her field-gray greatcoat, with brass buttons and captain’s insignia on the epaulettes, streamed behind her. She possessed two of the heavy woolen garments, and this was the larger one – the one with sleeves slightly too long and excess material at the shoulders that, in her eyes, made her look like a child in grown-up’s clothing. But there was a reason she’d chosen the ill-fitting greatcoat; sometimes a commander needed to make sacrifices in the service of her company. 
 
    UTS Exuberance would soon complete her last-minute loading, upon which she would apply spin about an axis running from bow to stern and then transition through the stargate. But for now, Deck 62 –  Frame 27 –  Zone 3 was in zero-g, and however menacing her appearance from the waist up, even the proficient use of her magnetized boots still left her looking as if she were wading through molasses. 
 
    She had more elegant means of transport, but this expedition had been rushed. Her part of the company had devised a set of plans for retrieving the Raknar from the Scorpions, but instead of immediately setting off after the thieves, Gloriana had ordered them off her ship to cool their heels on Port Hektatus while she’d made several runs from planetside to load Midnight Sun with a ‘contingency reserve.’  
 
    A backup plan. In case Blue failed! 
 
    To the Nightmare Hells with her. What did the alien bitch think she was playing at?  
 
    And whatever she’d loaded was heavy enough to affect Midnight Sun’s maneuvering profile.  
 
    Blue had been happy to take Gloriana’s money and safe refuge from all she’d been running from, but this little stunt had crossed the line. Blue was going to find out who this Gloriana really was before these little mysteries and delays added up to something that killed her or her sister. 
 
    At least the mysterious alien’s bottomless supply of credits had paid the huge bribe to shift the Maki pleasure cruiser to another Bay, leaving Bay 79 available for the Midnight Sun to clamp onto. 
 
    The Exuberance was two miles long and a mile across its beams, but this tactical application of credits placed them just three bays away from the UTS Arashi Nova, a decrepit tramp freighter that Jenkins – in his final update before going dark – had suggested might belong to those thieving Scorpions. 
 
    The Jeha had better be right, or this little expedition of hers was going to prove very embarrassing. 
 
    The passageway snaked left.  
 
    Suddenly a woman lunged at Blue. She ducked. Lieutenant Flkk’Sss pushed off with her four walking limbs and crashed into the human, wrapping all six limbs around her. But she was already unconscious. Another unconscious figure floated ahead. 
 
    It appeared the Midnighter advanced team were doing their job at securing their captain’s passage. She had to squeeze past Flkk’Sss and push aside the unconscious floating body. 
 
    The spineways that served the super-freighter’s forward clamp bays were suitable for larger races, with three magnetic walk-tracks running along their length. But in this zone designed for smaller races, everyone had to follow the sole mag-track buried in its annoyingly efficient corridors. She’d have preferred to make her entrance with a Tortantula at her back. Although Betty could squeeze through a surprisingly narrow space, she’d look less like an intimidating monster of war, and more like something shoved through a waste pipe to clear a blockage. 
 
    She turned another corridor and was met with a flurry of saluting Midnighters led by her elder sister. Blue snapped one back. 
 
    “Route secured,” said Sun. “No one was hurt. Not much.” 
 
    Blue clamped down on her expression. Her pinplants were running non-verbal communication analysis on a copy of the pulses running through the optic nerves. The procedure to put a splitter into her nerves had been agonizing, and she still sometimes woke up screaming, but the result came in handy at outwitting aliens. Unfortunately, it worked on human siblings too, and she didn’t like what they told her about Sun. 
 
    Even on a contract, her sister could no longer hide that she was happy. 
 
    Had to happen one day, Blue supposed, but it won’t end well. 
 
    Sun accompanied her past three more curled figures asleep in the zero-g, before they reached Bay 82 and the man who’d not only disabled most of the Scorpion sentries but was also the cause of the pride and affection Sun hid from herself, though not from her sister. 
 
    Pity. Saisho Branco not only filled his shirt appealingly but was proving very useful. All the same, she decided, he’d have to go. One way or another. 
 
    “Good work, Trooper Branco,” she said as he saluted in front of the access hatch to the transit rider that harbored the nest of Scorpions. She supposed she owed him a decent reference. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    She waved away the remainder of her escort and, while Branco busied himself applying the hand of an unconscious Scorpion to the hatch lock, she fantasized about running poisoned claws along his muscular back. 
 
    When the mechanism acknowledged the palm print, he glanced back. “Something wrong, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes,” she hissed. “Someone spoiled a good party.” 
 
    The two locked gazes for a moment. His face went blank, but her pinplants interpreted his closed expression as a threat assessment followed by conscious suppression of the fight-or-flight response. 
 
    Branco had just reclassified her as a hostile. 
 
    “Leave me,” she ordered and cast Sun’s handsome weakness from her mind as the hatch irised open. Blue stormed through and pushed off from the deck to float, with greatcoat billowing, through the stubby cylinder of the access passage and into the interior of the Arashi Nova. 
 
    She drew a crumb of comfort from the Scorpion logo stenciled over the left shoulder of the two CASPers on guard duty, tracking her every move. She’d have hated to waste this entrance on the wrong ship. 
 
    In this cramped and pressurized environment, she guessed those arm-mounted machine guns aimed at her center of mass would have a low-velocity hollow point load. She prayed they wouldn’t open fire, because they’d make a terrible mess of her greatcoat, and she was very fond of the garment – even this oversized one. 
 
    A sudden doubt wiped the smile from her face. She was taking a terrible risk, assuming James Sinclair would act like the brother she knew so well. 
 
    She swallowed hard and sailed through the CASPer killzone – close enough for them to snap out a spring-loaded blade and gut her on her own momentum – and passed unharmed through to the other side.  
 
    Then a powered gauntlet snapped out from behind a bulkhead and ripped her from the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “You know damned well why I’m here,” Blue informed the faceless metal carapace. (CASPer Mark 7, she noted with professional detachment – the older model’s extra mass made sense on door duty). She smiled sweetly. After all, the merc had only to tighten his grip and Blue’s bones would be crushed to powder. “Where’s that mutton-headed sporran-smuggling eejit, James Sinclair?” 
 
    A Tri-V image of a young man with the freckles and red hair of a Sinclair appeared. Speak of the devil. “What have you done with my people on the Exuberance?” he demanded. 
 
    “Persuaded them it was time for a kip. Don’t make me hurt them.” 
 
    Sinclair’s holographic image regarded her critically for a long while before deciding her fate. “You two, don’t let her out of your grip. I’m sending Bonnie and McLeod to relieve you.” He rolled his eyes. “Couldn’t you have given me at least a few hours peace?” 
 
    The image looked away at something they couldn’t see, and Sinclair’s voice came over the ship-wide PA.  
 
    “All hands. Ship will move to condition two. Assume all areas of UTS Exuberance are hostile.” 
 
    Sinclair’s image turned and looked straight up at Blue. “If she gives you even the mildest anxiety – shoot to kill.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You hungry?” Sinclair asked as he brought a plate of steaming food from the autochef. When Blue didn’t immediately reply, he grabbed a beer tube from the chiller and sent both food and drink sailing leisurely over to where she sat, clamped into a chair by a plush arm that locked over her thighs. An arrangement to keep you in one place in zero-g, she hoped, not to hold you prisoner. 
 
    Dining was always a challenge in zero-g. The plate had a cover shaped like a volcano that allowed you to spoon your food through the narrow opening, while theoretically the pressure gradient would suck anything you missed back down onto the plate. The beer had a valve and straw arrangement. Both obscured her view of what Sinclair had offered her. 
 
    “Beer’s home-made,” said Sinclair as he dialed something for himself into the autochef. “Zero-g adapted yeast, finest Scottish six-row barley, and the result is filtered but not pasteurized. One of our chief engineer’s pastimes.” 
 
    “And the chow?” asked Blue, opening the food valve with her finger and taking a dubious sniff. It smelled delicious. 
 
    “It’s cheesy chips and gravy.” Sinclair grabbed a beer for himself, and what looked like an identical plate from the autochef, and joined Blue at the table. “You never told me what part of Earth you’re from.” 
 
    “That’s something you’ll never learn.” 
 
    He offered a lopsided grin. “Well, I can tell it isn’t Scotland, hen. Whatever secret lab you were created in, the people there would probably call this dish poutine.” 
 
    The name ‘James Sinclair’ was embroidered above the left breast of the slender young man’s tan utility suit. Pinned to either side of the high collar was his captain’s insignia. Very impressive for such a young man, only 24 years old, but he was the son of Colonel Alistair Sinclair. Did he deserve his rank? 
 
    His fair skin blushed a little under her frank attention, and suddenly he looked so freaking young. She laughed at her own foolishness. James was only four years her junior, and she shuddered when she considered what she’d seen and done by his age. There were no innocents in the mercenary world. Only killers. Which was why the pay was so damned good. 
 
    “I want those Raknar back,” she demanded. 
 
    There it was. That famous Sinclair grimace glaring at her, all tight lips, outthrust jaw, and red hair. She didn’t need fancy software linked to her optic nerve to read the determination in that face. 
 
    “If you and I go to war,” she said, “we’ll both have to pay out costly death benefits. Bad for business. Bad for our friends who wind up dead. Perhaps we need only make it look as if we go to war. No one gets killed. Your contract doesn’t pay out, but my owner transfers you a considerable number of galactic credits. With their share, your chief engineer could buy up all the breweries in Scotland. Maybe the distilleries too.” 
 
    The young man sighed. “We’re wasting time. Oh, I know your shiny ball of a battlecruiser would tan our backsides if we battled it out in the black. But nothing will persuade me to de-clamp this ship until we reach the system where my friends are waiting, and your owner might be rich, but my friends are powerful. You come after me, and hundreds of terawatts of particle beam cannons would slice through your bauble in moments. Back off, Blue. You’ll die if you don’t.” 
 
    “How dare you threaten me!” she wailed. She threw off the arm across her thighs, grabbed her beer and poutine and pushed off to the recycler chute. She pushed out her shoulders, making her coat fan out like a cape as she opened her plate and threw the food into the recycler. 
 
    “Is that meant to be a statement?” Sinclair said with disappointment infusing every word. “Your highfalutin’ drama queen tantrum doesn’t wash with me, hen. In my world, enemies can enjoy good beer and food at the same table. Chucking it away makes no sense.” 
 
    She hesitated over the chute, letting the moment draw out. “Of course it’s a statement,” she snapped. “Your hospitality is rejected. A shame, because I was enjoying your…chips and gravy poutine. We can agree on one thing. We are wasting our time. You won’t give me what I want, and I cannot back down. When I walk out of Bay 82, our two companies will be at war.” 
 
    She pushed off from the table and sailed into the passageway without so much as glancing Sinclair’s way. As she passed him, she heard a chemical charge pack being snapped into a laser rifle. 
 
    “What makes you think you’ll make it as far as the end of that passageway?” challenged Sinclair. 
 
    Without looking back at the armed mercenary commander, she grabbed the passageway handrail and boosted her flight. “Because I knew your brother,” she replied. “Charlie has a strong sense of decency that he hides well, but not from me. Everything I’ve seen of you, Jimmy, reminds me of Charlie.” 
 
    Blue’s ears filled with the whine of the rifle’s capacitors charged and ready to fire “You gamble a lot on a few words over a half-eaten plate of food,” said Sinclair. 
 
    “It’s how I roll, Jimmy boy. You’ll soon learn.” 
 
    “Ah, wheesht. You’re talking rank nonsense, Blue. Our ship will be guarded day and night, and I’ll report your threats to the captain of the Exuberance.” 
 
    “So? There’s no law against making threats.” 
 
    “Except ship’s law. I already told Captain Klagg you were trouble, and you just confirmed it. All he has to do is unclamp your ship while we’re in the white of hyperspace and apply a little extra spin. All perfectly legal if he thinks you’re a danger. And when your shiny ball brushes against the hyperspace discontinuity bubble…Don’t risk it, Blue. Stay alive, and perhaps we’ll share a bowl of cheesy chips and gravy when all this has blown over.” 
 
    She reached the end of the passageway and heaved a sigh of relief. No CASPers waited around the turn to drill her full of hollow points, and Sinclair hadn’t sliced her torso in two with that freaking laser. 
 
    All in all, things had turned out well. 
 
    She allowed momentum to gently kiss her against the bulkhead before turning ’round to face the man with a laser trained on her chest. 
 
    “I’d like that, Jimmy. After I have my Raknar back.” 
 
    “Jamie, not Jimmy, you unhinged bint.” 
 
    Blue projected a radiant smile at the other captain. “Goodbye,” she said. “Keep safe.” 
 
    Sinclair screwed his face up in disgust. 
 
    But she hadn’t been directing her words at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The rubber sphincter relaxed and Senior Rating Shalzak landed with a tail-twisting plop into a holding box of fruit peelings, beer, shredded napkins, and the half-eaten remains of the captain’s food. From his position clinging to the slings on the inside of Captain Blue’s thick greatcoat, the conversation between the two humans had been muffled, but the elSha engineer distinctly recalled the brown slime coating his claws was called gravy. At least the captain’s food was fresh. The disgusting chamber reeked of putrid decay mixed with the tang of cleansing chemicals that clearly weren’t doing their job. 
 
    “Did you pass unharmed through the garbage pump?” Shalzak enquired of the other two members of his team, their heads bobbing on this sea of filth. 
 
    “You’re such a hypocrite, Shalzak.” 
 
    “I’d hoped for a better welcome, Li-Urj,” Shalzak replied to the junior male, “but I expect little decorum or sense from one as young as yourself.” 
 
    “Li-Urj’s right,” added Onyi, which was disappointing, as Shalzak had thought better of her. “You always tell us never to volunteer, and yet here you are, Senior Rating. Where’s Hyuuo anyway?” 
 
    “Indisposed. Now kindly allow me to assess our situation so I can form an appropriate strategy.” 
 
    The youngsters continued to articulate their disrespect, but Shalzak ignored them. This was an important mission. Dangerous too. Bubbles began to appear on the slurry’s surface. Shalzak joined the lighter elements of floating garbage as they began to circulate in a vortex pattern. 
 
    Beneath the surface – his tail flicking to keep him afloat – he could feel the current building from the rotating blades that would slice food waste and the elSha infiltration team alike into more slurry. 
 
    Interesting…the spinning blades were moving up to meet them. He speculated it would make several passes to be sure that tough materials, such as spines and seed cases, were cut up finely. It’s how he’d design this system. 
 
    Judging by the current’s increase…30 seconds before we’re killed. Say 20 seconds to be on the safe side. Now, do I disable the entire system with an EM pulse or…or…? 
 
    “What in oblivion do you think you are doing?” he shouted at the young fools. Wearing a crown of coffee grounds, Onyi was standing on all fours on a raft of fries and cheese, while that buffoon Li-Urj perched on her back, aiming his laser cutter at the recycler hopper’s wall. 
 
    “Stop it!” shouted Shalzak. 
 
    “Will you shut up, grand sire?” whispered Onyi. “There are humans up above.” 
 
    Helplessly, Shalzak watched as Li-Urj cut a rectangular outline through the wall and shot a grappling tool against an undamaged patch of metal above his new exit. Onyi climbed on his back, her head projecting forward over his shoulder, and together they swung against the wall. Onyi’s head made an effective battering ram, pushing aside the metal and opening a gap. They jumped through, out of sight. 
 
    “Shift your tail, grand sire!” 
 
    Cheeky scamps! Shalzak had no choice but to follow the pair through their makeshift portal. 
 
    Ouch! The edge burned his scales as he clambered over and fell through the cavity beyond, landing on his tail. The youngsters were up ahead, shining their flashlights on this inner space. 
 
    “That wall you cut through could have opened onto hard vacuum,” Shalzak shouted at them. 
 
    “Really?” sneered Li-Urj. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Stop showing off in front of Onyi,” Shalzak snapped as he scurried to join the others. “You’re not impressing anyone, and Captain Blue gave me a job to do. We need to do it, and we won’t if you ignore my instructions.” 
 
    “No one’s impressing anyone right now,” said Onyi. “Let’s take a moment to get something straight. This is not your kind of thing at all, Shalzak. Why are you here in place of Senior Rating Hyuuo?” 
 
    “Because Captain Blue herself begged me to replace him.” Shalzak shook with anger when the other two began laughing. “It’s true! Hyuuo is holed up in Midnight Sun’s infirmary undergoing repairs to all eight of his kidneys, which have suffered sudden and critical failure.” 
 
    “More likely you begged the lieutenant to put you in his place,” said Li-Urj. 
 
    “No. It makes sense,” said Onyi. “I saw Hyuuo accept a drinking challenge from one of the human marines.” 
 
    “Not Trooper Juliana Keiko?” asked Li-Urj, incredulously. “She has a score to settle with Hyuuo.” 
 
    Onyi circled her tail in confirmation. “Hyuuo is a show-off idiot,” she said. “Humans are the biological equivalent of black holes. Whatever toxic crud they push into their maws, they just grow stronger. And the CASPer marines are worst of all. Sometimes I worry that the humans will coalesce into a giant infestation that will absorb all biomass in the Union.” 
 
    “Then they authorize your salary and contract payments,” said Shalzak, “and everything’s all right.” 
 
    The other two stopped complaining about the humans. 
 
    Ahh…right on schedule. The youngsters jerked their legs out in shock when a beam of light caught them. It was just a maintenance bot, come to correct the fault they’d caused in the garbage system. The perfect opportunity to demonstrate his authority. 
 
    The two raised their laser cutters as weapons. 
 
    “Put those down this instant,” Shalzak snapped. “We need that bot to report that everything’s just fine, not raise the alarm by taking it off line. Captain Blue was eager to impress upon me the need to remain undiscovered by the Scorpion humans.” 
 
    The bot flattened itself to squeeze past a point where the cavity narrowed.  
 
    “What will it do to us?” asked Onyi. Not an unreasonable question, thought Shalzak. The girl showed far more signs of intelligence than the boy, who wanted to shoot his laser at everything. 
 
    “I imagine it will disable you and return you for analysis,” Shalzak replied, “or kill you and return your corpse for analysis. But I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    The bot emerged from the constriction and drew itself erect, laser barrels deploying from its torso. 
 
    “Li-Urj, stay in the light,” Shalzak ordered. “And for the sake of all our souls, do not aggravate it. Onyi, with me.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked nervously but did as he instructed and moved out of the bot’s search beam. 
 
    If the other elSha weren’t there, Shalzak would have sighed with relief because, as he had hoped, the bot showed no sign of following her. In the bot’s mind, problems were stacked and resolved one-by-one. It would deal with Onyi in good time. 
 
    Shalzak wouldn’t give it the chance. 
 
    “Follow my instructions,” he told the girl. “Do exactly what I tell you, and we’ll soon have this bot recruited to our purpose.” 
 
    “What about me?” said Li-Urj, his voice shaking as the bot extended a multi-sensor probe and ran it along his back, trying to analyze just what kind of pest it had encountered. 
 
    “You have the easy task,” Shalzak replied as he and Onyi used their combined strength to open the bot’s access panel. “Try not to die while we disable the machine. Perhaps you could sing a distracting song?” 
 
    “Senior Rating Shalzak,” whispered Onyi a few seconds later, “shouldn’t we tell Li-Urj that we’ve already disabled the capacitors that feed the bot’s lasers?” 
 
    He regarded the girl, and her head tilted in amusement. Suddenly he felt 150 years younger. And without Hyuuo, the possibilities for mischief were boundless. “I don’t think he needs to know just yet, eh?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Inside the transparent flex-tube, Zarbi held up five legs and used them to count down to release. 
 
    5…4…3…2…1… 
 
    The tube detached from the Arashi Nova, and Jenkins slithered over its hull to get a closer look at the liquid sealant that oozed over the disk cut into the Scorpions’ ship. The glare of hyperspace was almost blinding, but he was sure he could see no bubbles, no gush of venting atmosphere. The seal was good. 
 
    His engineer’s instincts yelled at him to do more, to glue on the emergency sealing patches in the pouch clipped to his spacesuit, but to do so would be to leave a clue that the Scorpions might see when they dropped back into normal space. 
 
    He told himself to relax. Everything would be fine, because he and Zarbi had built in all the redundancy they needed on the inside of the hull. The access point they’d drilled into the ship led to an exhaust valve for overpressure in the plasma torch engine. The Scorpions would never look there, and so long as Arashi’s torch wasn’t lit – which it wouldn’t be while the ship was clamped to the Exuberance – the hidden workspace inside would remain unobserved. Ready for their return to continue their work during the next transition through hyperspace. 
 
    So long as the torch wasn’t lit… 
 
    Jenkins used the formidable view to distract himself from that thought. 
 
    Humans saw hyperspace as a formless white, but to a Jeha, hyperspace consisted of pulsing energies vibrating in directions orthogonal to space-time. The thrashing ripples of hyperspace scared the hell out of Jenkins, but it was mesmerizing in its terrible beauty. 
 
    More importantly, human senses could see nothing in hyperspace. Nothing at all. Not that anyone would feel the need to go looking for a Jeha crawling over a starship’s hull during hyperspace transition, but that human limitation had given Jenkins great comfort while he’d worked to bend Arashi Nova’s controls systems to his will. 
 
    “Careful!” he yelled, not that hyperspace allowed radio comms to Zarbi. The silly youngling was proving inept at retracting the tube back into the safety of Detritus-2 and had allowed the tube to swing out from the Exuberance’s hull.  
 
    If it touched the perimeter of the discontinuity bubble… 
 
    Jenkins curled in horror at what that would do. 
 
    He secured a safety line to the Arashi and sprang off the hull to avert disaster.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “I hear bad rumors about you, Captain Blue. Threats of violence being made.” The Maki captain of the UTS Exuberance scrambled up the chair bolted to the floor of Midnight Sun’s senior wardroom and flicked his split tail up at Blue in what she assumed was an obscene gesture. 
 
    “I’m currently carrying over six thousand paying passengers,” the Maki told her, “and twice that number of livestock. Amongst that number will be con artists, shady dealers, assassins, and individuals of disreputable races such as yours. It’s to be expected. Plying the trade routes is not a life for infants or the easily offended. But you humans in your entropy-cursed combat armor, forever jumping around, blasting holes in corridors, and terrifying paying customers – you’re bad for business.” 
 
    The Exuberance’s Captain Klagg glared at her out of his two huge eyes. The alien’s unannounced visit to Midnight Sun was clearly meant to intimidate, but with those giant eyes, the four-legged creature looked more like an anime lemur. She wanted to feed Captain Cuteness chopped banana and a saucer of milk. The four looming Besquith Klagg had brought with him were doing a much better job of intimidation. 
 
    “UTS Exuberance is part of Red Star Shipping Corporation,” the alien continued. “Second largest in the Union. Just think about that for a moment, Captain. If the corporation acquired a reputation for allowing mayhem in its ships, it would be ruined. We have more than enough money to hire every mercenary company on this vessel – of which there are many – and destroy you.” 
 
    “I’m an innocent victim of slander,” insisted Blue. 
 
    Klagg waved her quiet with his tail. “Disturb the peace, and I’ll kill every one of your people. As for you,” he brought his tail ends to a single point and aimed it at Blue, “I’ll embalm your severed head and mount it on the wall of my senior wardroom to remind my officers of the need to stay forever vigilant against the most disruptive species of the Union. Such as yours.” 
 
    “I swear on my honor, Captain Klagg. We have no intention of causing the slightest trouble.” 
 
    “I hope for your sake you’re speaking truthfully.” The alien captain calmed a little and snapped a paw at one of his Besquith heavies. “To show there are no hard feelings, I have a gift for you.” 
 
    The Besquith handed Blue something wrapped in heavy cloth. 
 
    Blue unwrapped it. It was the severed head of a MinSha, her compound eyes replaced with two gleaming jewels. 
 
    “That is Major Ykk’Sh’Sh,” Klagg explained. “She was the last mercenary officer who disturbed the peace on my ship. Her head has been in our officers’ wardroom for twenty years, and I think it’s time for a change of decoration. You have an exotically shaped head, Captain Blue. Just give me an excuse to have it stuffed.” 
 
    “I thank you for your gift,” Blue replied. “I shall take its message under advisement. However, as I’ve explained, I’m entirely innocent of these baseless accusations. You won’t hear so much as a coarse word from one of my personnel while we’re on your ship, let alone gunfire and violence.” 
 
    Klagg gave a parting snarl and departed with his Besquith escort.  
 
    Blue sealed the door behind them and established a comm link. “Come in, Sun.” 
 
    “Here, Captain. Bay 82 approach secure. Assault teams two, four, and five in position. Breach teams ready. Teams one and three ready within ninety seconds. The Arashi Nova will be ours within minutes.” 
 
    “Stand down, Major. Abort the attack.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.”  
 
    Blue worried about her sister sometimes. She didn’t question the change of plan, just got on with calling it off. Which was just as well for all their sakes, but maybe Sun needed loosening up a little. 
 
    She gave her older sister a few moments to stand down her assault teams before volunteering an explanation. “Captain Klagg popped over to the ship to discuss unconventional interior decoration.” Blue sighed. “We’re going to need a new strategy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    When Captain Blue passed him with her escort, Jenkins strained to keep calm and walk along the Exuberance passageway without speeding up. 
 
    He needed to see the captain with his own eyes, to feel her vibrations with his own antennae. It was a weakness, he supposed, and he restricted himself to a single contact between hyperspace transitions. Nonetheless, he took great courage from knowing that Midnight Sun had not abandoned him, and that the captain hadn’t done anything foolish enough to get herself killed. 
 
    Wearing as he did the uniform of a steward serving on the pleasure cruiser Vortex of Abandon, it was a harmless exercise, because his disguise was absolute to all humans. 
 
    What the captain didn’t know couldn’t hurt her. Or him. 
 
    Yet she had a distressing capacity for the unexpected, and a stab of foreboding curled the edges of his carapace when the captain slowed and half-turned her head his way.  
 
    “Do you have anything for me?” she asked. 
 
    Jenkins tried to ignore the fear rippling his segments and waved his antennae irritably. “You’re mistaken, human person. I’ve never encountered you before. Your species convinces itself that you can distinguish between Jeha individuals, when the truth is that we all look the same to you.” 
 
    “Sorry, Jenkins, but I can’t agree. I’d recognize my personnel anywhere. Errr…Jenkins? Are you okay?” 
 
    Why did I ever volunteer for this? Jenkins found himself in the humiliating position of having fully curled his body into a protective cylinder. I’m an engineer, not an adventurer. 
 
    “Courage, Jenkins,” said the captain. She walked back and placed a palm on him. He knew the gesture was meant to be supportive, but the contact of the slimy flesh only tightened his body further. “We humans possess a secret trait,” she said, coming in close and whispering – which added more fuel to his embarrassing threat response. “It’s not something we advertise, but we develop a psychic connection to those who are important to us, whatever their species. No human but me would recognize you.” 
 
    “Are you teasing me, Captain?” 
 
    She bared her teeth in a smile. “Yes. Relax. I have pattern recognition augments. Very expensive. Very rare. And I’m very proud of you and your bravery, Jenkins.” 
 
    “Truly?” he asked, slowly unbending into a more respectable shape. At least the captain’s two human escorts had the decency to look away. 
 
    “I am,” she replied. “Have you made contact with Senior Rating Shalzak’s elSha team yet?” 
 
    “No. Shalzak? That old charlatan? Is Hyuuo dead?” 
 
    Blue laughed. “I think he wanted to be at one point. He was suddenly indisposed.” 
 
    “I see. Trooper Keiko’s doing, I suppose. Yes, if the elSha are loose on Arashi Nova, that would explain a lot.” 
 
    “I have better lines of communication with Shalzak than to you. Just remember when he does establish contact that you’re both on the same side. I know that, once stimulated, he can be…difficult.” 
 
    “We’ve got company,” announced one of the escorts. 
 
    “You’re my hero,” said Blue. “And little Zarbi too. Tell her I said hi.” 
 
    Then the three humans walked on, warily passing a party of SleSha coming the other way, but paying Jenkins no attention whatsoever. Just like any other random group of humans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “‘Rammy?’ What is ‘rammy?’” asked K’llk’Hc’kk, the Jeha rating from mining ship Smegtapcut. “My translator pendant cannot cope with this obscure human dialect.” 
 
    “Just as well,” replied Jenkins. “Any human word it can’t translate will undoubtedly refer to copulation, intoxication, or violence.” 
 
    They took a moment to lie across the drinking mounds in companionable silence. Nearby, a mob of human mercs was egging itself on toward a confrontation with a crowd from a rival company. 
 
    “You know what ‘rammy’ means,” accused K’llk’Hc’kk. “I can tell you’re holding something back. You know them, don’t you?” 
 
    “Know them?” Jenkins clicked. “Why would I work with human mercs?” 
 
    “I don’t mean you work with them,” laughed Smegtapcut’s rating. “Anyone can tell you’re not cut out to work with such violent beasts. But I think you do have experience with humans.” 
 
    “A little,” Jenkins admitted, relaxing his segments and imagining himself stepping inside the carapace of the persona he was currently using. “I’ve been assistant quartermaster on the Exuberance for nearly thirty years. We’ve had our share of troublesome humans.” 
 
    Relax, Jenkins told himself, trying not to think of his captain. My disguise is impenetrable.  
 
    Humans recognized each other by sight and sound, Veetanho largely by scent, and SleSha through the vibration of their antennae. But it was by the unique way they twisted and slithered the multiple segments of their carapaces that Jeha recognized one another. 
 
    When he’d joined the Detritus teams, Captain Blue had ordered one of Jenkins’ segments to be surgically altered to make it detachable. All Jenkins had to do was insert a prosthetic segment, and the shape his body formed changed instantly. It was the perfect disguise. 
 
    “I used to feel well disposed to the young race,” said K’llk’Hc’kk, “but they bring such disorder.” The rating clicked his mandibles in distaste, and Jenkins couldn’t disagree with that point. “The attempt by the Mercenary Guild to whip them into shape is regrettable, but I fear it’s the best for all concerned. Here…” He dialed another round of drinks. “Tell me scandalous tales of humans.” 
 
    Two plastic cups bearing sweet fermented nectar emerged from the serving tubes. 
 
    Jenkins took a sip of the moreish drink, made a silent apology to Captain Blue for what he was about to say, and began his explanation. “A ‘rammy’ means a brawl. The humans in the nearest group are elevating their levels of aggression and courage through intoxication and exaggerated tales of violent exploits. See that one bending over and wriggling its naked hindquarters at the other group?” 
 
    “I do. Is it an invitation to sexual congress?” 
 
    “No, more an invitation to personal combat. See how the other group have spotted the baring of buttocks and grown quiet? All except the insane Flatar? They’re starting to turn their attention away from the exotic dancers in the pit. This rammy is now inevitable.” 
 
    “I shall enjoy the spectacle,” said K’llk’Hc’kk. “But before our peace is disturbed by the humans, let’s talk of other matters. You didn’t invite me here for social reasons, did you?” 
 
    “You’re too perceptive, my friend. As a quartermaster, an unfortunate truth I’ve come to accept is that stores will always go missing. It’s the Universal Law of Equipment Entropy.” He leaned over to click his next words quietly. “Sometimes stores go missing to order. Your mining ship will be subject to this universal law. Specifically, the ample supplies you must have of drill hood filters.” 
 
    “We may have a few, but they’re difficult to come by, and all inventory is meticulously tracked.” 
 
    The eager S-curve to the Jeha miner’s body gave the lie to his words. Drill filters would be plentiful, which was just as well. Jenkins would need an ample supply during the next transition through hyperspace, when he and Zarbi would work again on their infiltration of the Scorpion ship. 
 
    But he was learning to enjoy this. 
 
    Jenkins straightened his body and dropped his antennae. “Such a pity. I’d hoped we could come to an arrangement.” 
 
    “I misspoke,” said K’llk’Hc’kk hurriedly. “I’d be taking on enormous personal risk if I allowed drill filters to go missing. But for you, my friend, I might take that risk, should compensating items appear in my own inventory.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem. Let’s agree to specifics before the entropy-cursed humans unleash their devilry.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “I worry about you,” said Venix. 
 
    Branco took a swig of his beer. “I didn’t know you cared, you sweet, sweet alien.” 
 
    “I mean I don’t trust you. You give me concerns.” 
 
    Branco suddenly realized that he was alone with the XO on the same side of the bar’s giant drinking mound. Alone with a score of Tri-V screens showing the pit dancing to empty perches. 
 
    “You’re a Zuparti – the most paranoid species in the galaxy. Everyone gives you concerns.” 
 
    “So the more naive species assume. What you mistake as paranoia is really the value we place on hard-earned trust. You’re far from earning my trust, human.” 
 
    “OK, I’ll buy it. Tell me what’s bugging you, Commander. How can I earn your trust?” 
 
    “The major. You two are more than friends.” 
 
    Branco shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “You slither your bodies together when you can, and rub your gazes over each other when you cannot, yet you do not act like a human mating pair.” 
 
    Branco glared at the officer. “You’re describing two adults blowing off steam together. That’s all.” 
 
    “Liar!” Venix hissed like a snake. “You love her.” 
 
    “You’re out of bounds, Commander. Back off!” 
 
    “And you are emotional. Defensive! Protective! Trooper Branco, you just proved my point. This is why I worry about you.” 
 
    “Hey!” shouted a woman’s voice. 
 
    Branco looked up, but he and Venix were still alone on this side of the mound. On the other side, it seemed Vengeance and Shock Squads were arguing. 
 
    “Say that to my face, you disgusting chipmunk,” roared the voice of Juliana Keiko. “I’ll wring your flea-bitten stinking neck.” 
 
    Screeching with glee, Tatterjee appeared, zigzagging on skittering claws down Branco’s side of the drinking mound. 
 
    The Leaky Vent Bar on Deck 12, Frame 61, Zone 4 of the Exuberance was spinning at one-quarter G – a tricky environment even for Tatterjee, who by now would be fleemered in his Flatar cups. The little alien overcooked a sharp turn and sailed into the air, passing ten feet over Branco’s head. 
 
    Lieutenant Flkk’Sss – on the neighboring mound that had been temporarily claimed as Midnight Sun officer country – shot to her hind feet. She caught Tatterjee and, ignoring his attempts to nip her foot-hands, flung him back to the top of Branco’s drinking mound. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” shouted Keiko from the other side of the mound. “Now—” Tatterjee yelped. “—what did you call me again, you entropy-cursed rodent?” 
 
    Commander Venix blinked repeatedly – the Zuparti equivalent of rolling his eyes – but then turned his attention to Branco. 
 
    Branco gritted his teeth and headed off the Zuparti. “I promise you, sir, that if I had a hypothetical liaison with the major, it would be kept strictly to off-contract periods, and have no impact on my operational efficiency.” 
 
    “Trust, Branco. For me to believe your assurance, you’ll need to earn my trust, and I’m a Zuparti.” 
 
    “Fine! And since we’re on a trust-building kick here, may I ask who’s stationed on Deck 11 of the Sun?” 
 
    “Officially, no one.” 
 
    Venix’s reply was a stunning slap to the face. Was the XO encouraging Branco to spy on their own ship?  
 
    “And unofficially?” Branco asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Unofficially…someone. I honestly don’t know, Trooper. I can speculate, but I can see you already have.” 
 
    An uneasy silence stretched between human and Zuparti. 
 
    “Perhaps this conversation hasn’t been a complete waste of time,” said Venix. “Let’s end it here for now and turn our attention to higher matters.” 
 
    Branco frowned in confusion, but when he followed Venix’s gaze to the Tri-V, he understood. A Zuparti dance troupe was entering the pits. 
 
    Venix ran his long tongue over his whiskers and growled at the screen. 
 
    The Leaky Vent was one of the largest bars in Frame 61. Since the venue was closed whenever the Exuberance was thrusting hard, ‘down’ for the bar’s patrons was not through the deck, but through Frame 61 itself, the bulkhead that faced outward to the hull of the spinning heavy hauler. The drinking mounds were dropped seemingly at random onto the raised viewing areas that surrounded two dancing pits sunk into the floor in a figure-eight configuration. 
 
    Since the Midnighters had been clamped to the freighter, those pits had housed gladiatorial contests, armed poetry competitions, safety training demonstrations, and reenactments of famous space battles using replica models. Currently they offered the default entertainment: exotic dancers, protected by force cylinders, who performed short sets so that the ship’s entertainment division could cycle through them quickly. They had to if they were to reflect the multiple species and cultural preferences of its diverse patrons. 
 
    A blast of hoots and jeers assailed the Midnighter mound. The catcalls had a distinctly Scottish flavor. 
 
    “Boss says to ignore them,” said Venix loudly. “Let them come to us, if they’ve got the guts.” 
 
    Branco assumed the Zuparti meant Captain Blue, but she wasn’t the real boss. The captain used to refer to Gloriana as her silent partner, but that didn’t wash anymore. Not after the big boss had ordered the company off Midnight Sun while she loaded something secret aboard. Branco used to discover dangerous secrets for a living. He’d get to the truth behind Gloriana.  
 
    If Venix felt the same way, he was too wrapped up in his Tri-V screen to show it. 
 
    For a price, you could tap the image of a particularly interesting dancer and zoom in, hear a recording of them talk, screech, or howl, or smell their scent. If you were prepared to outbid everyone else in the room, when they finished their set they’d come over to your spot on the drinking mound and…Well, what they did was up for negotiation; the entertainment division took its cut for the introduction and left the rest up to consenting sentients. There were no laws to be broken here, and they were currently traveling through hyperspace, which made many species feel especially wild. Branco had already seen dancers paid to do everything from conduct shy conversation to scenes he’d need therapy to wipe from his mind. 
 
    His screen was showing humans dancing in one pit, buff men and women in scraps of cloth gyrating to the steady electro-thump beat. But the XO had set his own screen to show four Zuparti chasing each other in a circle, sniffing at each other’s butts. From time to time the performers would stop, stand up to clean their whiskers, and then return to their circling. 
 
    To Branco, they didn’t look like exotic dancers so much as mangy inmates at an asylum for insane weasels, but Venix was beginning to drool. 
 
    The XO tapped the image of one Zuparti dancer on his screen and entered a generous bid. His lips curled away from his long mouth, which only released more drool. He shuddered, seemed to collect himself for a moment, then tapped repeatedly at the images of the other three Zuparti until he was highest bidder for them all. 
 
    “Seriously?” said Branco. “All of them?” 
 
    Venix curled his whiskers at him. “I’m a senior company officer. What’s the point of all the extra pay if you don’t enjoy it? A little private space, please, Trooper?” 
 
    Branco took the hint and jumped down to floor level, where the music beat through his feet. Down here, away from the clear air current Venix had set for their drinking perch, the atmosphere was a ripe mix of cigars, incense, alien aphrodisiac pheromones, relaxing essential oils, and hallucinogenic narcotics. The air was so thick, it felt like breathing on a heavy gravity world. In fact, it was worse than that, Branco decided. It smelled like a CASPer armory room at the end of a long mission.  
 
    He joined his Vengeance and Shock friends on the other side of the mound just in time to watch the human dancers finish their set. Most raced backstage, but two came out to the floor. A woman strode confidently over to a distant mound occupied by a group of humans Branco didn’t recognize. But he was more interested in the man, clad in loincloth and not much else, who was walking with considerably more trepidation toward the mound to Branco’s left. There a small party of MinSha rubbed their front limbs together in anticipation. 
 
    “Tell me I’m not seeing that,” pleaded Soren Gjalp. 
 
    “That’s one brave dude,” said Keiko. 
 
    She sounded utterly horrified at the prospect of what was about to unfold mere feet away. Branco drew alongside and whispered into her ear. “Don’t tell Gjalp, but it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “You mean, they’re not about to make little MinSha eggs?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    A ball of fur leaped onto Branco’s head. “Don’t listen to this jerk,” Tatterjee told her. “We’re in hyperspace. Anything goes. Tell me you’ve never wondered what it would feel like to wake up naked in bed with a couple of Besquith?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at the Flatar. “You’re revolting.”  
 
    “I apologize,” he said, “you’re far too classy to rut with Besquith.” Tatterjee pounced on the table space set into the mound, scattering drinks. He sprawled onto his side, wriggling his whiskers and eyebrows at her. “But I bet you’ve dreamt about me.” 
 
    Keiko lunged for the annoying chipmunk, but he was too fast for her, scurrying just out of reach. “May I take this opportunity,” he said from behind a screen, “to remind you all of my best friend? You’ve met her. Big. Ten legs. Eats humans whenever the boss isn’t looking.” 
 
    Keiko sighed and sat back to take a long sip of her drink. “I’ll admit it’s a big galaxy. And sure, there are those who want a taste of every dish laid out on the buffet. But the reason no one from any species could ever be interested in you, Tatterjee, is because beneath your fluffy fur and cute whiskers beats a heart of purest evil.” 
 
    “You say such charming things,” said the Flatar, and Branco thought he meant that without irony. “That’s why you’re my favorite human, Juliana Keiko.” 
 
    Gjalp released a long moan of horror, unable to look away from the MinSha mound where the aliens had surrounded the man and were stroking forelimbs over his body. The other humans of Shock Squad were staring too. Even the Scorpions had stopped taunting and were staring slack-jawed at the MinSha enjoying the human. 
 
    Branco laughed. “Wise up, people! Look around at the aliens here. Go on, look! Venix and Tatterjee are covered in fur. Those MinSha have chitin carapaces. Others have scales, feathers, shells, slimy mucous, life-support units, warty hide, or layers of surface symbionts. The only species with naked skin is our own.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that dude’s a one-man petting zoo?” said Keiko. 
 
    “For a human,” said Kenngarr, one of the Vengeance Zuuls, “Branco is surprisingly knowledgeable. He’s right, of course. Human skin…It’s disgusting to look at – especially when it pulses and you can actually see the blood vessels. Dis-gusting. But for those who touch it, it’s neither as slimy nor as pulsating as you’d think.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s any better,” groaned Gjalp. “Those giant praying mantises are touching that guy because he’s the freak?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Zuul. “Undoubtedly they’re doing it for a dare, probably to demonstrate their courage before challenging for promotions.” 
 
    “Trouble,” said Sergeant Albali, who was sitting higher up the mound with Sergeant Hrrn, his Vengeance Squad counterpart. 
 
    A tall man with a shaggy black beard and tattooed eyebrows left the hooting group of Scorpions and walked over to the Midnighters. 
 
    He stopped a few feet from Keiko. “A wee birdie told me you’re here to retrieve something you lost. Am I right, hen?”  
 
    Albali dropped to the floor and confronted the Scorpion. “No, they were stolen. But that’s all right; we’ve got the thieves right where we need them.” 
 
    The man held up his hands in a gesture of injured innocence. “Wheesht, man. Will you no listen to some honest advice?” 
 
    “Fuck off!” 
 
    “No need for that! I only wondered whether you’d thought to ask at the lost property office? I was talking only this morning to the wee missy with the feathers and pointy hat who runs the place. She says she gets hundred-foot-high walking tin cans handed in almost every day.” 
 
    Albali threw the first punch, but the laughing Scot dodged, raising jeers from the Scorpion spectators. 
 
    A projectile of fur, claws, and teeth launched through the air at the man’s face. 
 
    Seconds later, Tatterjee stood on the man’s shoulder, riding him like a bucking bronco as he staggered around with a hand pressed against the side of his bleeding head, screaming in agony. The Flatar was munching the ear he’d bitten off, as if he hadn’t a care in the galaxy. 
 
    The Scorpions screamed their battle cry, “Rammy!” and charged.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Ever fought in a quarter gee?” Albali asked when Branco took up a ready stance alongside. 
 
    “No, Sarge.” 
 
    The two had hung back as the Midnighters counter-charged, smashing into the Scorpion line ten yards out from their drinking mound.  
 
    Albali watched the fists and feet fly for a few moments before turning to his most junior trooper. “Watch and learn, lad. Follow me.” 
 
    He bent his legs and jumped like a flea in the light gravity, over to an unoccupied drinking mound to their left flank. He proceeded to bound from position to position like a ball in a pinball machine, squashing paws, spilling drinks, but working around to the rear of the mob of Scorpions. 
 
    At first, Branco struggled to keep up. But then it suddenly made sense. In the low-g, Albali was moving like a CASPer tapping his jumpjets. And Branco had plenty of experience doing that. 
 
    “Grab them by their ankles,” Albali instructed when they’d worked their way behind the Scorpions. He flew at one of the mercs pummeling a rating from Midnight Sun. 
 
    As the Scorpion fell headlong, the sergeant twisted and stamped down with his heels, converting his linear momentum to angular. The effect was to flail the Scorpion overhead and slam him down onto the floor at speed. The impact was against a rubberized high-grip surface sticky with beer, but it was enough to stun him. 
 
    Branco saw this out the corner of his eye as he flew at his own target. But he didn’t know how to twist the way the sergeant had. At the last moment, he switched targets and tried to grab the Scorpion behind the knees. His grip was loose, and his target kicked him away. 
 
    They circled each other warily, buffeted as men, women, and a few aliens careered out of the brawl that was in full flow all around them. 
 
    Branco dodged left as if to flee, but it was a feint to open his opponent. He kicked the bearded man in the groin, bringing a howl of pain. Then he punched his guts repeatedly until he curled into a ball. Branco kicked him onto his back and, kneeling on him with as much weight as a quarter-gee would allow, reached down with clawed hands to choke the life out of him. 
 
    Albali grabbed Branco’s arms and ripped him off the fallen merc. “Leave him, killer. You’re only supposed to rough them up a little.” 
 
    Staring at his trembling hands, Branco forced them to relax. “Sorry, Sarge, I only know how to kill.” 
 
    Sergeant Albali was too busy scratching his head at this comment to notice a Scorpion copy the sergeant’s own tactic and jump through the air at him. “For the love of God, Branco,” gasped the Sergeant as he grappled the man, “don’t call me Sarge.” 
 
    “No, Sergeant.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Get this ugly haggis off me.” 
 
    Branco kicked off the Scorpion, driving his boot into the man’s skull and causing his eyes to glaze over momentary, then his opponent was back on his feet and full of fight. He must have still been stunned, though, because he barely reacted when Branco punched the Scorpion’s already bleeding nose, remembering at the last moment to resist the natural urge to follow through with his strike and drive the shards of broken nose deep into the brain. 
 
    With his shoulder back, ready to unleash his bloodied fist once more, Branco stood over his opponent as he sank to his butt. The man was out of the fight but wasn’t obviously about to die. Just as the sarge ordered. 
 
    The sarge? 
 
    He suddenly remembered Albali and looked down to see his squad leader struggling to pick himself up off the deck. Branco gave him a hand up while Keiko emerged from the brawl to come to the defense of her battered sergeant. 
 
    “You’re a worry, lad,” Albali told Branco. “Go keep the major safe. That’s an order.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Branco fidgeted on the seat next to Sun as the brawl spread out and kept going. 
 
    “I don’t permit Betty to visit bars with a reputation for trouble,” said the major. “If those Scorpions had provoked her, she wouldn’t stop until they were dead, or she was.” She rounded on Branco. “Betty’s a Tortantula. What’s your excuse, Trooper?” 
 
    Branco looked down at the blood darkening on his fist. “I can’t offer you an excuse. I don’t even know who I am.”  
 
    “At least you’re honest, and that’s a start. If I can’t trust you to keep your berserker nature under control, then I’ll only allow you out of the ship under supervision, and I’ll transfer you to Vengeance Squad. You should feel right at home bunking up with Betty. It seems you two have a lot in common.” 
 
    Branco stared at the sticky deck, conscious of all the eyes, ears, and antennae upon him. It wasn’t just Sun and Lieutenant Flkk’Sss at this mound, but a half dozen Midnighter officers and less robust personnel who’d taken shelter here. He felt two inches tall. 
 
    The ground began to shake. He thought the thumping was coming from music starting up again in the dance pit, until two pairs of heavy boots passed by. 
 
    He looked up and saw the boots were attached to shaggy alien brutes the size of a Mark 8 CASPer. They were Oogars armed with claws, fists, and shock sticks in cross-body holsters if needed. Their muscular bodies, coated with purple fur, were stuffed inside utility suits in the red and silver colors of the Exuberance’s crew. Tiny in comparison, an albino alien in goggles and stun carbine took up position in front of them, watching the brawl. This was a Veetanho, and despite its size, Branco knew the Oogar would rush to obey its every command. 
 
    Three more of these security trios took up position and…did nothing. 
 
    “Why don’t they break it up?” Branco asked. 
 
    Sun sniffed as if someone had made a foul smell, leaving it to Lieutenant Flkk’Sss to answer. “Do you think this is the first brawl the Leaky Vent has ever seen? The drinking vessels are made of plastic, the drinking mounds are cheap, the dancers are protected by force shields. These security teams will observe, record everything, but step in only if the brawl threatens to spill outside the bar. We’ll be charged for any damage to the bar, of course, and at a punitive markup.” 
 
    Realization smacked into Branco. “You mean they want us to wreck the place?” 
 
    Sun nodded. “Red Star Shipping learned centuries ago that it’s far more profitable to monetize barroom brawls than to prevent them.” 
 
    The brawlers were staggering now. Surely they’d had enough. “If they won’t break it up,” said Branco, “shouldn’t we?” 
 
    “Stay where you are,” said the MinSha officer. “This is part of the captain’s plan.” 
 
    “Lieutenant!” snapped Sun. “Watch your words.” 
 
    “I apologize, Major.” 
 
    Branco glanced at the insectoid alien, who drooped her body in disgrace. He couldn’t help flashing her a grin; now they were both in the doghouse. 
 
    The melee had slowed almost to a halt, but the other patrons still kept their distance. One man stood out when he strode confidently to within ten feet of a pair of grappling mercs and appeared to apprise the situation before talking into the high collar of his white jacket. 
 
    “I know you,” one of the Scorpions shouted at him. “Yes, you, you putrid little rat – no offence to any Flatar listening. I know what you are. You’re a Condottieri.” 
 
    The man was now bolstered by a half-dozen friends in white fatigues who’d rushed through one of the hull-side hatches. “I myself am a Condottiere,” said the accused man. “Understand? Con-dott-i-ere. But we are many, and together we are Con-dott-i-eri.” 
 
    “Och, aye. I understand all right,” said a Scottish voice. “One of your sort is a traitor. But you are many, and together you’re a fucking disgrace.” 
 
    The Scorpions separated themselves out from the Midnighters and drew up to face the Condottieri, who were growing in number by the moment. 
 
    The security teams from the Exuberance watched and recorded everything. 
 
    “Hold,” Albali shouted to his squad. “We’re here to retrieve a property and fulfil our contract. We’re not a human-registered company. Whatever’s been happening back on Earth is not our problem. Not professionally speaking. Not yet.” 
 
    With more Condottieri streaming into the bar to reinforce the advance guard, the Scorpions suddenly charged the newcomers. One of the rearmost, a veteran man with a pronounced limp, turned to the Midnighters. “Did you not hear us? They’re traitors. Are you lot joining in or what?” 
 
    “Get ’em!” screamed Albali and the Midnighters charged into the fray. 
 
    “This wasn’t part of the plan,” growled Sun.  
 
    She was trembling, fighting hard to stop herself running over to join in. “Lieutenant Flkk’Sss,” she said through clamped teeth, “take Trooper Branco and teach those Condottieri a lesson. Please try to stop him short of killing anyone. Go!” 
 
    Branco glanced again at the MinSha. This time he grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    The MinSha snapped opened her wing cases and launched an aerial attack.  
 
    “This is low-gee,” Branco said to himself. “Two can play at that game.” He jumped up, arcing high and coming down on the Condottieri, fists flying.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Captain Blue trooped the line in an aggressive silence, radiating disappointment in the bruised mercenaries paraded on Midnight Sun’s secondary hangar. Most were humans, though Branco felt the brooding MinSha presence of Lieutenant Flkk’Sss standing two places to his right.  
 
    Major Sun and 2nd Company’s commander, Sub-Captain d’Haubie, stood to one side, looking along the line comprised mostly of personnel from Vengeance and Shock. Neither appeared to be subject to this dressing-down by the captain. And Flkk’Sss had let slip that the captain had been expecting a brawl. What was going on? Were they in trouble or not? 
 
    “Who threw the first punch?” demanded the captain. 
 
    Branco heard his squad leader step forward. “It was me, ma’am.” 
 
    The captain walked in front of Albali, the hangar ringing to the stomp of her boots as they locked to the charged deck. “You disappoint me,” she said. “You all do.” 
 
    She resumed her march across the front of the line. “You fought aggressively and defended the honor of the company, but you must use more intelligence if there’s to be another incident. In a fight aboard a civilian ship, I expect you to take one of two approaches. If you throw the first punch, Sergeant Albali, I expect you to make your pre-emptive strike count. Hit your opponent so hard they never get a chance to properly get in the fight.” 
 
    The captain came to a halt in front of Branco. He kept his eyes front, which meant he looked out over the head of the small woman. Her gaze bored up through his throat. 
 
    “Alternatively,” she said. “Use the fact that the other side started the incident to disable them. Permanently.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Did you have a question to share with us, Trooper Branco?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Ahh…” He did. He wanted to ask whether she’d really wanted them to kill the other mercs, but that sounded too close to questioning her orders, so he asked something else. “How do we disable our opponents efficiently without being killed by Exuberance security?” 
 
    Disappointment emanated from the captain. “An excellent question. While we’re on board the Exuberance, we’re subject to her ship’s law. This permits us no firearms, no powered armor, and no blades longer than approximately 2.9 inches long. If we attack opponents with weapons that keep within that limitation, we’re in breach of ship’s law. But if we can demonstrate that we acted in self-defense, we can kill them, but only if we stay within the limitations. Luckily, while you’ve been in the brig waiting for us to pay the release fees, Midnight Sun’s manufactory has been busy.” 
 
    d’Haubie gestured for a trooper not involved in the incident to push out a trolley bearing a sealed equipment crate. She opened the crate to reveal a stack of miniature knives. 
 
    “Two point eight inches long,” said d’Haubie. “Hardened polycarbonate blades, and with a variety of shafts, rings, and other attachment options to suit every physiology in 2nd Company. From now on, any of my troopers goes aboard the UTS Exuberance, they take two of these.” 
 
    Sun took up the pep talk. “We all know there’s a friendly rivalry between merc companies that sometimes gets a little – well, exuberant. This is different. After the ultimatum delivered by General Peepo to the mercenary companies of Earth, we’re entering a fluid situation. To be frank, we don't fully understand what’s happening. Our best intelligence analysis suggests that Earth-based mercenary companies are now in a state of civil war. You’re to regard Sinclair’s Scorpions as armed neutrals, and the Condottieri as enemy combatants.” 
 
    Until that point, the mercs had stood as silent as scolded children. Now they fidgeted and grumbled. 
 
    “I understand,” said Blue. “None of you were drafted into the damned army. And if we’re correct that Earth mercs are warring on each other, then choosing a side to fight on is outside your contracts. You might choose to remain neutral in this conflict, especially those of you who aren’t human. That’s your right, but consider this – the Scorpions and the Condottieri don’t give a damn about your neutrality, because they do consider themselves at war. We must assume they won’t hesitate to kill us if it aids their objectives – unless we present too dangerous a target. From now on, you go about armed and vigilant, or you remain confined to Midnight Sun. Choose now.”  
 
    There was a brief hesitation, then a scramble for the knives. Everyone wanted them, even tiny Tatterjee, who helped himself to four, and so did Lieutenant Flkk’Sss.  
 
    “I thought this brawl was a part of the captain’s plan,” Branco whispered to her. 
 
    “It was,” replied the MinSha officer, before leading Branco to a quieter part of the deck. “A little friction between us and the Scorpions was meant to be a distraction from…subtler assaults on their ship. The intervention of the Condottieri has changed her tactics. You’re not to pass this information on to anyone. I speak to you on this matter only because my failure to keep silent back at the Leaky Vent will otherwise make Captain Blue appear inconsistent. I’ve learned to trust her judgment. You must learn this, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Once again, Jenkins opened the airlock from Detritus-2 and crawled into the darkness of UTS Exuberance. 
 
    The route was now familiar and proven, yet the Jeha engineer-cum-superspy was still half-rigid with fear when he passed the damage control servitors and squeezed through the air scrubbers. Before dropping into the ventilation shaft, he checked the way was clear with a worm camera through the grille. 
 
    There in the shaft below was an identical worm camera looking up at him. 
 
    Jenkins shrieked.  
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Zarbi over the channel from Detritus-2. 
 
    “I am discovered!” 
 
    A net curled around Jenkins. He tried scrambling away, but his many legs snared themselves. Nets – the nemesis of the Jeha race. 
 
    “I’m trapped,” he wailed. 
 
    “Most regrettable,” said Zarbi. “Die well.” 
 
    “No. You must come to my aid. Please…” But Zarbi had already severed the link. She’d be shutting down all Detritus systems except emergency life support. Going dark.  
 
    Abandoning him. 
 
    “There’s our Mr. Jenkins,” said a human voice. “Nicely trussed like a lamb to the slaughter.” A fat arm covered in tattoos reached up into the crawlspace and dragged Jenkins out into the shaft below.  
 
    He was small for a human – also bald and smelly – but he needed to be diminutive. The way his flesh was poured into the narrow confines of the shaft was probably how a Besquith would look if stuffed inside a human CASPer. 
 
    “Mr. Smith requests a word with you, and what Mr. Smith wants, he gets.” 
 
    “Did this Mr. Smith tell you why?” asked Jenkins. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Will I be killed?” 
 
    “That’s up to Mr. Smith. I just do his bidding. No more chatting. Mr. Smith is waiting, and no one keeps Mr. Smith waiting.” 
 
    Shoulders pressed tightly inward, the human reversed himself up the shaft, dragging Jenkins with him. 
 
    Mr. Smith, it transpired, was a lot closer than Jenkins expected. The human deposited his writhing Jeha package at the very next junction in the ventilation shaft before dropping down to the passageway below, leaving Jenkins to face his fate alone. 
 
    He heard the scurrying noise of something small approaching at speed along the shaft from behind. 
 
    Straining every effort to turn and see what was coming for him, he almost missed the figure walking toward him along the side passage. 
 
    It was an elSha with an evil gleam in its eyes. 
 
    One he’d seen before. 
 
    “Senior Rating Shalzak?” 
 
    “They call me Mr. Smith around these parts, but yes, it’s Shalzak.” 
 
    The other occupants in the shaft began cutting Jenkins free. 
 
    “And they,” said Shalzak, “are Ratings Li-Urj and Onyi.” 
 
    “Why this performance?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no performance. You have your cover roles, and so do we. I need human allies and enforcers, and I need you to bend the Arashi to the captain’s will. Have you completed your work?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Unacceptable! The captain has a timetable and we have to deliver.” 
 
    “This is all highly unprofessional but, yes, let’s talk of combining our efforts. First, however, I must return to Detritus. My junior assistant will be terrified. I fear she may attempt to detach our cylinder from the hull.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” said his treacherous evil louse of an assistant, walking up the shaft toward them. Had she no shame? 
 
    “Why?” he implored. 
 
    “You wouldn’t let me onto the Exuberance,” said Zarbi. “This was the only way.” 
 
    “The captain will hear of this,” complained Jenkins. 
 
    “Captain Blue cares about one thing,” said Shalzak. “Results. Let’s first deliver what she needs. If we fail, we may as well stay here in this dusty shaft, because I for one wouldn’t dare return to Midnight Sun.” 
 
    Jenkins kicked away the last of the netting. “On that at least we can agree. Let’s conquer the Arashi Nova.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Captain Jamie Sinclair drummed his fingers against the arms of his command seat on the bridge of the sodding heap of rust and bolts his father had chartered for this mission. A tramp freighter they called it. Och, aye. Arashi Nova was a tramp of a ship all right. Jamie had all but hired its sister ship Alnwick Nova, with its hidden laser turrets and a proper CIC, but – oh, no – there’d been some kind of minor newsworthy mystery about the Alnwick Nova some decades back, and father had insisted that the best protection for Jamie and his Zulu Company command was anonymity. So they’d switched for this junkheap. 
 
    Unlike its sister ship, the reason Arashi Nova appeared so authentically harmless was because it really was a genuine shite-bucket of rust. 
 
    And as for anonymity – well, that had gone well, hadn’t it? How in Hades had that woman stormed aboard less than a day after the special reconnaissance raid on her home turf at Kubar Park? 
 
    So here he was, sitting on the bridge, staring at the array of Tri-V screens curved around the overhead. Same as the rest of the bridge crew, he was here to monitor the camera feeds and diagnostics, keeping vigilant to protect the three dormant mecha in his hold. 
 
    His mind kept drifting from the displays and onto someone else: Captain Sue Blue. 
 
    The wee minx was only a tiny thing to look at, but her presence warped space and time – and men’s minds – around her in ways that were inexplicable but – he sighed – were not altogether unpleasant. He allowed himself the luxury of imagining what it would feel like to caress the knife edge of her cheekbone and carry on along the smoothness of her bald head. Out of those dark eyes, she’d be blasting him with that bold defiance he enjoyed so much. 
 
    Blue would make a perfect story to spin out over beers at a Karma merc pit bar, the yarn gaining embellishment with each retelling. 
 
    He grinned, but his mood swiftly soured. He wouldn’t be visiting Peepo’s Pit any time soon. And any human who did deserved a slow gutting that Jamie would be happy to carry out himself. 
 
    Peepo was an enemy now, and they were at war. That changed everything. Sinclair’s Scorpions would do their duty and carry out their mission, no matter the wee minxes who beguiled them and rust buckets that flew them. They just had to hold on for two more transitions, and they’d reach the safety of their rendezvous. 
 
    His fingers were still drumming. 
 
    He picked up his hands and stuffed them under his arse. Not the most glamorous look for a mercenary officer, but better than communicating his anxiety to his personnel. 
 
    “TacCom, send the other drone out on exterior watch.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” replied Corporal Anitha Dhuru of 3rd Platoon, who’d been redesignated tactical command officer for Arashi Nova.  
 
    To maximize security, the 52 personnel Jamie commanded were crewing the ship themselves, and he was proud of how well they’d adapted. The old man had deliberately recruited personnel with a range of non-core skills for just such a purpose. All the same, Zulu Company was still getting used to working to a different organization, made only a little easier by referring to personnel by their role rather than their usual rank. 
 
    “XO, with both drones on patrol, I want double the eyes watching their feeds. And reduce duration of the watches. I need everyone fresh, because when Blue makes her move – and believe me, she will – it’ll be sudden and violent.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” replied the veteran Jamie thought of as First Sergeant Andy McClain. “I’ll also send a section out in CASPers to patrol when Drone-1 comes in for refueling in about ten hours.” 
 
    “Good thinking. The damned woman’s stringing us along. Trying to tire us out before she makes a move. But we’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Sir,” called the helm in alarm. “We’re de-clamping from the Exuberance.” 
 
    “What?” It felt like shards of ice were pricking Jamie’s back as he gawped at the flashing red icons appearing on the main screen – few of which he understood, and none of which looked good. “Show me a visual.” 
 
    After a few moments of muffled curses, a wireframe representation appeared of the Arashi Nova gradually drifting away from the massive heavy hauler. The behemoth was spinning about its central axis to offer limited pseudo-gravity, and the transit riders were attached to its hull in a helix pattern to even out mass distribution. As the Exuberance spun around, transit riders on the other side of the helix would soon come about to crash into the Arashi Nova, a collision the rustbucket would never survive. Legally speaking, if anyone were by chance to be waiting outside and helped themselves to the cargo of a smashed ship that had lost pressurization, engines, and life-support, it would be salvage, not piracy. 
 
    Not even his Peacemaker sister Nikki could dispute that. 
 
    He hadn’t thought Blue would be so lethal. He should have sliced her in two when he’d had the chance. And for that matter, those Raknar must be even tougher than he realized if Blue planned to smash the ship and retrieve the stolen cargo undamaged. 
 
    “Helm, get us out. Fast!” 
 
    Alarms blared throughout the bridge, but they couldn’t drown out the sound of vehemently protesting metal. 
 
    “Maneuvering thrusters and ion engine engaged,” reported Helm, “but no effect. It’s as if we’re caught in some kind of grapple.” 
 
    Jamie had thought his bridge was in uproar. Now it descended into utter chaos, with so many reports, alarms, and ignore-me-and-die visual alerts that he couldn’t keep track. 
 
    “Depressurization alert on Deck Thirteen.” 
 
    “Cargo access doors opening in main hold.” 
 
    “Pressure beach, starboard aft quarters.” 
 
    “Missile lock! I repeat, missile lock!” 
 
    “Boarders in the main hold.” 
 
    “Exuberance hailing us.” 
 
    “Put them through,” Jamie commanded. 
 
    The face of Captain Klagg filled one of the Tri-V screens. Beneath the cuteness of his enormous eyes, steam was coming from his flared nose, and the scaly skin on his chin had turned the lurid orange of a bad acid trip. “You piece of human excrement. You useless mammal. What’re you doing firing thrusters while clamped to my ship?” 
 
    “We aren’t,” Jamie replied. “We’ve been un-clamped. It is attempted piracy.” 
 
    “Idiot. Reboot that bag of pus you call a brain and think again.” The image of the captain shrank, giving up space to a new feed from a camera mounted on Exuberance that was trained on the Nova. The camera showed Jamie’s ship still attached to the Exuberance, not under missile attack, but with atmosphere venting from the open hold doors. Dark inhuman figures floated in the back. A different camera caught a good view of a figure. It was a CASPer. Mark 8, he thought, but it’s difficult to see with its matte black coloring. The camera zoomed into the left shoulder, which bore a stylized image of a black star shooting arcs of coronal flame. A midnight sun. 
 
    “I’m levying a 100,000 credit fine,” said Klagg. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “And if you don’t deal with your pathetic mammal feud, I’ll seize your vessel and its contents in indemnity for your own stupidity.” 
 
    “Apologies,” Jamie replied. He wanted this alien gasbag off his comm link. He waved at First Sergeant McLain – the XO – to organize a defense. 
 
    Klagg was too dangerous to annoy further. Jamie’s father had once told him, long ago, that being a successful mercenary commander required more than bravado and blowing things up. Sometimes it meant smiling politely while an irate alien roasted your arse. 
 
    “Since you’re clearly not competent to protect your own ship, I can – for a small fee – arrange a contract for a mercenary team from a more dependable race to bail you out.” 
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement,” Jamie snarled through clenched teeth, his patience at an end. He gave a cutting gesture for SigCom to rid his screen and ears of the arrogant alien. 
 
    The moment Klagg was gone, Jamie hit the PA control in the armrest he’d been drumming a minute earlier. “All hands. Battle stations. Boarders in the main hold. Repeat, battle stations…” 
 
    SigCom was shaking his head. “It’s no use,” she said. “We’re blocked out of the PA.” Her face went a little pale. “This is what the crew’s hearing.” 
 
    The sound of bagpipes filled the bridge. 
 
    Jamie felt his face grow hot and red. Och, aye, Blue. Very funny. 
 
    “Secure the bridge,” he ordered TacCom as he punched his harness release and pushed off for the starboard access tube that led to the hold. “We’re about to teach that demented she-devil not to mess with Sinclair’s Scorpions.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “They’ve spotted us,” said Sun over the tactical channel. “Vengeance Squad, move in!” 
 
    Branco didn’t have eyes on the operation – he was still inbound and hidden from the Arashi Nova by the curve of the Exuberance’s hull. If the operation was going to plan, the Nova’s hold would be opening to space, and the five Zuul of Vengeance Squad would be firing multiple volleys of chaos rockets inside. Under cover of the confusing-as-hell mayhem unleashed in the hold by the rockets, the rest of Vengeance squad would be moving in, their objective to disrupt the Scorpions guarding the Raknar so the extraction teams could transfer them through space to Midnight Sun. 
 
    The extraction teams – Shock, Gold, and Lightning Squads – needed enormous strength to move the Raknar, and resilience under fire. The extraction teams were CASPers. 
 
    “Shift it!” yelled his partner in this operation. Juliana Keiko’s voice came through so loud that the control software in Branco’s Mark 8 lowered the volume of his squad feed. 
 
    In the Tri-V bank on the inside of his CASPer, Branco expanded the camera view of the heavy lift platform he was transporting with Keiko. He opened the throttle on his jump juice to compensate for her increased thrust, so they didn’t skew the lift platform onto the wrong bearing. The enormous mass of the platforms made them a nightmare to maneuver at speed, but they’d need that speed if they were to extract the enormous ancient mecha under fire. Meanwhile, he kept one panel displaying a representation of UTS Exuberance as it flashed beneath them on their advance to the battle space. 
 
    The Scorpion ship was not a military vessel, and their intelligence said that its close quarter sensors and antipersonnel defenses were minimal. The alien mercs of Vengeance and Sun’s command section had risked going in light, crawling across Exuberance’s hull to the Nova under cover of radar-absorbing stealth sheets. 
 
    The Nova might have rheumy old eyes on its surroundings, but Sun couldn’t assume it was completely blind. Which was why the human squads in their CASPers, and the heavy lifting equipment they carried, had hidden out of view across the crest of Exuberance’s bulky hull. 
 
    “You got this?” challenged Keiko as the safety lights on the Nova’s stern edged into view, followed steadily by the rest of the tramp freighter, which was shaped like an enormous Jeha – pairs of pincer-like claws curling down from a long, curved upper structure. Cargo modules, and other modules, could slot into these holding pincers, but the Nova also had a large integral cargo hold at its center. 
 
    Sun had timed the assault so the Nova was in Exuberance’s shadow. In Branco’s lowlight-enhanced view, the exterior lights outlining the freighter were green flares that burned so intensely that the only other part of the Nova he could see was the hold, which was currently a hash of electro-magnetic hell sent out by the chaos rockets. 
 
    “Respond, Branco,” Keiko urged. 
 
    “Yep, I got it.” 
 
    “Ignore all that shit out there,” she told him. “Imagine it’s just another run in the sim. We nailed it every time in practice.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Branco replied. But this wasn’t simulated. 
 
    Keiko activated the five-second countdown for both their suits. 
 
    Vengeance Squad had already disappeared into the hold, which was lighting up with explosions and weapons fire. Sun and three other mercs in light armor were setting up a command post on the Nova’s hull in the cover of the hold doors. Branco tried not to worry about his CO and sometimes lover going into a battlespace without her CASPer, but when the countdown reached zero, he had far too much going on to think of anything but himself, his buddy, and the lift platform that massed as much as a tank. 
 
    Branco released his grip on the platform and tapped his jets to join Keiko on its far edge, riding the heavy lifting gear like a body board. Together, they fired burst after burst from their jumpjets, slowing the platform and shifting it to a vector headed for where the open hold doors would be in another thirty seconds. 
 
    They let go of the moving platform and pumped their jets to overtake it. 
 
    “Remember,” said Sun over the tactical grid, “don’t use lethal force unless you’re in imminent danger.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me,” grumbled Branco privately. He shared the reluctance to kill fellow human mercs who were just doing their jobs, but CASPers were the epitome of lethal. He was kitted out with EMP limpet mines and had drilled on disabling attacks, but he had no doubt that people were about to die. 
 
    “I know,” said Keiko, the confidence in her voice strained. “It doesn’t sit right, but at least we’re not pirates.” 
 
    “Looks like piracy to me. Even if it’s arguably retrieval of stolen goods.” 
 
    “If we breached its hull, we’d be pirates, but the ship opened its doors to us. And if we subsequently have an altercation with the crew, that’s no one’s business but ours. Not the Exuberance. And not the Peacemakers.” 
 
    “That’s a desperately fine line,” said Branco. “Those doors didn’t open by accident.” He decided not to mention Flkk’Sss letting slip about a secret Midnighter team on the Nova. And Keiko definitely didn’t need to know that Jamie Sinclair’s little sister was a member of the deadly Peacemakers.  
 
    Keiko fired a burst from her jets and sped away. Branco brought up his fuel status – over half his jump juice already gone – but he had no choice but to increase thrust to keep up. 
 
    “You’re still new, Saisho,” she told him. “But you’ll learn. Sometimes you gotta walk a fine line in this business. If you don’t like gambling, stick to something safely away from the front line. Logistics, maybe.” 
 
    Then they were inside the mayhem of Arashi Nova’s hold. Sparks burst inside roiling clouds of smoke. Everywhere was movement, and most of it was an illusion spun by the chaos rockets. But Sun had sent a scout drone in first, and Shock Squad used the map overlay it sent to their HUDs to locate their target: Raknar-Gamma. 
 
    Branco took cover behind one of the restraining clamps around the Raknar’s shoulder and, as he did so, he brought his machine gun and magnetic accelerator cannon, or MAC, hot and free. 
 
    Before they could retrieve their Raknar, there was the little matter of persuading Sinclair’s Scorpions to let them go first.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    From the safety of the huge stanchion, Branco and the eleven other Shock Squad CASPers assigned to Raknar-Gamma surveyed the battlespace. They possessed a key advantage. The chaos munitions sent in by the Zuul were screaming random noise throughout the electromagnetic spectrum and pinging false infrared and radar signatures into the smoke expanding to fill the hold. The chaos should be isolating the Scorpions from each other and blinding their targeting systems. 
 
    But the rockets had been tuned to leave the Midnighter tactical net a narrow window clear of noise at about 1.2 GHz. Even without jamming, the pulsed radar signals in this band were still being absorbed and reflected by the smoke. So, as a backup, Sun’s command team deployed an oscillating hammer to the outside of the hull that allowed her to communicate via a simple code to her squads through vibrations in the Nova’s structure. 
 
    Branco took a look through the hold. Visibility was poor, but his HUD clearly outlined his comrades and the Scorpion defenders. 
 
    “We have so many advantages it’s an embarrassment,” Albali had told his squad before setting off. Branco still couldn’t figure out if he was joking. 
 
    “Branco,” called Sergeant Albali, “take out Hostile 14. Keiko, you handle the platform.” 
 
    Hostile 14 was upside down relative to Branco’s position on the deck, and looked disoriented, but there was one Midnighter target that was easy for the Scorpion to see. Hostile 14 snapped an arm up and fired a high-cyclic laser at Betty, who deployed the laser shields on her legs to deflect the energy. Some of the beam rebounded onto her abdomen, where a combination of her armor and her tough hide meant Betty didn’t even notice. 
 
    The Scorpion lowered his laser-equipped right arm and raised his left. It was difficult to see through the hash, but the Midnighters had been briefed to expect 8mm gun pods with a mix of hollow point and armor-piercing loads. 
 
    Tatterjee fired his hypervelocity pistol, but the Scorpion anticipated the move and jetted down behind the top of a baffle just in time. A moment later, the CASPer must have spun ’round and bounced off the deck like a gymnast, because its gun-pod arm poked out from the top of the baffle, seeking targets. 
 
    Branco squatted down and pushed off from the deck, deciding that using his jumpjets would risk giving away his position. “Non-lethal,” he grumbled, settling the dark red reticle of his MAC on Hostile 14’s gun pod, and fired off a short burst of shells. He’d intended to damage the weapon and not the operator inside, but the Scorpion hadn’t read the script and moved at the last moment through Branco’s cone of fire. 
 
    The end of the Scorpion’s arm was obliterated in a hail of metal debris and flash-frozen vapor. 
 
    Human operators drove their CASPers via a haptic suit that translated their movements to the exoskeleton. The flesh arm didn’t extend the full length of the metal one, but Branco’s hope that the driver was unhurt was dashed when blood sprayed out of the blasted arm. 
 
    With a deep sigh, Branco advanced on the Scorpion to finish the job of disabling it with the blade he flicked out of its sheath on his left arm. 
 
    The Scorpion wasn’t done yet. The blood spray ceased, and the CASPer tilted toward Branco, the 20mm autocannon on its shoulder trying to track him through the electromagnetic hash. Surely the Scorpion wouldn’t be so mad as to fire such a weapon inside the ship compartment? 
 
    Branco wasn’t taking any chances. He dove away, quickly disappearing from the Scorpions’ sight. Before Branco could close from a new direction, Tatterjee plugged the CASPer with rounds from his hypervelocity pistol, which was almost as long as the little alien’s arm. 
 
    “Don’t worry your pretty human head,” said Tatterjee. “Nonlethal rounds. Just like the boss ordered.” 
 
    The Scorpion CASPer floated lifelessly through the hold. It was impossible for Branco to tell whether the wearer was dead, or the suit was just immobilized. Then smoke started venting from one of the shoulder joints, followed by intense blue sparks. 
 
    Branco decided it would be better to believe the Flatar for now. 
 
    Over by the hold door, their lifting platform had arrived. Keiko and a pair of Zuul were firing their jets to brake it and deliver it below the Raknar. 
 
    The hold was secure now. Branco left Keiko to her job and activated his laser. He could feel its whine through his gauntlets as its capacitors charged from his main fuel cell, ready to unleash 18.2 megawatts in short cyclic bursts. 
 
    Part of the intense training in prepping for this mission had been learning to use his laser as a cutting tool, without slicing through whatever was behind what he was trying to cut. He set to work burning through the restraints to free the Raknar. 
 
    Lying on its back with hands crossed over its torso, it looked to Branco like a warrior from an immense alien race at repose in its burial tomb. The thought made him hesitate. The dead might not look kindly upon those who woke them from their rest. 
 
    He shook away the thought. His comrades were counting on him to work fast. 
 
    In just four minutes, the team cut through Raknar-Gamma’s restraints, slid the lifting platforms beneath it, and lashed the ancient mecha in place. They were running ahead of schedule, and they’d even found time to verify that the wounded Scorpions were not in need of immediate medical attention. 
 
    He’d been wrong. No one had died here today. 
 
    It seemed too good to be true. 
 
    It was.  
 
    That was when the Scorpions counter-attacked.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Go! Go! Go!” shouted Jamie Sinclair into the squad net, his heart pulsing with excitement, and a cold sweat of fear soaking into the back of his haptic suit. 
 
    The breach team kicked out the hole they’d cut in the hold’s forward bulkhead and lit up their jumpjets, shooting off out of sight and into the unknown. 
 
    Jamie and Private Jarvis stepped up to the breach. They were next. 
 
    With those damned Midnight scunners fritzing every piece of electronics on the ship, Jamie had no idea what he’d be flying into. At least no missiles, particle beams, or laser blasts had found them yet. 
 
    “Clear!” he warned to anyone thinking of wandering behind his jets. Any invader caught in the way of the machine gun mounted on his left arm, or the knife blade in his right, would not receive any such warning. 
 
    He thought of home. Of easy days with no responsibilities, tramping over the Lochaber mountains filled with the scent of sweet summer heather, the prospect ahead of a lochside pub dinner and beers with his mates. It was a practiced memory, the command that would trigger the neural program to keep his mind clear and nimble. Covered by Jarvis, he was to fly in and take a command position under the partial cover of a support rib near the overhead. As the Scorpion pincer streamed in through both the forward bulkhead and the matching breach that should have been opened in the aft equivalent, he would assess the tactical situation and direct his Scorpions to clear the invaders from the Arashi Nova. 
 
    Jamie had to be ready for anything. 
 
    His CASPer trembled as he gave an extended burst from his jets and shot out through the breach. 
 
    Oh, man! He swallowed hard as he surveyed his surroundings. I didna expect that! 
 
    The worm camera they’d drilled through the bulkhead had shown the hold was filled with smoke, but that hadn’t prepared Jamie for the intensity of the hellish clouds. Sights, sounds, radar, lidar, IR – every sense was instantly sucked away, plunging him into utter isolation. The universe ended with the outer skin of his CASPer. Beyond that…nothing. 
 
    Jarvis should be only a few feet away but might as well have jumped to another galaxy. Jamie risked lighting his exterior floodlights, but the smoke fought back like a heavy sea mist, the light scattering and reflecting in a glare that blinded him. 
 
    He killed the light and thought of lochsides and heather. Dad always said it was in tight spots that you proved what you were worth. They were Sinclair’s Scorpions, and he was a Sinclair. They would win this. 
 
    Cycling his suit through communications modes, he finally got a signal through to Jarvis via a short-range microwave beam. 
 
    “Jarvis, cut your velocity.” 
 
    “Already on it, sir.” 
 
    “…hear me. Come in…me. Come in.” 
 
    The noisy signal resolved into clarity. It was McDonnell and Byng, the breach team. 
 
    “Sinclair here. I read you, McDonnell.” 
 
    “We’re coming back.” 
 
    Before he could reply, a projectile slammed into the back of Sinclair’s CASPer, knocking him out of contact with the others. The status board showed green – his suit function was unimpaired. 
 
    With a controlled series of jet bursts, he dodged around whatever had hit him. When a shape resolved out of the smoke, he grabbed it instinctively, and found he was holding onto a CASPer foot – a foot that tried to kick him off, but that only resulted in the two of them spinning around in the smoke.  
 
    “Sorry, sir,” said a woman’s voice he knew well. 
 
    “Mayfleet?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    This was hopeless. He could see one upside-down leg and hear Mayfleet’s voice, but the merc didn’t even register in his HUD. 
 
    “Keep with me,” he ordered Mayfleet and towed her back to his previous location, where he re-established a net of sorts by bouncing microwave beams off the suits that were still invisible in the damned smoke.  
 
    “Everyone back to the breach. So they made us look like numpties, but remember this – they’ve blinded themselves too.” 
 
    The thought made him pause. It made sense for the invaders to use the cover of decompression followed by smoke to cover their assault, but not this thick soup that would clog the battlespace permanently until the hold was re-pressurized and air circulated through the scrubbers. Why indeed, unless Blue was trying to avoid a blood feud? But it was far too late to play nice now. 
 
    “Triskelia formation,” he told any Scorpions in range. “Reform at the breach in Triskelia. Pass it on. Mayfleet, Jarvis, with me. I’ll play shover.” 
 
    Triskelia was a specialist formation out of the Scorpions’ extensive drill book. Troopers assembled in trios, feet almost touching as they faced out from a central point to cover every direction in the threat sphere that surrounded them. One trooper, the shover, imparted thrust to set them on their course before joining the Triskelia, an operation that had to be repeated whenever they hit a barrier. They’d be bouncing death bombs that would carve a channel through the invaders, shooting and slicing at anything that didn’t yell the recognition code on the microwave channel. 
 
    “Just in case anyone’s in doubt,” Jamie added. “Weapons free. Blades out. We’re at war, and those Midnight scunners have chosen the wrong side. Kill them. Kill them all!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Saisho Branco had done more in the segment of his life he could remember than most managed in a hundred lifetimes, but he’d never attempted anything like this. He’d cursed the heavy mass of the lifting equipment as they’d hauled it through the black to the Arashi Nova, but now that Shock Squad was shifting Raknar-Gamma across the short distance to the bay doors, the lifting platforms, clamps, and outboard ion engines seemed woefully inadequate.  
 
    The inert mecha had the mass of a laden dropship and was much longer. Initially an engineer by training, Branco thoroughly understood the principles of turning moments and impetus, but there was a universe of difference between principles and the reality of shifting a 100-foot Raknar. 
 
    Already, they’d miscalculated the load. He’d had to brace against a stanchion with the rest of the squad and push back against the floating Raknar that was swinging into the superstructure head first. He suspected the bulkhead would have come out worse in the impact than the cockpit, but they’d managed to limit the crash to a gentle nudge. But the squad had taken its first casualty. Corporal ‘Cleggy’ Oranjeklegg’s foot had been trapped by the Raknar and snapped off. Luckily it was only the suit that was broken. The human inside was uninjured, and his suit resealed.  
 
    The bay doors were only thirty feet away, but not only was that the longest thirty feet Branco had ever seen, but the Raknar was currently on a vector drifting away from the doors and complicating its removal by a head-over-ass tumble that was so slow you could barely see it, but still carried the angular momentum of a small asteroid.  
 
    The good news was that Raknar-Gamma was last out the doors, and the Alpha and Beta teams were proving more adept at maneuvering their loads. The bad news was they’d be last out, and it looked like they’d be exiting under fire. 
 
    Branco kept half his attention on the left side of his display, which showed the tactical situation in the hold. He’d watched the Scorpion counterattack falter in the smoke and regroup by their entry points. Then, to his dismay, they’d formed little clusters and launched themselves at the Midnighter teams. They were floating down to the deck in silence like an early winter’s snowfall over Copenhagen. Except these snowflakes were trios of 1000 pound heavily-armed mercenaries with a score to settle. 
 
    This could get tricky. 
 
    He pinged his squad leader. “Sergeant, permission to shoot to kill?” 
 
    “I’m awfully sorry, Branco, but the boss says no. And I say stop crapping yourself over those prancing haggis stuffers and do your damned job.” 
 
    “But those Scorpions aren’t gonna hold back with us.” 
 
    “Neither will I if you don’t shut up. Let’s get this Raknar leveled out so we can all get the hell outta here.” 
 
    “Attention, Shock Squad,” said Major Sun. Her voice, attenuated through the low-bandwidth radar link, sounded like a toy robot. “Incoming hostiles. Evade. Get that Raknar out of their path.” 
 
    Albali hesitated, presumably weighing up his chances. “Negative, Major. Can’t do it. We’ll set the Raknar into a spin if we try.” 
 
    “Understood,” Sun replied. “Vengeance, move to assist Shock.” 
 
    “Branco,” called the sergeant. “To me. We need to hold hands.” 
 
    The two met and touched fingertips, which reestablished a full-bandwidth squad net link. Sergeant Albali painted a target trajectory onto Branco’s HUD that would sweep into the Scorpions from below, smashing them back toward the overhead.  
 
    “Congratulations, Branco. You get to play cannonball.” 
 
    Branco raced to obey. Unlike the coasting Scorpions, his HUD showed not only the layout of the hold, but the position of everyone inside, friend and foe. Which was just as well, because he was about to shoot at speed into an impenetrable fog. 
 
    He hit his jets, barreling along the path Albali had assigned, flying just a few feet above the deck. If you can’t just blast a tight defensive formation into plasma, the best way to defeat it was to break it up, and this was going to work on momentum alone. He ignored the critically low jump juice warning and opened his throttle to the max. 
 
    With skillful application of the jets, he spun around without losing momentum to come in feet first. He let out his breath and braced for impact. This would be brutal.  
 
    The amorphous radar signature he was leading began to resolve into details. A second before intercept, as he readied to adjust his angle of attack, he finally saw what he was flying into. 
 
    Three CASPers. And one was facing him with a combat blade pointed…right between his legs. 
 
    He was about to impale himself! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Branco’s mind filled with the white noise of sheer panic, but his body responded on instinct and training, twisting desperately away from that blade. By luck or instinct – he couldn’t tell – he edged sideways past the sword, missing it by a fraction of an inch. His shoulder slammed into the torso of the Scorpion who wielded it, throwing Branco hard against his harness, sending the other two Scorpions spinning away and driving his target away from the deck and up into the hold’s interior. 
 
    “You dirty bag of pus,” said the Scorpion as they grappled, his suit speakers vibrating against Branco’s CASPer, making his voice sound impossibly distant but clear enough to identify him as a Scot. “Hold still so I can gut you.” 
 
    Branco was too scared to reply, and too busy wrestling with the enemy merc, who was trying to bring his sword out from where it was wedged between their cockpits and swing its point into Branco’s back. So far he was disrupting the attacks by elbowing the other CASPer’s arm. It wasn’t pretty, but the blade was scoring the front of Branco’s armor rather than piercing it. 
 
    But that wasn’t all the Scorpion was doing. The merc was firing his jets. Already, they were slowing. And Branco had no response to that. He’d emptied his tank in his cannonball attack.  
 
    Without visual references other than the endless smoke, his mind was convinced they weren’t moving, but the tactical grid told him the Scorpion was now pushing him down to the deck. 
 
    He needed to get free, but if they separated, the Scot would blast him with the machine gun mounted on his other arm. And if he didn’t, the descent would turn into a death dive from which the Scorpion could dodge away at the last moment, but Branco could not. 
 
    For fanden! The Devil! He was royally screwed. 
 
    But a huge shape loomed out of the smoke and wrapped inhuman limbs around the Scottish merc, pinning the CASPer’s arms and keeping the sword out of Branco’s guts. The Tortantula had her own jetpack with ample reserves of fuel. 
 
    “Thanks, Betty. Tatterjee, you gonna use your EMP bullets or what?” 
 
    “I’m not doing your job for you, human,” came a translated voice out of the fog. “Earn your own pay.” 
 
    Fine! Branco grabbed one of the EMP limpet mines from his hip and stuck it on the inside of the Scorpion’s shoulder joint. From there it sent semi-random electrical discharges and EM bursts that were specifically designed to compromise the MK 8’s internal systems, with help from a little insider knowledge from the ex-Binnig employee. 
 
    The Scorpion’s suit died, and Branco kicked him away in disgust, watching the CASPer swallowed by the smoke. It’d be better to shoot the man dead, he thought. Stuck in a dead suit to float blind and helpless through vacuum is a cruel way to die. 
 
    “Shock Squad,” said Sun via the radar window, “abandon Raknar-Gamma and join Vengeance on overwatch. Gold Squad, you’re to release Raknar-Beta to Lightning once out of the Nova, then return to retrieve Gamma.” 
 
    With more Scorpion trios inbound but not yet a present danger, Sergeant Albali summoned Shock Squad into a huddle so he could issue detailed instructions over full squad net. 
 
    He never got a chance to start. 
 
    “Belay my last order,” said Sun. “Shock Squad will take up an outward-facing defensive posture by the hold doors. Gold and Lightning will halt their Raknar and join the defense of the outer doors. Detritus team, if you’re listening in, get ready to seal the hold to space on my signal.” 
 
    Branco expanded his tactical view to include the zone outside the Nova’s hull. 
 
    For freaking fanden! 
 
    Hostiles were approaching from the outside. Scores of them. The Midnighters were outnumbered.  
 
    An unencrypted signal pushed into the outer reaches of the smoke-filled hold. “This is Colonel SantoPietro of the Condottieri. Disable your weapons and surrender immediately, or you will die.” 
 
    Branco looked up at the open doors, looking for Sun and finding her marked in his HUD with the rest of her command section. They were stranded on the outside of the Nova’s hull, barely armed and armored. She didn’t stand a chance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “If you wanted to hold me,” quipped Keiko, “you only had to ask.” 
 
    Branco was clinging onto his squadmate’s CASPer, his suit’s hands and knees pressed hard against her torso as her jets propelled them both to the hold doors. 
 
    “I’m out of jump juice,” he reminded her. “Partly to keep up with you on the way in.” 
 
    “The devil takes the hindmost, Branco. Remember that.” 
 
    Keiko juked when the smoke around them flashed with red fingers of death – the advancing Condottieri firing lasers into the ship. The smoke was thinning as they neared the doors, which made the incoming laser beams appear to lessen in intensity. But with less smoke to scatter the coherent light into random noise, the more the beams dimmed, and the deadlier they became. 
 
    “Anyway,” Keiko pressed while she dodged the beams. “It’s entirely my fault you’re so helpless.”  
 
    “We’ll discuss this later.” 
 
    “Yes, Branco,” she purred seductively. “If I’ve been a bad girl, then I’ll need to make reparations.” 
 
    “On my signal,” interrupted Sergeant Albali over the squad channel, “all laser-armed troopers will blind the Condottieri with suppressive fire. Everyone else launch missiles until we’ve brought our lost lambs back to safety. Unload your full charge into them.” 
 
    As the enemy strike force came into clearer view, Branco realized the same inert heaps of ancient hybrid-alloys that had brought the Midnighters out on this chase were currently keeping him alive. The flock of Condottieri CASPers random walking their way could have been slicing up the hold’s interior with particle cannons and flaying everyone inside with missile barrages. But they couldn’t risk damaging the shells that had been metal super warriors eons before. 
 
    Outnumbering the defenders about 3-to-1, all the Condottieri had to do was advance to close quarters. If the defenders wanted to shoot them down before they entered the ship, they’d have to advance to the edge of the smoke…where they’d be sliced into pieces by the incoming laser fire. 
 
    “You shoot,” Keiko advised him. “I’ll cover you.” 
 
    Branco let go and landed on the side of a waist-high metal control console bank, slightly aft of the hold doors. He took a knee and brought up his laser rifle while Keiko grabbed his laser shield and added it to her own, standing over him like a heavy metal guardian angel. 
 
    Low-g combat without any means of propulsion was tough. Inside a metal suit of powered armor without jump juice meant you relied utterly on your buddies if you were to have any chance of surviving. Good job his shieldmaiden wanted him alive for a private after-action review, but it wasn’t only incoming fire that could kill him. The Exuberance’s spin exerted a centrifugal force down to the Nova’s stern, but the hold doors opened out from its belly. That meant the bolts fixing the console platform to the hull were supporting two thousand pounds of merc and metal. It was less than 1-gee here, but if the bolts snapped, Branco would fall all the way down to the aft bulkhead, 300 feet away. He didn’t fancy his chances of survival. 
 
    As he lined up for a volley of laser shots, Keiko’s shields flashed, deflecting three laser beams. A smoking black hole through the platform, an inch from Branco’s knee, showed where one deflection had ended up. 
 
    “Ready!” warned Albali. 
 
    With a screech of dying metal, Branco felt a shift under his feet.  
 
    One of the console’s bolts popped out of the deck. 
 
    “On it,” said Keiko and jumped a short distance off the console, maintaining her position with micro-pulses from her jets. 
 
    “Standby…” said Albali. 
 
    “Thanks,” Branco whispered to Keiko on a private channel. 
 
    “You can show your appreciation later,” she laughed as her shields flared again. 
 
    While he waited for his sergeant’s signal, Branco’s mind drifted for an instant toward Juliana Keiko and her raunchy invitation. She was as hot as a plasma torch and wilder than a hungry Tortantula in a butcher’s shop. Best of all, she made a thousand times more sense to be with than Sun. But the distraction lasted only a fraction of a second. There’d be plenty of time to explore thoughts of Keiko later, when they were all safe. Sun most of all. 
 
    “Fire!” screamed Albali. 
 
    As shoulder-mounted missiles streamed out into the black from Keiko and some of the other defenders, Branco and most of Shock Squad blinded the attackers with lasers. 
 
    Ablative and reflective armor was so good, the key to destroying the CASPers with laser weapons was to focus all the gun’s power on a tiny point, and to pulse that burst over a mere fraction of a second. After that, the laser’s capacitors would need to recharge. 
 
    But Albali had ordered suppressive fire. 
 
    Using the HUD reticle in the left two-thirds of his Tri-V bank, Branco fired short, aimed blasts, hitting targets on lower power and wider beam than kill shots. He aimed at where Mk 8s typically mounted front cameras. 
 
    They were dazzling, not killing, and it must be working, because the incoming fire slackened. 
 
    To his right, the HUD markings representing Sun and the three members of Command Section made their dash for the interior of the Nova. 
 
    He halted for a second to glance at the right section of the Tri-V, which showed the area behind him. The Scorpions seemed to have realized their opponents weren’t blind. A few were still bouncing around, but most held positions at the farthest corners of the hold while they sent out drones to build a map of the situation. It wouldn’t be long before Shock Squad was caught in a vice between two attackers, but he could ignore the Scorpions for now. 
 
    When he returned his attention to the Condottieri, he saw he’d misjudged their attack. Toward the rear of the formation they’d brought two support weapons that looked so bizarre that Branco instantly recognized them. None of the other Midnighters would, though, because the Dae-Hoo Industries PAC-4M microwave resonators were supposed to be top-secret prototypes…yet here they were. 
 
    The harpoon-like firing projector looked ridiculously small in the armored gauntlets of their CASPer operators. Connected by flexible superconducting power tubes, eight armored charge packs trailed behind like an enormous halo, ejecting little puffs of reaction gas as they automatically kept pace with the operator while keeping slack in the power tubes. 
 
    The energy these beasts consumed was considerable. The performance specs he’d seen were based on industrial espionage, not public field trials, but they suggested a fully-charged PAC-4M could fire through a starship hull, through light personal armor, and flash heat the water in a target’s body, causing internal organs to explode out of every orifice.  
 
    Branco upped the power to his laser and fired a micro burst at the operator’s foot. That got a reaction – the operator was probably crapping themselves when their suit registered a breach, not realizing the suit would quickly reseal such a small hole. Crucially, the merc lowered the laser shield attached to their right wrist, leaving the left hand and the firing projector vulnerable. 
 
    Using half his remaining charge, Branco tried to slice through the PAC-4M’s barrel. He hit higher up the weapon than he’d intended, taking off several human fingers that flew off, along with gun parts and plumes of flash-frozen blood. 
 
    Sun came screaming through the open doors flanked by her command section. “Light ’em up,” she ordered. “Detritus team, keep that door open. Wait for my signal before closing.” 
 
    Instead of taking tactical command as Branco expected, the group flew past without slowing, shooting for some target deeper in the hold. “Betty, Tatterjee,” Sun shouted, “with me.” 
 
    The fire from the defenders intensified, but Branco had eyes only for the second PAC-4M and its operator, who’d seen what had happened to the other operator. The gun turned to aim at Branco, but before he boiled inside his CASPer, he aimed his laser to slice the tip off the microwave resonator’s barrel. 
 
    The operator was smart, leaning forward to cover the weapon with his laser shield. The beam of coherent light from Branco’s rifle flashed and reflected harmlessly. Undamaged, the PAC-4M’s barrel pointed straight at Branco, but when the operator adjusted his shield so it could fire, the weapon took on a red glow that swiftly turned orange. Maybe some of the energy from Branco’s laser had reflected inward, or perhaps the merc was paying the price for using an experimental system, but the weapon exploded. As bangs went, Branco decided this was an absolute beauty. All eight charge units erupted as fireballs, flinging high-velocity shards of their protective armor through neighboring CASPers. Most shook off the blast, but several floated lifelessly. 
 
    “That’s why you don’t bring prototypes to a battle,” he said in triumph to Keiko. 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he added, “Lambs are inside. Let’s get farther back into cover.” 
 
    The battle scene was a hash of missiles, laser blasts, and scores of maneuvering CASPers. Somehow in the mayhem he’d missed Keiko’s HUD outline turn black. 
 
    “Juliana?” 
 
    “Leave her Branco,” Albali told him. “She’s dead. Get yourself out of there. Now!” 
 
    But he’d left it too late. The Condottieri were beginning to stream in through the doors, and one was aiming for him, an arm outstretched and spitting bullets. He’d been hit! 
 
    As his Tri-V screen reported the rapid degradation of his torso armor, Branco hit the floor, but the ground in this case was the side of a barely attached control console.  
 
    The bolts fixing it to the deck gave way and Branco fell, the Condottieri’s machine gun fire raking empty space where he’d been a moment before.  
 
    Thank you, Fate, for this rusty old ship. 
 
    With the Condottiere slowing and turning to make sure of their victim, Branco pushed off from the deck as he fell aft. 
 
    He’d only intended to make himself a less predictable target, but he saw an opportunity and hacked at the back of his attacker’s knee as he dropped past. The sword blade cut through the flexible rear joint of the enemy CASPer, but not the armored knee, leaving half a leg flapping. 
 
    Then Branco was out of the immediate battlespace, falling toward a violent introduction to the aft bulkhead. 
 
    Unfortunately, that gave him time to think. 
 
    What was the major playing at? 
 
    Poor Keiko had been right. If you breached a sealed vessel and entered uninvited, that’s piracy. And a lot of people didn’t look favorably upon pirates. Peacemakers, for example. 
 
    So why hadn’t Sun closed that damned door? 
 
    Why had Keiko needed to die?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Jamie Sinclair floated through the dark. No power. No light, except ghostly flares imagined by eyes devoid of input. No sound, except his labored breathing and mumbled curses. 
 
    Sudden panic gripped him. He pushed uselessly against his harness… 
 
    And then stopped. 
 
    Labored breathing… 
 
    That was a bad sign. The air inside his CASPer tasted stale and heavy beneath the ozone tang of whatever was disabling his suit. 
 
    It was warm, too. With no means to radiate away his body heat into the vacuum, he was slowly cooking. Soon, that warmth would rise to oven heat. 
 
    Which is it to be, Jamie, old boy? Death by suffocation or cooking? 
 
    “Neither!” he yelled. “But if I do die here, Blue, I swear I’m gonna haunt your scrawny carcass for the rest of my death.” 
 
    A buzzing. 
 
    It was faint, but it was there, and in his prison of terrifying silence, that faint noise was a beacon of hope. 
 
    Status lights turned on. He felt the comforting vibration of his fuel cell pumping hard to restart his CASPer. 
 
    “Yes! Get in there! It’s payback time.” 
 
    The Tri-V bank came online. Finally, Jamie felt properly reconnected with the universe. Admittedly, his view was still shrouded in smoke, but he could see the CASPer who’d rescued him. 
 
    “Switch on your flashlights,” said his rescuer. Strange, because her voice came across clear through radio comms, but her suit wasn’t registering in his tactical grid. 
 
    He hit the lights, and the powerful beams that illuminated his field of attention explained why. 
 
    This wasn’t a CASPer. 
 
    It was a small human female in light combat armor that bore an emblem above her left breast of a black sun wreathed in fire. When she dialed down the polarization on her plastic visor, he thought for a moment he was seeing Captain Blue. But she had hair, and those knife-edge cheekbones stretched across much darker skin. Her expression was cold and tenacious, lacking Blue’s madness and swagger. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re that mad bint’s evil twin.” 
 
    “Close enough, Sinclair. I wish to propose a temporary alliance.” 
 
    “My God! You’re even madder than the other one.” 
 
    She drifted to one side and killed her lights. The fog behind her lit with lightning flashes. Energy weapons. 
 
    “We have a common enemy,” said the Midnight Sun officer. She activated the Tri-V projector mounted on her shoulder, the kind of thing field commanders used to convey information to troopers who didn’t sit inside a tin can filled with screens. The smoky holographic image showed an attack from space. The holographic weapons fire matched the timing of the lightning flashes he could see with his own eyes. This was real. 
 
    “Condottieri,” he growled. 
 
    “Yes. If we do nothing, they’ll take your ship, the Raknar, and our lives. I could close the hangar door on them and return full control of your ship, but then my team would be outnumbered and at your mercy. We wouldn’t go down easily, but it’s not how I plan to die.” 
 
    Sinclair watched the firefight grow closer, and hoped the woman was squirming with nerves. 
 
    “What did you do to my ship?” he asked when he was good and ready. 
 
    “elSha infiltration team.” If she was nervous, she was hiding it with ease. 
 
    “Release the ship to me,” said Jamie, “and get the elSha off. Do that, and I give you my word that I’ll let you and your team go unharmed back to the Exuberance.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “But only after you’ve paid for the damage.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    A Condottiere erupted from the smoke behind Sun. Sinclair pushed in front of her, deploying his laser shield just in time to deflect the beam. Simultaneously, Jamie brought his gun pod to bear and blew off the mercenary’s right arm. An extended burst to the enemy’s torso blew the CASPer spinning back into the smoke. 
 
    “And I want you to pay all medical treatment and death benefits.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Sun’s holo display was still running. It showed the Condottieri vanguard were already inside his damned ship. 
 
    “Then we are in alliance,” he said. “Can you get a comm line to all our people through this rank fog of yours?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll patch you in. Standby…we’re live! This is Major Sun and Captain Sinclair to all Scorpion and Midnighter personnel. Cease firing upon each other. We’ve formed an alliance.” 
 
    “Aye, what the wee lassie said. Don’t fire on the Midnight Scunners, but kill all Condottieri boarders. And when we’ve put paid to them, you uninvited hooligans are going to put those Raknar back where you found them and walk off my ship with your tails between your sorry legs. Right, Major?” 
 
    “We’re leaving the Raknar behind,” Sun confirmed. “Infiltration team, close the hold doors, then release control of all ship’s systems to the Scorpions. Looks like this is one contract we won’t fulfill.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “I want everyone in my squad to comport themselves with dignity at all times,” said Sergeant Albali. “Eyes front, shoulders back, and act like you’re about to receive a medal from the Secretary of the General Assembly of Earth, or the Queen of Denmark, or whatever fancy-titled VIP would make your mother weep with pride. In fact, imagine it’s your mother watching you, not those smug, Scottish sons and daughters of bitches.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to laugh?” Branco suggested. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m laughing, Denmark?” 
 
    Branco’s eyes were closed – anything to shut out the humiliation the Scorpions were putting them through – but he didn’t need to see the sergeant. He could hear Albali forcing his words through such tightly clenched teeth that he imagined the man’s jaw could shatter any moment. 
 
    “Sorry, Sergeant.” 
 
    The problem with the Midnighters, Branco said to himself, is that they aren’t used to losing. 
 
    He blew out a lengthy breath. 
 
    In ten minutes it’ll all be over. 
 
    But the seconds ticked away, in no hurry to end this, the most bizarre scene in human merc history. 
 
    Flanked by armed Scorpions floating to either side of the long passageway that led to UTS Arashi Nova’s front airlock, the Midnighter task force sent to take back their owner’s Raknar lined up in single file, waiting for permission to return to the Exuberance. 
 
    Tri-V screens mounted on the bulkheads captured the action at the front of the line so the jeering Scorpions further down the passageway didn’t miss any of the fun. 
 
    A puff of chill air blasted from the ventilation unit overhead. It built to an icy wind. 
 
    Branco bunched his fists. The Scottish bastards were freezing them on purpose. Already he could feel goosebumps on his bare skin. 
 
    In his mind’s eye the sorry line of his comrades was turning blue with cold, their sad bodies twisting in their wretchedness. 
 
    He opened his eyes on a reality that wasn’t quite as bad as his imagination, but the difference was marginal. 
 
    James Sinclair had insisted the Midnighters must leave their equipment behind, and the little jerk had decided that equipment included uniforms. 
 
    In all, forty-six Midnight personnel – mostly human – lined up in their underwear, wearing magnetic boots that stuck them to the deck. Boots provided by the Scorpions as part of the Midnighters’ reparations bill. 
 
    The only exceptions were two troopers from Gold Squad who were in the Nova’s infirmary, too badly wounded to be moved, and the three in body bags, killed defending the hold against the Condottieri. It was some small consolation that the Scorpions would return their dead after the charade was played out with the living, and with the dignity of an honor guard. 
 
    They’d permitted Branco to see inside the bag that held Juliana Keiko and allowed him to wipe away the worst of the blood and brains that had burst out of her nose, eyes, and ears after catching a burst from the Condottieri microwave resonator. 
 
    His breath steamed in the cold passageway, and his resentment chilled too. How could he feel sorry for himself when Keiko’s body was still aboard? 
 
    From his place at the back, Branco got to see the full extent of the line of humiliation stretching ahead out of sight. Only one person had a worse position. And there she was, a camera drone catching her in the Tri-V. Major Sun was at the head of the line. She looked as if being paraded in front of the jeering Scorpions was no worse than a silly and brief inconvenience. 
 
    But Branco knew better. The shame would be killing her. 
 
    He wished he could put an arm around her, impart a little of his solidity and strength, because she looked so diminished. 
 
    “I’m with you, Sun,” he mouthed, but he’d never dare say that out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    You’ve suffered far worse, Sun kept telling herself. 
 
    Maybe that was true, and maybe it wasn’t, but she was damn sure she’d never experienced such calculated humiliation. 
 
    Her eyes fixed on the two CASPers guarding the exit from Arashi Nova, arm-mounted machine guns with hollow point load aimed at her. Her only way off the ship was through those MK 8s. The crowd of Scorpions, armed but mostly outside of their CASPers, were a distraction she refused to look at. But she couldn’t shut out their jeers and catcalls, which only escalated as she began to shiver in the frigid cold. 
 
    She sucked it up. 
 
    Sun had no choice. If she let her people see the humiliation get to her, they’d fight back. It was just as well that none of the Scorpions had died at the hands of her Midnighters, but several had taken serious wounds, and all of them had taken hits to their pride. 
 
    It wouldn’t take much of a spark to set those CASPer guns tearing chunks out of her helpless people. 
 
    Branco was the most likely to flip. 
 
    Little sis’ had started telling her that Branco was becoming a problem that required removal. She might be right. 
 
    “You look cold, hen,” said that wretch Sinclair as he scooted past using the handrails. “Should have thought to bring your coat.” 
 
    He took up station by the two CASPers and got the formal humiliation underway. 
 
    “After I passed my voluntary off-world assessments,” he said into a camera drone, “my father made me study for an academic degree while I learned the practicalities of the mercenary trade. He said I needed to develop a broader horizon than the world of coil guns, haptic suits, and dropships. So I took classical military history at Edinburgh University. Turned out the old man was right. I learned about spears and swords, but also the use of heavy shock troops, indirect fire, and about the spirit that lodges in the hearts of soldiers who harbor the habit of victory. And…” 
 
    He looked away from the camera to stare directly at Sun. “And how to break that spirit. Here’s a method I learned, vintage 321BC. Personnel of the Midnight Sun Free Company, you are free to leave my ship, but only if you walk through the CASPer yoke.” 
 
    The two CASPers facing the line of their beaten rivals touched hands to form an arch. Then they lowered their arms to make an ‘M’ shape that reached nearly to the deck. 
 
    “No floating, and no crawling,” said Sinclair. “You walk through or there will be consequences.” 
 
    Now it made sense. The gap between the CASPer arms was so low that anyone of human dimensions passing through would be forced to bend over, to bow, right in front of Sinclair. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” he asked. 
 
    She glared back, teeth clamped together to stop them chattering. 
 
    “Or would you prefer to be held prisoner?” Sinclair asked. “Perhaps for ransom, or to be dropped out an airlock in deep space, along with other toxic junk?” 
 
    “We’ll do it,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, and Major – I noticed three elSha creep out of the ship’s ratholes. I do hope that’s all of them. Maybe I forgot to mention, but as soon as I’ve ejected you eejits, we’re running a fumigation and cleansing of all garbage recycling and ventilation ducts. Full sterilization. If there are any wee nasties still lurking in the bowels of my ship, they won’t survive.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Sun. “I didn’t like to say before, but there’s a nasty smell about this ship. You should get it properly cleaned.” 
 
    Jamie scowled. “Just get your ugly faces off my ship.” 
 
    Machine guns tracked her as she moved toward the yoke. It was tricky walking, because the spin imparted by the Exuberance meant pseudo-gravity pulled at her back. The force was weak, but her body craved gravity to make sense of the universe and insisted that she was approaching the yoke by walking up a wall. 
 
    She took a deep breath, bent double, and squeezed beneath the center of the yoke. 
 
    Wolf whistles and catcalls assailed her. 
 
    She hurled a silent curse at Sinclair, but when she glanced his way she was surprised to see he wasn’t leering back. The young merc leader was watching his own people. If anything, he looked worried. 
 
    Suddenly the charade made more sense. The young Sinclair had to prove himself after losing control of his ship and being tactically outmaneuvered and out-thought in the battle through the hold. 
 
    Jamie had to prove himself in the eyes of his company, but he didn’t wish to push too hard, or he’d provoke a bloodbath that would haunt him. 
 
    “Hey, Sinclair,” she said, still bent over double. “Next time you need someone to protect you from the big bad Condottieri, you just give me a call. No hard feelings, eh?” 
 
    He gave a laugh, laced with relief. “Get out of here, you madwoman.” 
 
    Sun passed through the CASPer yoke and out the airlock.  
 
    She turned and watched the others of Command Section follow, each one met by cheers. 
 
    Gold Squad came through next, saluting her as they marched in good order out into the Exuberance where, if all went to plan, they’d be met with clothing and escorted back to their own ship. 
 
    Corporal Hoang from Ultra-V Squad squeezed past the returning task force as they marched along the Exuberance passageway and brought Sun a cloak and a fresh uniform from Midnight Sun. She refused it. “I’m responsible for this screwup,” Sun told her. “I don’t deserve my dignity back until all my people are through and have their dignity returned to them first.” 
 
    She almost regretted her stance when she felt reptilian claws dig into the bare skin of her arms and grip onto a perching point near her neck. Two more of the little elSha took up positions by her feet. 
 
    “Thank you, Senior Rating Shalzak,” she whispered. 
 
    She was met with angry hissing from the elSha infiltration lead. 
 
    Sun beckoned Hoang over and took a translator pendant. 
 
    “As you can see,” said Shalzak, “we received the order to give ourselves up.” The translator made sense of his words, but the alien spacer still sounded seriously pissed. “Jenkins will get all the credit, but we did the hard work. He spent half his time putting his boots on and the other half taking them off.” 
 
    Sun smiled, recognizing elSha humor. “You shall have my commendation to Captain Blue,” she told Shalzak. “I acknowledge your team’s service. Now tell me, how close is Jenkins to finishing the mission?” 
 
    Shalzak scurried over to the other shoulder. “Two days. Maybe three without us? He’ll manage it, though, if he’s not discovered. As I said, my team has already completed the hardest parts.” 
 
    “Major,” called a voice from her feet. “May I ask the status of Senior Rating Hyuuo?” 
 
    “He’s fully recovered, Rating Onyi.” She tilted her head to the elSha on her shoulder. “But he’s extremely upset not to share in your glory.” 
 
    Shalzak was so delighted by her words that he glowed red and warm. 
 
    By now the last of Lightning Squad had passed by, and the Scorpions were fast losing interest; no doubt their thoughts were turning to the celebrations that would follow. 
 
    The aliens of Vengeance came through next. 
 
    The Zuul were short enough they barely nodded their heads. Tatterjee was even shorter, making a point of walking through on tiptoes. He’d even saved a little intestinal gas to release on the CASPer yoke as he passed through. 
 
    Then it was Betty’s turn. 
 
    Tortantulas were huge, but they could squeeze through a surprisingly narrow gap. Nonetheless, the two CASPers in the yoke raised their hands high to give the alien more space. 
 
    After all, who in their right minds would deliberately antagonize a Tortantula? 
 
    Betty came to a determined halt ten feet from the yoke. 
 
    “I am not going through,” she stated. And in case anyone doubted her, she bared her fangs and dripped neurotoxin venom down to their tips. 
 
    The corridor hummed with charge packs working hard, and machine guns readying as every Scorpion prepared to fire.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “It’s okay,” called Sun, walking back into the Nova. “Everyone calm down.” 
 
    “Don’t make me do it,” said Betty. “I won’t.” She hissed like a high-pressure boiler at critical. 
 
    “Stand down, Scorpions,” Sun shouted as she slid beneath the two CASPers who had guns on Betty and sword blades out. “Do you really want a bloodbath?” 
 
    Only Shock Squad remained in the line behind Betty, and they turned aggressively against the guns of their captors. One shot was all it would take to unleash a very brief hell. 
 
    Holding her arms wide, Sun walked up to Betty, keeping her body between the Scorpion CASPers and her alien trooper. 
 
    The Tortantula lowered her head to Sun’s level. “I don’t want to go through the little gap.” 
 
    “It’s just a game,” Sun answered, trying to make her voice sound soothing, though that wasn’t easy in front of a giant monster wound up and ready to go. “The Scorpion captain wants us to play this game so his mercs will like him again. Besides, I know you can squeeze through that gap.” 
 
    “Yes, but not with all these humans watching. Too embarrassing.” 
 
    “Step away,” Sinclair told Sun. “This Tortantula goes through the yoke, or we kill it. Your choice. Don’t know what possessed you to hire this monster anyway.” 
 
    “You pathetic moron, Sinclair!” She tightened her fists and wondered just how good it would feel to punch him right between those baby-blue eyes. “Betty is not a monster. She has a name.” 
 
    “Back away!” said one of the CASPer troopers, stepping forward and placing his two-foot sword blade between Sun and Sinclair. 
 
    “Oh, you’re so the big man, aren’t you?” Sun snapped at him, her fists unclenched and hands on hips. “Hey, ma, you’ll be so proud of what I did on my big boy’s space adventure. I wore a half-ton metal suit loaded with weapons and bravely stood up to this wee lassie in just her knickers.” 
 
    Laughter rippled along the corridor, and not just from Shock Squad. Even Sinclair gave an amused snort. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “You made your point.” He looked up at the Tortantula. “See here, Betty. Your boss is right. This is a silly human game, but even games can have rules and consequences. Either you go through the gap or we shoot you dead.” 
 
    “Fight,” said Betty, sounding much happier. “Yes, I like that better than squeeze.” 
 
    The corridor thumped as a squad of CASPers headed their way from the Nova’s interior. 
 
    Sun stretched upon tiptoe and stroked the relatively soft hide where Betty’s head joined to her enormous abdomen. “If you wait until another day, I have plenty of other contracts lined up with lots of fighting and explosions. Best of all, those fights would be with Tatterjee.” 
 
    “Tatterjee. Fighting is better with a partner.” 
 
    “Good. Tell you what, I’ve a better idea than fighting or squeezing. How would you like a surprise vacation? The idiot Scorpion man will keep you safe, give you lots to eat and plenty to occupy you.” 
 
    Sinclair gestured to the newly arrived squad of six CASPers to escort the prisoner to her confinement. 
 
    She went willingly. In fact, the desire to fight had been replaced with the other impulse that usually drove her. “Will there be food when I get there?” 
 
    “I expect so,” said Sun, who walked with Betty. “The Scorpion man will have me to answer to if not.” 
 
    “I’ll treat the prisoner fairly,” Sinclair told her, “and you can have her back with an invoice for food costs when we reach our rendezvous. Until then, if there’s any interference with my ship or my people, Big Betty won’t be coming back. Understand?” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    One of the escort CASPers turned and barred Sun’s way. She’d passed beyond the end of the Midnighter line. There was no going farther. 
 
    “I won’t abandon you,” Sun called out to Betty. “I promise on my sister’s life, I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    The CASPer shoved her roughly, sending her flying back up the corridor to thump headfirst against the bulkhead. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Sun barked at her remaining people. “Stay in line!” 
 
    When the worst of the fuzziness left her head, she picked herself up and took her place at the back of the line, behind Branco.  
 
    He gave no sign of noticing her. His fists were white-knuckled, and the veins stood out like cables on his forearms. He was shaking, and she didn’t think it was with cold. 
 
    “You got a problem, Trooper?” she snapped. 
 
    “Don’t like to see you manhandled, ma’am.” 
 
    No kidding. Branco looked about to explode. And…what the hell. She’d just soothed a Tortantula – guess she could do the same with a human. 
 
    “Come here,” she said softly. 
 
    He looked back in surprise at her change in tenor. His eyes widened further when she lifted one arm to invite him to embrace her. 
 
    He hesitated, but he tentatively stooped down to hold her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered into his ear. “This didn’t pan out the way I’d hoped, but we’ve already beaten the Scorpions. The plan just hasn’t played out yet. I promise. Keep calm, and we’ll get our revenge soon enough.” 
 
    Their captors broke up their embrace with kicks and slaps, but it had been worth it, because she could see the knots of muscles easing along his back. 
 
    She realized to her surprise that she also felt her own tension drain away.  
 
    By the time she passed beneath the CASPer yoke the second time, she almost believed the words she’d told him. The Midnight Sun Free Company had never failed to fulfil a contract, and they weren’t about to start now. This wasn’t over by a long stretch.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Hey, are you all right in there?” asked Sergeant Vogel in mock panic. 
 
    “Weirdo!” accused McLeod from inside the restroom stall. 
 
    “The sergeant’s just enquiring as to your status, because he’s concerned for your well-being,” countered Obdura from the washbasin. Giggles overcame him for a moment, but he rallied and added for the benefit of the occupant in the other stall, “You too, Jones. What’s your wipe state?” 
 
    “Your head’s full o’ mince,” growled Jones. “Can’t a man have a little privacy? You’re worse than…” He gave up and groaned as if in real pain. 
 
    Vogel shook his head. They were only three frames away from the Nova but, no, Mac and Jonesy couldn’t hold it in that far. Mind you, this was the first time they’d been allowed out on liberty since that fight in the hold last week. Nasty business, but keeping that spider monster locked up in the hold had done the trick of keeping the Midnighters out of mischief. It was hardly surprising that this Exuberance pub crawl had been exuberant, all right. 
 
    “I’m serious,” said Vogel, deciding he might as well have his fun. “Out beyond the comfort of Earth’s embrace, space toilets can be deadly places. There’s one poor fella I know of. JR Handley was his name. He was with Asbaran Solutions on a contract that went deep south, their team decimated, but JR survived against all the odds. He always did. If there was a lone survivor, you’d put money on it being JR. Until a few months after that Asbaran mission. JR came to a messy end, crushed to death by a space-john. What an exit!” 
 
    Silence met his yarn from behind the toilet stall doors. 
 
    “Ah, come on, lads. I’m just joking with you. Seriously, hurry your business and let’s be back to the Nova…Lads?” 
 
    Something tapped against the back of McLeod’s door. 
 
    “McLeod, Jones. Call out!” 
 
    Vogel and Obdura looked at each other. Silent communication passed between them, and they concluded that – yes – this really was bad. 
 
    Vogel reached for the knife hidden in his boot; Obdura clenched his fist adorned with heavy rings. 
 
    McLeod’s door began to open, and Vogel’s heart flooded with relief. 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, Mac. You had me worried there…” 
 
    McLeod was sitting on the toilet, pants ’round his ankles, but he was slumped and groaning softly. Perched on his head was a foot-high ball of fur and fury, pointing a hypervelocity pistol at Vogel’s head. 
 
    “Should’ve learned from JR’s story,” said the Flatar. “In space, toilets are deadly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The prisoner exchange took place on the Exuberance at the halfway point between Midnight Sun and Arashi Nova. 
 
    As escort for her and the four Scorpions they’d captured, Sun took a half squad of humans and one Flatar. 
 
    “Remember,” Tatterjee told her, “don’t tell the big girl that I got her free. Don’t want her getting stupid ideas, like that I missed her or something.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Sun with a smile. “On no account will I mention that you’ve spent every day badgering me to get her back.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I had to ask one more time. You humans are notoriously unreliable.” 
 
    “Go on then,” Sun said to her four Scorpion prisoners. 
 
    They walked forward to meet the party led by Sinclair, squeezing hard against the bulkheads as Betty walked in the other direction. 
 
    “Hey, Sinclair,” shouted Sun. “You do realize the Condottieri are the more dangerous foe, right?” 
 
    “They killed my people,” said Sinclair. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “The more we run scared of each other, the less attention we have remaining for them. What do you say to no more snatches? We order Scorpions and Midnighters to keep a good distance from each other at all times. We’ll be away soon. Off on another contract. Let’s avoid unnecessary complications until then.” 
 
    “Aye,” he said. “I’m sick of the sight of you lot.” He rubbed at his hairless chin. “Reckon you feel the same way about us. It’s a deal.” 
 
    They shook hands and separated, walking warily back to their respective ships. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like it,” mumbled Sinclair to himself when he was safely back on the Nova with the main hatch locked behind him. “Neither of those crazy sisters is the sort to give up with their tail between their legs.” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” said Vogel. “Reckon they’ve learned not to mess with us.” 
 
    Sinclair slapped the back of Vogel’s head. 
 
    “An’ you can shut up and all, Sergeant Cludgie. XO, double guards at all exterior hatches. All personnel are confined to ship until those Midnight Scunners are out of our hair. And you, Sergeant Vogel, along with the rest of you eejits who let yourself be captured by a wee squirrel with a bad attitude…you’re reassigned to a new unit I’m forming just for you. I call it Cludgie Command. You’re going to search toilets, plumbing, vents, recycling, and ventilation systems, every hidden and dirty area of the Arashi Nova, and make damned sure there are no more miniature aliens hiding on my ship. If anything larger than a microbe is on board without my permission, kill it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Saisho Branco didn’t exist. 
 
    Years spent undercover as a corporate spy had cost him his identity. Whoever he’d once been was not only unimportant but – according to the Binnig mind techs who could have peeled away the layers of false memories to reveal the truth – was too dangerous to remember. 
 
    All he had left was a single memory that had escaped from a deep sense of buried tragedy – enough to persuade him to move on without looking back. 
 
    But lately he’d been coming here to the restricted areas of Midnight Sun’s Deck 11 to be alone and think. And that sole memory of who he’d once been was like a thorn trapped in his head, forever pricking his mind. 
 
    He’d been a boy, hand gripped tightly by a grown-up hurrying along Amager Boulevard in Copenhagen. He was wrapped up warm against the winter chill in a quilted coat and red woolen hat, but the woman was dressed only in a cream blouse and dark skirt, walking the cold sidewalk in bare feet because she’d kicked off the shoes that had slowed her. 
 
    She looked down at him as they hurried along and tried to give a reassuring smile. But there was no joy behind that smile, and precious little hope. Of love for him, though, there was plenty, and he latched onto the reassurance he was cared for unconditionally, even though he was not safe. This woman…he was sure she wasn’t his mother, but who was she? And who was the boy? 
 
    He didn’t want to remember. 
 
    Saisho Branco, his history, VOWs scores, and merc registration, his school friends and hobbies – all had been the creation of a corporate intelligence planning team, the cover identity that had become real during the years of his final mission for Binnig. 
 
    Branco was creating himself as he moved forward in his new life as a merc. He had no need for a history. 
 
    Yet some aspects of his past wouldn’t let go. He’d been born a spy – literally. It had been the sole purpose of his existence. He couldn’t stop. 
 
    Decks 9 through 14 were off limits, but telling Branco an area was restricted was like offering whiskey to an alcoholic. He’d traced the real identities of the two sisters who ran the visible part of the Midnight Sun Free Company and had made a start on the far greater challenge of uncovering the hidden depths. 
 
    The Mercenary Guild seemed to be doing everything in its power to bury the real story behind the Midnighters, in collusion with the hidden alien mercs who must secretly run the company. Guild rules stated that a majority of mercs registered to a company must come from the same race, but Branco still hadn’t discovered the identity of that race, something that should be a matter of public record. Whoever it was, he had the sense that the Guild hated them, but they were too powerful to eradicate. 
 
    It was a reminder that, for all humanity’s adventures since the Alpha Contracts, Branco had learned that most aliens regarded humans as naive – so easily distracted by their natural competence for fighting that they failed to grasp their deep ignorance of how the Union really worked. 
 
    He told himself it was the need to break out of his ignorance that had led him to this storage area on Deck 11. Twenty-foot-high panels grew out of the gently concave deck to reach two-thirds of the way up the bulkheads. Green-tinged liquid flowed through chunky transparent pipes that ran in and out of the overhead. Up and down were tricky concepts in space, of course, and what would be the overhead to this compartment if Midnight Sun were in space, spinning about its center, was currently to Branco’s right. He was sitting on one bulkhead, the deck rising to his left. 
 
    The panels sprouting from the deck were arranged in right angles with large gaps between them and holes cut through them. He’d seen freighters use baffles like these to prevent liquid and dry cargo from sloshing around. But this was a battlecruiser, not a fuel tanker. The compartment did carry cargo, but the crates securely lashed inside storage frames were the regular universal ruggedized design with attachment points for parachutes or inflatable jackets. He’d broken into a few and found laser rifles, charge packs, and fluted swords with elaborate barbs that looked like bone but were too hard for Branco to scratch. The light combat armor he’d discovered was in a configuration he didn’t recognize but suggested they were designed for a multi-limbed race. 
 
    Lately the hidden areas of the ship had stopped yielding fresh secrets, and he came here to be alone and to think. 
 
    To over-think. 
 
    Although he often thought of that woman in his deep past, there was another who filled his thoughts now. 
 
    Small but honed, hard and deadly, Sun was the human equivalent of a CL32 Peacemaker: such perfection that it was impossible to imagine a better design. Unlike the handgun, Sun was a one-off, and could never be bought or owned. 
 
    “It’s not as if I love her,” he pleaded to the pipes. “That would be ridiculous. I’m not a moody teenager.” 
 
    The pipes gurgled as a blast of bubbles seemed to answer him, but he wondered whether he’d answered himself. 
 
    The body he inhabited must have been a teenager once, but Saisho Branco had never been one – had never been in love. Binnig had specifically suppressed his capacity for romance to keep him focused. 
 
    So he’d never built defenses against eyes that sparkled like black lasers when she smiled at him. 
 
    That moment waiting in line to leave the Scorpion ship, he’d wanted to wrap his arms around Sun and keep her warm and safe, to protect her from a hurtful galaxy. 
 
    The memory made him feel sick to his core. It was the most inappropriate way possible to think of your commanding officer. Not to mention dangerous for him, for her, and everyone around them. 
 
    He punched the nearest crate until his knuckles bled. 
 
    How had he been so stupid? 
 
    And if he ever admitted to her how he’d felt so protective, she’d fire him. Probably push him out the airlock, too, if she had any sense.  
 
    He looked up at the transparent pipes crossing the overhead. Clouds of bubbles were being swept along in the current. It looked organic, green blood flowing through the arteries of a living starship, blood vessels so large he could swim through them. 
 
    “Okay,” he shouted at the pipes. “I do love her, but why…why in the whole entropy-cursed galaxy did it have to be her?” 
 
    The pipes carried their liquid cargo, oblivious to the mortal concerns of the half-formed human with the missing past. 
 
    Branco sighed, too hollowed out to even curse at the stupid pipes. He was reaching for his pouch to clean away any trace of his blood when he saw movement. 
 
    In the pipe. A flexible limb. Gone, disappeared through the overhead. Then another, this one with colored bands cutting into its flesh. Another limb, or a different individual? 
 
    Then nothing. 
 
    Branco scrambled along the bulkhead until he was ten feet from the spot where he’d seen the activity. He grabbed the stealth sheet from his hip pouch and, with a well-practiced action, shook it over himself as he lay prone to reduce the folds in the material. The sheet wouldn’t hide him from a high-tech targeting system, but if you didn’t look closely, you could pass within inches and not notice him or the transparent camera he trained on the pipe. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    In two hours, he’d have to report for duty, and that gave him an hour before he needed to leave the restricted decks with enough time to cover his tracks. 
 
    After an hour and forty minutes, in which Branco had barely twitched a muscle, his reward came. Six of the aliens jetted through the fat pipes, pushing a boxy piece of equipment he couldn’t identify. He used his wrist slate to clean the image from his camera but couldn’t identify the species. 
 
    They vaguely resembled squids, though at a roughly human size. The analogy broke down because, rather than their bodies being air-filled sacs, their skin wrapped around a protective bony structure like studded armor. A head crest poked through the skin like the plume of a Roman helmet, and daggers from the same bony material poked out from what, with human limbs, would be wrist joints. Elaborately curved barbs curled from these natural weapons. 
 
    Well, that’s a start, he thought. He’d seen those barbs before. On the swords in the equipment crates. 
 
    He was going to be late reporting for duty. Every minute he delayed would make his explanation less convincing, would invite more questions about where he’d disappeared to.  
 
    Nonetheless, long-ingrained habits that had saved his life more than once kicked in, and he spent the time to set up a full set of recognition checks before he started crawling away, the stealth sheet still covering him. 
 
    The recognition check was basic spycraft. He was trained to observe far more than regular folk, but that didn’t give him recognition superpowers. Instead, he covertly captured images wherever he went and stole images of where he couldn’t go. He still did. 
 
    His slate could spot patterns humans couldn’t. That random woman in a crowded sidewalk became more interesting if the slate revealed she always closed to within five paces of that random teenager when he emerged from the morning shuttle, then swiftly disappeared into the crowd. Maybe she was his bodyguard or police handler? Or maybe the boy was paying her to do his college assignments? If the slate had data and images to work on, it could sift out noise and turn coincidences into patterns. 
 
    If his slate found a match, it was far more likely to be with translated alien reference sources than images he’d taken. Though with all the secrecy around the Midnight Sun Free Company, it was more likely still that any information he could use had been withheld from his species. Despite the similarity to the bone swords, he couldn’t even be sure the squids were the missing mercs. It was the most obvious answer, but he’d learned not to assume anything with aliens. 
 
    They could be tourists, paying top credits to get a close-up view of this blood-crazed new race called humans. He thought of the equipment they’d been moving. Maybe they were part of the ship’s maintenance crew? 
 
    A ping from his slate alerted him to a recognition match! 
 
    Trembling with excitement, he brought the slate close and read the report. 
 
    It wasn’t what he expected. 
 
    The slate showed an image he’d taken at the Midnighter home base at Kubar Park. Those bas-relief tentacled monsters carved into the stone archway at the base of the ornamental hillside. 
 
    They were here. In the ship.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Over a week had passed since he’d briefly held Sun in his arms in the lineup on the Arashi Nova. Despite all the time he’d had to steel himself, when Sun entered the quarters Branco shared with three other Shock Squad troopers, he knew he wasn’t prepared for what was coming. 
 
    But he had to do it anyway. 
 
    “At ease,” she said as Branco and Gjalp jumped out of their racks to come to attention. 
 
    The mercenary world was not like an army from the olden days. “At ease” was a tricky concept you had to learn to interpret in context. 
 
    Soren Gjalp read the situation instantly. “If you’ll excuse me, Major,” he said, “I’ve got to go do that…thing.” 
 
    He withdrew in haste, leaving Sun and Branco to regard each other through hollow eyes, neither willing to speak. 
 
    From the unfussy black hair that framed her finely chiseled features, to the dark pools of her eyes and that stubby nose, she looked perfect to him. Even the scars and burns that decorated her face were perfect. Sun wasn’t a Tri-V doll. She was a woman who knew how to blast her way through life, gun in hand, and the dings she’d picked up along the way spoke of a life hard lived. But no matter how much he wished for it, she’d never sail through her adventures with him at her side. It was a dream that was becoming a nightmare. He had to wake up. 
 
    “Branco,” she said, “we need to have a little talk.” 
 
    Branco discovered his legs were shaking like rubber. Just as well the spin they were borrowing from the Exuberance only gave a fifth of a gee. Collapsing onto the deck wouldn’t be a good look. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Sun said, her face glowing with a sudden and beautiful smile. 
 
    She launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, her legs around his hips, her momentum pushing him down onto his rack. 
 
    Her lips were thin, with a delicate but perfect cupid’s bow. But when she pressed them against his, they felt broad and lush. She kissed him hungrily, her hand lifting his shirt. 
 
    Branco reached under her shoulders and lifted her off him, extending his arms to hold her as he were flying a playful child through the air. 
 
    Sun’s beautiful face twisted with pain and confusion, her hunger and need unsatisfied. She couldn’t understand what was happening.  
 
    “I scratch your itch between missions,” he said, “but that’s not enough for me anymore. I want our souls to kiss.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t be that person.” 
 
    “I know,” he said softly and set her down onto the deck. 
 
    “I want to,” she whispered, “but…” 
 
    He just wanted her to go away, but he waited as she fought for the words to explain. Words he didn’t want to hear. 
 
    “I’m too broken. Ever since my sister—”  
 
    “No you’re not.” Branco stood and pressed his finger to her lips. “I know your sister’s story. She was a thrill junkie, taking street nanites that amplified the adrenaline kick from taking extreme risks. But one night, she took a bad dose that permanently rewired her brain. She’s addicted to danger. She lives for the thrill of gambling hard and winning anyway. Ever since, you’ve watched over her night and day, talking her out of bad ideas when the thrill addiction takes over. With you by her side, she’s never failed to bring in a contract because, despite her weakness, your sister is still brilliant. But until you find a cure, you can never drop your guard. You can’t risk being alive. Have I misunderstood any of this?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You are not broken, Sun Sue. You’re just…constrained by your responsibilities.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied bitterly. “Imprisoned by duty. How fucking noble. You’re doing the right thing, Branco. You were a convenient habit – a prop I used too often – and I’m sorry for that. Don’t do anything stupid like going AWOL, because you’re a good trooper. It would be a shame to lose you.” 
 
    He watched her leave, then stared at the door she clanged shut behind her. 
 
    Branco would have stared for hours but, after a few seconds, his heart leaped when the door opened. 
 
    It was only Gjalp, his face red with fury. 
 
    “What the hell did you say to her?” he accused. “The major looks as if…” 
 
    His anger drained away. 
 
    “What?” Branco queried. “She looks as if what?” 
 
    “Look, pal, I’m no mind-doctor, but I’d say her soul’s been sucked out and cast into hellfire before her eyes. But never mind her, Branco. You look ten times worse.” 
 
    “You’re not helping.” 
 
    Gjalp rubbed at his chin thoughtfully for a moment. “I don’t need to be a shrink to know what you need. Look…I’m not supposed to tell you this, but some of the guys have struck a friendship with Chief Engineer Rough.” 
 
    “You mean Lieutenant Rough? The limping Scorpion? You gotta be kidding.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Archie Rough’s all right. For a haggis sniffer. Better than all right – turns out he’s a genius at zero-g brewing. That’s where the others are – at Rough’s Brewery Tap in the engineering space on Deck 14 of the Arashi Nova. You see, those Scorpions are confined to their ship, and it seemed neighborly to give them some decent company.” 
 
    “And why am I only hearing about this now?” 
 
    At least Gjalp had the grace to look guilty. “Well, we’ve not exactly been ordered to stay off the Scorpions’ ship, but the sergeant thought maybe it was better if the major didn’t officially know, and you and she were…” He shrugged. “Put it like this, you won’t be bumping into Major Sun over on the Arashi Nova.” 
 
    Branco grabbed his jacket and gave Gjalp a hearty slap on the shoulder. “What are you doing wasting drinking time, Gjalpy? Let’s go!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Cludgie Command… 
 
    Two whole days spent squeezing into the hidden recesses of the Arashi Bloody Nova. Cleaning, checking, sterilizing…The bots did most of the work, but some poor soul had to put them in place and monitor every patch of grease and mouse droppings they encountered in case they turned out to be concealed cyber weapons or a bio weapon concealed up a rat’s rectum. Every minor blockage in the plumbing had to be examined and explained. To hide from the scorn of their so-called pals, Vogel had installed Cludgie Command in a tiny store cupboard. It bought them a little respite from the humiliation, but the minimal ventilation meant the compartment was now absolutely reeking. 
 
    Private John McLeod carefully placed his slate on the deck before he completely lost his rag. Cludgie Command…It wasn’t just the dirty jobs the captain was giving them, but the jibes from the lads and lassies had a vicious bite, because they blamed him for everyone being confined to this heap-o-garbage ship. He bellowed in rage. If he ever got his hands around that mutant chipmunk’s neck… 
 
    His shouts ceased as his clenched fists imagined feeling Flatar neck vertebrae popping. It would be better than a night of passion with the entire squad of Inverkriekie Ladies Football Club. 
 
    “Ach, you’re such a drama queen,” said Jones, not looking up from his own slate. “Shut yer gob, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Dry yer eyes,” Sergeant Vogel told them, “both of you, and keep checking those bot feeds. Sooner we finish the job, the sooner this’ll all blow over.” 
 
    “But it won’t, Sarge,” wailed McLeod. “I’ll never live it down. I’ll be like that JR fella…infamous across the Union.” He gasped in horror. “I’ll be known as Cludgie McLeod!”  
 
    “Obdura will relieve you soon,” snapped Vogel. “I don’t want to hear a peep outta you until then.” 
 
    “Sarge?” 
 
    “Are you deaf?” 
 
    “Sergeant,” McLeod insisted, “will you look at this?” 
 
    “More elSha?” asked Vogel as he and Jones strained to get a good look at the image on McLeod’s slate. 
 
    “No, Sarge.” 
 
    “Pity. What am I seeing?” 
 
    “The bot’s discovered electrical cabling.” 
 
    “It’s a space ship, McLeod. Of course it has sodding electronics, you numpty.” 
 
    “Yes, Sarge, but the bot’s inside an overpressure exhaust vent for the plasma torch. I’m no electrical engineer, but—” 
 
    “But even the purest mad dafty would never design a ship with electronics inside the engine exhaust,” finished Vogel. He grabbed his own slate and pinged the captain. 
 
    “Sinclair, go.” 
 
    “Vogel, sir. We’ve discovered what looks like sabotage.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    “Got you, Blue,” Sinclair announced in triumph to the empty captain’s cabin. 
 
    He alerted the cyber defense team, then took a moment to marshal his thoughts. What’s the best way to isolate and remove whatever led from the electronic thread Vogel’s team discovered in the plume vent? He hesitated. Maybe it’s not the Midnighters? Maybe this is the Condottieri? 
 
    He shook his head. It no longer mattered. Vogel had come good. Just two more transitions, and they’d reach the rendezvous and the friendly warships waiting to take the Raknar to Jim Cartwright. 
 
    The oversized slate set into the bulkhead by his desk flickered on. A completely bald woman blinked at him, bleary eyed, from within a shield of hastily-gathered sheets. 
 
    “Blue?” he queried. 
 
    She reached into a storage cubby above the bed and drew out a midnight blue topknot, which she locked into place atop her smooth head. 
 
    “Clever trick,” said Sinclair. The way she’d accessed the slate in his cabin was terrifying. Not that he’d let on. “We’ve found your trickery on my ship.” 
 
    “Took you long enough. If you were a gentleman, you’d have waited till morning.” 
 
    “You’re unhinged, but you’re still a cunning vixen, Blue. I’ll give you that. But my team is thorough. You were never going to sneak this past us forever.” 
 
    She blinked, and the sleepiness was all gone. The grin sliding across her face was pure predator – a predator who had its victim trapped. “I didn’t need forever. Just long enough to take full control of your ship. Full control, Jimmy.” 
 
    Sinclair’s guts turned to ice. He tapped at the bulkhead slate, but it didn’t respond. The reboot button did nothing.  
 
    With that devil woman’s eyes watching his every move, he shot out of his seat and climbed the ladder that led to the bridge. But he only bumped his head against his cabin hatch. Locked. 
 
    And when he opened the manual release control and started cranking the mechanism, the hatch-closing motor pushed back, easily overcoming him. It wasn’t supposed to do that. Blue hadn’t merely taken over the ship’s systems, she’d reprogramed them against him. 
 
    “I don’t give up easily,” he shouted at the woman on the bulkhead and started unscrewing a ventilation grille. 
 
    “Stubborn,” said Blue. “I’ll give you that, Jimmy. Nonetheless, you’re beaten.” 
 
    The cabin plunged into darkness, lit only by the slate which now showed a close-up of Blue’s face. The way she peered at him in amusement…Sinclair felt like an exhibit in a little girl’s ant farm. 
 
    Muffled by the walls, he heard cries of protest throughout the ship. What he didn’t hear were the sounds of ventilation. Nor the air scrubbers. 
 
    Blue’s face shifted across to one side of the slate. The other side now carried IR feeds showing shifting scenes of panic and confusion throughout the Nova, with one exception. The infirmary seemed to be cut off, but the power was still on. 
 
    “It’s been fun, Sinclair. But we won. Surrender the Raknar, or I kill everyone on your ship.” 
 
    “You’re no murderer. You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Dare? What was it you called me? Unhinged. That means I operate by a different playbook, Jimmy, and some of my moves are positively indecent. Look, I don’t want to hurt you, but I have my orders. I must recover the Raknar or, failing that, destroy the thieves. I tried taking them back, but the Condottieri intervened. Now I can do far more than confuse a few of your sensors as I did last time. Now I control everything. Surrender those Raknar freely, or watch your entire team die. Either way I fulfil my contract; it’s just a question of bonuses. Which way do we go? It’s up to you.” 
 
    “You know what happened back on Earth?” 
 
    “No,” she said cautiously. “We’ve heard a mix of garbled, conflicting messages. Misinformation is being pumped out so that, by the time we figure out what’s going on, it’s already happened. Although…my boss tells me not to trust anyone. Not even the guilds, and especially not the Mercenary Guild.” 
 
    The Mercenary Guild! James felt his eyes light with hope. If the Midnighters were opposed to the leadership of the Mercenary Guild, maybe…just maybe, they could find common cause. “Let me make it simple,” he said. “As far as many of us are concerned—” 
 
    “Many? That’s a very flimsy word. Be precise.” 
 
    “Okay. I mean several other Earth-based mercenary companies.” 
 
    “Uhuh?” 
 
    “Led by the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    That got Blue’s attention. 
 
    “It’s nothing less than a full takeover of Earth by a faction of Veetanho operating via the Mercenary Guild. And that’s just the start of it. The Four Horsemen think this goes far beyond Earth. Beyond our species.” 
 
    “Now this whole heist business makes sense,” she said. “You’re working an acquisition contract directly for Jim Cartwright, aren’t you?” 
 
    Sinclair felt his face drain. That was supposed to be secret. 
 
    She gave a knowing smile. “Jim knows the hottest secret in the galaxy. How to turn mecha junk into unstoppable war machines.” 
 
    Sinclair said nothing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, James. I can’t deal. The boss doesn’t have our affiliation with Earth. Gloriana wants her property back, and she’s powerful. Seriously, James. I know Raknar relics are as rare as hen’s teeth, but there are a few still out there. Rather than acquiring Gloriana as your enemy, you’re better off abandoning these three and looking for some more.” 
 
    James shook his head in dismay. “You’re still playing games, but this is serious. Your hidden owner might have money, but she doesn’t have force projection. It’s CASPers, missiles and particle beam cannons that matter in the fight that’s brewing, and your entire company only fits inside one battlecruiser.” 
 
    “What you see is the tip of the iceberg,” she replied, and James had the impression that her own words terrified her. “Please don’t make us your enemy. Yield the Raknar or die. And don’t waste your time pulling up the wires you’ll find in the hidden parts of your ship. They don’t matter now that they’ve delivered the infowar modules throughout the Nova’s systems. I shall plead on your behalf as soon as I regain contact with Gloriana. I truly am sorry, James, but that’s all I can offer. Besides, I always fulfil my contract.” 
 
    “But, Blue, war’s coming. Our home world is already occupied. Earth needs you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Earth means nothing to Gloriana.” 
 
    “But the Veetanho do,” interjected a third voice. “They interest me a very great deal.”  
 
    Blue squeaked in shock. “Who?” she said in a small voice. “Gloriana? How? Are you on the ship?” 
 
    “Mr. Sinclair,” said the voice. “Please allow me a few moments’ discussion with the leader of my mercenary force.” 
 
    “Spot of bother, hen?” Sinclair managed to get out before the slate died, plunging his cabin into silent blackness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Two seconds later – a tiny duration, but plenty for Jamie to contemplate how stale his air was becoming – the bulkhead slate switched back on. But it didn’t show Blue’s annoying face. 
 
    It was her sister. 
 
    “Captain…captains…there’s been a development. The Condottieri. They’ve blockaded both our ship and the Scorpions’ with interdiction swarms.” 
 
    “You got me,” said Sinclair. “What the bloody hell is an interdiction swarm?” 
 
    “Veetanho tech,” Major Sun replied. “Very rare. Very expensive. Highly effective. Imagine our ships are surrounded by shoals of hungry space piranha, with jaws that can grind through CASPer armor in seconds.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m picturing it now,” he said cheerfully, imagining what would happen if Sun’s mercs tried to get to his ship from the outside.  
 
    “I hadn’t finished, Captain Sinclair. Throw away that first picture and understand that these lethal devices also have anti-armor rockets, and lasers, and can convert themselves into breaching charges. If Arashi Nova leaves the safety of its Exuberance clamp, within minutes it’ll be hulled and disabled by the swarm. 
 
    “Ahh.” 
 
    Blue’s face joined her sister on the slate. Her jaw was clenching, and her angry eyes were summoning flashes of red across her pale skin.  
 
    “Given the precise timing of this interdiction,” said Blue, “we’d better assume our communications aren’t secure. Captain Sinclair…” 
 
    She rolled her words around her mouth, not yet willing to spit them out. Her eyes pinched as if she were trying to smile, but her anger was too great. She gave up and scowled. “Would you like to take me out to dinner?” 
 
    Sinclair laughed. “I’d love to, pet, but it’s kinda tricky going anywhere. You’ll never believe this, but I’m locked in my room.” 
 
    Light returned to his cabin. Best of all, ventilation fans and scrubbers spooled up. 
 
    “Pick me up in one hour at Bay 79.” 
 
    The Midnighters disappeared from his screen to be replaced by a worried man whose beard was more salt than pepper. “Captain!” said Lieutenant Rough. “Thank heavens you’re okay. We lost control of the Nova. The XO’s organizing…” 
 
    James held up a hand. “It was Blue.” 
 
    “I knew it. But the team in the hold report the Raknar are safe. No one’s seen intruders. So what’s her game?” 
 
    “Ach, dinna fret, Chief Engineer. It’s just her special way of asking me out on a date.” 
 
    The poor man’s mouth flapped, but he was too astonished for any words to tumble out. 
 
    Jamie Sinclair shrugged before giving his chief engineer a rakish wink. “Don’t look so huffy, man. A gentleman canna say no to a lady. Now, off you pop. I need a good hose and scrape if I’m gonna look my best.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    If the Happy Carcass restaurant on one of UTS Exuberance’s inner frames didn’t put off unsuitable diners with its name, the overbearing security-backed staff would happily suggest alternate venues for anyone they didn’t like the look of.  
 
    And if none of that worked, they simply had to show the menu. Yes, honored patron candidate, the prices really do show the correct number of zeroes. 
 
    Fortunately for Blue, Gloriana had ensured the Midnighter credit line could match those zeroes, and then some. 
 
    Sinclair was eating in silence, which Blue thought was a bit rich, considering she was paying. The interpretive software activated by her pinplants told her he’d inevitably agree to her demands. It was simply his pride insisting he pretend to consider her offer, when she knew damned well he had no choice. No matter…the food was delicious. 
 
    “So, let’s get this right,” said Sinclair, leaning forward and pointing his fork at her, gravy running down the most expensive potato wedges in history. “You want to give me the Raknar?” 
 
    Blue tucked into another few mouthfuls of gorgeous poutine while it was still warm. She’d learned that disagreements with Sinclair often led to strenuous activity, gunfire, and good food going to waste. 
 
    “Not quite,” she said. “They don’t belong to me, and without the magic spark from a certain Mr. Cartwright, as soon as I’ve fulfilled my contract to retrieve them, they’re just museum pieces of no interest to me. You can hoist them out the airlock as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “But your mystery boss thinks otherwise.” 
 
    “What Gloriana wants to do with her property is her business. For what it’s worth, I think she’s rabidly excited by the prospect of her Raknar being brought back to life, even if someone else makes it happen. She likes nothing more than restoring rare antiques to fulfil their original purpose.” 
 
    “Especially if those antiques pinch Veetanho noses.” 
 
    “Apparently so.” 
 
    Sinclair turned to the other diner at their table. “And what about your wee creepy crawlie? What do you think about your big boss and her toy Raknar?” 
 
    Lying on a raised couch, Jenkins had been doing his best to shrink into his carapace so the two humans would forget him. He’d picked unhappily at his plate with a pair of his flexible front limbs, occasionally lifting a steamed shell to crack it open with his mandibles. 
 
    The Jeha shook his segmented torso to build up a little courage before giving an indignant reply. “I think both of you should bring your human posturing to an end and address the serious practical challenges we face. You two are no better than a pair of frisky Zuul sniffing each other’s anal glands. It’s embarrassing, ma’am. Sir.” 
 
    “Normally, Jenkins wouldn’t say boo to a fly,” Blue explained, “but anxiety makes him caustic.” 
 
    Sinclair laughed. It was an honest sound, unguarded and warm. Blue decided his laugh pleased her. 
 
    “I like you,” the Scorpion told the Jeha. “For an overgrown garden pest, you’re all right.” 
 
    “My species’ resemblance to Terran Dermapterans is coincidental, although members of your species, Captain Sinclair – which I might add, resemble partially-shaved gibbons – more usually call us millipedes of the insect class Diplopoda, rather than the earwigs to which you refer. The superficial similarities are merely an example of parallel evolution. Some design patterns are so excellent that we see them reappear on many worlds, repeating motifs in the song of the universe.” 
 
    Still laughing, Sinclair raised his hands high in the air. “Give me strength! It’s bad enough that a beautiful woman asks me to dinner, and it turns out she wants a menagerie à trois, but it’s worse when yon insect third wheel starts spouting existential meta-bollocks.” 
 
    “We are observed,” clicked Jenkins. “A pair of humans, three tables aft. Two more waiting to be seated. Please, swallow your pride and be sensible.” 
 
    “Dry yer…antennae,” Sinclair told the Jeha. Shielding his lips with his hand he added in a whisper, “Your boss brought us here to be observed. Isn’t that right, Blue?” 
 
    Blue activated the table’s privacy shroud. “I did; now let them wonder what we’re plotting. Sinclair, Jenkins is correct. Some of our people have died, and if we don’t work together, their deaths will be just the start.” She leaned over the table. “Will you please do as I’ve asked? Remembering the correct form of words?” 
 
    Sinclair courteously raised Blue’s arm and planted a lingering kiss on the back of her hand. Then he spoke into her wrist slate. “I, Captain James Sinclair, commander of Zulu Company, Sinclair’s Scorpions, acknowledge that Captain Blue of the Midnight Sun Free Company is a wee conniving vixen who is smarter, better, and prettier than me. She has us beat, and so I yield the three Raknar in our hold to her. She wins. Game over. Goodnight.” 
 
    She snatched back her arm. “There, that wasn’t so difficult. Now my people shall be paid in full.” 
 
    Despite what he did for a living, there was still a vestige of boyishness to Sinclair’s features. But not now. A steeliness blew that away. He growled, “Your turn.” 
 
    He thrust out his hand and she spoke into his wrist slate. “This is Captain Sue Blue, commander of the Midnight Sun Free Company. On behalf of our company owner, the three Raknar relics in her ownership, taken from Kubar Park on Tau-Rietzke, and subsequently retrieved by my company, are freely given into the ownership of Captain James Sinclair, whom I acknowledge to be stubborn, resourceful, occasionally charming, but to have met his match in me.” 
 
    “Have you two finally finished?” asked Jenkins. 
 
    Blue sat back and returned to her dinner. 
 
    Sinclair gave Jenkins a companionable rap on his carapace. “We’ve scarcely begun, Master Earwig. Those Condottieri – and the Veetanho I bet are behind them – think they have me and my Raknar on their hook. And I’m hoping the reason the lady brought you along is to explain your alien magic that’ll see us un-hooked. Am I right?” 
 
    Jenkins could say nothing beyond clicking his mandibles nervously. 
 
    Blue stroked his chitinous head. “Relax, Jenkins. I have a plan.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. That’s what I was afraid of.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Before you begin,” said Jenkins, “I must update you both with my latest intelligence on the Condottieri. Our every move is observed, and not just by the Condottieri, but Exuberance’s crew too. Condottieri are permitted to move and act aboard this ship in ways that make me believe they’ve bribed Captain Klagg. And Mr. Sinclair is correct to assume the Condottieri are in league with the Veetanho. The interdiction swarms were deployed from the Veetanho battlecruiser Infinite Destruction, which can generate its own hyperspace portal. There are five Veetanho escort frigates clamped to the Exuberance, too. We’re outgunned, captains. We always were.” 
 
    He indicated Sinclair with his antennae. “If you move the Arashi Nova, our enemies will kill everyone aboard, take the Raknar, and flee.” 
 
    “My pals will have something to say about that when we rendezvous,” said Sinclair. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Jenkins, “if they’re fast. And I can only brief you on the Veetanho forces and allies that I am aware of. They appear extremely confident. I suspect further hidden assets.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Blue beamed at the other two. Jenkins regarded her blankly. The way Sinclair looked at her said he also thought she was mad as a box of elSha on crystal meth. She grinned. “Let the Veetanho and their brown-nosing Condottieri win. They think they deserve to, so let ’em!” 
 
    “You missed a wee bit there,” said Sinclair. “The part where you make sense.” 
 
    “It’s simple, Jamie. We let them take the Nova and kill everyone aboard. But only after we’ve sneaked the Raknar and your Sinclair’s Hooligans over to our ship.” 
 
    “If Jenkins is right,” said Sinclair, “they have Klagg in their pocket, and moving the Raknar is a scenario they will have planned for. It’s not far from Bay 82 to Bay 79, but we can hardly break up the Raknar and sneak them across concealed in our trouser legs.” 
 
    He stopped, intrigued by the change in Jenkins. The Jeha’s drooping antennae were now rustling erect, like corn on the breeze. 
 
    “What’s up with yon beastie?” 
 
    “We evacuate the Nova from the outside under cover of hyperspace.” 
 
    “You mean while we’re in hyperspace?” asked Sinclair. 
 
    Jenkins clicked his mandibles in assent. 
 
    “Inside hyperspace? You know, the pure white radge? The infinite nothing, where none of my equipment works reliably, and sane people who stare into the whiteness wind up as mad as your boss? And if we touch the discontinuity bubble around the Exuberance and her transit-riding passengers…then…then…that’s how you got into my ship! You scurried around on your superfluity of legs while decent folk had shut their blinds on the white.” 
 
    The Jeha’s antenna drooped. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Blue reassured him. “You’re right, Sinclair. Within certain parameters, Jeha can operate in hyperspace. The Exuberance’s sensors and that interdiction swarm can’t. Jenkins? Why look so glum? I haven’t just blown your species’ greatest secret, have I?” 
 
    “It’s not that, ma’am. It’s true that we could upscale the infiltration operation. After transition, we could glue a pressurized bubble to the hull of the Exuberance and evacuate the Nova’s crew and key cargo to our ship. We would push perilously close to the discontinuity bubble, but I believe we could succeed.” 
 
    “Tell me what won’t work,” said Sinclair. 
 
    “Zarbi and I are young and efficient, but we’re only two individuals. We’d only be partway through our operations before we lost the cover of hyperspace and were observed.” 
 
    “Jenkins?” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “You’ve made contact with many Jeha on the Exuberance.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “How many Jeha did you contact?” 
 
    “I spoke to 871 out of an estimated onboard total of 1392.” 
 
    “And how many of those 871 were friendly?” 
 
    “870.” 
 
    “I gotta ask,” said Sinclair. “What’s the story behind the one who got away?” 
 
    Jenkins opened his mandibles wide and presented them aggressively to the rude human. “If you must know, it was a failed mating attempt. The amorous lady in question didn’t take kindly to my rebuff, and I suffered minor damage to some of my motor limbs as I withdrew.” 
 
    “Oh, boy.” Sinclair laughed. “Seems to me she got under your exoskeleton.” 
 
    “The business was most regrettable. I was in disguise. It wasn’t really me who had aroused her, so it would have been dishonorable to…proceed.” 
 
    “Poor you,” said Blue. “I can see her memory troubles you, but you’re young, resourceful, and witty. The healthy credit balance on your Yack will warp spacetime enough to attract shallow people to your taste. Most importantly, you work for me, not your hormones. Forget her and focus on the matter at hand.” 
 
    “The serrations on her mandibles were many and sharp,” said Jenkins. He let out a long snake-like hiss. “Her carapace carried such a luster.” 
 
    Blue lowered herself onto her elbows to look Jenkins in the face. “It’s tough,” she said, “but we must all learn to keep it in our pants during a contract.” 
 
    “Indeed, ma’am.” 
 
    “Even captains,” said Sinclair, giving Blue a highly-inappropriate wink. 
 
    “Those 870,” she said hurriedly, “how many would want to work a one-week EVA engineering contract during the next period in hyperspace?” 
 
    Jenkins swayed from side to side as he thought. “I don’t think we should ask the crew members of the Exuberance,” he replied, “because that news would leak to the Condottieri. But they number less than a hundred of my total. As for the rest…Ma’am, it’s difficult for you to understand, being merely human, but to be in hyperspace for a Jeha is…it wouldn’t be like offering them a job in vacuum.” 
 
    “Explain more clearly.” 
 
    “Ma’am, hyperspace is beautiful. To be there is a rare privilege. Not only would you have an enthusiastic team of Jeha engineers but,” – he rose up on his couch and slammed his head down onto the table like a striking viper – “they’d pay you for the privilege.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Blue considered Sergeant Xavier Albali to have a bearish quality. Beard, hair, and eyebrows were all dark and shaggy; his shoulders were broad, and beneath his uniform were scars left by a Besquith’s claws that resembled the attention of a grizzly bear. On the sly, he was also bookish, but Albali preferred to present himself as the gruff Latin bear. 
 
    Not so today. The man standing at attention in her cabin, boots clamped to the charged zone, had looked more like a fluffy teddy bear as he’d delivered his report. 
 
    Venix wriggled in his plush harness set into the port bulkhead and began the questions. “You appear very sure there are unidentified persons aboard the ship, hiding in the restricted area.” The Zuparti curled up his whiskers. “Have you seen them with your own eyes?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Yet you think this important enough to bring to the attention of the senior ship’s officers. What is the source of your information?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” The teddy bear went pale with worry. “Rumors are like ghosts, sir. Try to grab them firmly, and they dissipate. Doesn’t mean they aren’t real. Given the nature of the matter, I thought it best to pass it high up the chain rather than ask too many questions.” 
 
    “A good decision,” said Venix. Albali relaxed a little. “Tell me, though, do the members of your squad make a habit of bypassing ship security, disobeying clear instructions, and indulging in personal espionage just for the fun of it?” 
 
    Albali stopped breathing for a few seconds. When he answered, his voice sounded very small. “If there were any who did, sir, they sure as hell don’t now.” 
 
    Branco. It was obvious who’d passed the information to Albali. What she hadn’t known was that it would be obvious to her XO too. A grin caressed her face. Sun had been slumping around like a heartbroken teenager, which meant the former spy she’d obsessed over might just be shifting from liability to key asset. He’d need to be tamed, of course. She licked her lips at the prospect. 
 
    She dismissed Albali, who saluted and fled. Venix was more interesting. What’s his game? 
 
    She unclipped from the bulkhead. As she floated down to the spot where Albali had stood, Venix surprised her by asking first. “How much do you know, Captain?” 
 
    “That depends, Commander. How much do you know?” Blue stared directly at the Zuparti, an action regarded as highly aggressive by his species. Venix stared back. The XO could keep this up for hours. 
 
    “I do know,” she said carefully, “that you wouldn’t normally trouble yourself with a concern raised by a marine sergeant. You requested to hear Albali’s report in person because you already knew about these hidden persons on our ship.” 
 
    Without breaking his stare, Venix flicked his whiskers in amusement. “The galaxy is filled with coincidence. I myself was wondering why the most senior officer in the company chose to hear a squad leader’s report not only directly, but in her cabin, with all privacy shielding set to maximum – including some forms of concealment that don’t appear in the electrical and cyber schema for this compartment. How much do you know, Captain?” 
 
    She shrugged and looked away, unwilling to keep these secrets any longer. Maybe a little gossip could smoke them out? 
 
    “Commander Venix, I don’t know nearly enough about who I work for and why I’m doing so. Our departure from Tau-Rietzke was delayed because Gloriana insisted we wait for her to load a contingency in case my teams failed. Now I learn our flight characteristics are compromised because I appear to be carrying a fully-equipped mercenary unit. We both know you’re here to spy on me for Gloriana. When you report this exchange, please note my wide eyes and lips pulled back to reveal teeth. It’s the human pissed-off response.” 
 
    “Duly noted, Captain.”  
 
    “Who are they, Venix? What the hell kind of contingency is it that’ll succeed where ten squads of experienced mercenaries will fail?” 
 
    “How secure is your privacy shield?” 
 
    “The very best that money can buy.” 
 
    The Zuparti’s snout crumpled and drooped while he weighed his options. 
 
    “I believe you’re correct,” he eventually said. 
 
    “And they’re aquatic, right? Kubar Park is a coastal base. Too many contracts have been carried out near water for it to be a coincidence.” 
 
    “I suspect they’re amphibian. Basing themselves underwater assists in keeping out of sight of air-breathing species.” 
 
    “Who are they, Venix? Whose coin have we taken?” 
 
    “Their name isn’t available to any of our translator pendants.” 
 
    Fear chilled Blue for the first time. Ever since formal contact with the Union, the conspiracy theorists had been saying the Information Guild had given humans restricted services – filtered GalNet, translators purged of dangerous concepts, and worse. She thought the jury was out on that, but even the most barking conspiracists hadn’t suggested the same withholding of information applied to an established race such as the Zuparti. This ran deep. 
 
    “I see,” said Blue. “We shall call them Rietzkens.” 
 
    “Tau-Rietkze is not their home world.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m the boss and I’m calling them Rietzkens. What can you tell me that’ll keep us alive?” 
 
    Venix looked at her for a long while before answering. “They have deep and ancient connections to the guilds, the Mercenary Guild in particular. I base all this on little more than conjecture and clues, but I suspect, in terms of the history of your species, that the Rietzkens’ position within the Union is akin to a powerful political or royal dynasty on Earth. Currently out of favor, their hold onto the levers of power usurped by rivals, nonetheless they remain rich and connected while they scheme their return to greatness.” 
 
    Blue nodded. That made a lot of sense. “Gloriana has a serious beef with the Veetanho. What if that was more than personal? What if the Veetanho are their…what’s that fancy word you used – usurpers.” 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong, Captain Blue. If not, then this intervention by the Veetanho in the affairs of Earth – what Sinclair wishes you to think of as a war – may trigger a counter move by the Rietzkens.” 
 
    “Which would mean big combat contracts for us.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “And result in the deaths of many aboard this ship.” 
 
    “Also true,” said the Zuparti. “Which is why I’ve shared my suspicions. If you lead us to war, Captain, the company will follow you, assuming the pay is right. The moment of choice may come upon you urgently and uninvited, and I don’t believe you’re ready to make it.” 
 
    She looked on him anew. “I don’t think I’ve ever told you this, Venix, but you make an excellent XO. I’m proud and lucky to have you by my side.” 
 
    To Blue’s astonishment, Venix smiled. She’d never realized Zuparti could.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Leave me,” Venix told his escort. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Good luck,” said the security escort leader, Sergeant Hrrn. 
 
    He stepped aside to allow the Midnight Sun’s XO to proceed along the final stretch of the Exuberance’s passageway, as did the other three Zuul in the escort detachment. 
 
    But the largest member followed Venix into the bar. 
 
    “Hey,” called Hrrn. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I want to see what’s in the holes,” Betty replied, not slowing. 
 
    “What do you expect to find?” Hrrn sneered. “A brain?” 
 
    The Tortantula halted with extreme menace, blinking several rear-facing eyes at the Zuul sergeant. “No. I have plenty enough brain. I’m hungry. Things that live in holes are good to eat. Anyone with a good brain knows that.” 
 
    “Did you not hear Commander Venix order us to leave him?” 
 
    “But…!” Betty turned to the Zuparti officer and bared her fangs. “I’d never disobey an order, Commander. I was going to watch which hole you went into and leave you alone. I’d hunt in a different one. No one said anything about staying outside.” 
 
    “I understand, Trooper,” said Venix, trying hard to remind himself that baring fangs without snapping them through your body and releasing neurotoxins was the closest Tortantulas came to a submissive posture. Which wasn’t close at all. “Your Zuul comrades need you to protect them while I’m gone.” 
 
    “But…the things in the holes—” 
 
    “The people in the holes have things we need to trade for.” 
 
    “Oh,” said the Tortantula, opening her mouth so wide that she started to bleed on one side. She spoke what might have been an apology, but with her mouth gaping, Venix’s translator pendant couldn’t understand a word. 
 
    Betty snapped her jaws shut, saluted with several limbs, and strode back to Sergeant Hrrn. “It all makes perfect sense,” she grumbled, “when it’s explained properly.”  
 
    Venix silently wished the sergeant good luck with the irritated Tortantula and pushed on past the pressure threshold and into the bar. 
 
    Immediately, he was hit by earthy odors of loam and damp tree roots. The bar was identified by scent, not by words, but if it catered to humans, it might have been called the Riverside Burrow. 
 
    Deck 41 of the Exuberance was largely given over to entertainment venues, and this one, far amidships, catered primarily to smaller species. 
 
    Past the pressure threshold that kept the moist, scent-laden air within, the clinical metal of the ship’s passageways became a rough, dark, circular tunnel that crisscrossed, curved, and doubled back on itself, lined all the way with snug offshoots where patrons could eat and drink in seclusion. 
 
    Betty would have had a wild time here, puffing out her upper body to fill the tunnel so she could use her ten legs to push her along at speed, fangs first. 
 
    Venix was on a hunt himself, but not for food. He put his wrist slate to his nose and took a deep sniff of the scent ID the device released from its pores. 
 
    The artificial scent lacked high and low notes and tasted of metal and plastic. It made the back of his throat pucker in distaste, but it was enough for him to detect the very real scent of his target here in the bar. 
 
    Venix curled his lips. Target acquired! 
 
    “I’ve been expecting you,” Captain Krnn’Kch told him when Venix cornered him a short while later. 
 
    “I very much doubt it,” Venix replied, curling into the nook alongside the Zuul starship captain. 
 
    “The worst of it is,” said Krnn’Kch, taking a swig from his drink, “that I nearly did come up with the money. Smuggled ancient artifacts on the last trip. Managed to get them off Koranto-Prime and through orbital security. Two jumps later and making for our rendezvous around an outer planet, we were beset by pirates. So close. A laser blast depressurized the hold. We got away with our lives, but the cargo was ruined. Now my debts are even deeper.” 
 
    “Good,” said Venix. 
 
    Krnn’Kch looked up from his pot of liquor. The Zuul free trader captain frowned – a gesture his species shared with humans. “Joke’s on you, Zuparti. Soon as I clamped onto the Exuberance, I fired my crew. Every last one. You can’t enslave them with an indenture service term to pay off my debt, because they’re legally discharged.” 
 
    “Captain Krnn’Kch. I don’t want your crew. I don’t want you. I want your ship.” 
 
    “My ship?” Krnn’Kch gave a low howl. “Thanks to those pirates, the main hold is open to vacuum. The plasma torch is good for another ten runs – maybe twenty, if you like to gamble with your life. Then the plasma containment field will fail. It’s a unique craft, but that means major repairs are a nightmare to arrange, and their costs? Who can tell what they might be, other than they’re always expensive? If I could have sold my ship to pay your debt, I would have done so.” 
 
    “Do you not understand?” Venix leaped out of his nook and dashed the Zuul’s drink out of his hand. It fell slowly in the low-gee. “I’ll pay your debts in return for your ship.” 
 
    Krnn’Kch snatched his mug before it hit the deck. “A Zuparti with a sense of humor!” He looked critically at his drink. “What do they put in this stuff? I must be hallucinating.” 
 
    “I repeat,” said Venix impatiently. There wasn’t much time. “I’m not here to collect your debt.” 
 
    “Sure you’re not.” 
 
    “But your creditors are, and when they find you soon, they’ll not be so generous.” 
 
    “Just kill me and get it over with.” 
 
    “First, check your Yack.” 
 
    Krnn’Kch blinked in surprise and pulled out his universal account access card. “10,000 credits? What is this?” 
 
    “That’s payment for the pleasure of your company.” Venix initiated another transfer with his pinplants. 
 
    The free trader’s eyes widened. “Another 30,000?” 
 
    “That’s for shutting your whining hole and listening. I’m good for enough money to pay off your debts. When I walk out of this bar, I want to own your ship.” 
 
    “The Indomitable Streak,” he said, his voice suddenly glossy with pride. “It’s a fine ship, sir. Full of surprises. Three hidden pop-up turrets, for starters. Each with quad lasers rated 10 TW each. Yes, sir, you did hear that correctly. There’s a hidden second powerplant for some of the optional extras, and a whole array of maneuvering plasma torches. They won’t get you from A to B like the main torch, but nothing in the galaxy can dance the way the Streak does along the way. All in all, the Streak is the fastest ship this side of—” 
 
    “I offer you six million credits.” 
 
    The Zuul’s face crumpled as if he’d eaten vomit. “You have a gun to my head, sir. But even so, I couldn’t contemplate any less than fifteen million.” 
 
    Venix gave a warning snarl. “Five million.” 
 
    Krnn’Kch looked away and howled. 
 
    “Final offer.” 
 
    The howls ceased. 
 
    “Done.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Exuberance confirms all fees paid,” said SigCom. “Clamp lock released.” 
 
    “Take us out of here,” ordered Venix from his command chair on the bridge of the Indomitable Streak. 
 
    “Initiating dock release,” acknowledged Helm. 
 
    Venix squirmed in the uncomfortable chair that had housed Captain Krnn’Kch’s Zuul butt for the past decade. In the Midnight Sun’s CIC, Venix had a Zuparti-appropriate acceleration couch on which he could stretch out his long tubular body. He wasn’t designed to sit in a chair. To get a tighter fit in his harness, he’d grabbed sleeping pillows from the captain’s den just off the bridge, and placed them behind his back and in front of his stomach. 
 
    Venix wrinkled his nose. The scents from many species lingered on those pillows. 
 
    “Any reaction from our friends?” he asked as he watched the main bridge display, which showed the Indomitable Streak slowly parting from the Exuberance. 
 
    The heavy hauler ship was so immense it appeared in the bridge display as if they were lifting off from a planetary surface. Craters of recessed airlocks and heat exchangers from the inner frames were shadowed by the mountainous protuberances of the hyperspace shunts and sensor blisters. But what caught his attention most was the spiraling pattern of the transit riders. The most important of those riders was the Veetanho battlecruiser Infinite Destruction. She was a short distance aft, clamped to the mothership by its fat belly. 
 
    “Infinite Destruction is ignoring us,” said TacCom, “but one of the Veetanho escort frigates is running a deep scan.” 
 
    “The scan is so powerful, it’s interfering with intra-ship comms, and making my guts want to heave,” said SigCom. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “It’s a Veetanho escort frigate,” said Venix. “Part of its role is to detect threats, and it’s good at what it does. TacCom, ETA on Exuberance hitting the stargate?” 
 
    “233 seconds.” 
 
    “Perfect. Helm, steady as she goes. We’re Decoy One. If any of you want to live, we must pray they decide to chase Decoy Two, so don’t give them any reason to go off script. Any sign of the Condottieri?” 
 
    “Negative,” replied TacCom. “With all the EM hash from that Veetanho scan, I can’t see around the Exuberance.” 
 
    “I can reach Midnight Sun via the relays we planted,” SigCom pointed out. 
 
    “Too risky,” said Venix. 
 
    “Infinite Destruction is hailing us.” 
 
    “Ignore them. Get me Exuberance Transit Services. Helm, take us back to our old docking bay.” 
 
    A XenSha appeared in the main display wearing the uniform of the Red Star Shipping Company. Its tentacles were stiff with annoyance. “Indomitable Streak. We’re about to enter the stargate. Withdraw beyond our hyperspace safety perimeter immediately!” 
 
    “Negative, Exuberance. We’ve changed our minds. We’re riding through the gate with you.” 
 
    The XenSha’s tentacles stood out in alarm. “It’s too late. Clear the vicinity with all haste.” 
 
    “Helm, continue docking maneuver.” To the representative of Exuberance Transit Services, Venix said, “I’m afraid this junk ship isn’t fit to do anything hastily. We’re coming back in, and we’re committed. Sorry, friend.” 
 
    The alien blinked as if prey caught in a hunter’s searchlight. Then, with the pickup on their side muted, Venix could see them in rapid conversation with someone off screen. 
 
    “Shot across our bows from the Infinite Destruction,” said TacCom. “Particle cannon, estimated 10 TW.” 
 
    “Helm, get us to that docking bay now!” 
 
    “Roger that,” the SleSha pilot said in glee. “Hold on tight.” 
 
    Captain Krnn’Kch had been truthful about the Streak’s optional extras. Secondary plasma torches primed, and exhaust nozzles extruded from her hull. 
 
    Venix was grateful for the captain’s stinky pillows as he was thrown forward against his harness straps, then hurled back against the seat. The ship spun through crazy angles that squeezed the Zuparti out of the harness where the Zuul captain’s broader shoulders would have secured him.  
 
    With his feet wrapped desperately around the harness strap as Helm tried to slam him against the overhead, TacCom announced calmly. “I see two interdiction swarms returning to the Veetanho battle cruiser in readiness for hyperspace.” 
 
    The thrust shut off abruptly and the Zuparti found himself back in the seat, minus his pillows, and gasping at the XenSha from Transit Services glowering across the bridge display. 
 
    “You give us no choice, Indomitable. Your docking request is granted. Time to transition, 97 seconds.” 
 
    “Clamping initiated,” reported Helm. 
 
    The officer of the Exuberance hadn’t finished. “As per our Terms of Service, a late booking surcharge may be applied at the discretion of the company.” 
 
    “Which you’re going to decide not to levy, I assume,” said Venix, bracing for financial impact. 
 
    For the first time in the entire exchange, the alien looked happy. “On the contrary, I decided to charge the maximum amount. Your late docking surcharge is 1 million credits, payable immediately, or your ship, its cargo and its crew will become the property of Red Star Shipping.” Venix flinched at the outrageous demand, then reminded himself they weren’t his credits. He authorized the payment through his pinplants. “A pleasure doing business.” 
 
    The transit officer snapped its jaws and cut transmission. 
 
    “Are those militaristic meddlers still wanting a chat?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” answered SigCom. 
 
    Venix gestured to put them on screen, which flickered and showed the gloomy CIC of the battlecruiser Infinite Destruction. “Explain yourself,” demanded the Veetanho captain. “Why leave and then return?” 
 
    “Because that’s what I was paid to do,” Venix answered. 
 
    “Who paid you? Why?” 
 
    “A human. I don’t know which one. They all look the same. It paid me a big pile of credits to temporarily hop off ship and then back again just before the jump. A little too close to transition, if you ask me. I went sooner than they told me to. Idiot human paid me in advance. If I were an exalted military expert such as yourself, ma’am, I’d say someone used us as a distraction. But what would I know? We’re just a commercial freighter clamped to the UTS Exuberance and under the protection of Red Star Shipping Corporation.” 
 
    The moment the Infinite Destruction’s CIC disappeared from screen TacCom reported, “Arashi Nova, redesignated Decoy Two, is away and running. Veetanho ships are leaving in pursuit. They’ve taken the bait.” 
 
    “Un-designate her Decoy Two,” Venix ordered. “She’s about to give her life for ours. Let Arashi Nova go out in glory under her own name.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The bridge display of the Indomitable Streak showed the Veetanho warships cutting away from the super-freighter they’d ridden for weeks and burning hard in pursuit of the Scorpion ship – the freighter the enemy believed to be carrying three Raknar in its hold. 
 
    Some of the enemy frigates left detachable ship segments still clamped to the Exuberance. Others cut themselves free with lasers and particle cannons, venting atmosphere out of the ship they’d ridden. 
 
    “Red Star will be collecting big payouts in fines and fees today,” said Venix as he watched the ships light their plasma torches, heedless of the scorching damage done to the Exuberance’s hull. 
 
    He switched the main display to a holographic representation of near space. The white smudge of Exuberance, with Midnight Sun and Indomitable Streak still attached, was closing on the green hoop that represented the stargate. 
 
    A blue triangle representing Arashi Nova sped in the opposite direction, thrusting at 8g, far beyond her engine’s rated maximum. Such crushing forces were more than enough to incapacitate and kill its crew – if any had still been on board. 
 
    New tracks erupted onto the display: amber dots showing a full spread of missiles chasing after the Nova. The Condottieri frigate was also lifting away from the Exuberance, making Venix huff in relief to see the final part of the plan come together. 
 
    The Nova only had to distract the enemy for a few more seconds before the Exuberance, and the ships clamped to her hull, would be safely away through the stargate. 
 
    The Nova tore away, faster than any other pursuing ships, but practically standing still in comparison with the missiles boosting at a thousand gees. 
 
    The Veetanho tactics worried Venix to his core. There was an old Zuparti saying: “what you don’t understand will surely kill you.” If the Veetanho missiles carried high explosive warheads, nukes, or EMPs, surely that would risk damaging the Raknar they believed to be on board the Arashi Nova. 
 
    Perhaps the enemy knew the Raknar were gone, evacuated by the Jeha engineering task force during the last period in hyperspace, along with Scorpion personnel. The Jeha had also found time to install remote telemetry so the Nova could be flown from Midnight Sun. 
 
    The missile tracks converged with the Nova and seemed to fly right up its plasma torch, which…extinguished! 
 
    “What just happened?” Venix demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. No signs of explosion. No EMP. It’s as if…the warheads switched off the engines. I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    Venix’s fur stood on end. He recalled the conversation with Captain Blue after Sergeant Albali revealed the presence on board of Gloriana’s people. The talk of war. 
 
    They’d sneaked the Raknar out from under the enemy’s snouts, but this might be only a skirmish in a much bigger engagement. Perhaps a war. It wasn’t his place to reveal this to the skeleton crew aboard Indomitable Streak, but the humans within their number needed to hone their sense of paranoia if they were to survive. 
 
    “Learn this lesson well,” he told the bridge crew. “In matters of war, never underestimate the Veetanho.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said TacCom. “Let’s hope it’s a lesson we never have to use in anger.” 
 
    Venix said nothing. “Paranoid” – that’s how the humans described Zuparti. 
 
    He curled his snout. Humans suffered the irrepressible optimism of a youthful race. Zuparti had been the same, eons ago, but they’d lost their optimism long before proto-humans had ventured down from their trees. 
 
    He contemplated his future. 
 
    But he saw only darkness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Are you ready to receive your toy robots?” asked Blue. 
 
    The Tri-V image of Jamie Sinclair leaned forward into Midnight Sun’s CIC. 
 
    “My command chair smells of a dog’s arse, and this jalopy ride you’ve given me has a plasma containment net made from chicken wire stuck together with chewing gum. Then there’s a hold that won’t pressurize, and my chief engineer is sobbing into his beard because he left his brewery behind on Arashi Nova.” 
 
    “We saved your team and your Raknar. Beyond that, we could take essential items only.” 
 
    “Hen, try explaining that to Lieutenant Rough and all the thirsty people on my new ship. The brewery was an essential item.” 
 
    Blue laughed. Jamie couldn’t maintain his dour expression and joined in. “Seriously, Sinclair, are you ready to take the Raknar on board?” 
 
    “Aye, send them across. And, Blue…thanks. I mean it. I thought we were goners there. Pay my compliments to your mystery onboard alien owner.” 
 
    Her mood soured. In four hours they were due to jump out of this backwater system of Rakbutu. From here, the Scorpions were close to their Four Horsemen rendezvous, and the Midnight Sun just one transition from home. Hyperspace was said to house many horrors, and the Rietzken stowaways in her ship would soon learn that one of them was Captain Blue’s anger. 
 
    They’d left Tau-Rietzke in pursuit of stolen Raknar, and when she’d won them back, Gloriana had changed her mind and given them away to the thieves. Blue couldn’t deny she’d had fun along the way, but three personnel were in the infirmary regrowing body parts, and Troopers Gzzk, Chan, and Keiko were in the morgue. Blue would have to explain to their next of kin why their loved ones had died. She needed answers first. 
 
    She attempted to smile for Sinclair’s benefit. He was going off to war. He didn’t need her burden added to his. “Commander Venix, initiate transfer of the Raknar. Godspeed and good luck, Jamie. I hope we meet again.” 
 
    The Scotsman winked at her. “I’ll keep some cheesy chips and gravy warm, just in case. Indomitable Streak, out.” 
 
    Blue stared at the tactical grid with its two ships for a long while.  
 
    Once the Exuberance had emerged back into normal space, after leaving the Condottieri and Veetanho behind chasing the abandoned Arashi Nova, the Midnight Sun and Indomitable Streak had unclamped as soon as possible and sprinted ahead of the heavy hauler to pass together through the next gate. They’d emerged in this uninhabited system of Rakbutu, almost directly on top of its only viable planet. 
 
    She’d demanded answers then, but Gloriana had told her to wait while she arranged the unscheduled jump they’d need to get away safely and, it seemed, organized a flotilla of data packets that would transition with them, destinations unknown. 
 
    That had been nearly an hour ago. Blue’s patience wouldn’t stretch any further. 
 
    “You have the deck, Commander,” she said, unstrapping herself from her command station.  
 
    “I have the deck, ma’am,” replied the Zuparti once the control privileges had shifted to his station. 
 
    Blue pushed off and floated over to the main hatch. 
 
    Gloriana, she growled through her pinplants, aiming her anger at restricted command channels. 
 
    Later, insisted the alien. 
 
    No. Now! 
 
    Branco was Blue’s key. If Gloriana didn’t give her satisfaction, she’d use the object of her sister’s former infatuation to break into the restricted areas and hold the Rietzkens at gunpoint if necessary. 
 
    “Captain!” shouted the XO when she was at the hatch. 
 
    TacCom spoke, “The sensor drones we left at the emergence point report multiple contacts dropping into normal space. Reading four frigate-sized ships, one battlecruiser, and one larger ship of unknown configuration. Standby. It’s a mini-carrier…the big ship, it’s launching smaller craft…dozens! Entropy! How did they follow us?” 
 
    “Steady, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss.” cautioned the XO. 
 
    “Sorry, Commander. They’ve destroyed our drones. But I’ve ID’d the battlecruiser. It’s Regina Margherita, the Condottieri ship from the Exuberance.”  
 
    “ETA on entering our threat bubble?” requested Venix. 
 
    “Plotting now,” replied TacCom. The MinSha officer displayed her workings on the main screen. The ships were coming in on intercept, hot and fast. “Preliminary estimate is that we will be inside their effective weapons range in sixteen minutes.” 
 
    “They’re hailing,” said SigCom. 
 
    Venix accepted the incoming signal and a grizzled man appeared with a fat cigar in his mouth. The full white beard ending in two plaits matched Blue’s description of Colonel Niccolo SantoPietro, the Condottieri owner-operator who styled himself as Il Colombo, the Dove. Behind his shoulder, peering out of goggles, were a pair of Veetanho. 
 
    “You can’t hide under the Exuberance’s skirts this time,” said the Dove, blowing a smoke ring at the camera. “My advisers tell me to give you a chance to surrender. Personally, I wouldn’t bother. You’re more useful as an example to all Earth mercenaries of what happens if you fail to heed legitimate authority. In the long run, your deaths today will save the lives of many back on Earth.” 
 
    Venix cut the transmission. “TacCom…analysis?” 
 
    “I’m running on guesswork, but it’s a clear-cut picture all the same. We’re outnumbered and outgunned. If we run to the gate, we might just make it in time.” 
 
    “We might,” said Blue. “What about the Scorpions?” 
 
    TacCom shook her head and blinked her massive red compound eyes. “Not a chance.” 
 
    Venix looked Blue’s way, seeking guidance. 
 
    I need to know who’s giving the orders here, Blue said inside her head. 
 
    The Raknar must get to the Four Horsemen, Gloriana replied. That’s your priority. I pay you to give the orders to make it so. 
 
    What about you and your squads of hidden amphibians? Aren’t you a priority? 
 
    Transporting the Raknar is your primary objective now, said Gloriana. Captain, we stay hidden for a reason. I can see you struggle with this, but I assure you that our interests are aligned. I employ you because you’re resourceful and thrive under extreme pressure. I place my trust in you. Justify it. 
 
    I will. Now stay out of my way while I run my ship. 
 
    She pinged the bay where the Raknar were waiting to be shipped.  
 
    “Hangar bay, go.” 
 
    “What state are we in for Raknar transfer?” 
 
    “They’re loaded up on tugs, Captain. Ready to transport. I need at least thirty minutes to get them across to Indomitable Streak. A further ten for us to get back home.” 
 
    We don’t have thirty minutes. Blue drummed her fingers on the bulkhead. She was being trapped in a shrinking box with room for just one course of action. Soon even that would disappear. 
 
    “SigCom, get me the Streak.” 
 
    Jamie’s face reappeared. He wasn’t smiling now. 
 
    “Run for the gate,” she told him. 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s no scheduled transition. Besides, we’ve run the tactical projections. The enemy has emerged at speed and on a course almost straight for us. I don’t have anywhere near the delta-v to evade.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you time and keep them off your backs. Gloriana can wrangle you a transition, I hope. Go! Get off my screen and start running.” 
 
    Instead of fleeing, the tactical plot showed Indomitable Streak turn to face the incoming warships. “I can’t abandon you, Blue. Together we have a chance.” 
 
    “I don’t need you. Stop trying to be a hero and let me do my job. Run! We’ll get the Raknar to you via another route.” 
 
    A new image added itself to the screen. Blue’s heart jumped. It was an alien with a powerful beak like a Triceratops, set in a bulbous head, topped with an enormous bony crest. 
 
    “Gloriana, I presume,” said Sinclair. 
 
    “It is,” said the alien. “Captain Sinclair, you should be receiving a data packet.” 
 
    Sinclair’s image looked away and said something to his own deck team. “Yeah,” he then replied. “Encrypted. What am I supposed to do with it?” 
 
    “Head for our base of Kubar Park on Tau-Rietzke. Transmit the packet to the local GalNet, and it will automatically reach the ears that need to hear it. Don’t send it remotely, because we cannot trust the Information Guild. The message will summon reinforcements.” 
 
    “What are we talking about here? Two squads? A box of squid? A carrier fleet?” 
 
    “You’ll summon the tip of our spear of vengeance. I’ve called my people to war, to reclaim what was ours by right, what the Veetanho took from us.” 
 
    “Save the historic speeches for another time, squid lady. I don’t know about this. Blue, what do you say?” 
 
    “I believe Gloriana. If I can burst through the enemy formation on an opposite vector to theirs, I can keep them chasing me for weeks until reinforcements arrive to even the score.” 
 
    Sinclair nodded. “Okay, I’ll be your post boy. But get this straight, squid lady, I’m doing it for Blue, not for you. Keep alive, hen, I’ll be back for my Raknar in a couple of jumps.” 
 
    “You all heard that,” Blue said to her CIC crew when she was satisfied Streak had turned and was running for the gate. “Let’s buy them some time.”  
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    “Sound battle stations,” said Captain Blue, flying back to her station. “I’ll resume control, if you please, Commander.” 
 
    “You have the deck,” Venix confirmed. “Do you think those ships have the same missiles that blew out the Arashi Nova’s torch?” 
 
    Blue considered the XO’s question while she inserted herself inside her chair, which expanded to grip her tightly in its cocoon. With battle stations initiated, what had been a fancy seat moments before now resembled a family of segmented Jeha wrapping their armored carapaces around her – Jeha with enormously fat underbellies to cushion her against the crushing gee-forces of combat acceleration. 
 
    “Most likely,” she agreed. “In fact…I’m going to rely on it. Venix, you’re a genius. Helm, I want an intercept course on the Condottieri battle group. Ahead one-half gee. Once all sections report battle stations, step on the gas. I want us to smash through those ships like a sixteen-pound ball at a bowling alley.” 
 
    Although the thrust was gentle thus far, the acceleration cocoons isolated their occupants from other personnel. At high gees, deck crew couldn’t press buttons or even turn heads to look at screens or each other, and in the unconventionally equipped Midnight Sun, they used antique wearable slates in the form of wraparound Tri-V glasses that linked to their pinplants. When the deck crew wore the shades outside of acceleration stations, they looked like movie-goers from an earlier century enjoying a 3D movie, but those shades had enough processing power to run the ship. 
 
    Blue thought the shades looked good on her, but she didn’t bother wearing them in a crisis because she had something better: multithreaded cognitive auxiliaries mounted on triple-layer pinplant architecture. Her head was stuffed so full of augmentations and wiring that any more would require surgically enlarging her cranium, and – she feared – turning her into something that was no longer human. Gloriana had no qualms about that. The big boss had left money for the operation on the table. So far, Blue had never regretted leaving it there. She didn’t intend to start regrets now. 
 
    She accessed a CIC camera and assured herself that her personnel were safely cocooned. 
 
    “All divisions report their sections at battle stations,” advised the XO. “What if we’re right about their fancy ordnance? What if they snuff out our torch like a candle?” 
 
    “The Nova didn’t blow,” Blue replied after a few moments’ thought, “so it wasn’t a failure of the containment field. It wasn’t an explosion. I’m going to assume those missiles delivered an unknown form of cyber-attack that turned off the power.” 
 
    “But if the power went, the plasma containment would fail. And that would result in a huge explosion.” 
 
    “These are unknowns,” said Blue. “But that’s okay. You older Union races love to say we humans are half-evolved beasts that we must’ve had help to get to space, because our technological progress, beyond corralling a few goats and cooking them on fires, has been too rapid to be true. Let me tell you, we didn’t need help. We cheated.” 
 
    “I think the word you need is gambled.” 
 
    “Risked, Commander. It’s by taking risks that we make progress. And today I’m going to take a calculated risk by running an experiment with us as the experimental subject. My gut says the missiles turned off the reactor by initiating the shutdown procedure, and empirical evidence is compatible with that.”  
 
    “Captain, that isn’t science. That’s making it up as you go along.” 
 
    “And yet here I am, flying a starship with my head and about to win us all another fat mission bonus.” 
 
    “That’s exactly the sort of attitude that prompted the Veetanho to intervene.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, Commander Venix. I believe the Veetanho have it in for humans because they fear what we’ll become. So let’s start scaring them. Engineering, get ready to shut down Reactor Three. On my command, before we hit that line of enemy ships, I want it down and fully isolated, but be ready to bring the reactor back online as soon as we pass through the other side. TacCom, I need an Operation Bowling Ball. What have you got for me?” 
 
    The tactical command officer, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss, presented tactical scenarios for passing through the formation of enemy ships. All the options were risky; all of them could result in Midnight Sun being blasted into atoms. But Blue hadn’t ordered the MinSha officer to prepare a means for their own survival, she’d ordered the enemy to be scattered, and that’s what TacCom had done. 
 
    “Well done, Flkk’Sss. We’ll run with your Tactical Plan Delta. Sharpen it up – we’ll be executing it shortly. Helm, kindly open up the taps, I want to hit them hard, fast, and dirty.” 
 
    Trusting her deck crew to work out an implementation for Tactical Plan Delta, she surveyed the battlespace, looking for a course that would bring maximum disruption to the enemy formation while keeping some hope of surviving the pass. 
 
    Her focus kept diverting to the planet nearby. Rakbutu-Tereus was currently very close to the emergence point, but not close enough to offer gravity-assist maneuvers during the initial encounter. 
 
    But if Midnight Sun survived, could Rakbutu-Tereus give her options to keep them surviving? 
 
    Astrogation data had little to say on the planet. Officially it was currently uninhabited. A few decades earlier, the planet had been the target of an ambitious terraforming and colonization project set up by a Zuul cult. Shortly before the first colonists were due to set off, the cult had gone overnight from trillions of adherents – all encouraged to open their Yacks wide – to a laughing stock after the (morally perfect, of course) cult leader had been caught on drone camera sniffing and licking the wrong butt. Flatar butt at that. Kinky. 
 
    Rakbutu-Tereus was swamp, oceans, and impossible mountains. Nothing she could use on the surface, but if she altered her course now, they could slingshot around to a vector the enemy wouldn’t expect. 
 
    SigCom interrupted her thoughts, pinging her with an incoming transmission from the Condottieri. She accepted. 
 
    “What is this,” said the Condottieri colonel. “Ramming speed? Isn’t that a little melodramatic, even for you?” 
 
    Blue responded, forming the words in her mind and sending them electronically, because even at the current 4-gee acceleration, her voice would be strained, and she didn’t want to show weakness. “Here’s the thing, Dove. I have one advantage over you.” 
 
    “Don’t delude yourself. I hold all the cards, Blue. Every single one.” 
 
    “You can bluster as much as you like, old man. We both know you need those Raknar to impress your Veetanho bosses, and the mecha are on my ship. Blow us up, and you blow up the Raknar. Do that, and you won’t be Peepo’s golden boy anymore.” 
 
    “I admit,” said Dove, “I was lying. I didn’t hold all the cards, because I didn’t know which of you had the Raknar. Now I do.” 
 
    The enemy ships launched long-range missiles. 
 
    Holy crap. How could I have been so stupid? Speaking through her thoughts had been a mistake, she realized. Strong emotions leaked through. The Dove would have known she wasn’t bluffing. Sorry, James. 
 
    “Point defenses online,” Venix reported. “Readying electronic countermeasures.” 
 
    “Missiles are aimed at the Streak,” said TacCom excitedly. “Exhaust characteristics suggest they’re Jackal-class hunters.” 
 
    Jackals. Double the range, but a third the payload. Still, the missiles wouldn’t need to pack much of a punch to blast Indomitable Streak into atoms. “Can we intercept them?” 
 
    “Negative,” said TacCom. “We don’t have the delta-v to get our anti-missile defenses close enough. There’s nothing we can do to protect Streak.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said a deep male voice, “there’s nothing you can do. I’d surrender if I were you.” Blue cursed herself; she’d kept the channel online, and the Dove had heard everything.  
 
    Get a grip! Two simple errors within seconds of each other. Blue burned with humiliation, but maybe she could work that to her advantage… 
 
    While she was thinking of a taunt, TacCom reported, “Condottieri are scattering. They’re moving out of our way.” 
 
    “That’s right,” gloated the Dove. “We have plenty of time. All we need to do is disable you as you pass. Give us a day or so to match your vector, and we’ll board. We’ll show no mercy. This is your very last chance to save your crew. Power down your ship, come about to our heading, and prepare to accept boarders.” 
 
    The Dove was right. Even if she did survive the pass through the scattering warships, they would pursue her and wear her down. She was on completely the wrong vector to escape through the gate. There was only one place they could run, one variable she could work to her advantage: the planet. But how? 
 
    “I have a suggestion for you,” she told the Dove sweetly. “We’ve all seen the two Veetanho behind you on your deck, and we know you enjoy being their bitch. I bet you wear those silly goggles, too, when you romp with your alien lovers off duty. Next time you go on a private mole hunt in your rack, I suggest you make the most of it, because you’re never getting those Raknars. The only way you’re leaving the system is in disgrace in Peepo’s eyes. Or dead. And I swear to you on my mother’s life, that I will do everything in my power to make it the latter.” 
 
    After shutting down the communication, and locking any further transmissions from that channel, she looked wistfully at the orange tracks showing a flurry of missiles headed toward Streak. Gloriana had confirmed she’d brought the gate transition booking forward, but the gate wouldn’t wait for them. Streak had a one-minute window to get through, but Sinclair’s people were sitting ducks. They’d never make it that far. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said and turned her attention to her crew. 
 
    “This is the captain to all hands. We’re about to pass through the middle of an enemy formation. It’s gonna be rough. I won’t pretend otherwise. However, I want you to keep two thoughts clear in your heads. First, the enemy doesn’t care about us, they want our Raknar. Consequently, they cannot risk destroying Midnight Sun. Second, we have no such restrictions. As we pass, let them have it with everything we’ve got. Any we leave alive will come after us in pursuit, so we hit first, and we hit hard. That is all.” 
 
    “Tactical Fire Plan Delta ready,” reported Flkk’Sss. “Effective firing range in sixty-five seconds.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. Engineering, take Reactor Three off-line. Total isolation from all ship’s systems. Shut it down and lock it up until we’re through. Helm, maximum survivable thrust.” 
 
    Even inside her acceleration coffin, she felt a crushing weight that threatened to drive all thought from her head. But Blue’s mind was bolstered by its implants, and she held on to her concentration, pushing away the rest of her body as a problem to worry about if she survived the next two minutes. 
 
    The countdown in her head showed fifty-two seconds. Just enough time to get in the right mood. 
 
    She set the “Ride of the Valkyries” playing in her head and waited. 
 
    Oh, yeah! Space combat was the most exciting thing in the galaxy. 
 
    There was a noise. Inside her station! She extended her awareness, but quickly retreated back inside her mind when she realized it was only the sound of her moaning with pleasure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Blue had already closed her eyes; now she had the sense of shutting them again and withdrawing into another, deeper level of awareness – away from her mortal body’s point of insertion into the physical universe.  
 
    But she wasn’t withdrawing from the fight. Hell, no! From deep within, she expanded her mental horizon awareness, but not back into her body. She became something far more than the woman who’d fled Earth, dragging her loyal sister with her to a new life on other worlds.  
 
    What she was about to do was far better than the most delicious moments of lustful insanity she’d ever relished; better still than all the triumphs, obsessions, and satisfactions of her life so far – and yet to come. She’d trade them all for just one chance at this – the total immersion interface. 
 
    Gloriana’s hidden agendas were forgiven in an instant as Blue’s human consciousness merged with the ship. 
 
    She was the Midnight Sun. 
 
    The engines ran hot and tingling in the heart of her belly, pumped up by the trio of reactors surrounding it, though she now felt Reactor Three as a cold lump of stone in her gut. 
 
    Her outer body was pregnant with missiles, lasers, and other weapons that ached with the urgent need to be thrown at the foe. Most burning of all was her main armament, running the full diameter of her spherical form, her dragon’s mouth that would spit lethal fire. It was a quad-barrel magnetic accelerator cannon, firing five-ton armor-piercing rounds. 
 
    Throbbing with anticipation, Blue hurled herself through space which, to her enhanced senses, now felt far thicker than the emptiness mere humans perceived. The battlespace she approached was rich with electromagnetic emanations, both natural and artificial. She felt the gravity pull of the nearby planet of Rakbutu-Tereus and the distant call of its star. Her body surged with the tingling tidal flows she always felt this close to an emergence point. 
 
    Their tactical plan called for Midnight Sun to launch a quick flurry of killer blows at the weaker frigates, taking as many combatants out of the fight as she could, reducing the enemy commander’s pursuit options once they’d sped past. 
 
    Stargates were points of constriction, forcing the enemy formation to bunch so they’d emerged into normal space practically shoulder-to-shoulder. They were scattering, but they hadn’t yet had time to disperse much. That made the enemy vulnerable, but not for long. Blue had to make this attack run count. 
 
    We can do this. 
 
    The enemy mini-carrier had spun about, advancing stern-first and thrusting hard to slough away velocity, separating it a little from the smaller craft. 
 
    Suits me, sweetie, Blue thought. It’s the frigates I’m after. 
 
    With every moment she closed, her view of the enemy ships hardened and firmed in detail. She could see inside them now, more of their capabilities revealed with every passing millisecond. 
 
    She now saw that the Condottieri battlecruiser Regina Margherita was only second rate, whereas the frigates were top-of-the-range, nimbler than she’d planned for, and with more powerful shields. As for the smaller craft launched from the carrier, she saw they were a squadron of fighter-dropships, each carrying a squad of mercenaries and bristling with defensive weapons, but also with short-range torpedoes that would be devastating if they hit. 
 
    And the carrier…it was dying! As if it were suffering cyber-attack, the power to its systems reducing one by one. 
 
    What you don’t understand will surely kill you, Venix was fond of telling her. She believed him. Though when you’re outnumbered and in a fight to the death, sometimes what you did understand would kill you just as dead. 
 
    Two seconds to effective weapons range. 
 
    She ignored the rest of the battle space for now and peered with all her strength at the carrier, trying to solve its mystery. 
 
    And she was right to do so. The carrier’s systems were shutting down, but in a strictly controlled fashion. All electrical power available was being directed to charge a rear-firing particle cannon mounted from bow to stern. Inside the carrier, Blue could make out six Class-A reactors, which would give the particle cannon an estimated rating of…55 TW. Entropy! 
 
    The Condottieri plan now made horrifying sense. The enemy couldn’t risk blowing up Midnight Sun, because the Raknar they’d come for would go to hell with the ship. But slicing her into two hemispheres – as that particle cannon would easily achieve – was a chance worth taking. Unless the enemy was very unlucky, the Raknar aboard would sleep blissfully through all the mayhem, completely unharmed. 
 
    Blue’s outer hull trembled with fear. 
 
    “Change of plan,” she growled, “we’re going after the carrier. Hold onto your lunches, everybody. Major Sun, prep for dropship launch as best you can with these gees. If Midnight Sun is disabled, take the Raknar down to the planet and keep them and the marines safe.” 
 
    Had the crew heard her words? Perhaps. But as she strained every sinew of her metal body to veer away from the scattering frigates and pushed toward a close encounter with the carrier, no words were needed. 
 
    Her intentions were translated by the total immersion interface into new course plots on the intelligent glassware of her crew. They’d be receiving flashing command icons and spoken instructions. Blue didn’t know the details. She no more considered how she changed course than a human would articulate detailed instructions to her legs when crossing the street. 
 
    She was the Midnight Sun. 
 
    Her reactors, engine, and weapons were her heart, muscles, and claws, and the crew – well, they were her nerves and autonomic processes, their expertise her learned competences. 
 
    Lasers burned her skin.  
 
    Her shields absorbed some of the energy, and at this range, beam diffraction prevented the lasers from cutting through her gleaming hull. Nonetheless, with all facing batteries from seven enemy ships burning her, they hurt. She began to feel trapped in a hot web of fire. 
 
    And it was getting hotter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Beautiful firefly lights flickered into existence as enemy missile tubes unleashed their deadly payloads. 
 
    Blue waved them away with lasers, anti-missile missiles, electronic countermeasures and other defenses, much of which would activate at the appropriate time without needing her active attention. 
 
    The frigates and the Regina Margherita battlecruiser could wait. She had to get that carrier before it sliced her clean in two. But the burning web of laser fire was too agonizing to ignore. While trying to keep the same bearing, she began spinning her outer hull, and she opened the vulnerable heat radiator ports on her surface to relieve the burning.  
 
    The incoming laser fire was so intense that her efforts to dump heat would only delay by scant seconds the moment when the beams would start cutting through her skin. The exercise also robbed her of a little thrust, so she stopped spinning and endured the searing heat. 
 
    Regina Margherita was also maneuvering hard – to what end, she couldn’t tell. Over thirty missiles were still screaming toward Midnight Sun, all with warheads too hardened against her scrutiny to identify their type. And if that weren’t enough, the carrier’s immensely powerful particle cannon was almost at full charge. 
 
    In the face of overwhelming odds, Blue responded with what she did best: the unexpected. She dropped her shields. 
 
    And danced. 
 
    Standard warship configurations delivered thrust out of engines mounted on the stern, secondary engines providing roll, pitch, and yaw, but nominal acceleration. 
 
    Midnight Sun was a working relic of the wars that had consumed the galaxy in a forgotten epoch, long before the Union. Her configuration was not of this time. The fusion engines were housed at the center of her spherical form, delivering plasma ejecta through switchable exhaust outlets at eight points on her hull. It was very expensive use of real estate. Compared to contemporary ships of similar displacement, she sacrificed most of her secondary armament, but other ships couldn’t do this… 
 
    Blue shut off the drive nozzle that was pushing her toward the carrier and redirected plasma to four nozzles along one hemisphere. A wall of plasma blew out into the path of the incoming missiles. 
 
    But she didn’t divert the power evenly, thrusting a little more on one side to set up a dizzying spin that wrapped Midnight Sun in a wreath of plasma. She zigzagged through the black like a cosmic worm, laying a trail of bright ejecta. It was so hot that, not only were electrons ripped from nuclear orbits, but the heavy elements with which she deliberately laced her exhaust now sparkled with nuclear fission. 
 
    Blue screamed at the agonizing heat and self-flagellation of radiation. 
 
    The milliseconds dragged by, but she had to hold on. She had to get to that carrier. She mined distant human memories to distract from the pain. 
 
    Her mother refusing to cry as she waved goodbye to her daughters, Blue unable to watch her out the window from the sub-orbital shuttle that would take them to the training camp, but asking her sister to stream a feed of their mom. 
 
    A deeper memory: her father whispering into her ear that she had to cheer the parading soldiers with more gusto, because the secret police would be inside the crowd, watching everybody. 
 
    With a last wail of agony that leaked through into ship-wide channels, making all hands flinch with sympathetic agony, she shut down her engines at the closest approach to three of the enemy frigates. Separation was just over a thousand kilometers and closing fast. Not quite optimum weapons range, but close enough. 
 
    She checked for pursuing missiles and saw the pain had been worth it. The passage of the enemy missiles through the plasma clouds had completely confused their targeting systems, and they were now speeding uselessly out of the battlespace. 
 
    The enemy laser fire had shut off too, but now the nearest frigates reacted, their tracking lasers closing in on her. 
 
    Too late, sweetie-pies. 
 
    Shutting down her maneuvering engine had freed up power from the two operating reactors, which she now diverted to hull-mounted laser pods. 
 
    This close in, she could see inside the frigates, opening a schematic for her perusal. 
 
    She wanted to make them hurt. To make them pay for daring to burn her skin. 
 
    But she checked herself, channeling her hot rage into cold determination. This was the real reason Gloriana had chosen her. No one else in the galaxy could understand this ancient ship the way she could. 
 
    The reason Midnight Sun had survived those ancient wars was because she’d been withdrawn from service due to a critical fault. 
 
    The ship was insane. 
 
    It was never more than a beat of its engines away from unquenchable bloodlust. It sought danger and risk at every opportunity. It was an untamable wild beast, unpredictable and unrepentant. 
 
    Just like Blue. 
 
    Human and ship forged a peculiar bond of understanding, an eye between two storms that produced a patch of clear air where ancient ship and its mortal commander merged into a single rational killing machine. 
 
    And that machine waited until its view of the frigates gained enough detail to see not only the location of the enemy’s laser batteries, but the layout of their heat sinks. 
 
    Her own lasers were few in number, which was why she relied on careful aiming. She spat laser pulses on ultra-narrow beams to concentrate the energy pressure at their tip. The lasers shot through shields, ablated hull casing, and sliced through coolant pumps, severing the enemy laser batteries from their heat sinks. 
 
    Return fire from the frigates’ lasers burned Blue’s skin, already pitted with ugly burns, but the enormous heat generated by their power sources no longer had a safe place to discharge. 
 
    AIs in the three nearest frigates shut down the affected lasers. Far too late. Small sections of the frigate hulls nearest these hot points melted until they were too weak to hold in their pressurized contents and burst open. 
 
    Blue grinned, her bloodlust on fire. The frigates were venting air, flames, and bodies, but automated systems would shut airtight hatches, and damage control teams would stabilize the stricken vessels. 
 
    But Blue wasn’t finished yet. Before she passed beyond this close range, she raked the open wounds of the frigates with broadsides from her point-defense railguns. The tungsten grapeshot sliced through deck panels, avionics, life support, and flesh. The hailstorm passed all the way through the ship before ricocheting off the inside of the far hull for a second round of devastation. 
 
    Mind-spearing pain wrenched her away from the pleasure of destruction. It was the carrier; the charge it was carrying held such electrical potential that Blue’s eyes watered. 
 
    The carrier needed to turn just a handful of degrees before bringing her deadly beam to slice through Midnight Sun. 
 
    “No!” she bellowed and threw everything she had into a lunge from a single plasma plume. 
 
    Blue’s metal skeleton groaned in protest, her reinforced frames beginning to buckle. Several crewmembers succumbed too, losing consciousness, the contents of their stomachs, or both. They were still just bare degrees away from that particle cannon’s firing arc. 
 
    The last sprint had taken her close to the target. She spun the ship around to present her main armament. 
 
    She had just one shot at this, or they were all dead. 
 
    All dead… 
 
    The human part of her remembered amongst her mortal comrades a freckled face with ginger hair, a saucy wink, and the promise of further adventures. Jamie Sinclair. 
 
    She snatched a rapid update of events outside the immediate battlespace. Sinclair was nearing the stargate, but he’d arrived far too soon for the scheduled transition. The Streak turned out to have unexpected claws and fleet heels. The ship they’d bought for the Scorpions was swatting away the pursuing missiles, though many still chased doggedly. Sinclair had a chance. He was still fighting. 
 
    And so was she, putting up shields as the carrier’s secondary weapons hit her with lasers and short-range torpedoes. 
 
    She shut down her engines temporarily, transferring every last bit of juice into powering the rails of her magnetic accelerator cannons. 
 
    Bracing herself for an upping of the pain from the incoming fire that was already unbearable, Blue opened a clear firing aperture in the plane deflector shield and… 
 
    Fired!  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    On all decks of Midnight Sun, the lights dimmed; the ever-present hum of the air scrubbers died. 
 
    Any power Blue decreed was not sacrosanct was being sucked into the capacitors that charged the rails of her four magnetic cannons. Life support was a secondary concern. 
 
    Enormous capacitors fizzed with potential, then unleashed rapid pulses of alternating polarity through the charge rails that ran through Midnight Sun’s heart. Jacketed by electromagnetism, and spun by the helix pattern of the charge rails, the ‘biter’ rounds of super-dense metals alloyed with exotic matter moved from rest at the breach to leave the muzzle at hypervelocity, spinning at over a thousand RPM. The carrier was only 500 km away. The first round crossed that space in 1.9 seconds. 
 
    The biter’s tip was a modified drill bit originally intended for geo-engineers and F11 miners, the vital fuel deposited over billions of years inside the crushing gravity field of a gas giant’s heart. Ironically, the optimal material for F11 mining was found inside the same gas giant cores. 
 
    Automated point-defense batteries on the carrier reacted, flinging out clusters of tungsten shrapnel, which etched away at this first biter round. Lasers cut into it too, and the carrier’s powerful shields began to dissipate its kinetic energy. 
 
    Slowed, but still delivering enormous momentum, the still spinning drill bit of the biter made contact with the carrier’s hull at the port bow, where heavy sheets of armor were placed to deflect impacts coming head-on. 
 
    The extra armor made no difference. 
 
    The round tip ripped through the armor, outer hull, and inner hull, slowing as it penetrated each barrier. As it pushed through the pressurized interior of the capital ship, the air and debris compressed before its path heated rapidly, so when it reached the fuel line near the starboard maneuvering thrusters, the fuel exploded. Flames erupted out of the starboard thrust nozzles an instant before the biter round drilled through the starboard hull and slammed into thick armor plate from the inside. 
 
    Robbed of linear and angular momentum, the round could no longer drill through the armor. Instead, it punched through with brute momentum alone, blowing a jagged exit to the wound channel it had blasted through the carrier. 
 
    By then, the second round was hitting the port beam before cutting through amidships and missing the CIC by just fifteen feet. 
 
    The third round hit the containment systems for reactors four and five, ruining them utterly, and sending the fusion reactors into critical overload. 
 
    By the time the fourth round struck the engines, the carrier was already in the process of exploding into a fireball bright enough to temporarily blind the sensors of all nearby ships and cause Blue to blink. 
 
    She wallowed in the destruction she had wrought. 
 
    No enemy could stand against her! 
 
    None would dare. 
 
    While she ripped the carrier apart, she’d seen inside and recognized the little Veetanho creatures who crewed this insolent vessel. 
 
    She knew them of old. They thought they were a warrior people. 
 
    But they were nothing. 
 
    Mere children! 
 
    She’d teach them. And savor every soul as she ripped them from this life and sent them to the Nightmare Hells. 
 
    “Krzggh! H’ll. K’zha! K’zha!” 
 
    The Zuparti officer was screaming at her in his native tongue. Captain! Goddess! Incoming! Incoming! Blue didn’t need a translator pendant to understand every nuance. She was an ancient warship and understood that particular alien species well. 
 
    And why he was so afraid. 
 
    She was headed into a missile barrage from Regina Margherita. The Condottieri battlecruiser was flying away on a diverging vector that would take a long while to come about and close on the Midnight Sun, but her missiles had 1000g thrust. They could place themselves wherever they damned well chose. 
 
    She’d been sucker-punched. 
 
    Despite flinging up a barrier of extreme range point-defense fire, the churning in her gut told her it wouldn’t be enough. Fifty-three missiles were still inbound and closing fast. 
 
    She sang a siren song of ancient electronic countermeasures, but only a half dozen of the incoming missiles would listen. 
 
    Again, she lashed at them with point-defense railguns, but she’d spat so much tungsten at the wounded frigates that her ammo feed chambers registered empty. Half of the missiles came through unscathed. 
 
    Her final defense – with the missiles already close enough for proximity blast damage, she injected a plasma spray from the engine exhaust nozzle facing them – the ultimate flamethrower from hell. 
 
    The missiles burned, but the explosive shock she expected from their warheads didn’t hit her. 
 
    Just eight missiles came on through her plasma clouds. 
 
    She took out one more with a laser, but the surviving missiles were too close to bring weapons to bear, and she was out of time. 
 
    At the last instant she remembered the tactical plan she’d agreed to with Lieutenant Flkk’Sss and curled herself protectively around the coldness of Reactor Three. 
 
    The missiles targeted her exhaust ports. Nimble as they were, the missiles couldn’t fly up her exhaust chutes, but the secondary payloads they now launched did exactly that.  
 
    She felt violated. Invaded by parasites crawling inside her, leaching away her life force. Paralyzing her with toxins. 
 
    Her fleshly body was unharmed, but Midnight Sun felt herself being ripped apart from the inside. Human and ship screamed into the black. 
 
    And kept on screaming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    When his acceleration cocoon snapped open, Venix shot out to assess the situation, pushing between crew stations in zero-g. 
 
    Midnight Sun was coasting out of the battlespace. Sensors were out, CIC was reduced to green emergency lighting, and its crew stations barely functioned, although internal comms were still online. The ship had lost its power hum but was far from silent; the human captain was screaming. 
 
    To Venix, humans often sounded strange, and even the words translated through his pendant rarely made sense, but the screams ripped from Captain Blue’s throat were a universal language of pain that made Venix shudder. Her eyes had rolled back into her head, and her snapping jaws were ripping her lips into bloody tatters. She was thrashing so hard it was fortunate she was still inside her lidless cocoon.  
 
    “Medic! Sedate the captain. Someone give her something to bite down on.” 
 
    Venix tried to shut out her cries. He had other lives to worry about. “Engineering, what happened?” 
 
    “Reactors One and Two are down. I don’t understand how, but it’s as if someone reached in from the outside and switched them to power down mode.” 
 
    “Reactor Three status?” 
 
    The engineering officer paused, and Venix gave her a little space to consider her answer. Better to give a considered response than a snap knee-jerk. “Reactor Three has already been shut down under our control. I can’t tell whether it’s been affected by the missile strikes.” 
 
    “Then let’s find out. Restart Reactor Three. Helm, get ready to steer us to the planet on my command. The only thing keeping us alive at the moment is that the enemy thinks we won’t regain power before they turn around and board us at leisure. Major Sun, your status?” 
 
    “All personnel fit for duty. All twelve Javelin dropships loaded and boarding underway.” 
 
    Venix looped in the commander of both dropship flights. “Lieutenant Errih’X, give me the viability of a Javelin making it safely planetside with a lifter tug in its clamps.” 
 
    “If we’re not being shot at, no problem,” replied the MinSha pilot officer.  
 
    “Understood. Attach Javelins-1 and -7 directly to the tugs containing Raknars Alpha and Beta. Leave Raknar-Gamma in the hangar, and prep for launch.” 
 
    Down in the hangar, Errih’X acknowledged without further questions; it was the MinSha officer in CIC who hovered anxiously nearby. 
 
    “Flkk’Sss,” said Venix, “you are now acting first officer. Speak!” 
 
    “Commander, these Raknar are now more than a rich collector’s items. They’re military assets. Are you proposing we enter the humans’ war?” 
 
    “Lieutenant, we already have. Return to your post.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “XO to all hands. Mission objectives are unchanged. We’re currently serving a contract to deliver the Raknar to the Scorpions. Combat bonuses have just been triggered and I intend to survive long enough for them to pay out. We shall take the Raknar to planet Rakbutu-Tereus, where we shall keep them out of enemy hands while we await relief. Help will arrive in strength in approximately three weeks. I repeat, lead the Condottieri and their Veetanho advisors in a dance. Make them pay for every step. Make them pray to escape the hell we create for them down on the surface, and eventually, relief will come.” 
 
    Venix glanced across at the captain. Would she approve of his lie? 
 
    She was in no position to answer. The signal officer was straddling Blue’s cocoon, pushing a flashlight into her mouth for her to bite on, while another crew member injected sedative into her neck. 
 
    They weren’t under contract. Not as far as he knew. But the captain had fought on when she could have surrendered, and Gloriana’s funds were inexhaustible when she was feeling grateful. Besides, the Union was flexing into new shapes, and examples had to be made by those who asserted new authority. Death was preferable to capture under these circumstances. 
 
    Yes, he decided. The captain would be proud of my lie. “Lieutenant Flkk’Sss,” he announced, “you have command of the ship until the captain recovers. I want you to ditch into the deepest part of the ocean.” 
 
    Flkk’Sss went rigid. 
 
    “I’m not abandoning you to your doom, Lieutenant. This ship is rated capable of atmospheric entry, and if you run for the escape pods, you’ll likely be shot down.” He hesitated, wondering whether to tell her about the Rietzken mercs on board. No time, he decided. Flkk’Sss already knew Gloriana was on board and would have to figure the rest out for herself. Probably already had. 
 
    “Good luck, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Flkk’Sss saluted with her right-front foot-leg. 
 
    Venix returned the salute, vacated his station, and headed for the dropship bay. He took a last look at the captain. Her screams had ceased, and the thrashing was losing its power. 
 
    He was surprised how much he cared. He found he could no longer conceive of a Midnight Sun merc company without this most peculiar specimen of a bewildering race. 
 
    “Look after her, Lieutenant,” he said to the MinSha. “I’ll be back for you.” 
 
    He raced for the dropships in the main hangar, knowing that even if he did return for the lieutenant and the rest of the crew, there would be a long and arduous trek ahead of him first.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The air-to-air missile detonated against the fake target signature, but the explosion still threw Sun against the harness securing her inside her CASPer, the strap across her forehead biting deeply. Javelin-7 rolled violently, shrapnel rattling against the hull. Inside, the thirteen CASPers stood immobile, unimpressed inside their egress clamps. 
 
    “That was close,” said Ensign Connor from the pilot seat. 
 
    “Just as well we’re carrying that ballast,” quipped the co-pilot, Flight-Sergeant Angela Jackson, in her Texan drawl that turned irony into an art form. “That weight slung from our belly keeps our path nice and slow. Predictable too.” 
 
    “We got a job to do here, people,” Sun reminded everyone. “See that you do it.” 
 
    With the hundred-foot Raknar mecha slung beneath inside its lift tug, the Sinobushi Javelin3C-class dropship was cutting through the upper atmosphere of Rakbutu-Tereus with the speed and grace of an overweight manatee. The other five Javelins of Flight Beta were doing their best to escort her down safely, but there was only so much they could do. 
 
    Fifty klicks away, Venix and Gold Squad were similarly encumbered, leading Flight Alpha in Javelin-1. 
 
    Her sister’s plan to scatter the enemy warships had succeeded brilliantly, though Blue herself would never know, having crashed with Midnight Sun over the horizon. The Condottieri battlecruiser was still flying away, struggling to find the delta-v to intercept the planet’s orbit. The surviving frigates had already come about, and were almost in extreme weapons range, but not before the Javelins would reach the ground. 
 
    The enemy fighter-dropships were another matter entirely. 
 
    Eighteen of the Veetanho-designed craft were pursuing the survivors of Midnight Sun through the upper atmosphere, deadly eagles compared to the lumbering pigeons of Sun’s two flights. Pigeons they might be, but the Javelins still had claws. 
 
    “Bogey 13 destroyed,” reported Jackson, practically yelling with glee. A buffeting shockwave hit their dropship, though from the inside of the CASPer suit, it felt to Sun like a gentle rocking. 
 
    “Your tail is clear,” reported Lieutenant Errih’X. The MinSha pilot, known inevitably as Eric, was the tactical commander of the two dropship flights, and was doing his best to protect the two Raknar-carrying craft with an escort of five Javelins apiece. 
 
    Eric was a fine pilot, but even she couldn’t work miracles. 
 
    “They’re streaming in for an attack on Javelin-1,” reported Javelin-4. “I count twelve bogeys.” 
 
    Sun could so very easily succumb to the temptation to listen in on the drama unfolding around her, but she was in charge. Before now, she’d never commanded more than three squads on a single contract. And always there’d been the knowledge that her younger sister was in overall command, though Blue might be in a distant system at the time. 
 
    She swiveled her CASPer’s camera feed across the twelve hulking suits that were Shock Squad suited up for battle. The human beings inside had built her up into a badass killing machine, the emotionless cyborg who took throwing knives to a party and left them embedded in gatecrasher necks. Connor, Jackson, and the other dropship crews saw her the same way. 
 
    That was who she was, right? 
 
    She fought to push back a panic attack. The badass had been an act she’d performed so often it had become a habit, and all for the purpose of protecting her sister. 
 
    She’d failed. Her sister was lost. 
 
    Now who was she? 
 
    “Changing course to intercept their flank,” said Lieutenant Eric. 
 
    What would Blue do? Sun’s mind couldn’t go there. All she could hear were her sister’s piercing screams cutting through every speaker on the ship and making the pit of Sun’s stomach churn. 
 
    “I’m hit,” reported Javelin-3. 
 
    Sun gestured for a tactical map on her suit’s internal display. Flight Alpha was about to be torn to shreds, and all for these damn Raknar that Gloriana had given away. 
 
    Given away! That dammed squid bitch. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    What would Blue do? She’d fuel herself with anger, that’s what. She’d step up to the plate. She’d act, and she’d win. And she wins by being smarter than her opponent. 
 
    Sun could feel the anger, all right. All she had to do now was step up and take charge. 
 
    “Major Sun to Flight Alpha. Launch all marines immediately.” 
 
    The dropships acknowledged and began disgorging both CASPers and drop-capable alien mercs. 
 
    On a private channel, Venix said, “You’re in tactical command, Major. But I set the objectives very clearly. We’re to guard the Raknar until we’re relieved. How can we do that with our marines scattered across these swamps?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir, but we’ll figure that out later. We start right here by surviving.” 
 
    Without the weight of the marine squads, the escorting Sinubushi dropships transformed from heavy pigeons to agile swifts. Nimble, but still lacking the teeth of the Condottieri craft. They dodged and evaded, throwing chaff, flares, and anti-missile pellets, but they were swept aside by the arrow formation of enemy fighter-dropships, going down in fire, smoke, or fleeing. 
 
    With their target stripped of its escort, the victorious enemy circled around the lumbering Javelin-1. The only thing saving Venix and the dropship’s flight crew was the precious relic slung beneath. 
 
    “We can’t assist them now,” Sun told Lieutenant Eric, as the HUD tracker of a fourth escort Javelin from Flight Alpha went from blue to flashing red, and then black. 
 
    “Agreed,” said the MinSha officer. “Flight Beta, follow the revised course I’m sending. Javelin-1 is on her own.” 
 
    “Major,” said Corporal Oranjeklegg on the squad channel. “I see a good defensive position on the ground.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Their view of the planet’s surface was a hastily-patched-together amalgam of guesswork, orbital scans, and data picked up as they were pushing through the atmosphere. Rakbutu-Tereus was revealing itself to be a world of immense swamps, bordered by raging seas, and crossed by impenetrable mountains that stretched high into the atmosphere. They saw no sign of habitation, but there had been once. Corporal Oranjeklegg was showing her a cleared area with a grid arrangement of rectangles and circles – a small settlement or terraforming base. 
 
    Sun scanned the surrounding area for a landing site. 
 
    The dropship lurched violently, but she ignored the violence of their descent and concentrated on her task. 
 
    There it was. A cleared area two klicks from the base. It wouldn’t be fit for much – not after being abandoned for decades – but it was the best option she had. She painted the location on the map grid and sent it to all dropships and squads to rendezvous there. 
 
    Javelin-1, with Venix on board and the Raknar beneath, banked to change heading for the new LZ. Flight Beta would have to get there first and set up defenses to protect the dropship before it landed. 
 
    This was going to be hellishly tight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Venix didn’t make it. 
 
    A pair of the enemy craft caught Javelin-1 in a chain gun crossfire. 
 
    “Engines gone,” reported the stricken craft’s pilot. “Ejecting.” 
 
    Venix! 
 
    They were just 6000 feet from the ground. The Condottieri must have calculated that Javelin-1’s Raknar would survive that fall – which meant they’d do the same for the Raknar slung beneath Sun. 
 
    Let’s hope they’re right. 
 
    “Release our Raknar,” she ordered her pilot. 
 
    The ship shuddered with the release of the enormous weight, and the nose of their dropship lifted. Even sitting in the back, Sun felt the engines roar with sudden coltish willingness, as if a gallon of Viagra had been added to the fuel mix. 
 
    We’ll pick you up later, Venix, she said to herself. I promise. 
 
    A siren wailed, and Sun knew that inside the flight cabin, the missile lock light was flashing. 
 
    The dropship shook as it ejected countermeasures and rose into a corkscrewing inverted loop. 
 
    “We lost them,” reported Jackson, her voice now a high staccato. 
 
    Just as the dropship was coming out of its loop, its tail swerved violently, and the craft rang out with the noise of a hundred angry goblins hammering on the tail.  
 
    “Engine three down, engine one down,” reported the pilot. “Engines two and four on fire. I don’t know if we can reach your LZ, Major.” 
 
    Sun activated the jump initiation control. Exit hatches slid open to either side of the hull, and Sergeant Albali began marshalling his squad out of the doomed craft. 
 
    “I’ll hold it steady as long as I can,” said Jackson, “but those bastards are coming ’round for another go at us.” 
 
    “Put it on autopilot and eject,” Sun ordered. “Get out of here!” 
 
    In her rear camera view through an open hatch she saw a line of tracer rounds leading their dropship. It was joined by another. “Eject!” she screamed. 
 
    But Jackson didn’t hit the eject control. Instead, lightning flashed in the clouds. Wreckage from the chasing enemy craft replaced its tracer. 
 
    “Whoever the hell that was, that’s fancy shooting,” said Sun. “Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” replied a man with a Scottish accent. 
 
    “Bogey Eight, destroyed,” said Eric. “Bogey Seven, destroyed. The rest are running for it.” 
 
    “How the hell are you even here?” Sun asked Sinclair. 
 
    “Major,” warned the pilot. “I can’t control the engine fire.” 
 
    “Quad laser gimbal turrets in the belly,” said Sinclair. “Atmospheric flight, and the agility of a cat. It’s a smuggler’s ship, Major. It’s the most wondrous thing since the Scotch whiskey industry linked their supply chain to interstellar trade routes. I think I’m in love.” 
 
    “Major…” warned the pilot. 
 
    “I’ll keep them off your backs,” said Sinclair, unaware of what was being said on the internal dropship channel, “but we’re no match for their frigates, which will be here soon. Besides, I have a date with the stargate transition, and it would be rude to disappoint your squid mistress.” 
 
    “Major, I need you to jump,” insisted Jackson. 
 
    Sun threw herself out of the craft and dropped through the air. 
 
    The moment she left, the flight capsule ejected up and away from Javelin-7. 
 
    She quickly stabilized her descent and looked at the planet rushing up toward her, a vibrant green in the sunlight of clear skies. Below her, a rain of blue dots showed Midnighter CASPers making their own descents. There were fires down there too, from downed enemy craft and her own Javelins. The Streak burned a shining ribbon at the edge of space as it circled high above. But unless you were at the equator, keeping station in orbit above a fixed point was very difficult, and consumed a huge quantity of fuel. While the Streak was circling around, there was a window of vulnerability, and through it came three screaming Condottieri fighter craft that looked as if they’d singled her out as their target. 
 
    She zoomed the image and saw they were Condottieri dropships ejecting their own CASPers down into the swamps. But she was right that they had her in their sights. They flew straight at her, firing chain guns, the tracer rounds within the stream of fire deadly fingers seeking to lead her descent. They were shooting high above her, but she seized the opportunity of their inaccuracy to kick back her legs and begin a random evasion pattern, knowing full well the cost she was paying in precious jump juice. 
 
    Then to her horror, she realized why they were shooting so high. Jackson and Connor in the flight cabin were descending more gently than her, their fall arrested by camo-green parachutes. 
 
    A line of tracers zigzagged above the capsule and severed the downed pilots from their chutes. The capsule dropped like a lump of white dwarf metal, picking up speed. They were only 5000 feet high; they might survive. 
 
    Her gut lurched when she saw an approaching streak of fire and smoke through the clear air as two missiles headed for the plummeting flight cabin.  
 
    One impacted. 
 
    The explosion was muted. There was no flame, but the capsule burst apart into three main segments in a cloud of smaller debris. Jackson and Connor were blown free, one in several parts. But incredibly she could tell one was still alive, because the pilot’s limbs flailed hopelessly in the air as she fell. But there were other horrors. The second missile hadn’t missed its target; it was still on course. 
 
    Its target was her. 
 
    Her HUD automatically focused her attention on the incoming strike, identifying it as a Maki-designed X1B semi-guided rocket. Cheap, light, crude, but effective due to its secondary propulsion unit that would activate just before impact, ensuring its target couldn’t dodge out of the way at the last moment. 
 
    A violet warning icon alerted her to the activation of the secondary propulsion as the rocket moved into its final attack run. 
 
    The HUD grew crowded as blue dots from Shock Squad converged on her, one firing an anti-missile missile. But was too late. It was her or the rocket. 
 
    “Eat lead, fucker!” 
 
    Sun pushed up and forward with her jumpjets, attempting to hold position and equalize the enormous recoil kick as she unleashed the 15mm autocannons mounted in each arm. 
 
    She jerked in the air like a maltreated puppet in a hailstorm of spent rounds. Her suit hummed as the metallic link belt running to the storage drums on her back fed 500 rounds per second to each weapon – high-explosive incendiary rounds on her left and armor-piercing to the right.  
 
    The X1B rocket detonated in a fireball that blew past her, rattling her suit with debris. Her CASPer was undamaged, but inside her haptic suit, she was torn and bruised. 
 
    “Nice shooting, sir,” said Albali. “Hardcore!” It wasn’t his words, but the admiration within them that warmed her. “Let’s hit the deck,” he said. 
 
    The squad fell to the ground, braking with their jumpjets when they neared the tree canopy. Sun winced at the fuel expenditure. There’d be no resupply on this planet, other than stripping the jump juice from dead troopers. An opportunity that might arrive sooner than she’d want. 
 
    Three Condottieri fighter-dropships had come about and spat fresh lines of tracer-mixed fire through the squad. Wuey was hit, her torso careering wildly through the air, screams still issuing from her mouth as her severed legs dropped on a different trajectory. Corporal Oranjeklegg and Branco fired missiles at the incoming craft. 
 
    “Get ready to fire on enemy CASPers deploying out those dropships,” warned Sun. 
 
    But not only did no CASPers emerge, but the enemy craft veered away. Then she realized why. The Indomitable Streak was down deep inside the atmosphere, the lasers in her belly turrets invisible other than shimmering lines of superheated air. As the beams passed through their targets, the effect on the Condottieri was brutally apparent. It was like watching a chef preparing vegetables in a restaurant. An invisible knife sliced fuselage, wings, and flight cabins into thin pieces of metal debris that spun toward the treetops below.  
 
    The flight crews were still alive, their silhouettes tumbling and flailing through the air as one of her own dropship’s crew had done seconds earlier. She didn’t enjoy watching them die, but neither could she feel sympathy. 
 
    No CASPers emerged from the wrecked dropships. 
 
    Which meant they’d already deployed and would be waiting in the swamps below. 
 
    “Sergeant,” she said to Albali, “we skim across the treetops. We’ll make for the LZ, but first we set down here.” She marked the location on the map grid, but there was little need. They all knew she was indicating the crash site of Javelin-7’s flight cabin. 
 
    She looked up and saw the Streak burrow its way up through the atmosphere, leaving a thick contrail in the clear blue sky. 
 
    Humans waging pitiless war on other humans – dark days had arrived, indeed. She reminded herself that Midnighters and Scorpions had fought, but only because they’d found themselves on opposite sides of a contract. The Scottish company had turned out okay. There remained hope. 
 
    A ping alerted her to a data stream being received by her CASPer, but suspecting cyber-attack, it was locked down hard in quarantine. 
 
    “Major,” said Sinclair. 
 
    Shorn of its usual humor, his voice sounded shocked. “I have to race for the stargate now. I’ve sent you all I have on our tactical analysis of your landing, and all data I could find on your environment. All the enemy dropships are destroyed. Only two of yours made it to the landing zone. I’m sorry for your losses, Major, but it gets worse. The frigates will be here in five minutes, and when they do, even a sub-orbital hop from your dropships will be shot down from orbit. I’m also reading a lot of activity around the emergence point. Looks like we only faced an advance party, and now the main group is here. I’ll send for reinforcements. You have my word on that. Hang tough, Major Sun. You can do it. Captain James Sinclair, out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    It took a handful of minutes for Sun and Shock Squad to locate Flight Sergeant Angela Jackson. The trees here were a hundred-foot-high lattice of trunks that entwined with each other aggressively. They looked like a brawl of titanic wooden snakes, each trying to crush the life from the others and climb higher into the light.  
 
    Jackson was laid out on a horizontal stretch of trunk twenty feet in the air. She looked so restful lying there on her back, not a scratch on her body beyond a slight scorching of her flight uniform. 
 
    But her back was broken, and Jackson was dead. 
 
    Sun retrieved the personal packet from the inside pocket of Jackson’s flight jacket and ordered the squad to wrap her in one the chutes that had been waving from the treetops. “You will be avenged,” Sun said quietly with the half squad standing around the body, the other half guarding a perimeter. “And you will not be forgotten. Nor you, Connor, wherever you are.” 
 
    She looked at the CASPers. They were hulking brutes of metal and ceramic. Faceless. Lethal. But inside were human beings, and just a few hours ago they’d been relaxed, preparing to jump out of the system to the safety of home. But they hadn’t gotten away. And they weren’t safe.  
 
    That was why she hesitated. The people inside those suits might not be ready to fight for someone else’s Raknar museum pieces, nor for some political events back on distant Earth, but some of them would fight for Flight Sergeant Jackson and Ensign Connor. The pilots hadn’t been mercenaries caught in the line of fire. They’d been murdered. 
 
    “Sergeant,” she said, “head them out for the LZ.” 
 
    “I want one thing to be clear,” said one of the troopers. 
 
    She looked up at the interruption. The voice came from the exterior speaker of CASPer-S7. Driver name: Trooper Sanjay Sharpe. Blades to his friends. Was this the moment when everything would fall apart? 
 
    “I didn’t see no contract,” Blades protested. “And I sure didn’t sign up to be hunted through the jungle for some crazy lump of ancient tin. Do you seriously expect us to wait here as they hunt us down one by one, slice us in two like they did to poor Wuey? Let them have their Raknar. I say we run and we hide. We go so deep that one day those bastards that murdered Jackson and Connor decide it’s not worth the trouble to come after us. Then they’ll go away.” 
 
    Sun jerked in shock. Somehow her main armaments had activated, and their two reticles had centered on CASPer-S7. 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    Blades snapped open his cockpit and began freeing himself. “If you’re gonna shoot me,” he said, “do it now and have it over with. Better that than make me sweat in this jungle hell until the Condottieri find me and kill me anyway. Who’s with me?” 
 
    Desertion in the field carried unlimited penalties, including execution. Sun had written that into the terms of employment herself, but were they actually working a legitimate contract? Events had moved so fast that she hadn’t seen what they’d signed up for. 
 
    Blades was taking gear from his suit and stuffing it into his emergency survival pack. 
 
    If discipline fell to pieces, it would be more than just Blades who’d die as a consequence. What would Blue do? 
 
    But her sister had gone down with Midnight Sun, and even if there were survivors, none could help Sun now. She had to choose her own path, here and now, with everyone watching.  
 
    “Sir,” said Albali on a private channel, “permission to shoot the deserter?” 
 
    Blades slung his emergency kit over his shoulder and checked his CL32 sidearm. 
 
    “Denied,” Sun told the sergeant. “If anyone shoots him, it has to be me.” 
 
    Sun raised the arm of her CASPer. 
 
    Blades shot a scowl of disdain at her front camera. She glared back at his image in her screen. 
 
    Then he walked away into the swamp. 
 
    I can’t do it. 
 
    She kept her arm pointed at the absence where Blades had been and did nothing. 
 
    Branco did. He stomped through the muddy ground to block the deserter’s exit. 
 
    “What are you gonna do, pretty boy? Murder me?”  
 
    Using both of his CASPer hands, Branco grabbed Blades around the torso and picked him up, dangling him three feet above the ground. 
 
    “Figures,” said Blades, contemptuously. “I saw you go berserker back on the Exuberance. You’re no better than those murdering Condottieri bastards.” 
 
    “You piece of scum,” said Branco, “you’re not worth wasting a bullet on. But that gun and equipment? They belong to the Midnight Sun Free Company, your former employer.” 
 
    Sun picked up on what Branco was doing, and the lock in her mind vanished. “You can take your water, emergency rations, and compass,” she told Blades. “But weapons, slate, and everything else stays with us.” 
 
    Branco released Blades, who dropped the gun and other items and fled into the trees. 
 
    Albali shouted after him. “You’re lucky the Major’s got a softer streak in her heart than most bother to see. I’m not like her. If I ever see you again…” He spun the ammo drum on his back. “I’ve got fourteen hundred rounds in here, and every one has your name on them, Sanjay Sharpe. If I ever see you again, you’re a dead man.” 
 
    “If anyone else wants to join Blades,” said Sun to the group, “go now. Anyone who wants to earn their pay, follow me to the LZ. There are Condottieri already on the ground and more on the way. Let’s move, people. It’s our job to make them feel welcome.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Condottieri patrol sloshed through the muddy ground 40 feet below Branco’s position in the trees. He carefully lifted one of the foliage-laden branches he’d cut to form his nest of concealment and tried to sneak a look at the patrol below. 
 
    “I swear I’m getting trenchfoot, Sarge,” complained one of the Condottieri through his helmet speaker. “I can’t even see my Tri-V bank through the mold and leeches colonizing my CASPer.” 
 
    “Shut up, and earn your pay.” 
 
    “I worked a contract on a sulfur-choked moon once,” said another voice. Female, and about 20 feet farther out, according to the HUD in Branco’s scout helmet. “Smelled like the pits of hell, but I just know this merde-ball posting is gonna be even crappier.” 
 
    “It’ll get a whole lot worse if you don’t button it,” warned the man Branco guessed was their squad leader. His scout HUD reported that the man’s words were being simultaneously carried through radio comms. This redundancy suggested the trees were causing the same havoc to Condottieri signals as it had the Midnighters.’ 
 
    “Movement ahead,” said the first voice, professionalism reasserting in his voice. “Bearing 234. Range 40 yards. Holding position about 35 feet above the ground.” 
 
    Branco reached for his sniper rifle, but to sling it, not to fire it. Having worked for Binnig, the manufacturer of the CASPers, he knew all the weak points of the Mark 8 CASPer, and that was his problem – there weren’t any. The best his rifle could do was maybe crack the plating of a suit’s heat exchanges. But it was a difficult shot, and all it would achieve was to make the occupant slowly broil in their own juices over a matter of hours. 
 
    “Target moving east,” said the Condottiere. 
 
    Branco sighed with relief. As far as he knew, he was the only member of the ad hoc scout team up in the trees. Whatever the patrol had spotted, it wasn’t another Midnighter. 
 
    He placed his rifle down as quietly as he could and turned slowly to bring his binoculars to his eyes. There was motion out toward the outer tip of his branch. It was a tree scorpion – about five feet away. Eight legs and a tail-mounted stinger as big as his fist. Its stinger was curled high in the air as its back legs danced a furious jig. Territorial display, probably. Branco reached for the stun gun at his hip. 
 
    The creature’s steps grew more aggressive, legs flicking out because this branch was clearly not big enough for the both of them. Then it crab-walked around the underside of the branch and out of sight. 
 
    Branco jerked in panic. 
 
    Unlike the Condottieri sloshing below sealed in their metal suits, the eight volunteers for the scratch scout team needed speed and stealth. Outside of his safe CASPer and clad only in the light scout armor they’d retrieved from Javelin-8, the wildlife was far more terrifying. Branco sat up on the back of his heels, careless that his head was now poking out above his carefully constructed nest of branches. Somewhere on the underside of that branch was a tree scorpion about to leap out and jab him in the nuts. 
 
    But he was wrong. The scorpion reappeared on the branch at the same position from which it had disappeared, still five feet away. Having completed its circumnavigation of the disputed branch, it stood still, staring at him through bulbous eyes on greasy stalks. 
 
    “Just playing mind games, eh?” Branco whispered. “Well I ain’t playing around, pal.” 
 
    He pointed his stubby stun weapon at the creature. 
 
    It bunched its legs, ready to spring. Lurid yellow gunk oozed from its joints, screaming toxicity. It wiggled its butt like a cat about to pounce. 
 
    Branco clicked the safety off and was about to fire 30,000V through the scorpion, but the instant the capacitor charged, the creature sped off screaming, dropping down to the branch below and scurrying out of sight. 
 
    “Good decision,” said Branco. With the stunner safed but still ready in one hand, he opened up his concealment and was finally able to train his binoculars on the Condottieri patrol below.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Even after years spent in deep-cover espionage, breaking into high security areas with the prospect of torture and grisly death if his unsuspecting targets ever caught him, nothing had prepared Branco for the horror of this swamp. The moment he’d clambered down from his mud-splattered CASPer to change into the scout equipment, he’d been assaulted by legions of bloodsucking insects, and every inch of his skin had become a feeding ground for leeches. No matter that his blood was presumably poisonous; he was warm and an easy target. But in the short term, despite the bacteria that must be infecting his many tiny wounds, the bloodsuckers were only an irritation. That tree scorpion, though, had looked seriously poisonous. Who knew what else might be lurking in the thick undergrowth, waiting to sink its venom into his veins? 
 
    He couldn’t remember ever being so scared. 
 
    The confident way the Condottieri patrol spread out in good order to face the threat they’d identified suggested they hadn’t yet learned to fear the swamp. Suddenly, a shape flew through the jungle at the CASPer in the center of the enemy horseshoe formation. It resembled a six-foot-long slug, a flapping, flexible under-frill supporting a mucus tube that wound through the air like a high-speed snake. 
 
    At the last moment, it veered right and flew at a different trooper. 
 
    She cried out in fear, but her training cut in and she blasted the creature into a cloud of brown slime drops with an extended burst from her arm-mounted machine gun. 
 
    Pieces of slug and slime splattered on her suit, to join the thick mud splashes already there. 
 
    But this was no mud. 
 
    “Merde! Merde! It’s burning through my suit!” 
 
    She threw herself to the ground and tried to roll the corrosive gunk away in the mud and brackish water. 
 
    Branco looked nervously at the trees nearby, wondering how common these slugs were. 
 
    But nothing flew out at him, and soon the mud-rolling CASPer calmed and reported that her suit was damaged but functional. 
 
    The patrol moved on. 
 
    After he was sure they weren’t doubling back, Branco returned to his assigned task. He looked out along the length of the branch through the hole the team had hastily cut through the foliage just two hours earlier, allowing him a viewpoint down onto the landing strip about 500 yards away. 
 
    The Zuul had built their small town and landing strip on a square patch of swamp area about five klicks on each side. Over the decades, a combination of drainage pumps – many of which still worked – and levees had partially dried the area and thinned out the trees, shrubbery, and ferns, which had claimed the space yielded by the enormous trees. The vegetation was still thick, though, except for around the landing strip, which had been hardened with gravel and raised significantly higher than the surrounding area. 
 
    It was hardly the bustling spaceport the cult leaders must have envisioned. Instead it was a standard T-cross landing strip and a few crude support installations: a fuel dump, hangar, and a handful of general purpose prefab boxes. Javelin-8 was parked on the eastern end of the strip, pointing west toward the town, looking poised, ready to take off. Farther east, where the landing strip gave way to dense wood, were signs of destruction from where two squads of Midnighter CASPers had dragged the other Javelin dropship a short way before conducting some emergency field surgery that involved removing wings and much of the interior. 
 
    The initial Condottieri patrols soon found evidence that the dismantled dropship had been carried away. Branco had watched them through hidden cameras, but the Condottieri soon found the cameras too. Now he was blind to what was going on beyond the cleared area of the strip. 
 
    For the moment, that didn’t matter, because the Condottieri focus was currently on Javelin-8. 
 
    They weren’t fools. 
 
    It would have been so much better if the Condottieri had discovered the apparently deserted island in the swamp, left the stuffy confines of their CASPers, and huddled around a campfire, swilling whiskey and beer to pass the time while bunching up to make themselves easy targets. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Condottieri were professional mercenaries. 
 
    Three enemy squads, about ten CASPers apiece, had clearly been tasked with investigating the landing strip, which was about two klicks to the east of the Zuul colony town that was dominated by the terraforming station to its south. Two squads had secured the perimeter, and the third had split in two – one half forming the patrol Branco had seen, and the other investigating the downed Javelin-8 via bloodhounds. 
 
    The bloodhound hunter-killer robots were about the size and shape of a small keg of beer, but the many legs that sprouted from their bodies scurried them across the ground like spiders, halting from time to time while the sensor band on their bodies conducted a full hemispherical sensor sweep. 
 
    The Condottieri had three of the bloodhounds and, after protracted exploratory sniffing, one finally popped open the hatch to Javelin-8. 
 
    Branco sighed with relief. He’d avoided being stung, shot, and poisoned long enough that finally, he could act. Grudgingly, he acknowledged the part the swamp world had played. Even here on the drained island, the ground was a sea of mud that supported islands of twisting roots and thick undergrowth. It might be a hellhole full of beasts trying to kill him, but this land was perfect for hiding signal wire. 
 
    He pressed the firing stud of the control he’d pinned to his branch, sending a pulse along the wire laid before the Condottieri arrived. It passed down the broad trunk, beneath mud, roots, ferns, and the spawning grounds of a million evil insects, all the way down to the L-bomb they’d hidden inside an empty canister in the underground fuel dump. 
 
    The heat from the explosion seared Branco’s face, even at seven hundred yards. 
 
    A hard rain of gravel, mud, and debris from the Javelin fell through Branco’s tree. He waited for it to pass before lifting his binoculars. 
 
    A horrendous weakness ran through the heart of Sun’s plan: it relied on the enemy acting as she predicted. If they couldn’t be encouraged to redeploy troopers between the town and the landing site…well, there were contingency plans, and no one had suggested a better idea. 
 
    Branco observed the Condottieri reaction to the booby trap and prayed Sun was right.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Is that the best you can do?” Lieutenant Garcia said to herself as she scanned the area around the landing strip, just in case the Midnighters intended using the booby-trapped dropship as a distraction. But no attack came in; the status screen for the three squads she’d been assigned were all green. They’d lost one bloodhound, and a second had suffered minor damage to one leg. No matter; the device had plenty of limbs remaining. 
 
    With the main force two klicks away at the half-built colony town reporting no contacts, this Midnighter attempt to slow them down looked seriously half-assed. Were they lacking the cohesion or spirit to do better? 
 
    Or were they trying to lull the Condottieri force into a dangerous overconfidence? 
 
    “Report,” ordered the task force commander, who was running the secure-and-hold operation from the town. “What was that explosion?” 
 
    “They booby-trapped their dropship, Captain Fellini. Wired it to explode a fuel dump. No human casualties. No sign of a follow up.” 
 
    “And nothing to worry about,” said Fellini. “They’re beaten. If they’ve surrendered the only decent landing site on the planet with nothing more impressive than that bang, then they’ve given up. All we have to do is find the Raknar and collect them. I’ll wager that by tomorrow, the Midnighters will start surrendering themselves up for ransom.” 
 
    Garcia said nothing, the silence sitting awkwardly on her lips. In a slick mercenary outfit, where a core of mutual understanding and respect provided the backbone for the professionals to perform their roles well, you knew how and when to question your superior.  
 
    The Condottieri were not such an outfit. Garcia kept her concerns to herself. 
 
    For sure, before the Veetanho crisis, Il Colombo, the Dove, had run the Condottieri as a tight, coreward operation, but now…? The Dove had moved fast to declare his allegiance to General Peepo and make a play to dramatically upscale his business. She shivered, remembering in the briefing hall the glint of unshakable confidence in his eyes. He’d told all the assembled officers and senior enlisted that success in retrieving the Raknar would be the symbolic proof that the era of the Four Horsemen was over, and that the Condottieri would be foremost in the next wave of human mercenary endeavor. 
 
    The sound of a deep male voice clearing his throat came over the channel. First Sergeant Gozhita was voicing his disapproval at the captain’s words in his own special way.  
 
    Garcia smiled. You take the heat on this one, Top. 
 
    To impress Peepo with the Condottieri’s scale of operations, the Dove had recruited aggressively, soaking up between-contracts mercs, and outsourcing smaller outfits. Strictly speaking, Garcia was employed by the Red Lancers. But every day, subcontracting themselves out to the Condottieri was feeling more like swimming into the mouth of a shark. 
 
    With such a hash of hastily-thrown-together personnel, they were still learning to work together slickly. To make that even harder, the Condottieri leader had promoted long-serving company loyalists beyond their competence. 
 
    Or, in the case of Captain Fellini, so far beyond his competence he was more of a danger to his command than the enemy was – especially if Fellini’s roving gaze escalated to roving hands, because she’d chop them off without a second thought. 
 
    She assumed that was why the Dove had assigned Gozhita to Fellini. She’d served with many fine first sergeants, but none finer than the gruff Romanian. She felt a little better knowing Gozhita was with Fellini at the base, keeping an eye on the idiot. 
 
    “The Midnighters give the appearance of being sloppy,” said Top. Meaning: Don’t count them out, Garcia. 
 
    “We’re maintaining vigilance,” she replied. Translation: I know. Secondary meaning: But I’m going to let you take the flak anyway. 
 
    “Stop chatting,” snapped Fellini. “This isn’t a Sunday afternoon stroll in the park. Garcia, the Midnighters have obviously abandoned the drained area. Send one of your squads over to the main base to assist in establishing operations here. Half the town is taken up with the terraforming machinery, and I need more people to check it’s clear.” 
 
    “Sir, I haven’t yet completed our sweep of the landing area.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. Send them without delay and by the fastest route. I have a lot to do here, and I need the base secure and operational before the colonel hits planetside.” 
 
    Garcia swallowed the reply that Fellini so desperately deserved. Instead, she gave a snappy affirmative and began arranging compliance with the captain’s orders. 
 
    Gozhita helped. A little. “We’ve placed 3rd and 4th Squad on the eastern perimeter of the base,” he told her on a private channel. “I’ll extend their zone of operations eastward so you’re not so isolated. Sorry, Lieutenant, it’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “You can do more than that, Top. You can pray the captain is right and the Midnighters really have given up and melted into this bitch of a jungle.” 
 
    “I actually believe that’s the most likely scenario,” he said thoughtfully. “But what I believe to be so and what I prepare for are two very different things.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” she replied. “No matter how thick this jungle heat, my squads will stay frosty. To hell with what our company commander thinks. Garcia out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Sir, I urge you to reconsider.” 
 
    “Drop it, Albali,” said Sun as she double checked the ammo state and fuel reserves for the CASPers registering on her tactical display. Even bunched as they were, many of her mercs had dropped off grid, their signals bounced and absorbed by the trees. 
 
    “But, Major,” Albali insisted. “Think about it. Rakbutu-Tereus is an uninhabited swamp world. No one will drop by to pick up any deserters we allow to live. We’re pushing them into the arms of the enemy because there’s no other way out for them.” 
 
    She sighed. This wasn’t easy on any of them. But Branco had sent the first signal by blowing up Javelin-8. They’d soon move out at his second signal, and she needed Albali with her. 
 
    “Listen, Xavier. First Sergeant Landers was a fine Top, but she’s dead, along with everyone aboard Javelin-2. I need a replacement who’ll steer the officers when needed, but I don’t want someone who needs to be told the same thing twice. I lead professional mercenaries, not conscript soldiers. If they aren’t fully committed, I don’t want them at all. And if they run to our enemies, then there’s nothing they can reveal about us that the Dove doesn’t already know. The matter is closed, First Sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Sun ran through the tactical plan one last time. She found it a calming pre-battle mantra. Unless they’d been lucky enough to take out anyone with the booby trap – which she doubted – she had 72 personnel in the vicinity split into three commands. They faced approximately 100 Condottieri in Mark 8 CASPers. Most of her Midnighters were also in Mark 8s, though she’d ordered eight out of their suits and into scout gear. Branco and the other scouts had stealth and agility the CASPers lacked but couldn’t stand up to them in a fight. Nonetheless, they were vital to the plan, because they would make a show at the landing strip that she was counting on provoking an enemy reaction. The Condottieri commander might think the scouts were a feint to draw troops out of the town, and so respond by bringing squads back from the landing strip. Or they might take the scouts seriously and respond by reinforcing the landing strip. Either way, she wanted confusion and Condottieri troopers transiting along the road. 
 
    Somewhere to the north of her position, 1st Company’s commander, Captain Gerontious Finn-Holt, was waiting for Branco’s second signal with his three depleted squads – about 20 CASPers. To the northwest, Sergeant Hrrn’s Vengeance Squad waited upstream of the river that flowed through the terraforming settlement. To the south of the road connecting the town with the landing strip, Sun and the newly promoted first sergeant waited with the main force – six reformed squads of six CASPers apiece. 
 
    The main Condottieri carrier force had still not arrived in orbit, and already her attacking force was outnumbered and outgunned. The trick was making sure the enemy never realized that. 
 
    She took deep, rhythmic breaths so her voice didn’t shake, and got ready to address the six squads under her direct command. To spread their weight, they were sitting on their haunches in the swampy mud, but they’d still sunk over a foot into the brown ooze. They looked faintly ridiculous. 
 
    Between them and the levee that marked the southern perimeter of the drained island was a jungle of tree roots, pools of putrid water, and treacherous muddy sinkholes. For a CASPer, it was the worst terrain possible. Her command looked as if they’d sat down in contemplation and mulishly refused to travel farther. 
 
    The good news was that the nightmare terrain was hell on the enemy too, which she counted on severely hampering their ability to reinforce the perimeter when the Midnighters launched their sequence of assaults. 
 
    “Get ready to move out, people,” Sun announced. “We face professional human mercenaries and state-of-the-art CASPers. One-on-one, they’re nearly as good as we are. And they definitely beat us in numbers. We can’t win a fair fight. If we are to survive, we have to fight dirty, to make the Condottieri traitors pay for every inch of ground. I want every second they spend on Rakbutu-Tereus to feel like a nightmare eternity. We start here by wiping out the force holding that base. We can afford no caution, no mercy, no doubts. We have to win here today, because we have no other option. We shall prevail because we must.” 
 
    Around her, the handful of CASPers visible to her suit’s external cameras began the ritual of spinning their drums of MAC shells, flicking out two-foot sword blades, and clenching and unclenching metal gauntlets that could crush bone to powder. The mecha were limbering up. 
 
    “My offer still stands,” said Sun. “But this is your last chance. Anyone with doubts. Anyone uncertain about our contract’s legitimacy, or squeamish about killing human mercs, eject from your CASPer now. Take food and water, and go.” 
 
    Her heartbeat echoed inside her suit as the silence stretched on. What if they all desert? 
 
    Panic hit her, and she began shaking. She hadn’t considered that. She’d guessed there might be one or two uncommitted individuals. Better in the long run, because this was going be a long and arduous campaign that would be a battle of morale as much as anything else. But if one ran now, then maybe a second would. And a third. By the fourth, panic would set in. No one wanted to be at the rear of a rout. She had a red flare, the only signal to communicate to the other teams she was calling off the mission. Would she have to use it? 
 
    “Here’s what I don’t understand,” said Corporal Lau in Stone Squad. “We’re being paid to guard those Raknar, so why haven’t we recovered them? They might have broken up when they crashed.” 
 
    “Highly unlikely,” Sun replied. “They were built during the most terrifying war in galactic history. They withstood that, and the thousands of years that have passed since. Those mecha are no more likely to be damaged in a two-thousand-foot drop than you yourself, Lau. So long as you landed on your thick skull first.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” he chuckled. 
 
    “They’re out there somewhere, not far away. There’ll be time to recover them later. My overriding priority is to destroy the enemy forces in the field.” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am,” said Lau. “We’ll do you proud.” 
 
    “That we will,” growled Albali. “We’ll hit those Veetanho-loving traitors so skraggin’ hard, the bastards’ll mistake us for a pack of Tortantulas.” 
 
    The tactical net filled with whoops and hollers, and cries of Midnight! Midnight! 
 
    Sun let it wash through the network for a few seconds, then gave the order to advance to the jumping off point by the south bank of the levee. 
 
    At her command, they hauled themselves out of the mud and squelched through the swamp, picking their way carefully over the roots that had tripped up many a metal foot since their landing. 
 
    As they trudged onward, Corporal Lau said something that made no sense to Sun. “I am Betty.” 
 
    To add to her confusion, a second member of Stone Squad answered, “No, I am Betty.” 
 
    Then comms was full of it.  
 
    “I am Betty.” 
 
    “I am Betty.” 
 
    It wasn’t a chant; it was a single solemn statement made by each individual in turn. 
 
    Finally, Albali added his own deep voice. “I am Betty.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Sun queried him in a private channel. “Is this about trying to be Tortantulas?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” the first sergeant advised her. “It’s a butchered attempt at an American cultural reference. I recommend you join in.” 
 
    No one spoke. Everyone had declared themselves but her. 
 
    She was out of the mud now, sloshing through the final moat-like ditch, thick with fluorescent green scum. She pressed the hand of her CASPer to the levee bank and contemplated the top just a couple of feet above the level of her suit torso’s highest exterior camera. When Branco sent his second signal up, they’d go over the top. What would be waiting for them? 
 
    She wouldn’t have long to find out. 
 
    “I am Betty,” she told her command. 
 
    The cheers were so deafening her headset automatically reduced its volume.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    As he clambered down the engorged tree trunk, a task made considerably easier by the plentiful vines, Branco saw ghostly human shapes leaping from branch to branch and tree to tree – his fellow scouts finally on the move, he hoped. When they stopped suddenly, he froze too, turning his face toward the trunk and putting his faith in the camouflage of his scout armor to protect him from whatever his team had spotted. 
 
    His armor didn’t project an image of its surroundings – not like those fancy stealth sheets that worked okay when the conditions were perfect but turned into bright white come-get-me flags the moment they developed a fault. What his armor did possess were several hundred preset camo configurations. He trusted the suit software to have picked the right one for this verdant foliage dappled with rare fingers of sunlight reaching through the jungle canopy. 
 
    He heard a CASPer splashing toward him. 
 
    He didn’t turn around. The CASPer passed the base of the tree – just six feet beneath his feet – tripped on a root and fell headlong to splat into the mud. 
 
    Another CASPer pumped through the swamp to aid its fellow. 
 
    Don’t look up! he urged the mercs below. 
 
    Don’t look up! 
 
    He was tempted to try hacking their radio circuit. Slung around his chest on the inside of his armor, he had the equipment to try, but it was too risky. Besides, he had the impression that the CASPers were in a hurry. They’d be on their way soon. 
 
    A pack of old Zuul mercs he’d befriended in a distant alien cantina had spoken passionately about an ancient mind trick practiced by their people. They said that that those of strong wills can distort the perception of those who hunt them and make them look the other way. The idea was a pile of steaming goose droppings, of course, but Zuul had tells a light year wide – as any professional card player could tell you – and he was convinced those old mercs had believed every word of the secret they’d entrusted to him. 
 
    “Move away,” he whispered to the Condottieri behind him. “You need to be on your way. You don’t have time to check your surroundings.” 
 
    The two CASPers splashed southward toward the landing zone. Far too soon for safety, Branco turned and looked. He recognized one figure splashed with alien slug-gore and decided this was the five-CASPer patrol group who’d passed nearby a few minutes earlier. Hidden from sight a few hundred yards to the east, he heard another pair of CASPers splashing toward the landing strip. 
 
    What was drawing them there?  
 
    It was his job to find out. 
 
    With the CASPers disappearing into the trees, the swamp came back to life. The ghostly shapes of his scout comrades headed away to their prepared positions to the west of the landing strip. Branco descended to a fork low on the tree in which he’d secreted a junction box. He plugged in a cable drum and began laying signal wire as he clambered down the last few feet to the ground. 
 
    He proceeded carefully through roots, trunks, and undergrowth, heading for the edge of the clearing. He only managed ten yards before he heard a wet slurp behind a tree to his left – the sound of a boot pulling itself out of sucking mud. 
 
    As he reached for the rifle over his shoulder, a voice said, “Branco. It’s Pak. Sitrep.” 
 
    “Other than wondering why the hell I volunteered for this, Sergeant, we’re A-OK. I think the Condottieri perimeter teams are being recalled.” 
 
    “If you’re right,” said Sergeant Pak, “strike if you feel the target environment is as rich as you’ll get. Don’t wait for us.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Branco. There was no reply from the commander of the scout team. Pak had already melted back into the swamp. 
 
    Branco picked his way to the edge of the clearing without incident, laying his wire all the time. 
 
    The sight before him couldn’t be better. A squad of ten enemy CASPers was assembling in open order at the southwest edge of the clearing, where the road ran west to the town. No prizes for guessing where they were headed. 
 
    Judging them about to head off at any moment, he heeded the sergeant’s instruction not to delay, even though the rest of his scout team would be caught unaware. 
 
    He hooked the cable he’d been laying up to his wrist slate and used pinplants to activate the targeting software. 
 
    At the last moment he hesitated. It was one thing to empty a MAC cannon into a squad of Besquith trying to rip your head off, or to assassinate a political figure, knowing full well the evil they’d done to innocent victims. But those men and women in the CASPer suits were human mercs, same as him. By the way they’d stopped their patrol and assembled in the clearing, they looked like they were the victims of an order-countermand cockup, and he knew what that felt like. 
 
    Albali had warned him he might feel this way and given him the means to deal with it. Branco gestured away the targeting software from his wrist slate and replaced it with an image he’d taken of Juliana Keiko. It was a habit he’d been developing for a while, photographing people and places that were important to him, in an attempt to build up a picture of who the hell Saisho Branco actually was. 
 
    The picture showed Keiko in the hold of the Arashi Nova after the fight against the Condottieri. Guilt lashed him – he’d only ever thought to photograph her after she was already dead. Her skin was unmarked by wounds, though a skillful tattooist’s needle had painted a rose that rambled up her neck, dripping beads of blood-red ink from its sharp thorns. She looked peaceful, and that typically Keiko twist to her lips made it look as if they were about to issue one of her trademark quips. But the resonance weapon the Condottieri fired had superheated the liquid content within her skull, and the high pressure mix of brain matter and blood had found an outlet through her nose and one of her eye sockets. Both eyes had burst, tearing away her eyelids. After he’d wiped away the resulting mess from Keiko’s skin, Branco had forced himself to neatly curl the optic nerves back in her sockets, the milky sacs of the drained eyeballs still attached. 
 
    Those people out there in that clearing. They’d done this to Keiko. 
 
    He brought back the targeting software and fired.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Of the hundred Alpha Contracts offered to the first human merc outfits, only the Four Horsemen made it back alive, and barely that. Humans, it had seemed, were outmatched by other mercenary races. Until the CASPer suit evened the score. 
 
    These days the mecha suits were manufactured by Binnig, but there were other human military innovations and other companies who developed them. 
 
    Vital as they were, the CASPers were not optimized for every role, and Branco considered it to Major Sun’s credit that the Javelin dropships had been stocked with more than CASPer spares and support gear. 
 
    As part of the reconnaissance equipment, each dropship carried a pair of GrW–N17 light mortars. If Binnig was famed for building heavy, Daimler-Koch had gone the other way, specializing in light and portable. Four of the mortar units, complete with 40 boxes of micro-nuke shells, were nailed to the upper branches of trees four klicks northeast of the landing strip. 
 
    He wished he were safely inside his CASPer, spotting the barrage through an external camera, as one of the Condottieri CASPers jerked in surprise and pointed up at the incoming bombs. 
 
    Branco was impressed at how something so deadly was so inoffensively quiet. He couldn’t hear the incoming strike, and he could barely track the incoming salvo by sight. Not until the bomb caps burst open and the nano-bomblets rained down. 
 
    Two CASPers were quick enough to engage their jumpjets when the miniature thermonuclear ordnance went off. The salvo landed short, but the shockwave was powerful enough to send the airborne CASPers pinwheeling through the air before smashing them against the trees to the west. The others lay still on the cleared ground. 
 
    But the mortar strike was short. 
 
    Half the remaining CASPers ran for cover in the trees to the west of the clearing. Those left behind were most likely still alive, but their suits were disabled by the electromagnetic pulse. Thankful that his helmet on maximum polarization allowed him to observe this without burning his eyes out – and trying not to think of how many rads he was picking up – Branco recalibrated his aim and fired again. 
 
    This time, half the rounds landed directly on the prone CASPers – melting their metal and ceramic armor into steaming puddles of silver – and the others landed in the trees to the west. Branches splintered, sending wooden shards flying like flechettes. Trunks were uprooted, wood shattered, the canopy collapsing down to rest in a heap. 
 
    The swamp caught fire. 
 
    He launched another round into the ruined trees, but as this new salvo sailed through the air, so too did the Condottieri CASPers from the south and north of the clearing, who burst from the canopy in an explosion of shredded foliage.  
 
    Shit. They must have detected the mortars. 
 
    Two SAMs arced out of the swamp to the west, a warm welcome for the airborne CASPers from the rest of Sergeant Pak’s scouts. 
 
    Two Condottieri detected missile locks and dove down into the safety of the trees, pursued by the missiles.  
 
    Pak’s fire wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    With time running out for his miniature mortar battery, Branco rapidly triggered all three remaining salvos, aiming to rain them down two klicks to the west of his position, in the heart of the town. Simultaneous with the final salvo arcing out from the canopy, he heard Condottieri MAC fire from the vicinity of the battery site. 
 
    The targeting software went off-line. Signal from battery lost. 
 
    To the north he heard the rest of the scout team open fire. Lacking the strength of the CASPer mecha bodies, they were lightly armed, but had prepared hypervelocity rifles, handheld lasers, and machine guns braced in the trees. They would be running from position to position, pouring fire on the landing strip clearing. 
 
    Whether they’d hurt the enemy was unlikely; that wasn’t the point. Major Sun was playing mind games. It was the classic tactic of making the enemy imagine you had forces that weren’t really there. 
 
    But would the Condottieri buy it?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” screamed Captain Fellini. “My position is under heavy bombardment.” 
 
    In the privacy of her CASPer interior, Lieutenant Garcia rolled her eyes at the idiot pig of a company commander. “That’s what I’m trying to establish, sir. We’ve lost 6th Squad and Second Lieutenant Sharma. I’m sending—” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “How many of the enemy are we facing?” 
 
    Garcia took a deep breath. “That’s what I’m trying to establish now, sir. The bombardment was from a light mortar position remotely triggered by an observer. We’ve destroyed the mortar battery. We’ve also seen temporary firing positions, hastily abandoned. It looks like a raiding party tasked with harrying and then fading away.” 
 
    “Idiot,” snapped the captain. “We’re under heavy bombardment here at the main settlement. Abandon the landing strip. I need you here to bolster the defenses at the town. Now!” 
 
    “I repeat, sir. With all due respect, we’ve been hit by a raid or a feint, but it’s not an assault.” 
 
    “Saying with all due respect is not a free pass for such insubordination, Lieutenant. Order your two surviving squads to the base. And I need them now, so send them via the path, not through this nightmare jungle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Any more attitude, Garcia, and I’ll be forced to report your disloyalty to the colonel. You’re a Four Horsemen sympathizer, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No, sir. I’m loyal to the colonel.” 
 
    “Red Lancers. Your name tells all. It’s obvious you idolize the horseman outfits that have brought the human race into such disrepute within the Union. Am I going to have trouble with you, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “No, sir. My squads are as good as with you now.” 
 
    “Along the path,” he said. “Fellini out.” 
 
    “Asshole,” Garcia shouted at the trees.  
 
    Garcia opened a channel to her squad leaders. “Golinski, Orchirbal, you’re to withdraw to the base immediately, and you’re to move via the road.” 
 
    She noted with satisfaction the brief hesitation from both before they acknowledged her command. 
 
    “Captain wants us moving swiftly,” she explained. 
 
    “You want jumpjets?” suggested Golinski. 
 
    “In this jungle?” countered Orchirbal. “The troopers I sent up to take out those mortars took a battering smashing through the trees, and a worse one on their descent. One of them lost a servo for his arm and another took a mild concussion. That’s just the trees. We had SAMs too that we barely dodged. Even so, if we use the road and the Midnighters have prepared an ambush…” 
 
    “Which is why,” said Garcia, “I want you to set flank guards while using the road as your axis of movement.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Orchirbal. “If we use our entire squads to watch the flanks, we won’t have spare personnel to use the road.” 
 
    “Until shortly before we’re in sight of the captain,” added Golinski. “By which time we’ll no longer need to guard our flanks and can all crowd together on the road.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Garcia, relieved that at least her squad leaders were professionals, “I believe you’ve read my mind.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    A thick pall of smoke rose from the burning jungle canopy to Captain Finn-Holt’s left. Even without their CASPers, the scout team sure packed a punch. More smoke rose a klick to his right, where the town was aflame. 
 
    “That’s the signal,” he told his command. “Move out!” 
 
    His unit of twenty CASPers was tasked with sweeping south toward the road, then east to cut off the enemy at the landing strip, and pin them there. Meanwhile, Major Sun would advance from the south side of the road, heading north and then west to take the town. In theory, any Condottieri between town and landing strip would be caught and sliced between his and the major’s wheeling attacks. But Finn-Holt had experienced too many operations that had succumbed to chaos and confusion to put much store in that theory. 
 
    As they advanced to the south, he kept his squads bunched tighter than he’d prefer, to maintain cohesion and a secure tight-beam battle network. If they spread out, troopers would soon drop off the grid, their suit-to-suit comms succumbing to this devilish jungle. 
 
    “Kilo, tango, alpha,” said a voice nearby. “Captain. It’s Pak, reporting in.” 
 
    Finn-Holt couldn’t see the scout leader, and so risked an active sweep with his suit sensors. Even though the voice sounded like Pak, and the recognition code was right, this could be a trick. 
 
    “I’m in the tree, above you. Coming down.” 
 
    A man-sized shape slithered down from the trunk above, although its ultra-grip gauntlets and boots made its movement anything but human. Damn, these scouts were like chameleons. 
 
    Only when the sergeant dropped down to the branch above Finn-Holt’s head did the captain see him clearly, his HUD changing the targeting brackets around Pak’s outline from red to blue. 
 
    “Report,” ordered the captain. 
 
    “Branco struck lucky. I think he took out an entire squad with his mortars. The perimeter guards discovered the remnants of our demonstration; I think they decided we were a harassing party – as intended – but instead of remaining at the landing strip, they’re heading west, through the trees either side of the road. There are twenty-one in total, and their right flank will pass a hundred yards south of your position in approximately two minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pak. Your empty CASPers are waiting for you where you left them. Thompson’s guarding them and expecting you. She’ll join your squad once you’re suited up. You’re to approach the main settlement from the north and join in the assault as you see fit.” 
 
    “Roger that, Captain. See you in town.” 
 
    The scout scampered back up the tree and disappeared from Finn-Holt’s HUD. He admired the scout’s optimism. Taking the base wouldn’t be easy. 
 
    “Contact!” came a shout over the comm. 
 
    Finn-Holt shuffled back to the north side of the tree, using it as a shield while he expanded the tactical display and studied the unfolding situation. Blue Squad had stumbled across a group of four – possibly five – Condottieri headed west. Half the squad was holding position in cover while the other half were pushing forward around to the Condottieri rear. 
 
    “Ultra-V Squad,” he ordered, “advance fifty yards to your south and get ready to give those traitors a surprise. Blue, keep them pinned. Red, you’re the reserve.” 
 
    He brought back a partial view from his external cameras and hurried off to join the reserve. 
 
    Ten seconds later, with half his mind trying to figure out precisely when he’d bought into the idea that the Condottieri were not merely a rival merc outfit, but traitors to the human race, he yelled in shock all over the general comm channel. 
 
    “Captain, you okay?” asked Senior Sergeant Gretchen, who led Red Squad.  
 
    “I’m—” he started to reply, but that was all he had time for before his CASPer smacked headlong into the mud. Despite his harness, he cracked his skull against his Tri-V bank. “Oww! Okay.” 
 
    He picked himself up. “I tripped,” he explained to everyone. “Too busy looking ahead and not enough at my feet. Remember, everyone, this is a three-way fight. Us, the traitors, and the planet. Stay alert to stay alive.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    When the first line of Sun’s force caught up to the rear of the Condottieri half-squad trying to outflank one of Finn-Holt’s squads, the firefight was brief and brutal. 
 
    Caught from behind by a superior force of CASPers, the Condottieri went to ground, crawling for whatever cover the trees could provide. 
 
    The eight-foot mecha made inviting targets, but the trees were broad enough, and the undergrowth and water deep enough, to make them difficult to pick off. 
 
    Until Sun’s second line rolled up the enemy’s flanks and wiped them out. 
 
    She urged her mercs on mercilessly. North and south of the road, they were reducing the enemy to pockets of resistance, but the Midnighters couldn’t afford to slack off now. 
 
    As she skirted a dark swampy pool at the scene of the last firefight, she heard the buzz of a stuttering motor and a splash, followed by a CASPer arm reaching out of the pool and pointing its heavy machine gun her way. 
 
    But its movements were slow, the motor damaged. 
 
    She stepped away from the machine gun’s arc of fire until she was behind it. The CASPer tracked her until it reached the limit of its shoulder’s travel and was forced to adjust its hold to fire behind. 
 
    Sun didn’t give it the chance. She sliced through the arm with a long burst from her Mark 509 chemical laser rifle. 
 
    But there was plenty of fight left in the Condottiere. 
 
    The enemy rolled onto its front, ready to spring up. But Sun was waiting for this and leaped onto the prone mecha. She jumped up and down on its back a few times, in an attempt to stun the driver, then she drilled a hole with her laser through the back of the suit where the driver’s head should be.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One of her command section troopers came crashing through the trees to her defense. 
 
    “A little late, Alessandro,” said Sun as she ceased firing and was rewarded with the sight of red arterial spray through the hole she’d burned, like a hell-whale’s blowhole. 
 
    “We’re facing CASPers, not Flatar,” she reminded her command. “If they’re down, make absolutely sure they stay down. Permanently.” 
 
    She opened a direct link to Alessandro. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” said the trooper supposed to be guarding her. “I sank through the mud. Kelling hauled me out but took a rocket in the back. I’ve lost contact with Havering.” 
 
    “Keep closer in future. I can’t afford for anyone to die until we’ve taken the town.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Sun led the way back into the trees to reestablish contact with her command. Suddenly, three Condottieri broke cover from the northwest. They took out Alessandro in a long burst of fire. One hesitated, probably only just spotting Sun, who was partially hidden by the trees. 
 
    She unloaded her shoulder pod, sending all five remaining EMP rockets slamming into the enemy trio in a shower of sparks. With any luck, their view from inside those suits would be filled with enough fizz and hash to blind them. With a lot of luck, she might have disabled their suits. 
 
    Sun got to work with the MAC cannon and laser to make sure the view inside those CASPers would never clear. 
 
    But the flash and sparkle in the air receded, and Sun saw that although she’d downed two CASPers, a third was stumbling away through the thick undergrowth. 
 
    Heeding her own advice, Sun lobbed an L-Bomb at the downed CASPers and tried to head off the fleeing enemy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    “Corporal,” warned Private DeSilva of 8th Squad, “I think I heard a noise behind me.” 
 
    “My HUD’s reporting possible contacts ahead,” added Private Castillo. 
 
    “Merde!” He thought they’d broken out of the encirclement, but the Midnighters hadn’t finished with them yet. Corporal Pierre instinctively bunched his legs and looked up. Boosting into the sky was a risky move that would present himself as a wonderful silhouette, but he was surrounded. In a trap about to be sprung. Jumping out of the shit was a gamble that had saved his life before. 
 
    But even here, only thirty feet from the road, the trees were too dense. A modest hop was likely to bounce him from branch to trunk to branch again like a swamp pinball. Too risky. Not yet. 
 
    His HUD updated the possible contacts to probable. “Keep moving west,” he told the four CASPers of his half-squad “Lieutenant Garcia, we’re surrounded.” 
 
    “Push south,” she said without hesitation. “No sudden moves unless they fire first. Golinski, move the rest of your squad west to link up with Pierre. I’ll join you with survivors of 9th Squad.” 
 
    Garcia hesitated. “Golinski, acknowledge.” 
 
    Merde! Golinski and the rest of the squad had dropped off Pierre’s comms about a minute ago. It could be the trees soaking up the signal. Or… 
 
    “Pierre, do you have eyes on the Midnighters?”  
 
    “No, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Change of plan. I want you to hose your probable contacts with everything you’ve got, then run for the road. It’s the only clear airspace. Get out of the trees and hop for the base. It’s your only chance. Good luck.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    Sun had abandoned her pursuit of the Condottiere who’d killed Alessandro. The trooper might be wearing a half-ton of metal, but he’d proved as slippery as an eel. 
 
    Now, safely embedded with Gold Squad, she watched from the trees as four enemy CASPers fled, lifting into the air through the gap in the jungle canopy above the road. 
 
    She fired a burst with her machine gun, and thought she’d shot one in the legs, but her entire command was joining in this grim shooting party. Sparks and flames lit up the fleeing CASPers until their jump juice reservoirs exploded one after the other, sending debris fluttering to the ground. 
 
    And it still wasn’t over. Her HUD briefly lit with another Condottiere out of sight to the west. The data was coming from Branco, his helmet telemetry flickering into the grid before disappearing. 
 
    “Get ready to take out one more jumper,” she said. 
 
    Bullets flew at her through the trees, shredding leaves and slapping damage alert icons over some of the CASPers nearby. 
 
    “Going firm, ma’am,” announced Finn-Holt. “Enemy is counter-attacking from the town.” 
 
    Damn! Sun put the fleeing Condottieri from her mind and organized the response to this new threat.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    A huge explosion lit the sky behind Garcia, hardening the shadows on the ground. The Condottieri lieutenant prayed it would provide cover as she crashed through the brambles and ferns. Her status board was a sea of red and amber, but her jumpjets remained green. She jerked and fell to her knees as electricity arced through the inside of her suit when her Tri-V status board exploded. 
 
    One panel still functioned, linked to two external cameras. The audio pickups were still working too. Other than that, she was sealed within a metal coffin. There were no windows in a CASPer. 
 
    Remembering how she’d outfoxed her pursuer earlier by hiding in the bushes and doubling back, she took a sharp left to confuse anyone following her, cursing that idiot Fellini and old Colonel Kozlowski, who’d been so easily bought, hitching his Red Lancers to the Condottieri in return for a healthy retirement package. She’d been proud of the Lancers. They’d been professional. 
 
    She could hear the sound of pursuit. She dodged behind a trunk, turned, and saw three Midnighters pursuing one of hers. She waited until they’d almost passed and dashed from cover, slicing one a glancing blow with her sword-blade as she barreled through them. 
 
    She didn’t slow. The view from her rear camera showed her trooper already down and being cut open by Midnighter swords. The other two were taking aim. At her.  
 
    She dove for the ground as rounds passed overhead, sliding along the slippery ground before hitting a tree root and coming to rest. 
 
    The enemy were making sure they’d killed the downed trooper before doing the same with her. 
 
    Garcia could see the weed-infested surface of the road just yards away. She wasn’t done yet. 
 
    She angled her body forward and activated her jumpjets. She heard a gurgling in the water, but her metal-clad feet stayed firmly on the ground. Her diagnostics were dead, but she guessed it could simply be mud and water clogging her nozzles. 
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. Every option remaining was a very low percentage. She sprinted for the road, ignoring bullets and cannon shells banging against her suit. When she reached the edge of the line of trees, she bent her suit’s knees, and put every last ounce of CASPer strength into springing high into the air while opening up the fuel throttle to her jets. 
 
    They choked. 
 
    Stuttered. 
 
    And roared into life, sending her arcing high into the air, westbound for the town.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    Branco dodged back behind the exposed tree roots, the route to his waiting suit blocked by a fleeing Condottieri CASPer. It was badly shot up, but even so, he didn’t fancy his chances against it in a fair fight. 
 
    The CASPer’s jets had faltered, then hurled its driver into the air. 
 
    For some reason, Branco’s HUD switched in the infrared overlay. The Condottiere’s jets now showed up as a searing white, but so too did a patch spreading over the base of the CASPer’s back. A patch of heat that shouldn’t be there. 
 
    Impressive, he mused. The heat source came from the suit’s fuel cell. It shouldn’t be flaring in IR, but its shielding must have failed, and that meant the Daimler-Koch helmet software had found him a weak spot.  
 
    He set his rifle’s load selector to incendiary rounds and tracked the target. 
 
    The Condottiere had dropped, flying low and parallel to the ground, which meant the jet flames blinded Branco. 
 
    But he knew his way around a Mk 8 CASPer without needing a piece of software to tell him what to shoot at. 
 
    Switching off the IR overlay, he led the target, easing his body and mind into the shot. And fired. 
 
    The target exploded in an aerial fireball that rained down charred debris. 
 
    “That’s for Juliana,” said Branco and hurried away to his waiting suit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    “Am I to be forever plagued by incompetence?” snarled Fellini. “I’ve taken forty percent casualties thanks to that incompetent idiot Garcia.” 
 
    Gozhita growled.  
 
    The contempt in the man’s voice shocked Fellini. He was glad they were both inside their CASPers, because he didn’t want to see the look on the first sergeant’s face. He’d always suspected Gozhita preferred Garcia over him. Was he going to become a problem? 
 
    “I want 4th and 5th squads defending the woods to the east of the town,” ordered Fellini. “They’ll hold the enemy advance there.” 
 
    “Sir, 4th and 5th squads have already counter-attacked to slow the Midnighter advance and cover the withdrawal of any survivors of Garcia’s squads. They’re currently conducting a fighting retreat back to the town.” 
 
    “Why was this not cleared with me first?” 
 
    “Because the colonel employs professionals. And professional squad leaders demonstrate initiative. Sir, they’re buying us time, let’s make use of it. The enemy has prepared their attack over several days. We’re playing according to their script, which means the best thing we can do is jump off-script. I recommend we link up all squads and advance together into the swamp. Let our opponents have the base for now.” 
 
    “I had my doubts about you, First Sergeant. Now I know you’re not to be trusted. Our orders are to hold this base, and that’s what I’ll do. I shall order 4th and 5th Squads to hold a line to the east of the town while you organize the remaining five squads to make this settlement more defensible. I want firing loops cut into buildings.” He knocked on a wall, which gave a solid dull thud. “This has been up for sixty years with barely a scratch. Small arms fire won’t penetrate. Barricades. Fields of fire. You’re good at that sort of thing. Make it happen.” 
 
    “Make it happen.” The first sergeant made a deep noise in the back of his throat. “Yes, sir.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    “Keep moving!” screamed Sun. She hated the shrill note to her voice, but her officers and NCOs would understand the imperative to keep their attack’s momentum. With the Condottieri at the landing strip destroyed and the counter-attack from the west, they had to press on and take the town. If they didn’t, they were lost. 
 
    As she jogged toward the town, she checked the status of her people. Five dead, and a similar number either wounded or their CASPers disabled. In the grisly calculus of a combat bonus clause – not that she’d seen any contract specifics – she had to judge that a success. 
 
    But they hadn’t won yet. 
 
    Not by a long way. 
 
    And victory wouldn’t come from her attack from the east.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    Crude howls of triumph reached Tatterjee’s ears from the north bank. It seemed the Zuul troopers had killed a defender.  
 
    “Humans are the deafest and most slow-witted species in the Union,” he said to the Wingless Hornet’s empty flight cabin. “But even the Condottieri might have heard that noise.”  
 
    Moments later, Hrrn radioed in. “Cover’s blown, Tatter. Give it all you’ve got.” 
 
    “With pleasure, Sergeant,” Tatterjee replied, flicking his ears in amusement. 
 
    He switched the channel to talk directly to his partner. “Bridge to engine room. Full steam ahead. Come on, you fat lazy monster. Put your legs into it.” 
 
    “I am not an engine room,” replied Betty. “What I am is hungry, and you’d make a perfect snack, Tatterjee.” The Tortantula snapped her jaws, but put her body against the renamed remains of what had once been Javelin-7, and swam with all her strength. 
 
    The Tortantula method of swimming was similar to the jellyfish of Earth and other species across many worlds. With her armor off and stowed inside the Hornet, she squeezed her flexible body, squirting a large volume of water through the tunnel she formed between her legs. 
 
    Wingless Hornet responded, its nose rising high above the river. 
 
    Betty regarded the craft with a couple of her eyes, fantasizing that it was the Flatar who was providing the muscle propulsion, and she was sitting in the flight cockpit of what had been a dropship before having its wings and nearly all its internals stripped away. 
 
    “I promise I’ll let you fire the laser at some humans,” said Tatterjee, “but we need to get there first.” 
 
    The prospect pushed the Tortantula into even more strenuous efforts. 
 
    “Just think,” said Tatterjee with relish in his voice. “It’s just Vengeance Squad and the scouts. No ridiculous human officers to hold us back. No ‘rules of engagement.’ No ‘collateral damage,’ and no one to say, ‘oh, do make sure nobody gets hurt.’” 
 
    “I like this,” said Betty. 
 
    “Yeah, baby. Stick with me, and I’ll show you good times.” 
 
    “Betty is your friend. Not your baby.” 
 
    “That’s right. Best pals. Inseparable. Now keep pushing. It’s not far now.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    The sky lit up with explosions blooming along the town’s eastern perimeter. The frenetic brrrp brrrp brrrp of autocannons was met by the whine of magnetically-accelerated MAC rounds and the whoosh of rockets. Beneath the sounds of weapons fire were the screams of men and women through the speakers of their CASPer armor. 
 
    Out of his scout gear now and inside his CASPer, Branco shook like a blancmange while he waited behind the cover of habitation buildings to the northwest of the town. The fear was bad, but the frustration was far worse. 
 
    No matter how much his mind told him the best way to help his comrades was to follow the orders concocted between Sergeant Pak and Hrrn, the Zuul sergeant who led Vengeance Squad, his gut screamed at him to run to the east and join in the battle for the settlement in which his friends were fighting, and no doubt dying. 
 
    Sun would be leading the main attack. If she were ten light years away, and not at the other end of the town, would he still feel the same pressing need to run to the sound of guns? 
 
    He brought up a Tri-V image of the town layout, as much a distraction from the fire to the east as preparing for what lay ahead. 
 
    Huddled by a curve in the small river, which flowed through the west of the drained area, was a tall warehouse and hydroelectric station. Four other industrial buildings near the riverbank were linked by pipes, huge vertical cylinders, and storage silos. The main terraforming machinery on the planet was buried in the ground to the south of the industrial zone. As towns went, it wasn’t much. He’d seen bigger farmyard complexes on Earth, but the Zuul cult had clearly intended to expand their settlement, because it was set in a much wider swathe of hardened ground. For once, they’d be operating on dry and firm footing. 
 
    Sergeant Pak had sneaked images with a telescopic camera showing the Condottieri to the east had cut loop holes into walls. The rusting hulks of vehicles had been overturned and deployed as makeshift barricades. Having fortified the eastern sector of the town, the enemy had invited the Midnighters to advance into their guns, and Sun had accepted that invitation. 
 
    Branco was still new to the mercenary trade and had needed Pak to explain that the key to the enemy position was not the barricade to the east, but the high ground to the west – the riverside warehouse that overlooked the entire town. 
 
    A hollow popping noise came from the overgrown riverbank a hundred yards to the south, followed by explosions as Hrrn’s Zuul troopers fired their rocket-propelled grenades through the riverside windows of the warehouse, following up with light railgun fire. 
 
    “Don’t let those dogs get all the glory,” said Pak. “On my mark, get ready to jump.” 
 
    Branco moved a little away from the north face of the house. He saw the sergeant standing over to his right. 
 
    From the top of the warehouse came a drrrn drrrn drrrn. Crap, that was a heavy autocannon, but there were MAC cannons and machine guns firing at the Zuul too. He hoped to hell they were okay. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    At Pak’s command, Branco activated his jets and soared high. 
 
    Now that he was no longer waiting in silence while others fought, Branco’s life seemed much simpler. He had an eagle’s view of the battle zone, and anyone looking his way would have a perfect view of him. 
 
    They knew the Condottieri weren’t stupid. That they’d set up a post on top of the high ground. 
 
    The Zuul attack had been meant to distract them, and it had. Problem was, the Condottieri had been even smarter. 
 
    On top of the warehouse, nestled against machinery in low walls, was not one but four crew-served autocannons. One faced east. Two were pouring fire down at the Zuul along the riverbank. 
 
    And one was pointed at him. 
 
    Branco panicked, boosting his jets to maximum. Fire blasted through the air he’d just vacated. But the autocannon team was tracking him, the firing cone reaching higher. And getting closer. 
 
    He slewed sideways, then added a brief thrust differential that sent him into a spin, which he caught and then dove for the warehouse roof. The cannon fire ceased. Branco had been so caught up in his panicked flight that he’d failed to see the battle taking place on the warehouse roof. All the autocannons had fallen silent, and in the dust and smoke he saw CASPers locked in mortal combat with sword-blades, machine guns, and lasers. 
 
    Warning! Jet fuel level critical. 
 
    Branco’s heart slumped. He’d forgotten to track his fuel use. He’d forgotten to track the battle. What kind of a merc was he when he couldn’t think of ten things at once? 
 
    He spun around so he was vertically oriented and used the last of his fuel to break his descent. 
 
    He was landing behind a Condottiere, who twisted to meet this new threat, but left it too late. With all the momentum still in his descent, Branco sliced down with his sword-blade and severed the enemy CASPer’s arm at the shoulder. 
 
    But the action disrupted his landing. Instead of using the spring in his legs to absorb the impact, he fell back onto his ass, although he managed to kick the Condottiere’s legs from under him as he went down. He was showered with blood fountaining from his opponent’s severed arm. 
 
    The heavy impact threw Branco against the harness inside his mecha. But when he glanced anxiously at his status board, it showed green except for the empty jump juice tank. 
 
    He pushed down with his hands to get back on his feet, but he never made it. The ground shook beneath him, and the entire segment of roof gave way. Branco was thrown against his harness once again as he landed on the floor below, crashing through rotten wooden packing crates. 
 
    Debris fell on him. 
 
    The scout squad had given the roof such a hammering with rockets and cannon fire, it was amazing anything was still standing up there. Branco picked himself up and threw off the debris only to reveal that there, waiting for him, was a one-armed CASPer. 
 
    Branco dodged to the left, but the Condottiere simply raised his good arm and blasted Branco with a machine gun. 
 
    His suit display screamed with warnings as the machine gun fire rapidly chiseled away at the torso armor. 
 
    Swinging his left arm back and right leg forward, Branco snapped a powerful twist through his CASPer’s hips that pushed the tip of the blade through the open shoulder of the Condottieri CASPer, all the way through and out into the opposite arm. 
 
    The Condottiere jerked. Jerked again, but weaker. And then was still. 
 
    Blood erupted from the sword wound, but the sword itself wouldn’t come out. He pulled again, but he just shook the CASPer suit with the dead merc inside. 
 
    “Detach your blade,” said Sergeant Pak, hopping down to Branco’s level. 
 
    To his surprise, the veteran sergeant placed a metal hand on Branco’s shoulder while he was unsnapping the blade from his left arm. “Are you all right, son?” 
 
    “No. I’m out of jump juice and my torso armor is badly damaged.” 
 
    Pak removed his hand. “I didn’t mean your CASPer. I meant you.” 
 
    Branco frowned. “I think so. I’ve learned that I’ve a lot left to learn. I’m scared as hell, and I don’t know if I’ll still be alive in ten minutes. But I reckon I’m good to go.” 
 
    The sergeant removed his hand. “Good lad. I had to check. The way you were screaming for your mother had me worried.” 
 
    “Was I? When?” 
 
    “When you were playing chase games with the autocannon. Don’t worry. It’s very common.” 
 
    “I have no memory.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “I mean I have no memory of my mother. Why would I scream for somebody I don’t know?” 
 
    “Trooper, if I knew the answer, I’d be making a ton of mega credits explaining how the galaxy worked, not earning a living blowing it up. We own the warehouse now, Branco. Let’s go up top and make good use of what we’ve paid for.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    The remains of the warehouse roof were a mess of jagged holes ripped through the ceramo-crete material and littered with fallen CASPers and spent casings. The scout squad had lost Thompson and Blacks taking the roof. But they’d won the high ground. And the autocannons. 
 
    Steadman and Corporal Vasu had already repositioned one cannon, Osuru and Pusher another, aiming it to the east where the battle still raged. 
 
    “Branco, Osuru,” said the Sergeant, “hop down and lend your muscle to the Hornet. We’ll give those traitors to the east something to think about. We’ll be ready to cover you when you…” 
 
    Branco turned his view to the sergeant’s CASPer and his exterior cam that was angling downward. Then he saw why. Smoke was curling up from the roof below the sergeant’s feet. 
 
    The kind of smoke when something’s being burned through by a laser. 
 
    And it was powerful. Hell, that wasn’t a handheld laser! 
 
    The sergeant hopped away with a light pump from his jets, but it was too late. The fuel in his boot exploded, tumbling him flat on his face. As he fell, he passed through the laser’s beam, which sliced down the top of his torso with ease. 
 
    Pak!  
 
    The laser’s fire spiraled away. Branco realized the sergeant had been unlucky. Whoever was firing the laser was trying to deny them the roof; killing Midnighters was just a bonus. He ignored the laser and darted over to Pak. He stuck his hands into the gap sliced through the top of his CASPer and ripped the torso open. 
 
    The captured autocannons fired at the building in which the heavy laser was emplaced. The laser cut off. But the autocannons kept firing. 
 
    Branco peered inside the wrecked CASPer, hoping that impossibly the sergeant had survived. He hadn’t. The laser had sliced through Pak’s head and halfway down his neck. It was the ugliest thing Branco had ever seen. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Corporal Vasu admonished him. “Your suit would have told you that. Now go join Osuru and follow the sergeant’s orders.” 
 
    “Yes, Corporal.” 
 
    With the autocannons firing eastward, and counter fire hitting them from the main Condottieri position, Branco jumped down the levels of the ruined warehouse and out to the riverbank to wait for the arrival of the Midnighters’ secret weapon: the Wingless Hornet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    “Come on, you weaklings. What are you? ElSha invalids?” 
 
    The two humans sent to help Tatterjee said nothing but put their CASPer shoulders beneath where the dropship’s wings had once been mounted. Osuru and Branco tried to stand up, the motors in their knee joints whirring, and the hydraulic rams in their waists hissing with effort. 
 
    At the rear of the stripped dropship, Betty was getting restless. “You could help too,” said the Tortantula. 
 
    “I am helping,” Tatterjee snapped back angrily. “I’m supervising, aren’t I? Someone has to be in charge. Come on, all of you. Put your backs and other body parts into it.” 
 
    The plan had been to float the hollowed out Wingless Hornet up to the jetty at the foot of the warehouse. 
 
    But the moment Branco stood on the rotten wood, the jetty had disintegrated into a cloud of mold. So they brought the dropship about, snagging it against the hydroelectric system, which seemed like a good idea at the time. But the river current was strong as it was squeezed through the artificial weir. Even the CASPers and Betty struggled to keep their feet. 
 
    Thanks to the Hornet’s captain, who knew how to get the best out of the lumbering beasts of lesser species, it was finally lifted out of the water and shuffled onto hard ground to the south edge of the warehouse. 
 
    Due to a certain Tortantula’s overenthusiastic stripping of the former dropship, the rear section of landing gear had been lost somewhere in the swamp, but the front gear was down and even gave a limited ability to steer. Most important of all, the capacitors for the craft’s main armament showed full charge. 
 
    “Onward!” Tatterjee screamed, but that annoying Zuul, Sergeant Hrrn, had taken charge of operations to the west of the town and called on Tatterjee to halt. 
 
    “Attention Zuul troopers and you humans with the autocannon,” ordered the sergeant. “Suppressive fire on my mark.” Hrrn growled and, though he’d never admit it, the Flatar’s guts knotted to hear the naked sound of a predator. “Tatterjee, get ready to burn them to hell.” 
 
    That’s better, thought the Flatar. “And to think I get paid for this,” he said gleefully, to no one in particular. 
 
    Hrrn gave the order and rockets, autocannon fire, and railguns hammered the Condottieri barricades to the east, while at the foot of the warehouse, Betty and the two humans pushed hard. Nightmare Hells! Those human suits pack a lot of power! From an achingly slow start, Wingless Hornet was soon bumping along the ground at such a pace that Tatterjee could barely control it. He veered around south of the ruined building that had housed an enemy heavy laser and slid into the open area beyond that led to the rear of the Condottieri barricade. He opened fire. 
 
    Wingless Hornet was hardly a heavily-armed battlecruiser. The pulse laser was rated for a peak of only 250 megawatts, but it made the handheld chemical lasers of the CASPers look like children’s flashlights. 
 
    The nose-mounted laser cannon had limited traverse. Elevation was achieved by telling Betty to bend down a little. But that was all Tatterjee needed. He lit up the rear barricade, finding the bumpiness of the ride effective at stitching lines of fire that burned through the defenses and the Condottieri troopers behind. 
 
    “Keep going!” he shouted at his beasts of burden. 
 
    Incoming Condottieri fire pinged off the Hornet’s armor like hard rain. He shut down the lasers to allow the capacitors to recharge from the Hornet’s fusion plant, which was operating at maximum output. “Keep pushing! Don’t stop!” 
 
    One of many annoying facts about humans was their belief that they were cleverer than Tortantulas. They weren’t. They mistook their unpredictability for intelligence. Nonetheless, Branco and Osuru proved wise enough to listen to Tatterjee’s orders and slammed the Hornet into the barricade at full tilt. 
 
    The barrier was constructed from sheets of poly-ceramocrete cut from the nearby buildings and propped up by a rusty old heap that looked like it had once been a flat-bottomed boat. But his laser had sliced through the sheets, and the nose armor of a dropship was tough enough to come screaming down from orbit while protecting its contents from small arms fire.  
 
    So there was a good chance he wasn’t going to die instantly on impact. 
 
    Tatterjee swallowed hard and braced in the flight seat. The Wingless Hornet crashed into the barrier, metal screaming as its nose pushed through. Its fuselage was raked by the talons of the half-cut barricade. 
 
    The Hornet wedged itself three-quarters through the obstacle – the perfect target for the waiting hoard of angry human CASPers. 
 
    Tatterjee hit the firing stud and screamed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Hornet’s laser pulses were visible now in the smoke, dust, and debris being thrown up. So were the enemy lasers. 
 
    With the front camera view shot away, Tatterjee traversed the laser blindly from left to right and hoped he was hitting something vital. 
 
    “We’ve cut you free of the barricade,” said the human, Osuru. “Here we go again.” 
 
    “No, wait. I can’t see where I’m going.” 
 
    The human answered with static. 
 
    “Typical.” 
 
    A red light flashed, jerking Tatterjee’s attention to the co-pilot console, which reported the coolant line to the laser had ruptured. 
 
    “By the toes of the goddess,” Tatterjee mumbled as he hit the hatch release control. “I’m not going the same way as those damned Veetanho frigates.” 
 
    “It’s going to blow,” he warned Betty and the humans. He took a last calming breath as his harness released, and he shot out in full view of the enemy humans in their terrifying mecha suits. 
 
    Tatterjee was a Flatar. Without a giant multi-legged alien beneath him to attract enemy fire, his only defenses were intelligence, agility, and the willingness to shoot first and make introductions later. He scampered away at speed, dodging and diving, twisting and turning, and doubling back, flinging his tail out to keep from losing his footing in these high-speed turns. As he danced away, machine gun fire kicked up dust around his feet, then the gun’s firing line moved away from him and toward the Wingless Hornet, which was making its last charge without him. 
 
    Tatterjee didn’t watch, not until he’d jumped through the window of a burning building, swept it with the hypervelocity pistol he’d slung beneath his chest, and decided the room was clear. He risked a peep out the window. Betty and the humans were still pushing the Hornet toward the last Condottieri bastion, now a steaming heap of sliced metal and slag, though still hotly defended. 
 
    Idiots. Didn’t they know it was about to blow? Did he have to tell them everything? 
 
    But what could he do? Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t save the human race from its own stupidity. He gathered his nerves and darted west until he reached the shelter of the warehouse, its roof still smoking, and its walls peppered with shell holes. 
 
    Behind him, a huge explosion shook the ground, rattling a cloud of dust into the air inside the warehouse. 
 
    He didn’t like the sound of the clattering from the ruined floors overhead, nor the protesting screams of buckling stanchions and beams. He fled, jumping into the river and swimming away to safety.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Feeling he’d done more than enough to contribute to this battle – which, frankly, seemed to be a human turf-war and none of his business – Tatterjee waited until the firing eventually died down before making his way back to the collapsed warehouse. There he started rummaging around for loot. 
 
    Betty found him a few minutes later, sitting over a fallen Condottieri CASPer. It had one arm sliced off, and a sword embedded through the open shoulder joint. It was a messy business, but the opening meant that Tatterjee had been able to simply reach inside and flick the emergency release to pop open the CASPer’s cockpit. 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” said Betty after a while. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    Tatterjee interrupted the serious business of hacking the Condottieri CASPer systems, looking for anything that might prove valuable. “No, big girl. I’m not dead. Is the battle over?” 
 
    “Our humans are still squashing the last resistance. But, essentially, yes.” The Tortantula hesitated while her brain worked to frame a question. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Tatterjee ground his teeth in annoyance. He knew what was bugging her. Someone had ordered her not to eat the dead and injured mercs, and now she was in an awkward mood. She needed a little attention. Growling softly, he hopped out of the ruined CASPer. 
 
    “You know me, Betty; I travel light. Anything I like the look of, I eat, drink, or hump, and move on. But that’s only in the physical world. I hoard information, passwords, security protocols, anything that might add to my Yack or give me an edge in a dangerous galaxy. Maybe I can learn something useful about the Condottieri.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll tell Sergeant Hrrn. Maybe he can help.” 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” Tatterjee snapped as he scampered back inside the CASPer. “Hrrn is an imbecile around electronics. Besides, we keep this to ourselves because knowledge is power. And power gets us nice things.” 
 
    “Like meat?” 
 
    “Like meat.” 
 
    “You get to work,” said Betty. “I’ll make sure no one disturbs you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Midnighters interred their dead in the terraforming unit sunk a short distance to the south of the town. 
 
    The unit itself was a sealed box, and the portion Sun could see was the size of a two-story building. How much deeper it went below the ground was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Other than the guards at the surface entrance, all the Midnighters stood at attention between two raised conduits, which carried exhaust gases away from the terraforming box. 
 
    They’d raised the metal floor panels up between the conduits to reveal cavities into which the sixteen humans and two Zuul were laid side-by-side. Some had wanted to lay out the humans in their CASPers, but there’d been no room. And besides, the armorer specialists were busy cannibalizing CASPer parts donated by deceased personnel. 
 
    Her legs were like rubber, and her eyes prickled with the need to sleep, but there could be no rest until they’d said their farewell. Sun read out the eighteen names of the fallen before calling on those present to bow their heads in respect. 
 
    She lowered her own head and remembered not only the 18 lying at their feet, but those still lost out in the swamp, and her sister and the crew who’d gone down with Midnight Sun, from whom they’d heard no word. Her hands shook. 
 
    She often got the shakes coming down after an adrenaline high, but not like this. Not in public. 
 
    She lost her grip on the slate showing the names of the dead. It crashed the ground, its screen shattering. 
 
    Everyone looked at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. And boy did she mean it. 
 
    How was it that she was so different from her sister? Blue would soak up the adrenaline and want more, more, and still more. Blue never crashed. 
 
    Captain Finn-Holt walked up to her. “It’s okay, ma’am.” His words were meant to soothe, but they had the opposite effect. “You can’t see it,” he continued, “but half the mercs in this room are shaking in their CASPers at this very moment.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. I’m aware of that. I know everything about my personnel, human and otherwise. From past mission statistics, I can even tell you the percentage who soiled themselves in the fight, but I must be seen to be above such things. It’s different for me.” 
 
    “Why? Because you’re a woman?” 
 
    Sun ignored him. To be small, female, and pretty meant she always had something to prove. Perhaps to herself even more than to her personnel. But that was a tiny matter compared to standing in the long shadow of her sister’s reputation. 
 
    She looked across the assembled faces. Some wore expressions of pity for her benefit; others tried to ignore her. Most were too weary to do more than wait patiently for this act to complete. 
 
    “We inter our fallen with honor,” she said. Her hands, clasped behind her back, were still shaking. “Our comrades and friends were and remain Midnighters. We are professionals who get the job done. And that’s precisely what our fallen did. They did not fall in vain, because we dealt a stinging blow against a superior force. We taught the Condottieri to fear us, and we will continue to repeat that lesson until they leave Rakbutu-Tereus. We’ll be like the insects and leeches of this world, drawing blood from them day by day, weakening them until our reinforcements arrive, and we turn and crush them.” She paused and wondered idly whether the warmth of the gas conduits would mummify the bodies. She’d heard of ancient cultures burying the dead under the floors of the living. Sun bit her lip, using the pain to block her mind from traveling down such morbid channels. “Does anyone have words to say?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said one of the men. “What about the Condottieri dead? They’re traitors, remember? Collaborators. We want the enemy to fear us, so let’s send them a message.” 
 
    The group of Zuul started barking excitedly. “I have a suggestion,” said Hrrn. “I read about your species before joining the company. Your ancestors had an impressive way of dealing with this matter. Strip our enemies naked. Place them face down on the ground. Pull apart their rib cages, reach in and pull their lungs out their backs, spreading them out to resemble wings.” 
 
    “You’re talking about my ancestors,” said Branco. When Sun heard his voice, she realized how grateful she was that his wasn’t one of the bodies lying on the floor. “You refer to the blood eagle,” he said. “This Viking ritual probably never existed in real life and is definitely too disrespectful. Even if I were callous enough to enjoy the eagle, it would drive our enemies to seek revenge, and that’s not what we want.” He looked to Sun for confirmation. “Is it?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I agree,” said Betty firmly. “Food and water will soon become serious problems, so let’s be practical about it. We should eat our enemies. Send a message that way.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Betty ventured, “we should take just one bite out of each; that will be a more measured approach. More…proportionate.” 
 
    Sun called for quiet. “This is what we do. We demonstrate respect for the Condottieri as individuals, but our contempt for the cause in which they served and fell. We loot the corpses of food, water, ordnance, water filtration, medical equipment, and jet fuel, but we lay the rest of them with their personal belongings alongside our own. Every symbol of the Dove we will deface. Every equipment box, CASPer suit, even personal jewelry, if any bear the symbol of the Dove, we shall deface.” 
 
    “Many of the humans mark their skin with white dove tattoos,” said Betty. 
 
    “Yes, what of it?” 
 
    Her eyes gave a shifty sideways look. All of them. “Those white doves are a sign of the enemy. Can I eat them off?” 
 
    “You can skin the bastards,” someone said, “and hang their entrails from the trees for all I care.” 
 
    The translation came from Sun’s pendant, but the voice that had spoken was Zuparti. 
 
    Zuparti? 
 
    “However,” said Venix at the entrance from the floor above. “The major understands human psychology, and it’s humans whom we face in the field. So we do as she says, with one exception. If any of you desert, Betty, I order you to eat them.” 
 
    “Roger that, Commander,” said the Tortantula, clicking her mandibles. Tatterjee laughed. 
 
    Venix clambered down to the assembly with difficulty, shaking off the trooper who tried to help. A bandage was wrapped around his head, and the way it oozed fluid spoke of infection. He walked with the aid of a metal spar, but he was alive. 
 
    “Commander,” she said. “It’s good to see you. Are you…alone?” 
 
    His only reply was a curt nod. In silence, he walked the line of the fallen, spending a long moment to look into each face. Then he silently trooped the living before coming to a halt in front of Sun. 
 
    “Where are my Raknar?” 
 
    “Nearby.” 
 
    “But you don’t know precisely where.” 
 
    “No,” she admitted and looked down, disconsolate. Then she frowned. She wasn’t taking this shit. She’d made command decisions, and she’d damned well stand by them. “We haven’t located them,” she stated defiantly, “but we’ve paid heavily for the time and space to find them and take them to safety before the enemy appears in numbers.” 
 
    He nodded, a human gesture her sister had taught him. “Good,” he said. “You’ve done well, Major. All of you. But we need to hurry things up here. Hrrn, Kruse, pick three volunteers each and go search for the Raknar. See if the tugs still function. Finn-Holt, Albali, pick the brains of whoever you want, but I want options on how the hell we’re gonna transport hundred-foot high mecha through this damned swamp.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” said Sun. 
 
    “Not you,” the Zuparti said kindly. “You’ve done enough for one day. Rest, because in the morning you have the toughest task of all. We have a thousand-klick march ahead of us, through hostile terrain, and under the enemy’s guns. You need to figure out how to keep us alive.” 
 
    “A thousand klicks? Where are we headed?” 
 
    “There are two Raknar nearby, but the third went down with the ship, and I want it back. Midnight Sun is a tough old bird and full of surprises. It’s possible we might find survivors.” 
 
    Sun’s eyes flashed with anger and her hands trembled. Not with fatigue this time, but the desire to rip the commander’s throat out. How dare he give her false hope? But he’d given her an objective. He was giving them all a purpose. 
 
    A thousand klicks through arduous terrain. With the Condottieri throwing everything at them, and with Veetanho assistance too. The deserter had been right. The sensible approach would have been to yield the Raknar and go to ground. But it was too late now. Blood had been spilled. And there would be plenty more yet. 
 
    Her mind spinning with challenges and solutions, she realized her trembling had left her. This was the darkness before the light. They could do this. She could do this. 
 
    Maybe she wasn’t so different from her sister after all.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Dove heard a knock at the door to his quarters, followed by the grinning form of Provost-Major DiAngelo, a post he’d reluctantly introduced recently to ensure the correct level of zeal from the more opportunistic new recruits swelling the numbers of his battalions. The role might be new, but the person holding it was well known to the Dove. 
 
    Lorenzo DiAngelo gave a teasing smile. “Ready, boss?” Bastardo! He knew how much Dove hated speeches.  
 
    “I’d rather be back in the SleSha slave pits.” 
 
    “I know, boss.” DiAngelo looked thoughtful before adding, “I remember seeing you chained to a cold stone wall, lying in a slick of your own filth, so emaciated I could see the rear curve of your ribcage, and so weak you could no longer swallow solid food. Yet even then, I still saw that gleam in your eye that said you’d find a way out of that alien hellhole.” 
 
    “But it was you, DiAngelo, who got us out.” 
 
    “Maybe. But only because the belief I saw in your eyes kept me fighting.” 
 
    “What you saw in my eye was more likely early onset glaucoma, but let’s not dwell on the inconvenient details of where we came from. Instead, let’s focus on where we go tomorrow.” 
 
    DiAngelo smiled beneath the salute he snapped off as he opened the door to the prefab bubble tent. The son of a whore could play his boss like a Stradivarius, and Dove couldn’t do without him. The provost major gestured for his CO to get his ass in gear and face the world outside. 
 
    His blood warmed at the sight that awaited him on the parade ground. The Veetanho had lent them some serious kit: portable fortification modules, drones, atmospheric lift fliers, sensor tech he didn’t even have a name for, and a serious artillery park. At its heart were three full companies of CASPers. In all, he had 360 CASPer drivers and almost 40 support personnel.  
 
    His best guess put his opponents at fifty Midnighters, and they were encumbered by their wounded and two massive mecha, which his Veetanho advisors swore wouldn’t activate. 
 
    For all their sakes, the aliens had better be right, because even with such numerical superiority, this wouldn’t be easy. The obvious tactic would be to harry the Midnighters. Wear them down with minimal risk and make them pay for their limited supplies. When the wretched survivors had run out of ammo, fuel, food, and fresh water, the Condottieri would overwhelm them and take their prizes. But the Veetanho advisors wanted to take the Raknar back to General Peepo without delay. Condottieri casualties were of no consequence to them. 
 
    He trooped the line of his mercenaries, proudly lined up alongside their gleaming CASPers, knowing that he had to protect them from the Veetanho as much as from the planet and the Midnighters. 
 
    The opening battle had wrought destruction on the Zuul colony settlement, and on its smoking ruins his opponents had scrawled taunts. 
 
    Alien slaves. 
 
    Traitors. 
 
    Collaborators. 
 
    Leccaculo Veetanho lovers. 
 
    There were many more lewd examples, some anatomically impossible or at least ill-advised. Childish really, but the NCOs reported that the accusations were hurting morale. Dove’s response had been to level the place and start again, renaming this outpost as Avanti Base. But DiAngelo insisted that wasn’t enough, that he must puff out his chest, trim his beard, and orate. He must play the part of Il Colombo. 
 
    He hated this, but DiAngelo was right. If his superior numbers didn’t tell, the fight for the Raknar would be decided by whoever held their belief longest. The Midnighter victory had sent a message. Now he must counterattack. He wouldn’t be firing missiles out here on the parade ground, but all the same, his words would be shots fired in this contest. 
 
    “Those of you who knew Captain Fellini and his advance party will be grieving and angry,” he said. “The Midnighters label us as traitors to bolster their will to fight. I expect a few of them – those with the most limited imagination – actually believe this slander. They say that all of us are evil. You!” He stood in front of a young trooper. “Are you evil, Private Rozalski?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Of course you aren’t. You’re a fine young man working his first contract.” He backed away to address the entire parade. “We are Condottieri. We are mercenaries, yes, and that means we fight for profit. But we fight with intelligence and honor, unlike those idiots who oppose us. The Midnighters flatter themselves that they’re fighting for Earth. They’re not. They’re fighting for a storybook ideal. The way forward for humanity is to prove we’re valuable to our superiors in the Union, because if we don’t, then as a mercenary race who are more trouble than we’re worth, we become a liability.” 
 
    The Dove stood before a different trooper in the front row. “Private Desault, what does one do with a liability?” 
 
    “Gets rid of it, sir.” 
 
    “Listen to her! Private Christiana Desault has more sense than the Midnighters and all the Four Horsemen put together. If we fail in this campaign – if we prove to the Veetanho and the strong races of the Union that humanity is a liability, they will get rid of us. Maybe not in my lifetime, but in my children’s, yes. If we don’t win here on Rakbutu-Tereus, our species is doomed.” 
 
    Absolute silence reigned on the parade ground. Even the creatures in the trees had fallen quiet. 
 
    “To hell with the Midnighters,” roared the Dove. “We are Condottieri, and we always win.” He punched the air. “Avanti, Condottieri! Avanti!” 
 
    The chant rang out with ardent fervor: “Avanti, Condottieri! Avanti!” 
 
    With the chant showing no signs of dying away, the Dove whispered to DiAngelo, “How did I do, Lorenzo?” 
 
    “For someone who hates speeches,” DiAngelo said, miming cupping an ear to the deafening chant from their army of mercs, “you did passably okay.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Place one foot in the mud, ensuring its stabilizer fins are extended to spread your footprint. Let it sink until it compacts the ground enough to bear the approximately 975 pounds of your weight. 
 
    Lift the other leg. 
 
    Drag it through the water and place in the mud until it reaches a firm foundation. 
 
    Lift the rear leg and repeat. 
 
    And repeat. 
 
    Endlessly. 
 
    Sun pushed into the harness lashed around her CASPer and tried to remember what the feet of her CASPer looked like. It’d been a while since she’d seen them. 
 
    Stop thinking, she admonished herself. I’m supposed to be resting. 
 
    On the trail ahead, she heard with dismay the familiar whine of Raknar-Beta’s tug spooling its four tilt-prop motors. She trained her exterior cam on the developing scene, because she’d learned on the five days of their trek from the abandoned Zuul settlement that if the tug was spooling up, her brain would need to do the same. 
 
    Sure enough, the tug’s progress was blocked by a fallen tree. 
 
    She had to admit, the lifter tugs were impressive machines. They drove through the tunnel hacked out of the swamp by CASPer sword blades, pushed along by their rear engines on an undercarriage more comfortable with smooth runways.  
 
    Raknar-Beta lay on its cargo bed, hidden beneath the cylindrical tunnel of the tug’s metal cargo cover. It looked like a dish served at a swanky restaurant for titans. 
 
    Sun’s stomach growled at the thought of food. No matter how much she tried not to, her mind was running a countdown until the day, hour, and minute when her nausea and diarrhea suppressants would run out. 
 
    But the tugs were better suited for the swamp than her guts. They were rated for much heavier loads than the Raknar, and the combination of buoyancy in the muddy swamp water and the multitude of thick wheels of its undercarriage meant the tug could progress surprisingly well through the crude tunnel cut by the CASPers. 
 
    The pioneer team up ahead had cut away branches but hadn’t removed this fallen tree. They hadn’t had time. 
 
    The tug ran its rotors hard, pushing itself off the ground and making a short hop over the obstacle. 
 
    The down blast swirled the swamp water into a swirling, bubbling vortex. 
 
    Looks like hot chocolate, she mused. Then the mud thrown up by the blades splattered against her suit. 
 
    She groaned. Not about the mud. She was so thoroughly coated in it that it was impossible to get muddier. The constant rain would soon sluice off this coating, in time to be replaced with yet more mud. It was the hop over the fallen tree that worried her. It would expend a little more from the lifter’s precious fuel reserves. In a few days, they’d need to begin siphoning jump juice from the CASPers to refuel the two tugs. 
 
    Raknar-Beta’s tug was quickly swallowed up by the dark tunnel ahead, disappearing behind the curtain of rain that dripped through the trees. 
 
    If Sun were on her own, she could probably scramble over or under the log. But her current role was to be a mule, pulling a litter of sleeping mercs. She surveyed possible routes through the brackish ground and slewed left. 
 
    Damn tree. She hated it. 
 
    She herself had installed the three-shift system for the Midnighters. The days on Rakbutu-Tereus were nearly thirty hours long. Each shift spent five hours asleep, five hours on an active duty – such as rearguard, pioneering, or command – and five hours pushing the tugs to save on fuel or dragging the litters. 
 
    Repeat. 
 
    Two times each day. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    Unless, by some chance, Venix’s dream became reality, and they finally reached the sea. 
 
    “My tribal ancestors used to migrate across salt flats,” said Venix from the litter, a construct of woven branches and twigs. “If their treks were anything like this, I have more respect for them now.” 
 
    Sun opened a view through her rear camera, showing the litter she was dragging and its precious cargo. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be asleep,” she said to the small figure with the stretched body and drenched whiskers who nestled amongst the sleeping human mercenaries. 
 
    “Not with this leg,” he said. 
 
    As the days dragged on in this nightmare march into the dark interior of the swamp, Venix had begun acting very strangely for a Zuparti. 
 
    He was being nice to people. Most of all, he was being nice to her. 
 
    Whether this was delirium or burgeoning comradeship, she didn’t know, but it was possible that he was blaming the pain from his wounded leg, when really what had woken him was her bumpy ride. She was dragging the sleeping cargo over roots and squeezing between branches that hadn’t been cut. She trained her rear view over the two women and two men she carried in addition to Venix. But it was obvious it would take more than a few bumps to wake the exhausted mercs. It wasn’t just exhaustion, though that was biting and endless. The shades of yellow and green on their skin boded ill, and Trooper O’Hara had something white crawling up into her nose. 
 
    Sun didn’t stop. They all had things crawling on and inside them. 
 
    She looked ahead and saw she had another 30 yards before rejoining the main tunnel. Now was the perfect time to raise a matter she’d been avoiding for days. “We’re making 40 klicks per day,” she said to Venix through her rear speaker. “I’m proud of what we’ve achieved, but we won’t maintain that rate, and there’s another 800 klicks to the sea. We won’t make it. Do you honestly think we will?” 
 
    Venix cast a sly look at his companions lashed to the litter. Satisfied they were too deeply asleep to hear, he replied, “We probably won’t make it to the coast. We probably won’t be able to evade the Condottieri forever. With all this rain, I couldn’t see what they were bringing down from orbit, but there was a lot. However, we do have an ace up our sleeve. It’s the same assumption the CO used during the engagement in space, and it’s still in force. Colonel Dove can’t risk damaging our Raknar. If he shells, bombs, or nukes the entire area, the Raknar will go with us. He has to come in after us through the swamp the hard way. If your sister can get Midnight Sun operational, maybe we can reunite our forces and smash the Condottieri.” 
 
    “It’s been almost six days since the ship went down,” Sun replied grimly. “No contact. If there were any way she could contact me, I know she would, even if only to let me know she was still alive. Every day she fails to do so makes it less likely. We have to face facts, Commander Venix. My sister, the crew, and the aliens aboard Midnight Sun are probably dead.” 
 
    “Probably this. Probably that. Maybe squared. We can guess all we like, but we don’t know any of the key variables other than what we do here of our own volition. Major Sun, if you require a high degree of certainty for every variable in order to function as an officer of this company, you’re not fit for your role. Are you quitting, Major Sun? Are you deserting?” 
 
    “I am asking pertinent questions,” Sun answered. “It’s the officer who’s incapable of considering a range of undesirable outcomes who’s not fit for her role.” 
 
    Venix’s heavy whiskers lifted a little. “Neither is one without fire in her gut. That’s what I wanted to see, Sun. Welcome back, Major. I was worried you’d lost your fire. To recapitulate – your sister, our mysterious alien allies, and our flight home are probably all lost. But we can’t know that for sure. And until we do, we shall continue.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Besides.” He growled and yipped in a manner she’d never heard before. “I know Veetanho. Humans don’t see them the way I do. The mistresses of the Merc Guild wear goggles, little tails, and have cute whiskers. They look like chubby Zuparti with an eye infection. But they’re not. The Veetanho are the true warriors of the Union. Compared to them, the Tortantulas and Besquith are merely hired boots. Insult those lesser races, and they’ll rip off all your limbs and eat them. But if you insult Veetanho, you risk the extermination of your entire species. They scare me, Major. They’re not a forgiving race. In our communications with the Condottieri flagship, I saw Veetanho advisers on their CIC. Colonel Dove might be running the operation here, but he’s on a leash held by the Veetanho. And in the sensitive eyes of the Veetanho, we’re as good as allied to the Four Horsemen. We’re…what’s that human word?” 
 
    “We’re traitors?”  
 
    The Zuparti laughed. “They don’t care about that. Treachery implies honor and morality, and the Veetanho consider themselves above such weaknesses. We’re a threat, a complication to their ambitions. The only way for us to stop being a threat is to kill all the Veetanho in the system. It’s too late for anything less. Surrender is not an option.” 
 
    Sun’s heart filled with horror. What had she led her people into? But she hadn’t; her sister had. 
 
    “Major, my leg…” Sun could hear pain in the Commander’s voice. “The medical nanites are failing. If I become too incapacitated to do the deed myself, promise me you’ll shoot me dead rather than allow me to be captured and held up as an example to anyone who might dare to side with the Four Horsemen. If you’ve any sense, you’ll do the same for our wounded, then kill yourself. I know some species have moral taboos about self-termination. I hope you don’t.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    The thought of capture haunted her the remaining two hours before the shift ended, after which she took her chance to sleep. With her empty CASPer safely lashed to Raknar-Alpha’s tug, she fell asleep on a litter shared with other troopers, leeches, and insects.  
 
    While she slept, a muddy CASPer dragged her, step by squelching step, toward the sea.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Aircraft incoming,” howled Kenngarr. 
 
    “Warn the others,” barked Sergeant Hrrn. “The rest of you, hug the river bed.” 
 
    Kenngarr dropped to all fours and bounded away to the main party – the Zuul acting as a runner to avoid using radio comms and maybe advertising their position. Meanwhile, Branco and the others in the rearguard slid down the muddy river gully and flopped into the river. 
 
    He rolled onto his back. The foul water – coated in green river scum, which was home to millions of tiny yellow insects – had splashed over the bank with the impact of five CASPers and four aliens. Now the waves rolled back, lapping over Branco’s front camera, temporarily blinding him before settling down.  
 
    It was a stream rather than a river, he decided. Despite six days of continuous rain, the broad stretch, thirty feet across, was shallow enough that the torso of his Mark 8 stood proud like an armored island. 
 
    He gestured for the external cam to give itself a jet from its cleaning fluid and looked up at the sky. Directly above the watercourse, the canopy thinned significantly, but despite the blessed absence of rain this morning, the foliage was still too dense to see the sky, let alone any aircraft. 
 
    So he trained his camera on his comrades in the rearguard, because running dark without comms made his CASPer suit a suffocating prison of isolation.  
 
    For fanden! The Devil! He hoped he wasn’t developing claustrophobia. 
 
    The camera dispersed the rising panic by reminding him he wasn’t alone. The four metal bellies belonged to Gjalp, Turnaround, Corporal Cleggy, and Ripper from Ultra-V Squad. The remaining three Zuul were kneeling in the water, and Betty was squatting down, but Tatterjee had decided the Zuul sergeant’s order didn’t apply to him. 
 
    The Flatar had a point. Back aboard Midnight Sun, Branco would have described the little alien’s ginger and cream fur as pretty, though he’d only say that to Tatterjee’s face if motivated by a large wager. Now the little alien’s pelt was the rich brown and green of rotting vegetation mixed with dirt and water. 
 
    The thumm – thumm – thumm of multiple aircraft rotors finally reached Branco’s ears. The aircraft sounded too big to be the drones that had buzzed overhead the past couple of days. 
 
    This was something new. 
 
    “Check ammo state and weapons function,” ordered Hrrn.  
 
    Branco complied, running a rapid-check diagnostic of his arm-mounted MAC and machine gun. His sword blade flicked out simultaneously with the four other CASPers, churning the water like a pack of hungry piranha. 
 
    “Good to go, Sergeant,” he reported, along with the others. 
 
    The aircraft grew closer and louder. 
 
    “Maintain weapons discipline,” said Hrrn, though noticeably quieter than before. “Wait for my signal before firing, then pick your targets according to the target zones I allocate.” 
 
    With the aircraft drawing nearer with every heartbeat, Branco found himself wondering when he’d slipped into the habit of obeying an alien NCO as if it were as natural as the protests of his empty gut. 
 
    It probably helped that, as a Zuul, Sergeant Hrrn didn’t come from a race that had launched a nuclear strike on Earth. Nor were they responsible for stripping Earth of its mercenary leaders and driving the Four Horsemen into forming the nexus of human resistance to General Peepo. Still, Hrrn was the child of another world, many light years from Earth. 
 
    But not this world. 
 
    They were all aliens here. 
 
    The river was shaking now, the drone of the aero engines beating it into a froth. Branco activated the reticles in his HUD for his two main armaments, but his suit couldn’t identify anything to aim at. He was reduced to his eyesight. And with one of his two front cameras out of action, even with his pinplants, he’d lost binocular vision. 
 
    A spark of fear worked Branco’s fatigue-clogged mind enough to remember why his alien comrades really bothered him. 
 
    The jaunt out to chase Sinclair’s Scorpions had been an acquisition contract. The safe return of the Raknar to the alien owner with a seemingly bottomless Yack was a security contract. Or so it had been. To be honest, he couldn’t remember exactly what their contract was anymore, but it scarcely mattered, because their motivation was evolving into something very different. 
 
    Only seven days had passed since the Midnight Sun had bought time for Indomitable Streak to escape and bring aid. Just one week. But time worked differently on this swamp world, stretching hours into endless epochs of fear and fatigue, and hothousing rumors and dangerous ideas until they grew and mutated like the molds that appeared on your body as you slept. 
 
    With every hour, the mercs spoke less of working contracts and more of fighting a war. The Condottieri were no longer deadly rivals, but traitors. The enemy. And the most terrifying change of all – Midnighters were openly talking about the Veetanho race as the enemy. It hadn’t been too many decades ago that humans had been slaughtered in the Alpha Contracts. Isolated inside their metal carapaces, had the contemporary human mercs really forgotten that? Did they honestly think they could take on the most powerful race in the Union? 
 
    Because that was how many Midnighters were talking now. 
 
    And what of the Four Horsemen? From commercial rivals who’d struck lucky in the Alpha Contracts by not dying and had ridden that glory ever since, every day saw them being built into ever bigger heroic figures. Champions of Earth. The hope for freedom. 
 
    All of which was half truth, half myth, and nonsense, and none of which applied to the non-human Midnighters. If the humans really were at war, then it wasn’t their war. 
 
    And if those aircraft shaking the ground were to drop a company of CASPers, would the Zuul fight in that war? 
 
    He dropped his camera view back to the Zuul. Z’yggul held her laser rifle out of the water. It was clean, and it was dry. But would she use it? 
 
    The aircraft were overhead now. 
 
    The engine note changed. 
 
    Branco raised his arms and pointed them at the canopy, weapons free. 
 
    The aircraft passed over and moved away. 
 
    Idiot! That change in engine noise was only the Doppler effect. Imbecile! 
 
    He safed his weapons.  
 
    But he couldn’t stop thinking of the Zuul. Why were any of them still here, suffering in the mud? 
 
    The ever-present oozing slime coated the inside of his CASPer no matter how hard he tried to wipe it off. He slept in mud; it coated his food, he even drank it, despite the heroic efforts of the water filtration unit in his suit. Every pore in his skin was a miniature firing hole defended tenaciously by the stuff.  
 
    His mind drifted to the muddy 20th Century battlefields he’d visited in Flanders: Ypres, the Somme, Passchendaele. What was it the British Tommies had sang as they squelched to and from the frontline trenches? 
 
    We’re here because we’re here because we’re here because we’re here… 
 
    Maybe that was the answer to the Zuul mystery. They were here because they were here, and the devil take anyone who wondered why. 
 
    “Keep down,” ordered Sergeant Hrrn. “Keep still.” 
 
    The aircraft circled around and came back. 
 
    Branco used every targeting device and optical filter to peer through the canopy at the sky. And failed. 
 
    In the end, the only sensors that could penetrate the trees were his Mark 1 lugholes, and his ears told him that the aircraft had passed back overhead on a parallel course to their arrival, but a few hundred yards to the north. 
 
    “We’re clear,” said Hrrn. “I expect the river’s course is visible from above in the thinning effect it has on the canopy, and they’re using it as a marker for their search pattern. Everyone up. Rest time’s over. Fill up your water carriers with the river water, because when the major hears about those aircraft, you can be sure her next orders will be to move away from the river and deeper into the jungle.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 77 
 
      
 
    The Dove relaxed into his camp chair and puffed at his Robusto cigar, enjoying the break from the endless rain. The sea breeze was brisk enough to cleanse his lungs of the fetid swamp air, but not so strong that it whipped the ash from his cigar tip and dashed it into his eyes. 
 
    This morning he’d awoken as always: deeply regretting abandoning his darling Margherita and children to stake his future on this mission to retrieve a few old museum pieces. But after a pleasant day by the seaside, he’d sleep with renewed confidence that he, Il Colombo, would once again return home having triumphed against the odds, wearing the famous swagger and the glint in his eye. 
 
    That his adversary, Captain Blue, had been developing a similar reputation would make it all the more delicious. 
 
    “Your assessment?” demanded Penree. “Can your company hold this coastal position?” 
 
    The Dove shut his eyes, trying to hold on to his good mood for a few moments longer. 
 
    But it was hopeless. That little veneer of peace – was it so much to ask for? – had been punctured by that annoying creature with the whiskers and the stupid rat’s tail. 
 
    Taking a deep draw on his cigar, he rolled the taste of fine Honduran tobacco around his mouth and blew it directly at Senior Commissar Penree’s ugly face. 
 
    True to her nature as a member of the most annoying race in the galaxy, the Veetanho military advisor didn’t even wrinkle her nose in disgust. “Is this exhalation an attempt at humor, Colonel?” 
 
    His translator pendant made it clear that Penree saw little in her human colleague to amuse her. 
 
    Good, thought the Dove. I want to piss you off, not make you laugh. And I don’t do so idly. 
 
    But he said nothing and turned his attention to the construction work bustling away on the fortified ring of hills. Hidden from sight in the depression within, his artillery batteries were being deployed. Penree seemed to think the batteries would be key. 
 
    “I’m impressed with how easily my team can assemble such strong defenses so rapidly, and with only minimal instruction from orbit,” Dove admitted. “Already Forts Capitoline and Caelian are ready, and Fort Palatine will be finished by suppertime. On the other hand, this fortress complex is a complete waste of my force’s time. Splitting my personnel is a strategic error that even an infant of my race could point out – even one distracted by cute furry animals.” He raised an eyebrow at the alien. Had that jibe hit home? How the hell should he know? Behind those inscrutable thick goggles, the alien held a perfect poker face. 
 
    “At most,” Dove continued, “all we need is a fortified forward base to support our naval ops and the sensor grid manufactory, but this” – the Dove shot to his feet and spread his arms to encompass the building work – “is utter madness.” 
 
    The Veetanho made no comment. 
 
    Dove ignored her and turned his mind to the lie of this land. Penree was no fool. There was a reason she wanted a coastal stronghold, and that meant this area could soon be a battleground. 
 
    To the north of the river delta, where the swamp drained into the sea, the coastal plain consisted of featureless scrubland and mudflats, except for a peculiar range of hills that ran in a straight line for several miles before disappearing beneath the sea. The site of Seven Hills Base was typical of this hill range – a central depression surrounded by a ring of hills. Then nothing but flat ground before the neighboring hill-rings in the sequence, each about a mile away. 
 
    These were impact craters, not natural geological formations. If one were to dig into the depression, the Dove suspected, one would recover the rotted carcass of a kinetic torpedo from an ancient war, long forgotten. The combatants, too, had most likely disappeared beyond written records, leaving the galaxy for younger races to wage their own wars. And earn their own mercenary pay. 
 
    “Your agreement is not required,” the Veetanho informed him out the blue. 
 
    “Of course it isn’t, Commissar Penree, but my respect is. Oh, yes, I know your weakness. It’s not much, but it’s there all the same. You Veetanho are the greatest generals in history, the best warriors, and most fearsome technicians of war. A Veetanho force has never been defeated on even terms. We both know that’s a steaming mound of flyblown manure, but you dearly want the other races to believe it. You want respect. Well, I have news for you, Commissar. I respect and honor your race, but you as an individual are an imbecile.” 
 
    The Dove took a nervous draw of his Honduran, watching carefully for any movement of the alien’s gun hand. Seeing nothing, he continued. 
 
    “If by some chance there were any survivors of Midnight Sun, and if it were capable of lifting off from the sea – and these are huge ifs – we have enough ships in orbit to send it permanently back into the watery depths, with no need for assistance from my artillery. Once finished, the Seven Hills Base will be a strongpoint against infantry attack, and the hidden artillery battery at its center will dominate the area. But the fort won’t protect against the battlecruiser, and as for the stragglers fleeing through the swamp, we’d be better off using my troopers to pursue them, not bottling my people up here. It’s almost as if you expect an amphibious attack.” 
 
    The Dove suddenly flicked his gaze at the alien. “An amphibious attack in strength.” 
 
    The Veetanho said nothing. 
 
    Admittedly, the alien had spent a great deal of its time saying nothing, but that had been because Penree considered any human to be far beneath her station. This was different. The Veetanho’s mouth pursed with tension; her jaw was firmly clamped and ears slightly back. 
 
    It wasn’t racial contempt keeping Penree silent anymore; she had something to hide. 
 
    Her silence was deafeningly loud. 
 
    Unfortunately, those unspoken words were far from comforting. They were Paul Revere’s midnight warning, Garibaldi’s call to arms for Italian patriots.  
 
    Something still on board the Midnight Sun scared the hell out of Penree. Something he hadn’t been briefed about. 
 
    And like any sane person, the Dove had a healthy respect for whatever could scare a Veetanho. Madonna! What have I gotten myself into? 
 
    He puffed up a smokescreen and thought through the possibilities. None put him at ease. 
 
    His comm chimed. “Colonel,” said DiAngelo, “one of our submersibles has definite confirmation of Midnight Sun’s crash site.” 
 
    “And your depth charges have decimated its crew and forced the shattered wreck of a once proud ship to the surface. Correct?” 
 
    “Not quite, boss. The reef has been smashed to powder, and a deep crater gouged into the seabed. It’s the crash site all right, but the ship’s gone.” 
 
    “It just…rolled away?” 
 
    “Ahh, yes, Colonel. Exactly so. There’s a much shallower channel leading away to the deep ocean. I’ve followed it for three miles, and then it stops. I have teams down there now, but it looks like the ship started up enough power to boost itself off the seabed and limped away. I can search for it, but if I locate the ship in this ocean, it’ll be by pure luck.” 
 
    The Dove puffed at his cigar as he thought. 
 
    “Negative, DiAngelo,” he said and glared at Penree. “I’ve received fresh intelligence. Midnight Sun may have amphibious combat teams. In fact, I’m gestating a suspicion that the humans scurrying around the swamps under the command of the mad sisters are only a cover story to conceal a far deadlier force. Pull your teams out of the water, put yourself on high alert, and return to the safety of Seven Hills.” 
 
    “Copy that,” acknowledged DiAngelo before letting rip with an unhalting stream of Milanese invective that even the Dove couldn’t follow. 
 
    Only seconds after cutting the link to the naval team, the Dove received a call from Avanti Base in the heart of the jungle. 
 
    “Colonel, our reconnaissance flight has located the Raknar.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s fine news indeed. Were you spotted?” 
 
    “I don’t believe we were.” 
 
    “Splendid. Did you locate both Raknar?” 
 
    “Not…exactly. The onboard AIs agreed something unnatural was below their position, but they can’t say precisely what.” 
 
    “So what you’re telling me is that non-parametric statistical inference engines scored a hit, but nothing algorithmic did.” 
 
    “Correct, sir. I’m landing a drone-equipped team ten klicks from the…ah, sighting. The drones will find a way through the trees.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let me know when you’re close and patch me through to a drone. I want to have a word with whoever’s in charge. I do hope one of the sisters is still alive. I find them such charming young ladies.” 
 
    The Dove leaned back in his seat and enjoyed the sun on his face. His Robusto was half burned through, and he’d hardly done it justice with all the distractions. A quick pat of his jacket reassured him that he had another tube in reserve. 
 
    The pestilential alien hung around nearby in silence, but the Dove’s passive sensors linked to his pinplants informed him the Veetanho was in high bandwidth communication with her fellows in orbit. 
 
    He turned his face to the sea. 
 
    Midnight Sun was still out there somewhere, and inside it was his third Raknar. But what else? 
 
    Whatever surprises awaited him, he could still bring this mission off in triumph. 
 
    The Dove settled deeper into his chair and breathed deeply of the sea air.  
 
    All in all, this was turning into a glorious day.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 78 
 
      
 
    Branco regarded the six empty CASPers arrayed before him in the mid-morning gloom and tried to tap hidden reserves to summon up the energy to work on them. But he was all tapped out. 
 
    Whatever his state, though, this essential maintenance work had to be carried out. 
 
    The major had allowed two half-hour stops per day, and Branco was one of three surviving armorer specialists whose skills were always called upon to keep the CASPers running. 
 
    Joints were clogging with impacted mud. No matter how well he cleaned them, after a few hours in the swamp, the suits would begin to lose their full range of motion. If they’d been Mark 5s or 6s, he would have been worried about corrosion and electronic short-circuits from the constant dampness. If they’d been Mark 7s, the drivers would have been struggling in the sweltering heat from fuel cells that couldn’t radiate waste heat effectively into the moist air through their clogged heat exchangers. But these were Mark 8s, and they were mostly standing up well. With all the fuel cells stripped from the fallen at the battle they’d fought seven days ago, it would be weeks before these CASPer motors stopped. The main weakness of the suits were the drivers who operated them. Fatigued, diseased, and riddled with parasites, the suits would last longer than their drivers. 
 
    More important than the suits’ slight loss of agility, the enzyme osmosis membranes in their water filtration systems were deteriorating fast. The mud was pushing the system to the limit, but what tipped them over seemed to be biological. Could be bacteria or microscopic parasites. No one knew for sure, and they lacked the skill or equipment to care. 
 
    The ground here was relatively dry but surrounded by little water channels feeding slow-moving brown sludge into larger bodies of water. When the water filters died, they’d be lapping at the sludge if they couldn’t find fresh running water soon. 
 
    “You’re a marvel,” said Gjalp. 
 
    Branco smile at his squadmate, who’d come to stand beside him. 
 
    “But even you can’t work wonders. Our suits will fail, won’t they? Then we’ll die.” 
 
    Anger rapidly warmed Branco’s blood. He was doing his best. What was Gjalp’s problem? 
 
    His big friend looked shrunken in on himself, skin sallow, and sweat beading on his face. But he had that obstinate frown that announced Soren Gjalp would never back down. It was just that today that frown was directed at Branco. 
 
    “The suits will last just fine,” Branco told him. “It’s their drivers who’ll fail. And you’ll fade first if you don’t get some rest. You’re supposed to be asleep.” 
 
    “What’s the point?” Gjalp snapped back. “This stinking jungle will kill us all. Better to end it with a quick MAC round to the head.” 
 
    “No, that’s not you, Gjalpy. Take the easy way out and abandon your comrades? You wouldn’t. We need you.” 
 
    Gjalp snorted. “For what? It’s madness. Why are any of us doing this?” 
 
    “Because we’re professionals, and because we signed up for it.” 
 
    Branco didn’t like the sneer spreading across his friend’s face. “Oh, yeah. Loverboy Branco. I expect you to defend your girlfriend.” 
 
    “No, I’m going to defend my CO because she’s right.” 
 
    “Is she? We aren’t at war.” 
 
    “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t like it any better than you, but the Four Horsemen went rogue. Now they’re paying the price. It’s not a price I volunteered to pay.” 
 
    “She gave you a chance to back out. And you chose not to take it. We’re all in this together. Unless…” Branco was about to say ‘Unless she orders us to surrender,’ but she never would. Would she?  
 
    Then he wasn’t speculating about Sun because Gjalp threw a punch – one so slow that Branco easily ducked underneath. By the time he came back up, Gjalp was closing in for a bear hug. But instead of a bone-crunching attack, Gjalp could only manage a clumsy shove. 
 
    Branco pushed him back, and Gjalp fell. He landed heavily, clutching at his gut. Branco hadn’t even hit him there. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you were so ill?” he demanded of the fallen man. “Can you still drive your CASPer?” 
 
    “It stinks in there. I mean really, gut-wrenchingly bad. But I can still drive it. I walked into a tree today, though. Must’ve dozed off. Just fatigue.” 
 
    “No, it’s more than that. Why are you clutching at your guts?” 
 
    Gjalp provided an answer in spectacular fashion, blowing the contents of his stomach over a wide area. 
 
    “That’s absolutely rank,” said Corporal Cleggy, who was coming off shift. 
 
    “What?” groaned Gjalp in abject misery. “Ain’t you seen barf before? What the hell kind of bars do you drink at?” 
 
    “No,” said Cleggy pointing at the splatter. “Look!” 
 
    Branco wrinkled his nose in disgust. Gjalp’s vomit was moving. Pallid worms were crawling through it like the fingers of corpses trying to pull themselves up from the ground. 
 
    “Ah, man,” said Cleggy. “I hate this swamp.” 
 
    One of the huge brown slugs flew down from a low branch and sat on the writhing pile. A short while later more slugs moved in, but the first one spat acid at them to fend them off. 
 
    When it followed its rivals soon after, all the worms had gone, replaced with steaming holes where acid had burned through into the damp ground. 
 
    “Well whaddya know?” said Gjalp, rising to his feet. “Jungle cleaning service, free of charge. Works too. I feel so much better.” 
 
    “Incoming!” came a shout “Drones. Weapons free, people. Blast them to hell.”  
 
    Branco scrambled up the nearest CASPer and jumped inside, but as he did so, the whine of light aerial motors burst through the tunnel they’d cut through the jungle. He’d never get the suit active in time. 
 
    While chaos erupted throughout the temporary camp, Branco jumped down and joined Gjalp in grabbing a laser rifle from a nearby stack that had just been cleaned. 
 
    While the chemical reaction in the magazine charged the gun, the drones shot through the tunnel. 
 
    They were light reconnaissance drones, armed with nothing more than a laser that fed off their small power cell. Not only were they down in the tunnel, but flying through the branches higher up. Probably above the canopy too. It wasn’t enough for the drones to spot the Midnighters; they also needed to relay the signal back. 
 
    Branco captured one drone in his sights, leading it slightly before he fired. The miniature aircraft flew into his laser beam, slicing itself neatly in two. Other drones were dying more spectacular deaths in explosions and evasive maneuvering that slammed them into the trees. 
 
    There were only a couple left. 
 
    Branco was seeking the next target when he heard Sun’s heavily-amplified voice. “Cease fire! I want a few words with Il Colombo.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 79 
 
      
 
    The Condottieri had found them! 
 
    These were only recon drones, but Sun knew they were the enemy’s feathery first touch of contact that could rapidly build to a crushing grip. 
 
    She stomped across the damp ground to stand beneath one of the drones. What this little machine represented scared the shit out of her. What was going through the hearts of her people? 
 
    She reached out a metal hand to the device and beckoned it closer. 
 
    You always knew it would be a battle of morale, she told herself. And now they need you to demonstrate defiance. 
 
    “Take a good look at me,” she said at the device. “I know someone’s monitoring this in real time. To whom am I speaking?” 
 
    “I am Colonel Nicolo SantoPietro, known as Il Colombo. I must thank you for keeping my Raknar safe. With whom do I have the pleasure of conversing?” 
 
    “This is Major Sun of the Midnight Sun Free Company, and I tell you that you’ll never get your hands on our property. Take a good look if you want, because it’ll do you no good. Send more drones; we could do with the target practice. Better still, come in person, and I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    “Come now,” said the enemy colonel in a silvered voice. “Let us be reasonable.” 
 
    “Request granted,” Sun replied, and blasted the drone to fragments with her autocannon. 
 
    “Such a disappointment,” said the Dove, as the last surviving drone soared into the trees, ducking between branches in its hunt for cover. 
 
    “You’re a beautiful and spirited woman,” his voice told her from the trees. “I don’t wish to destroy you, Major. I desire you by my side.” 
 
    Sun let off three bursts of fire that brought branches and foliage crashing down onto Raknar-Beta’s tug.  
 
    “Missed,” said the Dove from somewhere in the trees. “You Midnighters impress me. Seriously. I invite all of you to give yourselves up and join the Condottieri. After a hard battle at the Zuul colony town, you’ve marched seven days and nights through swamp and jungle, and still you keep your weapons clean and your fighting spirit hot. This is good. But how defiant will you be in another seven days? Or a further seven days after that? You know I don’t need to kill you. In time, the swamp will do it for me, and I can wait to let hunger and disease claim you. So why don’t we skip the part where you die slowly and get straight to the part where I collect my Raknar?” 
 
    A bolt of red – ephemeral but visible in the damp air – shot into the trees and into the drone. 
 
    “No deals with traitors,” shouted Branco, his laser rifle gently steaming in its breach. 
 
    The drone he’d shot caught fire as it clattered down the trees to land with a thump on the muddy ground. 
 
    Sun looked to the others for their reaction, hoping they’d echo Branco’s words of defiance. 
 
    No one spoke. The faces she saw regarded the smoldering drone sullenly for a few moments, then doggedly returned to their assigned tasks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 80 
 
      
 
    “Seven Hills Base has completed Phase One construction,” DiAngelo reported. “The sensor grid is now self-replicating across the sea, extending the perimeter of its coverage by 10 meters per hour, a rate that will increase exponentially. If Midnight Sun so much as squeaks, let alone rises to the surface, the sensor team of Seven Hills will know well in advance.” 
 
    “Good.” Dove turned from DiAngelo to the holographic participant in the meeting. “What of Avanti?” 
 
    “The fabricators are coming online,” reported Captain Handel, the commander Dove had left running Avanti Base. “Still teething problems, of course, but we expect the initial batch of new bloodhounds to enter service tomorrow. The assembly line for the artillery munitions is still being assembled.”  
 
    Handel’s Tri-V hologram glanced nervously at Commissar Penree, who was physically present, along with the Dove and DiAngelo, in the conference room of Fort Palatine. Dove didn’t blame him. The Veetanho were growing impatient and regarded Condottieri lives to be of no consequence. Captain Handel’s included. 
 
    “And your pursuit?” Dove nudged. 
 
    “Is underway but hitting problems,” the captain replied. “Since the target’s encounter with the drone flight yesterday, they’ve taken more effort to cover their tracks. They’ve been cutting false trails and leaving ambush parties. I lost a CASPer two hours ago, sunk into a pit and never got out again. But we know their approximate location, and we’re grinding them down.” 
 
    “Good,” Dove replied, blowing a smoke ring that turned in the air to DiAngelo’s amusement. “Drive them, harry them, but don’t engage closely. To do so would be wasteful.” 
 
    “To do so would expedite the retrieval of our Raknar,” said Penree. “You should assault. You know their location. Attack them.” 
 
    “My dear Commissar,” soothed the Dove, “these Midnighters retain far too much spirit. Let it first drain into the mud.” 
 
    “You promised results.” 
 
    “And you shall have them. But I promised you those Raknar, and cornered humans do desperate things. Such as exploding ordnance that would kill them all but would also destroy the Raknar rather than let us retrieve them. We must wear them out first.” 
 
    “Approach them at night,” the Veetanho insisted. “Overwhelming strength. Chain guns and sword blades. Your vaunted CASPers can kill the enemy and act quickly enough to secure the Raknar.” 
 
    Dove bit down on his reply, but DiAngelo voiced his thoughts verbatim. “An attack now will be risky and costly. We don’t need to throw away the lives of our personnel for no purpose. Let us wait a little longer.” 
 
    “No one’s getting off this planet alive without our say so,” said the other holographic figure in the meeting. From Regina Margherita, the Condottieri flagship in orbit, Commander Dubroc made her point by transmitting a real-time view of the orbital zone around Rakbutu-Tereus. “The Midnighters understand the importance of orbital superiority, and I own it, unchallenged. They cannot hope to survive for much longer in that swamp. The only way for them to live is to surrender the Raknar; they all know it. They just need time to accept that conclusion.” 
 
    “Time! Time! You humans talk endlessly of time as if it’s the most abundant commodity in the galaxy. Time is not fixed. Events change. The advantage can slip.” 
 
    “Last transmission said our reinforcements are almost here,” said Commander Dubroc. “Our intelligence that you say comes via the Navigation Guild tells us nothing of similar reinforcements for the enemy.” 
 
    “Time is not abundant!” The Veetanho bared her teeth at Dubroc’s holographic image. 
 
    The commander gave the alien a look of absolute disdain, and the Dove’s heart couldn’t help being gladdened by such a tableau of beauty. 
 
    Commander Pascaline Dubroc was an excellent officer with an arresting presence despite her petite stature. A little like the mad sisters, he supposed, except Dubroc was more assured in her role, and possessed elegant layers of grace and sophistication utterly unlike the Midnighter street filth. In fact, Dubroc would be not merely good but perfect if not for one fatal flaw. One he confessed was not entirely her fault. 
 
    She’d been born French.  
 
    Dubroc punctuated her disdain with the classic Gallic shrug, an artifice reserved for those she held in particular contempt. “Fille de taupe,” she muttered. Daughter of a mole. 
 
    “Thank you everybody,” said the Dove quickly, before Dubroc’s insult precipitated a Franco-Veetanho war. “Our plans are proceeding well. My friends, I accept the Commissar’s excellent advice that we mustn’t take time for granted. Therefore, I shall accelerate the timetable I had planned.” He glanced at the Veetanho and wondered whether she would realize he was lying through his beard. “We shall establish a cordon on the north bank of the main river that passes through the swamp, and which I now name the River Pripyat. The Midnighters’ path follows the south bank of the river, and I believe they feel compelled to stay close to the Pripyat, the only source of relatively fresh water. We shall deny them this crucial resource with a blockading force. Handel, your force is to continue harrying, but to fall back if pressed heavily. I shall lead the blockade with the assistance of Provost-Major DiAngelo. I leave the Seven Hills fortification ring and the naval operations in the capable hands of Captain Fiorentino, who should be assisted in this by Assistant Commissar Boroi. One final week of pursuit, and the Raknar will be ripe for the plucking.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 81 
 
      
 
    The signals specialist waited for his moment, protected from observation by the impact crater’s rim that had been eroded over many years into a ring of low and broken hills. He watched his comrades on point at the northeast crest, ensuring the way was clear. 
 
    But in war, there is no safe. Nothing is ever entirely clear. 
 
    Take the Pattex, for example. This planet had been used by that race as an evacuation staging area when they were raided by Spinward Cartel forces about 130,000 cycles ago. The Pattex had thought they were safe. But the Cartel attack had left these impact craters, and it amused the scout sensor specialist that the enemy human mercenaries were clinging to the debris of that earlier conflict of which they had no understanding. 
 
    The humans weren’t safe either. Not here on this world. And certainly not on their homeworld of Earth. 
 
    The clouds shifted slightly, propelled by a stiffening easterly sea breeze. A beam of moonlight shone down on the crest of the hill, gleaming off the shell of one of their squad. 
 
    Revealed by this sudden illumination, the scouts on the crest solidified into immobility. 
 
    One of them still glinted. Presenting a smooth, reflective surface on a reconnaissance mission? On their return, serious questions would be asked by the elder of the Fast Venom Clan. 
 
    The signals specialist shivered to contemplate being caught even in the vicinity of her anger. 
 
    But the crestline scouts acted as if nothing had happened, and when the cloud returned, one beat furiously at the offender’s shell to remove any smoothness, while the other waved a beckoning limb at the specialist waiting below. He pushed the equipment trolley the short distance up the slope to join them, the fat tires leaving faint channels in the dirt, which those following behind soundlessly brushed away with their limbs. 
 
    Once in position, the specialist took the time to verify the calibration of the firing mechanism, though he knew he was in full view of any human looking this way from their ring of fortifications less than a mile to the northeast. This had to be done correctly, whatever the risk. It was entirely possible that there in the enemy fort, just a missile strike away, was one of the Usurpers, there to ensure its human servants did its bidding. 
 
    Soon they’d find out. 
 
    The specialist allowed himself a low growl of hatred but didn’t slow as he completed his task. 
 
    He signed that he was ready and, below the ridge line, the team leader signaled back that he should fire. 
 
    The specialist activated the firing mechanism, and an undetectable blast of compressed gases launched gossamer sacs of microscopic sensor feeds into the night. The sacs would be borne aloft by the sea air and quickly disintegrate into nothingness. The sensor beads that were their payload would aerobrake just before reaching their target. 
 
    Over the coming hours, microscopic dust would rain down, and over the course of the following days, the most innocent of gentle breezes would be used by the micro nodes to move closer to one another. 
 
    And closer.  
 
    Grain by grain along the ground. 
 
    As its nodes grew close enough to resonate, they’d draw energy from each other, which they’d use to quietly exert a subtle influence on nearby nodes, summoning them into formation. 
 
    Later, when the network was engorged on hidden potential energy, they’d amplify and transmit any information that passed through the network. Vibrations in the ground, the guarded song of shielded electrical cables, emissions in the radio spectrum – everything passing through would be captured like flies in the network’s web. 
 
    The whole operation would take about two days, and when it was complete, they’d know every word the humans spoke. 
 
    Unless they were discovered.  
 
    Nothing was truly undetectable if your opponents had the equipment and willingness to search you out, but the passive sensor grid was as close to imperceptible as the specialist’s race could devise. They could do no better. 
 
    The reconnaissance team streamed back along the featureless ground, soon reaching the sandy flats that would be washed clean of all traces of their activity by the tide. 
 
    Unchallenged, they sank beneath the waves. 
 
    They swam in silence, without speaking, for they had a long journey ahead of them. And they feared the elder’s ire at its end.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 82 
 
      
 
    “I have eyes on the prize, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    Private Christiana Desault had spent the last few days grumbling. Watching the south bank of the river Pripyat from her concealed position meant prying her eyes open with matchsticks to make sense of the scene on the far bank. Gnarled tree limbs, clad in resinous brown and grey bark, bifurcated repeatedly into twigs and branches that waved their verdant foliage in the breeze off the river. The undergrowth was a complex dappling of greens in a muddy base. 
 
    The riverbank was basically a camo pattern, and she’d been staring into it for two days. No wonder her eyes hurt. Sometimes creatures perfectly adapted to the environment slithered or crawled or trotted to the bank to drink their fill of the only clean water for a hundred miles. 
 
    But all that was forgotten in an instant, because the shape that had taken a knee at the edge of the trees a hundred yards downstream was not of this world, no matter how clever the patterning of the light scout armor. It was a human Midnighter who was scanning the north bank through her binoculars. 
 
    “I see them,” said Sergeant Bianchi. 
 
    Them? Her squad’s data net was lagging, because it used tight beam comms bounced off relays pinned to the trees, but the CASPers of her fellows were adding to her own suit’s knowledge, and in her HUD, hesitant targeting symbols appeared for two more probable enemies. If they were really there, they were a short distance further downstream of the Midnighter with the binocs. 
 
    “They’re stray animals come to the watering hole,” said the sergeant. “They’re nervy, easily spooked. No one move a muscle. If anyone so much as scratches their butts inside their suit, I’ll flay them alive.” 
 
    In the magnified Tri-V image inside her CASPer, Christiana’s target waved on someone behind them. 
 
    Her thunderous heartbeat was deafening. A tingling grew in her stomach and spread over her skin, teasing her to break into nervous laughter. It was the exact same feeling she’d had as a child, hiding behind the curtains playing hide and seek with her brother. But she had to wait. Had to hope her concealment was good enough. And when she broke cover this time, it wouldn’t be with a child’s playtime laughter but inside a 950-pound war machine, lighting up with both arm-mounted machine guns. 
 
    On the far bank, the Midnighter abruptly snapped a cautionary hand signal. Halt! 
 
    Christiana felt a chill. Had she been spotted? She froze, not even daring to breathe. 
 
    The observer on the far side slowly lowered her binoculars. 
 
    That was good, right? 
 
    A shrill audible alert pierced the inside of Christiana’s CASPer. A wireframe view of her suit thrust itself into her Tri-V displays, showing the area of upper torso armor that was currently melting. 
 
    Laser! 
 
    Training cut in. 
 
    She activated the torso aerosol that would briefly reduce the energy the laser was dumping into her suit. More importantly, the light-scattering particles allowed her to see the beam. For a fraction of a second, she could see a vicious red line. It was angled upward – coming from halfway up the trees on the south bank. 
 
    Christiana took two powerful rearward steps, crushing the carefully concealed nest she’d resided within the past two days. She lit up the laser shooter’s position with both machine guns. 
 
    Trees erupted in splinters, shredded leaves, and the shrieking natural denizens of the swamp. While her right arm stitched a pattern of bullets through the trees, she lowered her left to take out the observer with the binocs. But her target had already disappeared from her HUD, and before she’d lowered her arm, an impact on her left side sent her skidding ten feet along the muddy ground. 
 
    She lay immobile on her right side, her status board awash with red. 
 
    Christiana yanked hard on the emergency release. The CASPer’s cockpit popped open and she jumped out into the mud. Around her was an awful silence, which meant the enemy had faded away. 
 
    By rights she should be examining her suit to assess it for emergency repairs, but she heard a furious voice over the headset inside. It sounded like the colonel. She gave a heavy sigh, closed the canopy on the angry CO’s voice, and waited for the CASPer she could hear stomping through the mud toward her. 
 
    “Very sensible,” said Sergeant Bianchi through his speakers, gesturing at the closed cockpit. “It’s not your fault, Private. The Colonel’s not angry with you. He’s made it very clear that the fault lies with me.” 
 
    “Will the Midnighters come to the river again?” 
 
    “For my sake, I hope so,” Bianchi replied. “And for theirs. To eke out a few more wretched days eating alien beetles and drinking from fetid pools is not a good ending. Better to end matters quickly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 83 
 
      
 
    That night, the Dove led the assault across the Pripyat in person. The bloodhounds made slow progress up the trees that had been blasted by his troopers that afternoon, but they found minimal signs of having inflicted casualties. A little Zuul blood splattered across a fallen branch, and that was it. He led his force two klicks into the swamp before turning back empty-handed. 
 
    But on his return, in his battered camp chair with the aid of a glass of chilled Amaretto and a Dominican cigar, he thought better of the day’s events. 
 
    So what if he’d suffered one badly-damaged Mark 8 suit in return for a slight cut to one of his foes? 
 
    The Midnighters had come in search of fresh water, and he now had eyes both human and electronic across a ten-mile stretch of bank. The Midnighters will be drinking filth tonight, he thought, as he swirled the golden Amaretto in his crystal tumbler. 
 
    The closest to any fatal casualties that day had come late at night, when one of the Dove’s company commanders, Lieutenant Kassel, had foolishly insisted that the next time the Midnighters showed their head, his artillery section would flatten the entire area. 
 
    Commissar Penree had drawn her laser pistol on the treacherous lieutenant who had suggested a course of action that would damage the Raknar. If the Dove hadn’t distracted the alien by waving his arms and interposing his body, Lieutenant Kassel would have been a dead fool. 
 
    The irony, mused the Condottieri CO, was that Peepo couldn’t have discovered the secret of how to activate the Raknar, or she’d already be terrorizing the galaxy with a force of the ancient warrior mecha. The real purpose of their mission was to deny these assets to the one man in the galaxy who did know their secret. There was no need to be down here in the swamp sleeping with leeches when they could’ve achieved that objective by thermonuclear strike. 
 
    But none of that mattered. Both he and Penree had promised to deliver these three Raknar to General Peepo, and that was what they would do. Failure was unthinkable. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, the Midnighters showed themselves once more, this time ten miles downstream. 
 
    The Dove hadn’t thought they could reach so far in their wretched condition and through this difficult terrain, and he was lucky he had the eyes to spot them. He reinforced the half squad who’d seen the Midnighter scouts while marching his CASPers to either flank. 
 
    Strong Condottieri columns crossed the Pripyat a mile to either side of the contact. 
 
    He’d hoped to catch them unaware, to pin them at the river while his flanking columns encircled them and wiped out the exhausted stragglers he’d pursued through this jungle for ten days now. 
 
    But all they found was empty swamp. He suspected this had all been a ruse to divert attention from their real line of retreat. It’s what he’d do. 
 
    He began cycling his mercs through rest periods while he considered options, but a new development came to him out of nowhere. 
 
    “I’m coming in. Don’t shoot!” 
 
    The man’s voice came from the trees to the east. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    It was a deserter, or at least that was the impression the man wanted to convey. He was gaunt, and livid red boils on the left side of his face spoke of the perils he’d faced in this swamp. 
 
    When the man was brought before him, his arms imprisoned in the grip of two CASPers, the Dove noted the defiance in those bloodshot eyes. 
 
    Flask of good Cognac in his hand, he circled the prisoner for several minutes before asking, “And who, sir, might you be?” 
 
    “An unemployed registered mercenary, sir. I heard a commotion by the river, and thought I’d drop by to see whether the Condottieri had any current vacancies.” 
 
    “That depends,” the Dove replied. He reached for his jacket pocket and a new cigar tube, cursing when he realized he’d left them at the north bank. “Tell me your name,” he demanded. 
 
    “Sanjay Sharpe,” he replied. “Most people call me Blades.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 84 
 
      
 
    The armorer shone her flashlight on Branco’s waiting CASPer. 
 
    So intimately did he know the inside of the Mark 8 that, even in the depths of darkness that was night time in the vast swamp, he could enter the canopy by feel, attach himself to the haptic suit, and run through the start-up procedures without so much as opening his eyes. 
 
    He didn’t need the armorer to guide him. 
 
    But he needed her nudge to motivate him. 
 
    He took a step toward the waiting mecha, and even this small encroachment was an assault on his nose from the stench within. The mud, sweat, and fear followed the band of Midnighters all the time, but inside his mecha the stink was not only more concentrated, but was a deeply unpleasant reminder that his bowel control had long since lost its fight with the consequences of drinking polluted water and their first attempts at eating the local wildlife. 
 
    He’d asked Betty how she kept her strength so effectively when her rations had run out first. She seemed pleased to be asked and told him how, beneath the bark of the trees, the sap inside was succulent and nutritious. Above all, she’d explained, the rich soil teemed with life that crawled, burrowed, and slithered. She even demonstrated slicing the venom sacs from the brown slugs that pursued them constantly and gulped down the flesh without harm. 
 
    Branco’s guts churned at the memory. His constitution wasn’t nearly so robust as the Tortantula’s. 
 
    “Get your butts inside those CASPers,” ordered First Sergeant Albali, his voice low in volume but rich in menace. 
 
    Nearby, Sergeant Hrrn was snapping his jaws at his own Zuul contingent of the raiding party. 
 
    Branco took another step toward his waiting mecha. Behind him, Albali walked the line of four human CASPer drivers before stopping at the trooper to Branco’s left. Gjalp.  
 
    “Have you turned pussy, Gjalp?” Albali sneered. “There was a time when Soren Gjalp would be the first volunteer for a raiding party. All I see before me is a waste of rations who won’t get in his CASPer. Would you like me to write a note to the Condottieri to excuse you from this campaign because you’ve got a sore tummy?” 
 
    Everyone was tired, and sometimes tired people required firmer steering. Hrrn had literally bitten Dichouff for insubordination the day before. Branco understood all that, but suggesting Soren Gjalp was some kind of coward was like sticking your finger inside an erupting volcano to see whether it was hot. Pointless and highly dangerous. 
 
    Yes, these were difficult days. 
 
    “No way,” snapped off Gjalp, bounding into his suit as if the Sergeant had rammed a cattle prod up his ass – which he probably would if he’d had one. “I’m still Gjalpy,” he said as he wriggled inside his controls. “Gonna bring some mayhem, Top. I still got it.” 
 
    “What did you call me?” growled Albali, his suit’s speakers loud enough to wake the arboreal denizens and send them fleeing in a wave of scurrying claws and rustling leaves. “Do I look like a top? What, are you gonna spin me?” 
 
    “Sorry, First Sergeant.” 
 
    Albali cleared his throat awkwardly. It was the closest he’d get to an apology. “Top – I mean First Sergeant Landers – earned the respect of her NCOs and troopers like you, Gjalp. I haven’t earned that title yet.” 
 
    “We’ll let you know when you do,” said Corporal Cleggy. 
 
    The First Sergeant gave a curt laugh. “Make sure you do, Corporal.” 
 
    Branco was inside his canopy now, activating his suit. The familiarity of the startup ritual helped him to focus, and he quickly slammed on his game face. 
 
    The Condottieri were obviously trying to wear them down. 
 
    So, obviously, the Midnighters had to prove to the enemy that they were still full of fight. 
 
    Even though it was a lie. Five CASPers and four of the five surviving Zuul made up this party to hit hard at their pursuers, who were only a few klicks away. It was a big risk. Only 33 effectives remained to the Midnighters, with 14 more sick and wounded. They’d loaded the tugs with spare ammo, but even so, they’d soon run critically short. If a Condottieri raiding party came the other way, the nine in the raiding party would be sorely missed by the remaining defenders. 
 
    “Hey!” Albali shouted as a sudden burst of motion swept away from the CASPers. 
 
    Branco’s HUD came online. It was Osuru. He was out of his CASPer and running for the trees. There was more movement to the right where the Zuul were assembling. One of theirs was also running for the trees. Albali had his gun arm ready. No doubt his reticle was giving him a kill shot. 
 
    “Damn,” he said over comms. “I can’t take out the maggot. Too noisy.” 
 
    Sergeant Hrrn came over to the first sergeant and whispered something too quiet for Branco’s audio sensors to pick up. 
 
    They conferred for a couple of minutes and then Hrrn, Z’yggul, and Gzzuh bounded into the trees in pursuit of the fleeing mercenaries. A minute later they were joined by Laatrix, the other surviving Zuul, who’d been asleep. 
 
    “Zero hour is postponed by one hour. Get some rest. Sleep in your CASPers. I’ll be keeping watch.” 
 
    Branco had no memory of going to sleep, but the suit told him forty minutes had passed when the excitable Zuul party returned, snapping at each other. 
 
    Of Osuru and Dichouff there was no sign, until Branco saw Sergeant Hrrn handing something over to Major Sun. He magnified the sight and saw it was the personal effects of the two deserters. 
 
    They wouldn’t be coming back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 85 
 
      
 
    Two more gone so far tonight, thought Branco as he waited for the signal to attack. With so few left, the company’s breaking down. 
 
    To make up the numbers, Betty and Tatterjee had joined the raiding party, to the obvious delight of one, who’d had to be told repeatedly she must stop snapping her jaw so loudly no matter how eager she was for the fight. Tatterjee had such an evil streak that in his own way he also loved killing work, but tonight he looked sullen and barely spoke. 
 
    In previous raids, they’d take out a few sentries, damage supplies and equipment, and rob the enemy of sleep and their sense of security. The commanders always impressed that they must never engage; they must withdraw and stay alert to guard their own camp in case the enemy mounted an immediate response. 
 
    This time was different. 
 
    From their vantage point in the trees, the Zuul signaled that the enemy was readying to suit up and move out. 
 
    When the Zuul opened fire to keep the sentries occupied, the Midnighter CASPers hopped into the enemy encampment with the last of their jump juice, pouring rockets, MAC shells, laser bolts, and machine gun rounds into every open CASPer cockpit. The Condottieri drivers outside of their suits fled for cover. 
 
    Betty and Tatterjee hunted them down through the ground cover. Snapping jaws ripped into guts; Tortantula legs impaled soft flesh. Branco expected to hear the ziiippppp of hypervelocity rounds as Tatterjee cleared the ground for Betty to enjoy her night out, but for some reason the Flatar only fired once. 
 
    For Branco and the other CASPers, it was a turkey shoot for about ten seconds, then Albali screamed at them to fall back.  
 
    “We gotta make the most of this, Sarge,” insisted Cleggy, pumping rounds into the confusion. 
 
    “If we stay, we die. Fall back!” 
 
    Cleggy fired the last of his shoulder-mounted missiles into a stack of weapons and began low-hopping backward and away, loosing bursts of fire at anything he didn’t like the look of. 
 
    But Gjalp did not. 
 
    When his blood was up, the big guy’s mind could sometimes get caught in the killing zone. His world had shrunk to the weapons of destruction mounted in his CASPer arms, and the red dots in his HUD that needed dusting. Nothing else existed. He probably hadn’t even heard Albali. 
 
    “Gjalp!” shouted Branco. “For fanden! Snap out of it!” 
 
    He hurled Danish curses at his friend as he summoned the courage to go back in and retrieve him. 
 
    “You’re only half-Norwegian,” he shouted, firing his dwindling reserves of MAC shells as he stepped back into the camp. “and you were raised in freaking America. I forbid you to go Viking berserker. It’s cultural appropriation!” 
 
    Cleggy was giving covering fire too, but Branco halted because the first sergeant had already reached Gjalp. In the trooper’s mind, he was hosing the Condottieri with his railgun, but it was plain to see that his ammo drum was spinning empty. 
 
    While Cleggy, Branco, and the Zuul gave covering fire, Albali hugged Gjalp from behind and boosted the two of them back with his jumpjets.  
 
    They only managed a short hop before they were staggering drunkenly to keep their balance, but it was enough to snap Gjalp out of his berserker rage. 
 
    They fled for the depths of the swamp. 
 
    And none too soon. The enemy had rallied and rediscovered their firing discipline. They were making the raiders pay. 
 
    Branco was taking fire. His status board was showing all the wrong colors. Jump juice: red (empty). Rear armor: red (heavily compromised). Right shoulder motor: red (critical failure – return to service center). 
 
    He ran through the trees with his CASPer’s immobile right arm held high, as if about to ask for the bathroom. 
 
    It didn’t seem possible any of them would make it home. 
 
    But he learned later that Sergeant Hrrn had noted the enemy was breaking camp and was in the process of retrieving ammo stores which they normally kept buried and separated for safety. The Zuul sergeant could see the Midnighters wouldn’t get away this time unless he did something, so Hrrn worked his way above an open case of rockets and fired his laser rifle at them until they exploded. 
 
    The huge fireball caught the other open ordnance, setting them ablaze too. The chain reaction shook the air so violently that Branco’s CASPer hummed like a tuning fork. The fireball erupted beyond the upper canopy of the trees. Hell, it was probably visible from hyperspace. 
 
    The enemy fire slackened, and the Midnighters made their escape. 
 
    They’d met their objective, Branco supposed, but Hrrn and Z’yggul were dead. And though Gjalp and Branco made it back, their two CASPers did not, having been abandoned to the swamp. 
 
    The whole Midnighter camp was roused, sentries perched from every vantage point, Branco donning his Scout gear, and Gjalp taking the CASPer Osuru had abandoned when he deserted. 
 
    But no response came. When they scouted the charred remains of the enemy base the following day, the Condottieri had gone.  
 
    “I’ll miss Sergeant Hrrn,” said Gjalp loudly within the hearing of the Zuul survivors. “He was one helluva example for us all.” 
 
    “We all will, son,” said First Sergeant Albali. “I never told you, but me and Hrrn went way back. I met him years before I joined the Midnighters, on one wild night at…” He sighed. “At Peepo’s Pit.” 
 
    “Hrrn saved our hides,” said Gjalp. He turned to the first sergeant. “And so did you. Thanks, Top.” 
 
    Albali hesitated before replying. “Any time, Berserker.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 86 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you all I know,” said the wreck of a man who had betrayed his former comrades for a hot meal, “but the Midnighters don’t have obvious weaknesses. I mean, look at me. I didn’t sign up to go on some kind of jungle trek. The contractual justification for being here looked so screwy to me that I walked. Seems like common sense now, but it wasn’t easy at the time because they’re such a tight-knit bunch. They’re loyal to the sisters.” 
 
    The Dove enjoyed a spoonful of his soup, which tasted delicious, but was too hot to do more than sip. Beside him in the tent, Assistant Pain in the Ass Boroi regarded the exchange through her goggles, observing carefully, but giving the impression that the interactions of lesser species were of no interest. Perhaps she was peeved not to have been offered the soup. Really, these Veetanho were becoming most tiresome. 
 
    As was this deserter. The Dove was starting to suspect that the Midnighters had let Blades live so he could bamboozle anyone who interrogated him with his idiotic prattling. 
 
    “Come now, Mr. Sharpe,” said Dove. “Blades. You’ve explained that you were under a new contract to deliver the Raknar to the Four Horsemen rebels. That’s human business, and the Midnighters employ a Tortantula, Zuul and other non-humans. Surely their commitment must be a weakness?” 
 
    “The aliens are the most stupid of all. There’s something about Captain Blue. She weaves a glamour over them so they’ll do whatever she asks. The captain’s dead, as far as I know, but enough of her power rubs off on her sister that the idiots keep marching through the swamp, the alien mercs included. Sorry, Colonel, but I can’t give you an opening to exploit.” 
 
    “Don’t burden yourself with solving my problems,” the Dove reassured him with a smile. “Tell me more about your former friends, and leave the rest to me.” 
 
    Blades shrugged. “I don’t know what to say. Maybe they keep going because they never saw the CO’s body and pretend to themselves that she might still be alive. Some of them probably tell themselves that the reinforcements she promised are on their way.” 
 
    The Dove put down his bowl of Canavase soup and dabbed his beard with his napkin. “Reinforcements, Mr. Sharpe?” 
 
    “Imaginary reinforcements, Colonel. We were told the Scorpions were going to run for home – our home on Tau-Rietzke – and return with an army.” The man gave a bitter laugh. “What army? We’ve got three other squads out on contract and assorted base personnel.” 
 
    “Sometimes what people believe is more important than what’s true. Did your former colleagues cast opinions on the likelihood of reinforcements?” 
 
    “Sir, we abandoned ship during a space battle and dropped to the surface under heavy fire. We didn’t have time to discuss anything, but the only Midnighter who talked as if they believed relief was coming was Commander Venix, and the XO must have died when his dropship was shot down.” 
 
    “Of course, I understand. You must forgive me, Mr. Sharpe, but we need to be clear on this point. In your opinion relief is not coming. Correct?” 
 
    “No. Of course not. Who’s gonna come out here and save our necks? I mean, there are always rumors back at base about hidden alien mercenaries, but I never saw any. Only mystery alien to my knowledge was some crazy old squid I heard they’d discovered hiding on the ship.” 
 
    The Dove kept his gaze on the prisoner, but his attention was on the Veetanho standing beside him who’d just made a noise he’d never heard from a Veetanho before. It sounded rather like a mouse squeak. 
 
    “Tell me more about this squid,” he asked. 
 
    Blades shook his head. “I wish I could, sir. I only heard it as scuttlebutt. You have to understand that we thought we’d just completed a contract, and the chitchat was wild with hokum. Way I heard it, the alien was maybe the company’s mystery owner, but I didn’t believe a word.” 
 
    Maybe not, Dove thought to himself. But someone does. He glanced across at his military advisor and noted with great interest how her white fur was standing on end. 
 
    He looked back to the prisoner. “Did this scuttlebutt have anything to say on this alien’s appearance?” 
 
    “All I heard was the thing was kinda squidy. With seven legs. Oh, and a huge bony crest on its head like an ancient helmet.” 
 
    Assistant Commissar Boroi scampered out of the tent as if her rat tail were on fire. 
 
    Even Blades noticed. “What’s up with the alien? Did I say something to upset her?” 
 
    The Dove picked up his soup and was delighted to discover that it was now the perfect temperature to enjoy. 
 
    You assuredly did, Mr. Blades, he thought to himself. And I intend to find out why.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Did Hyuuo and Shalzak’s power bypass succeed?” asked Lieutenant Flkk’Sss of the Jeha engineer, though the answer was already clear. 
 
    If the attempt to bring the reactor back to health had succeeded, Tk’ch’kl’l would be dancing across CIC on his many legs and snapping at his elSha colleagues, who’d claim all the credit. 
 
    Instead the engineer, whom the captain had named Jenkins, held himself still and sullen, dripping lightly radioactive water in the menacing green glow of the emergency lighting. 
 
    “As before,” Jenkins reported, “we bled a little power from Reactor Three into the capacitors of the emergency reserve power. And as before, each time we activate the reactor, it dies a little. Whatever the missiles did to shut down our other two reactors has leaked through, and the power bypass idea made no difference. The symptoms of irreversible damage are plain to see, but the causes remain a mystery. We can drain the last dregs of the reactor maybe once more, possibly twice, and then it’ll be lost forever. The only solution is to completely cut out the reactors and replace them with new ones. Midnight Sun needs to be in a shipyard, not at the bottom of an ocean controlled by an enemy.” 
 
    None of this was a surprise to Flkk’Sss, who’d authorized the power bypass idea as a last throw of the dice, as the captain might say. The MinSha officer took in a last look at Midnight Sun’s CIC through her compound eyes before making the fateful decision she’d been resisting.  
 
    Half the battlecruiser’s decks still contained air, but it was oxygen depleted. To conserve power, only the CIC and surrounding areas had retained life support, and now that too was failing. Already the air tasted stale. Soon it would be unbreathable. 
 
    Flkk’Sss glanced at the command station where the captain lay in deep sedation, oblivious to the crisis. 
 
    What would you do, Captain? 
 
    The MinSha wasn’t the only one paying Blue attention. Gloriana peered into the station, clicking her beak. It looked like a coffin. 
 
    “Thank you, Tk’ch’kl’l.” Flkk’Sss stood and fluttered her wings for attention. 
 
    Any crew who weren’t already in CIC moved in from the passageways outside. There was no need to make a shipwide announcement. The remnants of her crew were all here.  
 
    “We abandon ship in one hour. You know what to do. The equipment is ready. You are ready. We will endure. Ensign Konchill, your team is responsible for the captain. She’ll be kept safe and sedated at all times.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” replied the Bakulu officer. “We all owe the captain our lives. She’ll rest in safety.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” said the Rietzken, Gloriana. 
 
    Flkk’Sss rose to her full height, almost seven feet of iridescent blue chitin and huge ruby eyes gleaming with anger. “Explain yourself!” 
 
    The Rietzken squeezed her body into a new shape and strode over. The strange alien’s eyes were level with the lieutenant’s, but her bony head crest rose high above Flkk’Sss. 
 
    “The sisters come as a package,” Gloriana insisted. “They call to one another, even this one here who may now be mad. I need her to sing for her sister.” 
 
    “The captain needs specialist care, not to be thrust gasping into a combat environment. We owe her that. While she sleeps, I’m capable of leading the evacuation and rendezvousing with our marines.” 
 
    Cries of alarm spread through CIC.  
 
    Flkk’Sss reached for her side arm. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish!” Gloriana admonished her. 
 
    Her people had arrived at last. The Rietzkens. Twenty of them had swum up from the flooded levels to crowd into the CIC. All were armed. 
 
    “Is this a mutiny?” hissed Flkk’Sss. 
 
    “That’s hardly possible when I own this company,” said Gloriana. “These are fellow mercenaries in my employ, your brothers and sisters, here to make sure we get all of you off this planet in safety. They are, Lieutenant, yours to command.” 
 
    “And the captain?” queried the MinSha. 
 
    “Will be revived before you evacuate. She has a role yet to play. Is that a problem, Lieutenant?” 
 
    Flkk’Sss walked over to the captain’s station and looked down at the small human figure inside. What would you do, Captain?  
 
    Blue’s eyes were closed, her face locked in a frozen scream, but Flkk’Sss knew the answer. The captain would do the unexpected. 
 
    Maybe she still would. 
 
    Flkk’Sss holstered her gun. “What are you waiting for, people? We’re evacuating Midnight Sun. Move it!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    He stole into the CASPer suit and waited for anyone to ask him what the hell he was doing. 
 
    “Just keeping out the rain,” was what he’d say.  
 
    But no one noticed, and he couldn’t decide whether he was more relieved or disappointed that he’d have to go ahead with this. 
 
    The suit canopy was open to ventilate some of the toxic waste gases that weren’t venting properly from the fuel cells, a problem beginning to afflict many of the humans’ metal suits. But with his small frame, he could hunker down inside the arm of the suit out of sight of suspicious eyes, but close enough to the main cockpit to reach in and connect to whatever he needed. 
 
    He bit his lip and immediately cursed himself. That hurt! Stupid humans for teaching him such a ridiculous habit. 
 
    But the humans couldn’t help being what they were. It was himself he was annoyed at. He should have hacked these Midnighter CASPers months ago. Stupid. Trusting. Idiot that he was. Look where such weakness had gotten him. 
 
    And, yes! Damn it! That churning ball of ice in my gut is entropy-sucking guilt. All right? 
 
    Tatterjee yipped at his qualms, cursing them to the Nightmare Hells where they rightly belonged. They made him feel like crap, but they weren’t going to kill him. Not on this planet. Not today. 
 
    The task he’d been set was difficult and highly-skilled work, but the little data thief was up to it. 
 
    When he was done, he made use of the knowledge he’d looted from a Condottieri suit in a ruined warehouse. Not that he’d needed that info in the end. They’d secretly sent bloodhound bots to him with instructions on what to do. Like little trashcan replicas of Tortantulas they were, and someone had programmed them to go straight to Tatterjee as the weakest link in the company. 
 
    “It’s done,” he said into the pickup. “Transmitting codes now…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 89 
 
      
 
    When the sensor team leader reported contact thirty klicks out to sea and headed inshore, there was no mistaking the thrill of excitement in her voice. 
 
    Captain Fiorentino understood it. He shared it. 
 
    The ring of forts named after the hills of Rome were a heavy expense that had so far achieved absolutely nothing. Granted, he’d rather sit in this comfortable chair in the Fort Palatine control room and sip his cappuccino than sweat in his suit like those poor bastards out there in the swamps and jungles. But now it seemed the base he commanded was actually about to do something useful. 
 
    He relayed the feed from the sensor team to the control center’s main screen so the entire watch crew could see themselves being justified. 
 
    Ensign Rosso’s sensor team added their critical analysis, but the credit really went to the nodes in the self-replicating sensor net. 
 
    It wasn’t just a physical, albeit nebulous, mat coating the waves, but a neural net. For ten days now, it had been constantly fed simulated tests and learned what its human masters wanted it to find. 
 
    Anything that wasn’t natural. 
 
    The sensor net told him it had sighted something whose movement was unnatural, as was its construction and its intent. 
 
    How it knew that, not even the sensor net could tell him. It used instinct, not algorithms. 
 
    “Passive readings are good enough for me,” declared Captain Fiorentino. “Switch to active sensors.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been detected,” said the co-pilot.  
 
    “Evading,” responded the pilot, sending the transporter shell into a steep dive. “Mission aborted,” he informed the infiltration squad in the main compartment. “Brace for impact.” 
 
    The nav console reported their height above the seabed. It was a number dangerously large. He disabled first-level safety thresholds and squeezed a little extra thrust from the engines. 
 
    “We won’t make it,” said the co-pilot. 
 
    “Perhaps. Our fate now rests in the hands of our human opponents, but let’s play what part we can in our survival.” 
 
    The co-pilot ran through calculations, telling him the chances of surviving a seabed impact at such high velocity. The pilot wasn’t listening to her. His attention was on the words spoken by the humans in Fort Palatine. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Fiorentino cursed the sensor netting, cursed his luck, cursed this planet and the mad sisters who’d brought them here, but in the unbroken stream of filth from his mouth, he took care to leave out the Veetanho and the colonel. He was angry, not suicidal. 
 
    He sent an alert to Assistant Commissar Boroi, who was somewhere in Fort Aventine, and pinged the colonel’s personal comm. 
 
    Switching the sensor net to active mode had revealed its existence to their enemies, but it also gave a much clearer view of the prey it had detected. If only that prey had been the Midnight Sun battlecruiser, which prisoner interrogation had revealed to have a precious Raknar on board. 
 
    Instead, the net had caught a military craft that was about fifty-feet long. Either the hundred-foot-high Raknar had a hitherto unsuspected ability to be flat-packed for easy storage and transportation, or they’d caught the wrong ship. 
 
    Fiorentino had revealed the sensor grid’s presence to the enemy, but they still had one secret the Midnighters knew nothing about – Lieutenant Sénarmont’s artillery batteries hidden within the depression between the seven hills. That was an asset he wouldn’t dare to reveal without a direct order. 
 
    “Dove,” announced the colonel. “Inform me.” 
 
    “Sir,” Fiorentino answered, “we’re tracking an inbound military submersible. Our sensors have gone active. It’s evading, but our artillery has firing solutions. Permission to fire, sir.” 
 
    Fiorentino could hear the Colonel draw at his cigar. “Denied. Stand your batteries down. It’s unfortunate we didn’t catch larger prey, but that’s the nature of the business we chose, Captain. If we’d wanted a life of certainty, we’d have become accountants. Your standing orders are unchanged. If your batteries have a solution on Midnight Sun, take it immediately. Otherwise, keep your artillery secret. And, Fiorentino, about that hypothetical scenario…” 
 
    “An amphibious assault on Seven Hills?” 
 
    “The same, yes. Upgrade from hypothetical to possible. No, forget that. Consider a full-scale amphibious attack to be probable.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Do you have any details?”  
 
    “It’s a hunch, Captain, but that doesn’t mean I discount it. If it comes, it’ll be from a mercenary race we’ve yet to encounter, but one the Veetanho fear.” 
 
    “Merde! 
 
    “Precisely. Have our Veetanho minders reacted to news of this submersible?” 
 
    “No, sir. I alerted Assistant Commissar Boroi, but she hasn’t responded.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure she will. Pay close attention to her reaction and report it back to me in detail. Dove, out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The humans won’t fire,” said the pilot. “Shutting down engines. Impact assessment?” 
 
    The co-pilot reran her calculations. “At present deceleration, we’ll graze the seabed and bounce off. Minimal structural risk. Why won’t they fire?” 
 
    “They wish to keep their artillery secret.” 
 
    “I misspoke,” said the co-pilot, her limbs coloring with anxiety. “I meant to ask why the Usurpers have not ordered our destruction. They wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to kill our kind.” 
 
    The pilot boosted power to the main engines. The co-pilot was right. If this Usurper, Boroi, took control, depth shells would rain down on them seconds later. 
 
    “Give me a spread of options,” he ordered. “How fast can we burrow into cover without killing ourselves in the process?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fiorentino looked on in amazement as the craft swooped down into a shallow dive into the seabed. Into! It didn’t seem to have been destroyed by the impact. It looked as if it had drilled beneath the sea floor to make its escape. 
 
    “Keep searching. It’s got to reveal itself at some point. It’s got to come up. Surely.” 
 
    Rosso’s sensor team optimized the grid out on the ocean surface to look for vibrations in the seabed and any signs of the craft tunneling underwater, but there was nothing. 
 
    What Captain Fiorentino did see was the unwelcome sight of Assistant Commissar Boroi in his station Tri-V. The Veetanho should have been in Fort Aventine, a few hundred yards away, but the signals were originating from space, from a pinnace near the emergence point. “Why did you let them escape?” 
 
    It was difficult to tell with Veetanho, but if the Captain were a gambling man, and if anyone would take the wager, he’d put money on this alien being seriously pissed. 
 
    “Standing orders, Commissar.” 
 
    “Idiot humans.” 
 
    “My team correctly obeyed our instructions, Assistant Commissar. If you wish to change them, you must negotiate with the colonel.” 
 
    “The colonel! Idiot. Your human colonel pleads for a chance to prove his worth to General Peepo. He’s failing. Commissar Penree and I are the general’s representatives in this system, and your colonel obeys us. You, Fiorentino, obey me! Ignore your human superiors. I order you directly. If you see activity at sea, or if there’s an amphibious landing, you’ll fire with maximum destructive force without reference to anyone. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “I understand your instruction,” Fiorentino replied carefully. “Even if we have a clear view on the Raknar. Even if we risk destroying the only reason we’re on this planet, what then? Do we still fire?” 
 
    “You still fire. The Raknar’s preservation is of no consequence in comparison with destroying the enemy we now know we face. This has become more than a childish duel between rival human gangs. Do you acknowledge? Will you obey?” 
 
    “Yes, Commissar. I have heard my orders, and I shall obey them without question.” 
 
    But when the Veetanho’s holographic image disappeared, Fiorentino mumbled, “I heard and will obey my colonel, alien bastardo. He’ll be most interested in every word you just spoke.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 90 
 
      
 
    In the days following their repulse from the main river, the exhausted Midnighters had kept the river to their right, trekking west along ground that persistently rose to an escarpment. A multitude of streams and muddy runnels cut narrow paths downhill, pooling behind blockages caused by beaver-like creatures into large pools. The swamp gave way to jungle. It was a subtle change, but better drainage meant the trees were thinner and the ground a little firmer.  
 
    Condottieri patrols were never far away. 
 
    But the river they’d kept close to began to fall beneath them, switching back to the southwest and cutting the edge of the escarpment into a vertical cliff face. 
 
    Venix’s plan was to use the clearer terrain of these bluffs to accelerate their march, which sounded like folly to Branco. The trees had been their allies. 
 
    As they took a two-hour rest near the edge of the jungle, there was a sense throughout their temporary camp that the march to the sea was entering a new phase. A flicker of nervous energy that had injected a little laughter and fragile banter back into the mercs. 
 
    It was as Branco was enjoying some gallows humor while he helped his friend, Gjalp, suit up for sentry duty, that a short woman in battledress walked up to him. 
 
    “Come with me,” said Sun. 
 
    She led him south, beyond the camp perimeter, without explanation.  
 
    Branco was indignant with her arrogant assumption that he was available for her pleasure. 
 
    His pride fought that rearguard action for about two seconds before capitulating. He was a man, and she was a beautiful woman. Both knew that every day could easily prove to be their last. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sun led him to a shelter a short distance from the camp, constructed from gnawed timber and dry branches on the bank of a stream. There were gaps in the roof, and some areas had collapsed, but what remained of this abandoned alien beaver lodge was dry, comfortable, and private. 
 
    They sat cross-legged, facing each other. She rested a hand on his shoulder and smiled up at him. 
 
    He leaned in for a kiss, but she shook her head with a faint whiff of amusement. “I don’t need a man, Branco. What I need is a viable extraction plan.” 
 
    Ouch! He closed his eyes while he sucked up his embarrassment. “Sorry, Major. I forgot to bring one with me.” 
 
    “I just want your honest opinion, Branco. You’re the only one left who’s ever seen me as anything other than Major Sun. You’ve seen me…naked, I guess. Outside of my uniform, I mean. So I want you to help me decide whether I’m doing the right thing in fighting to the bitter end.” 
 
    “Why the doubts now?” 
 
    “Because I’m tired, Branco. Tired of being herded through the mud. I want to believe my sister is alive. Venix says it’s still possible and reminds me to keep faith with the company motto: the darkness before the light. But I can’t see that light any longer, Branco. If Midnight Sun were battle capable, why has she not revealed herself? Do I have the right to order my people to continue, when the most likely outcome is that we’ll all die? Venix is adamant we must, that with the Veetanho calling the shots, it’s already too late to surrender.” 
 
    Branco grabbed her arms to steady her. Hell, she was trembling, but her face was locked in a defiant slant. 
 
    “You absolutely have the right,” he told her. “We all signed up for this, knowing there would be contracts where the odds look bad. Has the company ever lost a contract yet?” 
 
    A tiny smile. “No, but it’s my sister who delivered on that.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You two come as a team. Maybe we really have lost her, and maybe we’ll still find her. But you, me, Gjalpy, Venix, Top, and all the others are the Midnight Sun. I know the darkness seems without end, but reinforcements are on the way. I reckon we still have an even chance of pulling through to the light.” 
 
    “That bad, eh? If reinforcements really are on their way. And if the Dove knows nothing about them, so he’s happy to wear us down on the cheap, you’re right. We must keep going. It wouldn’t be fair to those who have already died to give up now.” 
 
    “I can’t choose for you,” said Branco. “But you know I’ll back you all the way, whatever your decision.” 
 
    “Thank you, Saisho. That means a lot.” 
 
    She looked thoughtful. She looked beautiful. And he found he was staring at her lips. 
 
    “I need a few minutes to myself,” she told him. 
 
    “I can’t leave you on your own. I’ll wait outside.” 
 
    “No you won’t. Go back and share a joke with Gjalp. He needs you more than me.” 
 
    “Who, Gjalpy?” 
 
    “I’m serious. Top says he’s worried Gjalp will crack. Go be his friend. I need a few moments to pray. Alone.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Branco nodded and made his way back to camp. With each footstep his mood pepped up. 
 
    He was exhausted, his guts were no longer on speaking terms with him, and the enemy was out there in the jungle waiting to end him, but at least Sun valued his insight. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but life could be a lot worse.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 91 
 
      
 
    “See anything strange?” the sentry CASPer asked Branco when he re-entered the temporary camp.  
 
    “No,” Branco replied. “Gjalp, is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The big man sounded excited. Something was up. Branco hesitated, unwilling to betray Sun’s privacy. But her safety came first, and he trusted the big man. “Gjalp, the major’s just outside the perimeter on her own, trying to collect her thoughts. Is something going on? Do we need to get her back?” 
 
    “Relax, Branco. These Mark 8s are killer kit, but even they aren’t rated for pissing off Major Sun. Still, I guess you should go get her. It’s not the enemy who’s arriving, it’s our lot. Perimeter’s reporting friendlies streaming in from the northeast. Dozens of them.” 
 
    Sure enough, now that he listened for it, Branco could hear the pounding beat of marching CASPers drawing nearer. 
 
    “The reinforcements,” he said incredulously. “We won. We held out long enough for the cavalry to come. Gjalp, you wonderful Viking wannabe, we actually did it!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gjalp replied. “Top says to keep weapons free and wits sharp. Whenever I run the dates through my head, it seems too soon to be reinforcements coming from home. But they’re showing blue on my HUD. It’s weird, though…their names aren’t registering. Probably this damned jungle. Rots every system.” 
 
    “It’s Captain Blue,” yelled Branco. “Has to be. And I know something you don’t, Gjalpy. The rumors are true – she’s bringing a secret reserve with her. Alien mercs. Squid people. Don’t shoot when you see them, because I think they’re paying your salary.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Gjalp upped his speaker volume and called into the night at the shadowy figures drawing closer. “Hey! Midnighters! Welcome to the freaking jungle!” 
 
    “I’m getting the major,” said Branco. “She’s gonna burst with happiness.” 
 
    Multiple MAC shells hit Gjalp. 
 
    The first cracked his torso armor, the second ripped it apart, and the third pulped Soren Gjalp’s head. Arterial spray mixed red with the brown- and green-stained interior of his ruined CASPer. 
 
    The broken mecha stood patiently, as if waiting for Gjalp’s next command. As Branco stood there, staring wide-eyed at the horrific sight, the camp was bathed in intense light that threw jagged shadows off the cracked top of Gjalp’s CASPer. 
 
    The swamp erupted in weapons fire. Huge explosions ripped through the trees to the south. 
 
    Branco sprang into action, dodging through the trees. He headed for the center of the camp, where he hoped to find the unmanned CASPers of sleeping mercs, and arms more serious than his Ctech HP-4 pistol. Bullets sliced through the branches, drumming a dull beat into trunks and mud. A shell burst overhead. Branco dove for the ground and waited for the shrapnel and tree shards to stop falling.  
 
    He picked himself up, head ringing, and found himself witnessing a scene of execution. 
 
    Two enemy CASPers were ten paces in front of him. They didn’t seem to have noticed Branco, they were so intent on the tiny figure of Tatterjee. The alien’s high velocity pistol was still slung across his chest. The little guy would never reach it in time, not with one CASPer covering the Flatar with his machine gun arm, and the other rising his sword blade to cut him down. 
 
    Staring his executioners in their metal-encased faces, Tatterjee froze, his whiskers erect and his eyes twice their normal size. 
 
    The CASPer lowered its sword arm. 
 
    Branco assumed the Condottiere lacked the guts to decapitate the furry alien – who did appear kind of cute if you’d never had to speak with him – and leave the execution to the machine gun. 
 
    But that wasn’t it. Both CASPers turned and walked deeper into the camp, leaving Tatterjee unharmed. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    A monstrous dark ball barreled into the CASPers, knocking them down into the ground. It grabbed the Flatar and flipped him onto the saddle on her back. Betty whisked him away into the trees as the two CASPers got to their feet and spat bullets after the Tortantula.  
 
    Branco took the chance to dart behind them and sprint for the CASPer park. 
 
    There were four suits waiting there for their drivers to return from their sleep shift. Those drivers might be just behind Branco, seconds away. Or they might be dead. 
 
    A sudden roar from powerful engines made him glance over to the west. It was the immense tugs lifting off. He cursed them. And to the devil with the Raknar inside, because they were responsible for all this. Impossibly ancient machines of war still causing death after countless eons.  
 
    The tugs were fleeing west through the tunnel already cut into the swamp, careless now of fuel consumption. But they wouldn’t get far. Not in this jungle. Before Sun had accosted him, Branco had just finished a shift carving out the tunnel. It stretched for only half a klick. Beyond that, the tugs would be snarled in trees, caught like huge bugs in a web, waiting for the Condottieri to free them at their leisure. 
 
    The Raknar were lost now. All he cared about was saving anyone he could. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    There was a chance – a slim one, but it was the only one he could see. 
 
    Many months ago, when he’d first met Sun, he’d revealed a kill switch set into a batch of missing prototype CASPers. It had taken weeks to convince her that Binnig hadn’t left similar kill switches in production models. But she’d seen the potential, and had tasked him to secretly install some backdoor commands to her own specification. She could be more paranoid than Venix sometimes. 
 
    Branco clambered up inside the nearest waiting CASPer and, without hooking himself in, he screamed the code phrase: “My beard’s in the letterbox.”  
 
    It was a purge command.  
 
    But would it do anything? And which suits would it affect? 
 
    Branco inserted himself into the CASPer as it started dying around him. Basic haptic functions remained. So did life support, but not much else. HUD…gone. Combat assistance software and comms…gone. The rest wasn’t dead, but undergoing a complete reboot to last stored settings, and in the case of the genuine Midnighter CASPers, those settings were on the master armory server back on Tau-Rietzke.  
 
    And just as he and Sun had intended, the purge instruction rippled through all CASPers on the tactical grid, no matter who was inside them. 
 
    All firing ceased. 
 
    Not just Midnighters, but Condottieri, too. 
 
    Branco sighed with the relief that he hadn’t committed treachery and murdered his own comrades. He knew what had happened. The enemy had hacked the friend-or-foe system. They’d appeared as friendly in the Midnighter HUDs, but the Midnighters were showing up bright and clear on the enemy’s displays.  
 
    He snapped out his sword blade. 
 
    The fighting was far from over. 
 
    K-bombs were exploding around the camp. One was too close for comfort, shaking Branco onto the ground. Others knocked out the Condottieri lights. 
 
    “Make for Rendezvous Point Sigma.” came a shout. 
 
    “Rendezvous Point Sigma,” Branco echoed through his own speakers. It seemed impossible anyone would get away, but he had to try. 
 
    A CASPer came crashing toward him through the trees. It paused, unsure whether Branco was friend or foe. 
 
    Branco had no doubts. The other CASPer was far too clean to have spent eleven days soaking in this swamp. He swung low, slicing through the CASPer’s knee joint and stomping the torso into the ground as it fell.  
 
    Then he ran into the night, making for the rendezvous point.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 92 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the major?” asked Branco. 
 
    “I heard she was with you,” replied the CASPer. Branco thought it might be Cleggy, but with comms and everything else down, it was impossible to be sure. 
 
    Rendezvous Point Sigma was high up on the bluffs above the river, which churned white as it ran along a tight bend about 200 feet below. For Venix to have chosen this location as a rally point would soon reveal itself as either an inspired choice or a fatal mistake, but it was without doubt a sign of desperation. Here on the bluffs, the trees ended a hundred yards away from the edge, yielding to a rusty, barren rock that was slowly being eroded over the decades by the river below. 
 
    By heading west along the top of the bluffs, their progress could be far more rapid. But what was good for them was at least as good for the Condottieri. 
 
    And with the way the Midnighters had resorted to blasting the hell out of the trees by unleashing the full and noisy fury of the CASPers, the Condottieri could follow their trail out to this point with ease. 
 
    They were down to just fifteen functioning CASPers. Most of them, like Branco, were forming a defensive perimeter, while Venix and the others worked frantically on the two huge tugs that had been the cause of their woes. 
 
    Why hadn’t Sun rejoined them? She must have realized where they were headed. If she wasn’t here yet, it had to be because she couldn’t make it.  
 
    That didn’t mean she was dead, though. 
 
    With his HUD and comms still out, he clung to the hope that she was here, merely unannounced. 
 
    He tried again, amping his suit volume. “Hey, anyone seen the major?” 
 
    “Listen to me, Branco,” said maybe-Cleggy. “She’s not here. Focus.” 
 
    “I’ll go find her.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” growled Sergeant Albali, who strode over to their part of the line. There was no mistaking Top’s voice, nor his annoyance. “The major is not here. If she’s able to find us, she will. If she’s not…then it’s too late for her. Either way, put her out of your mind, Branco.” 
 
    “Let me take a couple of troopers and look for her.” 
 
    “You’re not listening. Just over thirty people made it to the rally point, and half of those are injured. I can spare no one.” 
 
    “But we can’t leave her.” 
 
    “That’s enough. That’s not even your CASPer, is it? Report to Sergeant Kruse over by the tugs. We have six fit CASPer drivers without a ride. Tell Kruse to allocate your suit to one of them.” 
 
    “Yes, Top.” 
 
    With a stony heart, Branco obeyed the first sergeant. 
 
    Kruse’s team was frantically stripping the tugs of a great deal of the weight they’d carried through the jungle. Suit spares, rations, ammunition – all of it was being dumped to lighten their loads.  
 
    Branco jumped out of his CASPer, which Kruse reallocated without comment to Corporal Hoang from Ultra-V Squad. He ordered Branco into a set of scout armor – several of which had been dumped unceremoniously on the rocky ground. “Get that on,” Kruse told him, “and help to ready the tugs.” 
 
    “Ready them for what?” he asked.  
 
    “The jump.” 
 
    Oh, boy. Kruse wasn’t the type to joke. Branco pointed to his pistol. “I’ve only got this Ctech high power,” Branco informed the sergeant, eager to avoid the topic of how they were going over the edge without dashing on the rocks or drowning. He couldn’t help himself. He took a step toward the cliff edge and looked down a long, long way to the river below. “Since I’m out of my CASPer, what can I arm myself with?” 
 
    “Wit and charm,” Kruse replied. “We lost the rest in the attack. Better pray they’ll be enough.” 
 
    Venix gave a high-pitched whistle. Branco swung round to see the Zuparti beckoning him over while he was being lofted onto the top of the lifter tug. 
 
    On his way over, Branco grabbed a laser pistol he saw lying on the ground. 
 
    “First Sergeant Albali tells me you know where the major was when this shitstorm hit us,” said Venix.  
 
    “Yes, sir. I do.” 
 
    Venix curled his whiskers. He didn’t look happy. “I warned you back on the Exuberance that I didn’t trust your unfortunate connection to the major. Ironically, it makes you unfit for Albali’s perimeter team, but perfect for my purposes. Find her and bring her back. Meet us downstream. Hurry. Dove will be here any moment now.” 
 
    Branco saluted, sprinting along the stony bluff and back to the trees. He’d scarcely been swallowed by the jungle half-light when machine gun fire sprayed across the cliff top. 
 
    CASPers were stomping toward him through the trees. 
 
    In a blind panic, Branco forgot Sun and climbed the nearest tree as the metal monsters crashed through the jungle below him. 
 
    To get a good view, he crawled a little distance along his branch, flicking a tree scorpion away as he did so. Inspired choice or fatal mistake? Venix’s rally point was turning out to be the latter. Branco counted eight squads of about half a dozen Condottieri CASPers. The way they were bunched so they didn’t lose sight of each other and a slight hesitation to the movements suggested his trick with the purge command was still affecting them. But the enemy had superior numbers. The guns were trained on the trapped Midnighters. 
 
    There was no escape for those he’d left behind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 93 
 
      
 
    “Surrender or die,” barked DiAngelo in English. 
 
    In his youth, Lorenzo DiAngelo’s voice had developed the rich confidence to carry over the bustle of Turin street markets, and in more recent years had proved effective at compelling tired and frightened troopers to obey.  
 
    The Dove had assumed that if the Midnighters had struggled against so many challenges to get this far, they wouldn’t meekly back down. That was why he awaited signals from the teams at either side of the line to indicate their heavy, tripod-mounted railguns were ready to fire. 
 
    Expecting a bloody shootout, he’d waited for these heavy support weapons – six in all – to make short work of the enemy, but it seemed his fears were unfounded when bloodied and battered unarmed mercenaries began walking toward his line of CASPers with hands high on bowed heads. 
 
    But a hard core of resistance remained at the cliff edge beside the lift tugs with their priceless contents. 
 
    “What is this game?” the Dove roared at the Zuparti officer perched atop the broad and slightly convex cover to one of the tugs. “You think you can unload your old and infirm on me? My conscience prefers that you live, but my profit and loss account prefers you dead. Don’t force me to choose.” 
 
    “You have no choices here, Il Colombo,” said the Zuparti from his perch on the tug. Interesting. It seemed Blades’ report of Commander Venix’s demise was premature.  
 
    Zuparti were strange creatures, with short legs and stretched bodies that were vaguely reminiscent of stoats and ferrets. But they were hardly a martial race. This one even walked with the aid of a short metal spar that it waved at Dove.  
 
    Dove admired the alien officer for more than his pluck. You, Mr. Zuparti, would make a very fine fur hat. 
 
    At last the gun teams signaled their readiness. Dove simply had to say the prearranged codeword, and the brave, yet ultimately pointless Midnighters would be dead within seconds. 
 
    He kept watching the Zuparti, though. If there was one thing he’d learned in his mercenary career fighting across the Union core worlds, it was that aliens were unpredictable. One could only trust an alien when you were backed by a carefully-worded contract and overwhelming firepower. 
 
    Venix planted his bandaged leg firmly on the metal surface and with his other front leg raised his walking stick high. 
 
    The Dove magnified the image. Venix’s spar was more than a crude walking aid; it had a button on its top. A button the alien pressed. 
 
    The upper half of his stick turned red. 
 
    “Tell your teams to stand down,” shouted the Midnighter Zuparti. “Our Javelin dropships each carried one GNX-B thermonuclear warhead. These 145 kiloton yield devices are now nestled inside each Raknar. In my hand is a deadman switch. I’ll allow you to draw the connection between these two statements.” 
 
    “No,” said the Dove. He waggled his CASPer’s index finger at the little alien. “No. Tcht! No, no, no! You’re a spirited little creature, but I don’t believe you’d murder your own people in a nuclear firestorm. They depend on you. They trust you. No, you make a dramatic gesture. No more.” 
 
    “Your human talk of trust is pointless. As you know perfectly well, I am betrayed.” Venix glared at the Flatar turncoat who had proven so useful in reporting on his comrades and hacking their tactical network. “Let us go. If you fire upon us, we’ll all be blasted to hell.” 
 
    “Even so,” said Dove calmly, “this charade is outrageous.” 
 
    “You want to chance that, human? I am Zuparti, renowned for being the most paranoid race in the Union. Of course I set a bomb. We always set a bomb.” 
 
    “Everyone calm down,” said the Flatar from the back of a particularly ugly-looking Tortantula. “Let’s act like grown-ups. Think like the more intelligent species of the Union, not as humans.” 
 
    “You should be dead,” said his Tortantula mount. “I saw two CASPers who had you for dead, and they let you go.” 
 
    Dove cursed himself. His darling Margherita liked to tell him that greed would be his downfall, and he’d hate for her to be proven right. The only reason the wily little creature still lived was because of his lure of further valuable data secrets. 
 
    Tatterjee – for that was the name the Flatar used amongst humans – raised his hands in supplication. “It’s not what it seems, big girl. I’m your friend, remember? Your best pal.” 
 
    The Tortantula took its time to think that over. Really, the situation was farcical. The Zuparti was watching the exchange between Tatterjee and his mount and seemed irritated that he was no longer the center of attention. 
 
    “What do you think?” Dove asked DiAngelo over the command channel. “Is Venix bluffing?” 
 
    “I think so. But we can’t be sure.” 
 
    “I think not!” came a translation from the Veetanho language. 
 
    “It’s such a pleasure to benefit from your guidance in person, Commissar Penree.” In his rear camera, the Dove fixed a view of the Veetanho who was taking cover in the trees. 
 
    “Zuparti don’t normally bluff,” the alien said. “Not without extensive training. Such foolishness is uncommon outside of your species.” 
 
    “This Venix has surrounded himself with humans,” said DiAngelo. “Perhaps our bad influence has led him astray.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Dove hissed. “The Tortantula’s speaking. It may prove important.” 
 
    “…Is that what you’re saying, Tatterjee? That you cut a deal with the other side so I wouldn’t die?” 
 
    “You make it sound so immoral,” answered the Flatar. “I was merely limiting the bloodshed. Particularly mine. And yours, of course. And for that I had to make myself valuable. I have information they still want desperately. If you had any idea of what I know. Hey – Betteeee!” 
 
    The Tortantula ate Tatterjee. 
 
    It happened so quickly. Dove blinked in surprise as the Tortantula ripped the rider from her back. Before he could process what he was seeing, the Flatar was inside her jaws, powerful grinding machines that crunched bones and flesh for a few seconds. Then, after a momentary constriction in its neck as this Betty creature swallowed, the Flatar was gone. 
 
    Then the tugs followed. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” shouted the Dove as, with a roar of flame from their rear engines, both tugs slid off the cliff edge before sinking out of sight. Most of the Midnighter CASPers carried an unsuited comrade down in their arms, bursts of jumpjets slowing their plummet. 
 
    The Tortantula simply skittered away and jumped off. 
 
    Two of his marksmen raced to the edge and started to set up their sniper rifles.  
 
    “Keep those rifles out of sight,” Dove told them, watching the enemy falling into the river. Venix rode the top of his tug like an accomplished surfer. The alien’s balance was so assured, he barely reacted when the four tilt-fans cut in to provide lift. “You see that, DiAngelo? Zuparti have a low center of gravity. It seems having a body like a dachshund has its advantages after all. Though not for long. I want Commander Venix shot and stuffed, and I’m relying on you two snipers to deliver. A thousand-credit bonus for the one who kills him. Another five thousand if you do so without ruining his hide for my furrier. Alas, I fear we must give the Zuparti a few hours to calm down first. We still have time.” 
 
    “We do not have time!” shouted Penree. “Not with the possibility the enemy will be relieved.” 
 
    “I promised General Peepo I’d return with three Raknar. Nothing less is acceptable. The Condottieri always deliver. How about you, Commissar Penree? Do you propose to deliver to the general what you promised?” 
 
    “Your insolence is noted.” The Veetanho’s words sounded so bland in the pendant’s translation, but they struck fear into the Dove’s heart. “As is your incompetence.” 
 
    “General Peepo spent years running a merc pit at Karma,” said DiAngelo. “She knows her shit, and she expects you to flatter yourself in your report and stab us in the back without hesitation. Are you so sure she won’t look beyond the words of your report and decide that you, Commissar, are to blame for any failings? You are, after all, assigned to handle the dumb human apes so we don’t do anything stupid. How’s that working out for you so far, Penree?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “The worth of your species is on probation,” said Penree. 
 
    The Dove wondered how bad it would look on any probation report if he buried his fist in the Veetanho’s snout. 
 
    “It’s up to you, Colonel, to prove your lives have value. For the moment, you have none whatsoever. I want you two to get back in your mech suits and lead your mercenaries over the cliff in pursuit. Immediately! I don’t care how many humans die on either side. All I want is what General Peepo wants – the Raknar safely delivered to her.” 
 
    “No!” said DiAngelo. “My personnel will lay down their lives at the right time, if they’re required to do so for the good of the team, but there’s a corollary of understanding that we do not throw lives away unnecessarily. We’re not yet at that point, and you don’t command here, Commissar.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the clearing.  
 
    The Dove had led DiAngelo and Penree a short distance through the trees, away from the bluffs, to carry out their ‘tactical disagreement’ out of sight of his personnel. It didn’t look as if he could paper over the cracks much longer. 
 
    “Your second-in-command should be replaced,” said the Veetanho. 
 
    Dove nodded gravely. “I agree.” 
 
    “What?” DiAngelo screamed, throwing up his arms in dismay. “Son of a whore, Nicolo. Would you throw away your oldest friend so easily?” 
 
    “It’s regrettable,” said Dove. “But this is now war in all but name.” 
 
    “But…Il Colombo…you cannot. I am Lorenzo DiAngelo.” He thumped his chest as his bulging eyes watched Dove draw his laser pistol. “I rescued you from the SleSha slave pens. Does that mean nothing?” 
 
    The Dove shook his head with the solemnity of a funeral bell. “My hearing never recovered from my time at the pleasure of the SleSha. Did I hear you correctly, Commissar Penree? You did say you think my military advisor should be replaced?” 
 
    For a fraction of a second there was absolute silence. Then the Veetanho reached for her weapon. 
 
    Madonna! The alien was fast. Damned fast. Its gun was charged and almost at Dove – but not quite. Her blaster blew a hole in the ground cover, but Dove had already moved in to fire before he’d finished speaking. His laser pistol sliced the Veetanho’s head from her torso. 
 
    He watched the alien head bounce along the ground. 
 
    “You know, Lorenzo, even after all these years, I find that when the people I shoot dead were trying to kill me at the time, I sleep a little easier at night. Even aliens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Chau, double the perimeter guard,” ordered DiAngelo when the two men emerged from the trees. “We were beset by Midnighter stragglers. We barely escaped with our lives, but we lost Commissar Penree. I want a squad with me to recover her body.” 
 
    Dove let his friend respond to the nonexistent Midnighter outrage while he considered his prisoners. They weren’t much – just a handful of sick and wounded. But their insights could prove critical. 
 
    “Double check they’re properly disarmed,” he told the sergeant in charge of them. “Then prepare to carry them back to Seven Hills as soon as Provost-Major DiAngelo returns with Penree’s body. 
 
    “Sir? Carry them?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant. Look at them! They’re hardly going to walk back, are they?” 
 
    “In our arms?” 
 
    “Yes, in your arms. How else does one carry someone? Madonna! Why am I surrounded by idiots?” 
 
    Dove looked again at the sorry prisoners. “When they get there, strip them and burn their clothes. Hose and delouse them. Full bio-hazard protocols.” 
 
    He drew closer to the prisoners, but not too close; they smelled of rot. “It’s a little undignified, my new friends, but you must admit that you’re not well, and you’ll need your strength before you tell me everything.” 
 
    “And then you’ll kill us,” said one of the wretches. “Why should we talk?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll have no choice in the matter. You won’t be properly conscious. But there’s no need to be so melodramatic. I’m not normally a murderer; I’m a businessman. Why would I kill you when I can claim ransom?” 
 
    “The Midnight Sun Free Company is finished. There’ll be no ransom from our owner.” 
 
    “For some, no. It’s a cruel universe, I am afraid. Yet, luckily for you, there are other means to monetize your capture.” 
 
    “As slaves?” 
 
    “Tsk! I was myself a slave once. I’d never wish that upon my worst enemy.” Dove made a show of tugging thoughtfully at his beard. “But now that you place the notion in my head…there is a healthy trade in indentured service bonds.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 95 
 
      
 
    Branco crept back to the stream bank where he’d last seen Sun. 
 
    Explosions had upended trees here, tumbling them over onto the bank, which had collapsed under their weight. 
 
    Sun had been buried alive! 
 
    He was picking his way through the thicket of shattered trees partly buried in the mud, searching for her corpse, when an alert in the HUD of his scout helmet warned of a heat flare beneath the trees. He hurried to investigate and discovered it was someone firing a laser pistol beneath a pile of splintered trunks and branches. 
 
    His scout armor didn’t amplify his natural muscle strength, but something else must have, because he hauled away the debris with inhuman strength to get at the person trapped below. Only with the heaviest tree limbs did he slow down to cut through with his own laser pistol. 
 
    And at the bottom of the heap of wood was Sun. She’d been pinned face-down in the mud, and when he freed her and began assessing her injuries, she told him to stop fussing because she was uninjured. 
 
    She was all right. 
 
    He grinned, ecstatic. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “You were right,” she said grimly. “It was stupid to come here on my own. I was weak. What happened? Where are all the others?” 
 
    “Sun, they’re gone.” 
 
    “Gone? You mean dead? Everyone?” 
 
    “No, the murdering bastards didn’t get us all.” 
 
    A wildness flashed across her eyes, a madness just like her sister’s. But unlike her sister, she captured her anger, chilling it within her. She narrowed cold eyes. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Branco reported. He told Sun of the betrayal and the fight in the camp. He also told of Venix’s magnificence as the Zuparti faced down an army of CASPers single-handedly. 
 
    He was trying to explain about the gunshots he’d heard after Venix dropped off the cliff when Sun grabbed him by his armored shoulders and shook him. 
 
    “Calm down, Branco. You’re hyped. I understand that. You want revenge, and we’ll have it. But first we need to live. Get your shit together, and we’ll pick over the camp to grab the gear to make them pay.” 
 
    He nodded, rapidly cooling his anger as Sun had done. 
 
    “And Branco…thanks for coming back. I won’t forget it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Rooting through the abandoned Midnighter camp with Sun looking for anything that might keep them alive was one of the hardest things Branco had ever faced. He was surprised that, despite the fatigue that dulled everything to pointlessness after the horror of the night before, it was humiliation that retained enough strength to burn in his gut like a smoldering coal. 
 
    Because the night before, in this same place, the Midnighters had dared to harbor hope. They’d been fatigued. Diseased. Pursued, but not yet at bay. They had hope. 
 
    Hope? 
 
    How could they have deluded themselves for so long? 
 
    He walked past Corporal Hoang lying in the ruined CASPer that had become her tomb. Hoang had believed they’d get out alive, because they all wanted to believe that. It hadn’t made it true. 
 
    Branco had been as guilty as any in this great delusion that if they kept running, the relief would surely come to save the day. 
 
    It hadn’t. 
 
    And now Hoang was dead. And so was dear Soren Gjalp and so many others. 
 
    He kicked a trunk in frustration. “For Fanden!” 
 
    “I don’t know if your anger should be directed at yourself or at me,” said Sun, “but I do know the tree is innocent.” 
 
    Branco regarded her. For a long time now, her presence had been so intense that he hadn’t actually seen her as she truly was – a wiry little woman who barely came up to his shoulder. Her jet-black hair had grown out a little from her normal crew cut, enough for stray ringlets to snake along her neck. When he’d first seen the sisters, he’d seen a strong Chinese heritage to them, but later he’d decided Sun looked more Somali or Ethiopian. Her voice, soft yet determined, spoke words in an English that was normally purged of any accent – at least to his Danish ears. But when she was relaxed, Sun allowed in a nasal quality that he recognized from his four-month mission prep in the Binnig offices outside Trois-Rivières. Was she a Québécoise? 
 
    None of that mattered, of course. Even less since she’d obviously cut her ties with Earth. Yet Branco couldn’t help his intense curiosity about her. It was, after all, why he’d joined the Midnighters. 
 
    Join a mercenary company, he thought, and see the galaxy…and Sun. 
 
    Take home fabulous wealth and nail-biting stories – and do it alongside the major. 
 
    Find a name, a new identity, and make it real. With her. 
 
    Major Sun was the reason he was now in this swamp, cut off, without supplies, and surrounded by enemies. Had she been worth it? 
 
    All the while she’d been watching him muse, saying nothing, giving nothing away with that poker face of hers. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    Is she worth it? What a stupid question! 
 
    She must have read something in his face because she rolled her dark eyes at him, but she smiled too. 
 
    “Your adoration is noted and appreciated, Trooper,” she informed him. “But I need you to hunt for food, equipment, and weapons. Anything that’ll keep both of us alive long enough for me to show my appreciation at a more appropriate time. Deal?” 
 
    “Don’t move!” Branco screamed. 
 
    The tip of Sun’s boot had caught on a wire that now pulled tight between the roots of neighboring trees.  
 
    “Keep still,” he told her. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Sun overbalanced, stumbling forward and pulling the wire with her. It went ominously slack. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    No booby trap explosion. And no Sun hitting the deck. She’d frozen. 
 
    “Get down!” Branco shouted, and sprinted through the mud toward her. One step. Two. 
 
    Sun began to react, to drop to the ground. 
 
    Branco bundled into her back, reaching his arms around her and slamming her down into the mud, praying his flesh and his scout armor would shield her body. 
 
    The explosions blew – K-bombs, most likely. 
 
    They’d been hidden inside hollowed-out trees to either side. One failed to explode properly – the jungle environment was as hostile to hastily-wired booby traps as it was to human personnel – and it showered Branco with woodchips. 
 
    The other blasted out hot shrapnel and vicious shards of the splintered tree. 
 
    All forms of armor are a compromise between competing design criteria. Branco was wearing Daimler-Koch Series C scout armor, optimized for agility, concealment, and speed of movement. If you planned to stand next to exploding ordnance and survive, you’d wear a CASPer or EOD suit. The scout armor was comprised of a light helmet with extended but flexible neck protection, knee and shin pads, and a laminated shell that covered the torso and shoulders. 
 
    For the backs of the legs – the only protection was to be facing the threat when it hit you. 
 
    Hot fire pelted Branco, raking his back with pain as metal shards pierced his torso armor and cut into his shoulders. Bad as that was, his legs hurt far more. And the hurt was building. 
 
    Sun slithered free from underneath him. “Shift your butt,” she commanded. “We need to get out of here fast.” 
 
    She was right. The explosions would attract patrolling Condottieri for miles around. He tried to get up, but barely rose inches from the ground before sliding back down. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she screamed. 
 
    Sun was looking at his legs in horror. Then her composure snapped back in place. “Wait there. Don’t move,” she told him and went off to loot Corporal Hoang’s CASPer of its first aid kit. 
 
    As she applied bandages to his legs, she calmly offered her assessment. “The bleeding’s slowing, but you’ve lost the tendons at the back of both knees. Your right knee is worse. Shrapnel’s gone right inside.” She injected his thigh. “You’re stabilizing, and those nanites I just put inside you should keep infection from killing you, but you’re not walking again until we get you off planet.” 
 
    “We’ve still got to move,” said Branco. “I can’t, so you’ll have to go without me. Maybe I can surrender to them.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mister. I’m not leaving you. Grab hold of my shoulders.” 
 
    Sun crouched low in front of Branco, and he gripped her shoulders. Grunting with effort, she staggered forward a few paces before losing traction and slipping face-first to the ground. 
 
    “Too many pies, Trooper,” she quipped, but no matter how she tried manhandling him, she couldn’t move him more than a few feet. He was too heavy. 
 
    When inside her CASPer, Sun combined the immense strength of her mecha with her own physical and mental endurance to keep going longer than almost anyone he knew. He’d never dared to use the word cute, but he’d secretly delighted in how she was such a contrast outside of her suit. She was as light as a child. 
 
    It was a pity her cuteness would be the death of him. 
 
    “Let me do it!” he said, waving her away. He used his arms to drag himself along the mud on his belly. The slipperiness of the ground helped a lot. So did the medical nanites, which had numbed the nerves in his legs so he wasn’t distracted by pain. At least, he hoped they were the reason he couldn’t feel anything below his waist. 
 
    As the Midnighters had pushed up the escarpment that led to the bend in the river Venix had jumped into, the ground had dried a little. Narrow water channels drained the swamp into mere muddy jungle. They rolled down the steep bank of one such watercourse and squelched away to the southeast, back the way they’d originally come. 
 
    After a few hundred yards, Sun hissed at Branco to keep still and silent.  
 
    As they slowly sank into the rich loam, sounds of activity came from the abandoned camp. The undergrowth overhung the bank, but they were still too exposed. Neither said a word, but they both realized their predicament and its solution. They scooped hollows out of the bank, depositing heaps of worms and crawling insects onto the ground. When the sounds of stomping mecha headed their way, they pushed themselves into their holes. By now they were so caked in dirt they were one with the mud. Branco reached up and tugged the fringe of ferns and ground cover a little lower. 
 
    A pair of CASPers came looking for them, one on either side of the stream. 
 
    “Even if it was one of the sisters who set off those grenades,” said the trooper on the opposite bank as she passed, “there was too much blood. She’ll have bled out in a bottomless pit of this hell water.” 
 
    “Maybe, but no one’s discovered her body,” said her comrade. “A hundred credits says it is one of the mad sisters, and she’s still alive when she’s found.” 
 
    Branco watched the CASPer on the far side stomp away without slowing, each of her steps sinking a foot into the mud. The one on his side was walking ten feet away from the bank to avoid collapsing the soft ground. Even so, the CASPer’s weight sent dirt cascading over his head, but it also shook away some of the earth concealing his body.  
 
    “You’re on,” said the Condottiere over the thump of his mecha stomp. “Bloodhounds will find her soon enough. Dead or alive.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Sun…Sun! What’s happening? Where am I?” 
 
    She growled in frustration but took care to wear a concerned face by the time she’d crawled back to Branco. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she soothed. “You’ve been hurt, but it’s okay. I’ll look after you. But you must keep quiet.” 
 
    “My legs…I remember now.” 
 
    “Confusion is a side effect of the medical nanites,” she lied. “They’re fixing you up but dumping a lot of waste products into your bloodstream in the process. Some of that junk gets in your brain. Clogs up those thought processes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to take much,” he joked. 
 
    “That’s because you’re a man,” she replied. “Even the nanites can’t fix that.” 
 
    His wry smile was reassuring. The episodes where his mind slipped away were less so. Maybe her bullshit about the nanites had accidentally been the truth. She thought it more likely that he was becoming delirious despite the nanites, not because of them. Doesn’t matter right now, she admonished herself. You’re overthinking. I just need him lucid for five minutes. 
 
    “There’s another pool ahead,” she said. “Can you swim?” 
 
    “A pool?” 
 
    “Yeah. Some kind of beaver analog built it, I think. Backs up the water a ways. We swim close to the bank. If we can’t, we’ll have to risk getting out of the stream bed and go around.” 
 
    “Are the Condottieri nearby?” 
 
    “I…I think so. I’ve heard a skittering in the trees. Not sure what it is, but it sounds artificial.” 
 
    “I’m good,” he said, and dragged himself into the slow-flowing stream. 
 
    With Branco on his back, sculling gently, they floated effortlessly downstream and into a small lake formed by the beaver dam that blocked the confluence of two streams. 
 
    The pool was 150 yards across, opening such a gap in the jungle canopy that raw sunlight, unfiltered by hungry leaves, danced over the gentle ripples as it fed the water with its warmth. She hadn’t seen this much sunlight since setting foot on the swamp world. 
 
    The banks were higher and more vertical here. A fringe of bracken and bark chips crested the top of the bank, and as she swam closer, she saw they had been cut and shaped by gnawing teeth. Similar constructions of gnawed foliage reached out into the water from the bank like piers, or maybe breakwaters. 
 
    “You know, Branco. If we weren’t running for our lives, this would be almost pleasant.” 
 
    “Already got my vacation here lined up, Sun. Just need my ogre of a boss to grant me some leave.” 
 
    The lake was so noisy that she felt relaxed enough to laugh. Flying creatures with wings – which were shaped like a bat’s but constructed from a single feather – swooped over the pool in the hunt for insects. They spent as much of their energy chasing off rivals with their raucous cries. The dam was draining the lake via a narrow channel, which added sufficient noise from its burbling flow to the bat-bird cries that Sun felt safe enough for a little banter. 
 
    Not that she wanted chit chat, but she needed Branco’s mind to stay with her. 
 
    “You saved my life back there,” she told him. 
 
    “True,” he replied after a few seconds. “Then you saved mine right back. Did you ever think…” 
 
    “What? Branco? Branco, stay alert!” 
 
    He gave a non-committal grunt. Damn, he was going to drown at this rate. She desperately cast for ideas to engage his brain. “Hey, Branco. I think we owe each other one honestly answered question. I already know you’ve discovered my old identity, so I’ve nothing to hide from you. Ask me whatever you want.” 
 
    He stopped sculling and floated on his back, carried by the current. 
 
    “Branco?” she prompted, worried by this new silence.  
 
    “Still here. I’m thinking of a good one. Got to make this count. Hey!” 
 
    He splashed in surprise as his head rammed a purple lily pad, which was broader than his shoulders and shaped like an upturned beer cap.  
 
    The bat-birds had stopped flying. 
 
    “Here’s my question,” said Branco. “When you were a kid, did you play sports?” 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    By now, they had traveled half the length of the pool. The water splashing downstream as it drained was making it difficult to hear other sounds clearly, but she thought she heard something approaching their side of the water. 
 
    “To the bank,” she hissed. “Now!” 
 
    She grabbed his neck and swam hard for the shore, trying desperately not to splash. 
 
    They reached a section of bank where three holes had been cut into the earth above the waterline. These burrow entrances were framed in chewed wood entwined with springy twigs. If this were Earth, she’d say these tunnels were the homes of otters or water voles, but scaled up to such a gigantic size that she might just be able to squeeze inside. Not Branco, though. He was far too broad to follow. 
 
    They grabbed onto the wooden frame of the entrances and floated there, screened by the long overhang of woven twigs and leaves. 
 
    “We can wait here a while in this porchway,” said Branco – far too loudly. 
 
    She pinched his cheek and whispered at him to keep silent. 
 
    Something was moving overhead. 
 
    Some-things. 
 
    It was a scurrying sound. Fast-moving limbs that halted for a minute or so before scuttling away to a new position. 
 
    Then the ground shook with a familiar faint hiss and whine followed by sucking mud as two CASPers approached. 
 
    “What’s up with the bloodhounds?” said one through his speakers. “Smell another dead snake?” 
 
    “Dunno. Definitely picked up something, and with a 10,000-credit reward if we capture her alive, I’m giving the bots free rein.” 
 
    “Fine with me.” 
 
    Sun heard a splash upstream as something dipped limbs into the water before retreating to the bank. A couple more of these bloodhound bots were overhead. 
 
    She looked at Branco to urge him to keep silent, but his eyelids were drooping. And he was sinking! 
 
    She ducked under his shoulder and pushed up to keep his head above water. 
 
    A shadow fell across the pool just five feet from where they were hiding. 
 
    It was followed by a machine. A bloodhound, she assumed, which matched the description Branco had given her of the bots he’d seen at the landing strip. It was shaped like a metal pepper pot the size of a Flatar, and it was ringed with sensors. 
 
    The bot pushed itself over the roof of wood and leaves and looked down. 
 
    Although the bot had a 360° band of lenses and probes, it had two sensors mounted on flexible arms that resembled eyestalks. It moved its stalks as with any binocular creature of nature. 
 
    It used its stalks to peer down into the water. 
 
    The stalks bent left. 
 
    Then right. 
 
    Then they began angling behind, where she and Branco would be in full view. 
 
    With a crack of snapping twigs, it fell headlong into the water and was swept a short distance downstream, multiple limbs flailing for purchase, before sinking out of sight. 
 
    “Piece of shit,” said one of the CASPers above their heads. 
 
    “Those asshats at Avanti built them too quickly. They’re not properly calibrated.” 
 
    “It’s this swamp. Turns everything to mud.” 
 
    “Like your comms.” 
 
    “Yeah. I tell you, we’ll never get off this planet alive. We’ll be absorbed into an alien mud-gestalt. And if any relief did come looking for us, they’d walk right through us, because we’d be slime beneath their boots.” 
 
    “You talk a heap of crap, Pritchard. But you’re right that too many systems are failing. If I ever meet someone from Binnig, I’ll explain exactly what I think of their all-environments resilience guarantee with a faceful of CASPer knuckle.” 
 
    Sun grinned at Branco, but the former Binnig man still had his eyes closed, and there was more movement a little way upstream. One of the bloodhounds had jumped from the overhang of half-woven wood onto one of the giant lily pads. 
 
    The bot possessed eight narrow legs, each ending in a spike. Surely it would tear through the pad? 
 
    Just before it landed, it looped the ends of its legs to form flat feet, which skidded on the pad as it fought to arrest its forward momentum. 
 
    The back of the pad was pushed down below the waterline, and water poured over its lip. 
 
    But the bloodhound was already leaping onto the next lily pad. This time it landed safely, and the floating plant held its weight. 
 
    Its new vantage point secured, the bloodhound began scanning the water with its eyestalks and with the sensor band around its cylindrical torso. 
 
    They hadn’t much time. If they were to lose this scout robot, they needed an exit, and fast. Sun took another look at the holes cut into the bank behind her. Could she widen them? 
 
    But she realized that not only were the tunnels reinforced with wood as far in as she could see, but the nearest hole was no longer empty. 
 
    Two yellow eyes glared at her from the deep shadows. A snarling snout filled with sharp teeth terminated in long whiskers that pointed at the two humans who’d invaded its domain. 
 
    The bulk of its body was hidden in darkness, but from what she could see, the creature had the size and attitude of Commander Venix in an extremely bad mood. 
 
    “I apologize for our intrusion,” Sun whispered at the creature, before drawing her knives from her boots and stabbing them through its eyes right up to the hilts.  
 
    The creature squealed briefly, then went limp. 
 
    “Not them,” groaned Branco. “They aren’t even human.” 
 
    The idiot was delirious. She clamped a hand over his mouth to shut him up, but that only made him struggle to shake her off. He was too weak to free himself, but in the process, he splashed. 
 
    The bloodhound on the lily pad rotated its torso and pointed its eyestalks directly at them. 
 
    Branco went limp, and she released her hand from his mouth. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said. 
 
    He wasn’t. It was hard to admit this, but Sun told herself the man was a serious liability, who could only become an asset again if she could keep him alive long enough to receive proper medical attention – a task at which she was failing miserably. 
 
    The bloodhound had taken a step nearer, peering at them myopically from a closer pad. 
 
    She could see why it was coming so close. A bacterial film was cloaking its eye cameras. 
 
    “Readings are haywire,” said one of the CASPers. 
 
    Hell, they were directly overhead! 
 
    “Definitely found something in the water. Doesn’t know what, but there’s a blood pulse it can see.” 
 
    Sun released her remaining grip on Branco and filled both hands with the knives. 
 
    Two blades against two CASPers. It was insane, but she couldn’t give in. It wasn’t who she was. 
 
    The bloodhound was only twenty feet away but took one more leap closer. Sun assessed its body for weak points to jam in her knives. 
 
    Something about the new lily pad was different – more solid. And its purple surface had two lines of dark rings that she suddenly realized were small holes. Nostrils. 
 
    The lily pad sprang to life, and the bloodhound was flipped ten feet in the air – all eight legs floundering. 
 
    It fell into the hinged jaw of the ambush predator with the growth on its snout designed to resemble an innocent floating plant. The water beast swallowed the robot whole, and immediately shot off upstream, churning the water with a segmented tail like a propeller screw. 
 
    “Do we shoot it?” asked one of the CASPers. 
 
    “No point. We’d only destroy the bloodhound. Save your ammo for the Midnighters. You’ll need it soon enough.” 
 
    “Will you look at that?” Sun whispered. “For the first time on this mudhole of a planet, luck finally went our way. Branco? Branco!” Sun mewled in alarm. “Where are you?” He’d disappeared! 
 
    She felt beneath the water for his body while the Condottieri stomped away. 
 
    But it was okay. He’d floated away, but only as far as the pier that extruded into the water twenty yards downstream. It had snagged his slumped form in full view of anyone who cared to look in that direction. 
 
    She hugged the bank as she made for the pier. But before she left the cover of the overhang, she halted and made herself think this through. 
 
    Because this wasn’t going to work. 
 
    It was time to stop fooling herself. 
 
    Either she abandoned him and just walked away, or she found a way to fix him. But pretending everything would be okay if she wished hard enough – that she could carry a man twice her weight through treacherous terrain to rendezvous with Venix – would only get them both killed. And she knew Branco wouldn’t want her to die needlessly. 
 
    Well, damn Branco and what he wanted. She needed him too badly to give him up. 
 
    She swam out along the pier to retrieve him, her mind spooling as she thought of ways out of this hopeless mess.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    With a long sigh, Sun finally allowed her head to sink back into the soft ferns beside Branco and allowed a little of the burn to drain from her exhausted muscles. 
 
    She ached everywhere. Drenched, coated in leeches, hungry, and lost, she began to feel cold despite the warmth trapped by the trees. 
 
    Just ten breaths, she told herself, then I’ll get up. 
 
    Despite the cold, the bed of ferns felt impossibly soft. The unconscious man she’d dragged through the river to this little island was probably going to die here, yet when she snuggled against him, she drew a shred of comfort and a lingering sense of safety from his presence.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sun opened her eyes. 
 
    She was stiff, cold, but dry. And still hungry. 
 
    Two hours had passed according to her wrist slate. Not good, but the effort she’d expended getting them to this temporary sanctuary had been well spent; they hadn’t been spotted. 
 
    Rising slowly out of the light cover of the ferns, she checked their surroundings. They were a few hundred yards downstream of the dam. The river was wider and faster flowing than before, and beyond a large rock in the center of the water channel an island had formed, about ten feet wide and thirty long. Big enough for small trees and a coating of ground cover plants. There were no lily pads nearby, and there were no signs of Condottieri on the river banks. 
 
    Satisfied they were probably in no immediate danger, she turned her attention to the groaning man she’d dragged here. 
 
    His green shirt was soaking with sweat, as was his face. When she caressed his brow, it was no surprise to find him feverishly hot. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she told him, and had to bite her lip to stop herself getting emotional. “I couldn’t be who you wanted before, and I can’t be who you need now.” 
 
    Branco’s lips formed words, but he uttered only incoherent sounds. 
 
    She grabbed his hand in hers and tried to squeeze some comfort into him. Her hands were annoyingly tiny in his. 
 
    “I know I’m small,” she said, “but even without my powered suit muscles, I’m still strong. Just not in the way that’s going to keep you alive.” 
 
    He groaned, almost as if answering her. A brief burst of clarity came to his words before descending back into incoherence. She realized he was speaking in Danish. Her translator pendant could understand hundreds of alien forms of communication, but not Danish. His words became angry, and she realized his conversation was not with her at all but was taking place inside his fever dream. 
 
    She kissed his damp forehead, and that calmed him a little. 
 
    “Where were we?” she said, trying to infuse her voice with the soothing essence of lullabies and the sweet-nothings of contented lovers. “I’m strong. Not with lifting weights, but I was a Spartathlete. I haven’t told anyone since I left Earth. Just you, Branco. The Athens to Sparta ultramarathon. All 245 kilometers of it, and plenty over mountains and rough ground. My best time was just over 23 hours, when I placed second among the women. And I was still improving. When I was a girl, I wanted to be a professional endurance runner. I never wanted to kill people for a living.” 
 
    Branco groaned as if pleading. 
 
    “I never wanted to care about anyone, either,” Sun told him. “Not after my sister’s accident. I had to block out everything and put all I had into watching her back. Till you came along, mister. You have no idea how much trouble you’ve caused.” 
 
    Branco’s body jerked, and a gagging noise came from his throat. 
 
    “And now it looks like I’m about to lose you both.” 
 
    Cursing herself for not doing so earlier, Sun rolled him onto his belly and scooped a hollow out of the ground so his air passages weren’t obstructed. 
 
    Branco’s breathing changed, becoming ragged and shallow, but the groaning ceased, and he seemed more at peace. 
 
    She filled her water bottles from the river and left one near Branco’s hand in case he should wake, one of her last, precious purification tablets working its magic inside. 
 
    Admittedly, she was no medic, but it seemed obvious to Sun that Branco would never wake up. Maybe he’d stand a chance if she’d had more doses of medical nanites, but she doubted he’d live even then. She briefly considered returning to the camp, but anything of value would have been looted by the Condottieri and replaced with spybots and booby traps. There was no salvation for Branco there. 
 
    She left him with a lingering kiss on his sweaty upturned cheek, her goodbye sealed with a silent farewell to broken dreams, of the connection she might have forged with this person, but now never would. Not in this life. 
 
    Without looking back, she ran for the water and dove in. 
 
    The hit of water chill slapped some backbone into her. 
 
    By the time she’d swum two strokes, Sun had decided she was tired of running. 
 
    And by the time she reached the bank, she was ready to hunt.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Gotta hurl,” said one of the CASPers below Sun’s branch. 
 
    “Man, you’ll make me upchuck too. Damn place’ll kill us, same as it’s doing to these damned bloodhounds.” He kicked the pile of inert scout bots. 
 
    One kept watch while the other popped open her cockpit and ran off behind a tree to be sick. 
 
    The other CASPer shut his comrade’s cockpit. “Keep it closed, Patel. You don’t want snakes and bugs to get inside. Believe me.” 
 
    But Patel was too busy being violently and noisily ill to reply. 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    The CASPer was answered by an extended outbreak of retching. 
 
    “Damn! I’m gonna give you a little space. Walk a perimeter. You do what you gotta, Patel. I’ll watch your back.” 
 
    The CASPer walked beneath Sun, heading out about twenty feet before starting to circle. 
 
    The moment it was out of sight, Sun dropped from the tree and got to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When the CASPer on upchuck overwatch completed his second circuit, Sun tugged hard on her rope of knotted vines. Fifty feet away, branches shook, releasing nuts as tough as cannonballs. Hopefully, the wet thuds as they impacted the ground would sound like footfalls. 
 
    “Hey,” called the CASPer to his friend. “You okay? Patel?” 
 
    Violent retching answered him. 
 
    “Merde! I heard something in the jungle. Sounded like a beast. A big one. I’m going to investigate. Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    As the CASPer stomped away, Sun was already climbing the tree his comrade was using as target practice for the consequences of her unhappy gut. Patel was in a prayer position, on her knees with her sidearm to hand, resting on a patch of ferns. 
 
    With a leg securely wrapped around the branch ten feet overhead, Sun gave a low whistle. 
 
    The merc looked up at her through pitiful, red-rimmed eyes. For a moment, she seemed to be pleading, as if to ask, ‘what now?’ Then she went for her gun. 
 
    She was quick! 
 
    The pistol was in her hands and halfway raised to Sun’s branch when she halted and fell with one of Sun’s blades through her throat and another through her heart. 
 
    Sun retrieved her weapons and raced for the dead woman’s CASPer, popping it open and jumping inside. 
 
    Then she waited. 
 
    “Patel? Priya, are you okay?” When the other Condottiere returned, he sounded alarmed even before he discovered the corpse of his dead friend. He roared with rage and loss. 
 
    By then, Sun was behind him in her stolen CASPer. She blasted away at the backs of her opponent’s legs, giving them both drums of MAC rounds. 
 
    The CASPer armor was strong, even the weak point at the back of the knees, but the sustained firepower from the magnetic accelerator cannon tore holes through the ceramic and metal and shredded the flesh inside. All the while, Sun took care to leave the CASPer suit above the legs undamaged. 
 
    The Condottiere toppled forward. 
 
    Sun righted his CASPer, then ejected from her stolen suit so she could carefully remove the dying merc from the other CASPer without damaging it. 
 
    He was trying to tell her something, but his voice was too pinched with pain to make sense. She grabbed the med-kit from his CASPer and gave him two doses of ketamine to ease his passing, but the other items in the kit were no longer for him. 
 
    She jumped back inside Patel’s CASPer and left him dying beneath the trees, dragging his damaged suit behind her on her way back to Branco.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    He was an ancient warrior of the Shield Lands. A hero famed in every village, and yet an outlaw who fled the jealousy of an unjust queen. In an enchanted forest, deep with verdant shadow, he’d slain a metal giant to rescue the elven maid who’d captured his heart with a single glance. Though he’d vanquished the monstrous giant, the wounds he’d suffered were grievous indeed. The loyal elf nursed his wounds with great tenderness, but he pleaded with her to leave him. He tried to explain that the giant’s brothers would soon return, and in their anger kill them both, but she didn’t understand his words and wouldn’t leave his side. 
 
    Hour after hour he begged her to leave him. Go! Save yourself! He shouted at her, cursed her, but through it all she held his hands in her dainty fingers and would not let go. Then the last of his strength left him, and he abandoned the elven maid’s fate to the will of the gods. 
 
    Branco opened his eyes. 
 
    A spark of panic ripped through him. 
 
    He was trapped. Underground! A chill running up his legs. 
 
    No, he was inside a CASPer lying face-down in the dirt. From the poor fit of his harness, he knew immediately it wasn’t his CASPer. A quick systems check revealed the suit was off grid. Comms out. HUD disabled. Nav offline.  
 
    He looked down. Dappled sunlight was coming through jagged holes below the torso. Why were there no legs? 
 
    “Sun?” 
 
    “Here,” she replied. He adjusted his cam views until he had a picture of a Mark 8 standing over him. 
 
    Even though she’d spoken through her exterior speakers, her voice triggered memories from his fever dream. A dream in which that same voice had said she’d never leave his side. 
 
    “I think I had a fever,” he said. 
 
    “You did. Pretty intense.” 
 
    “When I was out, did I talk?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t shut up.” 
 
    “What did you hear?” 
 
    “Let’s just say it was very…Danish.” 
 
    Oh, crap.  
 
    “Save it for the psychotherapist,” she said brusquely. “We’ve got a job to do here. You can’t walk. We need to rejoin our people, and my solution was to get us some CASPers. I took a big risk, but I couldn’t carry you without augmented strength, great Viking oaf that you are.” 
 
    “You’re a woman of many fine talents, Major Sun Sue, but the ability to speak long sentences free of racial insults is not one of them. You want me to pull myself along the ground? Is that your plan?” 
 
    “We have more options now, but that’s my preference, yes. The former owners of our new CASPers donated their med-kit nanites to your medical care. You’re much stronger than you were, but still recovering. Take it easy, yeah?”  
 
    Branco tried wriggling his legs. Maybe the nanites had fixed them more than anyone realized, and he could walk again? But his legs stuck uselessly out the bottom of the CASPer torso. He’d have to go through with Sun’s idea. 
 
    After a few test swipes of the CASPer’s arms, which flung mud but achieved little else, he soon picked up a rhythm that dragged him along the ground like a mechanical swimmer. With a little more practice, he managed to cruise at a fast walking pace. Keep this up for any length of time and his shoulders were going to bitch about it, but the power that pulled him along was coming from the Mark 8’s fuel cells, and they’d last longer than the rest of him. 
 
    It would have to do. They headed north, planning to skirt around the Condottieri and rejoin Venix before the river spread into a wide delta and then the sea. They had no safe means of contacting the other Midnighter forces, and they didn’t know the location of either friend or foe. For this to work, they had to overtake the tugs that were hopefully floating down the river. Catching up with the others wasn’t impossible, because they could take a direct route while the river snaked, but to be honest, they were trusting to blind luck. Nonetheless they were on the move, and it felt good to be armed with a MAC cannon in one arm and a machine gun in the other, even if they’d be difficult to aim at anything higher than feet and worms. 
 
    His main worry were the legs he was dragging behind him across every stone, twig, branch, and fallen nut. Flattened by the weight of his CASPer torso and lubricated by mud, the going was smooth but was still gradually shredding his legs. 
 
    By the time they reached Venix, there’d be nothing left of them but a few nerves and blood vessels caulked with dirt hanging loose out of his suit’s leg holes. 
 
    The pain in his legs. That was a problem too. Having been numbed by the nanites, it erupted into screaming agony before returning to numbness for a while. Then the agony would leap back in the saddle. 
 
    But he kept going. 
 
    Sun kept overwatch and lifted him over a few obstacles but said nothing. 
 
    Entombed within his armor, Branco could see out only via his exterior cameras. But the front-mounted cams were pointed down at the ground, and the ones at the top and to the sides of his torso were permanently blinded with dirt. Only his rear cams were clear, and they couldn’t angle enough to see where he was going. It was like swimming backstroke. Inside a metal barrel. 
 
    Which was why, as dusk descended, he powered straight into a deep pool and immediately sank like the lead-weighted turtle shell that he was. 
 
    Frantically, he sought something to grab hold of to pull himself out. But his CASPer hands clutched only liquid. 
 
    Muddy water poured in through the leg holes. 
 
    If he didn’t bail out, he was going to drown. 
 
    With his left hand inside his suit, reaching for his harness release, his right – still in its haptic hook up – touched something solid through his CASPer fingers. 
 
    A hand. Sun. 
 
    He held on tightly as she pulled him out of the pit and used the immense strength of her CASPer to hold him aloft as the water drained from his legs. 
 
    “This isn’t working,” she said a short while later as he got his breath back, sitting against a tree a short distance from his sodden CASPer. 
 
    “It was a good attempt,” he said. “Leave me here. Come back when this is over.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you to die.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know you won’t, elf maiden.” 
 
    “What the fuck did you just call me?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. If you won’t take my advice, you could carry me in your arms, or make one of those litters you used to haul Venix around.” 
 
    “Those are the fallback plans. We’re in hostile territory. It would be better if we could operate independently, and for me to be able to fight without encumbrance. I…wait, I have an idea. Stay there!” 
 
    Sun took off at a run without further explanation. For several minutes he looked into the patch of trees into which she’d disappeared. Realizing he’d soon lose the light, he crawled over to the legless CASPer and began stripping it of anything useful.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “What am I supposed to do with these?” asked Branco early the next morning. 
 
    He stared incredulously at the pile of scout robots and vines that Sun had brought back, heaped in her CASPer’s arms, after her nighttime excursion. 
 
    “Four bloodhound bots,” she replied. “Antennae ripped out and reset to factory defaults. Assorted raw materials for lashing, affixment, harnesses, and…other construct…shuns.” 
 
    Man, she sounded exhausted. 
 
    “You’re the engineer-turned-spy,” she told him, “I just acquired the gear, and from the same corpses who donated the suits. I buried them. Seemed only fair, seeing as their friends hadn’t found them. Go figure it out, I’ll take overwatch.” 
 
    Sun moved away into deeper cover, leaving him with the junk strewn over the ground like a grown-up’s puzzle set. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” he told her. “If we’re attacked, I’ll scream.” 
 
    Beneath the dense trees the morning light was dim, but Branco’s mind shone brightly with possibilities. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next two days saw rapid progress through the jungle on their way to meet Venix. After some hurried experimentation, Branco had settled on straddling a bundle of sturdy sticks lashed together, which he rode like a floating log. Instead of being buoyed by water, this contraption floated on a wooden platform strapped to the backs of the four bloodhounds. 
 
    It was obvious from their shoddy assembly and calibration that the bots had been rush-finished here on the planet. Nonetheless the base design was sound and placed great emphasis on using the eight legs of each bot to provide its sensors with a stable platform over any type of terrain. Branco harnessed that stability to deliver an astonishingly smooth ride for the human they bore upon their backs.  
 
    They traveled without caution, realizing that sneaking through the swamp was not an option if they were to meet up with Venix and the Raknar. Branco rode his strange mount recklessly, trusting his bots to pick the best route through the swamp. Using a slate Sun had liberated from one of the Condottieri troopers, he set waypoints for the bots via a short-range radio link. The slate proved very handy, with a better map than the ones the two Midnighters remembered from their descent to the planet. 
 
    They decided to aim for rapids downstream where the river neared the edge of the swamp. Both thought there was a good chance the Condottieri would try to intercept Venix and his valuable cargo at the same point, but what else could they do? 
 
    Without any discussion on the topic, a pattern soon established itself. For a couple of hours, Branco would forge ahead with Sun jogging behind. Then they’d set the bloodhounds to act as sentries while they rested for ten minutes before repeating. 
 
    After the first day, the rest stop doubled, and soon they were crashing through the trees for a shorter duration, too. The initial problem was Sun’s CASPer, which had picked up damage to its venting and cooling systems. It wasn’t bad enough to bring up a red light on her status board, but it made her suit more vulnerable to clogging its exhaust ports in the dank environment. 
 
    As fast as Branco worked during their down periods to clear the vents and grills of the major’s suit, they’d clog within minutes of setting off again. 
 
    Heedless of the risk, they had no choice but to seek the best cover they could every hour or so and pop open Sun’s cockpit to vent the fumes that had built up within. Meanwhile, they’d use the downtime to perform bodily functions. Rest was the most vital, and the most unpleasant was eating. The rations that had been lashed across the hoods of the two tugs were lost to them now, and they resorted to eating the worms and beetles that were plentiful in the rich soil. 
 
    At the start of the trek, Branco had shared Betty’s trick of stripping the venom sacs from the brown flying slugs, but the vegetation had changed – the trees getting broader and shorter – and this didn’t suit the slugs. He hadn’t seen one in days.  
 
    They had no idea whether they were extracting nutrients from the results of the bug hunts, but their stomachs were settling a little, and if their guts had only the illusion of something useful to do, it was better than the gnawing emptiness that was the alternative. Even if they were extracting some goodness from the creatures of slime and chitin, it clearly wasn’t enough. They were both shedding weight rapidly. 
 
    Three days after Branco ditched his CASPer and started riding the bloodhounds, and with a little over a day before they estimated they’d reach the rapids, Branco commented on Sun’s gaunt appearance. 
 
    “You need to fill out,” he told her as they rested in the lee of her venting CASPer. “You’ll fall out your harness if you don’t. Sirloin steak’s what you need. Cooked rare. Roasted potatoes and rich gravy too. Did you want me to order some?” 
 
    She gave him a hard look, then shook her head. “Ice cream,” she said, rolling her eyes in ecstatic pleasure at the thought. “Give me ice cream, Branco. I don’t need anything fancy. Vanilla. Triple scoop with hazelnut sprinklings, and thick chili-chocolate sauce.” 
 
    Branco laughed. “You sure? 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” She grabbed his shoulders and shook him. “If you have the slightest interest in my happiness, Saisho Branco, you’ll get me ice cream. And you’ll do it now!” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” he told her. 
 
    She knelt before him, shaking with laughter as he dropped a beetle into her mouth. 
 
    “Remember, Sun, it’s ice cream. Vanilla. With crunchy sauce.” 
 
    She bit down, crunching its carapace. 
 
    “That’s the chocolate sauce,” he said. “You like?” 
 
    “Feed me more,” Sun laughed, her eyes still closed. 
 
    One of the bots shot off. Then another. 
 
    Then the other two ran off. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” asked Sun. “That was so good.” 
 
    He leant over and gently put his forehead against hers. “Sorry, Sun. I think something’s spooked the sentries.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time the bots returned to Branco like a pack of faithful hounds, Sun was back in her CASPer, powered up and ready to unleash hell on the culprits responsible for ruining her imaginary feast. 
 
    Once they were within the ten-foot connection range of Branco’s slate, the bots beamed images of what they’d found.  
 
    Branco stared at the video of deep depressions in the muddy ground, filled with water and their edges oozing over. They were CASPer boot prints with horizontal stabilizers. They looked to be a few hours old, and the orientation grid showed they were headed northwest…toward the river rapids. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    They urged each other on through the night, each haunted by the unspoken terror that Venix and their comrades would have already crossed the rapids and left them behind. Ever since they’d been cut off, the belief that they’d rejoin the others at the rapids had become an article of faith, which meant they’d never quite felt alone. Never mind that Branco had cursed himself at the abandoned camp for believing in imaginary reinforcement; he clung to this strand of hope without question. 
 
    Each of them exhorted the other to keep going when exhaustion threatened to overwhelm them. But the words of encouragement slowly grew cruel barbs designed to wound, verbal lashes across their backs to keep them going through that next hundred yards. And the next. They would not be left behind! 
 
    In the end, exhaustion defeated them. 
 
    They halted for a brief rest and to vent Sun’s suit. With the bloodhounds acting once more as sentries, they sat apart in awkward silence, the harsh words they’d used on the journey too recent to be forgotten. 
 
    After a fifteen-minute stop, Branco recalled his bloodhounds and they began coaxing their tired and hungry bodies to head off for the last leg before the rapids. 
 
    What would they discover there? The remains of a massacre, the bodies of their friends washed up on the shore? Perhaps nothing, with no way to know whether Venix was yet to arrive or had passed by days before. But whatever they encountered, he knew he didn’t want to face it with this coldness between them. 
 
    “Sun?” he called hesitantly. He’d saddled up on his strange traveling contraption, his four bloodhound mounts by now so slick at transforming from sentry mode that they reattached themselves to his platform without being asked.  
 
    She was standing by her CASPer’s leg, about to climb in, but turned around. 
 
    Branco groaned in pain. It was his legs. He’d said nothing on their journey here, because there was nothing to be done, and she was scared as it was. The nanites Sun had injected had gone off to war against the infectious diseases and wounds. But as every hour passed, it became clearer it was a war they’d lost. 
 
    Sun’s face loosened from a near-scowl into a look of concern. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Piles,” he said. It was a lie, of course, but the way Sun wrinkled her pretty nose in disgust told him she’d bought it. 
 
    “I just wanted to say…” Branco started. Then he dried up. He and Sun had always outflanked any talk about their feelings for each other. They were about to reach the river. Whatever they did or didn’t discover there, things would be different after. He needed to talk directly. There might never be another chance.  
 
    Sun frowned. “Whatever you were thinking of saying, Branco, don’t. I haven’t got time for you to get all weepy and unburden your dumb emotional crap all over me.” 
 
    “Tough shit, Major. I’m unburdening anyway. I only wanted to say I don’t regret any of it. You. Joining the Midnighters. Breaking up. Beetles and mud. If I could rewind, I’d do it all again.” 
 
    She stormed over and planted her boots in the ground beside his riding platform, her crossed arms matching the fury on her face. “You’re a dumbshit, disobedient, disrespectful, pain in the ass.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Is that all you’ve got?” 
 
    “Shuddup! I haven’t finished. You’re a dangerous, overly-complicated, infuriating, self-centered, and insubordinate sweet man. And when I say you’re sweet, I don’t mean in the sense you’re a nonthreatening gamma wimp. I mean you taste good.” 
 
    Sun Sue was a confusing woman. Her face was incandescent with rage, and it seemed to him that those arms were knotted together so firmly to prevent her hands reaching down to the knives in her boots and slitting his throat. 
 
    And yet her lips were suddenly flushed full with promise, and her hungry gaze was locked onto his own mouth. 
 
    “I wish I’d never laid eyes on you,” she said huskily, “but being with you has made it easier not being with my sister. And for that I thank you, Branco.” 
 
    She leaned in. His mind was being lured in by her lips, but where they led was not a good place for either of them right now. 
 
    He swallowed hard. “You’d better suit up,” he said. “Condottieri could be really close.” 
 
    She growled like an angry lioness. Then she clambered into her stolen CASPer and shut the canopy on him without a word. 
 
    “Good luck,” said Branco, but Sun didn’t reply.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Sun watched the tugs traverse the rapids via her CASPer camera trained on Branco’s slate. A bloodhound had recorded the scene from the top of the tree they were now standing beside, and now they were observing an uploaded copy of what it had seen. 
 
    They were too late. They’d missed the rendezvous. 
 
    The tree in question was the tallest in the vicinity and about three klicks from the river. Even at this distance, they could hear a faint rumble through the ground from the water cascading down the drop, raising clouds high into the sky. 
 
    To the northwest the little bot had seen the edge of the swamp, and on the northern horizon they could make out the beginnings of the river delta that ended in the sea. 
 
    Venix was nearing the end of his thousand-klick trek. 
 
    The sea…was Midnight Sun still alive under the waves? 
 
    Sun refused to accept that this journey Venix had led them through would ultimately prove futile. 
 
    But neither could she bring herself to believe that her sister still lived and awaited them over the horizon. 
 
    The bot had observed the final moments of Venix’s descent. She guessed the lift tugs had expended all their fuel now. They sat on huge log rafts that were carried down the descent by the simple method of having teams of CASPers carry them, their jumpjets blasting. 
 
    The bot had scaled the tree too late to see the beginning of the operation, but Sun guessed that, rather than carrying the huge tugs, it was more accurate to say the CASPers had lifted them over the rocks that churned the water into rapids. Once the tugs were falling into the lake below, the CASPers could do no more than slow their descent from headlong plunge to survivable impact. Hopefully. 
 
    The bot had captured the last seconds of the CASPers lowering the second tug down. Their jump juice had finally run out; CASPers, raft, and tug with an ancient Raknar inside plummeted the last 120 feet in freefall. 
 
    Whether anyone or anything had survived the drop the bot’s view had been too obscured by other trees to see. 
 
    Sun had to assume they’d survived. 
 
    “A helluva drop,” Branco said. She caught the strain in his voice. “But that could be our salvation. Reckon they’ll need a while to fix any damage to that raft and fish out any sunken CASPers who couldn’t make it out of the water under their own power.” 
 
    “You’re right. Saddle up, Trooper. We need to get down there. Fast.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They burst from the trees into clouds of thunderous mist. Visibility was thirty feet at best. There was no way she could see down to the lake below.  
 
    Branco was shouting at her, but his words were drowned out by the roar of the cascading water. 
 
    “Say again,” she instructed him, once she’d filtered out the water noise. 
 
    “I said this spray is beautifully cool,” he said in ecstasy. Had he lost his mind? “Fancy skinny dipping, Major? Hey!” He began waving his arms wildly at the water. “Over here! Midnighters!” 
 
    Now his excitement made sense, because Sun saw he was signaling to a raft. Behind that another. She saw a Zuul, and humans out of their CASPers. A tall figure pointed at her. It looked like Gjalp. But then she remembered. 
 
    “Hey!” Sun joined in. “It’s Major Sun.” She turned her speaker to max. “Major Sun! Sun!” 
 
    Further out in the river she heard a commotion. Angry shouts from human and alien voices. She was working with her camera to peer through the mist at the shouting people when machine-gun rounds slammed into her. 
 
    “Get back,” she screamed, intending her order for Branco, but he was already heading back under cover. 
 
    “Cease fire!” she shouted at what she could now see were two CASPers and a Tortantula on a rock in the river. “I’m Major Sun!” 
 
    The CASPers ceased firing just before the damage to her torso armor became critical, and Sun heaved a sigh of relief. Finally they’d rejoined their friends. Branco could get the treatment he badly needed. 
 
    Then she saw the reason she was no longer being shot at. The CASPers had leveled their shoulder-mounted rocket launchers at her. 
 
    She activated jumpjets and rose into the air. 
 
    But there was no need. The Tortantula – surely Betty – pushed the two CASPers off the rock to splash into the water. 
 
    It felt strange to be saved by a Tortantula, but Betty must have seen them. Everything would be all right. 
 
    She used her temporary height to search for Branco, but she didn’t like the way she discovered him. 
 
    Her HUD was disabled, but she’d set her camera view to overlay thermal imaging. Below her, a lance of heat was flying up from ground level. Branco was firing his laser pistol. The high power Ctech soon joined in. 
 
    She was descending to see what he was targeting when an explosion knocked her out of the air like a giant fist. She thudded against a tree and tumbled down through forty feet of branches to a soft, muddy landing. 
 
    The status board was a horror story. Jumpjets were out. Her left arm wouldn’t move, and its armament was destroyed. Her armor was compromised but still good from the rear. Nearly every system had suffered some damage. 
 
    The only good news came from Branco, who rode over on the back of his faithful bloodhounds to see if she was okay. 
 
    “I was attacked by Condottieri drones,” he explained. He blew across the barrel of his HP-4 as if it were a Colt 45 in a Western shootout. “They won’t bother us again.” 
 
    Ignoring his strange and entirely unamusing fantasies, Sun took a gamble and reconnected her stolen CASPer to the Condottieri tactical network. 
 
    “It’s not like they don’t know we’re here,” she said to herself as the suit established a link. 
 
    The situation was far worse than she’d feared. Her HUD lit up with what it considered friendlies. There were forty Condottieri CASPers out there, hidden amongst the trees. A squad of ten was moving to investigate and was almost upon them. 
 
    “Who is this?” demanded a woman with an Italian accent. The HUD flashed her position and name: Sergeant Rufina DiRosa. Range: 47.3 meters. 
 
    Sun began shutting down the link. 
 
    “You’re the other sister, aren’t you?” said Rufina. “We don’t need you anymore. Not with your weasel doing all we need. But we do want our kit back.” 
 
    The connection broke and Sun was off grid once again. “Run,” she screamed at Branco, and together they fled away from the river until the sounds of pursuit grew distant.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    They fled the river, running through streams and muddy banks wrapped in vines, through archways of tree boughs and on through the endless swamp. 
 
    But though the bloodhounds and the CASPer had power to spare, the humans they bore had spent all their reserves in their attempt to reach the rapids before the Condottieri. 
 
    They could go no further. 
 
    As darkness fell, only a few klicks into their flight, they halted in the deepening shade of an enormous tree to rest. Branco slumped over his traveling platform, and Sun slept in her CASPer, the canopy ajar so she wouldn’t choke on exhaust fumes during the night. 
 
    The dawn cacophony of squabbling bat-birds woke her. The faithful bloodhounds had detached themselves from the traveling platform and established a security perimeter. Had Branco woken and instructed them? Or were they developing worrying levels of self-determination? 
 
    But it was Branco himself who caught her attention. He was lying on his back in the mud near his platform, and he was shaking. She went to his side and saw that his fever was far worse than when she’d left him on the island on the day they’d gotten separated from the others. And what was that terrible stink? 
 
    In horror, she lowered her gaze from his face down to the mess of sores and pus that were his legs. Why hadn’t the fool told her they were so bad? They stank of putrid meat mixed with ammonia. She tried lowering his pants to see how far the sores ran up his body, but the fabric of his clothing was glued tight to his flesh. 
 
    She jerked in horror to see movement within his legs and watched, unable to turn away, as a bulge poked out of his pants leg. The bulge became a tiny circular maw, some kind of maggot, a fat and segmented hairy thing that had been feasting on his flesh. 
 
    She grabbed the horrid thing and crushed it between her fingers. It popped loudly, coating her in warm red blood. She tried to grasp the fact that most of the mess running down her hand had once been inside Branco’s body. 
 
    “Your legs are reservoirs of infection and parasites,” she reasoned with him. He was too lost in delirium to connect with anything she could say, but she realized she was really talking to herself. Justifying what she needed to do. 
 
    She took one last look at him and jumped back inside her CASPer, bringing up a Tri-V view of one of the core manuals bundled with the Mark 8’s operating system. 
 
    The document was entitled “Emergency Field Treatment for Non-Medical Personnel.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Using a combination of sterilized CASPer sword blade and cauterization from bloodhound laser probes, Sun amputated Branco’s legs above both knees. Vines had made effective tourniquets, but she’d been forced to use boiled and cooled tree resin to seal the wounds in the absence of bandages. 
 
    And all the while, she felt a prickling in her back as if she were being observed. She’d even turned around several times and stared into the undergrowth, but if a Condottieri patrol had arrived to kill them, they were being very coy about it. 
 
    She looked down at her unconscious patient, biting her lip in worry. Without doubt it was the hardest thing she’d ever done. Her interpretation of the field treatment guide said it was the right thing to do, but all the way through the operation, the fear worried at her that she was mutilating this man for no good reason. 
 
     “Will Branco get better?” said the translator pendant around her neck. 
 
    Icy fingers of fear scratched her spine. The voice her pendant had translated was a hissing lisp uttered by an alien mouth. Tortantula. 
 
    Very slowly, she turned around and looked up at a ten-foot-high monster with multiple eyes in its head, neurotoxin fangs, and giant war-spider legs. 
 
    It might be Betty. It had to be Betty. Frankly, she couldn’t tell one Tortantula from another, but if it wasn’t the trooper from Vengeance Squad, she was already dead. 
 
    “I don’t know, Betty. But I hope so. That’s why I took his legs off.” 
 
    “You care about him.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Now I understand. You humans don’t like to pull each other’s legs off. You didn’t do this because you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “It was a horrible thing to do. I hated it.” 
 
    “But you did anyway. Because you care.” 
 
    “That’s right. Betty, are there others with you?” 
 
    “I cared about Tatterjee.” 
 
    “I know you did. The others? Are they still alive? Are they with you?” 
 
    “He could be very cruel, you know. Stupid Betty. Shut up, Betty. You’re just a dumb Tortantula, Betty.” 
 
    “Another time, Trooper. I saw the Condottieri at the riverbank. Did they kill Venix and the others?” 
 
    It took a few moments for Betty to switch mental gears and respond. “A couple died,” she said. “Then they let Venix and the big rafts go. I brought you something.” 
 
    The Tortantula threw a well-stuffed human rucksack to the ground. Inside, Sun found food. Proper human emergency rations. Water purification tablets. Ammunition for weapons they didn’t carry, and a canister of jumpjet fuel they couldn’t use. She hazarded a guess the Tortantula had packed this herself. 
 
    “That’s brilliant. Betty, you’re a lifesaver. Wait! What do you mean, they let Venix and the big rafts go?” 
 
    The Tortantula didn’t answer for a while, but Sun let the alien collect her thoughts. “They let Venix and the big rafts go,” Betty said slowly, “because they don’t want to capture the Big Mechs. Not yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “So they can catch the other Big Mech.” 
 
    “The Raknar aboard Midnight Sun?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did Tatterjee tell you this?” 
 
    “No. But it’s obvious.” 
 
    “But that means…do you think my sister’s alive?” 
 
    “Yes, probably. Oh, I’ve something else for you. I could see Branco didn’t look well when you came to the river.” 
 
    The Tortantula reached one of its many legs into a pouch below her belly and handed over a dozen field med-kits. 
 
    Sun unwrapped one. Inside were bandages, painkillers, antibiotics, and medical nanites! 
 
    “Will these help Branco?” 
 
    “Betty, you’re a wonder. These will save his life.” 
 
    “Really? Because Tatterjee used to say I was a wonder. But I think he was being rude.” 
 
    As Sun injected the first batch of nanites into Branco’s upper thigh, she said, “I can tell you need to talk, Trooper. Tell me about Tatterjee. Tell me everything.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    They rested a while, giving the nanites time to work on Branco. But the bloodhounds reported intruders, and they watched from cover as a Condottieri patrol passed through the swamp less than a hundred feet away. 
 
    It wasn’t safe here. 
 
    They tied Branco to his traveling platform, and the three of them headed off, making directly for the sea. If the Tortantula’s assumptions were correct, she judged the Condottieri would make the definitive move there. In fact, the more Sun thought about it, the stolen Condottieri map showed multiple locations to either side of the river delta. Without the connection to the enemy’s data hub, she couldn’t tell what they were, but it supported the idea that Venix was being herded – bait to catch Midnight Sun and the Raknar inside. 
 
    Branco didn’t regain consciousness that day, but he slept peacefully during the night through to the early hours, when he woke refreshed and consumed by a brutal hunger. As he tore through a ration pack wearing a thoughtful expression, Sun was on tenterhooks, waiting for his reaction to the mutilation she’d wrought upon him. 
 
    “I’m alive,” he said simply. “I wouldn’t be without you two. Thank you.” Then he shut his eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    Sun soon joined him while Betty kept watch, assisted by the bloodhounds. 
 
    The morning, though, revealed an unexpected disaster. The wreckage of all four bloodhounds was strewn on the ground before them. The legs had been ripped from their torsos, and their bodies had been smashed in. Some carried bite marks. 
 
    “There was a storm last night,” Betty volunteered in explanation. “Very windy. Smashed the poor little robots to pieces. Very sad. Yes, I am very sad.” 
 
    Sun could feel her hands shake in fury, but Branco caught her eye and winked at her. What right did that idiot man have to be so cheerful? 
 
    “I’m sad too,” he told Betty. “Without those bots, I’m marooned. I can’t walk, obviously. You two will have to leave me here to die.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” said the Tortantula. “Such a waste of the nanites I gave the major. Goodbye.” 
 
    Betty shuffled over to Sun and stood almost over the human woman’s head so she could whisper in private. “Just checking, Major. You said yesterday that you like this man, that you don’t want him to die. Is that still true today?” 
 
    “I want him alive,” Sun answered through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I understand your need,” Betty replied. “I feel…a similar impulse. But I have just this moment thought of a solution. I believe I can keep him alive long enough for your purposes. Leave it to Betty.” 
 
    The Tortantula scuttled over to where Branco was sitting and leaned in close to speak to him quietly. 
 
    “You don’t seem troubled, Branco. Do you wish to die?” 
 
    Branco grinned, convinced he could see where this was headed. He’d better be right, or he was about to talk himself into a lonely death. “I do,” he replied, “but Sun won’t let me. She’s cruel like that.” 
 
    “Hush now, human. The Major doesn’t mean to be cruel.” The Tortantula leaned in closer still – mere inches from Branco’s head. The human screwed up his face at the smell from her mandibles. “You won’t realize this,” she hissed secretively, “you being only a male, but I’m convinced that the major wishes you to stay alive so her larvae can feast on your flesh.” 
 
    Branco tried not to laugh. With Betty’s heavy scent so strong, it wasn’t difficult. “Sun wants to lay her eggs in me? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m certain, Branco. She’s as good as admitted it. I’ve suspected as much for weeks.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Or is it really you who wishes to lay her eggs in me?” 
 
    Betty sprang up aggressively, and Branco was instantly reacquainted with paralyzing fear. The alien was acting almost broody, but she was also a ten-foot tall monster who could end his life in an instant. “You flatter yourself, Branco. I would never do that.” The translation of her voice took on an enigmatic quality as she lowered herself close again. “Not in you.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it now,” said Branco. “That’s the real reason you came out here to find us. It’s not for me. It’s for her.” 
 
    The Tortantula blinked her eyes in a chase sequence. “It’s very embarrassing. I never even told Tatterjee. But I find the sisters to be very impressive, and Major Sun would make a fine host for my eggs.” 
 
    “I knew it! That’s why you shake around her sometimes?” 
 
    “It is, and if you ever tell anybody this, I shall do very bad things to you. I know it’s wrong to eat your commanding officer, but is it also inappropriate for your spawn to do so? I’m confused by such questions.” 
 
    “You’re amazing, Betty. I was always told that Tortantulas were devoid of empathy.” 
 
    “No, Branco. I’m highly attuned to the emotions of everyone around us; I just don’t give a fuck. Branco?” 
 
    He’d slumped forward, flinging out his hands to break his fall. “Sorry, Betty, but I’m very tired. It’s been a fascinating talk, but I’m still marooned with no transport.” 
 
    “It’s good that you enjoy us talking. Tatterjee is still with me, but we don’t speak any more.” 
 
    It was Branco’s turn to blink, and he wondered whether he was picking up Tortantula body language or…maybe it was working the other way around. “Oh,” he said. “You mean Tatterjee is inside you. He’ll always be a part of your flesh.” 
 
    “Branco…you understand! No one else does.” 
 
    He did, at least in part. Another time he’d enjoy this, but he was too tired. Time to get to the point. “Betty, do you need someone to ride with you? To provide cover during close quarters combat?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Will you bear me on your back, transporting me to safety, and carrying me to war as our lives require and for as long as we shall live?” 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
    Before he could think of another line to feed her, she flipped him onto her back.  
 
    It was like sitting in a minefield. All around was rough hide coated with hairs tough enough to penetrate light armor. But in the relative safe zone on her back, the hide was less aggressive and Tatterjee’s tiny saddle and harness were still there. Shame it was only big enough to carry half a human butt cheek in comfort. 
 
    “You’re a lot heavier than Tatterjee,” Betty complained. She wriggled, trying to get comfortable, but he sensed that she couldn’t. He didn’t feel right up there either, but this made so much sense for both of them that he had to make it work. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” said the Tortantula. 
 
    “I am heavier,” Branco said. “It’s true that you aren’t quite as nimble as when carrying a Flatar.” 
 
    “Yes. You are too heavy.” 
 
    “Being heavy is a good thing,” he said hurriedly. “It gives you an advantage, Betty. If there were more like you and me, we’d form an elite heavy Tortantula unit. If we show how well we work together, maybe the company bosses will form such a unit around us. Just imagine that. Extreme kills. Extreme eating. The best rewards, because the heavy Tortantulas would be first into the attack.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “I do,” Branco replied. “Look up human military history from the region I’m from, Europe, and you’ll see the most glamorous units were heavy cavalry. The ultimate shock troops. Cuirassiers, the Macedonian Companions, Cataphracts, medieval knights in shining armor. That’s what you and I can be together. Space Knights.” 
 
    Betty said nothing. 
 
    “Betty?” 
 
    “Quiet! I am doing as you suggested.” 
 
    Was she looking up human history? He couldn’t see a slate.  
 
    “Yes!” Betty exclaimed. “We shall be the new apex elite unit. CASPers shall be our lowly servants. Charge!” 
 
    With Branco desperately gripping onto Tatterjee’s tiny harness, Betty galloped away, the new possibilities Branco had planted in her head powering her limbs to terrifying speeds. Even with the mud sucking at her feet, Betty must be doing thirty miles per hour. 
 
    It was ten minutes at full tilt before Branco could persuade her to turn and run back. This could work, but he’d need to engineer some solutions first.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 106 
 
      
 
    “This is as pretty a picture as could be,” whispered Blue, stepping closer to the sleeping trio. “Forbidden innocence. Illicit lovers, caught after the act in their shady woodland bower. If only I could send a picture of this to Momma.” 
 
    She tiptoed closer still to get the best shot from her wrist slate camera, but her subjects weren’t cooperating. The gently snoring girl rested her head delightfully on the man’s broad, albeit filthy, shoulder, but they were so well concealed by the ferns and leaves they’d wrapped around themselves that to take a clear photograph she’d have to lean into the nest. Doing so would take her too close to the third member of this ménage a trois, whose ten limbs and neurotoxin-enhanced fangs could spoil this reunion before you could say, “Betty, it’s me.” 
 
    There were those in this galaxy who claimed that Captain Blue lacked a proper sense of caution. But even her detractors wouldn’t expect her to startle a Tortantula when less than a yard from her fangs. 
 
    Blue took several steps back. Then several more. The shot was ruined, but…what the hell? 
 
    She took the photo anyway, the flash jerking the humans into guilty wakefulness. Betty didn’t move. 
 
    “Perfect,” Blue announced. “I’ve been agonizing over which image to use on this year’s corporate Christmas cards. Now I have it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asleep,” Betty told her. “I was guarding the humans.” 
 
    “Easy, Trooper,” Blue replied. “I understand. One eye open. Nine closed. Shame that eye was pointing at the inside of its eyelid.” 
 
    Her big sister’s face cycled through shock, anger, guilt, pain, and delight, before randomly revisiting the entire gamut of emotions. You must have had a helluva a time in this swamp, sis. Blue kept her grin fixed as Sun threw aside the branches of her concealment. Branco looked like shit. He didn’t even get up. 
 
    “Now, sleeping with him I understand,” Blue leered, winking at Branco, “but Betty…I never saw that coming. I bet Tatterjee’s jealous. Is that why you came all the way out here to indulge in your forbidden love?” 
 
    “Tatterjee is here,” Betty insisted. 
 
    But Blue wasn’t interested in deciphering the Tortantula’s words. Her heart was too busy melting as her sister finally freed herself of the foliage and hurried over. 
 
    Sun slapped her on the face so hard she stumbled back half a pace. 
 
    Blue licked her lips, testing for blood. “Striking your superior officer, Sun. Is this bad boy you’ve been lying with leading you astray?” 
 
    “I didn’t strike an officer. I slapped my little sister because she’s being such an insufferable bitch. I’m through making allowances for you, sis. You’ve got problems – we all know that – but so do others I care about. Good people have suffered and died because we came to this hell planet. I know you treat life as a game, and that’s your way, but don’t expect everyone around you to join in.” 
 
    Blue shot Branco a look of hatred. “Feel free to comment, Trooper,” she snapped, but he didn’t seem to notice her fury. If the bastard was going to steal her sister away, she’d make him crawl through hell first. 
 
    “Leave him be,” growled Sun protectively. 
 
    “If he’s such a big boy, he can fight his own battles.” 
 
    “He can’t. He’s sick. I had to amputate both legs, and the wounds refuse to heal.” 
 
    Crap! She’d said the wrong thing again. But Sun was in her arms, sobbing with relief. “When you weren’t with Venix,” Blue whispered, “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    Sun drew back. “You’ve seen Venix?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Blue replied, wiping away a tear that was surely her sister’s. “Venix was sailing my tugs down the river, pretending to be a Zuparti Cleopatra sailing his royal barges down the Nile. Meanwhile the Dove is watching and tracking our alien Cleo, using Venix to bait me to come rescue him and my Raknar. Dove knows, or guesses, Midnight Sun is still intact, although it’s more badly damaged than he probably thinks. I had to evacuate with the crew.” 
 
    “So,” said Sun, “Venix is literally sailing into a trap.” 
 
    “Oh, it gets worse.” She grinned. 
 
    “Sis!” warned Sun. “It’s not a game, remember?” 
 
    “What?” protested Blue, but she realized her face was filled with wide-eyed glee. She tried dialing down her excitement. “Sorry. The Veetanho have built Dove a fortress near the north of the river delta that opens up about a day’s march downriver. Hidden inside is a powerful artillery battery. He’s hoping Midnight Sun will rise from the waves to rescue Venix, and that’s when he’ll blast the ship with his battery.” She scratched her bald head. “I gotta say, a duel between ground-based artillery and a starship is a first. I’d like to see how that works out, but we’ve barely got enough power left to run a hot shower. The old ship could maybe squeeze off a couple of vacuum-missiles, but that’s about it. And Lieutenant Flkk’Sss says if the battery starts shelling us, we’ve got ten minutes, tops, before it cracks the ship open.” 
 
    “What about Gloriana and her people?” asked Branco. “Did they evacuate the ship too?” 
 
    “Ahhh. The sleeper awakes. Gloriana and her friends are running the ship now.” 
 
    Sun raised an eyebrow in challenge. “Is the ship really so damaged,” she asked, “or did they just want rid of you?” 
 
    “I miss having eyebrows. You’ve got such a snarky look going for you, sister.”  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Jenkins and the elSha agree that all our reactors are screwed by whatever was shot at my ship. And if Jeha and elSha can agree on something, you can be sure it’s true.” 
 
    “Then we’re well and truly screwed,” said Sun. 
 
    “Are we, Major?” asked Betty. “You said we didn’t need to defeat the enemy humans. All we need to do is delay them.” 
 
    “Out of the mouths of babes and Tortantulas,” said Blue, grinning ear to ear. “We’d heard nothing as of two days ago, when we abandoned the ship. Reinforcements could be here already. Or come tomorrow. Or never. But we have to continue as if they’re on their way.” 
 
    “What?” said Betty, blinking many eyes. “What comes out of Tortantula mouths?” 
 
    “It’s a human expression,” Branco explained. “Out of the mouths of babes and Tortantulas comes great wisdom.” 
 
    Betty nodded. “Your species has a saying about mine? That’s…” She blinked a sequence in her eyes. “Very pleasing. Did I ever tell you we have one about humans?” 
 
    The Tortantula flipped Branco onto her back. “It’s about you mercenaries specifically. The harder the shell to crack, the tastier the meat inside. We say it when we go into battle against you people in your metal suits. Very funny. Branco, you like?” 
 
    But Branco was retching. 
 
    “Major! Major! He’s making those noises again.” 
 
    “You know what to do, Trooper.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    Betty carried the sick man behind a bush. The retching noises grew more disgusting. 
 
    “Sounds bad,” Blue said. She wanted to sound sympathetic, but the truth was she was petulantly frustrated. The Rietzkens were ready to fight, and she was eager to announce that dramatic development to an attentive audience. 
 
    Sun sighed. “Yeah, he’s bad. Passing a lot of blood.” 
 
    “And Tatterjee?” 
 
    “Dead. It’s a long story. I think Betty’s developed an attachment to Branco as her way of coping.” She shrugged. “She’s a Tortantula. How the hell can anyone really know what goes on in a mind like that?” 
 
    “Ah, there’s our boy,” said Blue when Betty returned bearing him on her back.  
 
    A human atop a Tortantula? First she’d heard of such a thing, but the man looked as poised as a champion showjumper. Between Tatterjee’s saddle, Betty’s equipment harness, and cup-like stirrups for his stumps that had been woven from leaves and vines, he looked stable. But would it stand up to combat? 
 
    Blue bit her lip. She wanted to be away to the river, not dallying here, but for her sister’s sake she made the time to walk over to the wounded trooper and inspect the bandages over his stumps. 
 
    “We’ll get that looked at by a proper medic when we rendezvous with the ship’s crew. Keep yourself from dying, and we’ll regrow those legs. Not saying it’ll be easy, or pleasant, but the company health plan will deliver anything short of reincarnation. After a few months of physical therapy, you’ll be wriggling your manly butt in front of my sister the way we both know she adores.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” said Branco. “But let’s get to business. You didn’t materialize out of the trees. River’s only a few hundred yards away. And the river is how I’d get around unobserved if I were a Rietzken. They’re here, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They are. But we were expecting to pick up one small human female. I wasn’t expecting my sister to have acquired a following.” 
 
    “I’m not abandoning my CASPer,” Sun insisted. 
 
    “And I’m not letting my human assistant abandon me.” Betty looked disturbingly agitated as she spoke. “This terrain is dangerous. I need him to watch my back.” 
 
    What had gotten into the alien? 
 
    Blue looked critically at Branco. His flesh had shrink-wrapped onto his heavy frame. The ruggedly handsome face that had once pleased her eye was now cadaverous. She doubted he’d last the day. That would be sad and everything, but she was more worried about Betty. Having a Tortantula on the team might be the edge they needed, but how would Betty cope if she lost her new partner on top of Tatterjee? She couldn’t risk losing Branco. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Blue told the Tortantula, “but I need this man to watch my back. You’ll have to make do with my sister.” 
 
    “I understand, ma’am. But can he stay until the major has activated her CASPer?” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “No one’s going anywhere,” said Sun, “until I understand what forces we have, who’s in charge now, and how we’re going to link up.” 
 
    “You’re in charge,” Blue answered. “Gloriana made that clear. But that’s assuming you can get yourself and your CASPer to our rendezvous. Two days’ hard march. Can you handle that?” 
 
    “That’s not going to be a problem. Tell me what I need to know about the Rietzkens.” 
 
    Blue laughed. “Sis,’ you’re gonna love this…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Dove liked to think his plan was so perfect that even Commissar Boroi enthusiastically supported him. The reality was more likely that, when Boroi had promoted herself after the tragic death of Commissar Penree, she’d been reluctant to countermand her human subordinate, because by then they knew a new senior Veetanho commander was on her way to the Rakbutu system. If Dove screwed up, Boroi could explain to the new overall commander that the human had been following Penree’s orders. 
 
    Commodore Noikaa had arrived at the emergence point in the Scythe two days ago, and within minutes she’d issued her first order. Henceforth, the Dove was to report directly to Commissar Boroi. A direct subordinate! 
 
    He felt the desperate need to puff on a cigar at the thought of this ignominy, but of course he couldn’t. His armorer had given him stiff words about ever again disabling the fire suppressant system inside the suit to appreciate the occasional Robusta and accidentally ruining thousands of credits’ worth of haptic interfaces. His wife said he should smoke for the pleasure of it, not to hide his anxiety. Margherita was correct as usual. 
 
    The Condottieri had worked contracts with Altar, Zuparti, Bakulu, Zuul and a host of other alien races. Even Besquith on one occasion – a mistake never to be repeated. Those contracts had delivered hardship, loss, death, excitement, many cigars, and other pleasures – some of which it wasn’t necessary for Margherita to learn of. Yet in all that time, the contractual arrangement had been simple and clear: if the Condottieri did this, they’d be paid that amount. 
 
    And the Dove had always delivered. 
 
    Until the Scythe had appeared and declared that this Commodore Noikaa was now assuming direct command of all forces, human and otherwise, due to “unacceptable progress” and “escalation of the situation.” And that was before the newcomer had learned her predecessor was dead. 
 
    This new arrangement with Noikaa was contractually unclear. The original contract with General Peepo had been to retrieve three Raknar. Now Dove suspected the Veetanho intention was to go to war with mysterious alien enemies using his CASPers as cannon fodder. How would he pay the extensive death benefits for the Condottieri who would inevitably fall? The Dove’s attempts to clarify the situation had been rebuffed. His position was too weak to push harder, yet he was in too far to back out now. This was the biggest gamble he’d ever taken, but he and DiAngelo had gambled before and won. Usually. 
 
    And here at the very edge of the swamp was where his luck would turn around. 
 
    The trees here finally gave way to a few miles of mud flats before the river drained into the sea. The river delta split and split again into many channels and tiny islands. The route the Midnighters had chosen for their Raknar rafts passed through a narrow stretch between two islands before widening again as the river merged for its final miles. 
 
    Chains had already been raised at the channel’s entrance upstream, and in a few minutes they’d be raised at its downstream exit. A few inconsequential mercenaries might possibly escape this trap, but these two Raknar were his – as they assuredly had been since the beginning of this chase.  
 
    To make sure of that, his engineers had secured sturdy yet hidden platforms in six trees that flanked the channel near the trap. They should be very difficult to spot from the river yet had views down to the water. On each bank two platforms had heavy railguns, and one was manned by a sniper. As soon as that Zuparti showed his whiskers and his alleged deadman walking stick, Commander Venix’s next destination would be the Dove’s favorite taxidermist, who resided just outside of Monaco. Or maybe the furrier at Nantes. He would take his time to decide Venix’s final fate on the journey back to Earth. 
 
    “If you can do so without risking the Raknar,” said Boroi, “prolong the engagement.” 
 
    Other than her fur, which resembled that of a white mouse, rather than Penree’s, which had been fluffed mint and chocolate ice cream, Penree’s replacement looked and sounded identical. But as the days wore on, Dove was developing something of a connection to this Veetanho. Across the species boundary, they were growing to understand each other. “You mean,” confirmed the Dove, “you wish me to exploit this opportunity to lure the sister from her hiding place beneath the sea?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    It was a shame the other sister, Sun Sue, had never been caught. She’d have made a pretty lure. But Boroi was correct. 
 
    “Seven Hills, this is the Dove. Kindly confirm your battery status.” 
 
    “Locked and loaded, Colonel,” answered Captain Fiorentino. “A and B Batteries are loaded with armor piercing and ready to respond to any sign of Midnight Sun offshore. C Battery is loaded with nerve gas shells and ranged on your kill zone in the river delta.” 
 
    Fiorentino ended with a concerned tone, but he didn’t voice whatever was worrying him. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. If you’re worried for our safety, I can assure you we’re all gas-proof here.” Dove linked in DiAngelo. “Status?” 
 
    “Estimate leading Raknar raft will be here in seven minutes. Their advanced party in five.” 
 
    “Very good. Raise the chains at your discretion, Lorenzo. Give our adversaries plenty of time to see them and consider their implications. Corporal Etienne. Are you in position?” 
 
    “I have eyes on the kill zone,” said the senior sniper. “So has Chantilly. The instant Venix shows himself, he’s dead.” 
 
    “Remember, Etienne, your orders are to avoid inconveniencing my taxidermist. Or possibly my furrier.” He looped in the entire command. “I want radio silence from here on. The Condottieri always deliver, my friends. This mission has been arduous, I know, but it shall not prove an exception.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 108 
 
      
 
    The Dove watched the small raft that had appeared first as it landed a Midnighter advance party on one bank slightly before the edge of the trees. They took up watchful positions with laser rifles at the ready. 
 
    They weren’t inside CASPers. Why not? 
 
    Then the main party floated into view – two huge rafts floating line astern, which dwarfed the first rafts he’d seen. These mega rafts didn’t just carry the tugs along the river but had lean-to shelters. There was even a cooking fire and fishing rods hanging off one edge. The rafts followed the middle of the channel, which was about sixty feet wide at this point, but they were so broad an unassisted human could almost leap from bank to raft. 
 
    DiAngelo raised the chains, which were constructed from a material so advanced he had no translation for the Veetanho name. They were wrapped around so many trees that even the momentum of the lifters and their Raknar couldn’t break them. 
 
    The sight of dripping chain links rising from the water provoked shouts from the rafts and the beginnings of commotion. The advance party with the laser rifles searched nervously for the origin of this intervention, but the Dove had positioned his CASPers too far back from the river to be seen. 
 
    Everything hinged on the Zuparti. If these two rafts really did house thermonuclear devices… 
 
    Then he was taking a terrible risk, but he had no choice. He wouldn’t allow the human race to be reduced to the crushing misery of slavery he’d endured. 
 
    Through skillfully hidden cameras, Dove watched the events unfold, barely daring to breathe. 
 
    Would Venix appear and depress that button on his cane?  
 
    At the encounter on the bluffs, he admitted that Venix had caught him off guard with his alleged nuclear deterrent. Since then he’d talked it over a great deal with DiAngelo, and they’d come to a grim conclusion. If the Veetanho regarded the Condottieri as failures, he and Lorenzo believed that human mercs would be forever regarded as a dangerous and unnecessary liability by the Veetanho. They’d be stripped of their right to be field mercenaries, and without that, what then for humanity? By Union standards, the Earth’s only tradable resource of significance was her mercenaries. If there were no mercs, Earth couldn’t afford to pay for its defense. She’d be wide open, and in their brief existence, the Four Horsemen and their successors had made a lot of enemies. 
 
    There were far prettier names for what humanity would face than slavery. More face-saving arrangements than outright and direct ownership – which was theoretically illegal in any case – but the reality was that, to be free, Earth must have its mercs. 
 
    He and Lorenzo had been slaves to alien owners, and they’d risk everything to ensure their fate wasn’t shared by the rest of humanity. Compared to that, the risk of nuclear death for his entire company was a trifling matter. 
 
    Dove disabled the arm actuators in his CASPer, wriggled his human arms free of their haptic sleeves, and grabbed the cigar tube taped to the inside of the cockpit. 
 
    To the devil with fire safety! Important moments in one’s life must be marked appropriately. 
 
    “Where’s that cursed Zuparti?” he hissed as he snipped the end from his Robusta. 
 
    Perhaps Venix was inside one of the tugs. If Dove were in that position, he’d stay inside. 
 
    Here it comes…As he puffed the cigar alight, the hatch opened to the flight compartment of one tug. 
 
    The Dove hurriedly reinserted one arm into its actuator sleeve. 
 
    But it was a human who emerged. He was a tall bear of a man, though much shrunken by the trials he’d endured in the swamp. 
 
    The man turned to each shore in turn while waving a once-white piece of cloth in surrender. Then he dropped the white flag and clambered up to stand atop the tug’s flight compartment. “We surrender!” he shouted. 
 
    From the description of the prisoners he’d interrogated, this appeared to be First Sergeant Albali. 
 
    “Stay here,” Dove ordered his CASPers before setting off alone for the shore. 
 
    “Sir!” complained DiAngelo. 
 
    “No,” Dove cut off his subordinate. “This must be done with panache. Our way.” 
 
    Dove strode the several hundred yards to the shore to meet Albali, heedless of the eyes upon him from both mercenary companies but noting there were no CASPers to be seen in the entire Midnighter force. As Dove neared the shore, he called to Albali through his loudspeakers. “Have you forgotten something, First Sergeant?” 
 
    Albali looked puzzled for a moment before replying. “Our mecha?” 
 
    “Indeed, Sergeant. We of clearly lesser mercenary companies regard our CASPers as essential equipment. Clearly you don’t.” 
 
    The big man – a Spaniard, apparently – gave an expressive shrug. “We were never going to survive a pitched battle with you. We dumped our suits in the river ten miles upstream.” 
 
    “In a condition to salvage?” 
 
    “Yes. Though you’ll struggle to find them unless we show you.” 
 
    “Where’s Commander Venix?” 
 
    The first sergeant went pale. “About ten miles upstream. There was an…unfortunate disagreement. The commander is dead.” 
 
    Madonna! Albali looked as if he were eating cold ash. Had this man murdered his commander? The first sergeant raised one hand high while the other reached very slowly inside his battle dress jacket from which he drew out…Venix’s stick. 
 
    Dove raised an arm to blow the Spaniard full of holes. 
 
    “It’s been disabled,” Albali claimed, and he threw it into the river. Nothing exploded. 
 
    Maybe there were more triggers inside. Maybe Venix was still alive and waiting to make his next play. Maybe…maybe. 
 
    And maybe I need to take a chance, the Dove told himself. What would Margherita think to see you so cowed? 
 
    “This is how it works,” Dove announced, amplifying so all could hear. “First, you’ll order the three gentlemen and the lady with the laser rifles to place them on the ground and walk away into the trees.” 
 
    “Do it!” shouted Albali. 
 
    Dove linked into the view from Corporal Etienne and watched as the Midnighters from the advanced party complied. 
 
    “Very good,” said Dove. “Now you’ll ferry all Midnighters to the shore. Four people at a time, to be processed by my personnel. Be aware that you’re surrounded, and heavy weapons are trained upon you. I could kill you all with a single word. Please behave in a civilized and dignified manner, and don’t give me cause to slaughter you.” 
 
    “You heard the Italian,” Albali cried to his Midnighters. “We need to act dignified. Guess there’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    The Midnighters laughed. It was a cagey and ragged sound but better than the resistance and slaughter the Dove had feared. Better still, Albali complied with his instructions and was soon floating across with three others. 
 
    Even before he reached the shore, Condottieri CASPers had jetted over to seize the lifter tugs and were in the process of detaching them from their rafts so they could be flown onto the mudflats. 
 
    As he walked over to the flats to await his prizes, Dove linked in Corporal Etienne and Marksman Chantilly. “Commiserations, gentlemen. It appears our Zuparti friend is neither hat nor display item to be mounted on my wall, but food for the fishes and bedding for the giant water voles. In compensation, I award you each a case of the finest champagne upon our safe return home.” 
 
    He basked in their thanks and sucked on his Robusta. 
 
    “Now that,” he announced to the inside of his cockpit, “is how to win a campaign in style.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 109 
 
      
 
    The ring of human prisoners knelt before the Condottieri CASPers on the barren shore, a long and featureless stretch of sand and mud patrolled by squads of wading bat-birds searching for worms and other sustenance beneath the surface. Only thirteen Midnighters had survived to huddle in defeat with their arms tied behind them. Their skin was stretched like old paper over their prominent bones. No doubt there would be those on Earth who idolized glorious failures and would regard these people as some kind of heroes, never mind the reality of boils, sores, and eyes that wept sulfurous pus. 
 
    The Dove held no such illusions. It was clear to him that the galaxy was divided into two kinds of people: winners and losers. True, you had one chance at life. Only an oaf would do other than try to live that life with style and panache, and these sorry Midnighters had lost in style. Nonetheless, however prettily you dressed up their defeat in fine tailoring, this pathetic huddle of brave men and women were losers. 
 
    The only question that mattered to Dove now was whether he’d also join the ranks of losers in the estimation of General Peepo. 
 
    He tugged at his beard and looked out to sea. Was the third Raknar out there?  
 
    The General had ordered Dove to retrieve all three. Anything less would be a failure, yet some of the prisoners captured at the bluffs had been convinced reinforcements were on the way. Could these be fighters from the race he didn’t know, but just the rumor of them was getting Veetanho underwear twisted in a way he’d never heard of before? If he were still in command, he’d have to consider cutting and running with just the two ancient mecha and taking the consequences. 
 
    But the Veetanho were in full command now. He was just a hired ape with a cigar. Out of his hands. 
 
    “Execute them,” said Boroi, surprising Dove by appearing at his side. “The prisoners. They’re an encumbrance. Eliminate them.” 
 
    Murdering, stronza, pig cow of an alien mole rat. “No!” 
 
    “Obey me.” 
 
    “What I meant, Commissar, is that these prisoners are an asset. Bait with which we can lure in the ship and the third Raknar that our dear leader, Commodore Noikaa, has tasked us with retrieving.” 
 
    “Overruled,” said Boroi. “The Raknar are of dwindling interest to us. And if we were to lure in the ship, we need the other sister, not these scum who are of no value to us now. Kill them! Now!” The Veetanho drew a handheld weapon on Dove. “Or I kill you.” 
 
    The Dove looked from the Midnighters kneeling in the dirt nearby to Boroi’s gun, which looked somewhat like a laser pistol, but the barrel was too wide and flared at the end like a blunderbuss. 
 
    Murdering prisoners didn’t sit well on his stomach. On the other hand, the entire reason he was here on this planet – other than the money, of course – was to prove to Peepo’s Veetanho faction that humans were worth more as allies than slaves. 
 
    “Attention to orders,” came the translation of an alien voice over the command channel. It was Commodore Noikaa. “I clarify your mission objectives. Pay heed, both of you. Our priority is to deny the enemy access to the Raknar as potential machines of war. However, to seize them for ourselves remains an important secondary objective, and one the general expects of you. We’ll extract these two Raknar to orbit immediately. I give you until sundown tomorrow to retrieve the third. If you fail, we’ll evacuate the planet and you’ll both need to prepare your excuses for the general.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commodore,” said Dove, “and I insist that we retain these prisoners for now to lure the sister, Major Sun.” 
 
    “You insist on nothing,” said Boroi. “However, for now our fates are linked. You may use the prisoners as you see fit. But before we leave this world, those here and your other prisoners held at Seven Hills will be terminated.” 
 
    “Of course, Commissar. I shall execute them myself.” 
 
    “Lorenzo, did you hear that?” the Dove asked on a private channel when Boroi left. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel.” 
 
    “Do you think some of our new Midnighter prisoners might regrettably die under interrogation? Before I can execute them?” 
 
    DiAngelo took a long while to think over his words. “Are you suggesting we should smuggle them out? I suppose they could wear the uniforms and identities of our deceased personnel.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting anything, Lorenzo. I don’t want to know the details, but I do note in passing that we humans all look and smell the same to the Veetanho. Be creative. Be discrete.” 
 
    “Be lucky. Do you always have to take such big risks, Nicolo?” 
 
    “I flatter myself that this is the core of my charm. Will you do it, Lorenzo?” 
 
    “Do what, Colonel?”  
 
    The Dove laughed. “Thank you, Lorenzo. I can always rely on you.” 
 
    As he walked over to the tugs that were about to reveal their precious contents, his comm chimed with a call from Seven Hills. “Go ahead, Fiorentino.” 
 
    “Colonel, the ocean sensor chain has sighted Midnight Sun. Very high confidence. It’s four miles to the west of your position and headed directly for you at about 23 knots. A and B Batteries are tracking and ready to fire once she nears the surface.” 
 
    Everything was finally falling into place. “All we need now is to bring in Captain Blue,” he said to the sergeant in charge of opening up the tugs, “and we can end this campaign in glory. She’s not far away now.” 
 
    “She’s closer than you think,” said Captain Blue herself in his headset. His HUD linked the signal carrying her voice to a simple general-purpose drone headed his way from the sea. It wasn’t a combat-specific model, so he allowed it to come ashore. It halted two hundred yards away. 
 
    “Let’s trade,” said Blue. “You want the third Raknar, and I want my people to get back home alive. I can offer the Condottieri a protection contract to get me and my people home in exchange for the Midnight Sun battlecruiser and the third Raknar. And a handsome pile of credits.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “Why? I imagine your contract with the Veetanho is to recover the Raknar, not to kill me or my people.” 
 
    “It could be done. Perhaps. But you yourself would need to be brought before General Peepo. So would your sister.” 
 
    “No deal. I’ll go alone. Peepo’s summons was for the mercenary leaders of Earth. The Midnight Sun Free Company is not Earth-based, but I accept I’m human. On that basis, I’ll personally obey the general’s summons. But my sister is only an employee. She goes home alive.” 
 
    “What you ask isn’t easy. My own freedom in this matter is less than you may think. However, we have official guild representatives in system, and there may be some merit to what you propose. Let’s not negotiate by shouting at each other across a beach like ruffians. Let’s discuss this in person over coffee, cigars, and fine brandy.” 
 
    “The tug is ready, Colonel,” DiAngelo said on another channel. 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain Blue. I must first inspect the goods that First Sergeant Albali has delivered into my hands.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she gasped. “You do that.” 
 
    He hesitated. Her voice…it thrilled with excitement. His mind pictured her, eyes wild with arousal. The skin pulled taut over that strange, yet beautiful hairless head as her mouth widened into the kind of smile completely foreign to people with a conventional relationship with sanity. 
 
    He tapped his jets to jump onto the top of one of the flight cabins. 
 
    This Blue woman…he shouldn’t let her get to him. She was a supplicant in this exchange. A beaten foe suing for favorable terms. So why did she sound as if she were experiencing the throes of passion? She was a madwoman. It was the only explanation. 
 
    He gestured to the curved canopy of his tug and watched it slide back to reveal its precious cargo. 
 
    “Blue!” he bellowed when the bay was open. “Daughter of a whore! What have you done!” 
 
    Inside the tug was nothing but dirt and air.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 110 
 
      
 
    “Get ready,” Albali warned the other prisoners as the Condottieri colonel screamed Italian curses at the two lifter tugs. 
 
    “If I’d known the dirty things you want us to do, I wouldn’t have volunteered to stay with the rafts,” wailed Lily McNeil, pitifully, but quietly enough not to arouse the Condottieri nearby. 
 
    Albali knew wisecracking when he heard it. “What’s the matter, Lily?” he asked. “Never kissed an alien before?” 
 
    “I’ve done far more than kiss ’em,” she replied, “but only after we’ve been properly introduced.” 
 
    “You hear that?” Top whispered loudly enough for all the prisoners to hear. “Lily knows the territory. Follow her lead.” 
 
    The circle of prisoners laughed, which was good, because the next few minutes would be far from a laughing matter. 
 
    “To the Devil with you all!” roared the Dove from the top of one of the flight compartments. “You think these emptied tugs are a game?” He jumped down to the ground, his half ton of CASPer splashing muddy spray and sinking down to his ankles.  
 
    But he was wrong. The tugs weren’t empty. 
 
    The prisoners all heard the tearing noise as the hidden compartments were pushed open from within, and the beings inside sprang out – jumping, twisting, dancing out of the tugs and onto the unsuspecting Condottieri CASPers.  
 
    Humans tended to compare aliens to the Earth species they most resembled, but these Rietzkens, as the boss called them, had no match. They were vaguely like human-sized squid or octopus, but their seven muscular limbs – perhaps “tentacles” was the correct word – seemed to glue themselves to any surface or repel from them as they desired. Unlike the sea creatures to which they bore a passing resemblance, they were as fluid out of water as in, and they wheeled through their dance of death, flailing their many limbs to crawl over CASPers, placing bomblets on the backs of the Condottieri before dancing away. 
 
    Man, they were so fast! 
 
    And graceful. Like seven-legged powerlifters performing professional ballet with bombs, guns, and knives with which they gouged out cameras, sensor plates, and the weak points of segmented joint armor. 
 
    And the guns? These Rietzkens were packing hand cannons that weren’t enough to take out a CASPer in a single shot, but the aliens could fire at multiple targets simultaneously and with unwavering accuracy. 
 
    Holy Madonna! These creatures were devils! 
 
    But humans were no slouches at war either. Condottieri troopers hacked wildly with sword blades at Rietzkens, slicing them from the backs of their comrades. 
 
    Machine gun fire sprayed everywhere, hitting friend and foe alike. But while the CASPer armor was proof against a few friendly fire bullets, the Rietzkens were not. 
 
    A bony crest ran over the top of their heads and along the back of their bulbous bodies. Overlapping bony segments covered the tentacles. Albali didn’t fancy punching the armored creatures in a fist fight, but their bone plates offered limited protection against bullets, and sword arms swung with the enormous force of a CASPer. 
 
    Leaving a trail of smoking CASPers and their own dead in their wake, the Rietzkens danced across the shore to the Midnighter prisoners. 
 
    “Arms out!” Albali shouted. 
 
    Of the forty aliens who’d hidden inside the concealed compartments in the tugs, Albali estimated ten were dead, ten keeping the Condottieri busy, and twenty were bounding over the fifty yards that separated them from the prisoners.  
 
    They covered the distance in a blink of an eye. 
 
    He realized a Rietzken was coming for him. It sailed through the air, high over the heads of kneeling prisoners, with its tentacles whirling and its open beak an impossibly bright blood-red. 
 
    With his heart pounding fit to burst, and with freshly soiled underwear, Albali managed to keep still with his bound hands thrust behind him. 
 
    The alien landed behind him with a thump, and Albali noticed his wrists were free. Had the creature used a knife or snapped with its beak? Albali had felt nothing. Before he could see what the creature had done, he was swept up in the Rietzken’s thunderous momentum as it seized him in two tentacles that wrapped around him, securing him to its body. 
 
    The next few seconds were a terrifying blur. The alien twitched and ducked like a footballer squirming for the end zone. 
 
    Machine gun fire raged continuously. He heard screams of human pain. He realized he was screaming too, but he hadn’t been hit. His people were dying around him, but he could only hear them go; all he could see was a confusing blur until the alien jumped into the river. 
 
    The salty cold hit him, sobered him, and tried to drag out what little air he’d taken with him in his lungs. But he held on until the alien transported him below the relative safety of the raft that had supported Raknar-Beta. 
 
    Albali shared Lily’s qualms about what came next. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw the Rietzken floating patiently, waiting for the human’s kiss. 
 
    Enemy fire crashed into the raft, but the armor plate they’d attached to its underside kept them safe for now. But it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    The big Spaniard gripped the alien with his thighs – man, those bony plates cut deep! – and shuffled up and over its head so he overhung its cylindrical crest. After breathing out the last of his air, he planted his mouth over the puckered orifice on the end of the crest. Immediately, he felt a pressure pushing against the seal he was making with his tongue. He relaxed and let in the air the alien was trying to give him.  
 
    It tasted warm and meaty. But when he told himself he was breathing in the aroma of fresh pepperoni and chili pizza, he drew it deep into his lungs and quickly established a rhythm: breathe in through the alien’s blow hole; blow out through his own nose. 
 
    Yes, a blow hole. 
 
    When Captain Blue had explained the procedure in which the amphibious alien extracted oxygen from its gills to fill its buoyancy sacs before pushing it straight out of its blow hole, she’d grinned with that manic look that worried him sometimes, and told them it would be like swimming with dolphins or little baby whales. Everyone loved dolphins, right? 
 
    Sure they did. But Albali knew that if this evil business with the Merc Guild ever blew over, and he made it back to the merc pits, whenever he drank with other mercs, the tale would follow him of the day he’d run away from battle by sucking farts out of an alien’s butt. 
 
    The pay on this job had better be damned good. 
 
    Around him, other Midnighters were performing the same ritual. He counted seven. Anyone not back by now wasn’t coming back, he reasoned grimly. Lily hadn’t made it. 
 
    His Rietzken handed him goggles from one of the caches secured next to the buoyancy tanks beneath the raft. With Albali still riding its back, the alien walked along the armor-plated underside of the raft and over to the control pad. 
 
    The raft rocked with the force of explosions. It began to break in two. 
 
    Albali waited until everyone was giving him the OK sign with curled finger and thumb before hitting the launch stud. 
 
    The firing immediately slackened. 
 
    Above water, hidden Daimler-Koch micro-mortar tubes flooded the air with smoke and frag bombs. 
 
    In a nice touch, blowing the rigged charges also ripped open bags of blood from beneath the raft to give the impression of bloodied corpses. Albali had no idea where the blood had come from. 
 
    Hot frag shards lashed the water. 
 
    Incoming fire ceased altogether. 
 
    He was about to give the order to move out when the Rietzkens moved anyway. 
 
    They needed speed now, not dodging, so the journey was stable enough for Albali to see where they were headed. 
 
    Skimming just above the river bottom – it was only a dozen feet deep here – from muscular ballerinas, the Rietzkens transformed into armored jellyfish. Their long tentacles stretched behind then began to pulse as they squeezed together to pump river water through their length. At three pulses per second they were a blur, and by the devil could these things move! Within seconds they were going so fast his goggles were ripped from his face. 
 
    Lips still planted over the creature’s blow hole, Albali rode the Rietzken all the way out to sea. 
 
    He’d escaped. Not all of his team had, and even for the rest of them, it was a temporary respite. The time for running was over. 
 
    It was time to fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Tri-V inside the Dove’s CASPer bank showed the scene out to sea where two small craft were picking up the Midnighter survivors and the alien fighters. 
 
    “Seven Hills, do you have a clear view on the coordinates I’m sending you?” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel.” 
 
    “I wonder…are you perhaps reading any enemy activity in that vicinity?” 
 
    “No, sir…” 
 
    “Not even the pair of craft that have just dived beneath the waves? Clear as daylight in my CASPer.” 
 
    “We don’t see them, sir. Sensor coverage is green. If anything’s there, we should be seeing it.” 
 
    The Dove took a deep breath. It seemed that underestimating his opponents was not a flaw he’d abandoned in his youth after all. “One more question, Seven Hills. Your sensor network – the one that can’t see anything our enemies choose to hide – where does it tell you Midnight Sun is located?” 
 
    “Headed straight for you, just below the waterline. You should be seeing it any moment now.” 
 
    The Dove trained his suit sensors farther out to sea. They revealed nothing but a scattering of bird-bats bobbing on the swell. 
 
    “The one thing we can say with certainty about Midnight Sun,” he told Seven Hills, “is that she won’t be where your systems say she is. We’ve been compromised, and badly. Switch off the sensor network and keep it off. I want a full reboot of all your battlezone plotting systems and, yes, that includes the artillery targeting links. The only connection I want outside of Seven Hills are comm links to myself and Provost-Major DiAngelo. Cut everything else. May it please God that this is enough to clear us. And Captain.” He paused, dreading the steps he must now put in place, both here and in space. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “From this moment forward, anything that moves and doesn’t have a white dove painted on it – don’t wait for confirmation. Destroy it.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    Dove cut the link and established a new one to the commander of Regina Margherita. 
 
    “Dubroc, go.” 
 
    “Ah, Commander. It’s a pleasure to hear your voice, but such a shame that you’re stuck up there in space and can’t experience the delights of this world for yourself. So I thought I’d share with you my delight at the clear skies. When I look out over the ocean I can see a perfect blue.” 
 
    “Would you describe that as azure?” 
 
    “Not quite, Commander, but what I can see is very close to being azure.” 
 
    “I understand, Colonel. Thank you for sharing what you’re seeing. Dubroc, out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Don’t slack off for an instant!” shouted Sun at the exhausted survivors. “If we don’t get these Raknar in the water, you’ll have me to answer to, and I’m not in a forgiving mood.” 
 
    She put the shoulder of her CASPer to the metal foot of the upended Raknar-Beta. The sole towered half as high again as her Mark 8 CASPer, but would its mechanisms be damaged by the application of brute force and ignorance? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    She shoved with all her massively-augmented strength, ramming her own mini-mecha’s feet deep into the sand. With her strength adding to the winch groaning on the back of the Rietzken vessel, the hundred-foot giant shuffled on its back a few yards further down the beach toward the two waiting boats that would tow them out to sea. 
 
    The other Raknar had fared no better, grinding to a halt after the top of its torso had gouged a pit into the sand. Its feet had barely left the edge of the trees where they’d been hidden from Condottieri eyes. 
 
    “Their polished finish will be ruined,” wailed one of the Rietzkens nearby. Although the aliens were apparently another branch of the Midnight Sun Free Company, they weren’t plugged into the tactical network, so it was difficult to tell them apart. Sun’s HUD even told her they were enemy targets. This one wore a primitive metal collar that looked iron but didn’t rust. She knew who this was. 
 
    “Casualty of war, ma’am. I doubt Jim Cartwright will mind a few scratches.” 
 
    “My concern exactly, Major Sun,” Gloriana replied. “Cartwright will never appreciate these priceless objects with the eye of a true collector.” 
 
    Sun pushed against Raknar-Beta’s foot, deciding it was best not to share with Gloriana that from what she knew of Jim Cartwright, he’d prefer these mecha to be scored and scratched so the taunts and slogans he’d want painted on their bodies would key more easily. 
 
    The Raknar’s progress halted. Once again its immense weight was forcing it down into the beach. 
 
    She took advantage of the halt to link into the camera view from the three elSha sentries stationed a thousand yards up the beach toward the river delta. The elSha could detect no signs of the Condottieri. As far as Sun could tell, the Dove’s mercs were still milling about eighteen klicks to the north, expecting the false signal of Midnight Sun to emerge from the waves at any moment. 
 
    But the Condottieri wouldn’t stay there forever. This was the riskiest part of the plan she’d agreed to with her sister. Dragging the ancient mecha down the beach to temporarily dump them in the sea, out of the enemy’s reach, meant exposing themselves to view from orbit. A response wouldn’t be long in coming. 
 
    It was a race against time. 
 
    But they could still make it. 
 
    Top was organizing the rescued mercs into their CASPers, which stood silent and vulnerable near the waterline. The Rietzkens had landed replacement parts and ammo the night before. With the backs of the CASPers loaded down with drums of MAC rounds and ammo cases for the chain guns, her Midnighters wouldn’t be defenseless in the inevitable fight to come. Top was ordering some of the active CASPers to load up more of their fellows while he sent others into the battle to get the Raknar safely down the beach before the Condottieri response hit them. 
 
    Her side camera saw the other Raknar moving, and she watched in astonishment as – under the direction of Commander Venix – Betty scooped away at the sand beneath the mecha’s top and then bunched all her limbs with stored tension. From his mount on her back, Branco secured straps through a Raknar weapons mounting point and attached them to Betty’s harness. 
 
    Venix thrust his walking stick in the air. At his signal, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss and the crowd of Rietzkens pulled on the inert mecha. The beach filled with a high squeal that made many in the team curl up in sudden shock. Sun had never heard this before, but it was Betty straining every ounce of strength to straighten those ten powerful limbs, each appended by a claw that dug deeply into the sand. 
 
    Raknar-Alpha moved. A shift that was barely perceptible, but it moved – and began to build speed. 
 
    Branco whooped, but it was a hollow sound that died almost instantly. They were all tired, but Branco was acting as if he’d pushed beyond exhaustion and into a trance-like state. She didn’t care because Raknar-Alpha made it halfway to the waterline before Betty’s straps snapped and the Tortantula, with her human partner, rolled away along the sand like tumbleweed. And lay still. 
 
    “Branco,” she called. “Are you okay?” 
 
    His reply was a long time coming. “We’ll be all right,” he replied unconvincingly, his speech slurred. “Even Tortantulas need to take a breather.” 
 
    By now, Raknar-Beta was attended by CASPers, and their strength meant it made steady progress to the sea. 
 
    “Jenkins here, ma’am.” Sun’s HUD highlighted the Jeha engineer scurrying along Raknar-Beta’s torso. “We’re ready to start using the wooden rollers we cut last night. Now that we have a proper engineering solution in place, I estimate we’ll be in the water in four minutes.” 
 
    The rollers made all the difference, reducing the time wasted by constantly digging the loads out of the sand. With both Raknar safely on the way into the water – to be recovered once the reinforcements summoned by Sinclair had finally arrived – Sun turned her attention to what would happen next. 
 
    Midnight Sun was flooded and crippled; she was no hiding place for any but the Rietzkens. So it would be a return to the swamp for Branco, Betty, and the fifteen surviving CASPers. Sun had thirty-five ship’s personnel too. A few, such as the MinSha lieutenant, could prove useful in the fight, but the elSha and Jeha were never going to be fighters. What about the Reitzkens, though? Would they fight? 
 
    “Are you staying with us or returning to the water?” she asked Gloriana. 
 
    The alien had sat there, fiddling with its iron collar while everyone around strained their last reserves of energy to do her bidding. It was just as well Blue was still on the ship, unable to see this lazy fat squid. 
 
    “Don’t interrupt, Major.” 
 
    Interrupt what, exactly? Sun thought, but then the Rietzken stopped playing with her collar and explained, “Your species consistently underestimates other races. You and your sister have been delightful, but sometimes those excrement-filled heads of yours are most tiresome. I haven’t been indolent. I’ve been doing this…” 
 
    Sun’s HUD flickered with a sudden flurry of activity. Threat indicators disappeared to be replaced with blue symbols for two squads of ten Rietzkens. 
 
    She expanded her view and saw the six Rietzkens manning the boats were also now on her tactical grid. The squad status panel flowed with new data representing Rietzken health and ammo status. 
 
    She sent her attention to the north, beyond the three elSha sentries, where the team of four Rietzkens were taking up positions in an ancient impact crater a mile from the Condottieri fort, and out to sea she could see Midnight Sun. 
 
    “It’s about time,” said her sister from the ship’s CIC. “Thought you’d forgotten me.” 
 
    “What’s your status?” 
 
    “Good thing I remembered to pack some batteries, because that’s all this battlecruiser’s running on now. I don’t know what she’s capable of, but I can still listen in on Seven Hills. It’s like a soap opera, really. You’ll never guess what Sergeant Klein gets up to. For that matter, when Klein’s husband…crap. You’d better hear this.” 
 
    “But what about the Raknar?” queried a man’s voice Sun didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Understood, Colonel,” he said after pausing to listen to the side of the conversation that Blue hadn’t intercepted. 
 
    “Fiorentino to A and B batteries,” said another man’s voice. “Reload with fragmentation shells to burst twenty feet above the ground. I want 100 rounds over the heads of those Midnighters. C battery will continue with its current instructions. Let’s hope this draws out Midnight Sun.” 
 
    Sun reined in her attention and took in the frantic preparations around her on the beach. With airburst fraggers, CASPers and the Raknar themselves might survive; everyone else was about to become shredded meat and chitin. 
 
    Gloriana had promised her human subordinate she had tactical command. 
 
    It was time to put that to the test.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    A sequence of animal grunts registered in the force leader’s implant. Lagging several milliseconds behind, a separate process thread supplied a running translation. 
 
    “This is Major Sun. Team Three, do you copy?” 
 
    The faces of his three subordinates turned to face him. They could all see where this led. Many generations of his forebears had traveled a treacherous and humiliating path to this reckoning with the Usurpers. That his team would strike a glorious blow was of far greater importance than the crushing disappointment that their involvement would be so brief. 
 
    “I repeat. This is Major Sun. Do you copy?” 
 
    “Yes, Major Sun. I hear you.” 
 
    “Are you in position?” asked the human. 
 
    “No. We’re neither stealthed nor hardened. Our line of retreat is not yet prepared. But we’re within firing range.” 
 
    “Then I’m sorry, Force Leader. The enemy is counting on their artillery batteries to be a hidden reserve that’ll decide the course of this battle. Prove them wrong. Wipe them out.” 
 
    “Complying,” he said, gesturing to his team to load the howitzer with x-ray cluster shells. The effect of x-ray munitions was unpredictable, but his team wouldn’t be allowed the luxury of many shots, and he judged x-ray shells would deliver maximum destruction. 
 
    “Major, whether you realize or not, you are now at war with one of the strongest Veetanho factions. Let me offer two items of advice in the time that remains to me. One: Veetanho usually hold multiple reserves and are experts at knowing when to unleash them for maximum effect. Two: always assume Veetanho strategic plans run several levels deeper than they at first appear. Good luck. We’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you. Fire at will.” 
 
    The leader gave the order, and the howitzer they’d carefully positioned piece by piece under the enemy’s nose finally spoke. The recoil shock was largely absorbed, but the pressure wave ripping through the air shook clouds of sand out of the ring of hills that surrounded them. Every three seconds, the gun fired again. 
 
    The shells sailed high over the rim of the ancient impact crater and fell on the neighboring crater – now fortified by the enemy – a mile to the northeast. 
 
    The effect of the barrage was uncertain, so he ordered the crew to keep firing until every shell was spent and the barrel had grown so hot it was beginning to warp. 
 
    Then he ordered the team to abandon their gun and flee. 
 
    By now, their barrage was falling on the interior of the enemy base, where the humans thought they’d kept their artillery secret. 
 
    Human autocannons on the fort’s walls threw a curtain of lead in the air to meet the incoming rounds. The wires, blades, and aerial mines set to guard against CASPer attack from above now shifted to a bombardment defense configuration.  
 
    Many Rietzken shells exploded prematurely, taken out by the Condottieri defenses. But those defenses had been optimized to defend against airborne CASPers, not advanced artillery shells, and a few shells drew close enough to the target to begin splitting into submunitions. Those that survived a little farther began throwing out bomblet rods, which ignited their F11-powered lasers for a few milliseconds of intense and viciously-concentrated energy release. 
 
    The effect on living matter wouldn’t be felt for months or years. But the effect on the sophisticated technology of targeting and fire control systems could be devastating. 
 
    Or they could be a complete dud. 
 
    That was a problem with such munitions: x-rays were reluctant to interact with any matter they passed through.  
 
    The Rietzken team was still scrambling over the southern lip of their impact crater when the enemy drones caught them. 
 
    With their blasters, the howitzer team exchanged fire with the light drones mounted with machine guns. They took out three of the aerial devices, but the drones had succeeded in pinning them in position for the heavy drones that followed, launching salvos of rockets. 
 
    A great column of sand, mud, blood, and Rietzken limbs was blown high into the air. 
 
    Then it settled and remained still. 
 
    The drones didn’t return to base. They kept flying south.  
 
    On to the Midnighters and the beached Raknar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Branco flicked up the visor of his scout helmet and wiped the sweat from his eyes. It was a wrench to open them again. Hell, he’d never been this tired. 
 
    When he did look out on the scene with his visor back in place, he realized the sweat in his eyes had blinded him to the full horror of the situation. 
 
    After being shelled by artillery from the Condottieri base and strafed by heavy drones, the beach where they’d made a stand had been scooped up by the destruction and settled on the only two fixed points on the beach – the Raknar, which had transformed into sand berms. 
 
    The surviving Midnighters occupied the beach between the two Raknar – twenty feet of sand churned with mangled equipment, spent shell casings, and the blood that had poured so freely from the lightly-armored ship’s crew. 
 
    It could have been much worse. Most of the enemy artillery had been knocked out by the Rietzken sneak attack. Jeha and elSha spacers had dug the rollers out from beneath the Raknar and used them to reinforce a makeshift bunker beneath the sand. When the barrage started, CASPers had leaned back against the Raknar so the spacers could crawl into the lean-to bomb shelters, taking cover beneath mecha ancient and modern. 
 
    They survived the opening attack. Barely. But that had only been intended to soften them up. 
 
    The ground shook. 
 
    From the north, a metal stampede was headed their way at thirty miles an hour. Almost a hundred CASPers were running at full pelt through the sand, their pilots filled with the murderous intent to close with the Midnighters – to rend, crush, and burn the flesh of their enemies without mercy. To end this campaign once and for all. 
 
    The charging CASPers threw up a great plume of sand behind them, which made Branco reconsider the Mark 509 laser rifle in his hands. With all the sand being thrown up, it would be useless at anything but point-blank range. But he was too weak to handle a weapon with serious recoil. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you…you’re packing a…a…spare…hypervelocity pistol?” he asked the creature on whose back he rode. 
 
    “I ate the only one,” the Tortantula replied. “Are you wounded, Branco?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Why?” 
 
    Branco would have laughed if he’d had the strength, because his situation was weird to say the least. He was lashed onto the abdomen of a needy alien killing machine who was hissing and clicking her fearsome jaws and pincers. But his translator pendant converted the suit-wetting noises into words of concern. All the while, she blinked at him with the band of eyes that ran around her head. He was still learning Tortantula body language, but he interpreted this blinking as meaning: I’m paying close attention, but I don’t currently intend to eat you. 
 
    “It’s nothing, Branco. Forget it. Enjoy the battle.” 
 
    Branco nodded at the blinking eyes and snapped a fresh magazine into his rifle. The gun trembled as the chemical reaction in the charge surged power into the laser’s capacitors. 
 
    “What?” he snapped at the eyes in the back of the alien’s head. They seemed to be staring at him expectantly. 
 
    Brrrp…brrrp. Along the line behind the Raknar berm, the twenty-five-millimeter autocannons crewed by the spacers were opening up on the charging CASPers. 
 
    Betty was still staring at him. 
 
    “Err…I hope you…hope you enjoy the carnage too, Betty.” 
 
    He must have said the right thing, because Betty instantly switched her attention from him to the battle. Her eyes roamed the band around her head seeking targets; her ten legs bunched with explosive potential. Laser rifles were mounted on two of those limbs. Heavier models than his, instead of the brief power of a chemical charge pack, they were fed by the armored power pack that formed an explosive pommel to his makeshift saddle. 
 
    It looked like the two of them would go down fighting, and Betty couldn’t wait to get started with the violence. 
 
    The Condottieri came at them like a mailed fist, with such momentum that it would surely smash right through the Midnighter position. Here and there, defensive fire was taking its toll with the clearing rear edge of the sand plume revealing inert enemy CASPers strewn on the beach. 
 
    Branco’s hands were trembling. He was sweating, his vision spinning and blurring. Was this what true terror felt like? Maybe he really was wounded? 
 
    On they came, and still the Condottieri hadn’t troubled themselves to fire, a confidence in victory that was terrifying. Midnighter spacers screamed in fear. He knew some of the CASPer drivers would be too, in the privacy of their suits. 
 
    The enemy were just a hundred yards away from the northern berm when Sun yelled through her suit speakers, “Light ’em up!” 
 
    Refueled with jump juice overnight, the CASPer drivers tapped their jets to give them a few feet of lift, just enough to clear the berm and fire every rocket they had into the advancing mercs. The noise was ear shattering, but beneath their roar, Branco heard the fearsome whirr of chain guns emptying their entire 1,500 round load in a single three-second burst. 
 
    It must have blown great chunks out of the enemy, but all Branco could see was smoke and sand, and Condottieri CASPers arcing overhead to rain down their own devastating fire. 
 
    Bullets pinged off the buried Raknar. The sand beneath Betty’s feet flicked up sand trails of destruction. A fifteen-millimeter autocannon round ricocheted off the Raknar shielding Branco and embedded itself inside Betty’s laser power pack. 
 
    His heart stopped beating – but the high spec miniature fusion plant declined to detonate. Before he could warn Betty, she was off and away, skittering through the melee, the harbinger of death that she was hatched to be. 
 
    Just after it resumed beating, Branco’s heart leaped into his mouth as Betty jumped like a coiled spring, smacking into a hovering CASPer. The HUD in Branco’s scout helmet was too rudimentary to make sense of the confusing melee, but it registered this Mark 8 as the enemy. As Tortantula and mecha collided in midair, Branco pressed his laser rifle against the top of the CASPer’s torso and burned a hole clean through. 
 
    He held on grimly with one hand as Betty skittered at high speed through the battle scene, never staying in one place, never presenting an easy target. Branco took shots where he could, but his laser rifle felt like it was weighed down by a ton of bricks, and he was using all his strength just to hang on. 
 
    With an ear-piercing hiss, Betty jumped onto the back of an enemy CASPer, knocking it to the ground and wrenching its arm off in a scream of tortured metal, while the fallen Condottiere struggled to right his mecha. 
 
    They’d surprised a squad of eight CASPers who’d flown right over the Midnighter position and were now attacking from the south. Betty’s counter-attack was a surprise to Branco too, who had no memory of having circled around behind the enemy squad. 
 
    Branco shot at the nearest CASPer, but the Condottiere deflected his shot with the CASPer’s laser shield and raised a coil gun to finish off the Tortantula with the human rider. 
 
    Branco squeezed the trigger of his laser, but he couldn’t lift it and shot into the beach, fusing an innocent patch of sand into glass. 
 
    Around him, Rietzkens leaped into action, swarming over the CASPers, firing hand cannons at weak points, and ripping out cameras. The action was too fast for Branco to follow, but when Betty and the Rietzkens raced back to the position between the two buried Raknar, the Condottieri didn’t pursue. 
 
    Branco had to face facts. He couldn’t lift his laser rifle. His head was swimming, and he hadn’t even realized that Betty had teamed up with the Rietzkens and circled around the Condottieri. 
 
    He’d become a liability. 
 
    The noise of battle died away. Expecting his end had come, Branco’s guts became a pit of despair. There was so much he hadn’t done…words he hadn’t said. 
 
    But he wasn’t dying, not just yet. A lull had come over the fighting. The enemy was executing a fighting retreat, leaving the dead and blasted of both sides littering the ground between the two Raknar. His HUD identified Top, who was organizing ammunition redistribution; Venix, who was organizing medical aid; and Sun, who crouched down behind a heap of inert CASPers, which he hoped meant she was in conference with someone. Maybe the reinforcements had come? 
 
    Betty was circling around their position, still fired up with nervous energy. 
 
    Then he realized the truth. She was pacing up and down, but it was his head that was circling round. 
 
    “Time for me to…to bow out,” he told her. “Sorry, my friend. I want to watch your back, but I’d only slow you down.” 
 
    He unstrapped himself and slid down her abdomen, taking cuts from her razor wire fur before settling to the ground. 
 
    “You have a fever,” she stated. 
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    “Will you die?” 
 
    “Probably. Soon.” 
 
    Betty clicked her mandibles and then attacked the sand, flicking up so much that Branco was blinded. He felt himself being lifted and placed into the hollow she’d scooped out. Was she burying him to eat later? 
 
    When he’d cleared his visor, he saw she’d built him a foxhole with a sloping back and a ridge to brace his stumps against. One of the autocannons crewed by the spacers was now firmly wedged in front of him with its stock pushed up against the sand behind. The barrel poked out the hole at a thirty-degree angle. 
 
    “There,” said Betty with enormous satisfaction. “I can’t fix human illness, but I can give you the chance to enjoy making a little destruction. Just take care to pick your targets.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy. But I won’t need to be selective. Anything in the sky is one of theirs.” 
 
    “Untrue.” 
 
    Branco had no strength to argue. He wanted to close his eyes, but he picked up a change in the mood amongst the Midnighters. Venix was waving his stick in excitement, his supposedly injured leg forgotten. He was pointing into the sky. 
 
    “What’s gotten him so excited?” 
 
    “I expect it’s the dropships descending on the enemy base. There are a great number of them.” 
 
    He glanced at Sun, who still seemed to be in conference. He wanted to speak with her. It didn’t matter what words were said, so long as they were exchanged with her. But he let her be. There’d be plenty of time. 
 
    Venix had noticed his interest and was hurrying over to talk with him. 
 
    “Thank you for keeping the major safe,” the Zuparti told him. “It turned out that I was wrong not to trust you, but right to use the Raknar as—” 
 
    A bullet smacked through the XO’s eye and exploded out the back of his skull. 
 
    The crack of a high velocity rifle assailed Branco’s ears a moment later as Commander Venix keeled forward to shower Branco with his blood.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 115 
 
      
 
    “Fine shooting, Corporal Etienne. My compliments, and the promise of a case of the finest Cognac in recognition of your skill.” 
 
    The Dove’s expansive smile died the instant he cut the connection to his sniper. The feed from the micro-drone over the battlefield showed that the corpse of the Zuparti commander who’d outsmarted him was not the only broken body in the bloody cockpit between the two sand-buried Raknar. But the enemy still retained the will to fight, and the ticking clock imposed by Commodore Noikaa had pushed him into a costly frontal assault that he hadn’t wanted and hadn’t quite paid off. 
 
    And yet the Raknar were so very close. Two of them, anyway. 
 
    Reserves were on their way, and now that his initial attack had been beaten off, he was forced to call upon them. But the cost of fielding them in addition to the existing death benefits for his Condottieri would be unbearable. The Veetanho would be sure to charge him; that was the way the arrogant creatures liked to screw over their “allies.” He’d be financially ruined whatever happened now, but he could still fight for his people. And for Earth. 
 
    “Attention to new orders,” called that alien bastardo, Commodore Noikaa, from her flagship in orbit. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Dove replied. 
 
    “I’m detecting multiple contacts at the emergence point. Identity unknown.” 
 
    The Dove’s jaw dropped. His Condottieri battlecruiser, Regina Margherita, had already alerted him to the arrival of new ships, but he’d assumed they were on his side. 
 
    “I’m changing your priorities,” the Veetanho told him. “Destroy the Raknar. Destroy the enemy completely and with all haste. Then evacuate the planet. Anything left on the surface in one hour will be targeted for destruction before we abandon this system. Acknowledge.” 
 
    “I read you,” said Dove. 
 
    “You will comply without hesitation or face the consequences.” 
 
    The Dove opened a link to the commander of Seven Hills. “This is the Colonel. The battery will shell the enemy immediately. Mix in armor-piercing and maximum-yield fusion shells. Destroy those Raknar. I repeat – Raknar are now highest priority targets.” 
 
    “Roger that,” came the grim acknowledgement from Captain Fiorentino, who understood as well as the Dove that the Condottieri had lost, whatever happened now. So too had the Midnighters, but the Dove found that gave him no consolation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Out to sea, something was moving. 
 
    Thruster engines fired up around the base of the ancient battlecruiser. With all her main reactors now off-line, and one leaking radiation, Midnight Sun struggled to rise from the seabed. 
 
    From inside her sealed cocoon station in CIC, Captain Blue felt every protesting groan of the battered old warrior; the radiation leaks registered as burning pain in her guts, and the dwindling reserves of the emergency power plants was the kind of exhaustion her sister must have felt at the end of those ridiculously long races from Athens to Sparta. 
 
    Back when her sister dreamed of being an athlete. The dream she’d given up to look out for her ruinous sister. 
 
    “Now it’s my turn to rescue your ass, big sis.” 
 
    The symbiotic control interface worked in both directions. Blue was the ship. And Midnight Sun felt her pilot’s need to act. 
 
    The ship strained. Every last ounce of strength, every last joule of the capacitors, and every last drop of blood was drained to rise from the water, to burst through the barrier of wave tops and out into the air, lifting through a cascade of bubbling water like an ancient and angry goddess. 
 
    It wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    Midnight Sun’s sight was failing. She lacked the power to talk with her sister fifteen miles to the south. And of the fortified impact crater the Dove had named Seven Hills, she could no longer listen in on their communications or subvert their sensor grid. 
 
    Her breathing had stopped. Thruster engines were almost spent. All she could feel were the stinging blows as shell fire from Seven Hills began to rip her body apart. 
 
    Blinded and fading fast, Midnight Sun/Captain Blue nonetheless remembered the location of Seven Hills, not quite two miles to the east. She took one heaving gasp of air, draining to the very last dregs of her emergency power, and sent everything she had into a primal scream of fear and magnificent rage at the enemy base. 
 
    She felt her enemy burn. 
 
    Then she was spent. 
 
    She was sinking. 
 
    Below the waves, shattering the coral-like blooms on the sea bed as the ship rolled away. 
 
    Midnight Sun was dead, but a spark of life remained in her human captain. Silence reigned inside her cocoon, no longer disturbed by the comforting hum of the attached life-support unit. Blue felt the peace she hadn’t felt since she’d changed her destiny forever one night at that damned spaceport. 
 
    But she was Captain Blue, dammit! Peacefulness didn’t suit her. She banged at the lid of the coffin with her fists, but there was no one on the ship to hear. 
 
    She reached out with her pinplants, but there were no active nodes to connect with. 
 
    “If anyone’s coming to get me,” she said, “best thing to do is stay calm and conserve air.”  
 
    She kept calm for about a second. 
 
    “You’d better live, sis,” she bellowed, “or I’ll haunt your ass so badly you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    She banged on her coffin lid, shouting all the way.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    They’d taken such heavy casualties, Sun was shocked to feel a fresh lash of icy despair to see Venix had joined the ranks of the dead. He hadn’t been much use as a fighter, but she realized now that she’d relied on the Zuparti’s optimism to keep her going through the long march through the swamp to their last stand at the beach. He’d been the spark of light in her darkest hours. 
 
    She’d allowed herself to believe the dropships descending from orbit in great waves were their salvation. Venix had died thinking so. But they were landing a mile up the beach, waiting behind the Condottieri line. 
 
    They were the Midnighters’ doom, not their saviors. 
 
    At least they’d avenged Venix, cutting down the sniper perched in the trees with every weapon the Midnighters had left to them. 
 
    She saw sudden movement on her tactical map and set a Tri-V panel to follow with her cameras. Four of the Rietzkens were dancing down the beach on their tentacle-like limbs, and diving into the waves.  
 
    She called them back, but they ignored her. 
 
    “Is it your intention to abandon us?” she asked Gloriana. The rage she should be feeling at this betrayal just wouldn’t come. She’d seen huge explosions to the north, and Blue had disappeared from her tactical grid shortly before. And poor Venix…Without the battlecruiser, their position was without hope. “You should get away to safety,” Sun told the Rietzken. “I don’t understand your race’s code of honor, but mine says it makes no sense to ask comrades to stand and die for no purpose. Run for the safety of the water. We’ll cover your retreat.” 
 
    The alien stormed over to her and straightened all seven legs to draw herself almost as high as Sun’s CASPer. “Major Sun! How dare you impugn my honor? I understand that in your own terms you just offered a selfless sacrifice to save us, and that’s the only reason I’m not firing you on the spot without severance pay and challenging you combat. To even suggest we’d consider abandoning you!” 
 
    “What about those four?” 
 
    “I’ve tasked them with stripping military assets. They’ll return. Don’t speak of this matter again.” 
 
    Sun’s comm chimed. “Looks like they’re about to call for our surrender,” said Top. 
 
    She zoomed into the area he painted on her map and saw a single CASPer marching toward them from the Condottieri line, the mecha dented and scorched. The Condottiere detached the weapons on his arms – she assumed this was the Dove – and dropped them to the sand. He kept walking their way. 
 
    “Surrender is not an option,” stated Gloriana. “Even if this human is genuinely merciful, General Peepo has no such weakness. She’ll make an example of us all. We’ll beg her for death, even me.” 
 
    “The big boss is right,” said Top gently. 
 
    “I know she is,” Sun snapped back. She panned her cameras over the bloodied band of survivors. She desperately wanted to give them hope the way Venix had. She wanted to give them something to believe in. 
 
    But she had nothing to offer. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” she ordered. “Patch your wounds and load yourself up with ammo. We’re not moving from this position. We stand or fall here.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 118 
 
      
 
    The Dove halted in the sand halfway between the Condottieri line and the remnants of the Midnighters. There weren’t many of them left, but there had been enough deaths. He had to try talking them out of a one-way ticket to hell. 
 
    Admittedly, if he could avoid committing his reserves and ransom a few captives, maybe he could reduce his financial loss after all. Perhaps the company would be a going concern he could hand on to DiAngelo.  
 
    But Nicolo SantoPietro’s lingering desire to be Il Colombo had drained into the sand. It was finally time to pay Margherita and his girls the attention they deserved. 
 
    “Lorenzo, my friend,” he said to DiAngelo who was with the main group up the beach, “How do our colleagues in space fare?” 
 
    “Commander Dubroc is trying to keep Regina Margherita out of the fighting, to the annoyance of our alien mistresses.” There was excitement in DiAngelo’s voice. Dear Lorenzo still had an appetite for adventure! “It’s just as well she evades,” he said. “See for yourself.” 
 
    The Dove reconfigured the camera feeds into his Tri-V bank. Instead of a metal shroud hung with status boards, tactical grid panels, and tessellated camera views, the inside of his CASPer transformed into a glass ball soaring high in the sky. He pushed higher still into orbit, beyond where huge explosions and actinic blasts of energy told him all he needed to know about the battle raging in space. The Veetanho warships were in a fight to the death. And Commodore Noikaa had not deigned to mention any of this. 
 
    After disconnecting the comm feed from that alien bitch in orbit, the Dove flipped open his suit’s cockpit and wriggled his arms out of their haptic sleeves. Taking care not to show the need for haste, he picked a half-smoked Robusta from the inside of his suit, stubbed it against the cigar lighter that gave his technicians palpitations, and enjoyed the honest pleasure of the best Honduran tobacco. 
 
    If you’re going to make a point, he mused, do it with style.  
 
    “Surrender and you can go free,” the Dove announced, his suit carrying his words down the beach to his opponents. “Let’s prevent needless bloodshed.” 
 
    “I agree,” came a woman’s voice, which he surmised was Major Sun. “Needless bloodshed is senseless and cruel. And that’s why we’re standing firm, because to do so is not senseless. You see, Dove, you’re forgetting one crucial detail: we’re not fighting for money alone. We’re fighting for principal. For Earth. For liberty. For the freedom to win treasure and fame, and the freedom to fuck things up when we make the wrong choices. Those are freedoms Peepo will deny us forever.” 
 
    “Noble words, my dear. Although I wonder whether your non-human comrades understand they’re fighting and dying for Earth. But I fear it’s you who’s forgetting a crucial detail. Rather a boring, practical matter, but nonetheless a vital one. A good field commander will nurse their reserves for the crucial moment, and then unleash them to utterly break the enemy.” 
 
    I gave them a chance, he told himself.  
 
    Keeping the cigar in his left hand, he reinserted his right into the haptic sleeve. He lifted his metal arm and snapped its fingers. 
 
    Behind him, hatches opened on the dropships parked in a widely-dispersed pattern across the beach. The waiting Tortantulas swarmed out. He didn’t have to look to know this – the ground thundered with the impact of thousands of Tortantula legs, and the air filled with their hisses of bloodlust. 
 
    Five thousand Tortantulas and several hundred Flatar riders had descended from orbit. Midnight Sun had taken out much of the first wave with its strike on Seven Hills. How many Tortantulas remained? The precise number didn’t matter. There were more than enough. 
 
    After a lengthy last draw, the Dove flicked his cigar out onto the beach and resealed his canopy. 
 
    “Surrender now,” he shouted to the Midnighters. “You know once I order them to attack, they can’t be stopped until you’re all dead.” 
 
    He started counting to ten, but Major Sun gave no reply. Fair enough – it was already too late for her. At eight he gave up, turned, and ran for safety. “Set them loose, DiAngelo.” 
 
    The sea of black death rampaged toward him. He barely managed to activate his jumpjets in time to soar over the charging monsters. 
 
    The only thing in the entire galaxy that might have stopped the Tortantula horde were Raknar. But the two buried in the beach had been inactive for thousands of years. The Midnighters were dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 119 
 
      
 
    Sun watched death streaming toward her. The Tortantulas were so huge and so densely packed, it was like watching a black void expanding to envelop all in its path. 
 
    She could call on a half-dozen active CASPers, a handful of wounded spacers, Betty, and… 
 
    And there was one other. 
 
    Taking care not to let her half-ton suit trample the wounded, she bounded over to Betty and the man propped up against the sand beneath her abdomen. Maybe she was delirious, but she thought the Tortantula was guarding him like a faithful hound. 
 
    “How is he?” Sun asked. 
 
    “I think he’s broken,” said the Tortantula. “He closes his eyes for a few moments, then he wakes, speaking words my translator doesn’t understand. Those it does translate make no sense.” 
 
    “Did he say anything…about me?” 
 
    “Normally you’re his favorite topic of conversation, Major. We speak of you often. This is how I know he’s broken, because instead of you, he speaks of his mother.” 
 
    Sun smiled. “It’s common with humans, to ask for your mother at a time like this.” 
 
    “No, Major. Branco is not calling for his mother to be with him, but for her identity to be revealed. I’m beginning to suspect that Branco’s not his real name. If he recovers his health, when we leave this planet, I’ll teach him a new identity, and the old one he’s lost will no longer matter. I and Tatterjee and Branco will form our own clan. He’ll forget he ever had this human mother.” 
 
    Sun looked at the oncoming storm. There were thousands of them. “I admire you, Betty. You really believe we can get off this planet, don’t you?” 
 
    “Commander Venix and Captain Blue both told me that if we kept the Condottieri busy for long enough, the human called Sinclair would bring reinforcements to save us.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I know I am right. Major, can you not smell it? The Tortantulas out there are thick with it.” 
 
    Sun looked again on the black tidal wave of death, but it was just your regular unstoppable Tortantula horde. “Nope, I can’t say I do.” 
 
    Branco came to and groaned. “Fear,” he said. 
 
    “You see? Branco understands,” Betty said delightedly. “You humans know so little. Those Tortantulas are humming with anxiety.” 
 
    “Fear?” queried Sun, allowing a last spark of hope into her heart. “I didn’t know that was even possible. Will they turn and run?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Betty. “The fear will drive them to an even more manic killing frenzy than normal. But why would they feel such fear—” 
 
    “Unless our reinforcements have arrived?” finished Sun. 
 
    She shifted her view to the sky and saw dots raining down. Under magnification they looked like ten thousand clones of Mary Poppins descending from the heavens beneath oversized umbrellas. But even her CASPer optical software couldn’t filter out the blur from the shaking ground. The Tortantula flood was almost upon them.  
 
    Whether what had panicked the Tortantulas was friend or foe to the Midnighters, it would make no difference if they were all slaughtered first.  
 
    For everyone connected to the tactical grid, Sun painted a line just forty feet beyond the northern Raknar-berm. “Wait until they breach that line,” she told the survivors. “Then hit them with everything you’ve got. Hold…hold…hold…FIRE!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 120 
 
      
 
    Branco was shaken back into a semblance of alertness by the wave of explosions behind him, which tore chunks out of the front ranks of Tortantulas, swiftly followed by a shower of alien blood and shattered Tortantula legs. Then the alien avalanche tumbled over the Raknar berm and flooded the Midnighter position. 
 
    He squeezed off a few bursts from the autocannon Betty had wedged into the foxhole she’d built for him. 
 
    Brrrp! Brrrp! 
 
    It was all he could do to stop the barrel jerking high into the air, let alone aim, but he didn’t need to. Wherever the barrel pointed, there’d be a Tortantula, mostly with a Flatar rider. But firing the damn thing was agonizing. The rot spreading fast through his stumps, butt, and groin made even breathing feel like his lower extremities were crawling with venomous biting ants. He couldn’t fire much longer. 
 
    Brrrp! Brrrp! 
 
    One of the Tortantulas had checked its momentum after leaping over his head, and was coming back for him, slightly to one side where his barrel couldn’t traverse. 
 
    The Flatar rider leered from its high perch and raised a hypervelocity pistol. 
 
    “Betty!” he screamed, but his friend was grappling with another Tortantula. If any CASPers survived, they were out of sight, buried beneath the onslaught. And although the Rietzkens were leaping from Tortantula to Tortantula, sweeping them clear of the Flatar, none could reach him in time. 
 
    Then a half-ton of Binnig metal encasing a precious and deadly jewel flew across the battlefield like a rocket. 
 
    “Eyes on me!” screamed Sun at the Flatar as she barreled through the air on a parallel course to the ground. 
 
    The little alien had half-turned its head to see what the hell was going on when the top of Sun’s CASPer smashed into him, bursting him open like a sledgehammer wielded with malice against a plump watermelon. 
 
    Sun disappeared out of view, but the enraged Tortantula, dripping with its partner’s viscera, hissed at Branco. It was a stomach-churning noise of pure evil, but it didn’t last long. This was personal. The Tortantula leaped, the ten-foot high killing machine descending on Branco fangs first. 
 
    But Betty was waiting. She sprang up from the sand, intercepting the other Tortantula and rolling it over onto its back. 
 
    Betty’s opponent snapped with its jaws, bit one of her legs clean off, and raked her flanks with the claws on its legs. But Betty didn’t notice. Her head was already buried deep inside her enemy’s guts, ripping apart its intestines. 
 
    Betty’s opponent still twitched, but the fight had left it. 
 
    Two more Tortantulas came at her, but Betty didn’t see them, being too distracted eating her opponent. 
 
    “Betty!” Branco warned. He fired low at one of the advancing Tortantulas, and it fell to the ground, its legs sliced out from under it by the autocannon fire. 
 
    His vision swam, and it hurt to think, but he looked again and saw that his gun wasn’t the deadliest attack the Tortantula was facing. A Rietzken was on its back, smashing four of its tentacle-limbs into the back of its enemy’s head in a high-speed repeating sequence. Each of the hammering arms held a barbed knife that seemed to be made of the same bony substance as the Rietzken body armor. 
 
    Where had those knives come from? 
 
    More to the point, where had those Rietzkens come from? 
 
    Before the Tortantulas hit, there’d been at most a dozen exhausted and battered Rietzken survivors. 
 
    Now he could see scores of them, leaping from back to back across the Tortantulas, hammering away with their bone knives at the same weak point at the rear of their enemy’s heads until the heads stove in and the knives drank deeply of the organ within. 
 
    And these Rietzkens looked fresh. 
 
    A Tortantula loomed over him. 
 
    “You scared the crap outta me!” he told the huge alien wearing the saddle they’d adapted for his needs and the tattered armor that still bore the star logo of the Midnight Sun Free Company. 
 
    “It’s not safe for you here,” she told him. 
 
    “It’s all right. The cavalry’s here.” 
 
    “I won’t lose you too,” she said. 
 
    “No, listen. The reinforcements—” 
 
    Betty wasn’t listening. She plucked him from the sand. With two limbs cradling him beneath her enormous abdomen as if carrying a precious egg sac, she bounded away on the seven legs that remained to her, and charged the still advancing Tortantula horde, screaming a battle cry so high it soon raised above Branco’s hearing. 
 
    Dodging Flatar pistol bullets that screamed past Branco’s ears, she jumped onto the back of an onrushing Tortantula, ripping the head off its rider while firing the lasers strapped onto two of her legs. 
 
    The hail of Flatar bullets fell silent. 
 
    “Betty!” 
 
    Her head bent down to look behind at the underside of her abdomen. “Is something the matter? You told me once you enjoyed surfing.” 
 
    Branco’s jaw dropped in surprise. By the time he’d worked out what she meant, Betty was jumping from one Tortantula back to the next, surfing the black wave of death. It was like traveling up the freeway in the wrong direction, stepping from roof to roof of the speeding traffic while the passengers fired at you with automatic weapons.  
 
    Branco screamed – at first in fear, but exhilaration pushed its way in, too. If the pain from his rotting flesh weren’t so excruciating, surfing Tortantulas would be the most exciting extreme sport he’d ever experienced. 
 
    He noticed that no one was shooting at them anymore. The Flatar had only ridden the first few lines of Tortantulas, but he could see out the corner of his eyes that they were not alone. So who was riding the enemy? 
 
    He strained to get a better look. 
 
    The Tortantula horde had gained new riders. Rietzkens.  
 
    And the Tortantulas were being slaughtered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 121 
 
      
 
    The Dove could see why these aliens had ruffled Veetanho fur so much. They’d fallen out of the sky in mushroom-shaped body bags that had unzipped twenty feet above the ground, depositing the octopus things onto the legion of Tortantulas. 
 
    His translator pendant could make no sense of their cries. His attempts to look them up on his in-CASPer reference stores drew a blank.  
 
    They were ghosts. 
 
    But the Veetanho knew and feared them. 
 
    And with good reason. The ghost race was slaughtering the Tortantulas and were using nothing more than bone knives to do so. As they danced atop the Tortantulas, they’d pause occasionally to brandish the gore-coated knives in front of the cameras that buzzed around like flies. 
 
    Their fellows who’d fought their last stand with the Midnighters had wielded handheld blasters and had enough tech savvy to hack his sensor network. 
 
    “I think we’re witnessing the making of a propaganda film,” said DiAngelo. 
 
    “Madonna! You’re right. Today the whole galaxy fears Tortantulas. Tomorrow it will fear these strange creatures who can take them on and win with nothing more than a piece of bone.” 
 
    “And they will win,” said DiAngelo. “Commissar Boroi has disappeared. Commodore Noikaa is fighting in space. What does this mean for us?” 
 
    His friend was right. The ghost soldiers were taking casualties as senior Flatars rallied the Tortantulas. But they moved with such speed that even the Flatar riders with their hypervelocity pistols struggled to track them. How would these ghost soldiers fare against CASPers, though? That might be a very different story. 
 
    He could call on only thirty active CASPers, who stood alert on the northern fringe of the fight. They’d be better off back inside the Seven Hills fort. So would the contingent under Captain Handel he’d left running the manufactory at Avanti Base. Although the interior of Seven Hills had been badly damaged by Midnight Sun, the walls were still strong, and he had supplies and more mercs inside.  
 
    But if he ran, the news of human treachery would reach General Peepo. If the fate of his race lay in her hands, it would make a far better story to go down fighting. 
 
    “Colonel, I’m seeing an unauthorized launch from the base,” said Captain Fiorentino, calling from Seven Hills. “It’s a shuttlecraft. Veetanho design. It was buried beneath the walls.” 
 
    “Are any of our Veetanho friends still present at the base?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    The fleeing craft was clearly visible to all the CASPers on the beach, streaking overhead in its dash for space. 
 
    “I think the mystery of our glorious Commissar Boroi’s disappearance has been solved,” said DiAngelo, activating the missile pods on his shoulders. 
 
    “Indeed,” replied the colonel, activating his. “And when the tides of war turn against a good commander, he stands shoulder to shoulder with his loyal troopers. He doesn’t flee into space, abandoning them to their fate. Don’t worry, Seven Hills. Leave this unidentified and presumably hostile craft to us.” 
 
    The two men had loaded their pods with SAMs. Eight missiles arced up to meet the shuttle, which began to corkscrew as it flung out countermeasures. 
 
    But the Veetanho craft was so close, the Condottieri could almost activate their jumpjets and reach out to touch it. It burst into flames, flinging out hot fragments, which hissed as they hit the sea before disappearing to the depths. 
 
    So it had come to this. The Dove brought up his favorite image of his wife with their two daughters. He’d failed them. 
 
    He activated a comm link to the Condottieri battlecruiser. “Dove to Commander Dubroc. Is Case Azure viable?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied Dubroc. “Everything’s in place.” 
 
    “Excellent work. Execute Case Azure. I repeat. Execute Case Azure.” 
 
    “With pleasure, sir. Activating Case Azure. Good luck, Colonel.” 
 
    If all went well up in space, Dubroc would be simultaneously killing every Veetanho aboard Regina Margherita. The human battlecruiser would then disengage entirely from the space battle and surrender to the Midnighters at the first opportunity. 
 
    He gave them a few moments to avoid tipping off the Veetanho before settling affairs planetside. 
 
    “This is Colonel Nicolo SantoPietro, Il Colombo, to all Condottieri personnel everywhere, and to the Midnight Sun Free Company and their allies. I hereby formally disband the Condottieri. Company beneficiaries shall receive death benefits, health plan payouts, and all bonuses due them. To all Condottieri forces, disengage. Those of you on the beach, withdraw to Seven Hills. When it’s safe to do so, surrender to the Midnighters and their allies. I’m proud of you all, but this, my friends, is the end.” 
 
    His comm was filled with cries of dismay, words of support, and condemnation. 
 
    He tuned it all out until he was satisfied his mercs were hopping or running for the shelter of Seven Hills, leaving just two CASPers standing on the beach. 
 
    “It’s been an honor, Lorenzo,” he told his friend. 
 
    The two CASPers shook their metal hands. 
 
    “Likewise. Do you think the Tortantulas have forgotten us?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” replied the Dove, wondering whether he had time for a last cigar. “But not the Flatar.” 
 
    A segment of the Tortantula horde broke away from their fight with the mystery aliens and charged the two CASPers. 
 
    “On my mark,” said the Dove, gazing longingly at his last unopened cigar tube taped beside his status board. 
 
    “No surrender!” shouted one of the Flatar as it fired its pistol at them. 
 
    But the back of a charging Tortantula was not a stable firing platform and the round splashed into the sand at his feet. 
 
    At eighty yards, the Dove gave the order to fire. Both men emptied the autocannon ammo cases on their backs, sweeping the Flatar off their mounts before slicing through dozens of Tortantula legs, sending the giant creatures tumbling into each other. 
 
    DiAngelo joined him in jumping high over the stumbling mass of aliens, firing a stream of MAC rounds at them as their jets arced them hundreds of yards away toward an unoccupied area of beach. 
 
    “Bastardo!” Dove shouted, as pain seared his left shoulder while he was bending his knees to make a landing. 
 
    “Are you hit?” asked DiAngelo. 
 
    “One of the wretched squirrel things shot me with its pistol. Don’t worry. It takes more than one shot to kill Nicolo SantoPietro.” 
 
    They were much closer here to the battle with the ghost aliens. Riderless Tortantulas eager for a fight but unable to reach the knife-wielding foe saw an opportunity in the two CASPers. Within moments, hundreds were charging at them. 
 
    The Dove and DiAngelo stood back to back and flicked open their blade arms.  
 
    “My friend,” said the Dove, “did I ever tell you the story of how I met the most beautiful girl in the world hiding in the oily shadows of a Neapolitan dockyard?” 
 
    “On many occasions,” answered DiAngelo, opening fire with his MAC cannon on the advancing tide. “But a man can never boast of his wife too many times.” 
 
    “Quite so,” said the Dove as the drum of MAC shells on his back ran dry. “It was a sunny day” – he slashed at the Tortantula trying to bite through his suit, causing it to rear up – “not unlike the fine weather we enjoy today.” CASPer motors grunted, and hydraulic rams jetted as the Dove put every ounce of his suit’s strength into his blade thrust, gutting the Tortantula.  
 
    “It’s good that we didn’t die in that hellhole of a slave pit,” said DiAngelo. 
 
    A fresh wave of Tortantulas leaped on the two CASPers, drowning them beneath a violent sea of rending claws and snapping jaws.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Blue thanked the medic and wrapped herself in the blanket he’d given her before pulling the tap on the self-heating can of ultra-caff. 
 
    After the Rietzkens had cut her from her CIC station and she was evacuated to the beach – meaning she’d had to suck on an alien’s blowhole while blasting beneath the sea at warp speed – she’d flopped onto the beach, eager to reunite with her people. 
 
    She’d taken five steps and stopped. Nothing had prepared her for the scene of slaughter. Thousands of bodies lay across the beach, most of them giant Tortantulas with shattered heads, but not all. Not all. 
 
    And the smell! 
 
    The battlefield had also become a landing zone, with defenses established and alien equipment coming down before being lifted away to secure the planet. There was a group of about thirty of the amphibians who ignored the activity and stood silently in an inward-facing rectangle. One of these Rietzkens noticed Blue and broke away to launch a series of clicks and gurgles her way. 
 
    She stared at the strange creature. Better get used to them, she supposed. The way this one bunched its seven legs on land made it look like a bow-legged thug, completely at odds with the graceful underwater speedboats who’d rescued her from Midnight Sun. 
 
    Their equipment harness and clothing were the color of bleached bone stained in pink and purple patterns. The bony peak that ran high over their head resembled the Phrygian helmets of classical Greece – if the ancients had sidestepped the use of bronze and flourished in a coral age. 
 
    Something about this particular Rietzken was different, and not just that it was jabbering away at her. It wore a plain iron collar totally unlike anything else carried by the aliens. 
 
    Since her translator pendant had crashed while underwater, Blue hadn’t been able to understand a word. She nodded politely at the alien, then returned to scanning the beach for survivors. 
 
    There they were! Thirty yards away, between those two ridges in the sand, were the pitifully few humans within this sea of Rietzkens and dead Tortantulas. 
 
    Sun! 
 
    She was alive, in deep conversation with one of the medics Sinclair had summoned from Tau-Rietzke. Of the Scorpions themselves, she’d seen no sign. At least, not down here on the planet’s surface. 
 
    Blue gave a sharp whistle and waved. Sun looked up and saw her. Her sister waved back but returned her attention to the medic and the wounded and stretchers. 
 
    Others had spotted Blue and hurried over. Jenkins ran around her ankles in imitation of an armored cat, while two of the elSha clambered up her body and began fiddling with her pendant. 
 
    “Is it working yet?” asked the Rietzken with the iron collar. 
 
    “I can understand you,” Blue answered. 
 
    The elSha techs both gave Blue a thumbs-up and scurried away. 
 
    “Are you injured?” asked the Rietzken. 
 
    “Nothing that couldn’t be fixed by a few days liberty with a case of good whiskey.” 
 
    “That is well. My company has been severely damaged by the events on this world, but so long as you and your sister are intact, and the battlecruiser can be salvaged, I can rebuild.” 
 
    “You’re the boss, right?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Then I have bad news. I don’t think Midnight Sun is lifting off from her watery grave.” 
 
    “You’re incorrect. The ship needs new reactors and some minor repairs. Everything we need is already en route.” 
 
    “Dandy. Shame we can’t fix all the dead people as easily.” 
 
    Gloriana’s beak opened then snapped loudly. “I don’t consider the lives of my employees to be without value, Captain Blue. But there are some matters more important than individual lives – mine included.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I think, Gloriana. I think you Rietzkens have been hiding behind humans and other races for long enough. And if you can field this miniature army, it isn’t just the Midnight Sun Free Company you’ve hidden behind. I mean, look at it.” Blue waved her arm across the hundreds of Rietzken personnel busy with more military tasks than standing in a rectangle. The hover motors that had propelled the Rietzken armored column on their way to take Seven Hills had fluffed up the sand and stained it black where they’d traveled through heaps of Tortantula dead. A patrol of atmospheric fighters screamed past. “You’ve held a grudge against the Veetanho for years, and you’ve been using mercs like us as a shield to prepare your revenge. Enough already. We deserve the truth.” 
 
    The alien clapped with three of its limbs – a sound that Blue’s pendant translated as electronic laughter. “You and your people are mercenaries, Captain Blue. What you deserve is your pay, not the right to ask questions of your employer. Nonetheless, in a short while I expect the Council of Vengeance to come to order here on this beach and declare you to be something more than mere mercenaries. You’ll become allies.” 
 
    Sun joined them, and the two sisters hugged. “Just in time,” Blue said over Sun’s shoulder. “Gloriana’s about to spill the beans.” 
 
    The Rietzken tilted her head upward and began to explain. “After the destruction of the Ancient War, in which large parts of galactic civilization were burned to ashes, the survivors were gripped with a morbid fear of power blocs and military alliances. With good reason. Deep grievances burned; younger races looked upon a galaxy on its knees and saw opportunity. If another galactic war broke out, this time it might extinguish life altogether. 
 
    “And so these fearful survivors put their faith in the guild system and the Peacemakers. The guilds predate recorded history, but now they were greatly strengthened. My ancestors were instrumental in creating the modern Mercenary Guild. 
 
    “As we’ve shown on this beach, we Rietzkens are a martial race. Even back then, with the embers of the last war still hot, we hid our true strength, but the other mercenary races feared us, the Veetanho included. 
 
    “We dominated the Inner Council of the Mercenary Guild, a body based upon our own Rietzken councils. We fought countless micro-wars neatly packaged as contracts and grew rich on the results. After millennia of lucrative combat, we dropped our guard.” 
 
    “The Veetanho bought off the other merc races and left you in the cold.” 
 
    “They did more than that, Captain. The Veetanho tried to expunge all knowledge of my race from the galaxy. They nearly succeeded. That’s why your pendant had no entry for my language until we patched in one of our own making, and why you’ll find no reference to my people’s existence on GalNet.” 
 
    “Which explains a lot,” said Blue. “But not how Midnight Sun seems to be a valid registered company.” 
 
    “Because at the last moment, the other races of the Mercenary Guild feared they were about to create in the Veetanho the very monster they’d sought to defeat by humbling us. 
 
    “The Inner Council reached a stalemate with the Veetanho, a wary armistice if you like, that’s lasted a thousand years. We register our companies by a separate and hidden process but use other races as our public front. We retain one of the permanent seats on the inner council, though no more than one of my race has been allowed to walk upon Capital Planet at a time since the day the Veetanho turned on us. In the shadows, our influence still stretches far, and always, we prepare for battle.” 
 
    “So, General Peepo’s intervention…are you saying she’s broken the armistice?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But the balance of power is shifting, and we see our chance. Come, join me in the Council of Vengeance. We honor you as the interlocutors for the human race.” 
 
    Blue followed Gloriana into the rectangle of aliens, who were throbbing with excitement and snapping their beaks. Look at me now, Ma. I’m an interlocutor, whatever the hell that is. 
 
    Sun wasn’t impressed. She walked off, heading back to a man on a stretcher being inspected by Doctor DiMassi. Betty hovered nearby, never far from the stricken man.  
 
    “Captain,” said Gloriana, “the proposal is made that we should ally with the Four Horsemen. Can you share with the Council your opinion of their leaders?” 
 
    Blue grinned and forgot her sister. “An opinion of the Four Horsemen? How long have you got? Let’s start with Asbaran and their boss, Nigel Shirazi. He’s a playboy, and for most of his life the only action he saw was in bed – not to mention by the pool, in his cars, and a diversity of other locations. However, underestimate him at your peril. Shirazi has the habit of succeeding, just like his father. Sansar Enkh leads the Golden Horde, and she runs her miniature army with such ease that I know for a fact she’s sold her soul to the devil. Alexis Cromwell of the Hussars is an ace at fleet combat. She can make warships do things no one else can, which makes me wonder how. That lady has so many secrets they’re spilling out of her ass. As for Jim Cartwright, he’s our Raknar whisperer.” Blue looked over to the man Sun was bending over. “Cartwright’s only a kid, though, and word is, he suffers from the same affliction as my sister.” 
 
    “An affliction?” Gloriana sounded worried. “Will they die?” 
 
    “Worse. They both find it impossible to keep their hands off their subordinates.” Blue sighed. Didn’t look like Sun would have that problem much longer. “Listen up, Council of Vengeance. You want my advice on the Four Horsemen; here it is. Activate every asset, call on every favor, and place every chip you have on the Four Horsemen to win. If you want to kick the Veetanho where it hurts, it’s now or never.” 
 
    The Rietzkens crept inward, and as the rectangle shrank, their beak-snapping grew in intensity. 
 
    Gloriana was saying something about the Council making a decision, and that decisions might take seconds or days. But Blue wasn’t listening. All she could think about was the look of pain etched onto her sister’s face.  
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 Chapter 123 
 
      
 
    Branco looked at peace. 
 
    Lying on the stretcher with the IV pumps and medi-doc bot hidden by the blanket pulled up to his shoulders, he looked as if he were snoozing on the beach after a pleasant lunch. 
 
    “Don’t you dare get too peaceful,” Sun snarled at him. “I need you to fight, Trooper.” 
 
    “He can’t hear you,” said Doctor DiMassi kindly. “Not even his subconscious. It’s a side effect of what I’ve administered to arrest the necrotic decay of his nervous system. The nerves in his thigh stumps are just rotten slime inside their epineurium sheathing, which means there’s not enough left for neuro-reconstruction. I can’t regrow his legs, and he doesn’t have enough nerve material left to connect a smart-prosthetic, so he’ll never drive a CASPer again. It’s his life I’m fighting for now. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sun balled her fists and glared at the elderly medic who’d shipped out from Tau-Rietzke. The rational part of her knew that no amount of browbeating could ever push Doctor Decima DiMassi into doing anything but the right thing for her patients. 
 
    But rationality was on temporary leave of absence inside Sun’s head. “There are things I need to tell him,” she demanded. “Can’t you revive him?” 
 
    The doctor held Sun’s gaze as she thought over the situation. 
 
    “This man is seriously ill. His body is infested by things I don’t even have names for. I can’t promise he’ll pull through, but if he dies, it won’t be a few moments with you that kills him.” 
 
    The doctor administered a hypo-punch to Branco’s neck. “He’ll come around soon, Major. But only for a minute or so.” 
 
    Thank you, Sun mouthed. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not doing it for you, Major. But at this stage, those words you need to tell him might be the best treatment he can receive. Choose them carefully.” 
 
    The doctor withdrew a few paces to give Sun a little privacy while she watched Branco’s gaunt face for signs of revival. 
 
    The ground shuddered, and an enormous shadow spread over Branco’s stretcher. 
 
    “Will you discard him?” Betty asked. 
 
    “No!” snapped Sun. She knew she owed the Tortantula Branco’s life, maybe her own, but she hadn’t time for Betty right now. “I don’t want to lose him, and you’re not helping. Go away!” 
 
    “Doctor DiMassi said he’s lost his legs. That means he won’t be going back inside his metal suit.” 
 
    While she was thinking of the right phrase to tell a Tortantula to go to hell, Sun stopped in surprise. “You’re right,” she said. “I’d never wish this on him in a million years, but…if he can’t work as a frontline merc, we could still make use of his armorer skills. And if he’s not with me in the frontline squads…” 
 
    “You mean, it’s easier for you to love him when he isn’t there.” 
 
    “What would you know, Tortantula? Humans are more complicated. All you understand is smashing things and eating them.” 
 
    Sun felt herself being lifted high above Branco’s stretcher. Betty seemed at first to be shaking her, but then Sun realized she was only feeling the normal flow of fluids through the Tortantula’s powerful limbs. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” she ordered. The Rietzkens who’d drawn weapons took on a slightly less aggressive stance. 
 
    “You humans are a very immature race,” Betty scolded her. “My people don’t care to think hard. Spoils the joys of life, but we think more clearly than you. Tatterjee is no longer so close to me, and our separation hasn’t made me happier. You won’t be happier if you’re separated from your friend. Branco can’t stroke your fur or whisper clever insults if he’s far away.” 
 
    Eight feet beneath Sun, Branco’s eyes flickered. “But he can’t drive a CASPer,” she told the Tortantula. 
 
    “Good. He’ll ride with me. Branco fights in Vengeance Squad now.” 
 
    The group of Rietzkens with her sister began shrieking and thumping the ground. Flares lit the sky. Red over blue. She looked up. What the hell? 
 
    “What’re you two bickering about?” 
 
    “Branco!” Sun wriggled to no effect. “Let me go, Betty!” 
 
    “It’s obvious to all the survivors of this campaign that you wish to lay your eggs inside this man. Only a human could be so stupid as to find excuses not to do so. Try thinking like a Tortantula, ma’am.” 
 
    “I am Betty,” Sun whispered. 
 
    Betty’s arms unclamped, and she fell onto Branco.  
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 Chapter 124 
 
      
 
    Branco thought for a moment that he’d woken and heard Sun arguing with Betty.  
 
    But then he fell into a bizarre dream in which a merc was making an atmos-drop directly onto his position. 
 
    He rocked gently as the dream person landed on his stretcher, straddling it on all fours to avoid placing her weight on him. 
 
    She was small and warm, and she smelled of home. 
 
    And when she kissed him, she tasted far too good to be a dream. 
 
    Sun’s kisses grew hungrier, and he could drink of those warm lips forever if only her chest weren’t pressing against his own. The faintest pressure against his flesh was excruciating agony. But he didn’t stop until he sensed Sun begin to fade, and he could bear the pain no more. He twisted his head away.  
 
    “The darkness is coming for me,” he explained. 
 
    “Don’t be a drama queen,” Sun told him. “The Doc only brought you around for a few minutes. She says she needs your metabolism in standby mode until she gets you to a hospital.” 
 
    “Hold me—” 
 
    “I’ll never leave you.” 
 
    “Until I black out. Then get your fat ass off me, Sun. You’re hurting.” 
 
    She sprang erect, looming over him on all fours like a startled cat, but blurring. 
 
    “Hang in there and fight,” Sun told him sternly. She came in close and whispered, “I need you, Branco. I need you.” 
 
    “I know,” he drawled. “Betty told me. Something about…about laying eggs.” 
 
    Sun drifted away, and he sank down through his stretcher and beyond to a place of darkness. But that didn’t matter.  
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    He knew he’d be coming back because someone special would be waiting for him. Saisho Branco had been dreamed up by Binnig’s Department of Corporate Espionage. But she had made him as real as granite bedrock. 
 
    Side by side, they’d take the fight to the Veetanho. He dreamed it, but he knew it to be true. Whether on mountainous battlefields, the chill silence of the void, or dodging beneath the feet of giant mecha striding across desert sands, his dreams of adventure stretched for eons. Always, Sun was true to her word: she never left him. 
 
    And then he woke screaming… 
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    Excerpt from “The Mutineer’s Daughter:” 
 
      
 
    Kenny dozed at his console again. 
 
    There he sat—as brazen as ever—strapped down, suited up, jacked in…and completely checked out. One might make allowances for an overworked man falling asleep during a dull routine, watching gauges that didn’t move or indicators that rarely indicated anything of consequence, perhaps even during a quiet moment during their ship’s long, long deployment. 
 
    But Fire Control Tech Third Class Ken Burnside was doing it—yet again—while the ship stood at General Quarters, in an unfriendly star system, while other parts of the fleet engaged the forces of the Terran Union.  
 
    Chief Warrant Officer Grade 2 (Combat Systems) Benjamin “Benno” Sanchez shook his helmeted head and narrowed his eyes at the sailor strapped in to his right. He had spoken to the young weapons engineer a number of times before, through countless drills and mock skirmishes, but the youthful idiot never retained the lesson for long.  
 
    “Benno, Bosso,” Kenny would plead, “you shouldn’t yell at me. You should have me teach others my wisdom!” 
 
    Benno would invariably frown and give his unflattering opinion of Kenny’s wisdom. 
 
    “Get it, ya?” Kenny would reply. “I’m a math guy. Probability, right Warrant? The Puller’s just a little ship, on the edge of the formation. We scan, we snipe, we mop up, we patrol. We don’t go in the middle, tube’s blazing, ya? We no tussle with the big Terrans, ya? No damage! No battle! So, something goes wrong, back-ups kick in, buzzer goes off, we mark for fix later. And when’s the only time you or the officers don’t let a man walk ‘round and don’t ask for this, don’t ask for that? When’s the only time a man can catch up on the z’s, eh? One and the same time! So I doze. Buzzer goes off, I wake, make a note, doze again till I can work, ya? Such wisdom!” 
 
    Benno usually lectured him about complacency. He asked what would happen if they were hit, if the shot was hot enough, deep enough, destructive enough to burn through the backup of the backup of the backup. What if they did have to face the Great Test, to rise and work and save the Puller themselves? 
 
    Kenny would always smile, relieved. “Well, then I be dead, ya? No more maintenance either way. Good enough reason to doze right there!” 
 
    Benno could have reported him any number of times, but he never had. Putting it on paper and sending it above them was a two-edged sword. It would solve Kenny’s sleepy disdain for order, of that Benno had no doubt, but he also knew he would lose Kenny’s trust and the vigorous drive the young ALS plebeian applied to every other task. Plus, it would signal to the officers above that Benno couldn’t handle a minor discipline problem on his own. And it would indicate to the ranks below that Benno was no longer one of their own—when he had gone from Chief to Chief Warrant Officer, he had changed his ties, forever. 
 
    So Benno growled, but he let it slide, content only he would know about Kenny’s acts of passive rebellion. No one else would ever know why the young tech kept getting extra punishment duties. Besides, it wasn’t as if Kenny was actually wrong, in the fullness of things. 
 
    Then, before Benno could check his own side of the console to verify whether things were indeed alright, his internal debate was blown away by the unforgiving, indiscriminate lance of an x-ray laser blast.  
 
    The single beam struck the Puller a glancing blow, centered on a space just beneath the outer hull and aimed outboard. Armor plate, radiation shielding, piping, wireways, conduit, decking, internal honeycombed structure, atmosphere, and people all ionized and ablated into a dense, mixed plasma. This plasma exploded outward, crushing the spaces surrounding the hit and dealing further physical and thermal damage. Combat Systems Maintenance Central, or CSMC, lay deep within the Puller’s battle hull—three spaces inward from where the x-ray laser struck—but that meant little next to the awesome destructive power of a Dauphine capital-class xaser warhead. 
 
    The forward and port bulkheads in front of them flashed white hot with near-instantaneous thermal energy transfer and peeled away, blown out by the twin shocks of the outward-expanding plasma and the snapping counterforce of explosive decompression. The double blast battered Benno in his seat and threw him against his straps to the left. As the bulkheads vanished, their departure also carried away the CSMC monitoring console the two watch standers shared with them into the black, along with Kenny’s seat, and Ken Burnside, himself.  
 
    The young engineer disappeared in an instant, lost without ever waking. Benno stared, dumbfounded, at the blank spot where he had been, and of all the possible panicked thoughts that could have come to him, only one rose to the forefront:  
 
    Does this validate Kenny’s wisdom? 
 
    Benno shook his head, dazed and in shock, knowing he had to engage his brain. Looking beyond, he could see the glowing edges of bulkheads and decks gouged out by the fast, hot knife of the nuclear-pumped xaser. Only vaguely could he recall the sudden buffeting of explosive decompression that had nearly wrenched him through the straps of his acceleration couch.  
 
    He knew he had things to do. He had to check his suit’s integrity. Was he leaking? Was he injured? And what about Kenny? Was he gone, unrecoverable? Or was he waiting for his poor, shocked-stupid boss Benno to reach out and save him?  
 
    And there was something else, something important he needed to be doing. He wasn’t supposed to just sit here and think of himself or unlucky, lazy Kenny. Oh no, thought Benno, still trying to marshal his thoughts back together, Mio is going to be so angry with me, sitting here like a fool… 
 
    “CSMC, report!” 
 
    Benno shook his head against the ringing he hadn’t realized filled his ears. He reached out for the comms key on his console, swore at how futile that was, then keyed his suit mic. “Last station calling, this is CSMC. We’ve taken a hit. I lost my technician, console is…down, hard. Over.”  
 
    “CSMC, TAO,” the Puller’s Tactical Action Officer said through the suit channel, “pull it together! We just had a near miss by a capital class Dauphine warhead. The battle with the Terrans has spread out of the main body. I have missiles up but zero point-defense. I need guns and beams back, now!” 
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    Excerpt from “Assassin:” 
 
      
 
    Deluge closed his eyes and let the taste of spiced Khava explode over the inside of his mouth. It burned its way over his tongue and down into his belly, filling him with heat from the inside.  
 
    “You like it?” the Besquith trader growled. Deluge opened his eyes and looked up at the hairy alien. Besquith were not known for their charm, and this one seemed a representative member of his race in that department. It had somewhat beady eyes that glared at Deluge as he sat on the trading counter. Doubtless, the trader would have preferred for Deluge to remain on the floor in his bipedal stance. However, that didn’t make sense in the Hunter’s mind, given the immense difference between their two heights. Far better that he should spring to the counter and sit like a civilized being.  
 
    It wasn’t his problem if his movements were too quick for the Besquith to track. Nor was it his problem if that fact made the other being nervous. Though Deluge had to admit it was amusing.  
 
    “I do like it,” the Hunter said. “Your batch has a very good flavor.”  
 
    “I have more,” the Besquith said. “Five credits gets you the whole fish.”  
 
    Deluge slow blinked at the outrageous price, and let his mouth fall open in his Human smile.  
 
    “And what would I do with a whole fish?” he asked. “Especially at that larcenous rate?”  
 
    “Larcenous?” the Besquith growled, its voice dropping lower. “Are you calling me a cheat?”  
 
    “Larceny means theft. Technically I’m calling you a thief,” Deluge said. “But I suppose your language may not have such subtleties.”  
 
    He didn’t, truly, mean it as an insult. The Besquith didn’t seem to care. It let out a low snarl and bared its teeth, then lunged at Deluge, snapping his teeth a hair’s breadth from where the Hunter sat.  
 
    Or more accurately, where the Hunter had been sitting.  
 
    Because, of course, Deluge was in motion as soon as the Besquith started his lunge. He drove his powerful hind legs against the firm surface of the trading counter and leapt up into the air. A quick twist of his body allowed his front claws access to the large, pointed ears that sat atop the Besquith’s head. He dug his claws into those sensitive ears and used them as a pivot point to anchor his leap. His lower body flipped up and around to the point where his back claws could grab on. One caught the alien’s throat, just above the jugular, and the other hovered scant millimeters from the being’s vulnerable eye.  
 
    “Hunter, your pardon.”  
 
    The voice that spoke was Besquith, and female, unless Deluge missed his guess. It was also smooth and laced with respect, unlike the nervous, aggressive tone of the one he now had by the ears. That Besquith was busy whimpering in pain and fear as Deluge wrenched its head around so that he might look at the newcomer.  
 
    The newcomer stood in the curtained doorway at the back of the booth. She wore the rich silks of a wealthy Besquith trader, and the grey about her muzzle spoke of some experience. She inclined her head as Deluge met her eyes.  
 
    “I greet you,” Deluge said. He didn’t want to be rude, but he rather thought that in this particular situation, he might be excused the use of an abbreviated hello. “Welcome to our negotiation.”  
 
    “I am Jhurrahkk” she said. “I am the alpha for our people here on Khatash. You hold the life of my pup in your claws.”  
 
    “I am Deluge,” he answered. “Your pup was rude and attacked me. His life is forfeit on my planet.”  
 
    “This is where I propose we begin our negotiation.” 
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    Excerpt from “Wraithkin:” 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The lifeless body of his fellow agent on the bed confirmed the undercover operation was thoroughly busted. 
 
    “Crap,” Agent Andrew Espinoza, Dominion Intelligence Bureau, said as he stepped fully into the dimly lit room and carefully made his way to the filthy bed in which his fellow agent lay. He turned away from the ruined body of his friend and scanned the room for any sign of danger. Seeing none, he quickly walked back out of the room to where the slaves he had rescued earlier were waiting. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep quiet now,” he reminded them. “I’ll go first, and you follow me. I don’t think there are any more slavers in the warehouse. Understand?” 
 
    They all nodded. He offered them a smile of confidence, though he had lied. He knew there was one more slaver in the warehouse, hiding near the side exit they were about to use. He had a plan to deal with that person, however. First he had to get the slaves to safety. 
 
    He led the way, his pistol up and ready as he guided the women through the dank and musty halls of the old, rundown building. It had been abandoned years before, and the slaver ring had managed to get it for a song. In fact, they had even qualified for a tax-exempt purchase due to the condition of the neighborhood around it. The local constable had wanted the property sold, and the slaver ring had stepped in and offered him a cut if he gave it to them. The constable had readily agreed, and the slavers had turned the warehouse into the processing plant for the sex slaves they sold throughout the Dominion. Andrew knew all this because he had been the one to help set up the purchase in the first place. 
 
    Now, though, he wished he had chosen another locale. 
 
    He stopped the following slaves as he came to the opening which led into one of the warehouse’s spacious storage areas. Beyond that lay their final destination, and he was dreading the confrontation with the last slaver. He checked his gun and grunted in surprise as he saw he had two fewer rounds left than he had thought. He shook his head and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Stay here and wait for my signal,” he told the rescued slaves. They nodded in unison. 
 
    He took a deep, calming breath. No matter what happened, he had to get the slaves to safety. He owed them that much. His sworn duty was to protect the Dominion from people like the slavers, and someone along the way had failed these poor women. He exhaled slowly, crossed himself and prayed to God, the Emperor and any other person who might have been paying attention. 
 
    He charged into the room, his footsteps loud on the concrete flooring. He had his gun up as he ducked behind a small, empty crate. He peeked over the top and snarled; he had been hoping against hope the slaver was facing the other direction. 
 
    Apparently Murphy is still a stronger presence in my life than God, he thought as he locked eyes with the last slaver. The woman’s eyes widened in recognition and shock, and he knew he would only have one chance before she killed them all. 
 
    He dove to the right of the crate and rolled, letting his momentum drag him out of the slaver’s immediate line of fire. He struggled to his feet as her gun swung up and began to track him, but he was already moving, sprinting back to the left while closing in on her. She fired twice, both shots ricocheting off the floor and embedding themselves in the wall behind him. 
 
    Andrew skid to a stop and took careful aim. It was a race, the slaver bringing her gun around as his own came to bear upon her. The muzzles of both guns flashed simultaneously, and Andrew grunted as pain flared in his shoulder. 
 
    A second shot punched him in the gut and he fell, shocked the woman had managed to get him. He lifted his head and saw that while he had hit her, her wound wasn’t nearly as bad as his. He had merely clipped her collarbone and, while it would smart, it was in no way fatal. She took aim on him and smiled coldly. 
 
    Andrew swiftly brought his gun up with his working arm and fired one final time. The round struck true, burrowing itself right between the slaver’s eyes. She fell backwards and lay still, dead. He groaned and dropped the gun, pain blossoming in his stomach. He rolled onto his back and stared at the old warehouse’s ceiling. 
 
    That sucked, he groused. He closed his eyes and let out a long, painful breath. 
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