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    “The dead cannot cry out for justice; it is a duty of the living to do so for them.” 
 
      
 
    ― Lois McMaster Bujold, Diplomatic Immunity 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Free Trader Unlikely Regret, In Hyperspace Transit 
 
    At the top of the ladderwell, Strike Leader Harak-Jash squeezed his body through the smoothly shrouded opening to Deck 7. After ducking under the bracing beam, he allowed himself the indulgence of stretching all seven of his limbs as he pushed along the passageway in zero gravity, making occasional propulsive taps against the overhead. 
 
    Inwardly, he admonished himself for the contempt he felt for the spaceship that had rescued him, which he was now trapped inside of until they emerged from hyperspace. Such emotional attitudes clouded clear judgment. They corrupted information gathering even more, and that was the mission Harak-Jash was about. 
 
    He admitted he was exaggerating the deficiencies of this vessel—he didn’t truly need to squeeze his body to fit through the hole between decks. Nonetheless, no Goltar ship would have an inter-deck transit route like this that couldn’t be navigated at speed, and not at all in power armor. 
 
    Unlikely Regret is not a warship, he reminded himself. It’s a time-ravaged smuggler’s vessel crewed by secondary and tertiary alien species. Assess it as such without value judgments. 
 
    A crewman approached him, bounding along the corridor using the weak attraction between its boots and a channel marked in blue paint along the deck. It was a Blevin, a humanoid air-breather species with leathery skin. They were a relatively new species to spread in numbers from their homeworld, but even among the lowlife dregs of the Spine Nebula, they had rapidly acquired a reputation for petty dishonesty. 
 
    Blevins were not to be trusted. 
 
    Harak-Jash verified that this particular Blevin’s ear was decorated with three shiny baubles colored blue, yellow, and blue again. 
 
    The alien bounded toward him on an intercept path. He slapped the creature back with one tentacle, cracking his beak in annoyance.  
 
    Hidden within this display of Goltar dominance, he’d passed two 5,000-credit red diamond chips. 
 
    Harak-Jash continued along the narrow warren of tunnels to the head. He availed himself of the facilities—the better to make his presence here appear credible—and then retraced his journey back to the narrow funnel and the ladderwell to Deck 9. 
 
    How does the humanoid crew not break their bones when the ship’s under thrust? he wondered to himself. Logic dictated that the ship’s design must be functional, despite its appearance as chaotic disaster. There was a lesson in there for him. Humanoids were not to be trusted. That much was obvious. But humanoids could also be cunning, or at least they had an ability to adapt to their environment that gave the appearance of being cunning. He’d better not forget that. 
 
    The hole down to the ladder was curved like a vortex funnel, smoothed by layers of paint laid down over centuries that buried the bracing beam bolstering the hull’s integrity. 
 
    If the Blevin conspirator hadn’t informed him, Harak-Jash doubted he would have noticed the access panel set into the aft bulkhead beneath the beam. He slid it open and crawled inside. 
 
    This time, he really did have to squeeze his body to fit inside the narrow space. 
 
    The Goltar strike leader secured the hatch behind him and got to work. He knew he wouldn’t have long. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Commander Henrik Gadzo floated into the burned-out shield generator compartment. 
 
    At first, he thought the lights inside the space had failed, but as his eyes adjusted to what they were seeing, he realized that every surface had been powder-coated in thick soot. The total matte darkness sucked greedily at any attempt to illuminate it. 
 
    “I told you it was a total write-off,” said Chief Engineer Lawrence, who had stayed behind at the hatch. “Did you not believe me?” 
 
    “We all have friends dead or missing,” Gadzo stated firmly, though without rancor. “Which is why I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. This time. No, Mr. Lawrence. I have every confidence in the damage assessments I’ve been given. I just need to see with my own eyes how close we came to sharing the fate of Honest Profit, and so many others.” 
 
    Gadzo was the first officer of Unlikely Regret, a free trader that took the ‘free’ in its name very seriously. Especially when considering such matters as import tariffs and trading restrictions. 
 
    Despite recent conversions that included the installation of a 500-megawatt particle cannon in what used to be the main hold, Unlikely Regret would never be a warship. But in recent weeks it had experienced multiple space battles, its crew having volunteered to serve (at an excellent pay rate) as Spine Patriots in dirtside operations against the dark forces who had subdued the nebula for centuries without ever openly declaring themselves.  
 
    Even the skipper was missing, picked up by a genuine warship, a battlecruiser called Midnight Sun. Whether that ancient ship was ally, friend, or foe, was proving tricky to keep track of in the rapidly shifting allegiances of the conflict boiling through the nebula. 
 
    Gadzo’s trajectory across the compartment came to a bumping halt against a radiator outlet. He grabbed one of the curved tubes to steady himself, but it snapped off in his hands, blowing a puff of black particles into the air. 
 
    The tube should have been filled with toxic fluids, but he faced no danger. Its contents had boiled away when the shield had overloaded in the recent battle. 
 
    He needed to see this himself, because no matter how confusing the battle allegiances were with the Scythe, the Goltar, Endless Night, and the Patriots, the damage here was terrifyingly simple to understand. His command had come within a hair’s breadth of destruction. Until the skipper made it back—if he made it back—it was Gadzo’s responsibility to keep everybody alive. 
 
    And that required more than fighting space battles. 
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    The words came from the translator pendant around Gadzo’s neck, but the voice that had spoken was Blevin. A female. 
 
    Laverna was waiting at the hatch. 
 
    “Thank you, Chief Engineer,” said Gadzo. “I’ll seal up the compartment when I’ve finished.” 
 
    Lawrence looked from the first officer to the Blevin crewman and back. He shrugged. “Looking the other way. Aye, sir.” 
 
    When the engineer had left them to it, Gadzo asked Laverna, “Did he bite?” 
 
    “Strike Leader Harak-Jash is in the access space now. He certainly gave the impression that he’s bought our ploy.” 
 
    “It’s the best we can hope for. I want a report on what he’s accessing as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, but it’s risky,” said Laverna. “I can report on the data tripwires I installed myself, but without the skipper or Commander Rachid, I don’t know which data to protect. I allowed the Goltar access to Level 1 data, and he’ll have to work to break into Level 2. My guess is he’ll expose a little of Level 2 and never realize Level 3 is even there.” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Crewman. If Level 2 is the data we let people find if they work hard enough for it, maybe Level 3 is what we’re supposed to know about, so we don’t suspect the existence of Level 4 data. Only the skipper can tell you that. I don’t know any more than you. I swear.” 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure you understood the risk, Commander.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. In the skipper’s absence, it’s my call. I can’t see that there are any secrets to find that would interest the Goltar. Nothing they wouldn’t find out easily enough for themselves anyway. It’s the data sniffer you implanted that’ll be revealing secrets, and it’ll be Harak-Jash and his squids who’ll be giving them up. We’ve nothing to hide.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harak-Jash found himself inside an access space that was designed as a means to link with the ship’s vital systems from this zone of the ship if damage prevented access from the more usual points. 
 
    The bribed Blevin had left a slate sprouting wired connections that hooked into boxes mounted at the far end of the crawlspace. A circle floated at the center of the slate’s flat 2D-display.  
 
    Harak-Jash tapped it with one tentacle. Immediately, his pinplants reported an access request, which he let through. His mind pinlinked to the slate and via it to the Unlikely Regret’s systems. It was the ship’s memories he wished to plunder, but before he could, the Blevin’s face appeared in his pinview, the overlay his pinplants added to his natural senses. 
 
    “I’ve hacked through every firewall and encryption veil I’m aware of. There may be more security protocols I don’t know about, but if you bypass them, you’ll trigger alerts. I’m a de-security specialist, which makes me better at this shit than you, Goltar. You have five minutes after this message terminates. After that, your link will shut down and burn evidence of its intrusion. Good luck.” 
 
    The alien’s head disappeared, to be replaced by a schematic of the ship and her many systems. 
 
    Harak-Jash had no doubt the alien was correct in its claim to be superior at this kind of work. He was a strike leader, a specialist in small infantry unit tactics, not data thief scum like the easily bought Blevin. Even strike team leaders understood the importance of intelligence gathering, though, and were given rudimentary training. The most realistic outcome was that he would acquire data now that the analysts could pour over when he reunited with his unit. 
 
    Maybe then they’d learn who the Spine Patriots really were and what their agenda was. 
 
    He mentally gestured through the ship systems until he hit the data logs and began transferring them over shortrange pinlink to the storage device in a pouch on his waist. 
 
    Travel times, port fees paid, cargo manifests, personnel files, crew payments, security surveillance footage, environmental load on the life-support systems, F11 consumption patterns: the streams of data poured into his recorder.  
 
    Without a doubt, there’d be incriminating evidence of illegal activities. Whether Goltar analysts could turn this deluge of data into valuable information seemed unlikely to him, but that was the genius of data analysts—to take seemingly benign and unrelated information and see the pattern behind it. 
 
    While his passive data trawl was underway, Harak-Jash also went actively seeking useful information in the most fertile hunting ground of all—the financial records.  
 
    There was an ancient Goltar saying. If you want to find your true enemy, follow the money. Many species had similar sayings. 
 
    He uncovered large credit sums moved into holding accounts and left there. Income had flooded into an account named “Olvanjie” without a link to any obvious cargo shipment. Perhaps this Olvanjie was the paymaster of the Spine Patriots. 
 
    The data deluge shut down. 
 
    His time was up. 
 
    The slate now displayed a three-way split showing camera views of the approaches to the access compartment. 
 
    It looked like his exit was clear. 
 
    Harak-Jash seized his chance and left, climbing back down the ladderwell to Deck 9. 
 
    On the way, he passed the Blevin making her way up to Deck 8. They brushed, and in the exchange Harak-Jash surreptitiously deposited two more 5,000-credit red diamond chips. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Did it work?” Gadzo’s face enquired from the slate. 
 
    “Like a charm,” Laverna replied. “My data sniffer implanted in both the target’s pinfeed and the portable info-repository he scraped our data into. Let me be clear, Commander; I haven’t actually hacked the Goltar’s pinplants, but I have added a layer that might let us see what he gets up to and where. As for what he got of our data, the poor squid had no idea what he was doing. He barely penetrated the Level 2 secrets we take such care to make it not too hard to penetrate. He mostly scraped interior camera logs. If the Goltar want to watch tens of thousands of hours of empty passageways and endless examples of Leading Spacer Sevig-Rhu explaining his unfettered sexual imagination, then they’re welcome to it.” 
 
    “That’s as well,” said Gadzo, his already soft face relaxing even more. Laverna realized how anxious the Human must have been. “The skipper will be proud of us when he gets back. One last thing, crewman. How much did the Goltar bribe you?” 
 
    “Four thousand credits,” Laverna replied. 
 
    “You’ve earned every credit. Keep it all.” The Human smiled, but Laverna saw the dangerous, almost feral quality to the gesture. “No doubt the operation also involved undeclared expenses. I’ll remind you that ship’s officers have agreed to pay half of all our fees and bounties into the benevolent fund until further notice. Enlisted crewmen are strongly encouraged to do the same.”  
 
    “Of course, Commander.” 
 
    “Good. That’s the difference between us and them, Laverna. I know I can trust you. Heaven help us if that stops being true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Landing Pads, Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    “Can we trust them?” 
 
    “Who?” Grael’s step faltered. The hesitation was momentary, but she and Jankel were usually so in tune with each other that the tiniest misunderstandings were a shock. “Do you refer to the Tyzhounes?” 
 
    “Yes, I mean—” 
 
    “Obviously we can’t trust them.” 
 
    “But what I mean,” said Jankel, “to be precise—” 
 
    “Is whether we can trust them long enough to serve our purposes?” 
 
    “Precisely,” said Jankel, coming to a stop ten meters short of the frigate’s exit hatch. 
 
    Beside her, Grael came to a halt in lockstep. 
 
    The column of armed guards in their black Endless Night jumpsuits stopped too, their boots thumping onto the deck. 
 
    To someone who’d never observed the Endless Night leaders, the synchronized movement would seem like a parade ground maneuver that needed just a little more work to get perfect, but to Grael this was a worrying degree of disharmony. 
 
    “I don’t like to hear you say something I don’t already feel myself, brother. We called this meeting to figure out how to exploit the Infinite Flow assets. The Tyzhounes are a major headache. After all, we acquired these assets from the Goltar because we bought the Tyzhounes’ loyalty. They’re dangerously ambitious and have the sense of superiority typical of newly emergent races. Have I missed something, brother?” 
 
    “Forgive me, sister,” said Jankel. “My mind has been thrown by the strange findings the Jeha is telling our scientists.” 
 
    “Hopper,” said Grael. “She calls herself Hopper for some reason. It’s an easier name to say, so let’s adopt it, brother.” 
 
    “Hopper’s ideas strain my brain. That’s all. There’s no disharmony, sister. What I really meant to ask is whether you think we can trust the Tyzhounes long enough for us to survive this meeting?” 
 
    “I think we have to take the risk,” said Grael. She resumed her march toward the hatch. Everyone else followed. 
 
    “We have our guards for protection,” mused Jankel. 
 
    “They have an army.” 
 
    “True, but we have something better. Our reputation. Let us proceed with swagger.”  
 
    “Underpinned by secret caution.” 
 
    Jankel and Grael hit the hatch opening stud together. Flanked by guards, they marched down the exit ramp from the frigate and onto Romalin Island. 
 
    The air was bitter with smoke and heavy with death. 
 
    Jankel licked his nostrils to heighten his sense of smell. Grael flared hers to get the same effect. 
 
    “I recognize that scent, sister.” 
 
    Grael felt the warmth of relief flood her body, because so did she. “I know. It’s the scent—” 
 
    “Of victory,” they said in unison. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Temporary Meeting Space, Beneath Romalin Island  
 
    “Very well,” said Colonel Zenchaarpo. “To expedite matters, I will accept a twenty percent contribution to Kaznet-Shu’s death benefits in the interests of leaving this turd of a star system as fast as possible. I am eager to remove its stench from my nostrils.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune commander glared at Zenchaarpo in malevolent silence. Like the rest of his kind, General Shiyu’s bulbous head had nose slits and plenty of teeth but no eye sockets. 
 
    Yet, somehow, that was no barrier to the creature laying down a withering stare. 
 
    Damned Tyzhounes gave Zenchaarpo the creeps, but the death benefits his company had incurred in the seizure of Romalin Island were so extreme that after nearly four centuries of operation, Kaznet-Shu was technically trading insolvent. 
 
    Zenchaarpo had to try every angle. 
 
    The Tyzhoune hissed at him, and Zenchaarpo’s pendant translated into Selroth Standard. “We are liable for nothing, Selroth.”  
 
    “If you’d moved faster, Tyzhoune, my assault force wouldn’t have suffered such catastrophic losses. No one informed us there would be such heavy resistance at this distant rock.” 
 
    General Shiyu opened his mouth and extended his jaw. Entropy! Those teeth went back a long way, and they were wicked sharp. 
 
    “The Tyzhoune army moves to its own timetable,” the general informed him. “We do not consider the interests of mere mercenaries.” 
 
    The Selroth swallowed his anger and glanced at the Tri-V projection of the other mercenary commander the Tyzhoune had just insulted, the Maki fleet commander. 
 
    Commodore Fenrikho was safely ensconced in her orbiting flagship, but her Tri-V image looked desperate to bolt, to be anywhere but here. 
 
    Zenchaarpo felt a chill course through his skin and shrivel the tentacles that fringed his chin. He felt the same way as Fenrikho, but the Maki troop transports were the only route home for his survivors. He needed the commodore to stay until he figured out a way to extract enough payment for this debacle to cover those damned death benefits. 
 
    Given the money Endless Night had spent seizing the interior of the island, the place was clearly valuable. He’d heard it called a factory, and the interior did look industrial, but his hopes that it housed vast stockpiles of valuable industrial goods to seize as war booty had been dashed.  
 
    The room that had been cleared out for them to meet in was even called a production room, but he still didn’t know what the damned place was supposed to be producing. 
 
    According to his pinplants, the large wall-mounted slates in the room showed operational process control displays. You’d see something similar in a chemical processing plant, or a power generation site. Romalin Island didn’t seem to be exporting power. Maybe it was a mine? 
 
    Zenchaarpo pricked up his ears. A stomping noise approached from the corridor outside. No, not a stomping so much as marching in step. Disciplined soldiers. 
 
    The double doors opening out into the corridor flew open, slamming against the inner wall. 
 
    Storming through the doors came an Oogar and a Lumar, two of the most powerfully built merc species. And these particular examples were brutes of their kind. 
 
    The black jumpsuits bearing the Endless Night emblem and the heavy black boots were a cheap ploy to enhance their thuggish appearance. It worked, too. 
 
    Each carried a smaller individual. 
 
    The Lumar bore a large black cushion in the upper of its two pairs of arms. A Zuparti lounged on its plump contours, the four-foot-long creature’s eyes half open as if it were bored with the proceedings and could nap at any time. 
 
    The Oogar was carrying an elSha, a three-foot-tall skinny lizard that scurried around the furry ogre’s head and shoulders in excitement before coming to rest, dangling by its tail from one of its carrier’s thick arms. 
 
    Behind them were a dozen black-clad guards with laser carbines, rifles, and what looked like a flame projector. 
 
    The Oogar and Lumar took seats next to each other at the head of the table, still bearing their smaller companions, who were presumably the brains of the operation. Oogar and Lumar were not exactly known for their smarts, although they could be cunning in their own way. 
 
    The entrance was quite the contrast from G’Zyoulk, the previous leader of Endless Night and self-styled pirate king. The Goka had worn clothing made from the skins of his enemies. His entourage had included concubines, poets, knife sharpeners, and enemies whose torments he was currently enjoying before eventually adding their hides to his wardrobe. G’Zyoulk had engineered an air of malevolent chaos.  
 
    The image projected by Endless Night’s new management was very different. Instead of the personality cult of G’Zyoulk, the new Endless Night was a dark force of nature. He didn’t even know what the leaders were called. Well, then. It was time to ask. 
 
    “Welcome, I’m Colonel Zenchaarpo. I hope that—” 
 
    “We know who you are,” said the Zuparti, curling its long lips into a sneer. 
 
    “Be quiet unless spoken to,” added the elSha. 
 
    Zenchaarpo lowered his head and cast his gaze to the tiled floor. The situation was unbearable, yet he couldn’t afford to anger Endless Night or the Tyzhounes. 
 
    The other parties to this meeting probably thought he was submitting to their authority. Frankly, Zenchaarpo was so desperate he couldn’t give a shit what they thought.  
 
    It was Endless Night who’d contracted Kaznet-Shu for this debacle.  
 
    Endless Night who’d fed them false information about facing only token resistance. 
 
    Endless Night who were responsible for the deaths of most of his troopers and the destruction of the majority of his dropship assault craft. 
 
    And who here would help the stricken Selroth company lying prostrate and bleeding on the battlefield at Romalin? 
 
    No one. 
 
    If it weren’t his duty to find a way to pay death benefits to the dependents of his fallen mercs, he would gladly end his life by slitting the throats of that double-crossing Zuparti and elSha, knowing full well he’d be ripped to shreds by their bodyguards. 
 
    As a young merc, Zenchaarpo would have done precisely that. But he was a colonel now, and leadership brought responsibilities, no matter how much they might suck. 
 
    So he lowered his head, drew a long stream of cool water through his rebreather collar, and waited to seize any scraps of opportunity that came his way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Commodore Fenrikho telepresenced calm into the meeting room down on the planet below.  
 
    Not that she felt it. 
 
    In fact, she burned with shame to be associated with the outrage Endless Night had perpetrated at the Aneb-4 stargate. Seizing a gate by force. Threatening a gate mistress. The Cartography Guild would not forget. And they never forgave. 
 
    To even speak with those brutes in their black garb constituted a risk. She shuddered at the thought of sitting with such abominations. 
 
    In the virtual meeting environment Fenrikho was experiencing from the safety of her orbiting flagship, the Endless Night leaders rose to their feet, or rather their hulking bodyguards did. 
 
    It was a bizarre theatrical performance. The elSha draped itself around its Oogar bodyguard like a reptilian scarf, and the tubular body of the Zuparti lounged on an enormous cushion held in the upper arms of its Lumar bearer. 
 
    Fenrikho hated them. 
 
    But they paid handsomely. 
 
    “Our just victory is well won,” said the elSha. 
 
    “Now begins the exploitation,” said the Zuparti. The virtual presences of the Oogar and Lumar pivoted in perfect unity to regard Fenrikho directly. 
 
    “Commodore, we want nothing less than the subjugation of the entire Spine Nebula.” 
 
    “Planet by planet.” 
 
    “Orbital by orbital.” 
 
    The translation of the two Endless Night commanders was delivered into Fenrikho’s preferred Maki language with the same voice. Fenrikho couldn’t tell the Zuparti and elSha voices apart. They seemed so united that she wondered whether there was any point in trying. 
 
    “We know we can win,” said one of the Endless Night commanders. 
 
    “Because we have the funds to raise enough mercenaries to crush our enemies,” said the other. 
 
    “That might not be so easy,” said Fenrikho. She felt her fur stand on end, surprising herself that she’d had the nerve to interrupt the Endless Night freaks. 
 
    The Oogar and Lumar gestured for Fenrikho to continue. 
 
    “What I mean is, the latest news out of Merc Guild headquarters on Capital Planet is of a moratorium on taking new contracts.” 
 
    “So we have heard,” said the Zuparti. 
 
    “But we know how to acquire unlicensed mercs,” said the elSha. 
 
    “You have seen these so-called Spine Patriots and the battlecruiser Midnight Sun.” 
 
    “Can your fleet subdue them?” 
 
    “But…our contract was to deliver Colonel Zenchaarpo’s company to the surface of Aneb-4.” 
 
    “And return us to our base on Thyryl,” added the Selroth colonel. 
 
    “And return you, Colonel. Yes. We have not been contracted to engage in a regional campaign of conquest.” 
 
    The Zuparti made a smacking sound with its lips. “We are fully aware of your contract, Commodore.” 
 
    “We wrote it ourselves.” 
 
    “Are you telling us you wish to dissolve our relationship?” 
 
    The virtual Oogar and Lumar took a threatening step toward her. 
 
    “Well…after an operation like this…I mean, we need to refit and resupply.” 
 
    “Strange,” said the elSha. 
 
    “As we recall,” said the Zuparti. 
 
    “You never actually fired a shot,” both said together. 
 
    The elSha scurried around the Oogar and hung off its powerful shoulders. “What awaits you back home, Commodore?” 
 
    On its cushion, the Zuparti pricked up its ears. “It can’t be a juicy contract. Have you heard? There’s a moratorium.” 
 
    “Whereas we,” pointed out the elSha, “already have a contract with you. It would seem a trifling matter to extend it.” 
 
    “Perhaps with an open-ended retainer.” 
 
    “Certainly nothing we need to bother the guild with.” 
 
    “So, we ask again, Commodore Fenrikho. Can you subdue the Spine Nebula?” 
 
    Fenrikho licked her lips. She’d been in such a hurry to escape Endless Night, she hadn’t thought of where she was escaping to. Warships and their crews were ruinously expensive to maintain. No one had given her a straight answer about why there was a contract moratorium, which meant she had no idea how long this fallow period would last.  
 
    The elSha was glaring at her with sheer evil in its slitted eyes. “Are you telling us you can’t subdue the Spine Nebula?” 
 
    “Or do not wish to?” asked the Zuparti. 
 
    Fenrikho sighed. She knew what Spinning Shield’s company board would demand—that she bring in the revenue any way she could. They might even send reinforcements if the moratorium continued, and they grew desperate enough to risk the wrath of the Merc Guild. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what we can do,” Fenrikho said firmly. “And in this I am confident, because I’ve already gamed the scenario with my senior commanders as a training exercise. We cannot be strong in every system. If the enemies we face, and the planetary governments—weak though they may be—are united against us, we must assume our every move will be watched and reported upon. In a straight up fight with my fleet concentrated, we shall prevail. But if we disperse forces, our enemies will hide in the shadows and then concentrate where we are weak to destroy us in detail. Against the enemy we have seen so far, I judge we can deploy dominant strength at two locations simultaneously, each force concentrated around one of our two battlecruisers. I suggest those positions should be the emergence point near Aneb-4 and the stargate to Beta-Caerelis 6, near Station 5. No one will come to Romalin without getting through us. And with Beta-Caerelis having the only jump route out of the nebula, we have some say in who can and who cannot leave the nebula.” 
 
    “We need more naval strength,” said the Zuparti. 
 
    “But this would be a useful start,” said the elSha. 
 
    “I haven’t finished yet,” said Fenrikho. “The incident where the Aneb-4 gate mistress was attacked by your organization could have serious consequences. Spinning Shield cannot afford to take on the guilds in open warfare. None of us here can. The Merchant Guild will expect commerce to flow through Beta-Caerelis to the wider galaxy. Although the value of goods shipped is small, and the voices of corporations trading here are easy for the Union to ignore, nonetheless, we can only interfere with commercial traffic for so long before the Merchant Guild will be forced to take notice and do something about us. What Endless Night does is your business—you’re a noted pirate organization, after all. But Spinning Shield is a respected Mercenary Guild company, and we cannot be seen to blockade Beta-Caerelis.” 
 
    “Think carefully,” the elSha told Fenrikho, flicking its tail so hard it slapped against its Oogar’s head. 
 
    “It is in your interest,” said the Zuparti, “to accept our offer.” 
 
    Fenrikho didn’t immediately reply. Maybe that would persuade those freaks that she was seriously considering their proposal.  
 
    To her surprise, she found herself doing just that. 
 
    On the one hand, the Spinning Shield company board expected her to bring in money. By the Hells, she might even be granted a position on the board after early retirement if she made good credits here. 
 
    But against that she weighed the dire consequences of crossing the Merchant Guild, the Cartography Guild, maybe the Trade Guild, and certainly the Mercenary Guild.  
 
    Fenrikho held herself proudly and gave her answer. “No. I refuse. The offer to extend our contract is generous, but we cannot afford to irritate the guilds.” 
 
    “Fuck them,” snapped the elSha. 
 
    The Zuparti growled. “Fuck the guilds.” 
 
    Fenrikho flicked her tails nervously, unwilling to echo such a dangerous sentiment. The truth was she would dearly love the guilds to flood into the nebula in great numbers so she could shield behind them. “The guilds are not merciful to those who cross them.”  
 
    “Let us make it simple,” said the two pirates together. “Eighty million credits.”  
 
    Fenrikho’s throat went dry. She imagined life as a board member. Pleasure worlds filled with delights. Her own personal yacht with a hand-picked crew paid to satisfy her every desire. She would have earned her luxuries. 
 
    “Eighty million?” The Selroth gurgled in anger. “Most of my troopers died because you fed us false information. If you have that kind of money, you can afford to contribute toward their death benefits.” 
 
    The Oogar and Lumar remained oriented toward Fenrikho; they merely inclined their heads toward the Selroth. “We paid you,” said the pair they held. “You are weak now. Of little worth. Keep your mouth shut or…” The Lumar flicked an electro-lash across the table in the direction of the Selroth merc. Its tip crackled with plasma. “…we’ll whip you from this meeting and into the factory worker pens to earn out your penance for interrupting us.” 
 
    “Eighty million,” said Fenrikho. “Payable into escrow immediately.” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “And disbursed at a rate of a million a day.” 
 
    “We will be delighted to accept,” said Fenrikho. “I should, perhaps, point out that in our wargaming of this scenario, there was one strategy that was somewhat riskier, but carried a much higher chance of immediate victory.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Most likely our enemies are licking their wounds at Station 5 in the Beta-Caerelis System, ready to bolt out of the nebula if threatened. We leave only a token force here at Aneb and deliver a killing blow at Station 5. The campaign will be over before it is properly begun.” 
 
    “Do it!” said the Zuparti 
 
    “Crush our enemies.” 
 
    “There are to be no survivors.” 
 
    “Let this be a message to all who defy us,” the Zuparti and elSha cried in unison. “Endless Night has come to the Spine Nebula. And this time there will be no Midnight Sun to pierce the dark. The night shall reign eternal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 D-Clock 6/1, Station 5 approach 
 
    With her arms stretched wide as if she hung off a Human-sized coat hanger, Blue found she could operate the dropship’s pitch and yaw controls simultaneously. Smoothly, she brought the D-Clock back onto the approach path Station 5 Docking Control had supplied. 
 
    In the flight deck Tri-V, the virtual path stretching out into Docking Zone Delta switched from amber to white as she successfully corrected course. She swooped beneath the empty docking hoops of the outer zones where larger ships would moor. 
 
    “You see,” she told her copilot. “Nothing to it.” 
 
    “You are coming in too fast,” said the copilot, whose name—at least the humanized version—was Gloriana. She was an alien of enormous wealth who’d found Blue as a space vagrant with attitude and raised her up to be a successful mercenary company commander with attitude. 
 
    The Goltar was also a puppet mistress pulling strings with all seven of her squid-like tentacles. Far too many of those strings seemed to be controlling Blue’s life. Gloriana was also possibly a war criminal, a persistent liar, and she wanted Blue in her back pocket to lead a charge of antimatter bomb ships against her most hated enemy, the Veetanho. 
 
    She was also still capable of surprising Blue, and not many people were able to do that. 
 
    Instead of helping Blue to correct their approach vector, she was applying a tube of lipstick to conceal the chips and cracks on the edge of her red beak that reminded Blue of a Triceratops. 
 
    Goltar used lipstick. Who knew? 
 
    “You know what you need to do,” said Gloriana. “I would help, but your problem is not with flight controls, it’s with stubbornness and willful stupidity. Perhaps brain surgery is what you need.” 
 
    They’d reached the far side of the outer docking hoops. Now they were climbing to their assigned docking zone, deep in the oldest section of Station 5. Their virtual flight path flashed red. Their velocity was too high. 
 
    With both hands still in the outer circuit of orientation controls, Blue pressed her knee to the throttle pad. She nudged it down. 
 
    The throttle didn’t respond, so she pushed a little harder. 
 
    Now the throttle responded. 
 
    The thrust cut almost to a full stop. Blue toppled off her padded Goltar perch and crashed gently to the deck.  
 
    “Stupid thing needs a proper chair and Human controls.” 
 
    “No, it does not.” 
 
    The dropship’s flashing red course projection deviated from the assigned path. Any moment now, Docking Control would get angsty on Blue’s ass, and she didn’t want that. 
 
    She sat on the deck, crossed her arms, and shut her eyes. 
 
    Brain surgery? She’d had more than enough of that, with multiple layers of pinplants up to her mind’s maximum capacity. Gloriana had offered to pay to have her skull enlarged and her brain extended to allow further cognitive augments. Blue had always resisted—up to now. The term ‘leading edge procedure’ sounded too much like ‘lab rat experiment.’ She felt like she’d already stretched what it meant to be Human. Even she was scared to go further. 
 
    Lacking the Goltar physiology of seven tentacle-limbs, a brain in her backside, and a beak out of a bad B-movie, she pinlinked to the flight controls and thought her way back onto the assigned flight path. 
 
    The craft responded obediently, returning to plan and heading smoothly for the mooring slips allocated to small craft. 
 
    “Better,” said Gloriana. Then she surprised Blue once again by stashing her lipstick and expressing gratitude for the first time in history. “Thank you for smuggling us off Midnight Sun.” 
 
    “I’m only doing this because Captain Jenkins and the Spine Patriots want to flay you alive. Given what your people have done to the nebula over the past millennia or two, I can’t say I blame them. But I need you alive for my own purposes. Hence the smuggling.” 
 
    “You mean you need me to summon reinforcements?” 
 
    “Yeah. That. Sure. But mostly I keep thinking of…” 
 
    She brought up a pinview window of the passenger hold. The two Goltars Gloriana had picked as an escort were perched calmly on their stools, ready to move out. Blue checked that the mic pickup from the flight deck was off.  
 
    Whoever these two really were, they were obviously important to Gloriana. One had been picked out of the black with her near the Aneb stargate. The other—surveillance had named him Harak-Jash—had escaped the chaos of the Aneb evacuation aboard Unlikely Regret. 
 
    Once the fleeing ships had emerged from hyperspace, there had been a flurry of shuttle missions transferring stragglers evacuated by the wrong faction to their rightful ships. Gloriana had been waiting for Harak-Jash to arrive from the Regret and hadn’t let him out her sight since.  
 
    The big squid might trust those two, but Blue didn’t, and what she was about to speak of was unimaginably illegal. “I keep thinking of the gazillion credits you’ll pay me to obliterate Lytoshaan.” 
 
    Blue wondered why the hell she’d gone and said that out loud. Despite what people sometimes told her, she didn’t really have a death wish. But…she had to admit, the idea of leading those Keesius antimatter ships gave her the kind of bone-chilling fear that felt so good. 
 
    “Keep the simulation data coming in,” said Gloriana. “The techs and the machinery are still there on Midnight Sun. I’m less likely to need you in the flesh if you’re just as good in simulation.” 
 
    “Don’t let Midnight Sun hear you say that. The ship is dying to go out in a blaze of glory.” Blue shivered. “It has a habit of getting what it wants in the end.” 
 
    Gloriana watched in silence as the mooring cables secured the D-Clock dropship, and a flexible docking collar reached out toward the front of the craft. 
 
    Blue wasn’t done talking about the Lytoshaan mission. She didn’t actually want to carry it out—she was pretty sure of that—but talking about it gave her goosebumps. The good kind. 
 
    “You do realize,” she told Gloriana, “that if we destroy Lytoshaan, it won’t eradicate the Veetanho. Sure, the loss of their homeworld would knock them down hard. They’d lick their wounds, nurse their hatred, and lay their plans for revenge. In other words, precisely what you Goltar did when the Veetanho kicked you in the soft parts thousands of years ago.” 
 
    Deep within the Goltar’s head, an eye repositioned behind its bony socket to stare at Blue. “You are correct, Human. If we destroy Lytoshaan, and decimate their forces across the Union, I would look forward to the clash that would come in another thousand years’ time.” 
 
    “You’re mad.” 
 
    “We are more alike than you think, Blue. We even used to fight in mech suits inspired by the Raknar, very much like your CASPers.” 
 
    “I heard. Sun told me you had a bug problem.” 
 
    “That is correct. Although the Veetanho were behind our fall from power, it was the vast swarms of Goka they unleashed who invaded our planet, salted it, ruined it, burnt it down to the lower crust. That’s why we abandoned our mechs for a fast-fighting style, with quick-drawn knives and pistols to seek the weak points within Goka shells. I sometimes wonder whether the reason Peepo acted so soon, and so harshly, against your race was because in your CASPers she was reminded of how we Goltar had once been.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re that similar. If you were Human, you wouldn’t want to give the Veetanho time to recover and return. Once you’d knocked them down, you’d pursue them across the galaxy until you’d exterminated every last one.” 
 
    “And if you Humans exterminated all your foes,” asked Gloriana, “what would you do then?” 
 
    “Well, then we’d…” Blue bit her lip. The truth hurt. “Then we’d war amongst ourselves.” 
 
    “Of course you would. Better to unite and fight the alien foe, eh? What is your expression? Kill aliens and get paid? We, too, live to that maxim. It is better than killing our brothers and sisters, don’t you think? You Humans are freshly exposed to the ways of the galaxy. You still have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “So everyone keeps saying. Talking of exposure, let’s get you squid people safely into the station before the skipper finds you and decides he wants to open a sushi bar.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Blue accompanied the three Goltar through auto-customs, checking all the time for weapons to spring into tentacle tips. 
 
    Goltar had a habit of concealing their bone pistols. Knives, too. Goltar liked knives. Having heard Gloriana’s little history, she understood why. Thinking about it, since taking the war to Peepo and the Veetanho, the Midnighters had suffered more CASPer pilot casualties to Goka than to any other cause. 
 
    Maybe Goltar and Humans weren’t so very different, though she knew which species smelled better. 
 
    The more she hung around the Goltar, the less mysterious they seemed. In fact, she was beginning to find them so easy to understand that they were almost boring her. 
 
    And worrying her. 
 
    To put it mildly, Blue had been a little insubordinate to her employer back in the Aneb System. If she knew one thing about the Goltar in general, and Gloriana in particular, it was that beneath their long limbs with row upon row of suckers, the evil bony eyes, and the tasty knife work, they were seething bundles of pride. 
 
    Blue had seriously wounded Gloriana’s. 
 
    She didn’t doubt there would be consequences. 
 
    But the aliens slithered away into the vastness of the station without slitting her throat or shooting her full of holes. 
 
    She could finally relax. 
 
    Blue waved at them. “Stay safe, kids. Don’t forget to write.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and set her pinplants to play a random song from her Calm Before the Shitstorm playlist. 
 
    It was Mamma, I’m Coming Home, a 20th century power ballad performed by an Altar rock supergroup. 
 
    Thirty seconds short of the end—with a tear down her cheek because Blue wondered whether she ever would come home to her mamma’s grave on Earth—she sensed a commotion approaching along a connecting corridor. 
 
    An angry cry was fired at her by a big man in an even bigger greatcoat. 
 
    “Blue! What the fuck have you done with Gloriana?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Station 5 
 
    “Where is she?” the skipper yelled. “C’mon, Blue. We had an agreement.” 
 
    “That’s not accurate,” said the tiny woman who—damn her to hell!—was wearing a cut-down version of his own navy greatcoat. The one she’d stolen. Was she mocking him? 
 
    “I don’t have time for your games.” He came up to her and glared down at her bald head. The four Patriots with him lapped around her flanks. She might be small, but she stood her ground, arms folded, as undaunted as a granite promontory washed by the waves.  
 
    Why couldn’t she have been this undaunted standing up to her paymistress? 
 
    “We have a common enemy, Captain Jenkins. A temporary truce, too. But no agreement.” 
 
    “But we—” 
 
    “No, you told me to force Gloriana to make cast-iron assurances to end the suppression of the nebula. You want reparations, too. It seems you mistook my sympathy for an agreement. I never agreed to anything, Skipper.” 
 
    “Don’t Skipper me, Blue. We lost a lot of good people. Some of our ships coming into Station 5 now are being pulled by tugs, because they’re too badly damaged to come in under their own steam. The next time they leave dock, it’ll be for one last journey to the L4 recycling yards. We need to believe we can win. For that, we need to know Midnight Sun is on our side.” 
 
    “Gloriana was holding onto the hope that Goltar military vessels would still be at Station 5. So was I. The last left just one week ago. She’s gone to summon Goltar reinforcements, and that’s the job we all need her to do.” 
 
    “You mean you let her get away. Either she’ll abandon us to our fate, or come back and crush us with overwhelming force, along with everyone else.” 
 
    “I’m not excusing what the Goltar have done, but what would you prefer to do about it, Captain Jenkins? Do you want to make things right? Or would you rather wallow in your anger?” 
 
    “You’re hiding behind your words, Blue. Actions are what determines the measure of a person, and you’re sitting on your ass doing nothing.” The skipper chewed his lip, too angry to speak. For some reason he’d convinced himself that Blue was special. That she’d help to fix the problems of the nebula.  
 
    It seemed he was very wrong. 
 
    “Gloriana hasn’t abandoned us,” the woman insisted in a confident tone that suggested she believed her own lies. “Nor is she going to swoop back through the nebula and destroy the Patriots. Not anymore. Galactic politics demands she comes to your aid if the Goltar are going to retain any title to the Infinite Flow.” 
 
    The skipper snorted. “Even if that were true, what are we supposed to do in the meantime? We put all our money into arming a fleet, and for what? Endless Night with their mercs chased us away with our tails between our legs. We’ve no more money.” 
 
    “I take it you haven’t checked your Yack recently.” 
 
    The skipper’s jaw dropped. What was she on about? 
 
    He checked his universal account access card through the link to his wrist slate. 
 
    The numbers it showed him…his jaw practically dislocated and fell to the deck. “Twenty-five million,” he whispered. 
 
    “Gloriana’s not one for sitting on her tentacles,” Blue explained. “We need to keep our enemies occupied until she can return with the relief force. And that needs funds.” 
 
    His mind filled with the possibilities of what that amount of money could translate to. Mercs, ships, arms, surveillance equipment, bribes, food, fake ID—everything you needed to wage a guerrilla war except for belief and people. Those he already had. 
 
    “You told me actions speak louder than words,” said Blue. “Now it’s your turn to show me what you’re made of. You could take the money and run. Midnight Sun won’t stop you.”  
 
    The skipper tapped his Yack and pressed his finger into the biosensor underneath. “Right back at you, Blue.” 
 
    She frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    The skipper shrugged. “Have you checked your Yack recently?” 
 
    Her eyes went distant as she pinlinked to her Yack. Her mouth dropped open. 
 
    “There you go.” He grinned. It wasn’t often you got one over on Captain Sue Blue. 
 
    Her eyes twinkled with exotic mischief. “Looks like an admirer’s paid me for services to haute couture and witty banter.” 
 
    “I’ve given you five million,” he said. “Same for your sister. I’ve still got your account details from when you used to be on my payroll. Who knows what’ll happen? We could be split up. That’s your share of Gloriana’s money to pay for nebula defense.” 
 
    “I understand, Skipper. You can trust me. Money isn’t my main motivation. Nor is it Sun’s.” 
 
    “No. Not until she started spending every credit she had trying to find a cure for her Danish boyfriend. Yeah, I know. She told me. But I don’t think Sun’s the type to cut and run. Hell, she’s so determined to get back to Aneb-4 and rescue Branco that the Patriots are scared of her.” 
 
    “Fear’s not always the best motivator,” said Blue. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he replied, but even as he said the words, he understood her. 
 
    He’d led the Patriots into a fight with the Scythe, who were still out there. But now the Goltar were directly involved—one way or another—and they were a major galactic power. And then there was Endless Night, with their serious merc armies and fleets. And he could forget about that sweet deal he’d almost sealed to smuggle cargos for them. He was in over his head. If the Patriots were going to win the victory, the campaign would be long and hard, and with no guarantee of success. The souls who looked to him for leadership hadn’t signed up for this. Fear wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    His first officer’s voice came through his earpiece. “Skipper, we have a problem.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific, Gadzo. We’ve got a bucketful.” 
 
     “Try the Maki fleet, Skipper. They’ve just punched through the emergence point, headed for the stargate.” 
 
    “In what strength?” 
 
    “All of them. The entire fleet we encountered in the Aneb System has followed us here and wants to renew our acquaintance. If we run for the gate now, it’ll be a close-run thing, but Nav thinks they’ll get there first.” 
 
    “We need to delay them,” said Blue, who’d clearly received a similar update from Midnight Sun. 
 
    That much is obvious, the skipper thought to himself, rubbing furiously at his beard as he thought desperately to find a way out of this. 
 
    A grin spread across his face as the inkling of a plan began to form.  
 
    But when he looked up to share with Blue, she was already off in the distance, sprinting back to her ship. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Station 5 
 
    Flanked by Harak-Jash and Diyar-Dir, Gloriana walked through the passageways leading into the terminal. 
 
    There were few people about, but her group had been seen. In the dockside areas of even a modest port such as Station 5, the exotic and rare became almost commonplace. Although they’d been seen, they might not have been noticed. 
 
    Might. 
 
    Goltar hadn’t walked openly along these passageways for thousands of years. It was more likely that someone would see them and try to convert their sighting into credits.  
 
    At least she was free from the stink of that wretched Human. 
 
    Captain Blue was insubordinate, insolent, and questioned everything. What was it with Humans and their endless questions? 
 
    And Blue had flaunted her orders. 
 
    For now, Gloriana managed to contain her anger. She was magnanimous like that, a great being from a great race, though Blue would feel the consequences of her insubordination down the line. 
 
    And why not be magnanimous? For all her many faults, the Human was highly entertaining. 
 
    In a twisted, perverted sense, Gloriana almost felt indebted to the woman. The Human had rescued her from certain death when her frigate had been shot out from under her at Aneb-4. And on the journey here through hyperspace, Blue had kept her alive when she could so easily have handed her over to the Spine Patriots, giftwrapped for execution. 
 
    Gloriana came to a halt. Can I really be indebted to Captain Blue, my subordinate from the most junior of races? 
 
    The brief feeling of fellowship fled when Gloriana realized that Blue felt pity for her. 
 
    Fire seethed through her veins. 
 
    How dare she? The loathsome little creature. 
 
    “Through here,” Harak-Jash hissed. 
 
    Instantly, Gloriana shed her musings and followed the sound of his voice. 
 
    Harak-Jash was hardly an intellectual, but his loyalty was beyond question, and he had a nose for groundwork. She was grateful that the strike leader had appeared in the first wave of shuttles trying to sort the survivors of Aneb-4 and place them in the right ships. 
 
    After checking to verify no one was around, she followed Harak-Jash to the bulkhead in time to see his tentacles disappearing up into the overhead. 
 
    She jumped onto the handrail, threw her kitbag up into the space he’d opened above her head, and jumped right after it. 
 
    It was a baggage conduit. Passenger vessels could use them to carry personal baggage to reclaim areas inside the terminals. This one hadn’t been used for a while, given the evidence of occupation by small animals and rollers that had seized up. 
 
    There was a grunt from behind, then Diyar-Dir thumped into Gloriana. He’d been a sensor officer for a Goltar frigate. Now the warship was a field of cold dust near the Aneb-4 stargate, and the naval officer was a fugitive like the rest of them. He replaced the panel down into the passageway below, wrapping them in darkness. 
 
    They moved at speed through the conduit, donning the cloaks stashed in their kit bags before dropping down into the deserted reclaim area. 
 
    “Our contacts are in Vane 2, Deck 12,” Gloriana informed her companions. “They are a Zuparti, a Jivool, and…a Human. They are identified by a blonde stripe through their head hair.” 
 
    “Do we need them, Councilor?” Harak-Jash spoke in a respectful tone that made it obvious he disapproved. “I prefer not to place my trust in aliens.” 
 
    “Your instincts are well founded, Strike Leader. But you are an infantry NCO. You don’t understand the power of money. I have used the services of these associates before, which is why I took care to implant them in Station 5 some weeks ago. In the field of moving people from one place to another without being seen, their operation is the best in the business. You don’t need to trust them, you only have to trust the money that pays for their loyalty. Let’s go.” 
 
    They broke through the barrier sealing off the reclaim area and merged into the crowds on the station proper. Hooded cloaks shielded their heads and fell down to the deck. With their features in shadow, they presented an uncommon appearance, but could pass for Cartar, perhaps, or one of several aquatic species. 
 
    From the privacy of her concealment, Gloriana pondered the strike leader’s words. 
 
    She was putting her trust in another Human. She’d done too much of that of late. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gloriana perched the bulk of her body over the inter-deck tube, her suckers securing her to the lip. Then she drew in her tentacles and fell. Slowly. 
 
    Station 5 spun about an axis through the junction of Vane Two with the older, original structure of the orbital. The top of the tube was on Deck 6, where pseudo-gravity was about 0.6g. She landed gently on a cushioned mat on Deck 7, where pseudo-gravity was a little stronger. 
 
    Soft thuds from the jump tubes to either side announced the arrival of her companions. 
 
    Vane residents preferred to travel to lower decks using the elevator shafts or ramps, which left the tubes largely deserted. There was no one here. 
 
    They passed through the pressure door and into a lit atrium that gave a view of the entire length of the vane. A less wondrous sight was the alien with its back to them who was hesitating by the exit to the tubes down to Deck 8. 
 
    As she marched toward the exit, Gloriana identified the individual as a HecSha, a loutish semi-reptilian race, a member of the Mercenary Guild with a preference for contracts that involved pillaging.  
 
    At the best of times, HecSha were a pain up the blow hole, and this individual was no exception. The arrogant creature had its back to them, deliberately blocking the way through the pressure door.  
 
    Gloriana wasn’t surprised. HecSha were, after all, a naturally argumentative race. In years to come, they would learn once again to respect the Goltar. As it was, even if she threw back her hood, the creature wouldn’t know what she was. The mission was more important than almost anything, but Gloriana was deeply tired of yielding to the antics of lesser races. 
 
    Keeping her pistols hidden within the folds of her tentacles, she rubbed the safeties off. “Out of our way, oaf.” 
 
    The HecSha twitched its long tail. 
 
    “I won’t warn you again,” she threatened. 
 
    “You move fast,” said the HecSha. 
 
    Gloriana looked at her companions in surprise. They looked as confused by the alien’s response as she was. 
 
    “You don’t look like you move fast on land,” continued the HecSha, “but then, we’re still learning about you Goltar.” 
 
    It knew what they were. She readied a tentacle to fling back her cloak and fire. “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Explain? What’s to tell? I meant to inform you that I almost didn’t get here in time.” 
 
    It turned around. A rough cloak was draped over its shoulders, but it wasn’t hooded. Beady black eyes stared at her over a flattened green snout. It didn’t look like much of a threat.  
 
    “Are you saying you have sought us out?” Gloriana asked. “Do you intend to sell us services?” 
 
    “No. It’s really very simple. I’ve been stalling you while my friends caught up.” 
 
    The pressure door behind them slid open. A column of thugs streamed through, brandishing knives, pistols, and clubs. 
 
    Gloriana raised a pistol and fired at the HecSha’s head. 
 
    The reptilian brute anticipated it, dodging sideways just in time. It pulled a rod out from its cloak, which expanded in an instant into a short staff arcing plasma at both tips. 
 
    Impressive, thought Gloriana, but pointless. She fired again. 
 
    The HecSha was already diving and rolling. Again she missed, her round merely creasing the scaly top of its head. Her opponent was good. Its evasive move was also a strike, the electro-staff swinging in an arc against Gloriana’s tentacles. 
 
    It would have been easy to empty a couple of mags of pistol rounds into the nimble HecSha, but that would have felt unsatisfying. 
 
    The lesser races of the galaxy had forgotten to fear the Goltar. Gloriana had a reputation to rebuild. 
 
    She rolled through the air in a balletic motion of choreographed synchronicity with her opponent. 
 
    With two tentacles, she stabbed knives through the black eyes of the HecSha, thrusting deep into the brain beyond. 
 
    But the HecSha had already delivered its attack. She screamed in pain as the electro-staff discharged against three other tentacles, sending sparks of lightning up her limbs and into her brain, which exploded like a supernova. 
 
    She lay on the floor, twitching like a landed catch. 
 
    She smelled something burning. 
 
    Flesh. 
 
    Hers. 
 
    She felt ready to vomit, to pass out, and to die from pain all at the same time. It was confusing. And unacceptable. 
 
    She was a high councilor of the Goltar people. She would not be laid low by space station scum. 
 
    Staggering upright, with three limbs paralyzed, she presented two pistols and searched for targets to service. 
 
    Two Pushtal were assaulting Diyar-Dir. 
 
    She emptied a magazine into each. 
 
    The fight was over.  
 
    Harak-Jash was swaying a little, corpses laid out on the deck around him like flower petals. He ripped open the shirt of a dead Zuul and ran a tentacle over the alien’s neck. 
 
    “I can feel the Endless Night symbol,” he said breathlessly. “It’s branded into her.” 
 
    “I see it, too,” said Diyar-Dir. “What the Humans call the infinity symbol. The Pushtal are wearing them as earrings.” 
 
    “Then we must hurry,” Gloriana urged. “And in future, Lieutenant Diyar-Dir, do not tell me how the Humans speak of the universe. In fact, avoid speaking of the Humans at all.” 
 
    Harak-Jash held up a tentacle for silence. 
 
    Behind the pressure door they’d come through, Gloriana heard footsteps running their way. 
 
    She fired two shots through the still-open door to give whoever it was something to think about. 
 
    “Boss, don’t shoot,” said a Jivool. 
 
    “It’s us,” said a Zuparti. “I sniffed out an ambush headed your way. We came to help out.” 
 
    “Yeah. Can’t get paid a completion bonus if you’re dead, boss.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Gloriana demanded of the individuals hiding out of sight on the far side the door. 
 
    “BIG Acquisition, Retrieval and Smuggling Enterprises, at your service, ma’am.” 
 
    “Advance and be recognized.” 
 
    The individuals wore a blonde streak through their heads. 
 
    “What of the Human?” Gloriana asked. 
 
    “Imogen.” The Jivool lowered its shaggy head. 
 
    “The Human is no longer part of our operation,” said the Zuparti, words that delighted Gloriana. “It’s just us. I’m Beerak, and that ugly brute is Gutho. We’re bee-eye-gee without the eye, but we’re sticking with the name our sorely missed cofounder came up with. For some reason, she thought the Human translation of the name was hilarious.” 
 
    “What happened to the Human?” 
 
    “I killed her,” said Gutho. 
 
    Gloriana’s two Goltar companions tensed. 
 
    Beerak patted his partner’s leg. “There, there. Gutho still misses her.” 
 
    “She saved my life more than once.” The Jivool sniffed. 
 
    “I miss her too, big guy. But she betrayed client satisfaction, remember?” Beerak wrinkled his whiskers at the memory and explained to Gloriana, “These Humans have such a primitive morality. And when you cross it, they think they know what’s best for the whole damned galaxy. Being right is more important to them than comradeship. Even more important than money. Moralistic Humans are like the MinSha, but worse, and uglier.” 
 
    “And dumber,” said Gutho. 
 
    Beerak patted his friend’s leg once more. “Take my advice, boss; never work with Humans.”  
 
    The babbling idiots have a point, thought Gloriana. Trusting Humans had been her mistake from the start. Her darling Xal-Ssap had believed in the Tyzhounes and moved to deploy them in great numbers before they’d been properly conditioned. The Tyzhounes had gone on to betray them all. 
 
    Am I making the same mistake with Humans? 
 
    “I like these individuals,” Gloriana told the other Goltar. “I believe they are who they claim to be.” 
 
    “Good,” said the Zuparti, “because we need to skedaddle.” 
 
    They followed Beerak and Gutho and jumped down the inter-deck tubes. 
 
    On Deck 19, they holed up in a disused restroom facility. The stench from the broken waste system made Gloriana’s head swim, but for now, they could rest in safety. 
 
    Perching on a multi-species waste stall, she pulled back her hood. 
 
    “Revealed,” said Beerak, twitching his whiskers. “In the flesh! At long last. I gotta say, you look pretty exotic, boss. What are you?” 
 
    “We are of the Goltar. Which marks us as both a rarity, and as a target. Your job—for which I handsomely pay—is to transport us where I wish to go without us needing to reveal our identities, and without you asking questions.” 
 
    Diyar-Dir and Harak-Jash menaced the two aliens with their pistols. 
 
    “Can we rely on you, Beerak?” asked Gloriana. 
 
    “No need for the strong-arm tactics,” said Gutho. 
 
    Beerak nipped at the Jivool’s shins. “Gutho! Don’t be offensive.” Beerak bowed to Gloriana on her cracked throne. “Forgive the uncultured dumb beast, boss. He meant to say there’s no need for the strong-tentacled tactics. You’ve always paid well, and we’ve always given you good service. Now that I know you’re Goltar, do I have to dunk you in water every hour or something?” 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” Gloriana replied. “We are fully amphibious.” 
 
    “Very convenient,” said the Jivool. “Where do you want to go, boss?” 
 
    Gloriana sucked through her blowhole. “This is unacceptable. It’s bad enough that I need to talk directly to either of you. I certainly don’t want to talk to both of you. Which one of you is in charge?” 
 
    “I am,” they both said. 
 
    “I’m an uncultured dumb beast,” said Gutho. “Apparently. You’d better talk with the other one. He’s not as stupid as he’s ugly.” 
 
    “Very well. I see we make progress already. You ask where we want to go? Away from Station 5. I would prefer to move on without delay, but I think it best we wait a day or two before using the stargate. It is likely there will be violent confrontation in near space, which I would prefer to avoid.” 
 
    Beerak scratched at his hairy throat. “I can hide you in the L4 scrapyards. No, wait, I’ll take you to a place we know on Faiza.” 
 
    “That’s the moon of the wounded planet we’re orbiting,” explained Gutho. 
 
    “After we’ve laid low for a bit,” said Beerak. “I have arrangements with a number of captains passing out of the system. That would be the quietest exit. Or we can take you directly on our ship, the Mortzestus. I take it you want to leave the nebula?” 
 
    “No. Our next destination will be elsewhere in the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    Harak-Jash stiffened. “Really?” he said in Deklandish, the Goltar language from the long-dead southern hemisphere that they kept far away from any translator system. “Aren’t we on a mission to summon a navy fleet?” 
 
    “We will travel to Tau-Rietzke,” Gloriana answered in the same language, “but there are other destinations of greater urgency. Ones the Midnighters did not need to know about.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 D-Clock 6/1, Station 5 Dock 
 
    “What a mess.” 
 
    Blue powered up the dropship and initiated the separation protocols. 
 
    The Tri-V display showed wounded Patriot ships still limping into dock amid a light cloud of other commercial traffic. Shuttles were flying a constant stream of missions to lift personnel off the doomed craft. 
 
    During hyperspace transit, Captain Jenkins had discussed leaving stay-behind parties across the nebula as a catalyst for resistance against an Endless Night takeover. Brave bastards. Not Blue’s kind of fight at all. That was more Branco’s specialty. Or had been, once. 
 
    “Someone’s got to buy these people time,” she told the empty Goltar dropship, cutting mooring cables and reversing out of the slip. 
 
    She opened a channel to CIC on Midnight Sun. 
 
    And then cut it. 
 
    This time she’d think about the consequences of the decision she’d already made. 
 
    The ship wasn’t in her head to drive her relentlessly into action. Nor was Sun there to talk her down from madness. Blue was on her own. 
 
    She slaved the flight console Tri-V to her pinplants and used it to show a representation of the Beta-Caerelis System, focusing on the orbit of Vitayr, the planet Station 5 orbited. 
 
    With time sped up, Vitayr plowed its roughly circular path around Beta-Caerelis 6. In lockstep at sixty degrees behind Vitayr in the same orbit, a glowing dot represented the emergence point. The stargate was sixty degrees ahead of the planet. 
 
    The distance between a planet and its stargate was always exactly the same as its distance from the star it orbited. From planet to emergence point was the same distance again. It sounded like a cosmic coincidence, but it was no such thing. If you could be bothered to work out all the gravitational forces, these were regions of equilibrium. The becalmed regions even had a name, Lagrange points, specifically L4 and L5. 
 
    She’d been taught this in middle school math, mapped it out in paper and pencil with circles, angles, and triangles. 
 
    As a spacer, there was one number you never forgot in all this cosmic geometry: 1.73.  
 
    If you cut behind the planet and traveled directly from emergence point to stargate, or vice versa, the distance was always greater than going from planet to stargate, by a factor of 1.73. 
 
    That was how much farther the Maki fleet had to travel if it was to get to the stargate first and prevent Midnight Sun and the Patriots from escaping. 
 
    It was going to be very tight. 
 
    The Maki were a high-gee tolerant race and were flying high-spec warships. The improbably named Spine Patriot Fleet was a motley collection of wheezing old freighters and cattle trucks. And instead of having engines hot and ready to run, half their crews seemed to be lollygagging on Station 5. 
 
    It was more than tight. The Patriot fleet was going to be wiped out, and the hopes of the nebula with them. 
 
    No matter how many times she told herself the elimination of the Patriots was merely unfortunate—boohoo, thoughts and prayers, but your tragedy is not my problem—that cynicism no longer washed with her. 
 
    With the dropship thrusting hard to rejoin her battlecruiser, she re-established a link to CIC. “How bad is it, Flkk’Sss?” 
 
    “Close. If we set off as soon as you’re onboard and thrust hard, Midnight Sun will reach the stargate before the Maki. Maybe one or two of the faster Patriot ships. But most are too slow.” 
 
    “Define too slow.” 
 
    “If we abandon the slowest and the damaged craft, and if the gate activates as soon as we require it, we will still be short by ninety minutes.” 
 
    “What we need is a delaying action.” 
 
    There was a slight hesitation before the MinSha first officer replied, “Are we going to take on an entire fleet alone, Captain?” 
 
    “Certainly not. But luckily, it’s not a fleet so much as a flotilla. Why, it only has two battlecruisers.” 
 
    “We will not be paid. Nor will we survive.” 
 
    Blue shuddered—there’d been a lot of talk of suicide missions recently. Where was Sun when she needed someone to question her judgment? “We’ve done some bad things in the nebula, Commander. We didn’t realize at the time, it’s true, but we still need to make amends. We start our atonement here at Station 5, and I can assure you I have no intention of dying today.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll work out something as you go along.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a problem. Trust me. When have I failed you?” 
 
    “Never, Captain. Please hurry. I shall prepare tactical options for your arrival.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    She squeezed his hand. 
 
    His bare fingers were numb from cold, but the warmth of her compassion gave hope to the desperate boy. He looked up into her face and saw she was frightened and shivering, too. 
 
    She was panting. Whether with fear or the effort of running along Amager Boulevard in the dead of night, he didn’t know.  
 
    Couldn’t remember.  
 
    He couldn’t even remember the woman’s name. He was sure she wasn’t his mother, but he knew she loved him. That was all he needed to keep going. And he had to keep going at all costs. 
 
    She tried to give him a reassuring smile, but there was no joy behind it, and precious little hope. 
 
    “We’ll be all right,” the boy said bravely.  
 
    His words provoked a bitter laugh, her breath hardening into a frosty plume under the glow of the streetlights lining Stadsgraven Canal. 
 
    The boy shivered, but it was his rescuer he began to fear for. Over his pajamas, he was wrapped up warm against the winter chill in a quilted coat and red woolen hat, but the woman was barely half-dressed in a cream blouse and dark skirt, her bare feet slapping along the cold sidewalk since she’d kicked off the shoes that had been slowing them. 
 
    They took the Torvegade bridge over the canal, heading for Christianshavn and the sanctuary within of Freetown. 
 
    A car approached from behind, its headlights illuminating the brightly painted wall murals on the far side of the bridge. 
 
    The woman (who is she?) picked him up and held him in front of her while looking over the railings into the water, as if she could read meaning in the slowly coiling wisps of night mist. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the boy hissed. 
 
    “Quiet. Don’t move. They’re looking for a little boy, not another strung-out junkie.” 
 
    The boy kept still as the vehicle approached. Vehicles, he realized. The engines sounded powerful. Trucks, perhaps. The beat of the engines slowed as the trucks approached the girl looking over at the canal, halfway along the bridge. 
 
    But then they sped up, pushing on into Christianshavn. 
 
    “Are we nearly there yet?” the boy asked when the red glow of their taillights had faded from the sidewalk. “I’m frightened.” 
 
    The woman set him down. “You must be strong, Preben. We’ve come a long way, but there’s still a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    The boy frowned, the world jolting profoundly into a new shape he didn’t understand. Her voice had changed, too. 
 
    He wanted to stare into her face and feel the reassurance of her love. 
 
    He couldn’t, though. His gaze was locked on the early morning mist swirling around Stadsgraven Canal.  
 
    “Preben?” she queried. Her voice had become unreal. Mechanical. A man’s voice. “Who’s Preben? Your name is Branco. Saisho Branco, and we’ve come a long way, but we’ve still got a long journey ahead of us. Gods help me, my air-sucking friend, if you die before Sun comes back for you, I’m gonna get it in the ass. So come on.” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    The unexpected blow jolted Branco back to the here and now. 
 
    Another stinging blow from a Selroth palm slapped his other cheek. 
 
    Branco opened his eyes and grabbed his friend’s wrist. Then he looked into his face, searching for a reflection of the unconditional warmth he’d known in the face of the woman with the cream blouse. 
 
    The only reflection he saw was his own haggard face mirrored in the alien’s water-filled face mask. Skuilher-Dour’s head had been out of the water while he was helping Branco, and the Selroth had reattached his rebreather. 
 
    Could he smile like a Human? Branco had no idea. The tentacles that hung from his chin down to his bare blue chest wriggled and entwined in ways that were probably communicating mood, but the translator pendant was no help to him there. No, the mask was too much of a barrier. There was no warmth for Branco in that teal-skinned face. 
 
    All the same, the Selroth had appointed himself as Branco’s guardian. That had to count for something, right? Someone was watching out for him, same as that shivering woman had for the boy. 
 
    Branco stretched himself awake.  
 
    Carefully. 
 
    He’d slept on an empty fuel tank in the middle of Aneb-4’s great ocean. 
 
    Just my luck to be marooned on a water world. 
 
    They’d salvaged the tank from the wreckage of war around Romalin Island, but the ropes that secured him to his floating bed were fashioned from sea vines they’d encountered in the ocean. 
 
    “I fear the rot’s spreading from your body to your brain, but that’s no excuse to give in. We’ve come so far. Only a few hundred miles to go to reach dry land.” 
 
    “To the devil with bad dreams,” Branco said defiantly. “They have no power in the light of day.” 
 
    He untied himself and slipped into the water, performing equipment checks on the Jeha-fashioned tail secured around his hips and leg stumps. Meanwhile, Skuilher-Dour secured the rope harness around his shoulders that he used to pull the floating tank. It was an awkward task, since his back already carried the cylinders and tubes of his rebreather system. 
 
    While Branco waited for his Selroth friend to lead him on the next leg of the journey across the world, he pictured the woman who’d held his hand on his flight through the dangers of Copenhagen. 
 
    He’d glimpsed fleeting flickers of this memory before. Like a dream, though, the details had blown away under his waking attention like smoke in a breeze. Not this time. 
 
    Binnig techs were supposed to have cordoned his memories off behind impenetrable partitions. 
 
    Now those barriers were failing. 
 
    He could remember.  
 
    Preben, the girl had called him. And she was a girl to his adult self. A teenager, perhaps. 
 
    “Preben.” He muttered the name under his breath, but it didn’t summon forth more memories. And it didn’t feel familiar. 
 
    He looked out into the featureless sea, the horizon shrouded in morning mist, and spoke under his breath. “Whoever you were, Preben, they locked you out of my mind for a reason. You’re dead to me. Stay dead!” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Skuilher-Dour. 
 
    “Nothing. Just psyching myself up.” Branco kicked with his leg stumps, and the haptic controls translated that into a powerful kick of his fluke. 
 
    He laughed. “I’m the Little Mermaid,” he said. A meter below the swell, Skuilher-Dour swam, seemingly without effort but pushing so fast through the water that the twin cylinders of his rebreather system looked like torpedo tracks. Behind him, the towed fuel tank skipped over the water.  
 
    He called down to Skuilher-Dour, “One day they’ll put a statue of me in Copenhagen harbor, don’t you know?” 
 
    Of course, being beneath the water, Skuilher-Dour couldn’t hear the Human’s voice. Branco stopped messing around and worked harder to avoid being left behind. 
 
    Within just a few minutes, Branco’s good humor had left him, and he was sweating as he swam through the surface of the water. 
 
    His badly cracked skin itched permanently, but the exertion seemed to open his pores. It made the skin pain so much worse that it overtook the ache in his rotting leg stumps, which rubbed mercilessly against their haptic sheaths. 
 
    “I’m the Little CASPer Mermaid.” He grunted. “Hoo-fucking-raa.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Faiza Recycling Facility, Beta-Caerelis 
 
    Captain Jenkins would have liked the chance to retire and see the galaxy’s wonders. 
 
    He wouldn’t really, of course. He knew if he ever did retire, he’d quickly grow bored without a deal to cut or blockade to run. As an unobtainable desire, though, an interstellar retirement cruise was a peach. Even in the fifteen systems of the Spine Nebula, there was much to see. The relentless obligations of running a starship meant he’d only glimpsed them in passing. 
 
    Station 5 was one of those wonders, an ancient orbital that had been expanded and then built upon again in countless waves of development since the wasting of the planet Vitayr below. 
 
    Some said the station was thousands of years old. The orbital’s government declined to put a number on its age, referring to it in official literature as ‘ancient.’ He guessed no one knew. 
 
    It was possible that the place was so old it had witnessed the war that had blasted not only Vitayr but also the inner world of Meinir, whose crust carried scars like claw marks visible from space. 
 
    The ships that had fought that war still floated silently through their old battleground. In pieces. Concave armor panels, coolant pipe sections, and frozen fans of the fluids they had once carried, corpses of long-dead spacers with frangible flesh like half-burned paper—some from races known to Jenkins, but many forgotten even by GalNet—these were the residue of war. 
 
    Around Meinir, this grisly wreckage was undergoing the lengthy process of coalescing into a ring system. But with Vitayr, the detritus had washed up at the L4 and L5 Lagrange regions, neutral ground in the endless gravitational tug of war between planet and star. It was a hazard to navigation, because L4 and L5 were also home to the system’s emergence point and stargate. 
 
    Even in a minor star system such as this, the Cartography Guild took its commitment to freedom of navigation very seriously. 
 
    If you emerged into the system to be pursued by waiting pirates, your ship stolen and your crew sold to slavers, that was your damned problem for not employing mercs to protect you. Go tell your sob story to the Peacemakers. 
 
    If, on the other hand, you collided with the ruins of ancient warships within seconds of emergence, that was the Cartography Guild’s problem, even though the Guild expected Station 5 to pay for the clearing of its own emergence point. 
 
    War debris in the Beta-Caerelis System was kept away and bottled up in the Lagrange scrapyards. These paid for themselves in a slow recycling process, towing lashings of broken warships to the recycling plant at Faiza, Vitayr’s major moon. 
 
    Blocks of compressed metals would be attached to specialized scows fired from magnetic accelerators on the moon surface. From there they could supply the factories of Station 5 with raw materials. In times past, the scows would dock with bulk carriers heading out system, though that trade had been on hold for many years. 
 
    On return journeys from Station 5, the scows would carry the orbital’s garbage, to be dumped in the giant midden pit that was part of the Faizan recycling complex. 
 
    Officially, the five-meter-by-two cuboids of compacted scrapyard material were called recycling blocks. But Jenkins had been cultivating his poetic streak of late. These blocks were remnants of vast space armadas so old no one remembered who they were, or the cause that had driven so many to fight and die. Although with the secrets Jenkins now knew, he guessed the battles here locally had been for control of the starkiller weapon on Aneb-4. 
 
    So Jenkins had begun referring to the blocks as ‘packaged archaeology,’ swords ready to be beaten into ploughshares. 
 
    But with the Maki fleet burning for the stargate, today he had a different name for those metal blocks. 
 
    Mines. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Faiza Recycling Facility, Beta-Caerelis 
 
    Jenkins mashed the launch button with the thumb of his spacesuit gauntlet. As soon as the 150-second countdown appeared in the Tri-V, he fell from the pilot seat to the deck and began crawling on hands and knees through the open airlock stuck onto the nose of the scow. 
 
    Through the insulation of his spacesuit, he felt motors roar to life, as the gimbal-mounted launch chute moved to obey the flight program he’d just punched in for the penultimate scow. 
 
    Since the craft was depressurized, it was an easy shuffle out through the open airlock. Once outside, he clambered onto the handholds around the outer edge of the docking ring, closed the hatch, and let go. It seemed to take forever to drop the twenty feet to the turntable torus embedded in Faiza’s dusty surface. 
 
    The scow’s charge rail descended beneath its belly, locking into the linear accelerator channel that ran between Jenkins’s feet. 
 
    He backed away quickly. “Just one scow left,” he whispered to himself. The words sounded dead within the confines of his helmet. 
 
    There was nothing to do for the moment but wait. 
 
    It didn’t take long. The launch system only had to make minor adjustments from the last scow he’d launched, taking into account Faiza’s rotation, its orbit around Vitayr, and Vitayr’s orbit around Beta-Caerelis. 
 
    It was complicated, but that’s what computers were for. All Jenkins had to do was set destination coordinates, and the launch system would figure out the rest. 
 
    Already loaded with compacted blocks, the waiting scows queued up along the primary accelerator channel, which ran hundreds of meters from the massive processing sheds. For most of its length, the channel ran flat along Faiza’s surface, but in the final segment it curved up and then leveled off slightly, resting over a mostly buried metal hemisphere. It looked like a rollercoaster ride that had run out of funding while laying the track for the first ascent. 
 
    Warning lights flashed along the rail channel. 
 
    The scow sat up, repulsive magnets lifting it out of its channel. It floated in readiness for the rapidly shifting sequence of electromagnets that would propel it into the dark. 
 
    Through his boots, Jenkins felt a strobing pulse as the accelerator activated. The scow moved, slowly at first, but picked up speed with a ferocious acceleration before lifting up over the metal hemisphere and flying free into space. 
 
    The charge rail beneath the fuselage retracted, and the two motors that swept back like rear facing gullwings lit up. The linear accelerator was enough to put the scow pretty much anywhere in the star system, but Jenkins needed speed if he was to make it in time. 
 
    He bounded through the low gee back to the processing shed door and the final scow. This one was different. He would be riding it all the way to the intercept with the enemy fleet. 
 
    He tried not to think of his people inside the shed, keeping the recycling plant workers out of his way. But by trying not to think of them, of course, he did just that. An emotional punch to the gut reminded him of who he was leaving behind.  
 
    His helmet pinged a connection from Unlikely Regret. “Skipper, it’s Gadzo.” 
 
    Damn! Jenkins sucked in an icy breath. He’d ordered radio silence. “What is it?” he acknowledged. 
 
    “Tell me again what you’re gonna do, boss. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “I already did. I’m going to mine the path the Maki are taking to the gate. Maybe it’ll take out some of the Maki ships, and maybe not, but so long as the enemy have to make a big enough detour, it’ll give our ships enough time to escape.” 
 
    “That much I understand,” said Gadzo. “But how are you getting back?” 
 
    Jenkins placed the boarding steps into the dirt beside the last scow’s airlock. “I’m not. Instructions on what to do after I’m gone are on the bedside table in my cabin. Unlock code 108-0409.” 
 
    “Can’t let you do that, Skipper.” 
 
    Jenkins grabbed the top of the airlock and swung himself in, feet first. The door sealed behind him. 
 
    Not bad for an old geezer, he mused. Ironic too, given what he was about to tell his XO. “Listen, Gadzo. I hit seventy last year. Makes a man think about retirement, and the prospect terrified me, so I—” 
 
    “Are you serious? All this shit going down, and you’re worrying about your career ending?” 
 
    “Damn right. I’ve decided today is my time to take retirement. This is how I choose to bow out.” 
 
    “That’s hilarious, Skipper. You see, I’ve just been on the blower with someone else singing the same song. She’s also working herself up to make the ultimate sacrifice so everyone else can get away. Set that last heap of junk on auto, there’s no need for heroics. Our people watching the shed will bring you back to the Regret.” 
 
    With the hiss of air pressurizing the lock, Jenkins wasn’t sure he’d heard that right. “Say again, Gadzo?” 
 
    “Midnight Sun’s blasted away on its own intercept course. Currently, they’re going to intercept the Maki flight path about ten light seconds farther on from you, but they could divert.” 
 
    “Midnight Sun isn’t fast enough to escape. Not if it comes for me first.” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it, Skipper. Blue said something about atonement. God knows what that’s about, but I don’t care. She says she’s going to send crews to help you lay your mines, and then take you back. I say there’s no point to you going at all. Leave everything to her. Timing it for the gate activation is gonna be hellish, but we might just make it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she tell me herself?” 
 
    “Yeah, about that. She seemed to think you wouldn’t return her calls. You know, this all seems horribly familiar. You and Blue, Skipper…Please tell me you’re not dating again.” 
 
    “Commander Henrik Gadzo, for even suggesting such a thing, when I get back to Unlikely Regret, it’ll be a public flogging for you. Followed by a keelhauling. Then I’ll think of something really nasty to do to you.” 
 
    “Just telling it how I see it, Skip. Now send that damned scow into space and get your captain’s butt back into the pinnace. Otherwise, no one will be keelhauling anyone.” 
 
    With the coordinates locked in, Jenkins stared through the Tri-V course plot at the inner airlock door. 
 
    “Skip, please!” 
 
    “Negative, Gadzo. Blue means well—usually—but she’s a wildcard. Which…damn! That makes me the dependable one. I hate that.” 
 
    Jenkins hit the launch button. The weight built against his chest as the accelerator set the hovering scow floating along the track. In the nick of time, he remembered to unsnap his volley gun from the back of his suit and secured it under his seat. 
 
    “You never can tell when that Nock might come in handy,” he informed the cabin as he was thrown hard against his seat. Then the acceleration ripped the voice from his throat and shot him into space. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Tirpolaz Habzone, Vane Two, Deck Twenty-One, Station 5. 
 
    Zone transit permissions were hard to come by for residents of the Tirpolaz Habzone. Station planners regarded zones like this as cheap holding tanks for surplus population. The Treasury Department periodically questioned the expense of maintaining wasteful places like this, leading Station 5 archivists to share secret histories showing that in times of crisis it had proven vital to have a store of cheap labor. Or cheap soldiers. 
 
    The most deeply sealed histories told also of the bio-plague that had led to the complete quarantine of Vane One for over a year. The other vanes had only survived due to the ready store of organ donors in places such as Tirpolaz. 
 
    That was one of the reasons the habzone was located in one of the lower decks. The spin here meant an effective gravity of 1.3g, and that meant healthy bones, strong vascular systems, powerful muscles, and other serviceable body parts. 
 
    Whatever the distant station planners thought of Tirpolaz, its residents couldn’t give a damn. They didn’t consider themselves anybody’s auxiliary store. They laughed at anyone who called them victims. The plastic walls of the tiny hab-dens were painted in pastel shades, and the place was chock full of life. Each street had its own proud identity, and engaged in fierce rivalries, alliances, and vendettas with neighbors.  
 
    With the dens so small, life spilled onto the streets. You sold and bought wares there. Gambled. It was where you found love, found God, found someone who would do your dirty work for the right fee. 
 
    Most people out on the street were doing none of those things. They were just hanging. 
 
    The authorities didn’t care about zoning restriction here, which was why so many den blocks had been converted into commercial properties. 
 
    One such was a meat processing and packing factory on the corner of Deritend Street and Molenbarr Crescent, at the junction of two of the habzone’s main structural bulkheads. Atop a dumpster pushed up against one of those bulkheads, an elSha basked in the warmth from the meat store’s heat exchangers. 
 
    The elSha wasn’t wearing gang or street colors today, but she belonged to the biggest gang in the Spine Nebula. The Tirpolaz street crews knew to steer clear of her from the two missing toes on her left hind foot. This had been the price she’d paid for making her superior appear inadequate when she was rising through the outer layers of Endless Night. 
 
    Her superior had lost far more than a couple of toes before she’d gutted him. 
 
    She was known as Miss Franjo. 
 
    A Jivool leaning against the dumpster to enjoy his pipe casually extended a wrist claw. He used it to tap the dumpster’s side three times before walking off. 
 
    That was the signal to say the coast was clear. 
 
    Franjo leapt up the bulkhead, squeezed through the maintenance flap beside the main ventilation fan, and was gone from sight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    Franjo jumped off her perch and scurried over the roof of the ventilation alcove to work the edge off her anger. It was that or slice her concealed knives through vital areas of her contact’s body. It could still come to that. 
 
    Lieume was her contact’s name. She was elSha, too, billing herself as a specialist recruitment consultant. The specialty being off-grid merc contracts the Merc Guild didn’t need to know about. 
 
    It was a line of business that had been running since the fall of the First Republic. How could she say no? 
 
    “Do you know where we’re meeting?” Franjo demanded. “This place I mean. This alcove?” 
 
    “My scouts said it was a convenient and quiet location. What’s your point?” 
 
    “These alcoves. They’re studded throughout the Station 5 ventilation shafts. With the exception of one recent adaptation, they’re totally empty. There’s no equipment housed here, and they don’t improve airflow. Nobody sees them, so there’s no aesthetic reason for their existence.” 
 
    “The recent adaptation…is that the point you’re creeping toward?” 
 
    “Earlier this century, before the Midnight Sun, Endless Night had false compartments built into several of these alcoves. Those who disappointed us were housed within and supplied with food and water. The opening was welded shut. The cries for help could be heard through the bulkhead vents. After a while, the cries would cease, replaced by the aromas of death and decay that added to the rich mix of the Tirpolaz streets for months to come.” 
 
    “How very interesting. You should have taken up a career as a tour guide. Do you have a theory as to the purpose of these alcoves?” 
 
    “I know their purpose. Centuries ago, psychotropic drugs were added to the air mix to render the citizens malleable. It was a good idea, though later administrations decided it was an immoral one and removed the evidence. In a crude way, our false roofs are a simple continuation of the idea. In fact, now I think of it, the concealed space over our heads is vacant. Would you like to see it?” 
 
    “I came here to do business, Miss Franjo, not to listen to your threats. You told me these spaces have been adapted to reflect the changing environment. We’ve also had to adapt our recruitment business to reflect external changes. There are no more merc contracts.” 
 
    Franjo jumped back onto her perch and blinked at Lieume. “What do you mean, no more contracts?” 
 
    “There’s a guild moratorium. For how long, nobody knows, but it’s real, all right.” 
 
    “Your specialty is unlicensed merc contracts. Surely business is booming for you.” 
 
    “My line of work is always dangerous. But now?” The contact curled up her tail in disgust. “Don’t even think of approaching the races who suck up to the Veetanho. Tortantula, Flatar, Goka are right out. Besquith, too, though they may come around if this continues too long. As for the MinSha, their sense of honor demands they obey the decision of the Merc Guild, so they’re spending their sudden free time hunting for any hint of mercs breaking the lockdown and delivering retribution to transgressors. My division runs at arm’s length from the main corporate body with plausible deniability triggers in place. But we’re still subordinate, and the main board says we shut down any recruitment operation involving individuals who have ever been registered with the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “A pity. But you know people with no connection to the guild, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do. For starters, there are the Humans.” 
 
    “No Humans.” 
 
    Lieume gave a single flick of her tail. “Probably wise. They’re a highly unpredictable race. But I also know Pushtal, Blevin, and Gtandan gulag gangs. Just a ragtag of rabble, but I can also put you in contact with Besquith and HecSha private security and ex-bounty hunters to mold the others into shape. Maybe some Lumar, too. But if you want oven-ready combat units, I could supply you with some pioneer companies.”  
 
    “Pioneers? I’m not familiar with the term.” 
 
    “They aren’t strictly mercenary companies, but they usually subcontract themselves out to true merc companies on a Merc Guild contract. They’re combat engineers. Sappers, builders of defenses and bases, and extenders of the logistical chain of operations right up to the combat zone. The results won’t be pretty, and their offensive tactics won’t be particularly imaginative, but if you want to spend money to bulk up your defenses, Saunorak’s Pioneer Company are ready to roll immediately.” 
 
    “What species is this Saunorak?” 
 
    Lieume’s tongue rolled out, the elSha equivalent of a smile. “Besquith.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Command Boat, Maki Interceptor Flight, Enroute to Beta-Caerelis Stargate 
 
    At Podravyl’s command, the bulkheads of the interceptor’s crew compartment vanished, replaced by the emptiness of a featureless starfield, courtesy of the Tri-V system that replicated what was outside the vessel. 
 
    Weird it might be, but the flight commander rather liked it. Just him and his copilot, Akahsyn, lying prone on their acceleration couches as they burned through the black. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Akahsyn groaned. 
 
    With a slight twist of his forehead on its support pad, Podravyl looked down to regard his comrade. Under the intensity of their 5G burn, this brought on a deep ache at the top of his eye sockets. 
 
    Akahsyn was twitching both his tails. To move that much under such intense acceleration, he must be seriously pissed off. 
 
    Oh, well. Podravyl replaced his forehead at the angle that hurt the least. Then he thumbed off the Tri-V display. 
 
    The metal bulkheads reappeared, dotted with air scrubber cells and half hidden behind the fat power conduits that linked the aft capacitors with the particle cannon in the nose. 
 
    In truth, there wasn’t much to see, because the Type-4 Interceptor Boat was a minimalist craft. That was part of what made it special. 
 
    He’d rather be seeing the stars, though. 
 
    His flight of twenty Type-4 Interceptors had raced ahead of the main fleet, aiming to strike the fleeing insurgents at the stargate. The interceptors were not merely optimized for straight line speed, but for stealth, too. Over ninety percent of their boat’s volume was given over to the powerplant and the heavily shrouded engine system, which cooled and dispersed the exhaust so the vessel appeared cold and black to an observer from the front. In theory, it was invisible to anyone who didn’t possess both the highest quality sensors and a reason to look very hard in their direction. 
 
    The Type-4 relied on passive sensors and an ultra-low emission signature. That meant at distances beyond a few light seconds they could see nothing more than with the naked eye. 
 
    Even the other interceptor boats under his command were invisible while they maintained radio silence. 
 
    Noise emission wasn’t a problem in space, and the cabin was filled with decibels. Podravyl’s head throbbed with the heavy hum of the engines, though it failed to drown out the crew’s rasping breath rattling down the hardened air pipes implanted in their bodies, or the ticking of auxiliary blood pumps. 
 
    They were interceptor freaks. But although they could handle extended gees like few others, no one had thought to augment their brains to alleviate the boredom. 
 
    Their five-minute high thrust period was almost up. 
 
    “Throttling back in five…” He didn’t complete the countdown. Talking was too hard. 
 
    The autopilot eased back to one-half gee for the thirty-second recovery slot. 
 
    Akahsyn sighed heavily. “Do you think we’ll catch them?” 
 
    Podravyl rolled onto his back and brought his knees up to his chest to ease the tension in his spine and encourage blood flow. “It’s not a question of whether we’ll get there first, but what we’ll hit as we sweep through. My money’s still on taking out Midnight Sun.” 
 
    The task for the interceptor boats was to strike out of nowhere and concentrate their fire on the highest value target in range. The most dangerous part would come in the final few light seconds, when it was Podravyl’s job to send out the ghostly fingers of the interceptor’s specialized sensors and grope in the dark for targets while remaining hidden. If the Spine Patriot rabble had changed course enough, it was even possible the interceptor flight would flash through empty space without a target to attack. 
 
    But if the prey was near enough to their predicted location, Podravyl would quietly designate targets to his flight that they would gut with their particle cannons as they tore through the enemy mob, and then carried on into the black. Their beam weapon capacitors would be exhausted, and fuel nearly spent. All they could do then was spin their cold noses around to face any pursuers and hope that friendly ships would retrieve them. 
 
    The role of interceptor crew was not for the cautious. 
 
    “The bonus for destroying Midnight Sun is over two thousand credits,” said Akahsyn. “So the more important question is whether we’ll be retrieved quickly enough to enjoy spending that bonus on the juiciest fruits of Station 5 before they’re all plucked by the rest of the fleet.” 
 
    Podravyl laughed. “I’m sure the flesh halls and dancing bars of the station will still have plenty to tempt your credits away. Tell you what, for the next high thrust sprint, think of what you’ll do on your liberty bender once we get the bonus. We’ll compare notes at the next low-thrust breather. Get ready! High thrust returning in five…four…three…” 
 
    “Contact!” 
 
    Podravyl flicked off the autopilot. “Maintaining half-gee thrust. What do you mean contact?” 
 
    His copilot stared at the Tri-V panels in front of his head. “No additional data. The expert system is warning of something directly ahead, but can’t explain why.” 
 
    That was a drawback of stealth mode. Going full passive with the sensor suite meant flying blind. Podravyl made the call. “If there’s something really there, we need to know what it is. If there’s nothing there, then there’s no one to reveal ourselves to. Execute ultralow-power scan, ten-degree forward cone.” 
 
    Akahsyn complied, throwing forward a brief pulse of ultraviolet LiDAR. 
 
    No stealth system was perfect, but to anything in that scan cone, their Type-4 had gone from almost impossible to spot to the level of merely awkward to see. 
 
    Together they looked at the scan results. 
 
    There was definitely something there, but Akahsyn was the sensor expert. Podravyl left it to him to interpret. 
 
    “They’re shuttles of some kind?” said the copilot. “A strange configuration, though. I see four of them. What are they doing here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it can’t be good. They must be here for us.” Podravyl twitched both tails angrily. He had a choice to make. Either commit to attacking a target that might be harmless, or fly straight through and hope they passed unseen. If those weird shuttles had a military-grade scanner they would easily detect the warmth at the center of the interceptor exhaust shrouds after they’d passed through. 
 
    It was no choice at all. 
 
    “I guess the company gets to keep its bonus credits. Entropy! Give me a full-spectrum scan, let’s see what we’re facing.” 
 
    As Akahsyn went about his task, Podravyl sent probing LiDAR beams out to the sides, searching for the other craft in his flight. 
 
    It was time to re-establish the battle network. 
 
    His interceptors would be seeing a fight earlier than he’d expected.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Corvus-Class Dropship, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    Wash flicked off the transmission with one tentacle while adjusting course to the nearest scow with two others. “It’s no use. Captain Jenkins is not responding.” 
 
    “Is there any reason to think the Human is still alive?” asked Strike Leader Zymkik-Tenb. 
 
    Wash knew damn well the answer to that. Zymkik-Tenb was just making a point. “No, Strike Leader.” 
 
    “Then we ignore Captain Jenkins. If we encounter him, we will of course retrieve him. If not, then he has performed well in bringing us the scows, and to have earned my respect should be enough for a member of a lesser race.” 
 
    Wash spun the dropship about, reverse braking on approach to the first scow. He looked up from the flight console to regard the strike leader. 
 
    Zymkik-Tenb and his squad of pilots sat in the crew compartment in two neat files. Their armored pressure suits with the ring model maneuver packs were pristine from lack of use. 
 
    “You’ve not been around Humans much, have you, Strike Leader?” 
 
    “I have had no need to. State your point.” 
 
    “It is easy to underestimate this species. For some, that is their last mistake. If Jenkins is out there, he could be dangerous if he feels threatened. Assume his ship comms are out, but the short-range suit comms are functioning. Warn him of your presence before approaching the scows. Humans like Jenkins shoot first and assess the threat later.” 
 
    Zymkik-Tenb returned a hard look, but then opened his beak slightly. The gesture fell short of an apology but implied there might be value in what the pilot had said. 
 
    “Strike team,” said Zymkik-Tenb. “Approach the scows with caution and attempt to announce your arrival.” 
 
    Wash bowed respectfully. For so many generations, the Goltar had sought counsel only from others of their own kind. The isolation had left them locked into patterns of thought from which it was difficult to break out. Yet they were natural innovators. Adaptors. Willing to throw away what had gone before in favor of what worked today. 
 
    After all, hadn’t Goltar thrown away their CASPer-like power armor in favor of modern fighting garb? Maybe it was time for some to turn back. 
 
     Zymkik-Tenb’s modest adaptability gave Wash hope that they’d rediscover their fluid ways before the galaxy punished their inflexibility.  
 
    “It’s time,” Wash said, and opened the beak.  
 
    The first of the team of pilots walked into the forward compartment before using her maneuver pack to fly out the beak and aim for the scow that was fast approaching below.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Unnamed Recycling Scow, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    The scow shuddered as another block of compressed metal escaped into the black and tumbled away. 
 
    Mining the line of Maki attack had seemed such a good idea when he’d first thought it. But there were just eighty blocks per scow. Even if the Maki took a direct route from emergence point to stargate, that line on the diagram he’d sketched was a mighty wide corridor of nothingness, now he was there. 
 
    No point in space was fixed, of course. Everything moved in relation to everything else. Hopefully the momentum of the mines would disperse them enough to do some damage, but not so widely that the Maki ships would pass through without noticing. 
 
    “I could do with a little help here, dammit!” 
 
    He slammed his gauntlet into the flight console. It felt good momentarily, but did nothing to fix the vessel’s broken comm system. 
 
    The scow had probably spent years being flung out by its magnetic catapult and maneuvered remotely without ever needing a living pilot. Even the pilot of a junkyard garbage truck would cry foul without a radio. 
 
    He rolled the scow a little and released the final block before coming about in a wide arc and returning to the coordinates where the other scows should be. He hoped. 
 
    Once the little craft had steadied on its new course, he took a moment to stare out the window, hoping to see…well, anything to suggest he wasn’t here alone.  
 
    His heart leapt when he saw a pulsing light nearby. But as he closed on the pulse, he saw it was one of the metal blocks he’d deployed earlier, glinting whenever its flat surface reflected the rays of Beta-Caerelis.  
 
    He’d hoped it was Midnight Sun. For all he knew, Blue’s ship was out there, but he was piloting a floating dumpster. They didn’t exactly equip these things with a CIC crewed with a full sensor team. 
 
    What if Midnight Sun was out there? Surely they’d see him? Had probably been hailing him. 
 
    An idea struck him. Something he’d read as a kid in Thrillpower Weekly comic. 
 
    He flicked the engine on and off in a series of long and short pulses. Morse code. 
 
    “COMMS OUT,” he sent. 
 
    He chuckled. Like that was gonna work. 
 
    Hellfire burned through the window, blinding him. 
 
    He flung his arms in front of his face and threw himself against his seat harness. 
 
    When he stopped screaming, he realized he wasn’t dead, and the window was still pressure sealed. 
 
    He opened his eyes, but the afterimage was still too great. So he groped beneath the flight console for his helmet, unclipped it, and put it on. When he’d pulled the polarizing filter over his visor, he opened his eyes again. 
 
    This time he saw the blazing red light for what it was—an answering message, its dots and dashes pulsed in low-power laser light.  
 
    “Acknowledged,” it said. “Rendezvous with radio beacon.” 
 
    “Beacon?” he shouted into space. “Damnit! What beacon?” 
 
    Jenkins ran through tactical navigation options on the Tri-V. Nav beacons should show up as flashing dots. That was the whole damned point of nav-buoys and beacons—you were supposed to be able to see them! But there was nothing. 
 
    If my radio comms are skragged, maybe the nav system can’t detect radio frequencies, either. 
 
    His fingers began tapping customization options for the navigation display. Instead of looking for conventional radio frequencies, he spread the search in hope of finding a secondary signal. 
 
    He found it, pulsing brightly at 90GHz. Best of all, the beacon was heading for where he’d parked the other scows. 
 
    For a moment there, he’d been worried. Silly really. He’d set about this task without any expectation of evac, but if they deployed the mines in good time, and if the Maki commander took their threat seriously, the Midnighters and Patriots would have time to escape through the stargate. 
 
    There were still a lot of ifs in that equation. No matter. It was all Jenkins had known his entire life. So long as ifs remained, so too did hope. 
 
    He boosted the scow’s speed on its way to the beacon. Jenkins was impatient to get this done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Command Boat, Type-4 Interceptor Flight, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    Akahsyn sent out a sensor pulse. 
 
    Podravyl watched the tactical display update with revised data. 
 
    All was in order, if you could call anything about this entropied screwup ‘in order.’ 
 
    His interceptor would join the other nine he’d diverted to deliver a killing blow to what appeared to be makeshift minelayers. 
 
    That left ten interceptors to remain dark, hoping they could fly through the battle zone unnoticed, still en route to the stargate. 
 
    The half-flight Podravyl had committed to attack prematurely would be like a warrior on horseback charging past a foot soldier, slicing with a saber as they thundered past. They wouldn’t slow. Didn’t dare, because there weren’t just minelayers here. There was an object of large mass they hadn’t dared to probe, but he’d put credits on it being that infernal battlecruiser. No way they could tangle with Midnight Sun. Curse it! 
 
    If only he’d scanned the area earlier, they could’ve selected Midnight Sun itself as a target, but it was too late to issue fresh orders now. They were already on their attack runs. 
 
    Podravyl’s craft was aimed at the minelayer broadcasting a beacon. He wanted to know why it was announcing itself. Then he would destroy it. 
 
    Alarms flashed and blared throughout the crew space. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    “Looks like our wish to engage that damn ship is being granted,” said Akahsyn. “We’re being painted.” 
 
    “The only bonus we’ll earn today will be a death benefit,” said Podravyl as he activated the comm net to his half-flight. It was a payment he had no intention of earning.  
 
    “Scatter! Scatter!” he ordered his interceptors. “If you eject, rendezvous at the beacon ship.” 
 
    “We’re hit,” screamed Boat Seven. “Evading…” 
 
    The link went dead. Boat Seven disappeared from the tactical map. 
 
    “Ejecting,” said Boat Three’s pilot. 
 
    Two seconds’ later, Three’s signal also died. 
 
    Podravyl swung the interceptor around until its backend was steaming toward the beacon ship. His thumb hovered over the eject button. 
 
    The sound of heavy breaths flooded his helmet. His hand trembled, but he hung on. One second. Two. 
 
    Then an alarm blared. The interceptor was taking damage. 
 
    Podravyl mashed the button. A pressurized canopy hardened around their acceleration couches. Milliseconds later, explosive bolts blew away the upper hull of the interceptor, followed by a hard shove from beneath that squashed the pilot’s spine down through his belly. 
 
    Then they were two terrified Maki spacers lying on couches inside a transparent box hurtling through the vacuum. 
 
    Below them, their boat exploded in a fiery demise. 
 
    Weapons: none. 
 
    Instrumentation: none. 
 
    Fuel and power: minimal, but it would have to be enough. 
 
    Podravyl expended what fuel the life pod possessed in a hard-braking burn that squashed the remaining air from his lungs. 
 
    The pressure released suddenly. Fuel expended. But its burst might attract attention, so he hit a second eject button. The life pod split in half, releasing the two survivors into the dark, clad only in their pressure suits. But they had air, and they had maneuver packs. They weren’t out of the game yet. 
 
    Ahead of them, one of the stars was growing fast. He magnified it with his visor, and his blood raced hot because he knew there was a chance they would make it. 
 
    The growing object revealed its true shape. Not a star, this was a spacecraft, its red, beak-like mouth open and inviting. 
 
    Their approach speed was terrifying. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll be coming in hot,” said Akahsyn. 
 
    “Radio silence,” Podravyl barked, but he was laughing inside. Akahsyn never could resist a good understatement.  
 
    The two spacers began making controlled bursts with their maneuver packs. 
 
    It was going to be tight. 
 
    But they weren’t normal spacers. 
 
    They were interceptor crew. 
 
    They were the best. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Inter-Planetary Space, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    “Life tastes so much sweeter when you learn you’re not gonna die after all.” 
 
    Jenkins chuckled. He should tell himself that more often.  
 
    Braking with a puff of reaction gas from his pack, he made his approach into the open beak of the Goltar dropship.  
 
    Wide open in invitation it was. Reminded him of that week-long Cartar religious festival he’d been persuaded to attend on Belgape 4. Turned out to be a pious underwater orgy. Non-stop. “Happy days,” he muttered. 
 
    There was a flash of light in his peripheral vision. He turned his head to see, but if there really had been something there, it had come and gone like a shooting star. 
 
    Must have imagined it.  
 
    Another fireball flared briefly. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    A bright disc moved across the starscape. 
 
    That better be Midnight Sun, or we’re in deep trouble. 
 
    The distraction almost cost him the rendezvous. He was coming into the Goltar dropship high and fast. He punched in a full burn. You were only supposed to tap brief pulses of thrust, but many decades of experience paid off, and he achieved a vector aiming down into the open beak. 
 
    He struck the lower jaw with his shoulder, rolling and bouncing into the vessel before thudding into the aft bulkhead of the flight compartment. 
 
    He hung there for a moment, his ears alert for the suit breach warning chime. But the interior of the Goltar dropship was smooth and somewhat rubbery. The suit held firm. 
 
    He twisted off the bulkhead and waved a hand at the pilot seated—if you could call it sitting—around a padded stump by the flight controls. 
 
    The Goltar was in a stretchy sleeve pressure suit, and this one looked like it had worked with Major Sun, because an Anglicized name had been painted on the back of the spacer’s helmet. 
 
    Washi. 
 
    No, that wasn’t it. The name was Wash. The ‘i’ hadn’t been painted on. It had been drilled through by laser shots. 
 
    This pilot was lifeless. 
 
    Jenkins braced his hands against the bulkhead, ready to push off and vector to the pilot. Suddenly, their seat began giving off vapor for no obvious reason. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Then he saw a laser hole punched through the bulkhead inches from his right hand. The metal was glowing hot. 
 
    That hole hadn’t been there before… 
 
    “Life’s still sweet,” he said inside his helmet. “I ain’t giving it up for nobody.” 
 
    Jenkins always came prepared for trouble. He had knives on his thighs, but this demanded something more powerful. Reaching behind, he unsnapped his Nock Niner. 
 
    He contemplated the sealed hatch that led into the troop compartment the laser shot had come from. He reached out to the door-open stud. But stopped. 
 
    Sometimes with the heft of the volley gun in his hands, it felt as if he could take on the entire universe. But it was more likely, if he announced his presence by opening the hatch and stepping through, he’d be cut down by crossfire before his Nock could speak. 
 
    He turned back and regarded the pilot. “It’s not over for you yet, Wash. One last duty to perform, my new friend.” 
 
    Jenkins unstrapped the Goltar spacer and stacked up behind him in front of the hatch, his boots magnetized against the channel that ran through the center of the flight deck and continued into the troop compartment. He hit the door stud and pushed Wash through. 
 
    One Mississippi…two Mississippi… 
 
    Two more laser holes tunneled through the dead Goltar floating through the compartment. The shots came from the right. 
 
    Jenkins waited for a third Mississippi, then stepped through and unleashed his Nock on the two Maki on the other side of the bulkhead. 
 
    He aimed low, but the barrels lifted. The firing cycle took 1.5 seconds to unleash all nine barrels. By the fourth, he was firing into the overhead, and the recoil was shoving him backward. With his boots still mag-locked to the deck, his ankles felt like they were about to snap. 
 
    While his volley gun reloaded, he peered into the slow-motion detonation of alien blood and torn spacesuits. There were two dead Goltar spacers mixed up in the unholy mess of bodies. He hoped they’d already been dead, but he didn’t have time to worry about that, because inside the hellish chaos, at least one of the Maki was bringing a laser weapon to bear. 
 
    Jenkins twisted his boots to deactivate the mag-locks and fired again. 
 
    The Nock sprayed shells across the compartment, the recoil throwing Jenkins back and dragging his heels along the deck. With fans of alien blood gushing through the airless space—both Maki and Goltar—it was difficult to see what effect he was having. 
 
    His back thudded into the bulkhead. Better braced this time, Jenkins fired once more. 
 
    The weapon bucked in his grip, but his cone of fire was reasonably accurate. There was still plenty of movement on the other side of the compartment, but none of it was coming from anyone alive. 
 
    Death scenes took a long time to settle in zero-g, and time was something Jenkins had no intention of wasting.  
 
    He left the Maki to their deaths, and walked back into the flight compartment, seeking answers. 
 
    No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t come up with an explanation for the Maki. How the hell had they gotten here so quickly? 
 
    He was just about to perch on the Goltar stump when he saw movement ahead. Someone was coming aboard through the open beak. 
 
    More Maki. 
 
    He saw the wide-eyed, furry face of the leader, its jaw dropping in surprise as it saw the armed Human. 
 
    Human and Maki were caught in a stretched prelude of mutual shock. It felt like forever, but it must have only been a fraction of a second before they both went for their weapons. 
 
    Jenkins had lost the lightning reactions of his youth, but he was still quicker than the alien. He aimed all nine barrels at the pair of Maki, who were perfectly lined up together. Then he squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Icy realization sank through his guts. 
 
    He’d already fired three volleys. 
 
    He felt his Nock give a helpful hum, an alert to warn him that it needed reloading. 
 
    The two Maki reinforced the point by firing laser pistols at him. 
 
    He felt a searing pain in his chest, but that didn’t stop him. Ignoring the wave of hurt, he thrust his Nock at the aliens and reached for the knives on his thighs.  
 
    But his legs seemed so far away. 
 
    And his hands…he couldn’t feel his hands. 
 
    Then he saw the holes through his chest. They passed through his heart and out the back of his suit, as neatly placed as if on the firing range. The cauterized wound channels burst open under his remaining blood pressure. 
 
    With an effort, he lifted his gaze to where his trusty Nock Niner tumbled toward the approaching aliens. Its ammo tubs were in his hip pouch. Far too late for that now. 
 
    “Guess this was retirement day after all,” he told the Maki. 
 
    They shot him again with their laser pistols, but by then, he couldn’t feel a thing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Inter-Planetary Space, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    “We discovered three Goltar casualties, two dead Maki, and Captain Jenkins was killed.” 
 
    “I can see.” Sun studied the old man on the far side of the flight compartment. He’d been left floating against the aft bulkhead like a piece of trash. 
 
    Ignoring the Maki prisoners, she pushed her CASPer across to the skipper. With her powerful mech arms gently lifting him under the shoulders, she looked into his lifeless face. Those deep lines had always reminded her of his wisdom and his humor. She’d admired him for both equally. Felt reassured, too, and she’d been so frightened and lonely when the skipper had first taken a chance on the two lost sisters. It was nothing but foolishness, really. The lines on his face signified aging. Nothing more. Age…without that irrepressible spark in his eyes, she was astonished at how old he looked. He’d never acted old. Had he? 
 
    “Major, we need to proceed.” 
 
    “What’s the state of the minelaying operation?” she asked, still staring into the skipper’s face. 
 
    “It is complete, Major.” 
 
    “Who are you, again?” 
 
    “Zymkik-Tenb. Strike leader for the pilots. All mines are laid, and our pilots returned, living or dead.” 
 
    “Then we have no reason to remain here. Midnight Sun destroyed eight of these Maki craft. The rest are out of range.” 
 
    She ordered the CASPers providing overwatch outside to enter the dropship and get ready to return to the mothership. Then she took the skipper’s volley gun from the Goltar who’d retrieved it and secured it on her Mk 8.  
 
    “Before we go anywhere,” she said, “we must consider what to do with them.” 
 
    She dropped Captain Jenkins and stomped over to the two Maki prisoners. With their furry black and white faces, and big black eyes, they resembled lemurs. There was nothing cute about them, though. 
 
    “The Spinning Shield Company has an excellent ransom payment record,” one of them told her. 
 
    “I’m not interested in ransom.” 
 
    The furry little faces fell. Lips trembled. “Surely you’re not threatening us?” 
 
    “I respect your grief, Major,” said the strike leader, “but mercenary prisoners are not normally harmed.” 
 
    Sun grabbed the nearest Maki by the shoulders, just as she had the skipper earlier. But in the case of the alien, she squeezed her fingers, the haptic systems translating her movement into the bone-crushing grip of her powered metal hands. 
 
    The Maki cried out in pain. 
 
    “Major Sun! This is not standard practice.” 
 
    Sun ignored the Goltar and squeezed harder until the alien’s bones shattered. The Maki’s spacesuit was tough and didn’t tear. She didn’t want the alien to die too quickly, not after what it had done to the skipper. 
 
    She shifted her grip down to the alien’s elbows and crushed them to powder. 
 
    “Major, please. Think of the consequences if the Maki company discovers we’ve mistreated their mercs. These individuals have performed their contract, as we do ours.”  
 
    She rounded on the Goltar. “I’m not working a contract. Jenkins was fighting a war. And so am I.” 
 
    Sun grabbed the Maki by the thighs and crushed them, too. “If Spinning Shield does recover these Mercs, maybe they’ll realize what they’re up against.” 
 
    She flung the semiconscious alien out the open beak like a sack of garbage, narrowly missing one of the CASPers coming aboard. She made a grab for the other. It tried wriggling free, but she got a good grasp on a leg and threw it into space. 
 
    “In case you haven’t heard,” Sun announced on the general channel, “we’ve picked up important news since coming to Beta-Caerelis. The Merc Guild has placed a moratorium on new contracts. That means the merc business is on hold, people. I say again, we’re fighting a war. Anyone who doesn’t want to believe that can follow those Maki out the beak. Anyone?” 
 
    No one replied. 
 
    “Didn’t think so. Pilot, take us back to Midnight Sun. We’ve got a job to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Spinning Shield Flagship Vindictive, Beta-Caerelis 
 
    “The minefield—if it even justifies that name—is ingenious, but barely denser than an interstellar fart. If we said the right prayers and held our breath, we’d sail straight through and miss every one of the obstacle blocks without noticing.” 
 
    “I accept everything you say,” Commodore Fenrikho told the flagship’s captain. “However, the board put me in place to manage risks, and if we fly through that zone, our velocity is so high that we cannot evade, and impact energies would likely be catastrophic, and certainly expensive to repair. A month ago, I would have taken that chance, but not with this entropy-cursed moratorium. It makes our income visibility too opaque. We shall detour around the mine zone and then continue the pursuit of our enemies out of this star system. If they dare to return, we shall destroy them then.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Unlikely Regret, Near Beta-Caerelis Stargate 
 
    The flexible sheet rustled in Gadzo’s fingers. The skipper had written his last words on a digi-sheet, sealing it so the text became permanent, and the sheet background changed from transparency to resemble ancient lined white paper. 
 
    This wasn’t just an example of the skipper being paranoid about getting hacked. He was also classy old school like that. 
 
    Gadzo corrected his thoughts. The skip had been classy. Get the tense right. 
 
    His wrist slate chimed.  
 
    It’s time. 
 
    He sensed the Unlikely Regret holding its breath in anticipation of the statement its new captain was scheduled to make. 
 
    “The skipper is dead,” Gadzo announced through the public address. “By now, I’m sure you know that. May God rest his soul. There was nothing good about his death. But if it helps, he was telling me only hours ago how much he hated the prospect of retirement. His actions today diverted the Maki fleet and saved us all. He left this life with his Nock in his hands, having discharged it into the bellies of his enemies. I would rather he was sitting where I am, in the captain’s seat that was rightfully his, but if he had to leave us, well…you make of his exit what you will. All I can say is, in the manner of his departure, and in what I learned every day I served alongside him, it fills me with pride to have known such a man as Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins.” 
 
    Gadzo lifted the sheet closer. His vision was blurring. 
 
    “The skipper left something for me to read in the event of his demise. As you know, the old man wasn’t one for speeches, so this won’t take long. These are his words, written in his hand. Here goes.” 
 
    Gadzo cleared his throat and began. “‘I’m proud to consider each and every one of you as my crew. Hopefully, you already know that. Money’s time, my people, so I won’t waste any more of yours by telling you what you already know. Gadzo’s captain now. He’s a good man. Trust him. Most of all, obey him. The Unlikely Regret is a working ship, not a democracy. This isn’t a floating zoo, people. But on this one occasion, I need you to make a collective decision as a crew. Many of you followed me into the Spine Patriots, but not all. And no one can follow me now, because I’m dead. So I need you to make a choice, and make it quickly. Either back Gadzo and continue the fight for the Patriots, even though their prospects look bad from here, or decide you’ve done enough and run beyond the Spine Nebula into the deeper galaxy. Those who disagree with the decision will be allowed off at the next port, with no prejudice on their resume and three months additional pay. Think hard, but think quickly. You have five minutes. This is Captain Jenkins. The skipper. Out.’” 
 
    It took a few seconds for the ship’s main computer to recognize Gadzo’s silence as the trigger to initiate the poll. 
 
    Stupidly, Gadzo was startled by his own wrist slate when it pinged up a simple binary choice: should they stay, or should they go? To his surprise, he wasn’t sure of his answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 The Great Ocean, Aneb-4 
 
    Skuilher-Dour tightened the vine strap under Branco’s shoulders. 
 
    There’s only a hundred miles to go, the Selroth kept assuring him. Branco wasn’t sure he’d make it. But if he were to die, it wouldn’t be through drowning at night while he slept. Skuilher-Dour made very sure of that. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere,” Skuilher-Dour quipped. “I’ll be as quick as I can.” 
 
    “Make sure you are,” Branco joked back. “I’m making a fresh pot of coffee. It’d be a shame for yours to get cold.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour pulled off his rebreather mask and tucked it under his chin tentacles. With a splash, the Selroth disappeared beneath the water. His departure was accompanied by a loud rumble in Branco’s stomach. He wasn’t sure whether it was protesting the prospect of another meal of raw alien fish, or fantasizing about actual, genuine coffee, rather than cold seawater passed through a filter that had exceeded its design capability. 
 
    He decided it was neither. His stomach was growling simply because it was empty. 
 
    Nothing I can do about that now.  
 
    He curled up on the floating metal fuel tank as best he could, given his restraints. The icy north wind was merciless, the spray it whipped up a relentless, briny soaking. He maxed the heating element in his artificial tail, heedless of the drain on its dwindling charge bank. The heat scalded his leg stumps, but above the waist, he was shivering. Without the heater, he wouldn’t last the night. 
 
    Despite the cold, heat, and the sodden hunger, exhaustion soon set him drifting into a fevered sleep. 
 
    He dreamed of warmth, of sunlight streaming through cheerfully colored panes of glass. 
 
    He heard chattering young voices and scraping chairs.  
 
    It was a classroom. Schoolkids enjoyed their unexpected snatch of liberty while the teacher had been called out of the room by an urgent errand. 
 
    A boy strode purposefully toward him, coming down the avenue of desks. Ansgar was his name. Only ten years old, most of the girls in their class towered over him, but Ansgar had an aggressive swagger and lieutenants at his side. 
 
    “Hey, Preben, the word’s out about your mother.” 
 
    Preben clamped his mouth shut and prayed for the teacher to return. He knew how Ansgar operated. He would say bad things about your momma until he got you mad enough to fight. When the teachers broke it up, the other kids would say that Ansgar was the victim. And if any didn’t, they’d soon regret the day they stood up to the class bully.  
 
    Branco wasn’t falling for it. 
 
    “Did you hear me, jerk?” Ansgar grinned at his lieutenants. “We don’t want your sort here. Your mother is one of those Daughters of Denmark.” 
 
    Preben’s mouth dropped open. “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    Ansgar grabbed Preben by his shirt collar and tugged. “It means your mother is scum. She needs her throat cut and her diseased body tossed into the river.” 
 
    Preben stared incredulous into Ansgar’s cruel eyes. Although Momma forbade it, he watched the news feeds. He knew horrible things happened. People who didn’t fit in were…removed. But Ansgar was a class bully, not a murderer. Preben couldn’t believe he’d just heard those words. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder and shrugged it away, but it was only his best friend, Kresten. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kresten said. And it was. If not okay, then at least better. Kresten wasn’t a fighter, but knowing he didn’t have to face this alone put steel into Preben’s resolve. 
 
    “Ansgar is right,” said Kresten. “I’m sorry, Preben, but your mother is problematic.” 
 
    Preben shot to his feet, shoving Ansgar back on his heels. “She is not problematic,” he yelled. A strange calmness descended upon him. It thrilled him. He was both calm and angry at the same time.  
 
    He’d always loved math and engineering. He played chess. Built models. And now he realized this situation was simply a different kind of problem that could be solved by clear thinking. 
 
    Ansgar was standing in front of him, leering. Beside him were Svend and Tarben. Kresten was an onlooker, but Preben didn’t classify him as an opponent. 
 
    It was a problem to be solved, and to the young Preben, the answer seemed obvious. Take the strongest opponent out of the fight, and don’t hesitate for even a millisecond. 
 
    Preben reached out and grabbed the back of Ansgar’s neck with his clasped hands. He rammed the bully’s head down to crack against his desk.  
 
    Ansgar tried pushing up to escape, but Preben slammed him down again.  
 
    With Ansgar staggering back, clutching his bleeding head, Svend threw a punch. Preben tried to sidestep out of the way, but was far too slow. The fist connected just below his left eye, bringing flashes to his head.  
 
    Svend advanced, but so did Preben, stepping forward and head-butting the other boy. Preben screamed in pain, his head hurting like hell, but blood was fountaining from Svend’s nose, and the crunching noise it made as it shattered woke something inside Preben he knew would be with him forever. 
 
    A secret thrill. 
 
    Violence felt good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 L5 Scrapyards, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    If the pace of business had been slow in recent decades for the L4-Faiza recycling operation, it was glacial for its counterpart in the L5 scrapyards near the stargate. In recent centuries, it had been run by Zuul refugees fleeing a religious schism. Or maybe it had been a political one. No one had cared for a long while. They were the Vitayr-Scrap Clan now, their operations as unimaginative as their clan name.  
 
    Most of their energies were expended clearing navigation hazards out of the wide exclusion zone the Cartography Guild had declared around the stargate, a task they were expected to perform at their own expense. A slender revenue stream came from last-minute bargaining with ships queuing for the gate to activate. If they were headed for a destination that was part of Vitayr-Scrap’s trading network, and they had unoccupied clamp zones on their hulls, the Zuul would clamp modules of recycled material to their ships, thereby reducing hyperspace transport costs. No extra charge if no questions asked. 
 
    No one looked inside the freight modules. 
 
    A detailed forensic analysis of the business would reveal that this revenue was not enough to cover the cost of operating the tugs and recycling facilities, let alone their base of operations inside a hollowed-out hulk that had once been a proud dreadnought.  
 
    But no one looked too closely into the affairs of the Zuul scrap merchants. It wasn’t like a conventional commercial operation. It was the clan’s reason for existence. All they had. And they would starve, borrow, steal, subsidize—do anything to keep the one thing that gave their existence meaning going. 
 
    Which made it the perfect cover for the Scythe’s base of naval operations in the Spine Nebula. 
 
    Since news had spread of the loss of the Scythe’s Prime Base in the Aneb System, the population of the L5 scrapyards had grown a hundredfold as stragglers made their way to the last bastion of Scythe power. 
 
    Mothballed bases had activated in the wrecks of other ancient capital ships, the energy signatures swallowed and recycled to keep the hulks cold.  
 
    To maintain Vitayr-Scrap Clan’s secrets while they decided what to do next. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Endless Night asks us to stay here while the situation at Aneb clarifies.” Auchonax rested his hands on the guard rail to the bridge dais. He was careful, though, not to put his weight on it. “As leader of the Vitayr-Scrap Clan, that’s what the L5 crew will now do.” 
 
    The old Zuul stared down at the assembled beings, wrinkling his snout at the wash of unfamiliar scents. The operations at L5 belonged to him and the clan. To even discuss strategy as if these unwelcome stragglers had a say was demeaning. Times, though, were changing rapidly, and it was his task as leader to navigate them successfully for his clan. 
 
    “Why should we listen to Endless Night?” said a scarred Gtandan spacer. “They’re scum.” 
 
    “Oh, so we’ve been angels all these years?” mocked a Human. 
 
    “We’ve all done what needed to be done,” said Auchonax. “We never even knew why. The System. The Scythe. The Scourge. We call ourselves by different names because our paymasters practiced divide and rule. But they’re not paying now. Not supplying fuel, ammunition, or spares. The old system has broken down, and Endless Night is the one option we have to keep things running.” 
 
    “You’re a fool,” said a Goka from the front of the crowd. “Endless Night will use us while it suits them, then knife us in the back the moment we’re surplus to their needs. That’s what I’d do. This isn’t the time to switch allegiance. It’s time to get out of the nebula.” 
 
    Auchonax recognized the Goka. “Captain Zen, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m only here to recruit. Who wants to sign on with me?” 
 
    To his relief, now that Auchonax knew how these events needed to play out, he felt nothing but calm. “You command the Q-frigate CZ Gradient?” 
 
    “That’s right, you mangy old midden hoarder. The CZ Gradient looks as innocent as a fresh hatchling, until her gun ports are revealed and boarding pods launched. The guilds are warring, people. It’s the perfect time for pirates. Join me. Join my ship.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” said Auchonax, and shot at Zen’s head. 
 
    The Goka was quick, ducking down and causing the Zuul’s round to ricochet off its carapace and into the crowd. 
 
    But the Vitayr-Scrap sharpshooters in the overhead were waiting and blasted away until the Goka was pulped flesh leaking from a cracked shell. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Auchonax told the corpse, “because the CZ Gradient was never yours. Anyone else wants to run, be my guest. But you pay your own way, and you leave all equipment here. I say it belongs to Endless Night now. Who’d like to debate that point?” 
 
    For the first time since the stinking aliens had turned up in his territory, expecting his clan to shelter them, his home was blissfully silent—other than the moans from collateral damage. 
 
    But only for a moment. His earpiece bleeped and an elSha spoke. “Well done, Auchonax,” said Miss Franjo. “A little Goka splatter always makes a convincing statement. Which means it’s time to move this on to phase two.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Kollowrat Market, Station 5  
 
    Laverna relaxed in the noisy crush of Vane Two’s Kollowrat Market. The nebula was poor, but poverty was a relative term, and this place was thriving. She’d known what it was like to starve. Doubtless, so too did other denizens of Station 5, but the bustle and haggle of Kollowrat was the warm, beating heart of Vane Two’s middle decks. Her kind of place. 
 
    In the sack over her shoulder, she carried the bread and fresh synthi-vegetables she’d bought from other stalls. Now she perused the wares of a battery cell vendor. 
 
    On the other side of the stall, the Besquith trader eyed her silently. He was only a runty male, but his claws were plenty long enough to make anyone think very hard before thieving his batteries. 
 
    Suddenly, she was shoved from behind into the stall. Panic sparked through her. What if the Besquith thought she was stealing his batteries? 
 
    But the trader merely gave her a halfhearted snarl from his grizzled muzzle. 
 
    Laverna wheeled around in irritation, ready to give whatever oaf had bumped into her a piece of her mind. 
 
    It was a Vaga, a beetle creature with a jeweled head mantel that wouldn’t look out of place mounted on the front of a bulldozer. It wasn’t just any Vaga. Her name was Sheliyah, and she was Laverna’s most trusted friend. With responsibility for a small party of Patriots left behind on Station 5 to monitor and harass their enemies, trust was more valuable to her than ever. 
 
    Laverna shouted angrily, “Why don’t you shift your fat Vaga bulk to the spinward frames? A clumsy brute like you belongs in the spaces designed for Tortantulas, Oogar, and other overstuffed monsters!” 
 
    Behind their armored heads, Vaga were much more flexible than most people realized. Sheliyah twisted her body through 180 degrees and shoved her massive face against the much smaller Blevin’s. 
 
    “The Maki fleet has docked,” the Vaga hissed, and Laverna heard it through her pendant, which was turned down to a low volume setting. 
 
    That was unforeseen. Laverna expected them to be hunting down the Patriot ships fleeing the system. 
 
    “They haven’t been to the stargate,” Sheliyah continued. “The skipper’s plan must have worked.” 
 
    Sheliyah threw an aggressive snarl at Laverna, as if punctuating a threat to the lanky Blevin. With Laverna stumbling back, the Vaga stormed off, quickly lost in the crowds thronging the market. 
 
    Laverna paid for goods without wasting time to barter. She took cover in the crowd browsing a nearby stall selling sheer fabrics, then brought her mini slate out of her jacket. 
 
    It was a single-use device that connected to a secure info-cache the skipper had planted in the station many years before. If he’d issued fresh orders to her stay-behind party, this was where he would plant them. 
 
    A Human face appeared on the slate, but this wasn’t the skipper’s craggy old skin with its white fluffy beard. It was Gadzo, his subordinate Human. Gadzo’s face looked even paler than normal. His mouth was pinched, and its edges downturned. Laverna didn’t need to be Human to realize some bad shit had just gone down. 
 
    “The skipper’s dead,” Gadzo’s recording told her. “He died well. He left me in charge and ordered us to vote whether to stay or clear out. It wasn’t even close. We stay and fight on in the skipper’s name. Will make contact soon. Good hunting. Gadzo out.” 
 
    That was it. The slate crumpled like plastic film over a flame. The info-cache would be doing the same, the virtual equivalent of self-immolation. The captain would have more caches, no doubt, but none she knew how to access. 
 
    The stay-behind party was completely on their own. 
 
    A pair of elSha scurried past, nearly tripping her. The three-foot-high little reptilians were forever getting underfoot, and she cursed them to the deepest of the five hellpits.  
 
    Seemingly oblivious, the elSha chattered excitedly to each other, but their ears would be attuned to Laverna’s voice, ready to pass on her orders to the other members of the team. 
 
    “We stay here as planned,” she whispered. “There’s more news, but that’s for later. Our priority is to lie deep and settle in before acquainting ourselves with our new Maki friends.” 
 
    And figure out what the hell we’re supposed to do, she thought as the elSha disappeared from sight. 
 
    Her team had been split between various ships during the journey here through hyperspace, unable to communicate with each other. Several scratch teams had been assembled in the confusion of their arrival and thrown at Station 5. The other teams would travel on to the other worlds in the nebula. Or so Laverna assumed. They’d talked about it, but the details had been finalized in such a hurry that Laverna wasn’t sure about anything other than her own team. 
 
    Perhaps it was for the best. She walked out of the market, heading for the ramps down to the lower decks. 
 
    She paused and took a last look at the busy market. A smile came to her face. 
 
    No doubt about it, she said inside her head. Station 5 is my kind of place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Unregistered Apartments, Water Zone, Vane Two, Station 5 
 
    The doorbell rang, sending irritating pulses through the scented water of the rental apartment. 
 
    “You get it,” said the strike leader from his padded perch by the table. 
 
    “Why me?” grumbled Lieutenant Diyar-Dir, the former sensor officer. Gloriana feared the officer was still in shock at the destruction of his ship. 
 
    “Because I’m reviewing footage I captured from the smuggler ship, the Unlikely Regret.” 
 
    Diyar-Dir blew through his blowhole. “So far you’ve learned that Captain Jenkins plucks hairs from his naval cavity. How does that help our cause?” 
 
    “Individual points of insignificant data build to patterns of thought and behavior that eventually lead to critical insights. Intelligence work is meticulous and lengthy, but nonetheless vital.” 
 
    “Especially if we find the Humans have been using their noses as information caches.” 
 
    The strike leader went rigid, considering this new possibility. 
 
    The doorbell rang again. 
 
    “Idiots, the pair of you,” Gloriana fumed. She swam across the room to the door. 
 
    “No, Councilor,” Harak-Jash screamed. 
 
    “You can’t,” Diyar-Dir protested. “It might not be safe.” 
 
    “Then the burden of my death will weigh heavily upon your souls. You should have stayed professional.” 
 
    Gloriana opened the door on a delivery boy, a low-rank Selroth carrying food and other assorted supplies ordered by Beerak and Gutho. 
 
    She snatched the satchel of goods. “Any messages?” 
 
    “No.” Having given its curt reply, the Selroth floated there with no indication it intended to leave. From the length and thickness of its chin tentacles, she discerned the Selroth was a male. Hadn’t the previous supplies been delivered by a female? No matter, the affairs of lesser races was of no concern to her. 
 
    When it gurgled through its gills, Gloriana remembered the custom of these parts. Tipping, they called it. She flicked some of the low denomination credit chips Beerak had supplied and shut the door in the Selroth’s face. 
 
    “What do we have this time?” asked the lieutenant. 
 
    The degree to which her two Goltar companions were becoming obsessed with filling their stomachs was troubling. They’d been here for three days now, Gloriana and the BIG escorts agreeing it was better to wait and see how the unexpected arrival of the Maki fleet would play out. If the Maki stopped and searched vessels headed for the gate, they would surely have orders to capture any Goltar they discovered.  
 
    Only three days in, and the other two members of her team were reverting to brute animals. What kind of soldiers were they? 
 
    She noted the tentacle tips quivering in anticipation and relented, opening the flap of the satchel and flinging the food canisters at Harak-Jash and Diyar-Dir to identify the contents. 
 
    The doorbell rang again. 
 
    “What now?”  
 
    When Gloriana open the door, it wasn’t the Selroth, but a callow Cartar youth floating in the corridor. 
 
    One of its tentacles was atrophied, and the skin around its maw had a sallow, almost translucent quality. Gloriana’s tentacles shrank in disgust at the physically impure creature. 
 
    “I was told to deliver a message.” 
 
    Gloriana regarded the repulsive courier. Behind her, Harak-Jash and Diyar-Dir were doing the same. The Cartar did not appear armed or obviously dangerous. 
 
    “Who gave you the message?” Gloriana demanded. 
 
    “I didn’t see, honored being. An air breather, I think. They said to tell you that if you don’t want to share your injure friend’s fate, you need to get to the ship without delay.” 
 
    Gloriana turned and gestured confusion at her two comrades. They mirrored bewilderment back. 
 
    “Your message is gibberish,” she told the Cartar. 
 
    “I’m just repeating what I was told. Wait, it’s this phrase, isn’t it? Injure friend’s.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “They made me practice. It wasn’t a Cartar word. I think”—its mouth parted, more than normal—“it was a Human word, im—oh—jen. Yes, that’s it. You would share Imogen’s fate.” 
 
    Imogen. The one they killed. “Did they say why?” 
 
    “No. Just told me to memorize a phrase and repeat it to you.” 
 
    “Which you’ve done. And yet you are still here.” 
 
    “It’s hard to make ends meet, honored being.” 
 
    “I expect it is. Especially for a feeble and diseased youth such as yourself.” To the others, Gloriana declared, “Grab your gear.” 
 
    She tossed the stupid Cartar small credit chips to make it go away. 
 
    The “feeble” youth plucked the chips out of the water and squirted at speed along the corridor. 
 
    The Goltar group followed, only seconds behind. 
 
    With Gloriana in the lead, they tore through the corridors after the messenger, on their way to the inter-deck transit tubes. Around the first bend she collided with the Cartar. Without thinking, Gloriana shoved the messenger into the wall, reaction forces pushing her in the opposite direction. That saved her life. A mini-harpoon shot through the water, nicking a sucker on one tentacle. 
 
    She bunched her limbs against the wall and pushed off hard, shooting beyond the Cartar’s corpse and off the opposite wall, where she pushed off once more and flew like a torpedo at the attacker. 
 
    It was the Selroth who’d delivered the food. 
 
    The alien fired again, but Gloriana was a skilled Goltar fighter. In underwater combat, she could jink more nimbly than a combat aircraft. 
 
    The harpoon passed between her roiling limbs. She crashed into her assailant before he could reload. Goltar tentacles coiled around the Selroth’s head. She twisted hard until she felt vertebrae snap. And then she kept twisting until the Selroth’s head popped off, releasing dark spray through the water. 
 
    The taste of fresh blood was delicious, but little compensation for the outrage of being attacked in a safe place. 
 
    “None of you stop to drink,” she ordered the other two. “No one eats until either we reach our associate’s ship, or we enter the afterlife.” 
 
    “We can’t be sure the message came from BIG Acquisition,” said the strike leader. 
 
    “We cannot be certain,” Gloriana admitted. “But we are Goltar. We are bold. Follow me.” 
 
    They sped through the corridor, leaving the dismembered corpse of one assassin behind them. She hoped it would be a lesson to others tempted to try, but she knew it wouldn’t. Money spoke louder than fear, as she knew very well herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Dalzene Plaza, Vane One, Station 5 
 
    Located within a few minutes’ walk from the Vane One docking piers, Dalzene Plaza offered high-class services for new arrivals and Station 5 citizens alike. 
 
    Location was everything in retail. As the first serious credit-sucking area those disgorged from ships would see, Dalzene prices were heavily inflated. So what? For those arriving with credits to burn and little time to burn them, the security and convenience of its location meant many new arrivals didn’t care. 
 
    The outlets here offered banking services, data sniffing, escort services (both pleasure and security), mining rights conveyancing, and employment services. It also housed a hub for Station 5 government services. Everything here was an attempt to fleece the unwary who passed through into the station.  
 
    At this zone of Vane One, the orbital’s spin provided pseudo-gravity of 0.4 G. That made the tumbling fountain lined with vines at the center of the plaza something of a technical marvel, because its water appeared to fall as if on a much heavier gravity world, cascading into frothing pools in which schools of realistic artificial fish swam in soothing patterns. 
 
    The centerpiece of the fountain was an idealized representation of Station 5 itself, constructed from platinum and iridium. It slowly rotated about its central axis at the same rate as the real space station it was housed within. Many passersby enjoyed a casual glance at the model, but the fountain spray veiled from their sight the black sensor strip stuck to its upper hub. 
 
    The strip wasn’t supposed to be there. 
 
    A space similar to Dalzene Plaza occupied the deck below. It was considerably less salubrious. Whatever the official name of this lesser retail space, it was known by locals as Dirtside, for a reason no one cared to remember. 
 
    Where the First Bank of Beta-Caerelis stood proud in its fake-marble cladding up in Dalzene Plaza, the Dirtside equivalent was the Shove ‘n’ Done Tavern, a building fast-grown from architectural bone that boasted multiple bars and private rooms. And it was in one of these hired backrooms that the sensor feed from the model’s strip was being monitored by meticulous professionals. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Laverna tore off her virtual binocs and fell to all fours on the sticky backroom floor, her body arching with heaving retches. 
 
    She threw the saltiest Blevin curses at the designers of the Station 5 statue, which had left her head throbbing and her stomach off-limits to food for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Why does the damn thing have to keep spinning?” she snarled. 
 
    “Because it mirrors the spin of the station,” explained Zazbest. “Oww!” 
 
    “She already knows that,” Visim hissed at his fellow elSha, giving her another kick in the tail for emphasis.  
 
    “Oh,” said Zazbest, lost in thought as she processed this new information. “Boss, do you want us to try slowing down the statue’s spin rate?” 
 
    “No.” Laverna raised her head from the floor and glared at Zazbest. The little elSha wasn’t merely literal minded, she was as stubborn as a Human. Once she got an idea in her head, she’d go through with it, come what may. 
 
    Laverna sighed. “We took a risk placing the sensor strip. So far, no one’s noticed. But if we slow the spin rate enough to stop my dizziness, we’ll slow it enough for people to notice. No, we’ll just have to wait for the Tyrnjoki to get back.” 
 
    The nausea eased enough for Laverna to draw herself up on her knees. The two Vaga acting as mission security and runners seemed to neither notice nor care. 
 
    The two elSha did. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, boss. You’re better now. Do some more observation, yes?” 
 
    The elSha were studying a large slate they’d rested against the flank of one of the Vaga. The flat display showed the views she’d just seen through her virtual binocs. Instead of the constant rotation, though, the elSha were studying a sequence of snapshots. No rotation. No dizziness. 
 
    “You never told me you could do that,” she accused. 
 
    Zazbest regarded her Blevin commander and shrugged her little shoulders. “You never asked.” 
 
    Laverna knew from experience that it was pointless to get angry, so she sat with them on the drink-stained carpet and watched again as the regular patterns of Dalzene Plaza were interrupted by the arrival of fresh Maki spacers. 
 
    This new group looked tired and soiled. There was an anger to them. Laverna recognized the look. These were people who’d taken losses. It would take a while for the sound recording to isolate their voices through the fountain’s tinkle, but she heard the term ‘interceptor’ and wondered what that meant. 
 
    The other interruption was a trio of massive thugs marching through the Plaza, doing the rounds of the upper decks as if they owned the place. 
 
    They were Oogar, eight-foot-tall ursine beasts who liked the sound settings for their universe set to the max and sensitivity at minimum. She’d known many of the purple-haired race, even called some comrades and friends. But even they’d been brutish bastards who looked for chances to take advantage of their huge strength against slighter races such as Blevin. Those Oogar on the deck would rip her to shreds if they knew she was a Patriot. They were clad entirely in black, their baggy trousers woven from tough working fabrics tucked into oversize spacer boots. The Mobius strip on their breasts marked them as implacable foes. 
 
    Endless Night. Oogar. That was not a combination of words that could ever be good. 
 
    She decided the Endless Night heavies were a bigger threat to the station than the Maki. Whatever it was the spacers wanted to drown out in drink and other vices, she understood them. They were mercs on liberty. If they intended to stick around in the Spine Nebula, they’d have to be taken out. 
 
    The Oogar were the more pressing problem. Currently, they seemed to be on intimidation duties, but only because they lacked sufficient numbers to take the station altogether. 
 
    In their previous incarnation, before the Midnight Sun had kicked their hairy asses, Endless Night had made their presence known in the lower decks. In the world of the orbital’s forgotten denizens, the lost spaces filled with the hopeless and the desperate, Endless Night had ruled supreme. 
 
    In those days, the well-to-do classes in Station 5 society had fretted over Endless Night, of course, but for the most part, their deprivations were outrages that happened to lesser people. 
 
    Now they were strutting through Dalzene Plaza, daring anyone to get in their way. 
 
    This new Endless Night no longer knew their place. 
 
    And they were toting automatic projectile guns, slung over broad Oogar shoulders. 
 
    Like a lot of pressurized environments in space, Station 5 was very sensitive to inhabitants carting around heavy weaponry. Lasers and other beam weapons were banned altogether. Other firearms were restricted to not much more than low-power handguns. The unexpected consequence was a rich cultural tradition of Station 5 citizens going around armed. Not with firearms, but with short swords, maces, and powered bows. Indeed, the current snapshot shown in the slate showed the Oogar walking past a weapons’ emporium, an upmarket one specializing in ornate sheaths, quarrels, and while-U-wait sword sharpening. 
 
    The skipper had always said if Endless Night ever tried to take on Station 5, they’d soon find its citizens rising up and getting medieval on their asses. 
 
    If the captain had meant the citizenry would conduct preindustrial warfare, Laverna was detecting no evidence of it so far. They were running scared of Endless Night. 
 
    Visim nudged her. “Worried about Oogar, boss?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t like that they’re so brazen. Carrying those rifles around means either Endless Night has the Station 5 government in their pocket, or else the authorities feel too threatened to act. Neither is good.” 
 
    “No need to worry, boss. Oogar are all fur and no balls.” 
 
    Laverna laughed at the two giggling little elSha. “Really? I’d like to see you say that to an Oogar’s face.” 
 
    “No problem. Stupid Oogar too high off the ground. We’ll just run away between their fat furry legs.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt you can dodge your way through a few Oogar, but not the volley of rounds they’d drill through your carcass.” 
 
    The slate chimed, and the image of Dalzene Plaza was replaced by the face of Outotka, one of the two other Blevins in the stay-behind team. He was calling from their hideout on Vane Two. 
 
    “Why are you calling me at work?” Laverna demanded. 
 
    “Just thought you’d want to know,” said Outotka. “The package is out for delivery.” 
 
    With their call routing through the standard Station 5 data net, they had to assume every word would be monitored, and possibly by multiple information brokers, as well as station security. ‘Package out for delivery’ was a code phrase. It meant the data sniffer she’d planted inside the Goltar back on Unlikely Regret was now moving off the station. 
 
    It was a shame. They’d known the Goltar—and probably others with him—had stayed behind on Station 5, but seeing as Laverna’s orders were to stay here, too, they couldn’t pursue the sniffer out system and download its findings, even though she felt sure the Goltar still had a big part to play in the events cascading through the Spine Nebula. 
 
    “The delivery was slightly delayed,” she said, “but we knew it was headed out system soon.” 
 
    “It’s not headed out system.” Outotka was hissing excitement, jigging up and down like an elSha with its tail on fire. 
 
    “Oh. I’ve heard rumors,” she said cautiously, trying not to stumble into a phrase that would trip monitoring systems. “I heard packages are sometimes held up at the L4 and L5 scrapyards.” 
 
    It was a clumsy phrasing, she was sure. They’d speculated the Goltar might hide out at the Lagrange regions before moving to the stargate and making their escape out system. 
 
    “It’s…” Outotka’s mouth opened and closed like a suction pump. “No.” 
 
    “Oh, just spit it out, Outotka. Speak plainly.” 
 
    “The parcel is being delivered to Meinir.” 
 
    Meinir? 
 
    What was on the inner planet? It was a dead world. Not merely dead, but murdered, a still dangerous remnant of an ancient war. She threw a travel calculator onto her slate. The inner planet was on the same side of the sun as Station 5 at the moment. It would take about three days to get there. 
 
    Meinir was a long way to go to find somewhere to hide. And what would be the point? You might as well fly off in a random direction and hide in the emptiness of interplanetary space. 
 
    No, there was another reason they were going to Meinir. Perhaps to find something. Maybe a Goltar secret lay waiting there, under everyone’s snouts this whole time. 
 
    Valuable secrets were more interesting than sliding a blade through an Oogar spine. The skipper would have understood that. 
 
    She fixed her gaze on Outotka, trying to hide how his excitement was infecting her. “We wouldn’t want our parcel to be misdirected,” she told him calmly. “I’ll go after it and point out the mistake. Outotka, you’d better get over here and help Zazbest and Visim do their jobs. The rest of us are going on a jaunt to the inner system.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Guest Cabin, Mortzestus, Orbiting Meinir, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    “I don’t know what you need to show us that you couldn’t simply state in words, Strike Leader.” 
 
    To her surprise, Harak-Jash returned Gloriana’s gaze unflinchingly. “The way we frame observed data always includes our biases. This might be important, so I want both your unbiased opinions. It won’t take long.” 
 
    Accepting the soldier’s logic, Gloriana waited quietly as the strike leader made a few final commands to the slates hooked up on his bed. Each connected in a ring system to the cache of data he’d stolen from Unlikely Regret. 
 
    The central slate projected a Tri-V image of the ship’s bridge, by the looks of it. 
 
    The image was grainy and cut through with vertical stripes. 
 
    “I’ll get the image cleaned up within hours,” said Harak-Jash. “Decrypting the sound has taken longer than I’d hoped. Maybe another day or so. It’s difficult to tell.” 
 
    She recognized the large Human in the central chair as Captain Jenkins, but the Human sitting beside him was unknown to her. 
 
    “Are the identities of the individuals significant?” asked Gloriana. 
 
    “This is the ship’s captain and its first officer, Commander Rachid. I believe they’re about to emerge from hyperspace. Two days later, Rachid suddenly disappears from the footage while in mid-flight. I don’t yet know why—or how—he left the ship, but it may be connected with the scene you’re about to witness.” 
 
    Gloriana watched the captain go suddenly rigid with shock. Even here, in the safety of the BIG smuggling ship around Meinir, the sense of alarm was so powerful, it coursed through Gloriana’s body. 
 
    A feline creature had appeared from nowhere on the back of the captain’s chair. It appeared to relish the alarm it had instantly raised through the bridge, and the fear that followed. 
 
    Apparently pleased with this reaction, it licked a paw and began washing itself. 
 
    Depik. 
 
    Gloriana knew the stories of this race of Hunters. She distracted herself from her fear by focusing on a mundane detail, settling on the timestamp. The events she was watching had taken place around a year and a half ago. 
 
    Jenkins was saying something. Without sound, the words were untranslatable, but the way he clutched the arms of his seat spoke eloquently of his terror. 
 
    A harness was strapped around the Hunter, securing the tools of its trade: needles, a tiny handgun, and a multitude of pouches. It was well equipped, yet it carried itself with such grace as it stalked the length of the terrified Human’s chair back that it appeared entirely unencumbered. 
 
    Suddenly, the Depik walked off the end of the chair and disappeared into thin air. 
 
    While some of the crew searched in vain for the deadly creature, others continued with their duties as the ship emerged into normal space.  
 
    The footage jumped forward a few hours. The Hunter had reappeared on top of the navigation console, startling the helmsman, who toppled out of his seat and fled to the protection of the captain’s chair. The helmsman’s hand moved to his sidearm, but the captain sprang out of his chair and slapped the man’s hand away from his weapon. 
 
    Interesting. Jenkins clearly knew enough about the Depik race to understand that to raise a weapon in anger against them was to sign your own death warrant. 
 
    The captain looked back to the navigation console where the Hunter watched them through unblinking eyes, its tail flicking against the console. 
 
    Its fur was the color of burnt orange splashed with white, like clouds in an early sunset, dutiful yet deadly, and upon the evidence this footage, entirely unwelcome on the Unlikely Regret. 
 
    Had the Hunter been sent on a contract to assassinate Commander Rachid? That would explain his disappearance, but surely Humans were too unimportant and too easy to kill to justify the Depik’s fee. 
 
    The image disappeared, vanishing like another Depik trick. 
 
    “That’s all I’ve decrypted,” Harak-Jash explained. “I’m interested in your thoughts.” 
 
    “We have only speculation,” said Gloriana. “We need that sound cleared up before we can do more.” 
 
    “There are many reasons to order an assassination,” stated Diyar-Dir. “Perhaps one of them led to the assassination of Rachid by this creature.” 
 
    “The Humans and other crew members were fearful of the Depik,” said the strike leader. “The captain, at least, knew what it was and not to provoke it. That is an unusual level of knowledge, especially for a youthful species as ignorant as the Humans.” 
 
    “I want both of you to work on decrypting the sound,” said Gloriana. “I want no more idle speculation. However, I shall state an obvious point you appear fearful of speaking openly in front of me. Our presence here in the nebula has remained undetected for over a thousand years. Our Goltar Infinite Flow team suddenly went offline. My Xal-Ssap disappeared, presumed dead. The footage we have just witnessed means a Depik assassin was operating in the area at about the same time. Do not leap to conclusions. Equally, do not discount them merely because I…” 
 
    She couldn’t finish her words. In her soul, she’d already decided that smug creature was Xal-Ssap’s murderer. Already, she was planning how to hunt it down and kill it slowly. Harak-Jash had been right to fear her reaction. 
 
    The truth of Xal-Ssap’s death might reveal itself to Gloriana within the next few days. It was a truth she feared, but she knew she had to face head on. 
 
    That was why they were in orbit around Meinir. Xal-Ssap’s communications had been roundabout and cryptic, of necessity, but he’d spoken once of being marooned in the Spine Nebula inside a scarred world. 
 
    Could Meinir be that scarred world? Lacerations bit deep into its crust, as if duels had been fought here by super Raknar another scale up from those harnessed by Jim Cartwright. 
 
    Who knew? Perhaps that was true. The Goltar had plenty of records of the dark days of the great galactic war between Raknar and Canavar, Dusman and Kahraman. But of even more ancient wars in the Spine Nebula, they knew nothing. 
 
    Anything could be buried here. 
 
    Her pinplants registered a comm request from Beerak. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she told the Zuparti. 
 
    “Patron, about this neutrino signal receiver you helped us put together—tell me again what it means if it registers something. Does it mean danger?” 
 
    “That is undefined.” 
 
    She wondered how much to entrust to Beerak and Gutho. Goltar secrets were leaking like atmosphere from a ruptured spaceship, and that had to stop. The use of neutrino signaling was in use throughout the galaxy by secret Goltar assets. Regrettably, that meant she had to consider killing the two members of BIG Acquisitions once she’d finished with them. “Undefined, as in if we get a signal match, we should go loaded for Oogar. No, that would be inadequate. We equip ourselves for ultra-Oogar.” 
 
    “You got it, boss. Better sharpen your swords, then, because we’re picking up a neutrino signal coming from underground, near one of the scars. It’s sending the right sequence, too.” 
 
    “Xal-Ssap!” 
 
    “Sorry, say again?” 
 
    “I know whose signal you have detected. Take us down immediately. I want to know what happened. I want to find the people responsible for their death. I want to make them pay.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 The Great Ocean, Aneb-4 
 
    Branco’s horizons had shrunk to the few facts that could still penetrate his chilled body. There was the sea, of course, his pain-ravaged flesh, the fuel tank he must follow, and the endless sea. 
 
    He kept mumbling to himself that somewhere among the stars, a beautiful woman with an indomitable spirit was fighting to get back to him. 
 
    But his words sounded empty. 
 
    All that mattered was the sea. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour had spoken that day of nearing the end of their journey. Warned that the coastal zone brought its own dangers. 
 
    But all Branco saw was the sea. 
 
    The sea… 
 
    Suddenly he was sputtering. Drowning. 
 
    He coughed up water, brine stinging the channel between the back of his nose and his throat. 
 
    He must have fallen asleep for a moment. 
 
    No, more than a moment…the fuel tank was so far away, he could barely see it. 
 
    Why had Skuilher-Dour left him behind? 
 
    He ceased kicking so the spray wouldn’t cloud his vision. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour was not alone. 
 
    Heads bobbed in the water beside his Selroth friend. He couldn’t see clearly from this distance, but he recognized the fin-like appendages that covered their ears and stuck up from their foreheads. They were also Selroth. But were they friendly? 
 
    His instinct was to come to Skuilher-Dour’s aid. He reached behind him for his pressure cannon. Then he remembered it was strapped to the floating tank. Even if it weren’t, he didn’t have the strength to lift it. 
 
    Branco blinked, realizing the floating tank was much nearer now. It was the ocean current—much stronger here. He yielded to the flow, letting it push him toward the aquatic aliens. 
 
    A Selroth call came over the water, which his translator pendant repeated in English, “It’s okay, Branco. This is the local tribe. They’ve come to warn us about the wildlife hereabouts.” 
 
    Wildlife? Branco hurried over with long thrashes of his fluke. That doesn’t sound good. 
 
    The local Selroth watched him without speaking, from time to time dipping their teal heads into the water to breathe, because these Selroth didn’t wear rebreathers. They stared at him through huge black orbs for eyes, their mouths a thin line of gray. Just before he reached Skuilher-Dour, they disappeared beneath the water. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them,” Skuilher-Dour told him. “Their tribe…let’s call them the Iceni. Not their real name, of course, but it would be an inter-species outrage if you even attempted to pronounce the true name. They’re one of the nomadic tribes of the region, occupying this confluence of currents during its richest season. They’re decent folk. Probably. But they don’t trust outsiders. No, that’s not quite accurate. They hate outsiders. But it was nice of them to warn us about the floosh.” 
 
    “Floosh?” Branco was dimly aware that his pain had receded into giddiness. That probably wasn’t a good sign. “Floosh,” he repeated. “Sounds like a children’s toy. I don’t feel threatened by toys, so let’s press on. I want to get to land before I die.” 
 
    “You had to go and say it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Why did Skuilher-Dour look so angry? “All right, fine. If they bother you so much, I’ll pretend to be worried about the floosh. What does one look like?” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour lifted one arm out of the water and pointed over Branco’s shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, you gotta be kidding me.” 
 
    Branco rolled onto his back, and sure enough, there was a sea monster sizing them up from a hundred meters away. Its body, just cresting the water, was a huge rounded mass the size of a large whale. That was dangerous enough, but what had Branco’s mouth flapping like a landed fish was the thing’s head. The damned thing had a jaw like a T-Rex, filled with six-inch teeth and stuck on the end of a long, flexible neck like a Jurassic sauropod. 
 
    It didn’t seem possible that it would be interested in prey as small as a Selroth, with a side order of the top half of a Human. Maybe it fancied a light snack between meals. 
 
    “Keep very still,” he told Skuilher-Dour, “don’t make a break for it, or it’ll pursue. Standard predator instinct.” 
 
    “Great. Now he’s the floosh expert!” 
 
    Branco eased his hand back to grab the pressure cannon, then cursed when he remembered it was on the float. “Get the gun,” he called. 
 
    “No way. That’s the last thing I want to do.” 
 
    “If it attacks, we’ll need it.” 
 
    “Branco, if we go for our guns, there won’t be any if it attacks. Floosh might not be the smartest species in the Union, but they are technically sentient. They know what a gun is.” 
 
    The creature snarled a challenge, then it lifted a pair of front flippers and pushed itself through the water at near lightspeed. 
 
    “What do we do?” cried Branco. 
 
    “Swim for your life, and hope it finds better prey than you.” 
 
    Branco thrashed through the water. The giddiness, the pain, the fatigue—all was forgotten in the face of those snapping jaws. 
 
    He dodged right, coming about rapidly in the water, but the head snapped down so fast, it grabbed at him anyway. 
 
    The crack was deafening as the floosh closed its powerful jaws around Branco’s tail and dangled him twenty feet above the water. 
 
    “Bad choice, fella. That half of me is already dead.” 
 
    From below, Skuilher-Dour was shouting, “The bomb, Branco. Use the bomb!” 
 
    Bomb? 
 
    What with being eaten by a sea monster and all, Branco had forgotten about the self-destruct mechanism the Jeha had engineered into the tail. Scotty, the little segmented guy was called. At least, that’s what Branco called him. No one had asked for a self-destruct, but Scotty loved to squeeze as many features into his creations as he possibly could. Typical Jeha. 
 
    “The bomb!” 
 
    Oh, yeah. Branco was struggling to focus, but the bomb was important. 
 
    The floosh shook Branco like a rag doll. It seemed unsure what had just happened.  
 
    Branco had the same feeling, until the violent shaking woke some sense in him. He accessed the tail’s controller through his wrist slate and activated its quick release. He was thrown clear, pinwheeling through the air. 
 
    The impact with the water knocked the breath out of him, made his vision fuzz and fizz. 
 
    Before he could sink, Skuilher-Dour had him upright in his arms, lifting him up out of the water so Branco could use his wrist slate. 
 
    The floosh brought its head down and snorted at them, sulfurous eyes glaring hatred. Branco’s artificial tail was firmly lodged in its jaw, wires and tubes wrapping themselves through the back teeth as if it wore an orthodontic brace.  
 
    “This had better work,” muttered Branco. He activated the self-destruct feature. 
 
    The tail exploded, blowing off the floosh’s head and the top half of its neck, which began flailing like an out-of-control hosepipe. A creature that big must have a super-powered heart to pump blood around that massive body. With its head gone, it was like a fire truck pumping hot blood over the Human and Selroth. 
 
    “You see,” said Branco, choking on the crimson shower. “We survived.” 
 
    “That we did. You should be proud. Unfortunately, flooshes mate for life, and usually hunt in pairs. This one’s mate is coming for us. I can feel the beat of her flippers through the water.” 
 
    “To the devil with this. We were so close, Skuilher-Dour.” 
 
    “Wait…quick, climb on my back!” 
 
    With the last of his strength, Branco hauled himself onto the rubbery blue flesh of his friend’s shoulders and grabbed onto the fins that covered his ears. 
 
    He saw another floosh, smaller than the one he’d killed, but enormous nonetheless.  
 
    At a distance of several hundred meters, it halted unexpectedly, throwing up a bow wave that crested high over the two Patriots. The monster lifted its long neck upright to scream at the heavens before snapping at the heads that had appeared around it in the water. 
 
    Its snarl of rage became cries of pain as plumes of fire lanced out of the water, catching its mighty head in crossfire. 
 
    The Iceni Selroth were beating it back with flamethrowers. Underwater flamers? How did that work? 
 
    The monster dived.  
 
    The Selroth followed under the surface and out of Branco’s sight. 
 
    From time to time, great bubbles of foul-smelling gas breached the water. They were the only signs of the struggle between the Iceni and the floosh. Branco clung onto Skuilher-Dour as his friend treaded water and waited. 
 
    Eventually the Selroth resurfaced, heads and shoulders appearing in a ring around the two Patriots who’d so nearly swam the length of the ocean. They carried flamers, harpoons, carbines, pulse throwers, and golden tridents. Others of the tribe swam in circles beneath them, cutting off any hope of escape.  
 
    “Thank you for rescuing us,” Branco told them. 
 
    “Branco,” said Skuilher-Dour. “You forget, you’re not speaking a Selroth language, and these are sea nomads, not cosmopolitan citizens of the Union. They can’t understand.” 
 
    “I can. The Human is understandable to me,” Branco heard through his pendant. 
 
    One of the Selroth lifted herself high out of the water. A dripping pendant hung about her neck, and a black lightning bolt tattoo zigzagged across her face.  
 
    “Then I say again, thank you for rescuing us.” 
 
    “Rescue? No, we did not drive off this floosh’s mate because we were concerned for your safety. We did it because you intrigue us. Tell us your story so we may weave it into the saga of our tribe. If we like it enough, we might even let you live.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I’ll leave you on a cliffhanger every time, so you’re forced to keep us alive until the next day if you want to know how the story completes. I knew someone who kept that up for 1001 nights. Reckon I could double that.” 
 
    The Selroth gave a sharp nod, then briefly dipped beneath the water to breathe. “You understand the power of story. That is good, although I doubt your skill is as great as you claim. But I see you have been in the water far too long for a land-walking air breather. Come, we offer you the hospitality of our tribe. We have warmth, air, and cooked food suitable for your kind. And when you are rested, you will tell us our story, and we shall determine your fate.” 
 
    “I need to get my strength back,” said Branco, “but I didn’t swim all the way from Romalin Island to tell tall tales. This isn’t an after-contract session at the Lyon’s Den. There’s a pack of monsters coming to take over this world who make your floosh seem like arthritic shrimp. The Goltar have been weaving my tale around this world’s for the past three years, even before I met the mesmerizing sisters—and I gotta say, you’ll find Sun and Blue are most saga-worthy. I mean, when I first met Blue, I shot her dead…mmph!” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour clamped his webbed hand over Branco’s mouth. “My friend is delirious.”  
 
    “Fevered minds often speak deeper truths.” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that. What the Human is trying to say is, his story isn’t a passive thing. If you don’t want the saga of your tribe to end with you, you’re going to need to play an active part in his tale. You’ll have to fight.” 
 
    That sent the Iceni spinning into a furious verbal argument, many dipping underwater to better express themselves. They spoke in a dialect from which Branco’s pendant could only snatch a few words—traitor…alliance…artillery…revolution…dinner. 
 
    Abruptly the argument ceased, and the female with the pendant rose from the sea in front of Branco and Skuilher-Dour. She grinned in the Human manner, revealing hooked teeth that were shockingly white. “I like you, fevered one. It’s been too long since we had a good fight.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Meinir, Beta-Caerelis System 
 
    Their hired ship flew over the scar. 
 
    The journey to Meinir’s surface had been hair-raising enough, passing through the death zone of ruined warships that might one day become a cool-looking ring system, but was for now just a deadly hazard to shipping. Some of the near misses were scorched and dented spheres that looked like sister ships of Midnight Sun. 
 
    But that was a mystery for another time. The scar was all Laverna could think about for the moment. From space, it was a straight line carved into Meinir’s hide, but flying over it at five hundred meters, Laverna was struck by how squared and true it was. Eight hundred kilometers in length, a consistent two kilometers wide, and one deep, it was precision engineered. But why? 
 
    The last signal pulse emanating from Harak-Jash’s head had been four hours ago, and it had come from the sheer wall on the deeply shadowed north side of the scar. 
 
    There was no sign of the Goltar team there now. The last signal was close to a tunnel bored into the north face. No doubt it was the opening that had attracted them, but if that was where they were, why couldn’t she see the transport that had brought the Goltar from Station 5? 
 
    Tyrnjoki was piloting the ship—the only other Blevin with her on this away mission. He seemed so eager, she decided not to admit the truth about the tracker she’d implanted in the Goltar’s pinlayers. 
 
    It wasn’t as crass and easily detectable as a radio beacon. It was more of a semi-intelligent spy that would lurk, undetected, sneakily making attempts to connect to other devices through which it would quietly announce its presence to her. Only when it thought the coast was clear, though.  
 
    And if discovered, its signal could easily be replicated and used to lay a trap. 
 
    They flew another fifty kilometers along the scar. Finding nothing, they returned to the tunnel and set down on the smooth, rocky floor of the trench. The shadow occupying the northern side was so absolute, it felt alive to Laverna. The idea was nonsense, or so she told herself, but the normal rules of the universe didn’t seem to apply to this scarred world with its cold secrets. 
 
    Tyrnjoki gave a blast of every sensor on full, but there was no one there. They did, however, detect that a short distance into the tunnel’s length, it was blocked by a cave-in.  
 
    “Found them,” yelled Tyrnjoki suddenly. “Look!” The little ship Laverna had hired was windowless, but the little showoff in the pilot’s seat projected a Tri-V simulation of a windshield. A silver dot with a flame tail was rising above the horizon.  
 
    Tyrnjoki zoomed in, and they watched the little craft break for space. It arced overhead for a quarter orbit before breaking out into interplanetary space. 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” he said, “that ship’s on course for Station 5.” 
 
    Laverna relaxed. The Goltar must have been foiled in whatever they were attempting to find here and had abandoned the attempt. 
 
    “Any sign of them returning?” she asked 
 
    “No,” he replied after pulsing another sensor scan. “They’re gone. If they’ve given up and gone home, it looks like we came on a fool’s errand, but hey, since we’re in the neighborhood…” 
 
    “We’d better take a look.” Laverna laughed, all the tension leaving her now that it didn’t look as if she were leading her team into a death trap. “Okay, keep watch from the ship, Tyrnjoki. Squawk if you see anything that moves. Everyone else, suit up and get ready to move out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Compared to her Vaga companions, and indeed most Union species, Blevin were slight of build. For sure, they were a little taller than, say, a Human, and possessed a wiry strength, but they lacked the robust, muscled bulk of Besquith. Or even a Zuul. 
 
    It was…a sensitive issue that had led to some members of her race overcompensating for their lack of bulk. But Blevin weren’t quite so new to the galaxy now, and most had learned not to let it bother them. After all, they were developing a reputation in areas that didn’t require brute strength, excelling as safecrackers, snipers, hackers, and spies. 
 
    Contemplating the tunnel at the base of the kilometer-deep trench, Laverna felt her long-suppressed sense of physical inferiority coming to the fore. 
 
    And that pissed her off. She was supposed to be better than this. 
 
    The Vaga didn’t help. Sheliyah, Zharlyk, and Fzhiderty each massed many times more than her. And their antlers—encased in pressure-sealed black flexi-alloys as they curved out of their armored heads—were almost as long as Laverna was tall. 
 
    But it was the trench that had triggered this unexpected sense of inadequacy. 
 
    Under the illumination of the ship’s floodlights, she contemplated the kilometer-high sheer vertical wall of fused rock. With no atmosphere to weather it, and sunk so deep it was largely protected from micrometeorites, it reflected their lights like a perfect mirror. 
 
    Behind her, the south wall of the trench was cracked and uneven, an outfall of rock dust heaped at its base. She was grateful for its dim illumination of reflected sunlight. In a few hours, it would be night on this part of Meinir. That prospect made her shudder. 
 
    Laverna felt insignificant against the vastness of the galaxy. 
 
    But the skipper had trusted her to do a job, and that was what she would do. They pushed on into the tunnel, armed with rifles in case the Goltar should be lurking here. 
 
    She didn’t trust the entropy-cursed creatures. Couldn’t ever forgive them, either, not after what their Scythe had done to the nebula. But they were, in theory at least, temporary allies. Allies supposed to be summoning Midnighter reinforcements, not sneaking into ancient tunnels. 
 
    “Hello!” she announced with an all-frequencies short-range radio broadcast. “We are a team from the Unlikely Regret. We do not wish harm to the Goltar.” 
 
    She played her flashlight over the darkness, which swallowed it greedily without showing her anything but cold stone walls and a curved roof forty meters above her head. 
 
    There was no reply, so they advanced into the black, following the narrow beams from their flashlights. 
 
    A short distance farther on, a jumble of rocks filled the tunnel to its roof. Some of them had been blasted by explosives into pebbles or sliced with lasers. They were still warm, too. 
 
    “Could you succeed where the Goltar failed?” she asked Sheliyah. 
 
    Sheliyah didn’t reply with words. All three Vaga began prodding the rockfall with antlers and then tapping them with their fists. They clamped antlers over a selection of rocks from various locations on the pile and lifted them over their heads. 
 
    The strength of the Vaga was incredible, which was why they were in such demand as miners, tunnelers, and general picker-uppers of heavy objects. Laverna knew all that, but to see them lift rocks bigger than their own bodies took her breath away. 
 
    They weren’t overburdened by smarts, and Laverna had learned to be careful when she gave instructions. They were even more literal-minded than Zazbest, the elSha she’d left behind on the station. But on matters of mining and tunneling, they were not only super strong, but experts, too. 
 
    “It’s a rockfall,” reported Sheliyah after five minutes of investigation. 
 
    Laverna resisted the urge to say, “I can see that, you stupid beetle.” Instead, she asked whether the Vaga could break through. 
 
    “From what we’ve encountered, yes. Though we don’t know for certain what lies farther in.” 
 
    “If we bring out the rocks, won’t more rocks fall from above, killing us?” 
 
    Sheliyah took some time to construct her answer. “Perhaps. Nothing is certain in tunneling. However, the rocks have been blasted out of the sidewalls and encouraged to tumble inward to produce this barrier. The roof remains strong. This was a carefully engineered mechanism designed to seal the tunnel. We detect hollow space beyond. It would take maybe a few hours to break through.” 
 
    Laverna’s skin tingled, and both her hearts pumped excitement through her arteries. Did Goltar secrets lie beyond these rocks? Maybe whatever lay buried here was even more ancient than the Goltar. 
 
    If only the skipper were here to see this adventure. 
 
    Her exhilaration dimmed a little at the reminder of her grief. But only a little. “Just think, Sheliyah, whatever lies beyond has been sealed off from the universe for eons. Great interstellar civilizations have risen and fallen since its secrets were forgotten. We’ll be the first eyes to see—” 
 
    “Negative. The rockfall tastes fresh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Rocks grow into each other over time, even in vacuum. These rocks haven’t, which means this tunnel was sealed recently. Maybe a few years ago.” 
 
    That made it even more intriguing. “Let’s do it,” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” said her translator pendant. But the voice that had spoken through her internal helmet speaker had come from a Goltar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three Goltar were waiting for them, their seven limbs clad in stretchy spacesuits that emanated a diffuse light. They pointed multiple bone pistols at Laverna and the Vaga. 
 
    Acutely conscious of the rifle slung over her shoulder, Laverna raised her hands. “Nobody fire,” she said. “That goes for you, too, Sheliyah, Zharlyk, and Fzhiderty. We are, after all, on the same side.” 
 
    “Laverna, is that you?” asked one of the Goltar. 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “You double-crossing, conniving Blevin putrescence.” 
 
    “Ah, I assume that makes you Strike Leader Harak-Jash?” 
 
    “We shall be the ones to ask questions of you,” said one of the other Goltar. The others deferred to this one, which had to be Gloriana. The chief squid bitch. 
 
    “Tyrnjoki, are you there?” Laverna checked over the radio. 
 
    “Your pilot?” said the strike leader. “He’s alive. For now.” 
 
    “What’s the play?” Tyrnjoki asked, surprising the hell out of Laverna by walking into view, caught between the beams of two flashlights. It was tricky to see who was escorting him, but they definitely weren’t Goltar. Perhaps a Jivool and a Zuparti? 
 
    “There will be no play,” said Gloriana. “You will explain your presence here. Then I shall decide whether you live.” 
 
    “Okay, Gloriana.” She pointed at the leading Goltar. “I’m guessing that’s you. Except, hey! It can’t be, because you’re supposed to be on the way to Tau-Rietzke. While you—” she indicated Harak-Jash, “—were hacking into Unlikely Regret’s secrets, you can hardly be surprised we aren’t where we’re supposed to be, as we exhibit the same curiosity as you about our allies.” 
 
    The Goltar said nothing, made no reaction. Under the circumstances, Laverna decided that was a sign of weakness. 
 
    “So here’s where I think we are,” she said. “You went looking for something here on Meinir, but you couldn’t get to it because of the rockfall. Sure, you’ve got the drop on us, but your search and recovery operation is still a bust. Seems to me we ought to be working together.” 
 
    “Yes, I am Gloriana,” said the leading Goltar. “Why is your team not on Unlikely Regret?” 
 
    “We were left behind to observe Endless Night and their allies. We’re ready to lead resistance operations against them, if that’s what it comes to, while we wait for you to bring reinforcements.” 
 
    “The universe can uncoil quickly when it chooses to,” said Gloriana enigmatically. “Harak-Jash, Diyar-Dir, lower your weapons. There is no net benefit in killing these individuals. They may even be of slight worth.” 
 
    “Slight worth? Are you kidding?” Laverna spread her arms to encompass her Vaga. “I brought specialist equipment. Do you want to find out what lies beyond those rocks, or not?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Meinir Tunnels 
 
    It took four hours for one of the three Vaga to report they’d successfully broken through the blockage. 
 
    Leaving Beerak and Gutho to guard the entrance and the ships, Gloriana led them through the cleared channel and pressed deeper into the tunnel. 
 
    She’d ordered the firearms of the Patriots, as they called themselves, to be unloaded and their magazines removed to their pouches. For extra security, Harak-Jash brought up the rear, able to drop any of the others with his bone guns should the Patriots turn violent. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they saw a pinprick of light holding firm in the total darkness of the tunnel. It soon resolved into the access panel for an airlock.  
 
    Once through the airlock—though not yet daring to remove their pressure suits—they found themselves in a modest network of chambers that expanded out from the central spine of the corridor. Some of the ancient fittings and equipment had been ripped out and dumped in the tunnel outside. More had been partially sealed over and covered with modern Union-standard systems. 
 
    The little warren had light, heat, and sound. Ventilation systems hummed in the background. Banks of equipment were powered on and awaiting instruction. This must have been the command center of the Goltar Infinite Flow. And it squatted in the ruins of something far more ancient. 
 
    On the walls were crossed Goltar dueling staves, the sort of things a team might use to keep fit and sharp, and to reinforce social bonds. Another airlock led to a chamber filled with water, which she guessed they used for relaxation and exercise. 
 
    She found Xal-Ssap in a low-ceilinged chamber filled with winking equipment banks. 
 
    His corpse slumped over the table, three limbs still coiled around his padded seating post. The other two members of his team lay on the floor. Several slates rested on the table. One of Xal-Ssap’s tentacles stretched toward the slate nearest to him. The scene indicated reaching for it had been his final act. 
 
    One of the Blevins moved to retrieve the slate. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch that!” Gloriana screamed. 
 
    The sight of her former husband’s body must have thrown her into shock, otherwise she’d have shot the thieving creature dead rather than shouted at him. 
 
    She was glad she hadn’t when the Blevin’s touch triggered a tiny needle to shoot out of the slate and into his arm. 
 
    “What the hell just…” started the Blevin. Then he jerked in surprise before falling. He convulsed on the ground, foam bubbling from his mouth. 
 
    The slate, meanwhile, projected a Tri-V recording. It was the Depik Hunter, all white splotches, orange fur, and smugness. It stood on Xal-Ssap’s head crest, regarding the camera, while its two front limbs kneaded his victim’s flesh as if softening its bed for the night. 
 
    Gloriana emptied both her pistols into the slate, killing the image of the accursed Hunter and shattering the device into a thousand pieces. 
 
    “He’s dead,” said Laverna. She was crouching by the other Blevin, who had now ceased his struggles. Gloriana reloaded. “Get out. All of you. Get out now!” 
 
    They hurried away to leave her to her fury. 
 
    Her mind wanted to relive the memories of the happy times she’d spent with Xal-Ssap before her obsessions had driven him away, exiled him to these rocky caverns. But each time she touched those memories, she recoiled in grief. 
 
    She froze, suddenly realizing she’d been circling the table at speed. A thought hit her. Something that would have been obvious if her mind hadn’t been clouded with anguish. 
 
    The Hunter linked Captain Jenkins with Xal-Ssap’s murder. Had Jenkins ordered the hit? It fit the data. Oh, it all made sense now. She’d demand Harak-Jash continue to decrypt the sound, but the arrow of guilt was pointing at Jenkins. 
 
    She calmed, grateful she’d resisted killing the female Blevin. Laverna would know the location of the captain. When Gloriana caught up with the old Human, he would learn the true meaning of pain. 
 
    Heedless of the risk, she picked up another of the slates, hoping it would give her a connection into Xal-Ssap’s life here. This time there was no booby trap. But it did reveal secrets. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Meinir Tunnels 
 
    Laverna hurried through the airlock and out into the far side of the tunnel, happy to leave Gloriana behind in her murderous rage with nothing but a room of corpses for company. 
 
    She imagined Tyrnjoki beside her. Still alive and snorting at her melodramatic imagery. He was rude, frequently annoying, but she would miss him. 
 
    What a cruel way to die, murdered on an assassin’s whim. And what was that creature? It looked so inoffensive. 
 
    The skipper would know… 
 
    She cut off that thought. Too many good people were dying around her. 
 
    The thought of losing people reminded her of Zharlyk and Fzhiderty. Sheliyah was still with Laverna’s group, but there’d been no sign of the other two Vaga in the underground Goltar base.  
 
    She remembered she’d told them to head up the tunnel and keep going. They’d probably passed right through the Goltar base squatting inside the tunnel and carried on. 
 
    Two klicks farther into the tunnel, they encountered another rockfall. Zharlyk and Fzhiderty were in the process of carrying away the last few blocks to clear a channel, holding them over their heads in their powerful antlers. Beyond that second blockage lay yet more cold and black corridor.  
 
    “I shall return to the councilor,” said the Goltar, who’d let slip that his name was Lieutenant Diyar-Dir. “Investigate what lies ahead,” he told Harak-Jash. “Shoot the aliens if they prove troublesome.”  
 
    They pressed on for another two hours, Laverna complaining increasingly about the need for rest and that she was out of water. 
 
    The latter wasn’t true—she had a days’ worth of food and drink—but she wanted to test the Goltar’s response. 
 
    Harak-Jash replied that even if he believed Laverna was out of water, he didn’t care if she lived or died.  
 
    Another hour farther on, and they really were hungry and tired. Harak-Jash urged them to keep moving, claiming to have detected a power source up ahead. 
 
    It turned out he was correct. 
 
    The tunnel narrowed, forcing Laverna to stoop as she stepped into a cylindrical section. In dimensions, it almost matched the airlocks in the section, three hour’s walk away, where they’d left Gloriana with her former partner’s corpse. If this had once been an airlock, it had been removed. The curved walls were smooth, but stained with what looked like an organic residue. Tendrils like muscle fibers had embedded themselves into the wall, but now hung limply. 
 
    It was as strange as anything Laverna had ever seen, but there was something else. Something bothering her about the entrance. 
 
    She backed out into the wider tunnel from whence she’d come and stared at the lip over the top of the cylinder. The rock was stained here, which was interesting in itself, seeing as an underground passage beneath an airless world didn’t get weathering and wasn’t likely to spawn mold. 
 
    There was a pattern hidden beneath the stain. 
 
    Standing on tiptoe, she ran a finger over the upper lip and felt the grooves cut through the rock. There were three intersecting circles. The central intersection felt different. Not cut so deeply. Laverna had no idea what it meant. It was important, though. That much she knew. 
 
    “Come on, you lazy Blevin!” shouted Harak-Jash. 
 
    She hurried after the Goltar, disinclined to share the knowledge about the circle symbol. 
 
    The tunnel snaked to the right before running parallel to the passage they’d been following since the room booby trapped by the assassin.  
 
    While Zharlyk and Fzhiderty dawdled in the tunnel, Harak-Jash and Sheliyah were waiting for her in a conventional airlock, its aperture set into a plastic frame. It looked temporary, as if installed after the original airlock had failed. None of it looked Union standard. 
 
    Through the airlock, they progressed into a lit area with breathable air. A few scattered doorways led away from the tunnel, but one was far larger than the others. 
 
    Harak-Jash danced swiftly to this doorway, which hissed open for him. 
 
    Laverna hurried after, stopping at the threshold to a brightly lit room. It had the sterile look of a medical laboratory. Harsh overhead lights illuminated widely separated equipment stations. Everything was pristine in its cleanliness. 
 
    Harak-Jash had pressed on through an open, frosted doorway. 
 
    “Leave your rifle there,” said the Goltar. “Then come see this.” 
 
    While Sheliyah strolled in, Laverna left her rifle and a magazine propped against a wall and jogged over to see what had gotten the Goltar so excited. 
 
    She found herself in a triangular alcove with mirrored walls. A cylindrical booth dominated the far corner of the space. Hanging within the booth was a garment plugged into cables and tubes. It looked like the haptic suits the CASPer pilots wore. And it was humanoid, too, though designed for a species with two pairs of arms. Like a small Lumar, perhaps. Not that a dimwitted species like the Lumar could ever conceive of such technology. 
 
    The room hummed with power. It beckoned them. 
 
    “I wonder what that does?” asked Sheliyah, who had wandered over while the other two had been staring slack-jawed at the suit. 
 
    No one spoke for a while.  
 
    But everyone was surely thinking the same thing. 
 
    What was the point of discovering an ancient artifact if no one tried to make it work? 
 
    “Well,” Laverna said nervously to the others, “no Vaga is ever gonna stick their fat head inside that thing, and you Goltar are too weirdly shaped, as well. I guess I’m the one who’s gonna try on the suit.” 
 
    The Goltar said nothing for a long while before replying, “That’s right, Blevin. You’re going to find out what this thing does.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What happens next?” Laverna wondered aloud once she was inside and Sheliyah had secured the haptic suit with the fasteners up its back. 
 
    “Secure” was relative. The outfit consisted of white tubular fabric that was veined with tubes and embedded with metal discs. Cables linked the suit to the mirrored alcove she occupied.  
 
    The suit was integrated with a solid framework that hooked to the upper surface of the booth like an industrial-strength coat hanger. Laverna hung from this, the suit bunching uncomfortably around her crotch, because her legs weren’t long enough to touch the floor. The upper sleeves were gathered up around her too-short arms so her hands could fit inside the gloves. They had five fingers and one thumb, just like Blevin hands. 
 
    The lower pair of sleeves hung limply between her thighs. 
 
    “What’s it feel like?” asked Sheliyah. 
 
    “Like I need a word with my tailor. It doesn’t seem active.” 
 
    “Perhaps whatever the suit drives is no longer in existence,” said the Goltar. He seemed too intrigued by the apparatus to bother threatening his prisoners. 
 
    “Or maybe I just haven’t figured out how to drive this baby yet.” 
 
    The mirrored booth containing the suit had already been lit when Laverna first clapped eyes on it. More lights had appeared on a console alongside the booth, which she guessed was a status board. More of the console had lit when she’d stepped into the haptic suit, and more still when she’d stretched the skullcap over her head.  
 
    She tried clenching and unclenching one hand. 
 
    Maybe thousands of light years out in the galaxy, her gesture was being faithfully obeyed by a great machine. She could have just destroyed a world, crushed it in her grip. Or maybe she’d created new universes. Maybe. But there was no sense of anything happening here in the booth. 
 
    “Perhaps you need to fill the other sleeves at the same time,” suggested the Goltar. 
 
    “That would be kind of tricky. A simpler explanation is that these sleeves are dead. I’ll try the lower pair, although I doubt—” 
 
    Lightning crackled through her brain. 
 
    She was floundering, gasping, thrust underwater, and fighting for air. 
 
    The first stab of panic left her, and she realized she was still in an air-filled chamber, not underwater at all, and yet she had a powerful sense of rising to the surface, desperate to break the waves and breathe sweet air. 
 
    Her limbs were moving as if swimming up, frantically riding a bubble to the surface. 
 
    Why can’t I breathe? 
 
    Just as the panic threatened to overwhelm her, she broke through and gasped air into her burning lungs. But it wasn’t water she’d broken the surface of, but the skein of reality. 
 
    Inexplicable forces stretched her mind, her perceptions, far beyond anything she thought possible. 
 
    With a snap, her mind’s reconfiguration completed, leaving her with a grander perception that could encompass entire worlds and the immense distances between them. 
 
    Her pinplants made a little sense of this, providing a pinview of the brightly lit booth buried underground in the secret depths beneath Meinir. 
 
    She dismissed the pinview as unimportant, concentrating instead on what mattered. 
 
    Space. 
 
    Not a formless vacuum, but a region rich with radiation, gravity waves, and matter. From the nearby world that she recognized as Vitayr, down to puffs of hydrogen gas no more than a few atoms thick, she could see everything. Not all at once, but she could change her viewpoint from the enormous to the nanoscale with dizzying rapidity. Her mind bulged with the enormity of her new perception. 
 
    Stabs of information pricked at her painfully. She couldn’t interpret them, but she knew this great engine she was driving was supplying her with data about objects of interest.  
 
    She noticed her back was bathed in a flood of electromagnetic radiation. 
 
    She twisted round in the suit, and her perception followed in space. Behind her was a rotating jumble of metal boxes from which three blades descended. It slowly rotated to provide pseudo-gravity to its inhabitants. 
 
    That prickling she’d felt. It was the noise coming from Station 5. 
 
    Data flooded through her in painful quantities. Still she couldn’t interpret any of this. 
 
    She turned back to her initial point of focus and saw a ship passing in front of her, headed for Vitayr’s moon of Faiza. 
 
    The ship was small. It could be anything, but was probably up to no good. Nonetheless, the vessel pulled at her. The rest of the star system fell away, and she clasped the spacecraft with her infinitely refined perception, seeing inside to its crew spaces, its fusion plant, the derisory bundle of mining lasers that were its only weaponry. Most of all, she knew its weak points, the many ways she could destroy this intruder. 
 
    Her arms began to move together, and she knew when her hands met, the thunderclap that resulted would vaporize this pathetic gadfly craft. 
 
    No!” she screamed, resisting the urge to bring her hands together. “Get me out! Now!” 
 
    Strong limbs caught her, restraining her arms while removing the cap and unfastening the back of the haptic suit. 
 
    “No, stop,” she said. “I’m all right.” 
 
    She bit her lip, wondering how true that was. Her leathery skin had cracked painfully to allow the painful heat of her fight-or-flight panic to escape. She definitely was not all right. 
 
    “What is it?” asked the Goltar. “What happened?” 
 
    Laverna was too shocked to evade the question. “I think it was a weapon system. A powerful one. I saw a ship near Vitayr. If you hadn’t stopped me, I would have destroyed it. At least, this machine made me think I would. Part of me wanted desperately to explore the power of this device.”  
 
    “Try on the other sleeves,” said Harak-Jash. 
 
    “Are you serious? I nearly killed a ship full of people.” 
 
    “I’m a mercenary. Killing is my business. Don’t forget we are at war with Endless Night. If this gives us a weapon, we need to know what it does.” 
 
    Interesting that it’s “we” now, she thought, but she decided to try on the lower sleeves without protest. She’d gotten a taste for the sense of power this machine gave her. It was a hotter rush than the thrill of stealing a million credits, more intoxicating than her fantasies of hot Tri-V stars begging to be her flesh-mates.  
 
    As soon as the cap snapped over her skull, she felt her perception being stretched wide. But far, far wider this time. Not across the local star system. Across the entire galaxy. 
 
    She felt dizzy. The scale was so incomprehensibly vast that it made her retch. Yet her mind encompassed it anyway. Hundreds of billions of stars lay spread before her, each star as equally obtainable to her as any other. Distance was no matter. Every star was…within range. 
 
    Was this a weapon? Could this be another starkiller, like the one on Aneb-4? 
 
    She’d been hot with panic, but now an icy chill of fear crept through her guts. 
 
    What if I destroy a star by accident? 
 
    When she’d worn the upper sleeves, she’d felt anger. The ship approaching Faiza had been an affront, an invader to be swatted. Now she felt cool purpose that nonetheless yearned to be unleashed. 
 
    She frowned as she realized she was sensing emotion from this thing. Is it alive? 
 
    The machine’s hunger became a sense of building pressure. Laverna was a dam holding back a flood of raw power that would soon spill forth. She could channel its force, but not stop it. Its need for release wouldn’t be thwarted for long. 
 
    The upper sleeves had been defensive. These lower ones were coldly clinical in their immense power. It was cool, while the other system was hot; calculating, while the other was reactive. Except…there was something else, a sense of resentment marring the coldness of the lower sleeves. Unlike its counterpart, it had never experienced fulfilment. 
 
    The pressure of its power had built over the eons. It needed release. Was desperate for it. 
 
    “No, it can’t be,” she growled. “I’m assigning my own thoughts to it. It’s only a damned machine.” 
 
    But it didn’t feel like a machine.  
 
    And it didn’t feel patient. 
 
    She tried to tell Sheliyah to pull her free, but the words wouldn’t reach her lips. The machine forbade them. 
 
    Hoping the pain would distract her, she bit down through her tongue. 
 
    The blood flowed down her mouth, but her pain only made the machine angry. It unleashed a barrage of torment over the flesh of her limbs. As she hung there, confused and dizzy, it threw her headlong into the galaxy. Her mind raced through star system after star system, showing her civilization upon civilization, making her choose which should be snuffed out first. 
 
    Even if she’d been compliant, she was racing too fast. 
 
    She vomited. 
 
    The Vaga got her free and pulled her away from the machine. 
 
    “Report!” the Goltar demanded. 
 
    This time, Laverna had no intention of answering openly. As miserable as she felt, something of the lower sleeves’ cool purpose persisted in her. 
 
    The Goltar had caused misery with the machine they’d discovered long ago on Aneb-4. What evil would they wreak with this one? She couldn’t let them have it. 
 
    “Seems to be a navigation system,” she said between dry retches. Her lie felt strengthened by its partial truth. “I could see the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said the Goltar. “Perhaps the lower sleeves select a star system, and the other ones a target within it. If you could truly aim and fire in real time across tens of thousands of light years, it would break all known laws of nature. But that does not mean it is impossible. There is much that was once understood that the Science Guild has forgotten.” He sucked through his blowhole. “Or conceals from us.” 
 
    “No,” said Laverna. “That thing’s evil. It tried to control me. Tried to make me kill. It would have succeeded, too, if not for my nausea. Who could tell what damage I might have done? No, this abomination must remain buried and forgotten.” 
 
    She expected an argument, but no one contradicted her. She was so exhausted, it took a while to sense panic boiling around her. 
 
    Something was coming. 
 
    Harak-Jash had pressed himself up close against the doorway, bone pistols primed to shoot whatever was about to come through. 
 
    Laverna reached for her rifle, then she remembered it was standing up against the wall of the adjoining room. The irony cut her. She’d just touched a power that could reach out and destroy stars across the galaxy—at least, it thought it could—but it looked as if she was about to die for the lack of a good rifle. 
 
    But she was wrong. Harak-Jash returned his pistols to their holsters, visibly relaxed. 
 
    A few moments later, Gloriana came racing through the door with the Zuparti and the Jivool, screaming that they were pursued. 
 
    “Hello,” the Zuparti said to Laverna. “My name is Beerak, and my Jivool colleague is Gutho. We hope your damage waiver is fully paid, because Endless Night just blew the hell outta your ship.” 
 
    “Endless Night? We can take them.” She looked at the two Goltar—where was the other one? “Right?” 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” said Gutho. The Jivool tried rubbing his nose, forgetting it was inside his helmet. “There’s just two minor problems. First of all, they might be wearing gang colors, but they moved, talked, and smelled like pros. Either they’re mercs, or I’m a Human.” 
 
    “And the other problem,” said Beerak cheerfully, “is that they’re Besquith, and the hulking beasts are always tricky to take out.” 
 
    “How many do we face?” asked Harak-Jash.  
 
    “We counted ten inside the tunnels,” said Gutho. “Diyar-Dir’s out there with the other two Vaga, watching for their approach. Let’s not keep them waiting.” 
 
    The Goltar moved out, the Vaga following, and Laverna tagged along. She was already feeling sick from her experience inside the machine, but this news made her retch with fear. Trapped underground with a squad of Besquith after them. How could the others act so calmly? 
 
    “Wait. One thing I don’t get,” she said to Beerak. She halted at the doorway to the room housing the suit. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “We snuck in while the Besquith were sniffing around the zone the Goltar used as their long-term base. Sent our ship flying ‘round to rendezvous. All we have to do is find the other end of this tunnel before the Besquith do—” 
 
    “Without dying of thirst and starvation first,” added the Jivool. 
 
    “And then signal the ship to come get us,” finished the Zuparti. 
 
    “No, that’s not all,” said Laverna firmly. “We can’t allow Endless Night to discover this room.” 
 
    Beerak twisted his long body around and seemed to notice the haptic suit and the illuminated booth it hung within for the first time. Gutho approached with interest and began scanning with a handheld device. 
 
    “Why is this so important?” demanded Gloriana, racing back into the room 
 
    “The Blevin is right,” said Harak-Jash. “If this device is fully operational, it could be as powerful a find as the Engine of Infinite Flow on Romalin Island.” 
 
    Gloriana was so astonished, her limbs froze, and she fell to the floor. 
 
    “Then we must reseal the tunnel ahead of them,” said Sheliyah. 
 
    Laverna blinked at her friend, astonished. She’d never heard of a Vaga thinking things through and coming up with a plan. They tended to follow the instructions of others. “She’s right, you know.” 
 
    “Of course I’m right,” said Sheliyah. “Obviously, Endless Night could send specialist resources to clear through the blockage same as we did, but only if they had a reason to suspect there was something here to find. We seal the tunnel, and then escape from the other end.” 
 
    “No,” said Gloriana, who had regained her poise. “We kill every one of those Besquith and burn their ship to slag. Only we can know the secret of this place, and we must tell no one.” 
 
    Laverna gave Gloriana a sharp look. The Goltar would kill her and the Vaga without pause for thought. It wasn’t just the Besquith, Laverna had to kill; the Goltar had to die, too. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Gloriana told her. “I swear on my honor as a high councilor of the Goltar people that the secret of this place is one we share between us. I offer you safe passage off this world and return to Station 5. But first, we must eliminate the Besquith.” 
 
    “Let’s tool up and start killing.” Laverna hurried to the room containing her rifle and snapped in a magazine. Sheliyah retrieved her weapon, too. The Goltar didn’t complain. Instead they gave details of what they were facing. The Besquith were armed with a mix of laser rifles and projectile weapons. They wore self-sealing pressurized body armor. Harak-Jash advised that faceplates were the enemy’s weak point. Shattering them would be a difficult shot, but anything else would probably be wasting their time, unless the Patriots could place a heavy volume of fire upon a single target. 
 
    “There is an alternative strategy,” said Gutho. 
 
    “Make it quick,” said Gloriana, leading the multi-species group as they raced back to the heap of stone blocking the tunnel to the south. 
 
    The Jivool stood his ground. “There is a shaft above the haptic suit.” 
 
    Gloriana halted. “Does it continue to the surface?” 
 
    “My radar pulses couldn’t carry that far. However, I don’t see any other reason to have a vertical shaft leading up from an underground chamber. Do you?” 
 
    “We can take them from the rear,” said Harak-Jash. “They won’t expect that.” 
 
    “It’s settled,” said Gloriana. “Laverna, you and your Vaga seal the tunnel. Meanwhile, the rest of us will fly back to the trench and destroy our enemies.” 
 
    Laverna was in no position to complain, though this sounded like an excuse for the Goltar to abandon them here. 
 
    “Remember, I gave you my word of honor,” said Gloriana. “Although…we have to be realistic. None of us is safe. Should you die, I need to know where I am to direct the reinforcements from Tau-Rietzke. Where is Captain Jenkins?” 
 
    “The skipper? You don’t know. He…he died fighting the Maki so Unlikely Regret and the rest of our fleet could escape.” 
 
    The Goltar trembled with rage. “That is…unfortunate,” hissed Gloriana. 
 
    It was another on a long list of today’s surprises. Laverna knew Jenkins had detested the Goltar but was surprised to find Gloriana so obviously angered by news of the man’s death. Perhaps Goltar were more complex beings than she realized. Most aliens were, when you got to know them. 
 
    It was even possible the Goltar’s word could be trusted. 
 
    But that was a challenge for the future. First, they had to survive the Besquith. 
 
    Laverna stopped and turned back to urge on the Vaga, who were struggling to keep up. “Hurry, you oversized beetles. We’ve got to get to the tunnel blockage before Endless Night.” 
 
    But she wasn’t looking at the Vaga. She stared at the entrance to the nest of chambers that housed the haptic suit. 
 
    She had to go back. Had to wear that suit again. To feel its power flowing through her. 
 
    Nothing else mattered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Meinir Tunnels 
 
    It seemed to take forever to find the vertical shaft’s access hatch, which was hidden in another room. The shaft was crudely bored, and when Gloriana tested the rock walls with a tentacle tip, it came away black with soot. Nonetheless, the ladder embedded in the shaft was strong, and they made quick, though tiring, progress up to the surface. 
 
    Thankfully, the exit hatch still had power and slid away at Diyar-Dir’s first probings, providing easy egress through a cunningly concealed pit out to the cold surface of Meinir. Their escape was shrouded in night-time darkness. 
 
    While Beerak and Gutho busied themselves signaling Mortzestus, the three Goltar huddled in conference, their barren surroundings hinted at by the dim glow from their suits on their lowest setting. 
 
    “Do we abandon them?” asked Diyar-Dir. 
 
    “I gave my word.” 
 
    “That is true,” said the lieutenant, “but you gave it to an alien. And a lying alien thief, a member of a criminal race.” 
 
    “Yet the councilor is one of the highest of our people,” said Harak-Jash. “When she makes a commitment, she is making it on behalf of the entire Goltar race. Even to scum such as that Blevin, for the councilor to break her word would dishonor us all.” 
 
    Gloriana rose up on her limbs, her pinplants interpreting her anger and directing her suit to beam a ruddy blast of light into the faces of her two companions. “The councilor is capable of speaking for herself, Strike Leader.” 
 
    Harak-Jash lowered his head to the ground. “Please forgive my insolence, High One. It does not excuse my disrespectful tone, but I am a soldier, plainly spoken. I spoke frankly because I fear you are…” 
 
    Gloriana dialed back her suit illumination and let Harak-Jash’s silence hang between them. He had deserved her sharp rebuke, but her mind was reeling in shock and confusion. Harak-Jash spoke truth. It was strange that she would seek to be guided by the wisdom of a lowly NCO. The spacer officer, by contrast, was a useless collection of stuffed tentacles who had to be told how to think.  
 
    “Strike Leader,” she said, “I see the words in your mind. Speak them.” 
 
    “I believe you are grieving, Councilor. Hence your thinking may be corrupted. With your permission, I will say one more thing, and then be silent.” 
 
    “You may continue.” 
 
    “I stand by my belief that if you break your word, it dishonors our people. However, I believe it is also true that duty is more important than honor.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Strike Leader?” asked Diyar-Dir. 
 
    Harak-Jash gestured negativity. “I have spoken. I have nothing more to add.”  
 
    Beerak scrabbled across the rock to them. “Can we go now?” The Zuparti pointed over his shoulder. 
 
    A dashed line in the deepest crimson led along the ground and up into the open airlock of the Mortzestus. 
 
    “Do you want me to set a course direct to Station 5?” asked Gutho from the ship. “Or do we go play with the Besquith first?” 
 
    “Xal-Ssap lost control of the Infinite Flow,” Gloriana replied, “and it falls to us to win it back for the Goltar. That is our clear duty. Repugnant though it is to spare the Patriots, their lives may be of use in winning it back. Therefore, we honor our word to them.” 
 
    As they hurried into the ship, the other Goltar appeared to accept her words without question. She didn’t, though. She could taste her own deceit. 
 
    Hesitating on the threshold of the airlock, she spoke secretly inside her suit of her new reality. 
 
    “Duty trumps honor, but revenge trumps duty.” 
 
    Now that she’d spoken the truth of this new axiom, her guilt and confusion lifted. 
 
    “In fact,” she went on, “revenge trumps everything.” 
 
    She joined the others inside the airlock, ignoring their small talk while they waited for it to cycle. Instead, she replayed a pinplant recording of the Hunter taunting her from the corpse of the only person she’d ever loved. 
 
    “Your blood price will be legendary,” she promised Xal-Ssap in silence. “And it will be paid in full. To you alone, I give my undying oath.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Meinir Tunnels 
 
    The flashlight Sheliyah carried on her chin caught a burst of motion through the narrow gap left in the rockfall. Laverna fired a short burst and then ducked behind her friend’s armored head. 
 
    She didn’t expect to kill or wound her foe, but this was about delaying the Besquith long enough for the Vaga to complete their task.  
 
    Bullets and shells peppered the narrow opening, pinging off Sheliyah’s head and throwing up clouds of rock dust that revealed laser beams also firing through the gap 
 
    “Just a little longer, my friend,” Laverna assured Sheliyah. 
 
    She looked back at the other two Vaga, who were dithering at the base of the rockpile, when they should be plugging this damned gap. She silently cursed them while she swapped mags.  
 
    She realized it was her last one and cursed herself for her lack of fire discipline. 
 
    “A little help here,” she mouthed at Zharlyk and Fzhiderty. Then she sprang up to pump three more rounds downrange, dropping back down behind Sheliyah’s head before the inevitable return fire lashed the gap they were defending. 
 
    There was a noise to her side. 
 
    “What the hell?” She trained a flashlight on the sound and saw a rock being pushed down her side of the heap. A meaty gauntlet tipped with wicked claws reached through and tried to gain purchase on the next rock along. Laverna held the light alongside her rifle and fired at the Besquith hand. But she couldn’t grip properly, and the barrel rose high. 
 
    “Pull back,” said Zharlyk. The Vaga had climbed to a position just behind her.  
 
    Finally, some help! 
 
    “No. The Besquith are nearly through,” she protested. “You see up there?” She pointed a beam of light at the Besquith trying to push out another rock. “We need to shore up that area faster than the Besquith can punch through.” 
 
    “No, you must withdraw now.” 
 
    She hugged the ground as a hail of bullets screamed overhead, ricocheting off Sheliyah’s armored head mantel and pinging dust plumes out of the surrounding rock.  
 
    Laverna winced to think of the punishment Sheliyah was taking. Even with her naturally armored head inside its self-sealing pressure cover, she wasn’t impervious. 
 
    “We can’t abandon this position,” cried Laverna. “Tell him, Sheliyah.” 
 
    “Sheliyah cannot answer you,” said Zharlyk. He made a grab for Laverna’s legs. “She’s been dead for a little while now.” 
 
    Shock paralyzed Laverna to such an extent that she allowed herself to be bumped backward along the rocks and into the open tunnel beyond. 
 
    As she got to her feet, she played her flashlight along the heaped rocks. Open mouthed in horror, she watched as the Besquith bulled through the gap Laverna and Sheliyah had defended for so long. They broke through into the Patriot radio channel too, setting Laverna’s ears ringing with their howls of triumph. 
 
    She fired a shot at the nearest one. Hit it center mass, but it merely looked up at her and snarled. 
 
    Her body wanted to run, but her mind told her the Besquith would easily outpace her, toying with her for sport before ripping her limb from limb. She contemplated firing her last rounds at herself. At least it would rob the aliens of their amusement. 
 
    That would do nothing to help Zharlyk and Fzhiderty, though. She looked on in sadness as the two Vaga ignored the Endless Night killers scrambling down the rock pile. The simple creatures appeared to be in denial, holding heavy rocks high in their antlers. They threw them at the rock pile. 
 
    The boulders landed far from the advancing Besquith. It seemed a pointless final act, until she watched the patch of illumination thrown out by one of their chin torches. The missiles they’d thrown had been carefully aimed, knocking out the supports for a heap of rocks they’d piled up and then undermined. 
 
    The universe filled with a soundless rumble. 
 
    The two surviving Vaga ran for their lives through the trembling tunnel, sweeping Laverna up in their panic. 
 
    Behind them, the edifice collapsed. Thousands of tons of boulders smashed together and settled into a new form. The howls of the Besquith over the radio briefly switched to squeals of horror and pain. Then they fell silent. 
 
    The vibration stopped.  
 
    “The undermining was successful,” said Fzhiderty. 
 
    “Any Besquith on the rock pile will now be dead,” said Zharlyk. “Any who survive on the far side will not find it easy to pass through.” 
 
    “Successful? But Sheliyah…” 
 
    “The operation was Sheliyah’s idea,” Zharlyk insisted. “She would judge this outcome to be a victory.” 
 
    Laverna wasn’t so sure. She was losing her friends at too fast a rate to call it a victory.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Meinir Tunnels 
 
    Gloriana counted to one hundred. Just enough time for Beerak and Gutho to retreat silently down the tunnel and take up overwatch on the rear. Meanwhile, Harak-Jash and Diyar-Dir quietly flanked the three Besquith, who were pitifully shifting the rockfall boulder by boulder in search of their missing alpha. 
 
    She took aim at the largest and fired her captured laser rifle. 
 
    With the weapon on double power, she quickly scorched through the reflective coating of the male’s armor. By the time he registered that he was being shot, the armor was shedding ablative layers like a fighter ship tossing flares. 
 
    The creature jerked in shock and then leaped away from the deadly beam. 
 
    But his body broadcast his intentions, and she easily tracked his movement, finally burning through the armor and into the flesh within. 
 
    The Besquith’s suit vented a spray of bloody air and fur that flash froze when it hit the cold stone floor of the tunnel. 
 
    The other two Besquith doused their helmet beams, quickly shooting out the light of their fallen comrade. 
 
    As the tunnel plunged into absolute darkness, Gloriana’s laser vibrated to register its chemical charge pack was exhausted. She dropped it and shifted five measured paces to where she’d left the next laser rifle. 
 
    The Besquith fired at her. The tracer rounds in the mix revealed they were firing wild. 
 
    She wasn’t. With the next laser, she fired at the nearest Besquith, aiming at the after image of his weapon’s flare. 
 
    But they must have moved, too. Instead of burning Besquith armor, she saw the red dot of her laser beam tunneling through one of the boulders. The narrow spot grew rapidly as the rock began to melt and shatter. It threw dust in the air, which scattered the laser beam, painting the beginning of a line that pointed back at Gloriana. 
 
    She dropped the gun before the rifle’s power charge had exhausted, then shuffled right to where the final rifle waited for her. 
 
    Accurate Besquith fire riddled the ground with bullets, the tracer rounds illuminating the scene. Her dropped weapon jerked under the lashing. A round pierced its charge pack, causing toxic chemicals to leak out and melt a frothing path through the tunnel floor. 
 
    The Besquith slowly panned their fire to either side. Gloriana ran for her life. 
 
    Suddenly, twin flares of blinding light sent her reeling backward. She peered into the balls of illumination and saw Diyar-Dir and Harak-Jash riding the shoulders of the Besquith, tentacles coiled around their necks to secure their hold. With free tentacles they savagely plunged nano-tipped blades through the alien faceplates and deep into their eye sockets. 
 
    “All Besquith accounted for, Councilor,” Harak-Jash said over the radio. His opponent fell headfirst onto the stone floor. 
 
    “They won’t have been able to get a signal out from this deep underground,” said Diyar-Dir. “Endless Night will have no reason to suspect anything lies beyond this rock barrier.” 
 
    Ah, yes. What lay behind the rocks. The suit. And the Patriots.  
 
    Both the other Goltar were looking to her for guidance. 
 
    “We will honor our word to the Blevin scum,” Gloriana confirmed. “Lieutenant, try raising them on the radio.” 
 
    While Diyar-Dir went about his task, Gloriana told her pinplants to bring up the image Harak-Jash had stolen from Unlikely Regret’s security archive. The moment when Xal-Ssap’s murderer had chosen to appear on the bridge. Gloriana would ensure every single person in that image died a painful death. Moreover, they would know who wielded the knife of revenge and why. And since the Spine Patriots were the creation of Captain Jenkins, she would see all its leaders tortured relentlessly until they cursed his name and pled for death. 
 
    Revenge is more important than duty. Every time she spoke them, the silent words sounded better in her head. Revenge is more important than anything. 
 
    “Are you all right, Councilor?” asked Harak-Jash. 
 
    “Save your concern for my enemies and all those who hinder me, for I shall strike them down.” 
 
    Her clarity of purpose surprised him, but he bowed, pleased with her reply.  
 
    Laverna was a minor person of no importance other than that she would lead Gloriana to the Patriot leaders. There was one leader she already knew. A close ally of Jenkins.  
 
    Major Sun. 
 
    A shame. Gloriana had liked Sun best of all the Humans, but blood called for blood, and as they waited for the Vaga to break through to them, Gloriana settled down and planned her revenge. 
 
    The Human’s love for both her sister and her lover made it almost too easy; they were twin channels of retribution Gloriana intended to exploit to the fullest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Part 2: The Light Must Not Die 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Victory will never be found by taking the path of least resistance.” 
 
      
 
    ― Winston Churchill 
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 The Infinite Engine, Aneb-4 
 
    Jankel ran a hand over the crusty surface of the tunnel wall and tried to imagine how old this place was. 
 
    It predated the Galactic Union. His team had been right about that. But how much further back did this go? He cared because old could be valuable, though only when the object in question was rare, and especially if it used technology that was no longer available to the worlds today. 
 
    The Infinite Flow Engine inside Romalin was all those things, and more. 
 
    It was possibly the most valuable possession in the galaxy. It was also one of the strangest.  
 
    He snarled with distaste at the connecting orifice that led deeper into the complex. Revolting things. Using them was like thrusting yourself up a monster’s backside. 
 
    “I don’t enjoy them either, brother.” Grael’s voice shuddered with disgust. “The stink is degrading.” 
 
    “It is worse with my fur.” Jankel held out his massive Oogar arms. Not only were they matted with the slime that slickened the connecting orifices, but they were covered in iodine-like stains.  
 
    A Besquith in their security team stuck her head and shoulders out through their side of the orifice, spluttering away the slime. 
 
    “The way through is clear,” she informed the Endless Night commanders. “It’s breathable, too.” 
 
    Jankel yanked at the chains looped around his wrist. 
 
    The chains pulled on the captive at his feet. “What do you think of that, little Jeha?” 
 
    The Oogar dangled the creature in front of his face and enjoyed her struggles. The chains were bolted through the captive’s carapace at four points along her segmented body. Those segments bent upward. She chittered in pain.  
 
    Few things fascinated Jankel as much as pain. How could something be so universal, so useful, and yet you could never really know what an alien was experiencing when you hurt it? 
 
    What was it like to have your segments bent backward under your own weight? He decided it was like having your nails pulled off, and that he had experienced for himself. 
 
    “These orifices have been weird airlocks,” he told the wriggling thing. “Water to air. Air to water. Why is this one air to air?” 
 
    “Because we are nearing the heart of the engine, brother.” 
 
    Jankel dropped Hopper to the floor with a crash of metal chains. 
 
    “Take care, Hopper. My Lumar sister had my answer this time. Perhaps we no longer need you.” 
 
    Hopper’s response was a disappointment. She didn’t plead or beg, nor did she curl up into a tube. Perhaps the state of constant fear had numbed her? Yes, that could sometimes be a problem. 
 
    Grael gestured the team onward. They pushed Coron and Retenex through the opening. It was easy for the elSha and Zuparti, wriggling through in the wake of the Besquith, who had preceded them feet first. 
 
    Grael was next. 
 
    And then Jankel could put it off no longer. The rearguard element of the Endless Night column was watching. A sudden instinct drove him to glance up at the three intersecting circles above the aperture. The emblem worried him for some reason he couldn’t yet explain. Then he scooped Hopper into his arms and plunged into the orifice. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Grael took a cautious sniff of this new tunnel. 
 
    She didn’t like it. 
 
    As far as she could tell, the innermost areas of the Infinite Engine were a concentric ring of tunnels. In each one she felt an extra kick to the sense of power coursing through her that she didn’t think was just her imagination. 
 
    But there was something about the smell of this new tunnel she particularly disliked. Behind her, she heard the complaints of her Oogar brother as he was unceremoniously birthed onto the floor with a wet thud. 
 
    She gave him a moment to collect himself before asking whether he smelt something, too. 
 
    But she never got the chance. 
 
    The northern flank guard gave a shriek of alarm, cut off by gunfire. 
 
    “Get back in there,” the Besquith yelled at her, pointing toward the connecting tube. 
 
    She needed no further prompting, diving into the aperture and wriggling deeper within. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bullets flew over Hopper’s head. 
 
    She screamed in terror, but she also knew this could be a chance like no other. She wanted to curl up into a cylinder so tight that she translated into just two dimensions, but she knew her hero would never take the easy way out. 
 
    What would Jenkins do? 
 
    Her lover would keep his head and seize the moment. He would feel the exact same fear she did, but he wouldn’t let it paralyze him. 
 
    Be like Jenkins. 
 
    She ran from the gunfire. At least she tried to, but all she managed was to slither in the lubricating slime pooled on the tunnel floor. Her many pairs of motor limbs soon gained purchase, though, and she sprinted away. 
 
    The chains rattled behind her on the rocky floor, pulling mercilessly at her mutilated carapace segments, but there was nothing she could do about that now. 
 
    She squealed as a bullet tore through a central segment and ripped off a motor leg. 
 
    But she had to keep moving. If she could get to the control center ahead of the others, she might be able to disable the weapon before Endless Night realized what they’d captured here. 
 
    Fresh pain tore through her as one of the chains suddenly ripped hard at her carapace. She slewed around to a halt. It was Retenex, the Zuparti that Grael liked to carry around on a cushion. She bravely flared her mandibles and prepared to attack. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Princess.” Retenex sneered as he drew a miniature hand laser. 
 
    Suddenly, his eyes rolled up in his head as a laser drilled a hole through his skull. 
 
    She gave the dead Zuparti a savage pinch. “Asshole mammal!” But as she turned to flee, the big Oogar came thundering her way, scooping up her chains in his paw as he passed. He dragged her down the tunnel, before sheltering from the gunfire in a nearby alcove, where he held her tight in against his chest. 
 
    Still burning with fighting spirit, she bit his jaw. 
 
    Instantly, she regretted her foolishness. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Jankel merely grunted as he lifted her to his snout and bit off one of her legs, spitting the dead part of her onto the floor. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Hopper was apologizing to Jenkins now, because she had no control over what she was about to do. She rolled into a tube, or as best she could with the chains bolted through her body. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Grael kicked one of the dead assailants onto its back and looked into its face. 
 
    It was an aquatic wearing rebreather tanks on its back. Something about its mask was strange. At first she thought it was wearing a bronze diving helmet, but the more she looked at it, the more she decided this was a natural part of the creature’s physiology. 
 
    Freak! 
 
    “What is that thing?” asked Jankel, who was carrying a curled-up Jeha in one hand. 
 
    “I have a match,” said the Besquith guard commander. “Their race joined the Union 800 years ago but have rarely been seen since. Looks like another secret Goltar client race.” 
 
    “We enjoy secrets, don’t we?” she said. 
 
    “Indeed,” her brother agreed. “Secrets can be lucrative.” 
 
    She eyed the smear of blood on his lips and wondered whether the secret of this place had been worth chasing after Hopper. He could have been killed. 
 
    “The chamber’s this way, Commanders.” The lieutenant gestured to the south. 
 
    The surviving guards prepared to move out. 
 
    “Wait! Our persons were attacked.” She grinned and pointed at the dead kill team. “At least, they thought they were targeting us.” 
 
    The squad of attackers had mostly used projectile weapons. Well aimed, too. But they also had two marksmen armed with lasers, who’d fired at Coron and Retenex. The elSha had only survived thanks to the laser shields deployed by her guards. Their attempt to kill Retenex had been successful, as her nostrils attested. The tunnel carried the acrid smell of the Zuparti body they’d been forced to incinerate. 
 
    A replacement Zuparti scurried from the rear, wearing identical clothing to his destroyed predecessor. True to the role he performed, he began inspecting the fallen enemies with the arrogance of a crime lord. 
 
    Grael’s implants registered a new connection. 
 
    Retenex-8. Mouthpiece link ready. Proceed? 
 
    Grael mentally gave her permission and felt the link establish with this new Retenex. 
 
    She took a few moments to relax into the intimate mental link. It felt exactly the same as it had with the seven previous Retenexes. 
 
    She formed words in her mind and felt the confirmation from the software interface that her words were understood, translated into Zuparti, and transmitted. 
 
    “An example must be made,” she thought. Retenex-8 spoke her words for her, lagging her thoughts by less than a second. 
 
    “If the Goltar have conditioned these creatures for 800 years, their control will be difficult to break.” The words were spoken by the elSha, but Coron-6 was only the mouthpiece for the thoughts of her brother Oogar. 
 
    “See their fingers? Fat and calloused. These are not technicians or scientists. We do not require them for our purpose.” 
 
    Via the new Retenex, Grael contacted General Shiyu, commander of the Tyzhoune turncoats. She showed him images of the downed assassin squad and asked to know more of the species. 
 
    “We call them the Gzhou’K’K,” Shiyu said. Grael heard what Retenex was hearing. A panel in her sight showed what the Zuparti was seeing, too. 
 
    The Tyzhounes were still new to Grael, but in the way this one talked and acted, he seemed unsurprised about news of this attack. 
 
    “Kill them,” Retenex snarled at the Tyzhoune. “Kill them all, General.” 
 
    “And make sure,” added Jankel through the elSha, “the island sees the executions and knows the members of this race are being exterminated as a lesson to all those who wish harm upon the Endless Night.” 
 
    “I will make a lesson of them. Consider it done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once inside the inner control chamber, Jankel’s snout twitched. He smelled victory. 
 
    It was an enormous spherical space with honeycombed walls pulsing with capillaries, same as the inner tunnels. Jankel was convinced, if he cut that throbbing network behind the wall, blood would spill. But there was no way to be sure, because no one had yet managed to so much as scratch the walls. 
 
    The instant he stepped inside, he no longer cared about any of that shit, because the place absolutely reeked of credits. He and Grael had already won. They were set for life, and a massively extended one at that.  
 
    Endless Night would be as near to endless as anyone ever got in this galaxy. 
 
    He stepped onto the lattice walkway someone—presumably the Goltar—had inserted halfway up the chamber to allow access to the control machinery that grew like a crystalline tree out of the floor of the chamber, flowering into a liquid bulb at its center. Over the eons, the thing had become mineral encrusted. The outer tunnels had the same kind of hard sediment, but here the surfaces were encrusted to a depth of thirty meters.  
 
    The Goltar had cut through to reveal a globe at the center of the chamber, leaving columns of mineral behind to support the sediment roof. Lamps bolted into these pillars reflected polar blue off the crystal facets of the globe’s base. A support structure grew from the chamber’s floor, opening up into branches that held this translucent bauble within its grasp. The whole affair resembled an exquisitely ornate lamp on a gigantic scale.  
 
    If this was a gleaming jewel, its perfection was marred by the plastic pipes the Goltar had drilled through the crystal, and then again through the skin behind to penetrate deep into the fluid area inside. Flexible ceramic sutures spliced this ancient artifact into standard Union equipment.  
 
    Jankel saw slates mounted on movable arms, power units, heatsinks, heat exchangers, and banks of equipment whose function he could only guess, but whose power and data sockets were familiar. 
 
    “It’s…” Grael began, then trailed off. 
 
    “Magnificent?” Jankel suggested. 
 
    “I was going for ‘alive.’” 
 
    “You go too far for me. At least for now. I was going to say organic.” 
 
    “I wonder if we can cause it pain, brother?” 
 
    “Then I would accept it is alive, sister.” 
 
    Jankel tilted his head and peered inside the translucent ball. He was surprised to see the crystalline branches that held it in place also grew inside it. 
 
    He reconsidered. These weren’t branches so much as a skeletal structure supporting tubes that carried…what? Data? At the heart of the tube system beat a large pump. Further out from the center, auxiliary pumps added to the pulsing. Was this a circulatory system pumping information? 
 
    No. He was being fanciful. 
 
    There were other objects connected to the tube system. Some resembled leathery pouches, others sacks of puckered hide covered in waving cilia. Jankel decided these were glands and organs. 
 
    Everything was suspended inside a translucent gel medium and bound by an outer skin of transparent material cut through with silver tracery. 
 
    The skin where the Goltar had made their incisions was covered in scar tissue of tarnished silver. 
 
    “Where are the technicians?” asked Grael. “Those who did this on behalf of the Goltar? I want them found. I want them here.” 
 
    “And I want them…” Jankel wrapped Hopper’s chains around one of the internal mineral pillars and tied them securely. “I want those technicians working for our feisty little princess.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Scythe Underwater City, Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    Colonel Zenchaarpo swam up and down the sorry line of civilians in the upper floor of the apartment complex. 
 
    He didn’t recognize any of these damn species, but their body language was universal enough to be pretty sure they were all terrified. 
 
    That’s good, he told himself. It makes this a little easier. 
 
    “We need your valuables,” he told them, his words bubbling in their own languages through the translator pendants. “We won’t leave until we have them. Sergeant, what have we found so far?” 
 
    Sergeant Ufrij thrashed the water angrily. “Jewelry, credit chits in a currency unrecognized outside in the real galaxy, other assorted crap I wouldn’t use to wipe my ass, and this old thing.” He brandished his gold-headed trident. 
 
    Zenchaarpo unslung his carbine. He didn’t exactly point it at the people who’d been unlucky to be looted by him—he couldn’t yet face threatening them so directly—but his threat was clear. 
 
    They began gabbling away in a hundred languages, or so it seemed. And although their translators had been programmed with Selroth standard, none of his mercs had one that could understand them.  
 
    His gut told him this wasn’t going to work. The people here had been fashioned into a cult that worshiped the Goltar’s purpose. They lived spartan lives of service. Luxurious enough to enjoy food combiner ovens, slates, central heating, and good plumbing like any normal Union citizen, but nothing he could sell, even if he could get his people off this cursed world. 
 
    The contractual death benefits would be payable very soon. 
 
    He glared again at this batch of civilians, his chin tentacles wriggling with disgust that he was stooping so low as to loot defenseless people. As he did so, he noticed that two of them weren’t looking at him. They were eyeing the shrine set up against the wall. 
 
    It was shaped as the top half of a pentagram, made from smooth granite, and set with carved bone ornaments. It had little value and was far too bulky to carry away to sell in a civilized sector of the galaxy. But the upper section of the shrine…now that he looked more closely, those bone Goltar heads could be handles.  
 
    He floated across the room and pulled on the heads. They were drawers, all right. Before he could see what was inside, one of the jellyfish creatures flew at him. 
 
    He shot it with a stun round. Electricity arced through the alien’s translucent bell as it convulsed in the water, then it floated lifelessly. It should be stunned rather than dead. Hopefully. 
 
    “We can’t afford to be the good guys here.” Zenchaarpo wondered whether his words were more for his benefit than his mercs’. 
 
    He looked inside the drawer to see what was so valuable and drew out a roll of ceramic discs printed with pictures of people. People from the various species here in the room. 
 
    His guts soured. If this was a shrine, these were probably markers for the dead. He replaced the drawers in the shrine and pulled awkwardly at his chin tentacles. 
 
    “I think we’ve picked this building clean, people. But we’ll keep going. We have to.” 
 
    “Colonel,” said one of the troopers. 
 
    Sergeant Ufrij immediately kicked away to silently admonish the insolent trooper who’d dared to speak directly to his colonel. 
 
    “It’s okay, Sergeant. Let the man speak.” 
 
    The trooper straightened. “Please don’t see this as a criticism, Colonel. I’m just trying to understand. If we can’t pay the death benefits, even though we tried our best, the company will go bankrupt. We’ll be out of a job, and we’ll be honor-bound to find another means to support the dependents of our fallen comrades. Won’t we be better off doing that back home, rather than terrorizing people who clearly don’t have anything to give us?” 
 
    “I would agree with all of that, except for one misconception, trooper. If we fail to pay our debts, the company’s assets will be liquidated. That includes its personnel, who will be sold into indentured contracts.” 
 
    “We’ll be sold into slavery?” 
 
    “Like water finding its level, debts must be paid, one way or another, and liberty can be monetized.” 
 
    Zenchaarpo decided not to reveal that only company officers would forfeit their freedom. 
 
    “Let’s hope we do better in the next building,” he told his troopers. “Move out.” 
 
    The alacrity with which his people moved showed his lie had hit home. 
 
    He sent the team off to the next complex along the seabed avenue, keeping the golden trident for himself. He had four teams working the accommodation clusters in the base that housed the former defenders of Romalin. There were five more bases like this. Likely all of them together would yield only a few thousand credits, after weeks of searching. It looked as if his crew’s stay on this world would be longer than anyone had planned for. There had to be some way to wring credits out of this disaster! 
 
    Zenchaarpo swam across the base to check on the team looting the neighboring block. A squad of damned Tyzhounes came the other way, oozing arrogance in every swipe through the water of those long, bony tails. 
 
    He veered off on a detour to avoid having to look at those smug snouts set into a permanent grin. 
 
    The Tyzhounes pivoted to intercept him. 
 
    He looked for options. Somewhere defensible to sell his life dearly if it came to a fight. The side entrance to a nearby vehicle park would have to do. The Tyzhounes didn’t appear armed other than their vicious tails. If the haft of the trident in his hands was as sturdy as it felt, he would teach the monsters that Selroth warriors deserved respect. It was a better way to die than rotting as an indentured slave on some nameless asteroid mine. 
 
    “Hold, Colonel,” called one of the Tyzhounes. “It is I, General Shiyu. We do not seek combat at this time. On the contrary, I wish to make you an offer.” 
 
    Zenchaarpo ignored the general’s words until he’d withdrawn inside the entrance archway. He had enough room behind to draw back his trident for a powerful thrust but was far enough back that only one Tyzhoune could make a tail strike at a time. 
 
    Then he paid attention. “I’m listening.” 
 
    General Shiyu left his entourage behind and swam to the archway. “You need money.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I do. Endless Night paid us well. Enough that we propose to offer you a contract.” 
 
    Suddenly, Zenchaarpo sniffed a way out of this mess. He wanted it so bad, though, that he didn’t trust himself to interpret the alien’s words. “Let’s get this straight. You, General Shiyu, wish to offer a contract directly to the Kaznet-Shu Company?” 
 
    “That is what I just said.” 
 
    Zenchaarpo twitched his chin tentacles with the bitter irony. “I can’t take it.” 
 
    Shiyu flicked the sharpened tip of his tail. “Are you scared of annoying Endless Night by dealing directly with us?” 
 
    “That could be an issue, but it wouldn’t stop us. It’s the Merc Guild that scares me. There’s a moratorium on taking new contracts.” 
 
    “I have heard of this. It is no problem. If you cannot accept a guild-sanctioned contract, then what is to stop you taking an un-sanctioned one?” 
 
    “No. You don’t understand. The Merc Guild doesn’t just make rules. It enforces them.” 
 
    “Are you seriously suggesting anyone on Capital Planet cares what happens in the Spine Nebula? This is the sector the galaxy forgot. Isn’t that why the Goltar set up here under everyone’s snouts? If the Goltar can do that, surely you can take on a little unlicensed security work? We want training, too. We possess superior fighting spirit and unequalled close quarter combat skill, but…we accept that our small unit tactics with modern weapons are poor. How could the guild object to embedding your personnel as trainers in our army?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I accept that this would carry a slight additional risk, but risk leads to reward. I offer triple standard contract rates. More than generous, given your status.” 
 
    “Our status?” Zenchaarpo brandished the trident. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Tyzhoune replayed a recording of Zenchaarpo’s own words from the room with the shrine. “If we fail to pay our debts, the company’s assets will be liquidated. That includes its personnel, who will be sold into indentured contracts.” 
 
    “Your situation is desperate,” said the Tyzhoune. “One could make an argument that with your company insolvent, we should help you out. After all, you suffered your catastrophic losses while fighting the battle that won us this island and the riches within. We could pay off your death benefits.” 
 
    Despite the exhilaration of the offer, Zenchaarpo could still read clearly between the lines. When Shiyu said the Selroth had won ‘us’ the island, he wasn’t including Endless Night. 
 
    Life outside the guild was messy. Neither Endless Night nor the Tyzhounes were ever likely to play within guild rules. He detested and distrusted them both. But only one of them was offering him money.  
 
    “Will you pay off our debts, General, or not?” 
 
    “That depends. Will you work for us, Colonel?” 
 
    “Of course. It would be an honor.” 
 
    “Then it is settled. Recall your looters. We have much to discuss, and I suspect little time to do so. The future is going to get interesting, very fast.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Scythe Underwater City, Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    Skash shut his eyes tight, then veiled his eyelids with his head fins. For a final layer of protection, he flooded his mind with vivid memories of a happier time—when his daughters had returned from their first hunt without parents, tying themselves in knots, so eager were they to recount their adventures. 
 
    Combined, these tactics were enough to purge his sight of the netted ball of Gzhou’K’K pleading for their lives in front of the assembled citizens of Quad 241/Azure. 
 
    Their pleas fell silent, those about to die snatching shreds of dignity in their final moments. 
 
    A low rumble cut through Skash’s guts and gills; the thud of an explosion beat against his ears. These sounds of violence came from a nearby quad, an execution delivered slightly ahead of the scheduled time. 
 
    An ominous silence descended on 241/Azure. 
 
    Skash exhaled as he’d been warned to. Then a flash of light cut through his veils to scorch his retinas. A split second later, the shockwave of the execution explosion pummeled his air sacs and clubbed his brain. 
 
    A dizziness assailed him, sucking him down an abyssal crevice toward the Dark Deep. But he didn’t die. 
 
    Worse. He had to live. 
 
    When the water sifting through his gills became bitter with the taste of blood, he opened his eyes on the scene of carnage. 
 
    The explosives had utterly ruined the bodies of the Gzhou’K’K. The Tyzhounes were methodical, though. Their warriors tore away the outer layer of corpses from the floating mass of flesh and blood and guts, tossing them to the outer reaches of the quad. As they progressed to the innermost individuals, the bodies were more intact. It was possible some might still be alive. 
 
    The Tyzhounes decapitated any who weren’t clearly dead with slashing strikes from whip-like tails. Helmeted heads sailed through water muddied with blood to join the other dismembered body parts amid the fountains and sandy gardens of the quad’s center. 
 
    “Tell others what you witnessed,” the Tyzhoune officer announced when their grisly work was done. “This is the fate of those who defy the Tyzhounes. You people once worked for the System, the Scythe, the Goltar. Whatever name you once followed, now you obey only the Tyzhounes. Your lives belong to General Shiyu.” 
 
    Skash waited until the Tyzhoune officer and her escort had passed by. Then he checked that his recording was good. 
 
    The device showed a green status. 
 
    Tell others what happened here. That’s what the murderer had said. Skash would do exactly that. He had already transferred his loyalties directly to Endless Night. They were murdering scum, too, but from what he’d just witnessed, not as bad as the Tyzhounes. 
 
    Interesting that the Tyzhounes had made no mention of Endless Night. 
 
    Yes. His handler would be very interested in that little detail. 
 
    And unlike the Tyzhounes, the Endless Night paid well.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine 
 
    The two Jeha techs—cleaned, polished, and warned not to bolt or curl—laid down on the walkway in front of Hopper. Grael reverently placed the cushion bearing her Zuparti mouthpiece onto the backs of the Jeha. 
 
    Retenex rose to his feet, pushing deep dimples into the black cushion, and cleaned his whiskers. 
 
    Grael began forming the thoughts Retenex would convey to Hopper. The torture would come first. Practical matters could wait for a few moments of pleasure. 
 
    “The Midnighters are spending freely to recruit CASPer drivers,” Retenex told Hopper. “It is not easy, but word has gone out, and they secretly interview candidates on Station 5 using non-Human contractors. Successful applicants are passed on to their forward bases scattered throughout the nebula. It is an impressive operation. Even though I am now aware of its existence, it is so fleet-footed that it scatters whenever I try to eradicate it.” 
 
    Hopper angled her antennae respectfully at the Zuparti on the cushion. 
 
    In addition to pleasure and progress, this encounter was also a test of the Jeha’s compliance. After Retenex-7’s death in the tunnels outside, Hopper presumably knew the public faces of the Endless Night commanders were but decoys. Yet she was paying Grael no attention. Good. That made matters easier. 
 
    “I wonder,” said Retenex, “whether you understand why I am telling you this?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Grael wondered whether that was true. While she was on Station 5, Hopper had found a backbone somewhere. Unusually for one of her species, she was capable of layered deceit. 
 
    Retenex circled on his cushion. “The Endless Night spreads throughout the nebula,” he told Hopper, “but the darkness doesn’t end there. Some of those CASPer mercs who heard the call belong to us. Now do you understand why I am telling you this?” 
 
    “No.” Hopper went rigid. “Sir.” She relaxed. 
 
    “Liar!” spat Retenex. “Speak the truth. What do you suspect?” 
 
    “That your spies will hurt my friends.” 
 
    “The Midnighters are not your friends.” 
 
    “Perhaps not friends. But I became slightly acquainted with the group who tried to wrest me from your control. They were named Betty’s Bitches. I would prefer they did not die.” 
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    Grael was surprised by Retenex’s words. He faithfully spoke her thoughts, of course, echoing her surprise that Hopper had fashioned such a convincing lie. It was even possible that she really had developed an emotional attachment to the mercs, but Grael had seen Hopper stiffen when she thought her great secret had been outed. 
 
    Grael silently ordered Retenex to stretch out the uncertainty in Hopper’s mind. Hopefully, panic would rein inside that chitinous skull. 
 
    The Zuparti stared down his snout at the Jeha for over a minute before Grael told him to put the boot in. 
 
    “How soon will the starkiller weapon be operational?” Retenex asked. 
 
    Hopper was trembling as she replied, “What weapon? I do not understand.” 
 
    “You told your acquaintances aboard Midnight Sun that the stupid Goltar thought they had been sitting on a credit mine all these years, not realizing it was really a weapon. We now have spies among the Midnighters to add to those assets we had already infiltrated through the Spine Patriots. And so now your words have traveled back to me.” 
 
    Grael enjoyed the sight of the horrified Jeha quivering and curling. Then she moved to practical matters. “It may surprise you,” Retenex told Hopper, “that I wish this Infinite Engine, as the Goltar called it, were not a weapon.” 
 
    Predictable as ever, the Jeha stilled. In her simplistic model of the universe, bad people always wanted bigger weapons. Hopper was attempting to refine her model to accommodate Retenex’s words. 
 
    “Let me speed this along,” Grael said via the Zuparti. “When we learned of the Goltar’s F11 synthesis program, we completely changed our plan for the nebula. From an endless empire, we shrank the timetable for our operations here to a maximum lifespan of ten years. That’s the longest we thought we could milk the profits before the guilds and F11 conglomerates made the nebula too hot for us. Even in a single decade, those profits will be staggering. Now do you see why we do not want this weapon?” 
 
    “Yes. Endless Night is not a military power. You cannot conquer the galaxy with a single weapon, no matter how powerful. There are over three hundred billion stars in the galaxy. The most a starkiller device could achieve for you would be as a deterrent and as a means of blackmail. Both require you to reveal the existence of the device, which would run contrary to your aim to milk profits while avoiding the attention of the Union. Therefore you intend to keep the secret of the engine’s true function.” 
 
    Grael had to work to keep from smiling. Hopper might be an impressive liar for one of her kind, but give a Jeha a good problem to solve, and deceit vanished in an instant. She was no longer even trying to deny the nature of the starkiller.  
 
    “Even though we don’t want this weapon to exist,” said Retenex, “too many people now know it does. Which means we need it operational as a deterrent. If we fail in this, expect Aneb-4 to be attacked and everyone here killed. You don’t like me, Hopper, but I can see you like my logic.” 
 
    “Your logic is irrefutable, sir. For the device to function effectively as either a deterrent or a means of blackmail, it must be functional, but never be used. I believe the original creators of the weapon understood this, too, because all my data is telling me the weapon was never fired. Therefore the best way to prevent harm to the largest number of people is for me to ready the starkiller for use.” 
 
    Hopper grew worried again in the face of Retenex’s silence. This time, Grael wasn’t trying to steam the Jeha in her own segments. She was working through the possibilities Hopper’s words had revealed. 
 
    Blackmail. 
 
    Grael hadn’t considered that. 
 
    It would be audacious. Dangerous. The biggest blackmail in galactic history. 
 
    What would the guilds pay to prevent Capital Planet from being obliterated?  
 
    Wathayat? The Veetanho? The entire F11 industry? What would all of them pay? 
 
    From the safety of the recesses of the Spine Nebula, Endless Night could demand protection money from every major player in the entire Union. Better for them to pay up than risk losing all at the touch of a button here beneath Romalin Island. The payments needn’t be expensive. Say, four percent of revenue. Who in their right minds would begrudge that paltry amount? 
 
    Grael couldn’t wait to discuss this with Jankel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Infinite Engine, Romalin Island 
 
    Jankel stirred the pot simmering over the portable stove, allowing its simple aromas up into his snout. It was meat stew, the meat freshly killed. 
 
    “If word gets out that we can destroy any star system in the Union at the press of a button, we instantly become everybody’s problem in the entire galaxy. That’s not what I want, Grael.” 
 
    “Nor I.” His Lumar sister shifted uneasily in her camp chair. “But the implications…” 
 
    “Are too important for us to ignore. I know. We are in agreement about that much.” 
 
    He retook his seat and contemplated his sister across the stove. When decisions were hard to come by, he could sometimes read his thoughts in her face. The process was not something he understood, but she helped him to think well. That he knew. 
 
    “Look around,” she told him, extending all four of her arms. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    “Dinner. The two of us. The absence of Coron and Retenex. An abandoned room wearing a mineral coat. I think this was once a guardroom. Maybe an armory.” 
 
    “But what do you not see?” 
 
    It took a few moments, but Grael knew how to bring out his cunning. “The place looks undamaged. It was never used. The facility at Romalin was never hit.” 
 
    “Whoever built this must have faced the same choices. There were battles at Beta-Caerelis, but whoever tried to get through to the starkiller was kept at bay there.” 
 
    “Or the controller of the starkiller lost and sued for peace.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “We don’t have a large naval fleet,” said Jankel. “We can’t hold the line against the Union at Station 5.” 
 
    “What are you really frightened of if we were to fire the weapon?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked Jankel. 
 
    “I think we should be clear in our answer, brother.” 
 
    “Very well. The Peacemakers. The Mercenary Guild. Every other guild. Interstellar travel. Money. Commerce. Military power. The foundations of galactic civilization are under guild control.” 
 
    “True, but what if the guilds were no more? What if mercenaries obeyed the coin of the highest bidder? Under the Merc Guild, they constrain themselves, give themselves petty restrictions, and shy away from fighting other guilds directly. When did you last hear of a mercenary company tossing dirty nukes at the bases of their rivals? It would be easy enough to do.” 
 
    “Mercenaries don’t fight wars,” said Jankel. “Sometimes it looks like they do, but it’s really paid ritualized combat. If the guilds were no more, we could recruit a real army. The army of the Endless Night.” 
 
    “Now you see it, brother. I’ve always assumed guild power is so heavily concentrated on Capital Planet so each is vulnerable to the other. They keep each other tolerably honest. It is a situation that made sense until a clever little Jeha found the answer to an ancient riddle no one knew existed. Capital Planet is now an unwise concentration of guild power.” 
 
    Jankel snapped his jaws. “We could wipe it out. In an instant, we would change everything.” He licked his lips. “This talk is making me hungry.” 
 
    “I’ll serve,” his sister told him, getting to her feet. “I can see you need time to cogitate.” 
 
    As usual, Grael was right.  
 
    The stew was tasty, but Jankel barely noticed the fresh cuts of meat filling his belly. What if they didn’t destroy Capital Planet? What if they merely threatened its destruction? The Union would still function in the ways he understood, except the guilds would be too cowed to enter the Spine Nebula in force. 
 
    Could they pull it off? 
 
    They sat in silence until the stove burned out and the guards came in, fearful that the bearers of Retenex and Coron had been assassinated.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Maki Battlecruiser Long Reach, Aneb System 
 
    “Aneb-4 orbital exit complete, Captain. Steady 2G burn laid in for the stargate. Turnaround in just over two days.” 
 
    “Thank you, Helm. Let’s hope we don’t have to return to this planet. Damned place feels dirtier than a Jivool miner’s armpit.” 
 
    Captain Hsekiu of the cruiser Long Reach was about to turn command over to his first officer when his comms officer held up a tail, an instinctive Maki gesture indicating activity of possible group interest. 
 
    “It’s Colonel Zenchaarpo of the Kaznet-Shu, hailing from troopship Bollander,” Comms reported. “Captain, the colonel is requesting permission to tour the Long Reach.” 
 
    “A tour? What does Zenchaarpo think Long Reach is? We’re a battlecruiser, not a pleasure cruiser. Why would he ask such a thing?” 
 
    “He says…” The comms officer cleared his throat, embarrassed. “He says he doesn’t expect he’ll get a chance to tour a warship again because the company is going to disband after we return them to their base.” 
 
    Pitiful. Absolutely pitiful. The Selroth had suffered a devastating blow, and as fellow mercs, Captain Hsekiu felt a little sympathy. But theirs was a business that paid well precisely because it was so risky. Zenchaarpo’s attitude was embarrassing. 
 
    What could be worse than escorting a melancholy Selroth whiner around the command deck? 
 
    Hsekiu’s mood brightened. What indeed? 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Nedjib?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Hsekiu licked his lips while he regarded his disappointing first officer. “You are to give Colonel Zenchaarpo a tour of the ship, including the command decks. Full honors. In fact, wear your dress uniform.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Nedjib’s reply was a little too peppy. Hsekiu wasn’t fooled. The commander knew he was being punished for fraternizing with his subordinates, and that he was only just beginning to feel his captain’s wrath. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenchaarpo peered into the TacCon’s shroud and gave an appreciative gurgle that sent bubbles streaming through his facemask. 
 
    “You control all of Long Reach’s immense weaponry through this one point,” he cooed. “All that power at your fingertips—does it give you a thrill?” 
 
    “I am a professional,” replied the TacCon, leaving insinuations hanging in the air about who might not be. 
 
    Zenchaarpo ran a hand over the shroud as if it were a marvel of engineering. In fact, it was merely a padded cocoon to block out distractions. Although it had become something more, now that he’d smeared the nanoscale dirt over its surface. According to his briefing, the powder would coalesce over the next few days of the journey to the stargate and become something much more than high-tech dust. 
 
    Or so the Tyzhounes had assured him. He guessed they’d liberated the stuff from the Goltar’s secret army, and Zenchaarpo trusted the Goltar to have plenty of surprises still rolled up in their tentacles. 
 
    Even if this didn’t work, Zenchaarpo would be going out with a fight. Better that than the extended agonies of bankruptcy. 
 
    Zenchaarpo rose from the tactical station and bowed to the first officer. Lieutenant Commander Nedjib wore his formal uniform with tight metal bands down both tails that looked like they pinched terribly. 
 
    “I have taken up far too much of your valuable time,” Zenchaarpo told him. 
 
    “I agree,” said Nedjib. 
 
    “Splendid. Then if you could organize a shuttle back to troopship Bollander, I’ll be out of your hair.” 
 
    “If you’ll follow me to the main shuttle bay, we will have you off Long Reach without delay.” 
 
    “And please convey my compliments to the captain, just in case I don’t get an opportunity to do so in person.” 
 
    “It would seem unlikely you would ever get the chance,” said the alien as he shooed Zenchaarpo off the deck. 
 
    Don’t be so sure, thought Zenchaarpo. Getting invited to CIC was a long shot that looked like it would pay off. But even if it hadn’t, Zenchaarpo would be paying compliments to Long Reach’s captain in person very soon.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Inner Chamber, The Infinite Engine, Aneb-4 
 
    “No, that’s not right.” Hopper stomped her many feet, rattling her chains. “We’re still missing something. Entropy curse the damned engine.” 
 
    “I think you’re missing something,” said T’k’Ch’t. “Your sanity.”  
 
    Hopper snapped her mandibles at the irritant. “Come closer and say that.” 
 
    “No. I think I’ll stay beyond the reach of your chains. I am right, though. We’ve established that the Infinite Engine is, in fact, a weapon. That’s all we need to focus on right now.” 
 
    “I, T’k’Ch’t. It was I who established that.” 
 
    “No. You theorized the possibility that this was a weapon, and we established it as a team. Progress on the targeting system is slow but advancing. That should be your current focus. Why do you need to ask more questions?” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly understand, because I am a scientist, whereas you are nothing but a technician.” 
 
    The beast chittered in his futile rage, so angry that his antennae stood bolt upright. But Hopper hadn’t issued an insult; she had spoken fact. T’k’Ch’t had the intellect of a stale fecal dropping. Which made it unfortunate that she needed his cooperation too badly to tell him that particular truth to his face. 
 
    Around her, the team pretended not to notice the bickering, continuing their endeavors at the crystal-fluid heart of what they insisted on referring to as the Infinite Engine—despite there never having been anything infinite about the power it could draw from target stars. The team consisted of one more Jeha, two Zuparti, several XenSha—who were nothing more than furry button pushers the Goltar had installed—and a Selroth theoretical energy scientist.  
 
    A Selroth scientist? The idea was preposterous. One day after Jenkins rescued her, he would curl his body over hers, and they would laugh over bulbs of expensively flavored nectar at the very idea of an educated Selroth. 
 
    But while she waited for Jenkins, these lowly individuals relied upon her for leadership. With that responsibility came the burden of indulging their craven ignorance. 
 
    Even T’k’Ch’t’s monumental stupidity. 
 
    “The only thing I have lost is my freedom,” she told him. “As have we all.” She arranged her segments into a resolute S-shape and readied to sell him a lie. “I am sorry my captivity has induced me to be rude to you.” 
 
    The credulous imbecile lowered his antennae. “Apology accepted.” 
 
    “However, I am serious that I’m on the cusp of new understanding. Please assist me with your intellect, T’k’Ch’t. If this leads to a faster understanding of the targeting system, it may mean our Endless Night overseers give us fewer encouragements with the electro-lash.” 
 
    Hopper soon had her junior establish a model of the Infinite Engine according to their current best understanding. She persuaded him to explain the model back to her as if it had been his own development. This act came to him with annoying ease. 
 
    She always found it easier to find fault in others than in herself. Hopefully, with T’k’Ch’t acting as if her model were his own work, she might uncover the flaws in her reasoning. 
 
    Unfortunately, her self-deceit was not a success.  
 
    T’k’Ch’t described the inner pivots of the trans-dimensional energy channel. Explained how the living structure inside the chamber they all labored within was essentially an organ of balance, one of immense complexity that connected across great distances in conventional spacetime. 
 
    She didn’t find fault in any of it. She only found fault in T’k’Ch’t’s description. 
 
    “Talk me through the main systems once more,” she requested. 
 
    “Then will you stop wasting my time and help us with the targeting?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    He shivered his segments grandly and tried again. 
 
    “The engine components include the focus ring buried beneath the northern spur of Romalin Island. A barrel, as our captors prefer to call it, as if we are inside some kind of crude rifle. I suppose the ignorant have no choice but to map complex concepts onto the simple objects encompassed by their crude philosophies. Then, of course, there is the inner chamber in which we are presently situated, which is analogous to the central nervous system of a living being. Beneath us are the power mining channels.” 
 
    “Of which there are three.” 
 
    “Of course. Everywhere is the number three. From the beginning, Hopper, you said yourself that this was a finely balanced trinary system.” 
 
    “And you believed me? Stamped throughout the inner tunnels is an emblem of three intersecting circles. Any dumb ape could see those and proclaim that this is a trinary system. But what does that actually mean? Why three? What evidence do you have for this trinary nature other than this symbol for which you have no cultural context? Well? Answer me, T’k’Ch’t. Is there any meaning behind your words, or are you merely parroting your betters?” 
 
    “Every subsystem within the engine is in a delicate dynamic equilibrium. A three-way equilibrium. That is my evidence.” 
 
    “Good.” Hopper felt she was finally getting somewhere. “It’s like a standing wave built up from three separate pulse sources. Without those three, the wave cannot form. Once it has, though, it stabilizes. Only one source is required to maintain the wave. Unless…I suppose it could be a self-folding bootstrap.” 
 
    “It could be,” said T’k’Ch’t. “Although that would make it incredibly more complex to initiate the system. But if it’s a single bootstrap, why the three-circle symbol?” 
 
    “I imagine it is to confuse the unimaginative.” 
 
    “Hopper. You promised to be polite.” 
 
    “I do not remember that. And yet. And yet…no! There cannot be three separate elements, because each would require its own focusing ring and power conduits. Where are they?” 
 
    “Teams are still searching,” said T’k’Ch’t. 
 
    “They have searched the island, and they are definitely not there.” 
 
    “Which is why they are searching the entire planet. Worlds are large things, Hopper. It takes time.” 
 
    “True. But there is no evidence of anything like Romalin Island on the rest of Aneb-4. We would see it unless it was buried deep below the crust, or it was hidden behind a cloaking system we do not understand.” 
 
    “Then perhaps this is the only power channel. Romalin is all the system needs. There is no more. Perhaps there never was.” 
 
    Hopper snipped at the cretin with her pincers. “There is more. Of course there is. A single installation would have been too unstable. There must have been three engines.” 
 
    “Then why can’t we find them?” 
 
    “Because we are looking in the wrong place. The other two sites are not on this world.” 
 
    “But…even if that were true, there are an estimated 3.9 trillion planets and large moons in this galaxy. It’s impossible to…oh!” 
 
    Simultaneously T’k’Ch’t grasped the extent of his own stupidity, and the implication of Hopper’s words. His antennae drooped. 
 
    “Damned right it’s an ‘oh,’ T’k’Ch’t.” 
 
    From this angle, the insight was obvious, even to T’k’Ch’t. The Spine Nebula worlds were only accessible through Beta-Caerelis. The little enclave of fifteen systems had deliberately been shielded from the hyperspace network. There was only one way in. A defensible choke point. Hopper felt her own antennae droop, awed by the sheer audacity. The Spine Nebula was nothing less than an interstellar gun emplacement. 
 
    And it housed a three-gun battery. 
 
    Her antennae flicked up. There was more! 
 
    “The commanders will be pleased,” T’k’Ch’t said. 
 
    Three systems. All finely balanced. The three circles in the emblem intersected. There must be a fourth component. The intersection of the main three. 
 
    Suddenly, she registered what T’k’Ch’t had said. “What? You appalling fool. The commanders must not become interested in this.” 
 
    “No?” T’k’Ch’t raised his forward segments so he could look down on her. “I see that you don’t wish to tell the commanders of this development. I shall pass on a report of your disloyalty when I explain my new insight. I expect they will be so grateful they will free me.” 
 
    She snapped at him, but he laughed and scampered away. 
 
    Hopper couldn’t stay concerned about what that wretched male would say to Retenex and Coron—and unwittingly to the true commanders, Jankel and Grael. There was room for only one thing in her mind. 
 
    What is the fourth component to the system? 
 
    Where is it? 
 
    What is its function? 
 
    And how can I use it to destroy Endless Night?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Operations Center, Aneb Stargate 
 
    From her stately office, Gate Mistress Khatripowl watched the Maki flotilla passing through the stargate without incident. 
 
    The troopship was clamped to the battlecruiser, permanently removing the Selroth mercs from the Aneb System. Not that the Kaznet-Shu was the force that had arrived weeks earlier—they had required three troopships when they’d arrived. Escorting were the two Maki destroyers that had recently arrived as reinforcements. A frigate was clamped to each destroyer.  
 
    The gate mistress assumed the Maki would be back, but she hoped their departure meant a welcome slowdown in the ceaseless reports of Endless Night anarchy. The news from Capital Planet was even worse—there was turmoil in the Mercenary Guild. 
 
    And when the Merc Guild stumbled, the other guilds—for all their arrogance—always tripped in unison. Even her own Cartography Guild. 
 
    In these times of crisis, the galaxy looked to the Peacemakers for stability and reason, but the Peacemakers were behaving strangest of all. They appeared to be massing somewhere in secret, the Union’s mundane atrocities temporarily forgotten. 
 
    Khatripowl rose from her wooden desk and trumped down her left trunk. The desk still bore scars from the occupation by Endless Night only a few weeks earlier. The humiliation still bit deeply, as did the fear. Endless Night was an unruly mob of pirate gangsters who held no respect for the guilds. To the rest of the Union, the stargate and its control center was the inviolate territory of the Cartography Guild. Not to that scum, though. 
 
    Still, with the Midnighters gone and the Maki flotilla safely away in hyperspace, the tension in stargate control had eased off a notch. She pinged her deputy, a Jeha of limited imagination—and an even more barren reservoir of courage—but who was nonetheless loyal and competent within his limitations. “Llk’Kh’Chk, take control of the gate. Wake me at any of the trigger conditions we discussed earlier. I’ve just pulled a 70-hour shift waiting for those Maki to pass through, and I need sleep.” 
 
    “You have earned your rest, Gate Mistress.” 
 
    “True. But don’t hesitate to wake me if a situation arises outside normal parameters.” 
 
    The words had barely cleared Khatripowl’s mouth when an inbound freighter shed its load. “Belay that, Llk’Kh’Chk. I think I’ll retain command for the time being.” 
 
    The Jeha hesitated. “I see the fresh incident in space. However, the objects ejected are standard Union freight boxes. They will pass nearby, but none are on a trajectory to strike the gate or the control system. Forgive me, Gate Mistress, but are you feeling threatened by cargo boxes?” 
 
    Khatripowl scratched her trunks, too exhausted to know what she was threatened by. “It would appear so,” she admitted. 
 
    The freighter in question hailed her. It was registered as Clawditch Clipper, a fast cargo hauler owned by a minor Zuul logistics corporation that specialized in trade routes from the core to the outer spiral arms. 
 
    The face that appeared in her Tri-V wasn’t Zuul. It was one of those nightmarish aquatics who had swam amok on Aneb-4. A Tyzhoune. 
 
    “Surrender the stargate to us, Gate Mistress.” 
 
    Khatripowl’s fatigue flaked away. She took two steps back, so the wretched creature could get the full picture of her powerful nine-foot tall Sumatozou physique.  
 
    “Fuck off,” she told it. 
 
    “You are defenseless.” 
 
    “No, we’re not. You Endless Night vermin desecrated my station only a few weeks ago, but we’ve been readying for another such outrage.” 
 
    “We are not Endless Night. We are the Tyzhounes. Aneb belongs to us now.” 
 
    Interesting. “Does Endless Night know that?” Khatripowl couldn’t help but dig for more dirt. Information was always valuable. 
 
    “The Endless Night is too busy enjoying the spoils inside Romalin to realize the system is now ours. The entire system. That includes the stargate.” 
 
    “The Guild does not take lightly to threats.” 
 
    “We do not fear the guilds, but we would rather capture your facility and its personnel intact. Light damage works well for us, too. Especially if that damage is painful.” 
 
    The creature switched to a view of spacesuited Tyzhounes with maneuver packs flying out of the freight boxes on their way to the gate control center. 
 
    Entropy! Khatripowl had increased her anti-ship defenses, but she hadn’t considered being boarded by unboxed marines. 
 
    “If you surrender, you won’t be harmed,” said the Tyzhoune. 
 
    Khatripowl doubted that. She couldn’t defend the gate against the incoming attack, but maybe she could lose the battle and still win the war. 
 
    “I surrender the gate unconditionally,” she told the Tyzhoune, who responded with a gurgle her recently updated pendant translated as a sigh of pleasure. 
 
    “Unfortunately for you,” she continued, “our defense systems were upgraded after the recent outrage. Due to recent incidents in which gate controllers have proven susceptible to bribery and cowardice, the new defense systems are automated. It appears the threats you’ve issued have triggered its activation. It’s completely out of my control.” 
 
    That was a lie, of course. But it might limit Tyzhoune retribution for what she was about to enjoy. 
 
    With a command issued through her pinlinks, Khatripowl activated the twin missile pods that had been installed the week before. She painted the Clawditch Clipper, and the cargo boxes, too. The control station shuddered under her chair as the shipkiller missiles thrust into the black. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” said the Tyzhoune. It opened its lips to reveal a line of sharp fangs. Smiling in the last moments of his life. “We accept your surrender, Gate Mistress.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune tilted its head suddenly. Listening to an urgent update, perhaps. 
 
    Then the communication severed abruptly. 
 
    “Good riddance,” muttered Khatripowl, but against the Tyzhoune marines, she had no effective defense. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    These were dark days, indeed. 
 
    And with the guilds in turmoil, the deference shown them would erode still further in the near term. 
 
    Her trunks retracted at the humiliation of the act she contemplated. Then she wreathed herself in the dignity her position was owed and sent a distress call, priming it to attach to the next ship to pass through the gate. 
 
    In normal times, she would send her mayday to the guild headquarters on Capital Planet. Instead, she sent it to somebody who would actually do something. Maybe. To be honest, it was a long shot. Not to mention indecent.  
 
    “What do we do?” chittered Llk’Kh’Chk, bursting into her office unannounced and waving his antennae in fear. 
 
    For a moment, Khatripowl considered explaining her plan to her deputy. But she thought better of it. He’d only curl up so tightly he’d give himself a heart attack. Either that or reveal their secret to the Tyzhounes at the first opportunity. She’d never heard of a Jeha with a shred of courage, although she imagined such a rarity must exist somewhere in the galaxy. No, if you wanted courage and cunning in the face of overwhelming odds, there was only one race in the galaxy with the right combination of bravery and ignorance. And it wasn’t Llk’Kh’Chk’s. 
 
    “What you do, Llk’Kh’Chk, is whatever the Tyzhounes tell you to do when they arrive. Just relax, try not to get killed, and before you know it, they’ll be gone. I am Gate Mistress of Aneb-4, installed by the grace of the Cartography Guild, sanctioned by right, guild law, and tradition. I give you my word.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Troopship Bollander, on Approach to Aneb Stargate 
 
    “Mating process initiated.” 
 
    “Mag clamp effective. Docking ring…seals are good.” 
 
    “Pressurizing connecting tube.” 
 
    “Hyperspatial generators charged. Showing green across the board. Remote access from Long Reach enabled.” 
 
    Captain Sekhen thanked his command crew and commed the captain of the battlecruiser his troopship had just clamped onto in readiness for hyperspace. It was one of the many peculiarities of hyperspace travel that the vessels of larger mass required less fuel to charge their hyperspatial generators during transit. Clamping onto larger vessels was a common way to cheat the physical laws of the universe in order to save credits. “Clamp secure, Captain Hsekiu. Long Reach has control of our hyperspatial generators.” 
 
    “We have hyperspace control,” confirmed Hsekiu. “Very good, Sekhen. We jump in ten minutes. Once we’re underway, drinks will be in my senior wardroom.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it, sir. Bollander, out.” 
 
    Sekhen’s good cheer cooled a little when he thought of the passengers he’d leave behind while he was enjoying a glass of fhrooze on Long Reach. The Kaznet-Shu Selroth had been disciplined on the trip into the nebula. On their return, they were proving…restive. 
 
    He couldn’t put a paw on why he thought that. The aquatics were probably anxious about what they’d meet upon their return to base. Poor bastards. It must be doubly humiliating to be treated as unwelcome passengers, since Bollander was registered to the Kaznet-Shu. It was a mere technicality, dreamed up by the corporate accounting division as a tax-efficient long-term lease of the Spinning Shield troopship. Still—he flicked his tail indecisively—it paid to be cautious. 
 
    He signaled the leader of his marines, a mix of Zuul and Maki. “Sub-Captain Peribsen, please double guards at vital points of the ship and increase patrols.” 
 
    “Any particular threat I need to be aware of, Captain?” 
 
    “Just a feeling. Something about the Selroth feels off. I’m not surprised Endless Night suddenly wanted them taken off the board by sending them home without notice. Don’t antagonize them, though. The last thing I want is to make the prospect of trouble self-fulfilling.” 
 
    “I’ll be discreet, sir. Peribsen, out.” 
 
    Sekhen’s first officer caught his attention with a flick of his tails. 
 
    “Tell me, Qa’Khet, do you think I’m jumping at shadows?” 
 
    Qa’Khet thought a while as he considered a frank reply. That was why he made such a good second-in-command. 
 
    “I would say, Captain, that your gut instinct is something I’ve learned to stake my life on.” 
 
    “I see.” Sekhen sighed. “Unfortunately, so have I.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sekhen opened the ship-wide PA channel. “This is the captain, to all hands and passengers. Prepare for hyperspace transition in eight minutes. Prepare for hyperspace. That is all.” 
 
    As the familiar routines of stargate transition took over, Sekhen tried again to identify what was troubling him. The stupid thing was, in the last few days on Aneb-4, the Selroth had been far more successful in their search for war booty to pay off their debts. In fact, Bollander’s hold was stacked high with cargo boxes of loot the Selroth had liberated from the planet. By rights, they should be ecstatic. 
 
    Damned aquatics. They always made his fur itch. 
 
    He shook his head. “No,” he muttered to himself. “I’m just being paranoid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…Prepare for hyperspace. That is all.” 
 
    Sergeant Ufrij and his two troopers kicked through into the hold just in time. The door closed behind them, magnetic clangs pulsing through the water as the bolts locked, securing the ship in readiness for stargate transit. 
 
    When the locks released, the ship would be inside the silent white of hyperspace. Once there, the colonel expected the operation to proceed without delay. 
 
    Ufrij swam to the nearest cargo box, keyed it open with the lock pad, and tugged on the handles to drop the front of the box. 
 
    Lines of bubbles rose from the darkness within. A smooth face poked out that more closely resembled slimy basalt rock than flesh. It gave every appearance of looking around the hold to see if the way was clear, yet its bulbous head was devoid of eyes. As it pushed out further, a twisted rope of foliage floated out of the box, its leaves wreathed in bubbles. That was followed by the Tyzhoune, who pushed clear of its confinement, revealing the flat crest that extended out the back of its head to protect its bony spine. 
 
    It gave a high-pitched chitter. 
 
    Then another Tyzhoune warrior emerged from the shadows. 
 
    And another… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Remember your training,” Colonel Zenchaarpo urged. 
 
    To her credit, the swarm leader—or Major Sokshanga, as he preferred to style her—confirmed her understanding. 
 
    “And that other matter?” asked Zenchaarpo. 
 
    “Avoid Maki casualties. This damned ship isn’t going to fly herself.”  
 
    Zenchaarpo stroked his chin tentacles. “Good. You’re learning. Airlock opens in three…two…one.” 
 
    The hatch on the far side of the connecting tube from Bollander lit green. Powerful motors peeled back the airlock door. 
 
    Defensive fire sprayed out from the Long Reach, bullets and laser beams slicing through the water bursting out the airlock and into the battlecruiser. But the Tyzhounes and Selroth were still safely inside the troopship they’d captured. What were present, though, were bundles of the oxygenating water vines the Tyzhoune marines had used to pack their cargo boxes. And mixed in with the foliage were the bombs, carried into the warship by the flood of water. 
 
    The gas grenades went off first, releasing lung-burning poisons that would decay into harmless residue in less than an hour. 
 
    Half a minute later came shrapnel grenades that cut through the masks and air hoses of Long Reach’s defenders. 
 
    A minute after that came the stun grenades. Only then did the Tyzhounes sweep through, rebreather collars tightly packed over their gills. What did they care if the air was poisonous? They breathed water. 
 
    Until this point, Sokshanga had literally been scratching herself bloody in frustration, desperate to lead the fight from the front. Zenchaarpo and the rest of the Kaznet-Shu were embedded as trainers and military advisers. He’d taught Sokshanga that there was a time to lead the charge, but also a time to hold back from the melee so she could assess, react, and control the evolving battlespace. 
 
    With the initial cordon of Long Reach’s marines wiped away, Sokshanga thrust herself through the Tyzhounes still stacked up in the connecting tube and threw herself into the Long Reach. 
 
    Zenchaarpo watched her through her head cam, impressed with her control up to this point. Now it was time for her to go full-on Tyzhoune. 
 
    “You’ve done well,” he told her over the radio. “Now exploit and pursue.” 
 
    “Kill! Kill! Kill!” she screamed, which he supposed was the Tyzhoune translation of what he’d just said. 
 
    Once the main wave of Tyzhounes had boarded, he stepped across himself, taking a moment to adjust to the light gravity of the ship, which was spinning about its axis of travel. 
 
    The water was still bursting out of the Bollander, pulling against the outer bulkhead under the centrifugal force of Long Reach’s spin. It ran thick with blue Zuul blood. 
 
    Zenchaarpo hailed Long Reach’s captain. 
 
    In his pinview, Zenchaarpo watched Hsekiu snapping his jaws in anger. He couldn’t blame him. 
 
     “You won’t get away with this, pirate.” 
 
    “Oh, but I already have. You should know I mean you and your crew no harm.” He glanced down at the Zuul corpses washing up around his legs and hoped Hsekiu wasn’t seeing this through a camera. “Surrender and I will call off the Tyzhounes. We can come to a civilized agreement.” 
 
    “Civilized!” Hsekiu’s already large eyes widened so much they looked like they would pop out. 
 
    “I can control the Tyzhounes. Your only hope is to surrender. Work for us—just for a short while, and for very good pay—and we shall release your vessel back to Spinning Shield when we are through with you. Consider this an unconventional request for a private hire.” 
 
    “Impossible. Impertinent. Unnecessary.” 
 
    “Oh, really? I thought I was offering you a deal to save your life.” 
 
    “Don’t take me for a fool, Colonel. We’re in hyperspace. That means we’re completely cut off from the universe outside our hyperspatial bubble. We’re hidden from the two destroyers and two frigates traveling with us in my flotilla. The moment we transition through the Beta-Caerelis emergence point, they will see your treachery and destroy you.” 
 
    “Unlikely. Besides, that is 165 hours away, and an hour is a long time in hyperspace. You would be long dead by then.” 
 
    The captain licked his lips and flicked his tails. “I’ve locked down the key points of the ship. You can’t win. Surrender. Your life will be forfeit, but your mercs will be ransomed. We’ll space the Tyzhounes, obviously.” 
 
    Zenchaarpo released a long stream of bubbles into his mask. It was one of the mysteries of the galaxy why spacers always kidded themselves they could lock down their CICs against boarders who’d taken the rest of their ship. 
 
    The reality was, anyone who could blast through the armored hull of a battlecruiser could eventually get inside a CIC. 
 
    Admittedly, on this occasion, Zenchaarpo had entered the target ship by walking through the airlock, but a little hull breach was always a fun way to pass the time. 
 
    This was a lesson he hoped Sokshanga would take away from the Long Reach’s seizure. Always seek every advantage before committing to battle. 
 
    “The Tyzhounes are on their way to your position,” Zenchaarpo told the captain. 
 
    That Hsekiu hadn’t severed the communication link told him the Maki realized this, too. 
 
    “Let them try. They’ll discover we’re far from defenseless here.” 
 
    Zenchaarpo activated the Goltar device he’d deployed three days ago on his tour of the CIC. The Tyzhoune general had claimed it would play havoc with the ship’s control systems until Zenchaarpo deactivated it. 
 
    The illumination in Zenchaarpo’s passageway extinguished. The air scrubbers wound down. 
 
    Unfortunately, Hsekiu’s comm channel shut off, too. 
 
    “Damn. Didn’t think that one through.” 
 
    Luckily, Hsekiu soon re-established the link. “You’ve made your point, Colonel.” 
 
    Zenchaarpo’s chin tentacles buzzed with satisfaction. The Kaznet-Shu were back from the brink of bankruptcy and earning respect, one corpse at a time. 
 
    “I expect we will die,” continued the Long Reach’s captain, “but know this. We’ll sell our lives dearly. And when we emerge into real space, our comrades in the flotilla will take their revenge.” 
 
    No. No, no. That wasn’t in the script. 
 
    “My only regret,” said Hsekiu, “will be the death benefits Spinning Shield will incur.” 
 
    Crafty little air sucker. The Maki was just mentioning his costs as a negotiating ploy. 
 
    “The Tyzhounes will pay off Kaznet-Shu’s death benefits,” said Zenchaarpo. “They will pay off yours, too, if you work for us. I am authorized to guarantee it.” 
 
    “How can I trust you?” 
 
    “My word is true.” He brought out a pack of hundred-thousand credit chips. “As is their word.” He held the credit chips aloft, and he knew from the sharp intake of breath he heard that the captain was indeed seeing this. 
 
    “You will swear your agreement,” said Hsekiu, “and I will encode a recording of your words into every atom of this ship to be broadcast the moment we emerge from hyperspace. If you break your word, Colonel Zenchaarpo, the entire galaxy will take note. Also, you will agree that the ship will not be asked to fire upon other vessels of the Spinning Shield, nor those flagged as Endless Night. We don’t have an official agreement with the pirate organization, but I’m sure they regard our informal arrangement with them as binding.” 
 
    “The Tyzhounes are aware of that. You will not be called upon to attack Endless Night, nor your own vessels, although you will defend yourself if you are yourselves attacked.” 
 
    “In that case, Colonel, I yield Long Reach to you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Vane Two Commercial Space, Station 5, Beta-Caerelis 
 
    The Oogar shoved a pair of hapless Veetch to the deck in a flap of feathers. 
 
    They screeched alarm, but the Endless Night gang working this commercial area of Vane Two wasn’t interested in the feathered Station 5 bureaucrats. They were just making a point. 
 
    One of the Veetch squawked again when an Endless Night Zuul, following in the Oogar’s wake, detoured to walk over his chest. 
 
    The citizens of Station 5 absorbed the message and gave the black-clad bullies a wide berth, trying not to make eye contact while surreptitiously flicking glances their way. 
 
    Through the enhanced image of her rifle scope, Laverna observed them covertly, too. One Oogar and two Zuul. She could deal with them. 
 
    Forty meters from the gang, a pair of Station 5 police operatives passed by, wearing smart green uniforms with black berets sporting the orbital’s logo. One was a Cochkala, and the other a Human—one that as far as Laverna could tell had nothing to do with either Endless Night or the Spine Patriots. Each group pretended not to see the other. 
 
    It looked to Laverna like the gangsters were making for the Higher Drink corporate offices, another high-profile customer for their ‘protection’ business. 
 
    For those who paid their residency taxes, port fees, air tax, and a score of other levies and licenses, the Station 5 authorities provided potable water absolutely free. So long as consumption was restricted to the minimal amount required for good health and productivity. 
 
    But there was something about the orbital’s water that meant every race but one considered it to be the most foul-tasting water in the galaxy. Only the Goka didn’t seem to notice—or maybe they did but didn’t care. Tight bastards. 
 
    Which was why flavored water companies such as High Drink did such good business here. 
 
    Rumor had it the basis of High Drink’s trade was to purchase water from the station authorities that hadn’t had the disgust factor added. 
 
    Just outside the entrance to High Drink, the Oogar in charge of the expedition came to an abrupt halt and glanced at the windows and side wall of the building, suddenly fearful of threats, though not from the station police who were picking up the pace on their way out of the area. 
 
    High above, through an open hatch designed to allow maintenance workers access to the fire suppression and other equipment embedded in the overhead, Laverna noted the Oogar’s fear and curled her lips in the manner of a Human smile, as taught by her friend, Sun. 
 
    “That’s right,” she whispered. “Feel the fear.” She eased the trigger back. The muffled pop was swallowed by the noise of the crowd below. She re-established her sight picture on the Oogar, her scope bracketing the enormous thug in green, indicating her rifle considered her shot to have been true. 
 
    “No sign of a reaction,” said Zazbest. The little elSha was scanning the crowd below with intelligent binoculars. They were set to highlight individuals displaying a threat reaction to danger from above. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what you cannot see,” Laverna whispered. 
 
    “Tell me what you do see,” finished Visim, the other elSha. “Aye, aye, Admiral Laverna, ma’am.” He picked up the spent case from the floor and put it in a pouch around his waist. “Seriously, Laverna, cut Zazbest some slack, will you? She’s bored. I’m bored and hungry.” 
 
    Laverna lifted her matte black rifle and swapped out the magazine of Oogar rounds for one with Zuul-specific poison. 
 
    She chambered a round, sighted one of the Zuul, and shot him. 
 
    “I will not cut Zazbest slack,” she muttered, shooting the final Zuul just before she disappeared into the High Drink building. “If Endless Night catches us, you’ll soon realize how serious this is.” 
 
    “We take this very seriously,” Zazbest complained. She retrieved two more spent cases and added them to Visim’s pouch. “Otherwise we would be asleep.” 
 
    Laverna said nothing while she disassembled her weapon and stowed its components in her pack and pockets. 
 
    The elSha worked together to replace the hatch and clean the area. Zazbest checked for any physical residue: sweat, food wrappers, forgotten slates. That kind of thing. Meanwhile, Visim sprayed anti-scent aerosol. 
 
    Laverna winced to watch Visim burning through the rest of the can. It was hideously expensive, but Captain Jenkins had left them with a very healthy credit balance, and she preferred staying alive to the alternative. 
 
    The particles in the aerosol attached themselves to the odor and pheromone chemicals the Spine Patriot assassin team had inevitably left behind. The resulting compounds were designed to be incompatible with the chemical receptors of most olfactory organs, whether those noses were natural or artificial. 
 
    Nothing was truly invisible, as far as Laverna was concerned. If Endless Night wanted to come after them, though, they would have to search hard and know where to look. 
 
    Laverna and Visim moved back down the maintenance duct. Zazbest was last out, scanning the area they’d vacated with a lamp set to a wide variety of spectra, but she saw nothing to betray their presence. 
 
    “All clear,” she reported. “We’re good to go.” 
 
    “And a little late,” said Laverna as she hurried away on hands and knees. “My work shift starts in fifty minutes.” 
 
    It would be tight, but she’d get back to the Shove ‘n’ Done bar in time. About ten minutes after she did, somewhere on the station, all three of the Endless Night thugs she’d just shot would start to feel a hot thirst. 
 
    An hour after that, they’d be dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Shove ‘n’ Done Tavern, Station 5 
 
    “You disgusting lump of Blevin excrement, I ordered Xarbonian root spirit, not Jardis brandy.” 
 
    No, you didn’t, asshole, thought Laverna.  
 
    To whoops and cheers from the other drinkers at his table, the Gtandan rose from his stool and poured the full contents of his glass over Laverna’s head. 
 
    This is perfect for your cover. Don’t react. Definitely do not knife him in his swollen gut. 
 
    “You can never trust a Blevin, eh?” He egged on the rowdy support of his buddies. “Not even a Blevin waitress.” He gave an irritating nasal laugh and slammed the empty glass onto her tray. “Now get me what I ordered, you dumb, leathery bitch.” 
 
    Laverna dearly wanted to stick a poison dart up the arrogant bastard’s ass. She had the poison to do it. But that wasn’t why she was here, so she grunted an apology and went to fetch a fresh drink, irritated beyond belief that the replacement would come out of her meager wages. Not that she needed the money. 
 
    Information was why Laverna was here. Patrons offloaded it freely after a few drinks. She made full use of her pinplants to record what went on around her, and to sift through the noise to reveal valuable tidbits.  
 
    Foremost in her mind at the moment was the recording of the Gtandan making his order. She was right! She had brought the right drink. 
 
    The Gtandan was a regular, so revenge would be a simple matter. She’d wait a few days and then slip him something that wouldn’t kill him, but would make him wish he was dead every time he visited the bathroom for the next few months. 
 
    As she returned, making fresh apologies and offering him his replacement, she buried the majority of her attention in her pinplants and the footage from the intriguing events of the past few days. 
 
    First had come Outotka, the excitable male calling her to convey the news that Gloriana had emerged into the Beta-Caerelis System with reinforcements. Then his shamefaced admission a few minutes later that the ‘Goltar’ ships actually matched part of the Spinning Shield Maki fleet. 
 
    Something very strange about those ships had transpired over the next few days. Laverna intended to find answers later in the shift. 
 
    The Spinning Shield ships had emerged conventionally enough. Frigates were piggybacking on destroyers, and the troopship was riding the battlecruiser Long Reach. As soon as they emerged, though, the destroyers and frigates took on an aggressive stance, as if the battlecruiser and troopship were enemy craft. The Maki frigate already docked at Station 5, Hellspit, scrambled out to help escort this strange convoy all the way to the stargate. Once the troopship and Long Reach had passed through, Hellspit returned to Station 5. It had docked two hours earlier. The Shove ‘n’ Done was the crew’s regular haunt, and they should be here within the hour. 
 
    Laverna was only a dumb, leathery Blevin bitch who waited tables because she would work for such low wages that she was cheaper than a robot. 
 
    To the arrogant Maki spacers, she’d be as low as the dirt ingrained in the bone flooring planks that were swept daily but never cleaned. 
 
    Beneath notice. 
 
    Which was why she expected to learn so much from them. 
 
    Laverna couldn’t wait. Since joining the Spine Patriots, she’d had the most exciting time of her life. 
 
    A memory of Captain Jenkins and his sudden death brought a pang of guilt. 
 
    But it swiftly passed. 
 
    The skipper would have understood. He’d lived for excitement. And died for it, too. Laverna couldn’t imagine a better philosophy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Speaker’s Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Gloriana plucked a plump mollusk from the water and tossed it into her maw. It tasted as good as it looked. 
 
    “Your chambers are a civilized sanctuary on an ugly world, Toyn-Zhyll. They do you credit. The miniature Bakulu are a particularly nice touch.”  
 
    The Speaker of the Mercenary Guild gave her a stern look. “Careful, High Councilor. Not only are the Bakulu important political allies, but we must celebrate the unique virtues of every one of our diverse family of mercenary races. As Speaker, I forbid you to hold such unworthy thoughts.” 
 
    All seven limbs rigid with shock, Gloriana glared at the beak that had issued this stern reprimand. 
 
    That beak began to quiver. Toyn-Zhyll couldn’t hold it back anymore. He snickered. Giggled. Then issued streams of bubbles as the hilarity overcame him.  
 
    Gloriana’s bubbles soon joined his, and the two laughed until it hurt. 
 
    “All joking aside,” said the Speaker once the merriment had subsided, “when the moment of crisis came in the council chamber, of the 45 individuals present, only the Bakulu representative remained with me in the ranks of the living. He informed me of a communication he had received the day before from a Captain Hashgesh, a product of your policy of bribing defeated enemies from potentially allied races.” 
 
    “Then the policy was a success?” 
 
    “We can never be certain. Especially since nearly all the key individuals died in the council chamber. But I believe it was crucial in nudging many of the representatives into imagining a future free of Veetanho ascendancy.” 
 
    Gloriana snapped her beak angrily. Veetanho. Cursed vermin. 
 
    “In fact—” Toyn-Zhyll pushed his eyes to the outer limits of their sockets to show he was speaking truthfully, “—I only survived because of the sacrifice of the Tortantula rep.” 
 
    “This is most pleasing. Nonetheless, our strategy is only now beginning. Let us talk instead of vengeance against the Veetanho.” 
 
    “Before that, I must inform you of vital new developments. I need to tell you about the Weapons Conglomerate and the—” 
 
    “What I need to know is, when may I take command of the Reserve Fleet?” 
 
    “You will not. For now. It is our critical naval asset and must be kept in reserve in case the war against the Kahraman breaks out into the wider galaxy.” 
 
    “The Kahraman? The developers of the Canavar? The instigators of the war that wiped countless races from existence? How could I not know of this war?” 
 
    “That is unknown.” The Speaker ground his beak uneasily. “Other than circumstantial evidence—much of which originated with that pendulous excrescence, General Peepo—even the existence of this war is unconfirmed. I cannot fully discount the possibility that this is a complex Veetanho ploy, but with each fresh layer of secrecy I pull back, I think it is less likely. That is why the Reserve Fleet must live up to its title for the time being.” 
 
    “Even if the return of the Kahraman is true, that does not lessen the importance of the Spine Nebula. You know the Infinite Engine now appears to be a weapon of power, one of even greater destruction than the Canavar and Raknar that scoured the galaxy in the last great war. Even more than the Keesius antimatter bomb-ships. Surely the possibility of confronting the Kahraman makes the Spine Nebula of even greater importance.” 
 
    “I am aware of the balance of priorities,” said the Speaker. “The Second Fleet cadre remains based at Tau-Rietzke. There are plentiful supplies and the marine bases there, too. Assemble your force at Tau-Rietzke and retake the nebula. And do it quickly. We are not yet sufficiently established in the galaxy to wage war on two fronts.” 
 
    The Goltar separated slightly, keeping a little water between their differences.  
 
    But they were old friends and allies, and Gloriana hadn’t come to Capital Planet for the sole purpose of claiming the Reserve Fleet. 
 
    “How are your Humans?” she asked at the exact same moment Toyn-Zhyll made the same enquiry of her. 
 
    They released bubbles of laughter. Briefly. 
 
    “Mine are exasperating,” said Gloriana. 
 
    “Mine, too,” agreed the Speaker. “They are leading a mission at the moment to discover more about the Weapons Conglomerate. There are Veetanho in their expedition. Unbelievable.” 
 
    “If only the Veetanho could see what we have planned for them with the Keesius strike.” 
 
    The prospect of her enemies dying by the billions had colored Gloriana’s words with pleasure, but she noted they fell on the Speaker’s stony indifference. 
 
    She temporarily changed the subject. “I find my Humans talk a good talk, but in your experience are they successful in their military leadership?” 
 
    “It is too early to tell. I have been watching my Humans for a long time, as you have yours. It is my opinion that the leader of the Winged Hussars is a tactical genius at naval combat. At least some of that skill has transferred to her subordinates.” 
 
    “Space battles?” Gloriana shook a tentacle derisively. “Even with the lowly Second Fleet, our naval victory in the nebula is assured. What I require to take back the Infinite Engine are heavy assault troops.” 
 
    “Which is the specialty of the other Human group. Asbaran Solutions and Cartwright’s Cavaliers.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Gloriana. “I have heard of Nigel Shirazi. Is he motivated by money?” 
 
    “Hugely.” 
 
    “Then he would be perfect for my purposes.” 
 
    “I shall convey contact details and liaison information. He has no representative on Capital Planet. Other than myself, I suppose. Would you like me to act as your secretary, Gloriana? I could ask Shirazi to contact you if he returns alive from his mission.” 
 
    “Not yet. I will confirm my forces at Tau-Rietzke first, and approve the timetable for the Keesius attack.” 
 
    “There will be no attack.” 
 
    A roaring came to Gloriana’s ears, the sound of bitter, storm-swept seas in turmoil. “How can you say that?” 
 
    “An antimatter strike against a Mercenary Guild member is no longer desirable. We must cover up any hint of our Keesius assets, while safely mothballing them for possible use in the future. We shall do the same with the prototype Midnight Sun-class ships.” 
 
    “Liev-Dyr would never agree to that. The Midnight strategy for the strike was his idea, don’t forget. He’s always understood that we need this stick to beat the Veetanho, because they are biding their time. They are not defeated, and they will not forgive your presence in the Speaker’s chambers.” 
 
    “I agree. And so does Councilor of Resonance Liev-Dyr. Our Keesius ships remain a key strategic asset. But they are a weapon future generations will wield.”  
 
    “The Human captain of Midnight Sun will not be available to some distant future. She remains the best chance of success now.” 
 
    “I have also spoken with the Councilor of Need and Councilor of Projection,” said the Speaker. “We are all agreed on this.” 
 
    “But we are so close. Her bloodlust is barely suppressed. The desire to implement the Keesius adventure is implanted and growing. By the time I return in force to the nebula, she will be ready, if she still lives. All she will need is the final high-gee adaptation.” 
 
    “The Human simulation?” 
 
    “Is excellent, although with some teething issues. But why add the additional points of failure? Our best chance will always be with that pilot and that ship. With them, I am certain the Keesius will follow their orders.”  
 
    “No, Gloriana. It is the wrong time. I am sorry.” 
 
    “But this is the perfect time to destroy Lytoshaan. Let it be the Goltar who lead the Union against the Kahraman. Let the memories of Veetanho power fade into obscurity, as ours once did. The descendants of Peepo will be beggars, desperate for the scraps of mercenary work we permit them.” 
 
    “Gloriana, you have grown far too close to these matters. You may push this to a formal vote of the Goltar Council, as is your right. But you will be in a minority of one. Refine the simulation of the Human ship captain. That will suffice. Acknowledge this to me now.” 
 
    “The Goltar council is divided,” Gloriana roared. “Do not ask me to acknowledge anything further.” 
 
    She exited the water-filled space without the customary rituals of farewell and headed out of Merc Guild HQ, performing calculations in her head as she made for the shuttle. She was about sixteen days away from Tau-Rietzke orbit, and that was sixteen days more than suited her. It was time to put herself at the head of a powerful warfleet. Then she could leave these soft fools to their council politics and get things done her way. By force.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Gelheik Sands Mine, McPherson-3 
 
    Lamps fixed into the roof of the gallery cast a warm, pearlescent glow over the miners working the face. The starched collars of their blue- and yellow-striped overalls proudly bore the copper emblem of Zug Fhut Mining. 
 
    The cutter machines working the rusty rock at the face threw up gobs of black dust captured by sprays of lubricating water. 
 
    Yet the cutters were almost pristine. 
 
    “Workers toil deep beneath the surface of the Gelheik Sands in their search for McPherson-3’s buried riches. Make no mistake, it’s hard work and not for everyone, but it is rewarding.” 
 
    The voice-over was spoken by a woman with a faint Chinese accent, though Sun was hearing the words in English. 
 
    For a moment she was surprised to hear the Human language spoken out here at all, but then she realized the voice was an on-the-fly translation. It was probably part of a code library written by a team of Jeha engineers who’d never been within 50,000 light-years of Earth. 
 
    “We use the latest cutting equipment,” said the voice-over. The view shifted to a properly filthy rotating cutter tearing chunks out of the face, which it then crushed and pumped away through fabric chutes. 
 
    “For detail work, we need a skilled eye and a steady hand from our dedicated workforce.” 
 
    A Human man in the striped coveralls—which reminded Sun of a convict uniform—cut away the black rock with lasers and hydraulic drills, exposing a seam of mottled blue gemstone. 
 
    The picture cut to the smiling Human with a rough chunk of the mineral in a hand that looked so realistic, Sun wondered if she really was seeing a Human rather than a software simulation. 
 
    There were Humans in the Spine Nebula. After all, she was here. 
 
    And so was Branco. 
 
    “And there it is.” The woman’s voice sounded ecstatic. “A beautiful nugget of shaloylite, a mineral only found here on McPherson-3. It’s rich in iridium, osmium, ruthenium, and holmium. Other Zug Fhut Mining sites on the planet produce promethium and thulium.” 
 
    The image switched to a bar-restaurant packed with happy miners in barely stained coveralls. The collars were firmly starched. 
 
    “It’s thirsty work. Which is why after a hard day in the levels beneath Gelheik Sands, our people relax in the ZHM Recreation Hall. To the locals, it’s known as the Snaptime Bar.” 
 
    The view panned around happy faces eating and drinking, chatting and gambling. Sun noted Zuparti, Zuul, Humans, Jivool, and Vaga. 
 
    Sometimes even propaganda accidentally revealed truths. The dirtside communities in the nebula had some of the most churned-up mix of species she’d encountered. The dregs of interstellar society settled down here at the bottom of the Union. 
 
    “If you want to be a part of this happy team, indicate your interest by—” 
 
    Sun stopped the recruitment video playing in her head and opened her eyes on the real Snaptime Bar. 
 
    The real deal had the same mix of miners, but here their work clothes were filthy. The air was rich with sweat, and the windows dripped with condensation, but it was fatigue and resentment that choked most of the miners into silence, not the muggy stink. 
 
    Most were too tired or too beaten down to do any more than soldier on to the next day. Anything beyond was too much. 
 
    Sun growled at the back of her throat. She wouldn’t allow these people to give up. Now that the skipper was gone and the leadership of the Spine Patriots had fallen to her, Sun had to find a way to push these people to do more. To be better. 
 
    Many sat at long tables, staring silently into the tankards they’d nurse for the night, all they could afford to drink. But others were splashing credits around on expensive liquor and freshly prepared food. 
 
    Resentful eyes watched those suddenly enriched. 
 
    Endless Night had come to reclaim this world. That was the source of sudden riches for those who helped prepare the way for the Night. Within weeks, the black Endless Night uniforms would be openly worn here at the Snaptime. She’d seen it at Infu-Hyn and Wahrner’s Grise, but the Patriot resistance was stronger in the McPherson star system. And her sister would be here soon. This world would not fall so easily. 
 
    Keriwoot nudged her with a lower arm. “Drink!” 
 
    She saw that the tankard of the local beer analog had appeared on the table while she’d been watching the recruitment video. 
 
    “You got a problem with the beer?” asked Keriwoot. 
 
    She tried her drink and found it cold and bitter, but thin. “It’s fine,” she told the Gliboonian. “My problem…” She slammed the tankard down onto the table, frothing the contents over its rim. “Is that all I seem to be doing right now is drinking beer at dirtside meetings.” 
 
    Keriwoot placed all four of his blue-skinned hands over hers. “Captain Jenkins inspired us to rise up. To be the resistance against despair. We are not an occupying army. We need to work with the people of this world.” 
 
    “I agree. Doesn’t make this any easier. I want to get back to Branco. I want to be in my CASPer, killing anyone who gets in my way back to him. Not drinking the damned beer.” 
 
    A Jivool miner knuckle-walked over on his long, muscular arms and hopped onto the bench on the other side of the table. The bench must have been reinforced with battleship armor plating, because it didn’t snap despite the alien’s bulk. 
 
    Keriwoot filled an empty tankard from a glass pitcher and pushed it across to the Jivool. He drained it in one gulp. 
 
    What was this? Some kind of interspecies macho bullshit? 
 
    “Just come off shift,” the Jivool explained, wiping the foam from the fur around his lips. 
 
    “Reckoned as much, Ayean.” Keriwoot lifted the pitcher and refilled their contact’s beer. 
 
    Sun had landed on McPherson-3 only the day before. This was Keriwoot’s deal. He’d been cultivating the leader of the unofficial miners’ union for weeks. 
 
    Ayean took a sip, half-caught a belch, and then stared across the table at the Gliboonian. Ayean’s eighteen-inch wrist claws snikked out, digging fresh gouges out of the table. “The miners aren’t ready.” 
 
    “Then you need to work faster,” urged Keriwoot. He rested the elbows of his upper arms on the table and leaned in close to Ayean. “Now is the time to act,” he whispered. “The longer we wait, the deeper Endless Night will embed. They control the planetary government, and now they’re infiltrating the workforce. They’re here now, in the Snaptime.” 
 
    Ayean laughed and leaned back on his bench. “Your point is? Look, you’re okay, Keriwoot. But you haven’t lived the life of a ZFM miner. You don’t understand us. I need more time. Maybe another ten days. And then…” 
 
    The miner seemed to notice Sun for the first time, studying her with a slack-jawed expression on his face that meant he was accessing pinplants.  
 
    Sun hadn’t expected anyone here to have such luxuries, but she supposed even miners could afford expensive equipment if they pooled their meager resources widely enough. 
 
    She stared back at the bearish alien. She’d fast-grown her hair and dyed it red. Greasy green lipstick matched the green of her contact lenses, and liberally applied perfume masked her natural scent. 
 
    Most aliens could only visually distinguish one Human from another by their color and height. Aided by pinplants, Ayean might see through her disguise, and she didn’t want Endless Night to know where she was. 
 
    He locked gazes with Keriwoot. “Who’s your Human friend?”  
 
    “Francesca?” The Gliboonian snorted down his leathery nose. “She’s my lover.” 
 
    The Jivool recoiled in disgust. 
 
    Sun wasn’t exactly thrilled at playing the part of the exotic alien lover either, but it was proving a powerful way to stop most questions dead. 
 
    “She knows everything,” said Keriwoot. 
 
    “How you get your jollies is your business,” said the Jivool, “but attachments like her are a dangerous liability.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” Keriwoot blew through his lips, the Gliboonian equivalent of a laugh. “Francesca’s my bodyguard. People underestimate the little Human. She isn’t dangerous to me. She keeps me safe.” 
 
    Sun undermined his words when she squeaked in surprise as a Zuparti suddenly jumped up beside her and circled its ferret-like body before settling down. 
 
    Ayean roared with laughter. “And who’s this, Keriwoot? Another one of your exotic friends?” 
 
    “No,” said Sun. “This is Ganexa. I paid her to do a job for me. I apologize for the brief interruption before you start your business with Keriwoot, but I have a hunch we’ll all be interested in what Ganexa has to report.” 
 
    “I like an eager audience,” said the Zuparti. “They pay better.” 
 
    Ayean planted his knuckles on the table and loomed over the Zuparti. “I didn’t pay you, little weasel. You’re boring me already. Get to the point.” 
 
    Ganexa swallowed nervously, her eyes locked on the wrist claws Ayean was casually slicing through the air. “I got nothing,” she said. 
 
    Sun felt her blood chill. “I hire the best data broker in the system,” she said icily, “and you turn up nothing?” 
 
    “That’s what I said. And nothing means something.” 
 
    Sun drew one of the throwing blades from her boots and began picking her nails, the way Goka did. It had the desired effect. 
 
    “Please let me explain,” Ganexa spluttered. “You asked me who leases this slagheap planet. All the worlds in the McPherson star system are leased from the Cartography Guild by Mountain Zhuf, a Zuul-registered corporation. The lease gives it rights for general colonization, exploitation, fisheries, commercial development of blah blah blah…it’s just boilerplate. Basically, in return for a slightly larger fee, it entitles the leaseholder to do whatever the hell it likes.” 
 
    “Do you know of Mountain Zhuf?” Sun asked Ayean. 
 
    “Are you going to let your Human floozy ask the questions, Keriwoot?” Ayean gave Sun a long, silent stare. “My mistake. I see now that I’m with one of the two sisters. Your identity is safe with me, little Human, but I still don’t care about this Mountain Zhuf. And no, I have never heard of them.” 
 
    “They licensed your world. Doesn’t anyone here care about that kind of thing?” 
 
    “Look around,” growled the Jivool miner. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Obviously,” said Ganexa, “I cared about collecting my fee, so I investigated Mountain Zhuf.” 
 
    “Hold,” snapped Sun. “This is important. Ayean, if you want us to help you, you need to start caring about the world around you. You need to believe in something. To own your own history. For that, you need to start asking questions about yourself.” 
 
    “Questions!” The Jivool’s claws extended once more. This time, their appearance surprised the hell out of Ayean. “People here cannot afford questions. There’s a simple reason, something you Humans call Darwinian Selection. If people ask too many questions, they don’t live to pass on their dumb genes.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” said Sun. 
 
    “Really?” said the Zuparti. Ganexa ran a long tongue around her lips, relishing this. “Then let me explain. You see, my learned Human patron, when a mummy Nebulan is in love with a daddy Nebulan—” 
 
    Sun slapped Ganexa’s snout with the back of her hand. “Most worlds I’ve been to have a history of settlement. It might be a politicized narrative, but it’s always there and will include the purpose for which the world was leased. Sometimes worlds fail and the Cartography Guild re-licenses them to someone else. Other than Station 5, wherever I go in the nebula, there’s no history.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” said Keriwoot. “Hello? Junkyards filled with the debris of ancient space battles. Remember those?” 
 
    “Tell me this,” said Sun. “Which race settled McPherson-3?” 
 
    “Well. Not one,” the Gliboonian replied. “There’s a lot of Jivool, Oogar, Zuul, Vaga, and NapSha mostly. Then there’s a fair few Cochkala and Gliboonians. Blevin of late, too.” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s all jumbled up. As a mix of races and cultures blended together and creating something new, it works pretty well. It’s just not normal.”  
 
    “That’s enough from you.” The Jivool pointed at Ganexa. “I want to hear what this one has to say. When did Mountain Zhuf take out the lease on my world?” 
 
    “872 Earth years ago. And they’ve been paying the renewal fee ever since.” 
 
    “But you said you had nothing on them,” said Sun. 
 
    “You distracted me with the mummy and daddy thing before I could explain. Mountain Zhuf has neither provided nor purchased any trade or service on any world in the Union. Ever. They popped into existence 872 years ago to license this world, and they’ve been paying for it ever since.” 
 
    “It’s a shell,” said Sun. 
 
    “You think? Entropy! We glue-headed galactics don’t stand a chance against you Humans, with your super-sharp intuition. Of course it’s a shell, dummy. Shell companies are like”—she gestured to Sun’s dyed hair and face paint—“like a disguise, for instance. It’s a way of avoiding those who don’t look closely, but anyone paying rigorous attention will see who or what lies beneath the disguise.” 
 
    Sun’s spirits lifted. Finally, they were getting somewhere. “Then you found the real owner of this world?” 
 
    “I wish you would keep up, Human. I got nothing. And that tells me whoever is behind this is seriously good at not being found. The only link I did find—and this is nothing more than a hint, mind—is that the corporate registration details for Mountain Zhuf overlap with another corporation, which was established at the same time over in the coreward edge of Juut. It’s called Zyhash F11 Trading, a legit F11 brokerage business still running today.” 
 
    “F11,” said Sun. “Goltar. Ganexa, I want you to run checks on the licensees for all the other worlds in the nebula.” 
 
    Ganexa’s eyes lit up with credit symbols. “It’ll cost you.” 
 
    “That’s another fourteen worlds. But I expect a discount. I’ll pay ten times your fee for McPherson.” 
 
    “Twelve times.” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll do it for ten, but only because I’m scared of your sister. You reckon this F11 connection will link to the other worlds?” 
 
    “Probably. I suspect the Goltar have legal title to every planet in the nebula. I’ve got a hunch that might prove useful.” 
 
    Sun’s pinplants tingled with unease. The miner and the data broker were acting confused, but it was a different slice of data altogether that surfaced as her chief worry. A hush had come over a section of the bar to her rear left the moment she’d stupidly blurted out the word Goltar. 
 
    “Who are these—” began Ayean. Sun silenced him with a gesture. 
 
    “I’ll get us more drinks from the bar,” she said, getting to her feet. 
 
    “There’s no need,” said Keriwoot. “We’ll grab a waiter when…” He noticed Sun’s glare and emptied the pitcher into his tankard. “Good idea.” 
 
    Grabbing the empty pitcher in one hand, Sun walked unsteadily in the direction of the bar, feigning drunkenness. Though with the stupid platform boots she was wearing to alter her usual height, there wasn’t much acting involved. She stared into faces as she made her way. Who’d been listening in? Why? 
 
    Her gaze settled on a Veetch. The avian humanoid was sitting by two silent Caroons, their long anteater snouts inside oversized drinking vessels. The Veetch had turned its head to stare at its bowl of wriggling creepy crawlies. They looked like miniature Jeha smothered in sauce. One crawled out of the dish, and the Veetch’s beak stabbed it. The alien threw its head back to gulp down the morsel. 
 
    It was all an act for her benefit. Far too nonchalant a performance, given the Human staring at it, hands on hips. 
 
    That the Veetch was here at all was suspicious. The species regarded themselves as far too good to mix with the likes of miners. They were bureaucrats, accountants, and safety inspectors. Their natural habitat was behind a desk in a corporate HR department, not in the Snaptime Bar. 
 
    “You’ve got big ears,” Sun told it. 
 
    The Caroons fled. 
 
    Acting like nothing was happening, the Veetch kept perfectly still. 
 
    “Hey, you, featherbrain. I’m talking to you.” 
 
    To a Veetch, the existence of all other races was an affront to their dignity. The alien should have been berating Sun for her impertinence. Instead, it regarded her coolly through both the eyes on one side of its head. 
 
    Suddenly, a trembling cascaded down all four of its arms. Then it went for its handgun. 
 
    Sun brought the pitcher down on its feathered gun hand. The glass shattered, and the alien dropped its weapon—a laser pistol. 
 
    Unusually for a Veetch, the creature still had some fight left in it, so Sun raked its wrist with the glass shards still attached to the pitcher’s handle. 
 
    She cut back and forth down to the bone, and then some. 
 
    The bar went silent. Watching. Unsure how to react. 
 
    “My plumage!” screeched the Veetch. 
 
    Sun brought the shattered pitcher to the creature’s throat. 
 
    It continued to cry about the damage done to its stupid feathers. Aliens! Go figure. 
 
    “I was going to slit your throat,” Sun told the whimpering mess, “but now I’m curious to see what a Veetch looks like plucked.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” The alien had dressed down to fit in with the coarse off-shift miners. Its tunic and waistcoat were faded but still exquisitely embroidered. Sun unbuttoned the tunic and scraped the glass weapon over its chest plumage. Bloody feathers dropped onto its breeches. 
 
    “Please. Just kill me.” 
 
    “Nope. Thing is, I know doing this is worse than death to you.” She plucked an upper chest feather and held it in front of its beak. “Oh, dear. You’re molting. Perhaps you’re infested with mites.” 
 
    “No. That’s not true.” 
 
    Sun considered the feather. “I think I’ll make you into a nice scarf.” 
 
    “No. Please.” 
 
    “No? Perhaps you’re right. I’ve a much better idea. The males of my species are notoriously sweaty. Forever oozing out stinking bodily secretions like you wouldn’t believe. I’ll make your feathers into underwear to absorb their excretions on the long shifts they work beneath these hot desert sands.” 
 
    “I’ll do anything.” 
 
    She plucked another feather. “Who hired you?” 
 
    “Dyrst. A Gliboonian called Dyrst.” 
 
    “And who does Dyrst work for?” 
 
    “Endless Night.” 
 
    “What a surprise.” 
 
    Sharp intakes of breath and a little growling told both Sun and the Veetch how Endless Night was regarded in this bar by the silent majority. Sun pointed to one of the two tables by the main entrance where Patriots were on overwatch. “I want you to walk to that table over there and tell the Zuul with the gash through his muzzle that Francesca sent you. Then you’ll give a full and honest answer to their every question.” 
 
    “Yes, Francesca.” 
 
    Sun’s fist shot out and jabbed him in the eye. The Veetch screamed. “If you hold back on the slightest detail, I will find you, and I will pluck you.” 
 
    “Yes, Francesca.” 
 
    “A little gratuitous, weren’t you?” said the Gliboonian when Sun rejoined the others at the table. 
 
    “Endless Night has killed a lot of people,” she replied. “The skipper was one. I still might pluck that spy. We need to set an example.” 
 
    “Nectar to my ears,” said Ayean, “but I have to ask, what then? The management of Zug Fhut Mining has always kept us down. I want them out of the way too, but where does it stop? If we take out the management, who will run the mine? Or the city? Or the rest of the planet?” 
 
    “We’re not doing it alone. We’ve already set up an alliance with the Workers’ Militia in the city.” 
 
    The Jivool shrank back. Sun hadn’t expected that reaction. “Doesn’t the Militia stand up for you and your rights?” 
 
    The Jivool laughed. “You simpletons. You want to find the good guys so you can side with them. Don’t you get it? There are no good guys. Not on this world. What do you Spine Patriots really know about politics?” 
 
    Memories of Earth set Sun’s heart racing. “I know what happens when politics goes wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t we all? I want to know whether you have experience of politics going right?” 
 
    From the countries she’d fled to as a child, the stable areas of Europe and North America had been the promised land. But when she’d finally gotten there, beneath the fancy glass edifices of the United Nations in Brazil, and other trappings of wealth, she’d discovered swathes of hollowed out societies, victims to the cancers of hopelessness and indolence. 
 
    “No,” she admitted. 
 
    “The Workers Militia are the armed wing of the McPherson Resistance. Sound like the good guys, don’t they? Put them in power, though, and they would bring a far worse tyranny than ZFM and the government the mines have in their pocket. If you take on Endless Night, you’re deciding the fate of this world. Even if you go back to your starship afterward and fly away, what happens next will be your responsibility.” 
 
    “Then what would you have me do? I can hardly run the planet through the Patriots.” 
 
    The Jivool inspected his wrist claws. “Why not?” 
 
    “Run the planet? I can’t think of anything I’d rather do less.” 
 
    Ayean looked at her over steepled fingers. “And I can’t think of a better reason that qualifies you to do exactly that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Endless Night Command Ship, Aneb-4 Orbit 
 
    “Come now, Commanders. Our situation is so commonplace, even the Humans have a term for this. Realpolitik.” 
 
    Retenex snarled at the Tri-V image of the Tyzhoune general. Coron was rigid with anger. 
 
    “Long Reach now obeys my instructions,” said Shiyu, “and since she transited in-system this morning, I now have naval superiority in the Aneb System. Of course, if Commodore Fenrikho were to concentrate her remaining assets, our superiority would be contested, but why fight? There are credits enough for all of us.” 
 
    “You overstretch yourself, Shiyu.” Coron’s voice was dangerously quiet. 
 
    The Tyzhoune bared his hooked fangs at the little elSha’s image. 
 
    Oh, how simple you are, thought Grael. You dismiss Coron out of hand due to her tiny build. She thought of her elSha protégé busy recruiting an army across the nebula. Those who underestimated Franjo were mostly dead. 
 
    “We are settling into a new equilibrium,” said the Tyzhoune. “One that better reflects our relative strengths. From now on, Endless Night controls the space routes, while we control the F11 synthesis facility at Romalin. Neither of us can thrive without the other. There need be no change in business over what went before. Consider this to be an outsourcing of a part of your operation. Like all outsourcing, you must pay for the privilege of what we have taken off your hands. Let neither of us forget, there is plenty of wealth to go around if we get this right.” 
 
    “We shall send negotiators to codify this outsourcing of Romalin,” said Retenex. 
 
    “Let us be clear on one thing,” added Coron. “Endless Night rules supreme across the Spine Nebula. We own the Infinite Flow trade. You still work for us.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune bowed. “Of course.” 
 
    Coron gestured for the transmission to end. 
 
    “The Tyzhounes must be destroyed,” she said, voicing Jankel’s thoughts. 
 
    “And quickly,” said Retenex, voicing Grael’s, “before they ruin everything.” 
 
    “Against Shiyu’s forces, our mercenary recruits may be inadequate, and they cannot be diverted from their tasks elsewhere in the nebula. Franjo is making excellent progress recruiting the Scythe, but they are unlikely to be enough to launch a successful invasion of Romalin.” 
 
    “Now that we know the unique artifact at Romalin is not so unique after all, we shall manipulate the Spine Patriots and Tyzhounes into destroying themselves and leaving us with the other two engines.” 
 
    Jankel’s fur went limp.  
 
    What is it, brother? thought Grael, but operational security meant she was a dumb Lumar with no business worrying over an Oogar brute. 
 
    “Do I detect hesitation?” Retenex asked Coron. 
 
    “As they draw their dying breath,” Coron replied, “I prefer my enemies to see my face and know I have destroyed them. This will be a disappointing form of victory.” 
 
    “I agree. Yet we are now responsible for the Night, and as commanders, these are the sacrifices we must make. Spine Patriots, Midnight Sun, and now General Shiyu—they are but minor obstacles along our path to domination.” 
 
    “More than that,” said Retenex, his whiskers perking up, reflecting Jankel’s mood. “They will toughen our operation so that we shall be more resilient when we take on more powerful foes.” 
 
    Grael made Retenex hold his tongue, but she thrilled at Jankel’s implication. More powerful foes. That could only mean one thing. When their business in the nebula was concluded, her brother was ready to take on the guilds themselves.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Freighter Paphiessa, Near McPherson’s Star Emergence Point 
 
    “The Peacemakers will hear of this outrage.” 
 
    Inside his CASPer, Jex regarded the Gtandan captain’s Tri-V image and wondered whether anybody used terms such as “excessive use of force” in this part of the galaxy.  
 
    Probably not. 
 
    Jex activated his external speakers. “Have you had much dealings with Humans, boy?” 
 
    “I am not a male Human child. I am an adult female Gtandan of high standing with important connections. If you cease this illegal boarding activity immediately, the urgency of my flight plan means that, luckily for you, I could be persuaded to forget this incident.” 
 
    “Flying this old heap? We could tell from your plasma torch ejecta that your engines are in critical need of maintenance. No, you’re not well connected. I ask you again, what do you know of Humans?” 
 
    The Gtandan licked her lips and looked nervously behind her. She looked sufficiently like a Human that he knew that shifty look…she had something to hide, or he was a Dutchman. 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” she said. “I know enough not to trust you. I can see you’re cowards hiding in your metal machines. Why don’t you emerge into the open? I’m sure that would speed up your illegal inspection of my ship.” 
 
    “I see.” Jex paused, in no hurry to begin his next sentence. He never was, which drove his friends crazy, but it was ratcheting up this Gtandan’s nervousness. 
 
    There! Again, she glanced behind her. The kind of thing you do when you’re trying not to think of the thing you want to stay hidden. 
 
    “Funny thing is,” said Jex, “our two species look very alike. Except your noses resemble a species in my world called pigs. These pigs are a vital part of my culture, creating critical products such as sausages, crackling, and hanging behind the bar of many a local pub will be little bags of pork scratchings. I’m willing to bet you Gtandans would make excellent scratchings. I could make a killing with you.” 
 
    “Your threats will not work on me, Human. The Peacemakers would never permit such a barbaric act.” 
 
    “There you go again with the Peacemakers. The way I hear it, they frown upon piracy and enslavement. Orbital bombardments make them vexatious, and AIs are positively heretical. And as for antigravity…” He gave a low whistle. “But I’m proposing that you and I embark on a culinary adventure. And there’s no possible harm in that.” 
 
    “You uncivilized, uncouth barbarian.” 
 
    Jex sighed. “The great tragedy of the Suffolk tribe is to be so widely maligned. You wound me.” 
 
    “Sergeant Jex,” commed Mishkan-Ijk from the Midnight Sun, “stop playing with that Gtandan. Proceed with the search. Our comrades on McPherson-3 are depending on us.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir. I’ve got what I need out of her. She’s hiding something.” 
 
    He gripped the captain around her upper arm, not so hard as to crush bone, but there was no way she was escaping his CASPer’s grip. 
 
    Jex marched them deeper into the ship. “There’s another Earth creature you’re going to learn about, Captain Miss Piggy. It’s called a canary.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For a captain engaged in smuggling, the Gtandan wasn’t very good at it. Probably because she was desperate. That suited Jex fine, because he used his canary like a worry meter. The more anxious she became, the closer he knew they were getting to the secret she was hiding. 
 
    Her worry reached critical levels in front of a refrigerated area of the hold. 
 
    “You cannot go in there. The meat will be ruined, and I with it if you break the temperature seal.” 
 
    “Save it for someone who cares. Either you open this door, or I open it the hard way. Which, in the interests of clarity, means employing your head as a blunt instrument to batter my way through. Would you like me to demonstrate?” 
 
    Hands trembling, the Gtandan punched in the unlock code while Stix, Watson, and Turnaround stood ready to greet what was inside. 
 
    The door slid open, and frigid air steamed out. 
 
    “You see? Nothing there.” 
 
    “Let’s take a look around. Please, after you.” Jex shoved the captain inside. 
 
    She screamed in pain, then staggered back into the passageway with a face half torn away by a slash of claws.  
 
    The CASPers pumped grenades inside. 
 
    Howls of pain and rage bubbled out. 
 
    Besquith. 
 
    The CASPers were butchering them, but those howls…Jex felt his bladder shrink to the size of a pickled walnut. 
 
    A bloodied Besquith leapt out of the chilled compartment, raking deep gashes through Jex’s front armor and toppling him back onto his arse.  
 
    Jex had the beast in a bear hug, but it was an awkward hold. If he fired with the MAC mounted on his left, he’d tear off his right arm and hurt his mates. 
 
    So he snapped out the blade on his right. He got lucky. The Besquith wasn’t in armor, which allowed Jex to saw his blade through its lower back. 
 
    He felt his opponent jerk, and then everything below its severed spine went limp. 
 
    Jex pushed the monster off him, rolling it onto its back. He lifted his arm to slice its head off. 
 
    It growled words out of its blooded muzzle. “Too late, Human.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find you’re the one about to die, Besquith.” 
 
    “Most of my battalion is already on the planet. Other battalions preceded them. McPherson-3 will run red with your blood.” 
 
    While Jex was figuring out the right words to taunt more information from the monster, a rattle escaped its lips, and it died. 
 
    Turnaround reported the compartment had been cleared. Jex knew there was no more to be learned here. 
 
    He commed Midnight Sun. “They were Besquith, all right,” he reported to the boss. “We’ll continue the sweep and count up the corpses, but I think we’ve got them all. Turnaround says we found fourteen, but one of them boasted about there being battalions of the brutes already on McPherson-3.” 
 
    “Well done, Sergeant,” replied Mishkan-Ijk. “I will pass that intelligence on to Major Sun and our forces on the surface. However, know this. Besquith are prone to exaggeration, especially when they consider themselves to be in a position of weakness.” 
 
    Jex hoped the pollywiggle was right. His squad had just encountered a handful of unarmed Besquith, and he was still trembling with fear. Battalions of them? He wasn’t sure he had the courage to face that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Level 13 Mine Gallery, Gelheik Sands Mine, McPherson-3 
 
    The countdown in Sun’s pinview hit zero. 
 
    “Fire one!” 
 
    The team of six Vaga squashed into the tunnel launched a salvo of missiles around the bend and into the enemy position beyond. 
 
    There’d been long arguments beforehand on the topic of uncontrolled explosions and the consequences of collapsing a mine roof many hundreds of feet beneath the surface. The result had been compromises to the missile payloads. 
 
    Sun listened as the ordnance unleashed acid, caustic gels, and homemade poison gas. 
 
    A ragged second salvo curled around the corner and unleashed against the defenders. 
 
    The latest word from Midnight Sun was that they might be up against Besquith. There could be battalions of them on the planet. 
 
    If that was true, these apologetic payloads wouldn’t be nearly enough. 
 
    The third and final salvo of the first barrage whooshed down the tunnels. As the Vaga missile squad reloaded with fresh ordnance, she heard an unmistakable Besquith roar of challenge that made the pit of her stomach quiver. 
 
    “It’s only Little Red Riding Hood,” she taunted back, trying to sound brave. “Why don’t you face me?” 
 
    The roars of challenge switched to howls of anger. Heavy boots struck the rocky floor as the Besquith—still out of sight for the moment—surged forward to sink their claws into her. 
 
    “Fire Two!” 
 
    The single round of shrapnel munitions they’d permitted themselves sped away, hovering almost uncertainly at the turn in the bend before burning hard in search of targets. 
 
    The explosions were almost immediate. 
 
    Sun stepped over armored Vaga heads, then charged in her Mk 8 around the corner, blade out and looking for soft targets. 
 
    Besquith were staggering, bloody, clutching at their throats as they choked. Patches of fur had been burned by the acid and shrapnel into hellish red patches. 
 
    And still the Besquith stormed toward her with claws and fangs. 
 
    She stabbed the nearest one, driving her titanium blade through a joint in the alien’s armor, cutting through bone and arteries where leg joined torso. As the first one went down behind a fan of alien blood, another leapt over it and onto her CASPer canopy. 
 
    She glanced up at the Tri-V exterior view. The horrific sight temporarily froze her. Chemical burns had stripped away the flesh of the alien’s upper jaw. It looked like she was being bitten by an undead Besquith skeleton. 
 
    She made it properly dead by placing a MAC round through its belly. 
 
    Status board alerts warned of another slashing its claws at the back of the CASPer’s knee. 
 
    Sun felt her balance go. 
 
    On instinct, she tapped her jets. The Besquith lost its grip, and its fur ignited in the backblast. But Sun bounced hard off the unyielding gallery roof in a shower of further status board warnings. 
 
    As she fell, she twisted and delivered a slash that bit deep into the Besquith’s neck and cut through into the sternum. 
 
    Two more Besquith advanced on her, but they were a few steps away. For the first time, Sun was able to snatch a half-moment to see what she was facing. 
 
    The tunnel ahead was blocked by a homemade barricade. The chemical attack had melted some of its metal struts into a new shape, but other than that, it looked sturdy. Heavy guns pointed over the top of the barricade, crewed by Lumar, who were burned and bleeding, but stoic as only Lumar could be. 
 
    “I’m coming back,” Sun warned her team of Patriots and local militia, who waited for her on the friendly side of the bend. 
 
    She slid from the scissor grip of a Besquith trying to tackle her, throwing her left arm behind to pop a brace of smoke rounds out of the tube she’d recently had added. 
 
    As the tunnel turned to smoke, the Lumar opened up. 
 
    The wall ahead erupted into a dusty cloud of rock chips. Lumar gunfire filled the tunnel with streams of projectiles that were also hammering her rear armor with damage. 
 
    She turned the corner and ran through the gap in her fighters she’d told them to leave. 
 
    They were ready for whatever followed her, armed with laser rifles, grenade launchers, and automatic slug throwers, but most of all with a determination to win back control of their world. 
 
    None fired. 
 
    Smoke billowed around the corner, but no Besquith emerged from it. 
 
    Likely, they’d been mowed down by the Lumar fire. As for the Lumar themselves, she was confident they wouldn’t follow for now. She guessed they’d been ordered to hold the barricade. It wouldn’t occur to them to follow up the attack they’d beaten off. 
 
    One thing was for sure. Sun didn’t have the firepower to get through this blockage. Not without her fighters being slaughtered. 
 
    She needed CASPers, but the only ones left around McPherson’s Star were with Jex near the emergence point. She’d wanted the locals and Spine Patriots to have this victory. And as for the Goltar, she was keeping them well out of sight after what they’d done to the citizens of the nebula. 
 
    Her scouts had observed the barricade through cameras, but they’d had no idea it was so heavily defended. Just as well Jex had given a warning. 
 
    What the hell were the alien mercs doing there? And why weren’t the Besquith themselves using weapons? Not that she was complaining. The deployment made no sense. Why defend the lower levels of a shaloylite mine at all? 
 
    There was a critical part of this picture she wasn’t seeing. 
 
    She screamed in the privacy of her CASPer. She hated yielding ground to the enemy, and every step she took backward was a step farther away from Branco. 
 
    But she couldn’t expend the lives of her fighters needlessly. 
 
    “Rickafree, bring it down. Block them in.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, boss,” acknowledged the Vaga leader. She took control from Sun, ushering the other fighters back and then activating the charges. 
 
    The dust quickly overloaded the gallery’s ventilation system, making the unshielded Patriots and militia cough and sneeze as they withdrew. Inside her mech, Sun was sitting pretty. In fact, she was surprised at how quietly the roof had collapsed. These Vaga sure knew their stuff. 
 
    “We’re not beaten,” Sun shouted at the enemy on the far side of the barrier. “You’re in my way, and I’m not a patient woman. If I were you, I’d start running now.” 
 
    Leaving behind listening traps and a holding force in case the enemy burrowed through the blockage, she headed back to her forward post. She needed to make field repairs to her CASPer, and even more urgently to her plans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Lanthan Promethium Mines, McPherson-3 
 
    “Check again,” said Keriwoot. 
 
    The two Jivool miners regarded each other, unimpressed. Then they glared at the Gliboonian Patriot. One flicked out a wrist claw. 
 
    The tip was bloodied. 
 
    “You can put that away, Pyleana.” Keriwoot crossed both pairs of arms. “It doesn’t impress me. We’re taking back control of our nebula, not having ourselves a paid bar brawl.” 
 
    “I get that,” said Pyleana. He took a moment to think over Keriwoot’s words and then retracted his claw. “See here, Gliboonian, we’ve worked these mines all our lives, and we’re telling you flat, there are no hidden Besquith armies here.” 
 
    “No Bakulu pleasure tunnels, either,” said the other Jivool, whose name Keriwoot had forgotten. “For that matter, no time-traveling elSha combat monks, nor Flatar erotic grooming salons. If there were, we’d have found them.” 
 
    “Even the managers’ apartments weren’t exactly lined with red diamond paneling,” said Pyleana. “They shit, sleep, and shower in private. But it turns out other than that, they’re as poor as the rest of us.” 
 
    “Except for one special individual,” said the other Jivool. He pointed dramatically at one of the managers lined up against the boardroom wall, caught in the Tri-V projection that still displayed a corporate strategy presentation. 
 
    The other managers stared at the Jeha he was indicating. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” said the Jeha. 
 
    “That is Logistics Director Scunner,” said Pyleana. “We found boxes of credit chips hidden in her room.” 
 
    “Scunner!” roared the Zuul, who was the prime director of the mine. “Is this true? Where did you get that money?” 
 
    The Jeha began to curl in on itself. It scraped and chittered so quietly its words were barely more than a murmur, but Keriwoot’s translator pendant spoke. “I earned it,” it said. “I earned it.” 
 
    “From Endless Night,” Keriwoot stated. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Scunner said nothing.  
 
    “What did they pay you to do?” Keriwoot asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Not yet. They would have made me prime director after—” 
 
    “Turncoat!” yelled the Zuul. “Traitor! After all I did for you.” 
 
    The prime director advanced menacingly on the Jeha. Keriwoot grabbed him with both pairs of arms. It didn’t take much to hold him back. 
 
    “You seem more bothered by this Jeha’s disloyalty than our forces taking over your mine.” 
 
    He let the Zuul go. The prime director looked at him with hurt written all over his face. “That money should have been mine,” he said wistfully. Then he glanced at the armed Patriots in his boardroom and licked his lips nervously. “The Jivool was right. The mine is slightly loss-making. We’ve been too scared to shut down because if we threw them out of work, the miners would string us up by our soft body parts. So the directors have put all our earnings into tipping the site into profitability. You’re welcome to the place. Its problems are yours now.” He scratched his ears. “Who did you say you are again?” 
 
    “We are the Spine Patriots,” Keriwoot replied, his skin flushing with pride. 
 
    “And what do you know about mining?” asked the Gtandan director. 
 
    Keriwoot looked from the Zuul to the Jivool and back. “Nothing,” he admitted. “You, you, and you.” He pointed to the Zuul and the two Jivool. “As of now, you three are running the mine jointly. Take the traitor’s money and give it to yourselves as a sign-on bonus to the Spine Patriots.” 
 
    The new controllers of the mine regarded each other with mutual loathing. 
 
    “Try not to kill each other. I’ll be back. But first I need to check in with the boss. There are no Besquith here, but the other side of McPherson-3 has an entire nest of them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 McPherson’s Heart, McPherson-3 
 
    The floating capital of the McPherson star system loomed overhead. Close up, the place was so huge that Heklabet suddenly felt intimidated. She only had fifty Selroth commandos in her team. Could that really be enough? 
 
    Especially given the major’s orders. 
 
    “Remember,” she told her team, “Major Sun wants us to use nonlethal rounds. But we’ll be up against air suckers, so I don’t much care how many we accidentally kill to get this job done.” 
 
    Many of her males had interpreted the Human major’s instruction as an excuse to use traditional tridents. Heklabet preferred to trust in the high velocity pistols holstered underneath her arms. 
 
    She thought again of the Human who’d issued their orders. Worry seeped into her resolve. 
 
    During the operation in the tropical seas of Thananya, the local Selroth commander had not only disobeyed the major’s orders, but openly challenged her competence and right to lead. 
 
    Major Sun had stormed back from the battle with the Endless Night infiltrators and grabbed her subordinate’s chin tentacles in the metal grip of her CASPer. His proud growths had been crushed into limp strips of flaccid flesh. 
 
    Heklabet’s internal organs shrank in on themselves at the memory. It would have been more merciful to execute him than to emasculate the wretch so publicly. 
 
    “Heklabet to assault team. Disregard my last comment. I confirm our orders. You are to avoid killing except when absolutely necessary. My words were…inappropriate. Now, secure your masks. First wave breaks the surface after a one-hundred count.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Heklabet scaled the outer wall with the second wave. 
 
    The first had already secured the bridgehead, seizing it from weak opposition. 
 
    Capital guardsmen in bloodied uniforms lay about the point of entry, most with ruined limbs, but still breathing. 
 
    There was another, far trickier barrier than the guards. One Heklabet was unsure how to overcome—the sheer scale of the place. 
 
    The floating capital was officially called McPherson’s Heart. It was a self-contained floating town where the governing class could live and work far away from the sweaty and dangerous miners who paid for all this with their taxes and tariffs. 
 
    It wasn’t a town so much as a small city. 
 
    “You.” She pointed to a Blevin whose two legs seemed functional and whose uniform held different insignia, which she hoped meant he was of a higher rank. “You will lead us to the main council chamber.” 
 
    “I could do so,” answered the Blevin, “but the councilors won’t be there. At the first sign of problems, they’ll have hidden in their bunker.” 
 
    “Bunker?” This was terrible. Her takeover was meant to be swift. “What defenses does this bunker have?” 
 
    The Blevin shrugged and pointed to his wounded comrades. “Us. But the walls are very thick, and the bunker’s self-contained with food, air, and power. It won’t be easy to get inside.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    The Governing Council of the McPherson’s Star System walked Heklabet’s way, hands in the air at gunpoint. The weapons were wielded by their own guards. All the councilors wore Endless Night emblems woven onto the breasts of their black robes. That they declared their allegiance so openly revolted her. 
 
    But there were two individuals who were neither guards nor dressed in Endless Night colors. Their clothing was stained but looked expensive. 
 
    “Who are these two?” she demanded of the Blevin. 
 
    “That there is Councilor Hirymous, and that’s Councilor Gyn-Frouti. They didn’t agree with the policy of Endless Night appeasement, so they’ve been locked up for the past few weeks. Can’t say I liked doing it, but I had orders.” 
 
    “We surrender control to you,” one of the formerly imprisoned councilors told Heklabet. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “My orders are for you to stay here on your floating island. Keep this place clean and well supplied with coffee. Then wait for the boss.” 
 
    “The boss?” 
 
    “Major Sun. She will decide what happens next.” 
 
    Heklabet stroked the bumps on her chin. 
 
    McPherson-3 wasn’t her world, but the citizens she’d spoken to had little good to say of their government. These two might have resisted Endless Night, but they didn’t deserve mercy. Oh, heavens below, she was so relieved by her mission’s success that she offered it anyway. “I’ll give you important advice about Major Sun. When you first see her, she will appear ridiculously small and Human.” Heklabet shook inwardly at the memory of that Selroth commander. “But don’t ever cross her.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Gelheik Sands Mine, McPherson-3 
 
    “This is your last chance to back out, Ayean. There’s no shame in waiting for Midnight Sun and her CASPers to join you. They’re only two days out.” 
 
    “I should wait for six CASPers?” 
 
    Sun nearly boiled with an angry retort that Ayean had no concept of the firepower even six CASPers could deliver. She bit it back. She wanted the likes of the Jivool mining leader to take this world’s problems off her. Unfortunately, that meant making allowances for what they wanted.  
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Major,” said Ayean, “but we move on as planned. Assault Team Ayean ready for your command.” 
 
    “Very well. Keriwoot?” 
 
    “We’re ready, too,” replied her other commander, ready to complete the crosscut tunnels and break through into the space beyond the Lumar barricade. 
 
    Sun thought of a thousand reasons to call off the operation. She was speaking to her hidden commanders via a network of short-range radio transmissions, which propagated to the assault teams by shielded cables. What if the enemy was listening in anyway? What if they’d heard the crosscuts as they were being bored? 
 
    And how many Besquith waited beyond this barricade, which might only be the first of many? 
 
    She hated feeling so isolated. It made her second guess herself. Albali, Blue, Jex, and Branco—all were deployed elsewhere. And the skipper had been permanently retired. Whether she proceeded or called the operation off, she knew her doubts would remain. The only way to move beyond her fears was to push through them. Onward! 
 
    “I’m ready, too,” she admitted. “You’ll break through 100 seconds after my mark. Good luck and remind your teams to respect the identification markers. I don’t want a blue-on-blue massacre. Mark!” 
 
    She raised a CASPer hand, then swooped it down. 
 
    The waiting Vaga fired their rockets. 
 
    The boosters twisted around the corner in the tunnel and raced for the barricade. Having burrowed back through the tunnel collapse after the first engagement, this was almost déjà vu. Except this time, they fired smoke and nail bombs, and homemade chemical warheads with even less explosive power than before. The rocket salvos were meant to be a distraction while the Lumar position was being turned, not a roof-collapsing catastrophe. 
 
    “Keep firing,” she yelled for the benefit of the Lumar her drone reconnaissance had confirmed were still holding the barricade. 
 
    The countdown reached zero. Behind the barricade, the two assault teams would be cutting through the last few meters of rock before bursting out from either side of the enemy’s rear. 
 
    “Make them pay,” she shouted. Running out of words, she simply yelled, trying to cover the gap in her team’s noisemaking as the Vaga discarded their launchers and held their carbines at the ready beneath their bodies. 
 
    elSha scurried up from behind and began beating the beetle-like Vaga heads with metal bars wrapped in leather strips. The jeweled heads rang like kettle drums. Hell, the noise was deafening in the enclosed space. Sun’s CASPer lowered the gain on her audio feeds, but what she really needed was active anti-noise. 
 
    Noise is good, she reminded herself. Every additional second the Lumar concentrated on the racket to their front, was a further hesitation before they reacted to the Spine Patriots and local militias pouring in from their rear. 
 
    A thundercrack ripped through the gallery. It shook the tunnel, dashing the elSha to the floor and showering them all with the dust and rock chips spraying from the roof. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground shifted. Sun threw her arms out for balance, accidentally knocking over one of the Vaga. It recovered, though. The wall behind it had a crack running from floor to roof, and the floor of the tunnel was now tilted at an angle. 
 
    “Entropy!” cursed the Vaga she’d whacked. 
 
    Sun didn’t have words to reply. She was too terrified, her mind filled with thoughts of being buried alive beneath millions of tons of rock. 
 
    “Report,” she managed to whisper into the command channel. 
 
    “That explosion,” said Keriwoot. “I think it was Besquith munitions cooking off.” 
 
    “No, not munitions,” said Ayean. “Blasting charges.” 
 
    “Will we be buried?” Sun asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” said Ayean. Shit! “But if we are, it’s too late to run anyway.” 
 
    “Then we go forward.” Sun waved at the elSha to withdraw and marched her CASPer behind the Vaga, who made a line across the tilted passageway, their armored heads angled down, a weird alien cross between glacis armor and bulldozers. 
 
    They advanced around the corner and into the smoke. She was so loaded up with MAC rounds and autocannon drums, she could manage no more than a lumbering walk. This was tunnel fighting, not a battle of maneuver. Deeper beyond the barricade, she heard shouts, gunfire. Besquith howls. 
 
    As she inched forward, tension like plasma arced across her chest. She gained ground footstep by footstep until the moment the Lumar opened fire and they’d rush the final distance. That moment was coming…any second now… 
 
    “We surrender,” said a Lumar from behind the barricade. 
 
    “We’ve been wanting to for days,” said another Lumar, “but we had to wait until our position had been outflanked.” 
 
    “Can we be taken prisoner now? I don’t like the look of that crack in the roof.” 
 
    The barricade appeared suddenly out of the smoke. The Lumar defenders had already partially dismantled it to allow passage through. They were eager to move out, with their wounded and equipment prepared. Beyond the barricade, the guns had fallen silent. 
 
    She ordered her follow-up fighters to escort the Lumar away and pressed on with her assault team. A short distance ahead, the tunnel widened into a chamber much larger than the map had led her to expect. The space was littered with the aftermath of battle. 
 
    Sometimes she had to remind herself that she’d only been a career mercenary for a few years, because sights of carnage were now familiar to her. 
 
    The explosion had been sizeable, and in an underground cavern, the pressure wave had nowhere to go other than through the bodies of anyone caught in its blast radius. 
 
    It was a particularly brutal scene, and something about it didn’t fit into place. The position had been prepared as a bastion, but why dig yourself into the bottom of a mine? 
 
    Nothing about this made sense. Unless it was a diversion intended to occupy her attention. 
 
    The Spine Patriots, with the backing of the Midnighters, now had control throughout McPherson’s Star. If this was a diversion, where was it Endless Night didn’t want her to be looking? 
 
    Three of the Besquith were wounded but alive. She ordered them chained and brought back to the surface for interrogation. They left drones to investigate the area of the mine they’d captured and withdrew everyone else to safety. 
 
    The Lumar were happy to answer questions. They said they were armed laborers, whatever that meant, but not strictly mercs. They subcontracted to the Besquith, doing whatever they were told. 
 
    Sometimes Sun doubted Lumar philosophy was quite as simplistic as they made out. She ordered Jivool and Lumar Patriots to befriend them over the coming days to find out more details. 
 
    Meanwhile she concentrated on the Besquith. 
 
    Naturally, they refused to give her anything but snarls. But after decrypting the surface level of their Yacks and combining that with facial recognition, their identities began to be revealed. 
 
    “You’re Hendrick,” she told the first to be identified, “and you’re a licensed mercenary. The guild will be very interested to hear that you’re breaking the moratorium on contracts.” 
 
    “You’re a fine one to speak of this moratorium, Major Sun of the Midnight Sun Free Company. Why are you taking contracts during this period?” 
 
    “I’m not. I fight for the Spine Patriots. I’m doing it for the principle of the thing.”  
 
    The Besquith laughed. “Only a fool would believe that.” He looked at her strangely while scratching the wound dressing over his muzzle. “Perhaps you are that fool, Major Sun.” 
 
    Eyes blazing with anger, Sun open her mouth to fire back a retort. 
 
    And then closed it. 
 
    She had nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 McPherson’s Star System 
 
    What a mess! 
 
    The original Trey McPherson had been a 21st-century apathetic astronomer, armed with too much time on his hands, a fridge filled with overchilled beer, and his wife’s unwanted gift of Fed-Mart’s finest refracting telescope. Figuring he ought to spend at least one night laying evidence that he’d used the device, he set up the telescope at the bottom of the garden. Blind chance led it to quickly acquire a pretty nebula. Realizing his good fortune, Trey initiated the automatic image capture program while he trekked to the kitchen in search of another beer, became distracted by the ballgame on the primitive holo-TV, and promptly forgot the telescope for several days. 
 
    When he returned to the device, not only had it taken impressive pictures of stars glowing in the interstellar clouds of hydrogen and helium, but it had highlighted one star that was changing color, hour by hour. 
 
    This erratic star was quickly dubbed McPherson’s Star and held up by the more excitable strands of the media as evidence of alien technology. The claim was quickly buried under the mundane explanations of astrophysicists and then forgotten. Among astronomers, though, the name stuck. 
 
    A decade or so later, the appearance of real aliens—nuclear-armed ones at that—brought McPherson out of obscurity. Political commentators, news reporters, and ‘privilege’ academics all condemned him for the culturally inappropriate use of his name for this distant place. Was he really claiming ownership of McPherson’s Star? When asked how he thought the aliens inhabiting the star were reacting to his aggression, McPherson was widely quoted as saying, “I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    His words led to heated calls for McPherson’s public execution to wipe clean humanity’s shame. Turned out, though, those distant aliens felt the same as Trey McPherson. They couldn’t care less what anyone called the place, either. 
 
    McPherson’s Star. 
 
    Around it spun a single dirt-poor mining world in the ass end of the Spine Nebula. The star occasionally went a little crazy on account of it being suckled by an ancient buried weapon of audacious design. The color changes Trey had discovered had been evidence of alien tech all along. 
 
    Sun sighed and took a mouthful of beer. “Maybe the ‘privilege’ departments had a point.” 
 
    “What’s that, boss?”  
 
    From the other side of the table, Jex looked at her sincerely. He appeared such an uncomplicated man, fitting effortlessly into the Snaptime Bar, despite being surrounded by miners and the planet’s representatives of every race except Humans. Sun sometimes wondered how much of his simplicity was an act. Then she recalled she’d had the same thought about the Lumar two days earlier. 
 
    “I want to kill my enemies,” she tried to explain. “To get paid, and then move on.” 
 
    “You’re responsible for what happens next at McPherson’s Star,” said Ayean. 
 
    Sun ground her teeth, but she couldn’t deny the truth of the Jivool leader’s words. “Anyone watching us from afar could be forgiven for thinking I’ve just conquered this star system, but that’s not what’s happening at all. I told you before, Ayean, I’m not a politician, and I’m not going to parachute in as guest dictator, either. I’m sorry. I wish you well, but I can’t fix all your problems.” 
 
    Immediately, the rival leaders erupted into such furious argument that her translators couldn’t keep up. She switched them off, letting the barking, howls, and hisses wash over her. 
 
     She’d gathered them here to discuss the system’s future. It seemed a more fitting setting than the opulence of the floating capital. Besides, the Snaptime served an acceptable imitation of a wheat beer. 
 
    Jex drained his tankard and gestured to Sun to head off for a quiet corner of the bar. 
 
    They left the others to their argument. No one seemed to notice them go. 
 
    “Major,” he whispered, “if we had a disagreement between the Midnight CASPer squads, how would you resolve it?” 
 
    “Easy. I’d tell Top to sort it out. But that doesn’t help at McPherson’s. First Sergeant Albali is on Thananya training the Patriots how to best defend themselves against the Endless Night.” 
 
    “I know. But just suppose me and Cleggy had a disagreement, what would Top do?” 
 
    “He’d shout very loudly. His accent would get more Spanish, which should be all the warning you needed. If not, there’d be a brief expression of manly growling. Then he’d knock your heads together and tell you to sort it the fuck out.”  
 
    “Exactly. Me and Cleggy would do just that, if we knew what was good for us. I don’t think the situation here in McPherson needs to be any different.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to berate him for his stupidity. This was a world in turmoil. None of it was simple.  
 
    Yet the words didn’t come, because he was right. It was that simple. 
 
    “I have a new respect for the land of Suffolk, Jex. Are you all political philosophers there?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, ma’am, because I have no idea what the term means. Where I come from, we don’t like to overcomplicate matters; that’s all.” 
 
    Sun marched over to the arguing representatives of the various groups she’d identified and gave a piercing whistle. 
 
    They sat up and took notice. 
 
    “Change of plan,” she told them. “You lot are now the McPherson’s Star System Constitutional Assembly. You’re going to draft a constitution for this system, and you’ll have it ready for my approval in ten weeks.” 
 
    “We already have one,” said one of the politicians from the floating capital. 
 
    “I want a new one,” Sun told him. 
 
    “A constitution is supposedly a bill of rights,” complained one of the more permanently offended political radicals from the city. “Everybody knows it’s really just a mechanism for those with entrenched privilege to maintain the status quo. The exploited classes have been given a raw deal throughout the planet for generations. Systemic issues with the Galactic Union—” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Sun, cutting the Zuul short. “Welcome to the galaxy. Boohoo. I don’t care. Stop complaining about what you don’t like and put something in place that’s better. Goes for all of you.” 
 
    “I won’t sit with these other people,” said a Blevin who was with whatever the political wing of the Workers Militia called themselves. 
 
    “I accept your resignation,” Sun told her. “Mind you, by sitting it out, you don’t get a say in the constitution.” 
 
    The furry little XenSha town representative got to his feet and wriggled his multi-sensory tentacle-ears. “That’s all very well, Major. The disparate groups you have around this table are at loggerheads. Compromise will not come easily. Your timetable is unrealistic.” 
 
    “Unrealistic?” Sun yelled. “I’m already making allowances for your…loggerheads. If you were mercs, I’d expect you to have this done in five weeks. Ten is plenty. If you fail—if you’re just half a second beyond the deadline and you haven’t got the job done—my Patriots here will shoot you all dead. Then we’ll rustle up a new constitutional assembly and try again. And again, if necessary, until we can finally find a team who’ll get the job done, or we run out of people.” 
 
    She looked around the table, staring into each face or equivalent body part. “Do you understand?” 
 
    She received sullen glances and deep rumbling sounds, but no disagreement. 
 
    Blue was watching all this from orbit via a camera in Jex’s collar. She spoke into Sun’s pinplants. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, sis, and our Obadiah, too. Interesting that it should be Jex to go all interspecies diplomat on you, because I need him up here on Midnight Sun with me. He’s just received a message from an alien admirer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Captain’s Cabin, Midnight Sun 
 
    “Remind me, Sergeant, what are your current orders?” 
 
    Jex fought back the primitive instinct to bolt out of the cabin and go to ground. What had the captain found out about him? Where had she laid her trap?  
 
    It was no use. He couldn’t see it, so he squared his shoulders and acted dumb. “I’m to accompany Major Sun and her Patriots, ma’am. We’re heading out on Midnight Sun for the Rho-Gaudi System, where we’ll tweak Endless Night’s nose.” 
 
    The slightest smile came to the lips of the woman on the other side of the desk. She had him! 
 
    “The major will head for Rho-Gaudi as planned, but she’ll be aboard Unlikely Regret. I haven’t yet decided whether you’ll join her. I received an intriguing communication a few hours ago. It appears you have a lady admirer. Tell me, Jex, do you like damsels in distress?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. They’re a pain in the arse. I prefer damsels in their birthday suits.” 
 
    He bit his lip, certain he’d gone too far with that reply. Sometimes he couldn’t help himself. But the captain laughed. “Well said, Jex. However, you’re out of luck, because it seems there’s a distressed damsel who likes you. You’ve made quite the impression on Katy.” 
 
    Katy? Jex replayed his experiences over the last few years. There seemed to be an awful lot of memories to run through, but none of them contained a Katy. 
 
    The captain raised what would be a teasing eyebrow if she had any hair on her body. “Gate Mistress Katy?” 
 
    “What? You mean Khatripowl? The mutant elephant from the Aneb-4 stargate?” 
 
    “Now that’s just plain rude, Sergeant. Yes, the gate mistress. I wasn’t sure whether to second you into her care. However, since you clearly need a lesson in manners, this is one distressed damsel you’re going to rescue. That’s an order.” 
 
    Had the captain just said he was going to be seconded? He cleared his throat. This wasn’t a conversation. “Aneb-4. Yes, ma’am. My kitbag’s ready, and so am I.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Port Chinto, Arizcazar Republic, Aneb-4 
 
    On the far side of the street, the puddle covering the sidewalk steadied enough for Branco to make out the reflected emblem of Port Chinto entwined around that of the Arizcazar Republic. The symbols were mounted at the center of the architrave over the ornamental entrance to City Hall. Skuilher-Dour had explained why one glowed virulent pink and the other ghoulish green, but his words had fallen on deaf ears and a distracted mind. 
 
    A sudden increase in the downpour’s ferocity shattered the reflection. Before the water could settle again, a pack of Zuul splashed through, hurrying out of the rain and into the dry sanctuary of the public building. 
 
    An aromatic scent tickled his nostrils. He glanced up to see Skuilher-Dour inject a blast from his pipe into his rebreather, darkening the water within. 
 
    It smelled damned good. 
 
    He’d never seen a Selroth smoking a pipe before, but it was common amongst the Iceni Selroth who’d taken them in. With its own enclosed air supply, the pipe worked just as well in the water as out. 
 
    The Iceni had gifted them more than the pipe. Branco bunched up a wad of ribbwah weed against his cheek and chewed down, releasing fizzing juices that tickled his throat. 
 
    Might as well go all in with the Selroth vices, he told himself. If he survived the night, he resolved to give Skuilher-Dour’s pipe a go. 
 
    He gave a start as heavy-set humanoids stomped out of the darker side of the street that failed streetlights had draped in damp shadow. They were HecSha, beady-eyed bullies, stomping wordlessly into the main public building of Port Chinto and its open forum. 
 
    “I don’t trust them,” he muttered. “If Endless Night’s spread tendrils into Arizcazar, those scaly green bastards were first in line to take their twenty pieces of stolen silver.” 
 
    He took a fresh weed leaf from the pouch in his jacket and chewed. It released a bitter lactate taste. He knew he’d never stop wanting more. 
 
    “The reason you don’t trust them,” said Skuilher-Dour after another puff of smoke, “is because you normally see HecSha through a pinlinked targeting reticle.” 
 
    Branco squirmed in his wheelchair. “I wasn’t always a CASPer driver, you know.” 
 
    “Nor I a Spine Patriot. On my world of Thananya, I found HecSha to be stubborn, more xenophobic than most, argumentative, violent sadists—” he stared pointedly at Branco’s chewing jaws, “—and prone to casual drug use. But when I persuaded them to my side, my HecSha friends were the most honest and trustworthy of them all.” 
 
    A sudden cascade of water sheeted from the long overhang of the building they were sheltering against. It splashed Skuilher-Dour’s feet and Branco’s wheels. 
 
    “You keep mentioning the ribbwah.” Branco took another leaf of the curly purple seaweed and rubbed it between his fingers to liberate its tart aroma. “It keeps the shakes at bay, and my brain at least loosely connected to reality.” 
 
    The Selroth’s neck tentacles folded back a little in a way Branco had come to interpret as expressing concern. “Better than the Di-Cloxorin Yellows you were using before, perhaps.” He pulled his tentacles straight. “But your mind? I don’t know, Branco. You’ve been dreaming of other lives you’ve lived.” 
 
    “Let’s just worry about the current one, shall we? Or isn’t getting stranded on a strange world being taken over by Endless Night enough excitement for you?” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour didn’t answer. 
 
    They watched in silent scrutiny as a stretched automobile splashed through the street and slowed by the entrance to City Hall. 
 
    Without quite coming to a halt, doors opened and a bundle of elSha scampered out, hurrying up the steps and into the hall. 
 
    The car sped away, the vented hydrogen from its engine releasing a flurry of pops that sounded like a toad startled into flatulence. 
 
    The elSha were soon followed by Besquith, an old female alpha with an entourage of smaller males carrying an enormous umbrella between them. Their silken tunics were tailored for their enormous frames, and their high collars were set with jewels. Branco was unimpressed by their wealth. Besquith sometimes made good traders, but they were always monsters.  
 
    He’d come to an amenable understanding with many alien races—the friend beside him a case in point—but the only good Besquith was one that had been drilled through by a MAC round, preferably as part of a contract with a fat combat bonus. 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you’ll learn by watching the arrivals to the public forum.” Skuilher-Dour switched off his pipe and grabbed the handles of Branco’s wheelchair. “Either we do this, or we don’t. Over there is Port Chinto City Hall, and tonight is the monthly public forum. There’s never going to be a better opportunity to try telling them the truth.” 
 
    “They think I’m an idiot,” said Branco. “The Iceni, I mean. They despise me. That’s why none of them would come.” 
 
    “No, they think your plan is idiotic. Big difference. In fact, this only makes your star burn more brightly in their eyes. It’s precisely because they don’t agree with your intentions that they follow you. Though, admittedly, not actually in person.” 
 
    Branco rolled his eyes at his friend. “I’m starting to understand just how weird you Selroth are.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour gurgled with laughter before sobering and attempting to explain. “What’s exciting the Iceni is that you can lead them onto new and dangerous paths they would normally avoid. We Selroth need to pursue a little madness in our lives from time to time. It cleans the blood. Sometimes—if we survive the insanity—it leaves us in a better place we would never have found if we hadn’t followed an aberration such as yourself. You’re what we call a gleaming fool.”  
 
    Branco laughed. “Gleaming fool. I guess that’s fitting.” 
 
    He flung out his arm and pointed across the road like an ancient cavalry commander. “Forward!” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour got the hint and kicked off the wheelchair brake, but he had to wait for a gap in the traffic. “Did I misjudge you, Branco? Do you take gleaming fool to be an insult?” 
 
    “No, we’re good. When I’m all healed up, Endless Night’s been slaughtered, and I need to upgrade my Yack to cope with its massive credit balance, I’ll think about settling down with Sun. When that day finally comes, being a revered gleaming fool in the eyes of psychotic aliens is exactly the sort of thing I’ll need in my back pocket if I’m to impress my insane potential sister-in-law.”  
 
    Skuilher-Dour pushed him across the road. “It’s good that as a mighty air-sucker, you can worry about such distant scenarios. As a primitive aquatic, all I can think about is what you’re going to say at the forum.” 
 
    On the far side of the sidewalk, he hesitated on the verge of pushing Branco up the ramp. “What are you going to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Yet. Have a little faith in me, Skuilher-Dour. I’m the gleaming fool, remember? Whatever I say, I guarantee it’ll help clean your dull blood with a little excitement.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Port Chinto City Hall, Arizcazar Republic, Aneb-4 
 
    The four representatives of the city council sat back-to-back at the center of the assembly room, looking out across a ten-foot exclusion zone at the citizenry. None of the four looked like they wanted to be there. 
 
    The Zuul, Cochkala, and Gtandan were dressed in everyday work clothes. The Cartar representative was stuffed into a polished, water-filled pressure suit. The only finery on them was a lurid green sash draped over an appropriate body surface, each bearing the pink emblem of Port Chinto. 
 
    If the representatives were meant to appear as common citizens—no different from anyone else, except that they’d been the ones to heed the call to public duty—the effect was spoiled by their huge chairs fashioned from ornately carved precious metals. They looked like alien princes on medieval European thrones. Then the thrones hummed with power and began levitating until they tottered six feet in the air. 
 
    The forum was about to begin. Branco used these last moments to review what he’d learned about local politics. The more he understood the political currents flowing through this public assembly, the better he could divert them to his own agenda. 
 
    Port Chinto was a free port within the island republic of Arizcazar. It jealously guarded its rights and privileges against encroachment from the capital at Lhanganhoe. 
 
    Of all the many independent islands and archipelagoes in the loose Anebian System Federation, Arizcazar had by far the largest land mass. According to federal statistics, however, the most populous region was the Benalmori Ocean Territory, which stretched from the edge of Arizcazar territorial waters in the west to Romalin Island in the east. He found aquatic politics confusing, but as far as Branco could make out, Benalmori was the underwater equivalent of the American frontier territories when the young nation had expanded westward. 
 
    That Anebian politics was complicated was significant in itself. The planet was weak and divided. Whoever licensed this world had clearly been paid by the Goltar not to care about these divisions. 
 
    “I call this forum to order,” announced the Cochkala representative, wriggling the nose tipping its badger-like face. She banged her gravel, which was amplified to a skull-ringing volume. 
 
    “The activities of the city council are reported through official feeds in a timely and accurate fashion,” said the Cartar. “We urge citizens to study the feeds carefully, rather than waste everyone’s time and credits by attending these public forums for your own perverse entertainment. If you have a point to raise with the city council, you should employ a licensed lobbyist.”  
 
    The four thrones began to rotate, the levitating representatives glaring at each segment of citizenry in turn. 
 
    “You!” growled the Zuul, a female with a black-and-white striped muzzle like a zebra. She was pointing at the party of HecSha Branco had watched from the street. “Show some decorum. Have you no civic pride?” 
 
    The HecSha had been drinking out of canisters and inhaling from smoke-filled tubes, but to Branco’s surprise, they lowered their heads and mumbled words his translator rendered as apologies, though there was laughter, too. 
 
     “We will briefly highlight salient developments,” said the Gtandan. This was a humanoid species Branco hadn’t encountered much. They could almost pass for Human, if not for noses like a pig’s snout. “Improvements in garbage collection mean the proportion of garbage-free streets has improved year-on-year from 99.7 percent to 99.9 percent.” 
 
    “Have you actually been to the Hamylside Docks lately?” shouted a heckler. “The abandoned SleSha drones are everywhere, defecating in the streets and threatening passersby. When they lose the will to live, their corpses just pile high and rot.” 
 
    “And what about the homeless Vaga camping out all along Enterprise Avenue after the silver mines closed?” called another. “Have you ever seen a Vaga empty its bladder? They only release once per week, and if you’re driving anywhere near when they do—” 
 
    The Carter banged its gravel until the hecklers shut up. “The facts are, public littering is almost non-existent, and homelessness has been eradicated. To question the city’s facts is either irrational or”—the octopus-like alien peered at the dissenters with its huge eye—“an act of sedition. Proctors, remove these troublemakers.” 
 
    A pair of Lumar security guards and an enormous Vaga bundled the hecklers away, the Vaga lifting a Cochkala in its antlers and holding the wriggling alien over its armored head. The Cochkala hadn’t been disruptive, it just happened to be in the Vaga’s way.  
 
    “Our transport infrastructure program continues to be a success,” proclaimed the Zuul representative from her golden aerial throne. “Road resurfacing is complete and the hyperloop extension begun.” 
 
    “What about the tax increases?” shouted several of the HecSha.  
 
    “Taxation levels are dependent upon the national government’s block grant,” the Zuul replied. “If you have a tax rate grievance, take it up with your representative on the National Assembly.” 
 
    “She’s been dead for twelve years.” 
 
    “I fail to see how that’s any of the city council’s business.” 
 
    “What’s happening with the invasion?” 
 
    “Who said that?” snapped the Gtandan, peering with cold, black eyes into the crowd. 
 
    “There were dropships, dozens of them.” 
 
    “Romalin Island was on fire. I saw the satellite footage.” 
 
    “Be quiet,” barked the Zuul, but there was no stopping the crowd now. 
 
    “It’s the Veetanho.” 
 
    “Whoever it is, stand with the Spine Patriots. Wrest back control.” 
 
    “It was the Torts what landed. Aneb-4’s gonna be a Tortantula breeding world, and we’ll be the food.” 
 
    “Spine Patriots! Spine Patriots!”  
 
    The Cartar raised its gravel, then sensed the ugly mood of the citizens. He placed it down gently on his throne arm. 
 
    Branco felt a tap on his shoulder. “Now’s your chance, buddy,” said Skuilher-Dour. He hefted Branco up and onto his shoulders while roaring like a foghorn. 
 
    The angry citizens nearby were clubbed by this aural assault into a temporary hush.  
 
    “I know what happened in the invasion,” Branco shouted. “I fought with the defense. I’m a licensed merc, and I tell you, citizens of Port Chinto, you must unify and resist, because the conquerors of Romalin Island won’t stop there. You will be next.” 
 
    “Who?” said one of the HecSha. “Who’s coming?” 
 
    “The Endless Night.” 
 
    A choking silence blanketed the assembly hall. 
 
    “Aneb-4 is not just your home,” said Branco, “it’s the source of everyone’s misery throughout the Spine Nebula. It’s also the source of your salvation.” 
 
    “Shut up, ape,” shouted a humanoid alien from a species Branco didn’t recognize. 
 
    Branco gave the heckler a look of challenge. “The factory beneath Romalin Island. Do you know what it is?” 
 
    A confusing mess of wild speculation and abuse washed over Branco. Man, but local politics was tough. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what it is,” he explained. “It’s a massive credit-making machine.” 
 
    Howls and chitters of derision filled the hall.  
 
    Branco hesitated, intimidated by the prospect of breaking the great secret of the Goltar that had lasted a thousand years or more. 
 
    But it had never been his secret.  
 
    “They synthesize F11 under the island,” he told them. 
 
    “Can’t be.” 
 
    “The guilds would never allow it.” 
 
    “We would know.” 
 
    “Don’t believe me?” Branco challenged. “A Maki warfleet established orbital superiority and then launched forty Selroth mercenary dropships to seize control of the factory, each carrying a platoon of troopers. Most never made it to the ground. Have you any concept of how much that operation cost? It was the biggest merc operation the nebula has ever seen. By far. Why would they bother, if not to fight over an incredibly valuable asset?” 
 
    For a moment, there was stunned silence. Then the HecSha began to shuffle their feet. “He’s right,” one of them said. 
 
    The assembled citizens began to murmur agreement. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got ’em,” said Skuilher-Dour. 
 
    But he hadn’t won over the representatives hovering at the center of the hall.  
 
    “This person is known to the Justice Authority,” said the Gtandan. “Look at him. He’s a crippled Human. Easy to identify. He’s a con artist and the ringleader of a pack of thieves. Check your personal belongings, everyone. Proctors, remove this wretch and any who stand with him. If he re-enters this hall, kill him.” 
 
    The Vaga and the two Lumar came for them.  
 
    Branco looked to the HecSha, silently praying they’d intervene. They seemed to understand, glaring at the proctors. 
 
    But then they turned away, fixing their attention on the petty politicians on their levitating thrones. 
 
    The Vaga proctor bundled up Skuilher-Dour and Branco and lifted them onto its head. It carried them through the seething mob of shouting citizens and rolled them down the steps of the hall’s entrance to splash into the puddle on the sidewalk. 
 
    “You bad people stay away,” advised one of the Lumar, “or we crack your skulls.” 
 
    The heavy doors to City Hall slammed shut on Branco’s hopes for a rapid call to arms.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Outside Port Chinto City Hall 
 
    Branco sat on the sidewalk beneath the driving rain, wondering how to retrieve his chair from the hall. He pulled out some ribbwah weed and began to chew. Damn! It had been a devil of a job to get that chair in the first place. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour was no better off. The Selroth was rubbing his shoulder, having landed awkwardly. 
 
    “Let’s find somewhere to lay low for the night,” said Branco. “We’ll try again in the morning to get the message out. Someone was shouting ‘Spine Patriots’ in there. We’ll figure out how to make contact. Skuilher-Dour? Are you listening?” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour was watching a patch of darkness up the street that was untouched by the streetlights. 
 
    A squad of eight uglies advanced on them out of the dark zone. They wore thick jackets, heavy boots for those with feet, and knuckle-dusters. The two Cartar in the group didn’t have knuckles but wore the equivalent. Tentacle-dusters, Branco supposed. 
 
    Branco would have marked them as Endless Night, but they lacked the infinity symbol. 
 
    Local thugs, then. 
 
    Just as dangerous. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour got to his feet to confront them. 
 
    The gang charged across the intervening space and smashed his rebreather mask. 
 
    Branco’s only friend fell to his knees, clutching his gills. 
 
    The odds were hopeless, but Branco had to avenge his drowning friend. He pulled his handgun.  
 
    He was answered by a dozen drawn firearms aimed at his head, the Cartars wielding two or three weapons apiece. 
 
    “Don’t fire,” begged Branco. “I’m a dying man anyway, but Skuilher-Dour here doesn’t need to die. Nor does anyone on Aneb-4, but that’s what’ll happen to your world if you don’t let me help you. The Endless Night will take you all.” 
 
    “Endless Night?” queried a Zuul. “They were behind that business on Romalin? Shit! I’d heard they were back in the nebula.” 
 
    Branco’s heart thumped with hope. Whoever these people were, they had no love for Endless Night. 
 
    “Endless Night bad,” commented a Lumar. “We should get out of the nebula.” 
 
    “I can help to stop the enemy,” said Branco. “But, please. My friend is suffocating. Help him.” 
 
    One of the Cartars loomed over Branco, looking very Goltar-like in its pressure suit. 
 
    “Now that is a real shame,” said the Cartar, “because anyone who stands up to Endless Night is all right in my eyes.” 
 
    “Then you’ll help? Quickly. My Selroth friend…” 
 
    Without turning away from Branco, the Cartar flicked out a rear tentacle, smacking Skuilher-Dour in the head. “I don’t care. We’ve been paid to kill you.” 
 
    “Who? Who paid you?” 
 
    “The city council. We’re the council cleanup crew.” 
 
    Branco eased his finger onto the trigger. If needs be, he’d take this Cartar with him, but he tried words first. “You don’t understand. The council are in the pocket of Endless Night.” Branco wasn’t sure whether that was true, but it probably was. 
 
    “It’s you who don’t understand. I don’t ask why they want you dead, and I don’t care. I don’t do politics.” 
 
    The door to City Hall opened, releasing sounds of pandemonium. 
 
    While the Cartar glanced at the interruption, Branco put three rounds through the aquatic’s faceplate, shattering it into sprays of bloodied water sprinkled with glass. 
 
    He looked for targets, but they were already filled with bullets, harpoons, and crossbow quarrels. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Eat this!” He emptied his pistol into the downed thugs anyway. It felt deeply satisfying. 
 
    As he swapped out for a fresh mag, the Iceni warriors came to Skuilher-Dour’s aid and slit the throats and other vital parts of his assailants. 
 
    “I thought you said you wouldn’t come,” said Branco. 
 
    The leader replied, “No, we said we wouldn’t come to City Hall.” He gestured to the open door and the HecSha gathering at the top of the steps. “And we are not inside City Hall. You should learn to pay more attention to words, Gleaming Fool. Words are important.” 
 
    “That was amazing.” 
 
    The HecSha who’d spoken descended the steps, followed by several more of his kind. 
 
    His shoulder was wounded, wrapped in the green sash of one of the representatives. The symbol of office was doing duty as a bandage. 
 
    “Tell us your name, Human,” said the HecSha. “Then tell us what we must do to stop the Endless Night.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour had quickly recovered, thanks to a rebreather mask one of the other Selroth was sharing. “The Human’s name,” Skuilher-Dour announced proudly, “is the Gleaming…ow!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Branco whispered, hoping he hadn’t tapped his pistol too hard on his friend’s knee. But the Iceni leader was right. Words mattered. 
 
    “My name is Branco,” he told the HecSha. “I’m with the Spine Patriots. Help is on the way, but first we need to fight for ourselves. Are you up for it?” 
 
    The HecSha looked the Selroth up and down. “Like you wouldn’t believe, Human. We’ve been waiting for this all our lives.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aneb System Emergence Point. 
 
    Midnight Sun emerged into real space ready for a fight. 
 
    “Threat envelope clear,” reported Lieutenant Konchill. “Elsewhere in system, I see one Jiyforce-class Maki battlecruiser orbiting Aneb-4. I’m calling it the Long Reach. I’m seeing numerous armed Endless Night frigate and armed freighter classes, including two frigates stationed near the stargate. Our course for the stargate isn’t seriously contested.” 
 
    “Very good, Lieutenant,” said Flkk’Sss. “Helm, take us to the stargate. 2G thrust.” 
 
    “Course laid in to stargate. 2G constant thrust. ETA 152 hours and change, aye.” 
 
    From her cabin where she was watching the proceedings, Blue suppressed a giggle at Ensign Dahmer’s words. If Flkk’Sss were Midnight Sun’s skipper, the MinSha would probably do more than merely look like a super-sized praying mantis. She’d respond to the flippancy of the ensign’s words by snipping her Human head off with her naturally bladed forearms. 
 
    Although Blue was keeping mum while the others ran operations, Blue’s influence still ran true through her ship, and she liked a little irreverence, as long as it didn’t affect performance. Besides, even though their intelligence said the Maki fleet was currently concentrated elsewhere in the nebula, Blue had sensed the tension in CIC that had only released when the crew knew they weren’t emerging from hyperspace into a hail of missiles and lasers. 
 
    The lack of expected opposition was why Flkk’Sss was in command, and Konchill trying out the role of situation controller. 
 
    “We were right,” declared Flkk’Sss. “Endless Night has sent its best ships to play elsewhere in the nebula.” 
 
    Blue would have fallen out of her chair at the commander’s words if her chair hadn’t been configured as an acceleration cocoon. That was completely unlike Flkk’Sss. To embellish raw information with such frippery was inefficient. If this ever got out, she’d never be allowed back into polite MinSha society. 
 
    “Let us punish their foolish naughtiness,” continued Flkk’Sss, “by seizing the pitiful warriors who sully the stargate and spanking their naughty hindquarters.” 
 
    “Just when you thought you had aliens figured out.” Blue commanded her cocoon to fold back into a chair. She drew a coffee bulb from its arm and raised it in salute to the first officer she’d successfully corrupted. 
 
    She took a sip and rubbed her bald head, the un-MinSha-like behavior on the bridge quickly forgotten. It was the strange behavior of Endless Night that worried her. Why would they leave a single battlecruiser to defend the starkiller at Aneb-4? 
 
    The ship’s presence in her head reached out of dormancy to give her mind a sharp tweak, a reminder that Endless Night didn’t know the true nature of the device under the island. Hopefully. 
 
    That ignorance could prove vital before this game played out, but it didn’t change the essential question. Why leave one battlecruiser in the system? 
 
    Its absence dented the power of the main Maki strike force, last reported by the efficient Patriot observer network to be in the Scapa-Prime System. Midnight Sun in combination with the survivors of the Patriot fleet could destroy a single battlecruiser. 
 
    In fact, Midnight Sun could take it on alone. 
 
    She heard a roaring in her ears. Her heart pumped hard and fast, her blood hotter. 
 
    “I know what you want,” she told the ship. She grimaced. It was too easy to blame the ship for every aggressive impulse. Truth was, she didn’t need the ancient ship to feel the bloodlust surge. 
 
    Just the one battlecruiser waiting for her. 
 
    Taunting her with its weakness. 
 
    She opened a link to Flkk’Sss. “Commander, I see an opportunity, but I sense a trap. While we journey to the stargate, I want you to think of a good reason or three why we shouldn’t turnabout after we conclude our business at the gate and vaporize that pretty battlecruiser.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, ma’am.” 
 
    “And Flkk’Sss.” Licking her lips, she brought up a Tri-V close-up of Long Reach. “Those reasons. They’d better be damned good ones.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Aneb Stargate 
 
    “You are authorized to proceed.” 
 
    “Right you are, boss,” Jex replied to the Goltar CO. 
 
    He took a last look at the breaching setup. Three glittering blue rings were stuck to the locked airlock door that barred their way into the stargate control facility. Wires stretched back through the docking collar, past the armored shields Jex’s squad were sheltering behind, and into the passageway where the elSha team were waiting for his command. 
 
    The talkative, overgrown geckos were confident they could override the locks. Jex didn’t like this. It was too easy. 
 
    If there was something he’d missed, it was a persistent little blighter with no intention of revealing itself to him. 
 
    “Punch it, Django!” 
 
    The elSha launched their electro-magical performance—their explanation of what they were doing had sailed far over Jex’s head—and the blue rings stuck on the door inflated like bicycle innertubes. 
 
    He half-remembered that there was supposed to be an intense cyber battle going on inside the circuitry of the blue things. 
 
    Something like that. 
 
    He heard the locking bolts retract and knew he was up. 
 
    “Send our compliments to Endless Night,” he told his team, the signal for the leading three CASPers to fire grenades from the tubes mounted on the inside of their arms. He joined in the salvo. 
 
    Smoke, shrapnel, EMP, and more frag-tastic fun poured through the open hatch. 
 
    “J-Squad sends its regards,” announced Turnaround through her speakers. “I hope no one is getting hurt in there,” she said. “I want you alive so I can gut you with my blade.” 
 
    J-Squad? Jex figured it out just before he embarrassed himself by asking what she meant. 
 
    The reality was, after dropping off Top and Cleggy to bolster the resistance on Thananya and Ayemokol-253, Midnight Sun’s CASPer complement was down to himself and the other five CASPers about to punch through that airlock. Plus Lily, who was sitting this one out because her leg hadn’t yet knitted itself back together. Until reinforcements came through from Tau-Rietzke, there weren’t nearly enough of them left to bother dividing themselves up into squads and companies and the like. 
 
    When the mayhem exploding on the far side of the hatch subsided, Jex called up their only new recruit this side of Station 5. 
 
    “Great work, Django. Send in Bessie.” 
 
    “Remote autonomous device advancing to breach point,” confirmed the elSha team lead. 
 
    Jex could taste the disdain in her voice. 
 
    The only thing that pissed the gecko off more than being called Django was the drone the Human CASPer drivers had assembled during long stretches of hyperspace. Jex knew all too well how tedium could suck the marrow out of your mind—he’d lived in Walberswick for a time—so he’d put together Project Bessie. 
 
    Gecko Girl—her real name was Lyreeko, not Django—considered Bessie the foulest of aberrations. The contraption-building rivalry between elSha and Jeha couldn’t tolerate a third faction. 
 
    In one panel of his Tri-V, Jex watched the drone pass him by, its body hooped in black and yellow and with eyes and feelers painted on to resemble a hornet. 
 
    Other panels showed multiple viewpoints selected by the drone herself. 
 
    Jex sided with Django on the aberration front. When he’d proposed Bessie to his team, she was supposed to have been a fluffy war-sheep. Turnaround had corrupted his ideas. 
 
    Bessie didn’t care, she just got on with her business, which was peering with her clever sensors through the smoke they’d laid down. They showed a slightly curved corridor. The hatches leading toward the inside of the station were welded shut with armor plate. To either side, tripod-mounted weapons were bolted to the deck, ready to catch whoever emerged through the hatch in a deadly crossfire. They weren’t crewed by the random pirate scum they expected from Endless Night. These were Tyzhounes kitted out in void-rated battlesuits. 
 
    Bugger it. 
 
    How were the Tyzhounes going to flood their kill box with projectile fire without stray rounds killing the opposite gun team? Perhaps their armor was super strong. Maybe they were such hyped-up berserker crazies, they didn’t care. 
 
    He didn’t have time to fully form those thoughts, because Bessie’s job was to identify anything it regarded as a threat and shoot the hell out of it. Her lasers punched holes through the breech of each of the big guns, and were slicing through their support legs when Tyzhoune rifle fire tore through Bessie and ruined her insides. 
 
    “Up and at ’em,” yelled Jex. “Do it for Bessie!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The moment Jex swooped out of Midnight Sun’s airlock and into the stargate facility, he was caught in a rattling hail of bullets that quickly degraded his armor to the front and rear. Sideswiping the facing bulkhead with his right shoulder, he sailed through the air at the Tyzhoune defensive position to his left. 
 
    He glanced at the panel to his side that showed Turnaround doing the same to his rear, soaking up the attention of the defenders there. 
 
    But to his front, the storm of bullets grew more intense. 
 
    He opened the taps to his jump jets further. 
 
    One of the devilfish beasties leveled a laser rifle at him. 
 
    In the nick of time, he deployed the laser shield on his left arm. 
 
    A crimson energy beam glowed through the residual smoke, deflecting off the shield, which was shattered a moment later by projectile file.  
 
    “Bollocks!” 
 
    He opened his jump jets full throttle, aiming the top of his CASPer at the little blinder with a laser rifle. 
 
    He screamed through the air at the Tyzhoune like a diving Spitfire, but even he couldn’t outrun the speed of light. 
 
    A beam lanced out and drilled a channel through the top of his canopy. 
 
    Red lights lit up his status board, but he was still alive. That was all he had time to consider before he opened his arms in a CASPer rugby tackle and crashed into the Tyzhounes.  
 
    He kept his jets pumping.  
 
    His momentum carried the aliens before him along the deck for twenty feet. They slammed into the bulkhead. His harness cut contusions into his shoulders, and his head fizzed and popped, but fortunately the crash had been softened by a crumple zone of Tyzhoune marines. 
 
    It took several long moments before his senses returned enough for him to snap out his sword blade and return to the fight. 
 
    He was too late. 
 
    The Tyzhounes were lying broken and lifeless on the deck. Same as Bessie. 
 
    The Goltar follow-up force was pouring through the breach, their seven-limbed locomotion displaying that weird alien grace. 
 
    “You could have left some for me,” he quipped to his team. 
 
    Tyzhoune bullets pinged off his left flank.  
 
    “My mistake.”  
 
    He answered with the autocannon on his right arm. 
 
    The ammo drums on his back were loaded with rounds designed for use inside pressurized environments whose owners you didn’t want to piss off too much. 
 
    Their stopping power was noticeably less than the full fat variety, but it tore through the Tyzhoune’s armor far quicker than its rifle could penetrate his CASPer. It was soon out of the picture. 
 
    “Secure the breach,” Mishkan-Ijk ordered Jex, “and await further instructions.” 
 
    Goltar marines swarmed past his position. 
 
    “Roger that, boss.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Stargate Operations Control, Aneb System 
 
    Once the breach point had been secured, Mishkan-Ijk’s Goltar force swept through the gate control facility, but the pollywiggles soon called for help from Django and the CASPers to take the one compartment that remained sealed to them. The office of the gate controller. 
 
    Django placed her blue magic hoops on the armored hatch. Jex’s squad stacked up, ready for the assault. But this time, when she activated her electro-magic, her door-trickery fizzled and failed. 
 
    Trumpeted Sumatozou words came through the door, “Go to hell, deviant worm.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Jex shouted via his speakers, “but if you’ll permit me to deviate from my descent to the infernal depths, I’ve come to save your big leathery gate mistress arse.” 
 
    Jex enjoyed the hesitation on the far side of the door. “Is that Sergeant Jex?” 
 
    “At your service, ma’am.” 
 
    The door slid into the bulkhead, snapping Django’s wires. 
 
    Together Jex and Stix swept the room, looking for targets to service. 
 
    “Sweet holy moly.” Jex could see plenty of targets, but they’d already been well and truly serviced.  
 
    In her hand, the gate mistress had a paperweight in the shape of a stargate. One bloodied edge was sharpened. The central part of the weight was slick with something Jex decided properly belonged inside other people’s skulls. 
 
    “When most beings encounter one of my kind in the revered role of gate controller, they see the head, the shoulders, and the majesty of our position. It rarely occurs to them that there is a body behind the desk. And within that body burns a proud spirit easily brought forth into violent rage by unacceptable interference with my fucking affairs.”  
 
    She calmed herself and sat behind a desk. “But of course you already know this, Sergeant Jex.” 
 
    “Indeed, ma’am.” He gestured for the others to wait outside while he walked his CASPer over to the plush rug in front of her desk. 
 
    “What is the status of my stargate control facility?” 
 
    “The Goltar team is doublechecking every nook and cranny inside and out in the vacuum. But we think it’s now clear.” 
 
    “Good. Did Captain Blue explain what your role shall be following my stargate’s liberation?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. The captain was evasive. I detected an air of mischief about her.” 
 
    “Indeed. Sergeant Jex, as the senior local representative of the Cartography Guild, I am empowered to employ permanent and temporary staff, as well as contract third parties.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “You need not worry, Sergeant. You will be extended a great honor. You are to become employees of the Cartography Guild.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I was afraid you’d say.” He thought it over. It made a limited amount of sense, he supposed. The Maki had shown themselves unwilling to interfere with Cartography Guild business. Endless Night and those Tyzhoune sea monsters, not so much. 
 
    “Do I keep this immense honor to myself, ma’am? Or do I share the joy with the rest of my team?” 
 
    “Your captain has loaned me six CASPers, including spare parts, ammunition, field armory equipment, and uprated defensive weapons.” 
 
    “Six? You’re expecting Lily McNeil, too? She’s not yet fit for active duty.” 
 
    “She can heal here. From your captain’s perspective, you are to be her beachhead in the Aneb System. Her eyes and ears reporting on traffic and events here, and with unrestricted access to convey data on gate traffic. All the while, you will work under the protective aegis of the Cartography Guild, because you will become full employees for so long as it suits both myself and your captain.” 
 
    “I’ll have to check this with the captain first.” 
 
    “Of course, but I already have her agreement. Jex, I usually find members of other species repulsive. In you, I feel not only have I discovered a being I can tolerate for brief periods, but given the temporary nature of your presence here, I feel confident our relationship could progress toward the foothills of friendship.” 
 
    “Foothills of friendship. Copy that. And I hope you don’t feel I’m too forward in saying, the same to you, ma’am.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, TMS Long Reach, In Orbit Around Aneb-4. 
 
    “This is unacceptable,” Swarm Leader Sokshanga hissed in dismay as the final update from the Tyzhoune stargate garrison fell silent. “How long will you take to reach that accursed ship?” 
 
    Captain Hsekiu blinked his stupid Maki eyes. Sokshanga wondered how many more crew she could execute for the benefit of Hsekiu’s encouragement before making the battlecruiser inoperable. 
 
    “Depends on your gee-tolerance,” said Hsekiu. “With my crew and a hard thrust, we could get there in slightly over three days. Your bony heads might pop under such acceleration. I don’t think anybody knows. Shall we find out?” Sokshanga flicked out a tail, whipping it around the captain’s neck, though taking care to keep the sharpened tip away from his tender flesh. 
 
    She relished the furry creature’s trembling. 
 
    “Yes, we shall,” she told him. “Set a course to do battle with Midnight Sun. We will discover the gee-tolerance of my species, but in such a way that you and your crew will die if you attempt to harm us.” 
 
    She loosened her grip about his neck just enough for him to talk. Painfully.  
 
    “That’s Midnight Sun you’re talking about,” he gasped. 
 
    “I am aware.” Sokshanga snapped her jaws. “We Tyzhounes know the vessel of old. Its continued existence shames us. It must be destroyed.” 
 
    “Midnight Sun is also known to us. This is the ship that single-handedly ravaged Lieutenant General Pelwatho’s logistical train. That weakened Peepo’s blockade of Earth and allowed their Goltar allies to appear from nowhere and win space superiority. To take that ship on and win, we need reinforcements. We need to combine with the rest of the Spinning Shield fleet.” 
 
    Sokshanga tightened her coiled tail once more around the captain’s neck and listened to him choke. “You are weak, Hsekiu. That your species was admitted to the Mercenary Guild is proof of the guild’s corruption from within. You will give the order to leave orbit and close with Midnight Sun, or I will snap your neck and ask Lieutenant Commander Nedjib to carry out the same order. And if he too refuses, I shall ask another, and so on until there is no one left. As everyone is now aware, Captain, there is a moratorium on mercenary contracts, and we have plundered great wealth, with more to come. Consequently, it will be a trifling inconvenience for me to hire a replacement crew for our flagship. Shall I kill you now?” 
 
    “Not today,” said the squirming Maki when she permitted him to speak. “Helm, set course to intercept Midnight Sun. Lieutenant Commander Nedjib, prepare a series of tests of the Tyzhoune response to hard acceleration. Ensure the swarm leader has her…failsafes against foul play.”  
 
    Almost as an afterthought, he added, “Meanwhile, I’ll try to figure out ways we can beat that damned ship.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two hours out of orbit, Sokshanga was undergoing her first experience of five gees. 
 
    It was not pleasant. 
 
    The entirety of the universe had undergone gravitational collapse and was resting on her chest lattice. She expected the bones to pop at any moment. 
 
    Only ten seconds in, the thrust shut off abruptly, to a nominal level. 
 
    “What has happened? Why are we not moving faster?” 
 
    Her acceleration couch retracted, and one of the Maki creatures peered down at her. Its two tails were spread wide. What that communicated, she didn’t know. 
 
    Cowardice probably. These Maki were pitiful beings. 
 
    She clubbed the fool away with the side of her tail, then gave it a sniff when she rose out of the couch. It smelled like Lieutenant Commander Nedjib. Perhaps it was Nedjib’s turn to end his life as an example to encourage the others. 
 
    “There’s no problem with the test,” grumbled the obsequious alien. “There’s an urgent communication from General Shiyu.” 
 
    Nedjib must have used brain implants—a technology she looked forward to trying for herself—because without moving a muscle, a Tri-V image of General Shiyu appeared. 
 
    She scrambled to attention. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” The general was so angry, his tail was in a high strike posture. 
 
    Sokshanga bowed from the waist. “We seek battle with Midnight Sun, General.” 
 
    “You will not! I tasked you with maintaining orbital superiority. Have I issued you fresh orders?” 
 
    “No, General.” 
 
    “Then you will alter course immediately so you can comply with the task I have set you.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    “Let me make myself clear, Swarm Leader. You are forbidden to engage in combat with Midnight Sun without explicit instructions. If Midnight Sun should close with you, you are to refuse battle until such time as we can lure it into a situation where we have the advantage. I am fully aware of the dishonor that vessel did us at Tyzhou. The Midnighters will be punished. But the rise to glory of the Tyzhoune people takes precedence over everything. Even that ship and its hell-queen captain.” 
 
    “I understand and obey.” 
 
    “Make sure you do, Swarm Leader. You are easily replaced.” 
 
    The general’s image flickered and was gone. 
 
    The Maki hesitated for a moment, and then asked, “Do you want me to change—” 
 
    Sokshanga punched the Maki to the deck. 
 
    As he lay there groaning, she raked claws down his torso, shredding his uniform and slicing deep into his flesh until her claw tips caught on his intestines. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant Commander. I do. Change course to implement the general’s orders. Don’t fail me again.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Captain’s Cabin, Midnight Sun, In Pursuit of TMS Long Reach 
 
    “I advise you to accept the facts, Captain.” Flkk’Sss glared at the two little Jeha she towered over, a neat trick for a MinSha. The multifaceted ruby eyes of her species were usually devoid of emotion. 
 
    Blue understood why the MinSha was unhappy. Flkk’Sss didn’t like to speak openly in front of juniors, and she was doubly uncomfortable that a species so lacking in martial virtues had been summoned to discuss battle tactics. 
 
    “The enemy ship is leading us on,” the MinSha said. “Keeping us in-system until reinforcements arrive, at which point we will be surrounded and outnumbered.” 
 
    “But our Jeha spy here tells us there has been a power struggle in the system since we left,” said Blue. “That the Long Reach is now controlled by the Tyzhounes directly. And it is not like the Tyzhounes to refuse a good battle.” 
 
    “To be fair, ma’am,” said Jenkins, “our intelligence has mostly come from the gate mistress. But our comms intercepts do confirm the Long Reach’s Maki crew answer to a Tyzhoune named Major—or possibly Swarm Leader—Sokshanga.” 
 
    Blue regarded the smaller Jeha. Zarbi was just a kid by human standards. Involving her in command decisions felt wrong, but Sun was busy rallying the resistance in the McPherson’s Star system, and Blue had learned that the ship alone was not a good sounding board for her ideas. 
 
    She missed her sister. 
 
    The warrior caste praying mantis and the nerdy millipedes were excellent in their own way. But it wasn’t the same. 
 
    “Do you concur?” she asked Zarbi. 
 
    “That the Tyzhounes control the battlecruiser? Yes, Captain. About the proposal for which you called us here, I couldn’t say. You haven’t told us what it is yet. Or did I miss something?”  
 
    Blue laughed at the little Jeha’s attitude, and smiled all the more because, in a weird way, she saw herself in this multi-legged, segmented alien. 
 
    “Know thyself, know thy enemy,” Blue told them. “A thousand battles, a thousand victories.” 
 
    “That sounds uncharacteristically profound, Captain,” said Jenkins. “Are you quoting Sun?” 
 
    “Yeah. Master Sun. Not my big sis, but some old dead dude who, for some reason, I always imagine wearing a moustache like a Prussian grenadier.”  
 
    “Is the facial hair important?” 
 
    “To me, yes. Don’t ask me why. But it’s not pertinent to our difficulties bringing our reluctant battlecruiser to battle. Zarbi and Jenkins, I need you to fashion a piece of military equipment and install it without delay. Certainly within 24 hours.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jenkins replied. “Do you require a new form of missile?” 
 
    “Do you seek to weaponize Hopper’s insights into trans-dimensional energy channels?” 
 
    “No. Wait, can you do that, Zarbi? No, save that for another time. Master Sun Tzu’s timeless wisdom has given me a completely different line of attack to vanquish my foes. I need a bath. I need candles, bubbles, and water that stays warm but never scalds. Steam, too. At a pinch, I could do without brass taps, but”—she stroked one of Jenkins’ antenna—“fancy taps would be most pleasing.” 
 
    “You require a sterilization dip station?” Jenkins was so confused he stomped one side of his feet. 
 
    “Your translation lacks context,” said Zarbi. “The captain seeks a cleansing installation optimized for relaxation and physical pleasure, not the kind of bath purposed to remove her mites and other skin parasites. Am I right, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Zarbi. I mean I want a bath. Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Captain. Many problems. Plumbing, heaters, and thermostats, research on Human-safe chemicals with both hydrophilic and hydrophobic functional groups, a humidity retention net…” 
 
    Blue held up a hand. The Jeha stopped. “On second thought,” she said, “don’t trouble yourselves. I realize it’s difficult, but the elSha team would do just as well. In fact, now I think about it, Senior Rating Shalzak would do a better job.” 
 
    Jenkins clicked his pincers. “No need to play us and the elSha against each other, ma’am. We both know Zarbi and I are superior to any elSha. We are merely thinking of how to do this quickly and well. You said you want this within 24 hours?” 
 
    “That’s right. And bubbles. Did I mention bubbles? Come to think of it, how do bubbles behave in low-g?” 
 
    “Then we won’t be under hard thrust conditions?” asked the senior Jeha. 
 
    “Jenkins, I’m sensing you don’t really get the concept of a relaxing bath.” 
 
    “No, I believe I have it now. You wish to sit in an open, fluid-filled container, which means the magnitude and direction of the ship’s acceleration is essential to the design. Can we put you on the outer decks and spin the ship?” 
 
    “You can if it’ll help.” 
 
    “It does. It means we will be ready in four hours.” 
 
    “Perfect. I also want a hovering drone camera feed linking me to the Tyzhoune warship. And bubbles. Did I mention bubbles?” 
 
    “Where do I fit into your scheme, Captain?” asked the MinSha uneasily. 
 
    “No need to worry,” Blue assured her. “I don’t require you to scrub my back. I have something much better for that. Your job is to command the ship, because if my hunch is right, by the time I’ve finished my bath, I’ll have the Tyzhounes so eager to do battle, they’ll be coming for us at ramming speed.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Temporary Installation, Midnight Sun, Aneb System 
 
    Beaming at the hovering drone camera, Blue skimmed bubbles off the surface of the bath water and added them to the layer protecting her modesty.  
 
    It was silly, really. Only aliens were on the other end of that camera feed—not that they exhibited any inclination to show themselves—but Blue felt a starship captain should comport herself with dignity at all times.  
 
    Even in the bath. 
 
    She held the loofah up to the camera. The five-foot long monstrosity was the key to her strategy. “You have no idea how satisfying this is, Swarm Leader Sokshanga. Absolute luxury.” 
 
    At the 0.4g the spinning outer deck was simulating, the bubbles were much larger than in Earth gravity. Unfortunately, that made them more transparent, too. 
 
    “Get a grip,” she muttered to herself. “You’re at war.” 
 
    The loofah wasn’t just oversized, its core was solid gold. Her pinplants caught her stray thoughts and pointed out that gold is seventy percent denser than lead. 
 
    “I already figured that,” she grumbled as she scrubbed under her armpits and down her back as best she could. She grinned at the camera. “Come on, Swarm Leader. Do you get it yet?” 
 
    The response came six seconds later. Given the Long Reach was three light seconds away, that was as instant as it would get. 
 
    A holographic sea monster appeared out of the drone and snarled at her. Blue wasn’t wearing her translator pendant, but she was pinlinked to it, and the translation fed into her brain.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” said the Tyzhoune. “You immerse yourself in water. Is this a form of submission to us as an aquatic people? Are you surrendering?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Blue replied. “I’m surrendering.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, she fussed at the loofah for the benefit of the camera. “It’s made from dried equipment webbing. Softens up my golden back scratcher, which has all these nasty jewels and sharp edges. I should really sand it down and prize out the gems, but I’m a busy woman, so I had this loofah made to snap over the business end. Neat, eh?” 
 
    “Power down your weapons,” ordered the Tyzhoune. “Prepare for splashdown in the seas of Aneb-4, where you will be boarded, and your vessel seized.” 
 
    “What? Why? Oh, I see. No, when I said I was surrendering, I meant I’m yielding to the pleasures of a hot, scented bath. And to this.” She held the scratcher up to the camera, because the dumb alien still wasn’t getting it. She took off the webbing and shook off the bubbles, so the drone got a good eyeful. 
 
    The Tyzhounes came from a deep ocean world trapped beneath a thick crust of ice. They believed God had created all life and issued it into the world through a single hydrothermal vent on the ocean floor. The Sacred Chimney, they called it. 
 
    Their most venerated representation of that chimney was currently broaching the bubbles between Blue’s knees. 
 
    The Tyzhoune stretched its jaw wide open. Man, it had long teeth! It was saying something, but Blue’s translator didn’t know what. 
 
    “Do you recognize it?” she teased. “I picked this funny little thing up on your homeworld. If I recall, it was in the giftshop of your Great Temple.” 
 
    The three-second comm lag was divine. 
 
    “It is the most sacred object of our people. Return it! There will be endless war between Tyzhounes and Humans across the galaxy until you return it to me. Do it now!” 
 
    She squinted at the sacred object. “Are you sure you want it back?” Blue shrugged her bubble-coated shoulders, then whispered into the camera, “Do you know where this has been?” 
 
    The Tyzhoune muted its feed and appeared to be in conversation with someone else on its ship.  
 
    Blue gave a theatrical sigh. “You Tyzhounes are too bony to have proper butts, so I don’t suppose you’ll understand, but if you did, you’d realize your chimney is perfect for reaching those rear spots that tense so badly after sitting all day in my captain’s chair.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune’s head slowly panned around to stare at her, which was freaky uncanny, because it had no eyes. 
 
    No eyes. Of course! All this performance, and they had no eyes to see it. But Blue didn’t think it had been a waste of time. They might not have eyes as any normal race would understand them, but it was clearly seeing somehow. And there were few things Blue liked more than to be seen. 
 
    Talking of which…Oh, hell. Captain’s modesty be damned. 
 
    Blue stood up in the soapy water, turned around and gave her ass a damned good scrubbing with the sacred chimney. 
 
    “Captain,” came the XO’s voice through her pinplants. “I don’t know what you’re doing in there, but I believe your tactic was successful. Long Reach is advancing on us at flank speed. We need to secure battle stations. Will you be able to reach CIC in time?” 
 
    “Typical!” Blue splashed back into the water and luxuriated in a good eye roll. “The first chance I get to slide into a warm bath for 30,000 light-years, and work calls. Yes, Commander. I’ll be there in three mikes, a little soggy, but ready to kill me some Tyzhounes. It’s time to see what our weapon upgrades can do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, Midnight Sun 
 
    “Missiles! Missiles! Forty-eight inbound. I’m calling twelve shield killers, twenty-six ship killers, and ten of unknown type.” 
 
    “Execute standard anti-missile defense response.” Captain Blue hesitated before adding, “We shall conduct no offensive measures at this time.”  
 
    Flkk’Sss had known the Human captain for several years now and understood her well enough to hear the challenge in Blue’s words. She was expecting her first officer to query the wisdom of giving Long Reach a free hit. 
 
    The MinSha understood that the captain desired a proper field test of the latest weapon refit. While acting as bait for the Goltar fleet, Blue had always held back, probably in an attempt to irritate Gloriana. The current situation was very different. 
 
    Battlecruiser against battlecruiser.  
 
    A duel to the death. 
 
    The warrior spirit was exceptionally strong within the Midnight Sun, and stronger still with her captain. 
 
    No, Flkk’Sss would not challenge this order. 
 
    She monitored the defensive measures but found no reason to interfere in the performance of her subordinates. 
 
    A spread of fifty anti-missile missiles fanned out to meet the incoming attack. Defensive lasers lanced out at the incoming ordnance, spearing through their brains to scramble guidance and targeting intelligences. 
 
    Midnight Sun’s offensive lasers were weak for a battlecruiser, making way for the uprated railguns and maneuver capability. Her defensive lasers were a different matter. From Midnight Sun’s hull emerged the curved heads of the multi-barrel magnetic point defense cannons. ‘Sprinklers,’ the Humans call them. They would be throbbing with suppressed power, but they did not yet need to unleash. None of Long Reach’s missiles made it through the defensive laser grid. 
 
    Another forty-eight missiles closed on them. The distance between the two craft had shortened considerably since the first salvo with the two battlecruisers charging each other head-on. 
 
    “Helm, TacCon,” announced the captain, “I’m taking control of maneuvering and of the main armament.” 
 
    It was no shame on the helmsman that Blue could fly the ship better. The captain didn’t really fly the ship anymore. It was an extension of her will. Or perhaps the other way around. 
 
    Captain Blue was irrational, unstable, and always dangerous, but it was an immense privilege to experience her commanding a warship in combat. 
 
    The enemy missiles wouldn’t be outflown, though, and the shields were being drained rapidly by enemy lasers. 
 
    Two missiles got through. Flkk’Sss felt the shudder of impact transmit through the ship and jar the old wound in her mid-left foot hand. 
 
    “Shield Zone Alpha at twenty percent,” she reported, though the captain would already know the damage reports—would feel them as pain assaulting her own flesh. “Minor damage to Zone Alpha armor. Point defense coverage compromised, Zone Alpha.” Before Flkk’Sss finished speaking, the captain had spun the ship to present an undamaged surface to the enemy and redirected the plasma torch through different exhaust ports. 
 
    The two warships had closed to knife range. The captain blew a cloud of salted plasma ejecta at the enemy as she first sidestepped away and then punched down when the Tyzhoune-controlled ship passed beneath them. 
 
    Enemy point defenses rattled against Midnight Sun’s shields. 
 
    Flkk’Sss creatively interpreted her captain’s instruction to take no offensive measures and fired point defenses that flailed the enemy. 
 
    What happened next was so fast, Flkk’Sss couldn’t follow. 
 
    But if she’d harbored any residual doubt that Captain Blue was the equal of the greatest MinSha warrior queens, it was blasted into hot plasma over the course of the next few moments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Midnight Sun 
 
    Blue sank deeper into the ship. Surrendering the last of her humanity, she became a living machine with three beating fusion hearts and a mind and body swifter than thought. 
 
    In the all-encompassing fire that drove them both to destroy the adversary, Blue’s change of perspective brought no change. In that, Human and warship were the same. 
 
    The magazines for each of the four main guns were plump with rounds ready to replace the basic kinetic shells already chambered. 
 
    On this first salvo, Blue wanted to see what damage she could inflict with just two of the uprated guns. 
 
    With her perception of time freeze-frame slow, the enemy crept below her with agonizing sluggishness. 
 
    Blue wanted to speed events up, but the ship resisted her, lightly admonishing its young Human companion. The killing urge was irresistible in Midnight Sun, yet it was rooted in deep foundations of patience, a predator’s instinct to wait for the moment to unleash the killing strike. 
 
    Blue concentrated her attention on the target zone—the upper starboard quarter. The Goltar had somehow acquired design schematics for all the main warship classes in use throughout the Union, combined with a comprehensive analysis of how each could be defeated. Blue understood the Long Reach’s weak points better than the Maki captain sitting in his armored CIC, which she also knew situated him one hundred meters forward and thirty down from the point where Blue would strike. 
 
    Her target was the main dorsal shield generator. 
 
    She held her breath. 
 
    Waited. 
 
    And fired with both barrels. 
 
    Jacketed by electromagnetism, the rounds accelerated along the helical rails that ran two-hundred meters through the center of Midnight Sun. Compared with modern Union warcraft, the ancient ship sacrificed most of its offensive capability for these enormous weapons and the even larger capacitors needed to give them sufficient punch to penetrate modern shields. 
 
    If the same amount of space had been dedicated to a particle cannon, the more modern weapon would enjoy superior shield penetration. But the fact that railguns had been dismissed as main armaments from tactical doctrine since the time of the Dusman-Kahraman war meant ship crews weren’t expecting them. They would learn in time, of course, but to date, Midnight Sun’s targets had been destroyed or captured. 
 
    Best of all, Blue commanded the most powerful railguns in the galaxy, and that made her unique. 
 
    And they’d just been upgraded. 
 
    As each round accelerated on a short journey along the barrel, Blue’s magazines whirred into action, chambering replacements so rapidly that they were in place before the previous rounds had left the barrel. 
 
    With the rounds nearing the end of the physical barrels, the weapon upgrades kicked in. Twin lines of gas fired out the barrels, extending them. Lasers excited the gas into plasma, which conducted the massive electrical charge from the rails. 
 
    The rounds left the physical barrel and continued accelerating along the plasma rails. 
 
    Best of all, Blue could still feel herself flinging her projectiles along these 100-meter temporary extensions, which added an additional forty-four kilometers per second to the muzzle velocity. 
 
    Her mind knew that with the kinetic energy of the projectile being proportional to the square of its velocity, the barrel extensions were a massive boost to her firepower. 
 
    Meanwhile, her heart said, “Get this!” 
 
    By the time the first salvo struck the enemy shields, the initial barrage of eight rounds were all in flight. Rounds one and two were simple kinetic munitions constructed from enriched heavy metals. They hit with such speeds that their entire mass flashed instantly to plasma. Shield technology was highly effective in discharging this energy efficiently, but each round still hit with the impact energy of 56 terajoules, or around the power of a 14-kiloton nuclear device. 
 
    The shield wavered. 
 
    The next pair of rounds struck the same shield. It began to fail. The dorsal shield capacitors drained as fast as they could to supply more power, but they weren’t fast enough, because the third brace of rounds hit a fraction of a second later. These weren’t kinetic shells that battered their targets with crude combinations of mass and velocity. These were biter rounds, an altogether more cunning means of destruction that required a much lower muzzle velocity. 
 
    Even in its weakened state, the shield slowed this third salvo. But not entirely. And the biters’ spin was barely slowed at all. 
 
    The rounds pierced Long Reach’s shields at entry points just ten meters and milliseconds apart. They drilled through the armor, chewing through avionics, ducts, passageways, and spacers, until finally stopping on the edge of the dorsal shield generator below. The next biter round, fractionally offset in time as well as space, pulverized the dorsal shield generator, and passed through the soft middle of the ship, stopping just shy of the ventral shield generator. 
 
    The final two rounds struck. Round seven encountered no shield at all. It drilled through the damaged area, ripping through bone, metal, flesh, and fuel with equal ease. Its drill speed barely slowed as it passed all the way through the ship, and out through the ventral hull into space. 
 
    As the final round hit home, Long Reach was already venting atmosphere at a catastrophic rate. The shell ripped a new gash through the hull and tore through Fusion Reactor Two. 
 
    Freed of its F11-enriched containment system, raw plasma erupted through the rapidly depressurizing ship, coating the containment systems of the other two reactors. Melting them. 
 
    The nuclear fireball ripped the ship open like a nail bomb, igniting its atmosphere as an afterthought. 
 
    Liquid debris smeared over Midnight Sun’s aft shield as she sped past her kill. The smear slid off and froze. Forever.  
 
    Butchering Long Reach was not enough. Blue needed more. 
 
    Midnight Sun carried on to Aneb-4 orbit, soaking up the targeting information Jex was now feeding her from the stargate. 
 
    The gate mistress wouldn’t allow herself to be directly involved, but the in-system traffic data she gave Jex permission to review was enough for him to identify Endless Night ships. 
 
    It never occurred to Blue that his conclusions might be wrong. 
 
    The puny ships scattered in panic before her, fleeing into deep interplanetary space. Not all were quick enough. Midnight Sun smeared six more debris clouds into the darkness. Blue didn’t think it too many. 
 
    With the enemy having eluded her for now, she began listening to her first officer and ran for the gate. Her mission had been to deposit Jex at the stargate, not chase targets of opportunity. 
 
    She’d dallied here too long. 
 
    The Maki Spinning Shield fleet emerged. 
 
    She yearned to take them on and altered course to intercept them. 
 
    A battlecruiser, ten frigates, and two destroyers. The enemy was too strong.  
 
    She told herself her kills would have to be enough for now, but Midnight Sun didn’t deviate course. She picked up speed to intercept.  
 
    “Wait for Gloriana and her reinforcements,” Flkk’Sss urged. 
 
    “Yes,” Blue agreed. “The Goltar fleet. The slaughter will be glorious.” 
 
    A shock jolted through her. What did I just say? The slaughter will be glorious? 
 
    She’d quoted Betty, her questing Tortantula trooper. That was just enough to persuade her she was going too far. 
 
    Blue mentally stepped away from the ship and was surprised to learn they’d been at battle stations for nine hours now.  
 
    She spoke for the first time since taking flight controls. 
 
    “Set Condition Four,” she announced, standing the ship down. “Commander Flkk’Sss, you have command. Get us out of here safely.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Midnight Sun’s exit was an anticlimax, queuing with freight traffic for the stargate to activate. With the Maki fleet mostly on highguard, Midnight Sun used the wait for a last chance to contact Jex.  
 
    “Still no word from the surface?” Blue asked her CASPer sergeant, who was currently wearing a Cartography Guild headband. 
 
    “No, ma’am. I’ve tried sending messages throughout the Aneb-4 infosphere using Midnight encryption. Nothing back. Any survivors there could be busy regrouping. We just don’t know enough about the situation to be sure of anything.” 
 
    “Regrouping…” Blue considered. “I hope you’re right, but we need to face facts. It doesn’t look as if Branco survived the fall of Romalin.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine, Aneb-4 
 
    The Tyzhounes marched in force through the inner chamber of the Infinite Engine. They were armed, not that this made much difference to Hopper’s terror, which was already pushing the needle to the limit. 
 
    She’d known this was coming for days.  
 
    Watching through remote cameras, she’d seen Tyzhounes increase their number through the outskirts of the engine and then penetrate deeper and deeper, day by day. And as the Tyzhounes flowed, Endless Night ebbed. There had to be a logic for this shift in the balance of power. One she had yet to discern, but she would, in time. 
 
    One of the horrible creatures had swaggered into the inner chamber the previous day, demanding information from Hopper’s team members. 
 
    What were they doing here? How were the credits earned? What was this thing in the middle of the chamber? 
 
    Initially the invader had assumed the Selroth—alleged—scientist was in charge, until Hopper’s deputy, T’k’Ch’t, had claimed that position. 
 
    The Tyzhoune had taken one look at Hopper and the chains that bound her carapace segments to the pillar and ignored her. 
 
    Which meant the race was profoundly stupid.  
 
    If only these monsters didn’t have so many sharp teeth and those vicious tails they thwacked into anyone they fancied—just for their own savage amusement—she might be able to take advantage of their idiocy. 
 
    It seemed her brain was too slow, and she’d missed her chance. The walkway was bouncing beneath Hopper’s feet with the impact of many Tyzhoune boots. 
 
    The part of this puzzle that still surprised her was the lack of fight from Endless Night. They’d treasured her. Threatened her. Guarded her. And then abandoned both her and the Infinite Engine. 
 
    They hadn’t even murdered her to deny her as an asset to the Tyzhounes, which was irritating beyond reason. Did Endless Night no longer value her? 
 
    The sea monsters took up posts around the pulsing heart at the center of the chamber, establishing a brooding presence, but neither speaking nor impeding her team members, who were still going about the work the Endless Night commanders had demanded of them. 
 
    The individual who’d marched at the head of the group raised its head. It projected fine cilia from beneath the smooth forehead bulge, about the point where many humanoid species had eyes. So fine were they that the cilia would be invisible to most species. She was convinced they were sensory organs of some kind. 
 
    The aquatic’s head held position for a moment before panning round in a sweep of the chamber. 
 
    A sweep of her personnel. 
 
    This wasn’t a creature building a sensory map of its environment, she decided. It had purpose. It was searching for something. 
 
    No. Searching for someone. 
 
    The sensory sweep inevitably caught her in its traversal of the team. 
 
    And stopped. 
 
    The Tyzhoune marched over to her. 
 
    She curled up in terror, wincing as the chains pulled mercilessly where they were punched through her carapace. 
 
    “How close are you to completion?” the Tyzhoune demanded in a gurgling that sounded to her like Selroth speech and was understood by her translator pendant. 
 
    What should she say? 
 
    Hopper was too scared to say anything. Too scared not to. 
 
    A bubble of reason persisted in her ocean of panic. It begged her not to fall into the alien’s sly trap. She didn’t think the Tyzhounes really understood what they now controlled. They were fishing for information. 
 
    Hopper tried to channel the bravery of her lover. The memory of Jenkins steadied her a little. She uncurled enough to speak, but what to tell? She had to say something, so she told the monster what she guessed it probably already knew. 
 
    “Targeting range is estimated at about fifteen light years,” she stammered, watching for any kind of response. The truth was rather more impressive. She had unraveled the next level of targeting algorithms in the device and established a range of perhaps 125-250 light years. 
 
    “I see. We could activate the system against a target within that range now, could we not?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and immediately worried she was saying too much. “Who knows? I mean…does anybody know anything, really? I know I don’t know. Do you know?” 
 
    “Stop babbling!” The Tyzhoune sliced its tail through the air. Hopper noticed the sharpened tip and forced herself to keep calm by calculating the most effective way the tail could be flicked to maximize the normal and shearing deformations inflicted by the tip. Nature had carved it into the same shape as curved swords developed independently by aggressive species throughout the galaxy. The perfection of this design was most impressive.  
 
    “Pay attention, Jeha! Can I fire it now, or not?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know. It’s all theoretical.” 
 
    “Aha. Now I understand. What we need are test data.” 
 
    “Yes, we can’t know what would happen until we…No. No, no test data. That could be very bad. End of the universe. The bigger the weapon, the bigger the consequence. I’m fairly certain the starkiller has never been fired in its entire existence. Why don’t we leave it that way?” 
 
    “A starkiller!” The monster took two steps back. “I will be honest with you, Hopper. Until we had this conversation, I had no idea it was a weapon at all. Now I learn it is a starkiller. Tell me everything.” 
 
    “No. I refuse.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune pulled out a handgun and shot one of the Zuul technicians in the gut. He’s only an Endless Night operative, she told herself. No loss. He was my jailer, really. 
 
    But it was horrible. The alien was groaning on the walkway, hopelessly clutching at its belly as waves of blue blood washed out. It howled in pain. 
 
    The Tyzhoune grabbed the Zuul by the scruff of its neck and threw it over Hopper. 
 
    Bloodied fur. Hot alien breath. The agony of this poor creature dying against her.  
 
    It was too much for Hopper. Her world went fuzzy as the horror overwhelmed her. She was too scared even to curl up. 
 
    The Tyzhoune shot the Zuul in the head. Hot bone fragments sprayed Hopper. 
 
    She blacked out momentarily. 
 
    “Let me try again,” said the Tyzhoune. “My name is Daoachi, and you will be seeing a lot of me. I hear you are an intelligent Jeha, so I think you already know”—Daoachi shot one of the elSha, blowing the contents of its chest through the walkway—“how this ends. I have an entire world of hostages to get through, and I’ll make you watch every single one of them die until you tell me what I need to know. If I have to kill millions of these worthless aliens, that is what I shall do. You have the power to save the lives of millions.” 
 
    And the power to kill trillions. Logic said she should say nothing. But…blood and brains were slowly dripping down her antennae, and logic had been overcome by her revulsion. How quickly Daoachi had reduced her to a barbarous creature thinking with its emotions. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “I will do as you ask.” 
 
    She slumped, defeated and ashamed. She’d successfully protected the biggest secret—the trinary nature of the weapon system—but let slip that there was a weapon at all on Aneb-4.  
 
    However, even in her defeat, her superior intellect looked for opportunities and instantly seized on one.  
 
    It was daring. Bold. But Hopper didn’t believe normal bounds of behavior applied to one such as she. Her slip of offering information to Daoachi also presented her with an opportunity to send a message to the most valiant person she knew. A male of most excellent luster. 
 
    Jenkins would know what to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Arizcazar Republic, Aneb-4 
 
    Branco assembled a network of resistance cells throughout Arizcazar and deep into the waters of the Benalmori Ocean Territory, keeping them out of sight of Endless Night for now.  
 
    The enemy, on the other hand, didn’t feel the same need to spread their power in secret. Within days of the fight at the Port Chinto public forum, the Mobius strip began appearing on walls. Then clothing. Then carved into the faces of those who’d displeased the new order. 
 
    But what was that order? There was no official mention of the group. No one dared to speak their name openly. They made no demands of people, yet the beatings and the mutilations spread. 
 
    They came beneath the water to settlements throughout the Territory. But the aquatics lived more scattered lives, many of them nomadic. Terrorizing the land dwellers was an easier statement to make.  
 
    A few days after Endless Night first scrawled their symbol onto the walls of Port Chinto, the city woke to discover it daubed on the windows of a plush office building in the center of the city. 
 
    Before the day was over, the building was a burnt-out shell, and any who hadn’t possessed the sense to flee had become fuel for the media reports of the Downtown Massacre, their bodies mercilessly hacked to death. 
 
    And still the news media made no official mention of Endless Night. Nor did the City Council, the Arizcazar Republic, or the system feeds. But when Branco pieced together what the press did say and added that to the reports from his growing intelligence gathering operation, it was clear that anyone of use to the Romalin Island operation was being snatched from across the world. Technicians and specialists of all kinds numbered most among the disappeared, but sometimes entire labor gangs vanished. 
 
    Branco grew his resistance cells cautiously, keeping them away from Endless Night as best he could, keeping himself hidden on the seabed among the Iceni. 
 
    One of his first tasks had been to assemble communication codes, encryption keys, and secure message drops. From his underwater redoubt, he built a listening station and began to decipher Endless Night signal traffic. 
 
    For all their growing strength, their comm discipline was sloppy. The Tyzhounes were no better, and it was soon clear to Branco that the Tyzhounes had split away to settle into an uneasy coexistence with Endless Night. 
 
    Branco knew that couldn’t last. 
 
    While surviving through the Endless Night, Branco never forgot Sun. As soon as he’d developed his comm setup, he plucked up the courage to listen in on Midnighter frequencies. 
 
    He heard nothing. He hadn’t expected to, and that was precisely what he’d feared. 
 
    Branco chewed on his ribbwah weed and pictured the woman who’d so unexpectedly given his life meaning. 
 
    Damn it! She’d give his death meaning, too. 
 
    The seaweed the Iceni had given him cleared the fuzz from his mind and the shakes and pains from his body, but his deterioration was masked, not cured. He was going to die here. He didn’t expect to speak to her again, not with words. But she’d come looking for him one day, and his farewell would be the resistance he’d founded against Endless Night. He wouldn’t record a message for her. Instead, he’d make her proud with his deeds.  
 
    But he couldn’t entirely abandon the idea of her, so the search for signals from the Midnighters became a daily ritual. Four weeks after the business at City Hall, with his resistance cells on the cusp of making a public strike back against Endless Night, he received coded signals using Midnight Sun Free Company encryption. 
 
    His whole body trembling, he decrypted the signal. 
 
    But it wasn’t Sun’s softly spoken voice he heard, it was a man, and his words were spoken in an unhurried Suffolk drawl, asking whether anyone was still alive, because he fancied a chat. 
 
    “Jex. It’s Branco,” he sent back, using the same encryption. “I’m alive and organizing a team of irregulars. What’s your status?” 
 
    The minutes passed. There was no reply. Strange. The signal had come from a satellite in orbit.  
 
    Jex’s reply didn’t reach him for another seventeen minutes. 
 
    “All right, Branco boy. I’m at the stargate. Got a summer job here. Long story. Turnaround says hi. Sun and the captain and everyone’s still alive, last I heard. Tell me what’s happening with Endless Night and Romalin Island.” 
 
    Branco began to tell of Endless Night’s spreading influence, and their split with the Tyzhounes. A minute or so later, Jex interrupted. “This time lag’s a rum old arse, boy, and that’s a fact. So I’m just gonna talk. Last you heard, Romalin was all about giga-credits and that Infinite Flow energy gubbins. Turns out it’s more than that. It’s a super weapon we have to keep out of Endless Night control. Or the Tyzhounes. Whoever’s controlling it these days. Branco, that thing can wipe out entire star systems in the blink of an eye. It’s the most important development in the galaxy since Greene King Breweries relocated to China. Seriously, it changes everything. The captain’s orders for any dirtside stragglers are to ready your forces as best you can. Gloriana’s coming with the big guns. The captain and Sun will be with them. They’ll want to get that island back, and any forces already on the ground could make all the difference.” 
 
    “We need heavy assault specialists,” Branco replied. “CASPers. Betty and a horde of her sisters would come in handy, too. You fought at Romalin from the inside, Jex. You know better than me it’s a tough nut to crack. I’m not sure what I can do other than degrade Endless Night’s influence elsewhere on Aneb-4.” 
 
    “I know you ain’t got no CASPers,” came Jex’s eventual reply. “I was thinking something more subtle. All those soldiers guarding that island for the Goltar got stabbed in the back when the Tyzhounes changed sides to work for Endless Night. Now those sea monsters have stabbed them in the back. I may be a simple man, Branco, but it seems to me there’s a lot of people around Romalin who know how to kill but don’t know who to fight for anymore. What we need to crack open that fortress is a man who can set up a fifth column on the inside. Like, I dunno, a spy or something. Can you think of anyone who might fit the bill?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Branco spent the next two days making his preparations, then he returned to Port Chinto with Skuilher-Dour and let the word go out on the streets and the underwater channels that they were technicians with specialties in high-energy transfer bridges. 
 
    He put out similar stories for other key personnel, including some of the Iceni, many of whom were eager to volunteer. 
 
    A day later, an Endless Night snatch squad came for them, shuttling them across the ocean to Romalin. 
 
    They were the inside team now.  
 
    The problem was, there would be no escape.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Main Bridge, Freighter Endeavor, Orbiting Thananya 
 
    “Make it snappy, Captain. We’ve encountered an Endless Night equipment dump. We move out to destroy it in half an hour.” 
 
    Captain Holshak tried not to laugh. He liked the hairy Human the Midnighters had left to stiffen resistance in Thananya. First Sergeant Albali only ever spoke in a deep growl. As a Zuul, the Endeavor’s captain approved. 
 
    “A Maki warship has just dropped out of hyperspace at the emergence point,” Holshak told the Human. 
 
    “How can this be? I thought the Patriots were tracking the movements of the Spinning Shield vessels.” 
 
    “We are. The new arrival is the Bollander. We thought it was transporting Selroth mercs out of the Spine Nebula, having completed their contract to make that attack on Aneb-4. It seems the ship had other plans.” 
 
    “It’s just a single troopship?” 
 
    “So far. Other craft may be rendezvousing. It has, however, lit its plasma torch, and it’s heading for Thananya at a fair clip.” 
 
    “We’re missing something here, Captain. The Selroth mercs were nearly wiped out at Aneb-4. There must be someone else on board.” 
 
    “I agree. It’s a troopship. Its purpose is surely to land troops on Thananya. Endeavor’s the only armed Patriot ship in system, but we’re a science ship converted first to a freight carrier, and now with our lovely, sleek hull fitted with laser emitters in service to the Spine Patriot Corporation. We can’t contest the system against a proper warship.” 
 
    “Understood. Withdraw to the stargate and observe events. Be ready to move out if threatened…hold on, Captain. Did you just say Spine Patriot Corporation?” 
 
    “Of course. There are funds to disperse, Endless Night assets to seize, and according to what I hear from McPherson’s Star, I suspect taxes and duties to collect. It seemed prudent to incorporate early.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the boss will like this.” 
 
    “Major Sun is one of the principal stockholders.” 
 
    “That wasn’t who I was thinking of. Still, that’s for another time. After today’s operation, we’ll have wounded. Maybe prisoners, too. We’ll transfer them to your ship before dawn, and then I want you breaking orbit. There’s no point in losing you.” 
 
    “A sentiment with which I wholeheartedly concur, First Sergeant Albali. May the Great Hunter speed your hand in the fight to come. Holshak, out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Endeavor, Approaching Thananya Stargate 
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” warned the first officer. “Even with the revised thrust plan, Bollander will intercept us ten hours out from the stargate, and fourteen from its next scheduled activation.” 
 
    Captain Holshak mused on the profits he would never now make. But their cause was good, and the Spine Patriot Corporation would persist. His inheritors would find this little war profitable. 
 
    Regrettably, that was no longer an option for him personally. 
 
    “I have no intention of giving in easily,” he told his first officer. 
 
    “Are you suggesting we turn and fight?” 
 
    Holshak licked his lips with his long tongue. “No, I’m saying we will power down and prepare to be boarded.” He snarled. “Then we will fight.” 
 
    Captain Holshak gave himself an hour to mourn his lost future. 
 
    After decades of struggling to keep his nose above subsistence level, the sunlit uplands of profits had only recently begun to fill his nose with lush richness. 
 
    Markets would deepen. Insurance costs would be slashed. Borrowing rates lowered. For the first time, the nebula would be awash with excess capital looking for ways to grow. 
 
    Although he wouldn’t live to see it, the inheritors of his stock would. And he would make them proud. 
 
    The captain ordered the fish and the brandy they’d taken as cargo from Thananya to be broken out and feasted upon. His crew would enjoy their last night, and they would do it together. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As they waited to be boarded early the next morning, their heads were a little fuzzy, and their voices cracked from riotous singing, but no one questioned Holshak’s decision that Endeavor’s crew and passengers should have enjoyed their final night. 
 
    Endeavor shuddered as the first of the Dengie-class dropships landed and mated with her unsealed airlock. 
 
    Dengies were big brutes. Large enough to transport an entire platoon of humanoid mercs, and each craft with armament on a par with the Endeavor. 
 
    One-on-one, it would have been a fair fight, but there were three Dengies, and as a sign of her surrender, Endeavor had powered down both of her fusion reactors, operating on battery power alone. 
 
    What the Bollander hadn’t considered, however, was that fusion reactors interfered with the sensitive scientific instruments housed in sensor pods along Endeavor’s ventral hull. When originally commissioned to probe the secrets of the Spine Nebula for the glory of the Science Guild, those power-hungry sensors had been crucial to the design. 
 
    To keep their readings pure, they’d been powered by mighty batteries. Batteries that had been re-connected to the Endeavor’s new laser arrays. 
 
    The Tri-V image of a Selroth mercenary in void armor appeared over the bridge’s main comm disc. 
 
    “A wise decision,” said the Selroth. “We wish to acquire your ship and your crew undamaged. For the record, you will formally yield your ship to the Kaznet-Shu Mercenary Company.” 
 
    “I am Captain Holshak, owner and operator of the commercial vessel Endeavor. I protest this act of piracy, but I yield my ship to the Kaznet-Shu, on the condition that neither my crew nor my passengers are harmed.” 
 
    “You are in no position to set conditions, Holshak. I am Colonel Zenchaarpo of the Kaznet-Shu, and I accept your surrender. Open your ship to me.” 
 
    Holshak gestured to his second mate, who opened the airlock door to the invaders. 
 
    The first mate would normally perform such a duty. But he was elsewhere, waiting to give the boarders the welcome they so richly deserved. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    First Officer Geschelhex’s tongue lolled out, and he started panting heavily inside his combat helmet. 
 
    However much he panted, he couldn’t cool the heat of fear sweat pouring out of his body as he watched the boarders through the monitor. 
 
    He’d expected Selroth, but these servants of the Slyest Prey were Tyzhounes, the aquatic monsters he’d never heard of until Endless Night had moved to reclaim the nebula. 
 
    The rumors he’d heard spoke of brutish primitives who would swarm a defender, heedless of the losses they’d take, before closing to strike with their tail whips. 
 
    That version of the Tyzhounes was bad enough, but the troopers moving inside his ship looked like well-trained professional mercs. Preceded by scout drones, they’d bounded in with caution. Individuals equipped with heavier versions of the sealed armor quickly emplaced crew-served guns to defend the breaching point.  
 
    There was purpose and precision to their movement. 
 
    And the implications were just occurring to the Zuul first officer of the aquatic nature of Tyzhounes and Selroth. Unlike land dwellers, anyone born to the oceans instinctively knew to look up. 
 
    Having advanced far enough into the ship, the Tyzhounes triggered the ambush sequence. 
 
    “No,” whispered the first mate. But it was too late to prevent the chain of events now. 
 
    Endeavor’s maneuver thrusters burnt chemical fuel to set the ship spinning about her central axis. 
 
    A second later, the false overhead the first mate’s ambush party was hiding inside opened up and they fell, screaming, onto the boarding party. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the ship’s information swept away from Captain Holshak’s console to be replaced by the targeting system. 
 
    Endeavor’s powerful batteries charged four laser emitter arrays that pushed out from the hull and immediately acquired a multitude of unsuspecting targets. 
 
    Holshak painted the two Dengie dropships waiting to board as ultra-priority targets. 
 
    Laser-2 fired immediately, drilling a hole through the enemy dropship and out the other side. The laser used Endeavor’s spin to slice open the wound for a few milliseconds before shutting down to recharge. 
 
    Then came the agonizing wait before Endeavor’s spin would bring Laser-3 to bear. 
 
    From the second mate’s Tri-V console, Holshak could hear screams from the fighting around the boarding point. He could tell it was the sound of his own people being slaughtered. 
 
    Laser-3 came into range and fired at the other waiting dropship. A plume of flame burst out the far side of the Dengie. 
 
    Laser-3 was spent. Unlike Laser-2—which was already almost fully recharged from the battery—Laser-3 remained stubbornly dead. 
 
    Feelings of dread and humiliation sank through his fur. Laser-3 was on the same sector of the hull as the docked dropship. The Dengie must have shot it out.  
 
    Idiot! Why hadn’t he thought of that? 
 
    Laser-4 was now in range. It fired at the enemy dropship venting burning atmosphere. This time the enemy shot out the laser before it had finished its firing cycle. 
 
    The pattern was repeated with Laser-1. 
 
    There was enough power in the battery for eight shots. Holshak had managed four, and half of them had been cut short. 
 
    The most badly damaged dropship opened its bays and threw out a cloud of spacesuited figures. 
 
    Then the craft exploded, catching many of the escapees in the blast.  
 
    “Well, that’s something, I suppose,” Holshak muttered. He turned his attention to the first mate’s welcoming party and knew the destruction of one dropship wasn’t going to be enough to balance the scales. 
 
    They were facing Endless Night, or so he’d assumed, although the Tyzhounes were sporting their Mobius strip emblem. No one expected to come out of this as a free being. They’d be enslaved, or they’d be killed. 
 
    But not even Holshak had been prepared for what was happening by the main airlock. 
 
    The Tyzhoune boarders hadn’t just killed his team, they’d slaughtered them, and now they were butchering the corpses, slashing into his dead crew with tailtips that had been enhanced by their combat armor into something like superpowered Besquith claws. 
 
    They continued mutilating the dead. 
 
    Gutting. Slicing. Rubbing their snouts in the gore. 
 
    “Monsters,” he whispered. 
 
    An image of the Selroth colonel reappeared over the comm disc. 
 
    “That was unwise, Holshak. I meant what I said earlier. We want you and your ship undamaged. However, as you can see, my Tyzhoune allies are easily raised to bloody anger, and their berserker instincts aren’t easily controlled. I’m headed for the bridge now. If you wish any of your crew to survive your error of judgment, you will open up to me immediately.” 
 
    “You monster. You’re as bad as them. We won’t give up. Better to die now than rot out a miserable existence as an Endless Night slave.” 
 
    “Your intelligence is badly out of date, Captain. We don’t work for Endless Night, and we already have plenty of slaves on Aneb-4. A whole planet’s worth. This is a science ship, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It was a Science Guild ship,” Holshak replied, struggling to understand the relevance. 
 
    “Good. Because that’s why we’re here. I want you to do some science for me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Part 3: Consummation Delayed is yet Sweeter Still 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Semel emissum volat irrevocabile verbum.” 
 
      
 
    “Once a word has been allowed to escape, it cannot be recalled.” 
 
      
 
    ― Horace, Epistles 
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 Under Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    On the second day of his incarceration, Branco watched the latest work party being marched away from his pen and wished his turn would come next. 
 
    He felt like a strand of spaghetti ready to be tossed at the wall to see if he’d stick. 
 
    Had there been a time in history when people really did that? Kitchen hygiene must have been cataclysmic. 
 
    Nearly as destructive were the consequences for the Romalin Island operations of the Tyzhoune seizure. 
 
    In capturing the facility, they’d damaged the exterior and killed some of its operators, maintenance workers, and technicians. They’d slashed their metaphorical claws through the entire chain of logistical and support systems. 
 
    The Goltar had understood the need to keep everybody on, in, and under the island housed and supplied. They thought for the long term. Critical personnel would grow old and die, for example, meaning new generations were continually raised and trained to take their place. 
 
    For the Tyzhounes, anything they couldn’t shoot, eat, hump, or mount in their underwater trophy cabinets was clearly worthless. Logistics and support were like embarrassing bodily functions—necessary, but not something you wanted to talk about. 
 
    In the weeks since the planetary invasion, the Tyzhoune rule of fear had driven many of the people they needed most out into the wider oceans. The workers had been primarily water-breathers, but there were enough air-suckers that an armada of boat people traveled the oceans seeking sanctuary. 
 
    Increasingly, what they actually found was the Endless Night, who’d bundle up the refugees and sell them back to the Tyzhounes, now that the new owners of Romalin had come to accept that they had no idea how to run operations there. 
 
    Endless Night had landed Branco’s party at a jetty to the south of Romalin. As they disembarked, their captors had read out the names and qualifications of these new recruits to the waiting Tyzhounes and their collaborator assistants, who were mostly Zuul. 
 
    Like most of this party of laborers shipped across the ocean, Branco had a universal account access card, or Yack, which he tapped to a slate held by one of the Tyzhounes. Unlike the others, his version had customizable information for his current employment status. He was listed as a theoretical power physicist on sabbatical from NextSpace Power, a Binnig shell company. There was no mention at this surface level of the Midnight Sun Free Company. But any deception was only possible because the Info Guild permitted limited customization for those who paid for the right Yack upgrades. Not just his employment data, but the digital footprints he’d been leaving around the Union were there for anyone who looked properly.  
 
    This was an inescapable risk. Branco’s Yack was uniquely linked to him alone via a bio-chip, and how that worked was probably the most closely guarded secret in the galaxy. 
 
    If the Veetanho had captured Romalin, or a well-organized Human outfit, Branco’s Yack would be triggering alarms.  
 
    But this was a Tyzhoune. The creature gave him a sibilant sniff beneath an eyeless stare. 
 
    Branco felt panic boiling to the surface. Sweat itched inside the cups that connected his stumps to their prosthetics. Tyzhounes gave him the creeps at the best of times, but now he was surrendering to them as their prisoner. Even their appearance was sinister, a cross between a mutant bottlenose dolphin and the monsters from the old Alien franchise. Worst of all, he knew next to nothing about them. 
 
    About all he did know was that Captain Blue had saved their homeworld from destruction and somehow managed in the process to get the entire species royally pissed off at her. 
 
    This Tyzhoune clearly didn’t know they were dealing with a man who’d been shaping up to be the brother-in-law of their worst enemy. 
 
    It made a note on its slate and waved Branco on to join the other captives waiting up the beach. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour and Pochurnanchoff had already been processed. They were soon joined by Ganmorttanhew the Weed Warrior, who signified his role as the tribe’s premier warrior by strips of seaweed tied to his chin tentacles. More of the team of Iceni and other resistance fighters joined them. 
 
    Branco wasn’t alone. They were here to do a job. 
 
    They were here to kill Tyzhounes. 
 
    When all the captives had been processed, the Tyzhounes transferred funds to Endless Night, and the deal was done. 
 
    As simple as that. Barely a word had been spoken on a pleasant sunny day washed by gentle waves.  
 
    Bastards. He’d just been sold. 
 
    No wonder Endless Night had swallowed the fake qualifications he and his allies had made. Why should they care if they were invented? 
 
    It seemed the Tyzhounes were in the midst of learning the principle of “buyer beware.” It was going to get damned ugly when the sea monsters figured that out. 
 
    Branco’s party was led down through a redoubt that surfaced at the head of the beach, and then through tunnels ever deeper beneath the island. Increasingly, some of the tunnels were water-filled. Over the bizarre, organic-seeming airlocks that separated the tunnels, the Tyzhounes had hung colored discs. Blue warned of water on the far side, white for air. Air rebreathers and the water equivalents were left at each airlock. 
 
    By Branco’s reckoning, they’d been moving steadily upward for some time when he was led away by a Zuul wearing a metal pin badge. It was a representation of the deep ocean thermal vent the Tyzhounes venerated as the source of all life. At least, all the life that mattered to them. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour, the Weed Warrior, and the others carried on without him. 
 
    The Zuul led him to an arched stone vault that housed around four hundred prisoners. The smoothed rock of its walls and ceiling gave it an air of deep time. Half the space was filled with a glass tank of water that housed around half of the prisoners. Branco didn’t recognize most of the species in the tank. Many of them looked like uplifted jellyfish, which was a new one on him. Whether air or water breathers, a species he recognized or not, everyone was locked inside a metal gate that ran from floor to ceiling. 
 
    Branco was left there, hungry and exhausted, his stumps on fire from all the walking he’d done. 
 
    He took a ribbwah leaf out of his pouch and began to chew, but he didn’t even have the strength for that. He slept. 
 
    When he woke, stiff and aching, a kindly old elSha showed him to food and fresh water. She indicated the corner of the dormitory that had been designated for use as a lavatory. 
 
    Except the elSha didn’t call it a dormitory. Her words translated as slave pen. 
 
    Could be worse, he thought as he peered through the glass partition that ran down the center of the space. On the far side, the water breathers were taking in more than just water through their gills. 
 
    Thus did Branco’s revolt against the Tyzhounes begin. 
 
    Isolated. Exhausted. Ignorant and filthy. 
 
    Nonetheless, it had begun. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, Tyzhounes arrived with a pair of Zuul who selected members to join the day’s first work team. Over in the water section, Selroth were performing the same service. 
 
    Branco wasn’t selected. 
 
    The Zuul returned later that day, but they hadn’t come for another work party. Instead, they shaved the back of his head and tattooed something there. 
 
    Everyone was given similar tattoos, but not identical. He guessed he’d just been issued some kind of a barcode. 
 
    He’d started to worm himself into the confidence of the other slaves in the pen. Those who’d worked on the outside reported the same thing, that the Tyzhounes didn’t know how to run things, but were quickly building up collaborators who did. Those who performed well at their tasks were kept on in that role. Those who didn’t might be trialed on a completely different task the next day. And those the guards didn’t think were trying hard enough were executed.  
 
    There was something else everyone reported, a feeling Branco shared. The slaves felt hot, yet the temperature was cool. There was such an intense feeling of pressure that Branco’s sinuses had been compressed into lead bullets, and his eyeballs felt about to pop out. He couldn’t rule out that the Tyzhounes were ratcheting up the atmospheric pressure, but he doubted it. 
 
    This was more like the tumbling sensation when falling out of hyperspace—the body’s senses confused when experiencing physical changes it wasn’t designed to cope with. 
 
    Weird shit was going on. And it was getting stronger. 
 
    If Jex was right, that had to mean one thing. 
 
    The weapon he was inside was about to fire.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Inner Chamber, Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    “I’m not ready.” 
 
    General Shiyu’s admission was as much a shock to him as it was a worry to the team of technicians and film crew clustering around him, hanging on his every word and gesture as if their lives depended on it. Which, of course, they did. 
 
    He dismissed their concerns. Lesser races were always either afraid or dead, as was right and proper. None of them were of any consequence. 
 
    Shiyu looked across at Hopper, chained against one of the pillars of mineral crust. She was the only one who mattered. As much as his entire race burned with the loss of the sacred artifact looted from Tyzhou by the vermin Midnighters, the flimsy Jeha was a treasure worth a thousand times more. 
 
    “We don’t need to record your words now,” said T’k’Ch’t, the lesser Jeha. “If you prefer, we’ll record them later and re-sequence the message before sending it out.” 
 
    A flick of his tail made the Jeha quail. 
 
    Arrogant creature! He was the great Tyzhoune leader, not a pre-uplifted primitive. It was merely the unnatural aspect of what he must do that unsettled him. He would record his words as if the test firing had already occurred. Yet it would be another fourteen days before he knew whether the weapon was operational at all. 
 
    “Firing brake endurance almost reached,” one of the technicians announced. “We have ninety seconds before we must fire. We cannot abort.” 
 
    That was better. A challenge. The pressure of now. It was all a Tyzhoune needed. 
 
    “Torture is a wonderful tool,” he told the camera, swishing his tail as arrogantly as a high priest. “I have learned so much about this world and its living machine.” The camera panned around to show the weapon’s central core. “And also of the wider galaxy.” 
 
    Shiyu advanced menacingly on the Selroth camera operator. “I have learned of the world known as Tau-Rietzke that orbits the star of Psilydia. It is the base of the gods-cursed Midnight Sun Free Company. Their home world. And I think it holds importance for the mysterious Goltar, too. Our former masters have taught us how they like to secrete their assets and work through proxies.” 
 
    The weakling Selroth camera operator backed away, the trembling of his limbs shaking the image. 
 
    “There is something else my enemies hold secure at Tau-Rietzke. Hope.”  
 
    The general flicked his tail through the Selroth’s throat, spraying the deck with gore. He bent down low to peer into the camera aperture dripping with its dying operator’s blood. “Well, no more. I forbid your hope. And as you shall see, I have the power to do so.” 
 
    “Permission to fire?” begged one of the technicians. 
 
    “Granted.” Shiyu showed his fangs to the camera as he spoke. His performance had turned out better than he’d dared hope. 
 
    “Firing brake disengaged. Weapon firing.” 
 
    There was a sudden release to the fierce tension Shiyu had detected building among the lesser races over the preceding days. Something had changed with the weapon, too. He’d felt it. 
 
    There had been no vibration or pressure wave to indicate the weapon’s discharge, but he knew in his spine that the starkiller had roared. 
 
    “Firing sequence complete.” 
 
    The technicians were chattering away. He barely understood one word in three, but the overall assessment was positive. 
 
    Shiyu ignored them. He was more interested in the film crew. 
 
    “How did I do?” he asked the Cartar director.  
 
    But the stupid creature had gone rigid with fear and lost the power of speech. 
 
    “Performance pressure,” Shiyu said. “I understand. However, I overcame my anxiety, and now I expect you to overcome yours.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    “Make sure you do. And get yourself a replacement camera operator. I shall return to film my ultimatum this afternoon.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Endeavor, Near the Stargate, Unthor System 
 
    Unthor cooled. 
 
    Abruptly. 
 
    Unnaturally. 
 
    Catastrophically. 
 
    For billions of years the star had blazed in hot equilibrium. The outward pressure of its nuclear fusion perfectly balanced against collapse under its own gravity. 
 
    Now the star shrank. 
 
    Other-dimensional energy channels connected it to a great engine hidden beneath a world orbiting the distant star of Aneb. Its energy dissipated along these drains. 
 
    The channels draining its fire choked off abruptly, reducing to mere threads of connective energy. 
 
    Instantly, the collapsing star reignited its fusion heart under the increased gravitational pressure, the detonation blowing out a pulse of star matter at two percent of lightspeed. 
 
    Its helium inner core briefly fused into carbon, a detonation that sent an aftershock through Unthor that shed its coronal layer into space. 
 
    The star throbbed, pulsing like a struck rubber ball, but it was beginning to re-stabilize. Then the energy channels that had hurt it opened once more, and the heat went out of the star. 
 
    It collapsed, then reignited. Repeatedly. 
 
    Each pulse ejected an outer shell of blazing nuclear fire into Unthor’s attendant family of planets, comets, asteroids, and other bodies. 
 
    By the time the unnatural interference had eased off to the base level it had experienced since the ignition of the great engines, almost ten percent of its mass had been ejected. 
 
    The shockwaves rippled across the star system at speeds far in excess of mortal space vehicles. 
 
    Without further violation, Unthor herself would limp along in an unstable and reduced state for another billion years or so, but its ejecta would sear its planets, ripping away atmospheres in brief all-powerful aurorae. Oceans would boil away in moments. The bombardment of high-energy particles would sterilize planetary crusts all the way down to the deepest rock layers. 
 
    The innermost world of Fowlne had just moments left. There could be no escape. 
 
    At stellar scales, even planets were mere specks of dust floating around their stars. The energy their destruction would absorb out of the wavefront would be insignificant. 
 
    Endeavor’s sensors had been designed to peer inside Spine Nebula stars, to diagnose their pain. There were none more suited for this task in the entire galaxy. 
 
    Their focus now was Fowlne. The world flashed and then was lost behind the fury of the shockwave. 
 
    Holshak had made the mistake of looking up the GalNet entries for Unthor’s worlds. Fowlne’s population had been estimated at 21,500. 
 
    It was zero now. And that was hard data. 
 
    The expanding waves of star stuff pushed on relentlessly. Every planet. Every moon. Every asteroid, comet, and heap of ice would flash into gas, dust, and cinders. 
 
    So would any starships. 
 
    Holshak glanced across at Zenchaarpo. 
 
    The Selroth colonel struck him as a losing player unexpectedly dealt a fresh hand and determined to make the most of it. It had made him reckless, contemptuous of those he destroyed in the dangerous game of life. 
 
    Now Colonel Zenchaarpo appeared so shocked by what they’d witnessed, he was reluctant to speak. 
 
    Holshak was equally reluctant. But he was the one with a gun to his head, so he began to read out the prepared speech. 
 
    “This is Captain Holshak of the freighter Endeavor. I can confirm this footage and all sensor data is a true representation of the destruction of the star of Unthor and its worlds.” 
 
    He licked his lips nervously. 
 
    “Unthor has never been greatly inhabited. Officially, the system is home to around 350,000 beings. Or it was. By the time you see this, they will all be dead, an example to the galaxy of the power wielded by General Shiyu. Beware his power. Obey his demands.” 
 
    Holshak shut down the recording. 
 
    He turned his gaze to the Tri-V representation of the unfolding devastation. Destruction would overcome the system’s most populous world, Rasekhar, in twenty-four minutes. The wavefront would simultaneously engulf the stargate and everything in its vicinity. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. “Do we wait here to die?” 
 
    “No, Captain. You might yet be useful. As will the personnel we are currently evacuating from the stargate. Once they are aboard, we will escape through the gate’s final activation.” 
 
    Holshak trembled with relief. He’d assumed they’d be leaving with their message for the wider galaxy, but Zenchaarpo had remained vague about this part. 
 
    “You played your role well,” the colonel told him. “In a thousand years’ time, I’ll be long forgotten. But you won’t. Your words will be part of the most famous recording of this epoch.” 
 
    Holshak groaned. The Selroth’s words were true. 
 
    He watched the onrushing shockwave. It wouldn’t stop here, of course. In the decades to come, the shockwave would be a deadly energy storm that would lash neighboring star systems. 
 
    Between Endless Night and the Tyzhoune general, Holshak wondered what hell those worlds would become even before the Unthor shockwave hit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Branco dreamed of the night they came for his mother. 
 
    They killed his father, too. He heard the gunshots. And the screams. 
 
    Preben had known what to do. 
 
    The quilted coat, insulated boots, and knitted red hat were always by his bed. Every night, he timed himself putting them on, always trying to do it faster. Within seconds, he was shinnying up the drainpipe outside the bedroom window he’d already slid shut behind him. 
 
    Poppa had made him practice this, too. Just in case. 
 
    Through hot tears, he scrambled up to the roof’s apex and slid down the frosty tiles on the other side. Without daring to stop and think, he jumped over the alley below and grabbed hold of the guttering on the neighboring building. 
 
    If your courage didn’t fail, the jump was actually pretty easy. Preben didn’t fail. 
 
    The next gap was across the road and was far too wide to leap across. So he dropped onto the fire escape and ran down to the street, taking the back routes he’d memorized to the crumbling little house in the ‘Barracks,’ as the overspill slums off Artillery Way were known. 
 
    He knocked on the door, but there was no answer. His wrist comp said it was 2:45 AM. He’d forgotten, despite the sirens and the occasional bark or scream—and the gunshots—most of Copenhagen remained resolutely asleep. 
 
    He crept around to the back yard and took the top layer of cordwood off the pile to use as a step. He climbed up and tapped the window of the back bedroom. 
 
    The curtain was drawn back straight away. The nearby streetlights revealed an angry young woman. 
 
    It was his cousin, Freja. 
 
    The instant she recognized him, her face melted in concern. 
 
    He was here at 2:45 AM. There could only be one reason. 
 
    “Wait there,” she mouthed.  
 
    Two minutes later, she emerged from the back door, barely dressed for the bitter night in just a blouse and skirt. 
 
    Preben knew he should tell her to go back inside and get her coat and warm boots, but he didn’t want Freja to leave him.  
 
    She took him by the hand, and together they ran into the nighttime city. 
 
    “Who’s Freja?” 
 
    Branco blinked awake, sliding off the glass divide separating him from the water-breathing slaves. 
 
    He cast around for whoever had spoken, but no one was there. 
 
    It was just his mind playing cruel tricks again. 
 
    A few days ago, the pressure buildup all the slaves were experiencing in their various ways had suddenly released. Presumably the weapon had fired. In Branco’s case, it had also released fevered dreams. Of the boy he’d once been. 
 
    Of Freja. 
 
    Sometimes he forgot who he was entirely. 
 
    “Freja? Who is she?” 
 
    The voice was coming from the water. Branco had been around Skuilher-Dour long enough to recognize the language as Selroth, but the creature pressing its whiskered snout against the glass divider was a different species altogether. 
 
    It resembled a bull walrus with short tusks, but with long humanoid arms, and a pectoral fin. 
 
    “Maybe I can find her for you,” the aquatic offered. “I can, you know. Find things. Even in here. Not just people. Means to ends, too. For the right price.” 
 
    “Why would you?” Branco asked. “There’s over a hundred slaves in my section, each with their own misery. Why me?” 
 
    “I’ve been watching since they brought you in. You’re not like the others. You’re more inquisitive.” 
 
    “Inquisitiveness is my species’ nature. I’m a Human called Branco. What are you?” 
 
    “I am Skash.” It thrashed its rear flippers and disappeared among the jellyfish. 
 
    Skash? Was that a personal or species name? 
 
    The creature returned and pressed its whiskers against the barrier once more. “We might become allies.” 
 
    “I came here with allies. We were separated. Do you know how to contact them?” 
 
    “There are dozens of pens like this,” said Skash. “That you were separated means nothing. I will spread my tentacles to locate those who know the Branco Human.” 
 
    Branco laughed. “Tentacles! You don’t even have any. My friends are forever talking in tentacle metaphors. Most of them are Selroth.” 
 
    “Now that is very interesting.” 
 
    “Then you will help?” 
 
    “For a price. What have you to offer me?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. What do you want?” 
 
    “Information.” 
 
    Branco could think of plenty of things he held tightly in his head that Skash couldn’t possibly know about, none of which he was willing to submit to this random walrus.  
 
    “I see you have nothing for me today,” said Skash, “but you will. I shall make enquiries in anticipation of that time.” 
 
    Skash swam away, leaving Branco wondering whether he was still dreaming.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Captain’s Cabin, Midnight Sun 
 
    “…an example to the galaxy of the power wielded by General Shiyu. Beware his power. Obey his demands.” 
 
    “Like hell I will!” Blue’s coffee mug sailed through Holshak’s Tri-V image. 
 
    The real villain reappeared, grinning like an evil puppy. General Shiyu looked like something out of a 20th century space horror movie, but with worse dialog.  
 
    Beware his power! 
 
    Obey his demands! 
 
    Did this eyeless fish dick know who he was threatening? 
 
    Shiyu loomed into the camera. “I address you directly, Captain Blue of the Midnight Sun, the foulest being in the entire pustulation that is the Galactic Union.” 
 
    Blue rolled her shoulders in her captain’s greatcoat and settled back into her chair.  
 
    Perhaps this jerk did know her, after all. 
 
    “I give you thirty-one days to withdraw forever from the Spine Nebula. Every CASPer must go. Every so-called Spine Patriot and every Goltar. I want your pirates out of the Aneb-4 stargate, and the sacred statue you took must be returned. I want the Goltar to evacuate Tyzhou, too. We are no longer your client race. We have outgrown you. The Infinite Flow is ours now.” 
 
    Shiyu’s camera switched back to the tank of brain goo in the center of the chamber. She hadn’t seen this place in person, but it shared enough of the weirdness she’d encountered beneath Romalin Island that it had to be the heart of the Infinite Engine. 
 
    Poor Jeha Jenkins. He would have been so excited to see this, except for one thing. In the background of Shiyu’s grinning snout, plenty of Jeha techs were scampering around the place, but there was no sign of Hopper. 
 
    “Thirty-one days to comply. And I give you fourteen days to deliver the statue and prove to me that you are in the process of submitting to my other demands. That should be enough time for the message to reach you and for you to evacuate. Just. As for whether Endless Night will allow you safe passage out of Beta-Caerelis, that’s not my problem. If you do not comply, Tau-Rietzke will be the next world to feel the destructive power of the starkiller.” 
 
    Shiyu disappeared from the Tri-V a split second before Blue swung his goddamned sacred statue through his smug face. 
 
    Commander Flkk’Sss pinged her. 
 
    “I’m guessing you just saw our ultimatum,” she said. 
 
    “I did, ma’am. I regret that their thirty-one-day limit gives us very little time to comply. If that is to be our course of action, we must decide on it without delay. And the fourteen days to begin withdrawal does not give us enough time to send a message to Tau-Rietzke. Of course, if Shiyu has the power to destroy Tau-Rietzke at will, he may do so regardless of our actions. Indeed, Tau-Rietzke may already be a smoldering cinder. As for the process by which we might return the statue—” 
 
    “Commander, I’m going to stop you there. You saw what happened to Unthor. We just got seriously outgunned. I want to share that pain properly. Be at my cabin in ten minutes. I’ll bring Mishkan-Ijk, too. And, Flkk’Sss?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Use the time wisely. Find something positive to say about the situation. I could do with good news.” 
 
    Blue was contacting the Goltar commander when Chief Engineer Jenkins contacted her. An advantage of having a head stuffed full of pinplants was that she could shift issuing the summons to a secondary thought process while giving Jenkins her full ire. 
 
    “There are things called channels, Jenkins. Use them. Hell, you used to curl up in fear at the mere thought of speaking with me. When did you grow an exoskeleton?” 
 
    “I…I…Captain, I humbly request an audience.” 
 
    “Another time. Something’s just come up.” 
 
    “The starkiller,” said Jenkins. “I saw the same footage as you. Did you detect the message?” 
 
    “You mean, back off or we destroy your worlds? Yeah, I got that.” 
 
    “No, the embedded message.” 
 
    “Jenkins, I’m not having a good day. You’ll have to spell it out.” 
 
    “The destruction came from the star being switched on and off. You could say it pulsed. It was a pulse-encoded message.” 
 
    “Are you seriously telling me someone flicked Unthor off and on like a flashlight to send a message in Morse Code? Oh, who the hell am I kidding? Of course you are. It was Hopper, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. And it wasn’t a Human encoding, but one of the playful cyphers we invented to tap out our feelings for each other.” 
 
    “Hopper’s alive. Great. I’m happy for you. Really. Though handing those mad sea monsters a superweapon hasn’t put your sweetheart in my good books. Here’s all I want to know right now. Did she tell you something I can use?” 
 
    “The message read, ‘Hopper: trinary system.’” 
 
    “Three! Everywhere I’m seeing threes, but what does it mean? Those three intersecting rings we saw at Romalin…do they mean three worlds? Three weapons? Three targets? Three blind mice in a three-legged race. Three! Three! Three is the magic number, and I don’t fucking know why. The Goltar sat on the thing for a thousand years and had no idea what they were really playing with. Why the hell should anyone think I can figure it out?” 
 
    The memory of a report from Laverna crashed into Blue’s mind. The Blevin Patriot had described something long buried in the Beta-Caerelis System. On the dead world of Meinir. 
 
    “Captain, I believe—” 
 
     “There are three starkiller weapons. And the principle control system is under Station 5’s nose. Is that what you were going to say?” 
 
    “Ahh…yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Your girlfriend came up with the goods again, Jenkins. Shame she’s too late. Unless Flkk’Sss comes up with a miracle in the next five minutes, we’re already beaten.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Let me summarize our thinking,” said Blue. “Whoever built these starkillers probably concluded that with just one weapon, it would always be vulnerable to counterattack, sabotage, or betrayal. A three-gun battery is vastly more secure. If our enemies get all three fortified and the weapons functioning, who in the Union would dare attack them?” 
 
    “If we need to take out three sites,” said Mishkan-Ijk, “we need to come in force and take out all of them simultaneously. If we don’t know where the other two sites are, we will need to take out the entire Spine Nebula in one go.” 
 
    Flkk’Sss tilted her head in a sign of assent. 
 
    “I agree, too,” said Blue, fixing Mishkan-Ijk with a piercing stare. “We need to get our forces safely off Tau-Rietzke, but they won’t be enough to retake the nebula. We need more help. I think we need to go to Capital Planet and seek the assistance of the guilds.” 
 
    “Which will draw harsh scrutiny to the unpalatable and dishonorable actions of my people this past thousand years. I understand, Captain. Our secret might not yet have reached the ears of the galaxy at large, or even the guilds, but it will do.” Ashamed, the Goltar’s eyes disappeared deep into his head. “Perhaps it deserves to. You have my full backing in this, Captain.” 
 
    She sighed. “We’re beaten. I’ve never had to say those words before. This private contract Gloriana gave us to retake the Infinite Flow is the first one the Midnight Sun Free Company has failed to fulfil. We give Shiyu what he wants, run from the nebula like a whipped Zuul, and throw ourselves on the mercy of the guilds. Damn! This is not shaping up to be a good day.” 
 
    She looked to her officers, hoping for an impossible, last-minute insight, a loophole in her strategic logic that meant they weren’t beaten after all. 
 
    She was met only by grim silence. 
 
    “I’m proud of how you performed. Of everyone in the company. It sucks, but sometimes being the best isn’t enough.” She rose to her feet, the others following suit. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my cabin gift-wrapping a sacred religious artifact. Dismissed.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Under Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    “These tunnels spiral around each other like a coiled turd,” explained Milax, the Zuul overseer for Branco’s first work outing.  
 
    From the way his tongue lolled out, Branco got the impression the alien was thinking hard of a place to take his promising dung metaphor. But he had nothing. Milax shrugged instead. “Except it’s upside down, I suppose. Anyway, you filthy worms are going to scrape away the crust. But you got to be real careful. If you damage the walls, the Tyzhounes damage you. I don’t care about that, but I don’t want them slicing my throat out for letting you make mistakes.” 
 
    His ears flicked at a clicking sound by his feet. He looked down and seemed surprised to see a Jeha there. “Oh, yeah. This here’s the boss.” 
 
    The Jeha advanced in front of the Zuul and raised its fore-segments. “Beings of Workgroup 243, my name is T’k’Ch’t, though you may address me as The Engineer Supreme.” 
 
    “Think you’re a supreme, eh?” Branco muttered. “Doing the doo-wops for Diana Ross in the shower doesn’t make you a supreme.” 
 
    “What was that, Human?” 
 
    Branco swallowed hard. That was some super-sharp hearing for a Jeha. “Sorry, sir. I was thinking out loud. Our overseer told us we’ve been assigned to clean this barrel, but cleaning is obviously beneath a supreme being of your intellect. If we knew more of our purpose here, we might perform more efficiently.” 
 
    “Efficiency is the correct concept. Though an ignorant humanoid such as you will have stumbled across it by chance. Our testing has revealed that the range of the Infinite Engine is limited due to the degradation of the barrel’s calibration.” 
 
    “Well, that’s no good is it?” said Branco. “It’s no use having a weapon that can fire at any point across the galaxy if it can only lob its payload a hundred light years.” 
 
    “Not even that far,” the Jeha replied, waving his antennae anxiously. “Current predictions suggest it can only reach sixty. If it can’t reach farther than the edge of the nebula, the Tyzhounes will ensure we all suffer terribly.” A slight curl came to the Jeha segments. It tapped Branco’s artificial leg with his antennae. “What makes you say it’s a weapon, Human?” 
 
    “Be-cause you called these tunnels the barrel?” 
 
    “Many things have barrels that are not weapons. Do not speculate as to the great machine’s purpose.” The Jeha lunged forward and nipped one of Branco’s legs, cutting a groove into its metal. 
 
    The alien recoiled. It seemed unaware that his legs were artificial. “Your body has an annoying design. Do not irritate me further, or I shall have it destroyed.” 
 
    The Jeha scurried away to harass elsewhere in the new batch of slaves, leaving Branco to the supervision of the snarling Zuul overseer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What you need is a Tort-rod,” Branco suggested to Milax when the overseer passed by. 
 
    His party of assorted air-breathers had been working inside the circular tunnels that were supposed to be a barrel of sorts. It was encrusted with minerals that were themselves coated in greasy soot that was warm to the touch. The work gang’s task was to remove the fouling using hand drills and slender chisels. 
 
    If these tunnels really were part of the weapon, Branco wanted to sabotage them, not clean them. At the pitifully slow rate of progress, though, this cleaning could take years. 
 
    Milax gave a warning growl. “What is a Tort-rod?” 
 
    Branco grinned. “Simple. Stick an angry Tortantula on the end of an extendable pole. You know, the kind of thing you shove through a blocked drain when the smell gets too much. Push hard. Add more rods. Keep pushing. Keep adding. When you see that toxin-spitting Tort pop out the other end, you know you’ve cleaned all the way through the blockage.” 
 
    Milax answered with a noncommittal huff and walked off. 
 
    That summed up the Zuul’s attitude. He was so paralyzed by fear that he’d damage the mechanisms of the Infinite Engine, he was unable to come down on one side or the other of anything. Not even whether the rude Human needed a good kicking. 
 
    Branco understood. Who would want to explain to the Tyzhounes that they’d accidentally broken the galaxy’s biggest super weapon? 
 
    He picked up an electric drill—it was more of a polisher, really—and got back to work. 
 
    As slowly as he could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ah, there he is.” 
 
    Branco looked up into empty space. 
 
    Then he looked down and saw the doo-wop Jeha. 
 
    “We shall see whether your Human technique is effective.” 
 
    Bemused, Branco followed the Jeha deeper into the coil of tunnels, where it was warmer and blacker. He decided if a dirty oven had been dumped into shallow seas and left for a hundred million years, the inside would look like this. 
 
    The darkness was illuminated by harsh actinic light from hovering glow globes.  
 
    Soon, he heard snuffling noises up ahead. Whoever was making them sounded irritated. 
 
    Around the bend he saw why. 
 
    A pair of massive Vaga—kind of space Godzillas crossed with dung beetles—were squeezed into the tunnel flank-to-flank. A squad of armed Tyzhounes stood behind them, two of which had cloth tied around the deadly tips of their tails. 
 
    “It is important you are here to witness the implementation of your design,” said the Jeha. 
 
    “What? You mean the Tort-rod thing?” 
 
    “Yes. That way, if it fails, the resulting dung spray will fall primarily upon you.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Branco protested. “I only meant it as a…joke.” 
 
    Too late. The Tyzhounes with the covered tailtips had whipped the Vaga on their big beetle backsides. 
 
    The Vaga hooted in alarm but didn’t move. 
 
    Branco wasn’t surprised. He’d always found them to be a strange species. Vaga had nothing like the smarts of, say, the Jeha, but he’d enjoyed conversations with them on occasion. They instinctively possessed great expertise on mining and tunneling, though they could never fully express this in words and diagrams. 
 
    But their brains spent much of their time in standby mode, during which their sentience would be on vacation, leaving them only the instinctual animal intellect of, say, a bull. 
 
    The Vaga settled back into nonchalance.  
 
    The Tyzhounes gave them even fiercer whacks than before. This time, the enraged Vaga charged down the narrow channel, careening off each other and against the encrusted walls that were too narrow for them to pass through at speed side-by-side. 
 
    The stampeding Vaga failed to understand that they shouldn’t be able to fit through the tunnel. They kept going anyway. 
 
    Mineral crust laid down over eons broke away under the onslaught of the bullet-proof Vaga heads. The terrified aliens passed out of sight around the bend, though the hooting and the scraping noises made it clear they kept going. 
 
    Branco pushed past the Tyzhounes to press his palm against the surface revealed after the Vaga had scraped off a crust layer two feet deep. 
 
    The walls were faintly glowing like liquid gold. They carried a raised hexagonal pattern of metal coated in a rainbow sheen.  
 
    To the Devil! This is the most epic fail of a sabotage attempt in the history of the galaxy. 
 
    Angry stomping presaged the return of the Vaga. Their heads were badly scored, and they seemed pretty steamed. 
 
    “These marks will take weeks to grow out,” said one. It menaced the Jeha, despite the Tyzhounes levelling rifles at it. 
 
    “Why didn’t you simply ask us to strip away the crust?” said the other indignantly. “You Jeha are such cruel tricksters.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me.” The Jeha pointed a large number of manipulative limbs in the direction of Branco. “It was him.” 
 
    In unison, the Vaga lowered their antlers at Branco. 
 
    “You’re a dead being, Human.” 
 
    “Yeah. When we scrape off the final layer, we’ll use your body as a polishing rag.” 
 
    “Lesser species are not permitted to damage each other without permission,” said the Tyzhoune who appeared to be in charge. “We shall redeploy our other Vaga slaves and purchase more from Endless Night. You two”—he pointed with his tail at the Vaga—“now that you’ve cleaned out a groove, can you pry away the rest of the crust without damaging the tunnel wall?” 
 
    “Do we get to kill the Human?” 
 
    “If it helps.” 
 
    “Then it will be no problem. If you want to avoid scoring the pretty yellow wall, it won’t be easy. But now you’ve brought in the experts, yes, we can do it. It’ll take a few weeks. But it will get done.” 
 
    The other Vaga tilted its head. “I don’t know why you would bother, though. The tunnel curls in on itself. It doesn’t go anywhere, and I don’t see mineral veins. What’s it for?” 
 
    “Silence, lesser beings!” screeched the Jeha. “Don’t make the boss angry, she’s listening.” 
 
    “She is the big Tyzhoune?” asked one of the Vaga. 
 
    “Worse. She is a Jeha, same as me.” 
 
    Branco couldn’t help but grin at this shred of good fortune. “You mean we’re working for Hopper?” 
 
    The Jeha snapped his mandibles. “Do not presume to know her. You must have overheard her name. Nothing more.” 
 
    “No. I know of her work.”  
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    The accusation had come from his pendant. Who’d spoken? 
 
    The self-named Supreme Engineer was holding onto a slate from which a Tri-V image now projected of a Jeha in chains. It was Hopper, all right. She’d taken a few dings, and the chains had been drilled through her dented carapace, but she wasn’t the only one to have had a hard time of late. 
 
    Most people only saw Jeha cowardice, failing to understand that the Jeha were both physically and psychologically tough. She’d survive. If rescue came, she’d be fit enough to explain why she’d helped first Endless Night and then the Tyzhounes. Branco wasn’t convinced she’d survive that. Despite her collaboration with his enemies, he felt a little sorry for her. 
 
    “You cannot know of my work,” said Hopper, and this time he watched her mouthparts move in time with the words coming from his pendant, “because I’ve never published my research.” 
 
    “I know your reputation from another scientist of great intellect and moral bearing. His name is Tk’ch’kl’l. As one of his friends, though, I call him Jenkins.” 
 
    “Send this worker to me,” Hopper ordered. “Immediately.” 
 
    Branco smiled innocently at Milax. “You heard Hopper. I’d love to stay and clean your tunnels, but you know how it is. Big boss needs me.” 
 
    Despite having sabotaged his own sabotage, hope surged through Branco. Finally, he was getting somewhere.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine, Aneb-4 
 
    The combined march and swim to the inner chamber of the Infinite Engine sucked out Branco’s strength and left him dry. 
 
    The Selroth who’d been tasked with escorting him didn’t help. Didn’t even speak.  
 
    Branco wished it were Skuilher-Dour who was with him, pulling him through the water and pulling shit like pretending to make moves on Sun. He missed the stupid blue fish guy. 
 
    The inner chamber was every bit as weird as Branco had expected.  
 
    The space was a hollow sphere, and from its floor grew a treelike structure that supported a milky white fruit at the center of the chamber that looked like a living pearl. Techs kept busy around modern equipment that had been inserted into this central jewel. 
 
    No, not a jewel, he decided. A bulb. With the wires and cables stuck inside the object, it reminded him of ancient 20th century filament bulbs. 
 
    Hopper was near the center, chained to a pillar cut out of the same kind of mineral encrustation that was everywhere the closer you got to the Infinite Engine’s heart. The chains didn’t stop Hopper from issuing instructions like a petty tyrant. 
 
    None of those orders involved Branco, so he made the rounds of the technicians, trying to sound as if he knew what he was talking about as he stuck his nose into their business. 
 
    In the end, Branco ran out of patience and walked over to Hopper. 
 
    “Why are you here, foolish Human?” she clicked at him. 
 
    “Because we need to talk privately,” Branco whispered back. 
 
    “No. Why are you here within the factory? I have observed you and assess you as exceptionally ignorant. In this chamber, I am forced to work with technicians pretending to be scientists. But you’re not even that. Why did you tell me you know Tk’ch’kl’l?” 
 
    “Because I’m a spy.” 
 
    Hopper straightened her segments and legs, gaining several centimeters in height. “So you work for Endless Night! Have a care, Human. I despise them and the Tyzhounes equally.” 
 
    “Good to hear it. But I’m not with either. I work for…” He grinned. “For Betty’s Bitches.” 
 
    She rattled her chains in excitement. “Jenkins sent you?” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “Oh. But you are such a squidgy Human idiot. I may be surrounded by puffed buffoons, but even they will soon sniff out your ignorance.” 
 
    “Not if you cover for me, they won’t.” 
 
    “But I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Let’s see. You could set me tasks that you secretly carry out yourself. You could correct mistakes I make. It…it hurts me to use my pinplants, but we could figure out how to pinlink and have you put words into my head. Say, did you ever hear of a play called Cyrano de Bergerac?” 
 
    “You wish me to speak through you? To deliver false data about you. On purpose. To draw conclusions about your performance that are not wholly based upon the observable data?” 
 
    “Yeah. I want you to lie.” 
 
    “You do not understand. It goes against everything I am. It isn’t that I am unwilling to attempt this, but my deceits will be easily pierced.” 
 
    “Jenkins told me he had a similar problem on his first spying mission. Captain Blue suggested he should roleplay being a spy. Make it an act. A game. Pretty soon he was not only performing like a pro, he was loving it, too. Can you try to be like Jenkins?” 
 
    “Is this true? Oh, Branco, I did not realize these skills came unwillingly to Jenkins. This knowledge causes my admiration for him to expand to yet greater horizons. I shall follow in his dear footsteps and create such falsehoods that the Union’s greatest minds shall be unable to discern the truth from my works of artifice.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Midnight Sun 
 
    She swooped away from the target, her automated point defense cannons blasting drones, mines, and swathes of other ordnance thickening the orbital zone around Lytoshaan. 
 
    As Midnight Sun dodged spinal-mounted particle beams from Veetanho picket ships, Blue felt the precise moment the last of her flight of three Keesius ships detonated its antimatter bomb. 
 
    The miniature supernova tore into spacetime, dealing it a savage blow. A fraction of a second later, the photonic shockwave smashed against Midnight Sun, propelling it out from the energetic hell that had been the Veetanho homeworld a moment earlier. Blue fought for control of her careening ship as it rode the crest of the energy tsunami that left the gleaming layers of her outer hull scorched, several major internal systems in emergency shutdown, and Blue herself burned worse than taking a week skinny dipping in the sun-blasted coral seas of Thananya.  
 
    Tubes pierced her skin, wresting a cry of pain quickly muffled by the buffer gel in her heavily sealed CIC cocoon. Then the anti-radiation nanites flooded in, and she really screamed. 
 
    The ship grew concerned for her pilot. Blue could sense her. 
 
    “Don’t you worry your pretty head,” she told her. “I’m tougher than I look. Just like you.” 
 
    Together, ship and pilot wallowed in a sense of victory.  
 
    The journey to the Lytoshaan stargate was vague, indeterminate.  
 
    Would the stargate be damaged by the antimatter blast?  
 
    The thought floated past but didn’t catch on anything and was soon lost. 
 
    Time had no fixed meaning here. 
 
    Not in a dream. 
 
    The instant Blue knew she was dreaming, she awoke. 
 
    Damnedest thing was, so did the ship. Blue was convinced a part of Midnight Sun dreamed with her. Not with every dream, but always with this one. 
 
    She checked the ship’s status with her pinplants and found no urgent demands on her attention. 
 
    As she dressed, her mind was drawn back to Lima Delta Sierra. 
 
    That was her code name. She knew she talked in her sleep, so she’d taken to thinking of the dream in code, because to even dream this was perilous. 
 
    Lytoshaan Destruction Simulation. 
 
    She still spent time hooked up to Goltar simulators, feeding data to the Goltar techs who kept to their own decks. Mostly, though, she and the ship dreamed in private of leading the Keesius flight. 
 
    Usually the LDS dreams succeeded in their mission objective. 
 
    Occasionally, they even survived the antimatter blast. 
 
    But always, she was borne up to wakefulness on a sea of bliss, the ultimate post-orgasmic chill.  
 
    Was I always this screwed up? she wondered, because an addictive dream of a suicide mission was not what normal people enjoyed. 
 
    Probably, she decided, but that was only a guess. The memories of her life before Midnight Sun had been replaced by the stories she told herself. Stories she knew not to trust. 
 
    Especially since some of those stories had been planted by Gloriana. 
 
    Planted. And tended. 
 
    Blue brought up the message packet she’d received from the squid bitch the day before. 
 
    “I’m at Tau-Rietzke assembling a relief force. Stay alive and continue providing my techs with simulator data. The assets to implement Lima Delta Sierra are in place. The time to call upon you may come very soon but won’t be until after we have reclaimed the Infinite Flow.” 
 
    Blue smirked at that sentiment. Typical Goltar to secure the credits first. She shrugged. Hell, that was what she’d do. 
 
    “Your recent data uploads confirm the likelihood of both mission success and survivability will be greatly enhanced if you take the high-gee adaptations I’m offering you. Now is the time to have them implemented. I expect your positive response within one ship’s day. Gloriana out.” 
 
    Blue brought a recorded image of Sun and Branco out of her pin-storage and cast it to the bulkhead slate. It was security footage of Sun pushing Branco through one of the ship’s broader passageways. Both of them wore the same giddy smile. 
 
    “My sister. The great lover. Who’d have thought it would be you and not me, sis?” 
 
    She wiped Branco from the image and stared at the sister she missed so much. 
 
    Ever since the…the fucking incident that night at the starport that had changed everything, Sun had been the sensible one. Sober, cautious, protective, with the dress sense of a deep space miner, and the conversational aplomb of a public service announcement, Sun had somehow been the one to find love. 
 
    Sis deserved that, of course. But Blue had always expected a future someone for herself. A person whose warm embrace she could nestle within while they idly nuzzled her neck. Even more, Blue wanted to be that special person for someone else. 
 
    The upgrades Gloriana wanted her to take weren’t like Jex’s speedway pipes and pumps. If she went ahead with this, she’d be a cyborg. An anti-CASPer. 
 
    She laughed. Yeah, that was it. Metal, ceramic, and fuel cells on the inside wearing a fleshy Human suit. Who the hell would want to nuzzle that? 
 
    Midnight Sun soothed her mind. 
 
    “Yeah, I know you would. No one else is lucky enough to have someone like you. But you know me. I always want it all. Speaking of which…” 
 
    Twenty million credits. That had been Gloriana’s offer to blow the hell out of Lytoshaan. If the squid expected her pilot to sacrifice her humanity to get the job done right, she’d have to do a whole lot better than twenty mil. 
 
    Blue activated her pinplant recording tool and began dictating her reply.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    Hopper had Branco showing up for work in the inner chamber every day. It was a grueling trek for his flagging body, especially the water sections, although these now had ropes to pull himself along. 
 
    He was disappointed to realize the inner chamber wasn’t like the CIC of a warship. It was more akin to the engine management system of an old automobile. It hooked into a lot of systems, and you might be able to goose some of them from here, but the controls were on the other side of the dash. 
 
    Still, he quickly confirmed the starkiller was so gummed up that the range was currently only a few tens of light years. Hopper’s explanation had passed over his head, but hanging hot in his mind was her insistence that de-coking and system maintenance would increase range a thousand-fold. 
 
    There was another benefit to working with Hopper. So long as he eventually showed up for work, he was trusted to move through the many tunnels of the Infinite Engine on his own. 
 
    After a few trips to scout out the best place along his route for privacy, one morning he ducked into an alcove in one of the dry sections on his route to work. 
 
    Branco attempted to sit down, but the movement degenerated into a controlled crash landing on his butt. Despite the Jeha design, his artificial legs were a rough stopgap, and the organs of Human balance multiple and complex in their interaction. Besides, he hadn’t the patience to relearn grace in his movements. 
 
    But his legs had other purposes. He released the catch on the cups attached to his leg stumps and unscrewed his legs. 
 
    Inside his thighs were the four pieces of his quick-assembly transceiver and a cannister of Iceni ribbwah weed. 
 
    Since the pouch of weed in his jacket had run dry, he’d been getting twitchy. He wanted to jam it all into his mouth, but he rationed himself to one leaf, and felt the fear and pain release as the effervescent bitterness hit his mouth. 
 
    He passed on an encrypted message to Jex, explaining that the weapon had fired, and how its range would likely increase dramatically within a few weeks if he couldn’t sabotage it. The warmth of the seaweed honey-coating his mouth sent a jolt of optimism through him. He told Jex that he was marshalling his forces to storm the central control area, but he needed more time before he could act. 
 
    The satellite relay reported a successful uplink, but there was nothing to receive from Jex, and it wasn’t safe to wait for a reply. 
 
    Branco hadn’t finished, though. It was time to make good on the bold claim of marshalling his forces. 
 
    He boosted his signal to the max, despite the increased danger of being detected, and attempted to raise the Iceni chief on the other side of the world. His signal wasn’t strong enough to get through. Then he tried raising his resistance cells across Arizcazar on the other side of the world, but found the same lack of success. 
 
    This wasn’t a surprise. Finding a way to boost his signal strength was one of his main tasks here. 
 
    “Better get on with it,” he whispered, and switched off the transceiver. 
 
    A cry reached him from the dark depths of the passage. 
 
    Branco took a moment to calm his trembling hands, then reassembled his legs as if this were another practice session. 
 
    The sounds approached. Picking up speed. 
 
    Tyzhounes. 
 
    He screwed the legs back onto his stump caps and locked them in place. Shoving himself off the floor, he tottered like Bambi for a moment and walked out of the alcove. 
 
    “Halt! Who are you?” 
 
    Branco exaggerated his shocked expression as he turned and saw the Tyzhounes behind him. “My name is—” 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    Make your mind up, asshole. 
 
    There were three of the devil-fish. One grabbed the back of Branco’s head and read his tattoo. “Stock category B. Pen 28. Number 151. Estimated value: 134 credits.” 
 
    With his head still gripped in an unbreakable hold, one of the Tyzhounes stepped before him, armed with a slate. “Now you speak. Did you send a radio transmission?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone acting unusually who might have sent a radio transmission?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Remove all your clothing.” 
 
    Without protest, Branco complied. He was rewarded by a sense of the Tyzhounes relaxing after their cursory examination failed to reveal what they were searching for. 
 
    “Why are you here?” asked the Tyzhoune with the slate. 
 
    “On my way to work at the inner chamber. The Jeha chief engineer will vouch for me.” 
 
    “Are you sure there was a signal?” one of the Tyzhounes was asking another. 
 
    “The detector said so,” came the reply, “but signals are distorted weirdly in here. It is as if laws of nature work differently inside these damned tunnels.” 
 
    The one with the slate seemed to be staring at Branco. Without eyes, it was seriously unnerving. 
 
    “I find the walk to the inner section exhausting,” Branco told it.  
 
    The Tyzhoune gave no indication it had heard. 
 
    “Can you ask the management to provide some transport?” he added. “Just a little buggy. It’s madness. Here we are in a temple to technology, and I have to travel to its heart by walking and pulling on a rope.” 
 
    “It is inefficient,” said the Tyzhoune. “Welcome to the universe, you”—it paused to consult its slate—“you Human filth.” 
 
    They let him go. Branco stumbled away, wiping the blood from his cheeks where clawed hands had bit into his flesh. 
 
    “I promise you one thing, pal. By the time I’m finished here, you won’t need to look me up in your inventory to know what species I am. Humans are going to haunt your nightmares for the rest of your miserable existence.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How do you contact outsiders?” Skash asked him that evening. 
 
    “There’s no one on the outside.” 
 
    “I think it’s your artificial legs. You have a transceiver concealed within. That’s the only answer I can see for the reports I’ve received today. Who are your friends on the outside, Branco?” 
 
    Keeping his face locked down so he wouldn’t show the waves of fear breaking through his gut, Branco stared at the whiskered alien behind the glass panel. Who the hell was Skash? “I don’t…I don’t need the Tyzhounes knowing anything about me.” 
 
    “Relax. The Tyzhounes are my enemy, too. Are you expecting outside help?” 
 
    Branco stared into the round eyes regarding him from the water. He made a decision. “Yes.” 
 
    “Me, too. Are you with Endless Night?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    Skash wriggled his whiskers. “I am.” 
 
    Well, shit. That’s a little awkward. 
 
    Branco considered informing on Skash, but the Tyzhounes would only regard him with more suspicion, and maybe Skash could help. 
 
    The enemy of my enemy is my friend. 
 
    It was a desperate strategy, but there was a reason every species in the Union had a variant of that saying. 
 
    “I’m with the Spine Patriots,” Branco whispered into the glass. 
 
    “Excellent. CASPers. That’s what we need. Heavy assault troops. Do you have them?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re on the way from outside the nebula.” 
 
    “You and I are enemies. Let’s not pretend otherwise, Branco. However, it would make sense for us to eliminate the Tyzhounes first before we seek to destroy each other. Agreed?” 
 
    “We’re on the same page, Skash.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe we are, which is why I’m now ready to help you. I’ve been researching your species. Earth has many stories of soldiers fighting on opposing sides of the same war who discover they share more in common with each other than they do with distant civilians who can never truly understand, and often make no attempt to try.” 
 
    “If you say so, but what are you going to do to help me, walrus boy?” 
 
    “I shall answer your original question. I’ve traced several of the Selroth who came here on the same boat as you. Most of them are working in the F11 synthesis plant. One went missing a few days ago. Alive or dead, I don’t know. His name is Skuilher-Dour.” 
 
    Damn. Skuilher-Dour! Branco sent a silent prayer that his friend was okay. “Thank you. What payment do you expect for that information, Skash?” 
 
    “The promise of CASPer intervention is enough. We have many cells operating here. The Tyzhounes grow suspicious but are not nearly suspicious enough. If your people can launch a military assault, we can persuade thousands across the island that now is the time to stab the Tyzhounes in the back.” 
 
    “A stab in the back. Sounds like Endless Night SOP.” 
 
    Skash didn’t answer. He’d already disappeared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC Midnight Sun, Thananya Orbit 
 
    Blue monitored the extraction of Sergeant Albali and those Patriots who wished to be evacuated on her ship. Some of the Patriots wished to sign up with the Midnighters, and she was perusing their records. 
 
    Simultaneously, she was having an argument with the Goltar-simulated version of herself about the consequences for her merc company of an antimatter attack on Lytoshaan, figuring out how to deposit the sacred statue at the Aneb stargate without getting everyone killed, planning the transition to retrieve Sun and Keriwoot on their last pickup before Station 5, and checking the mail updates that had arrived with the latest ships to transition into the Thananya System. 
 
    The physician who’d installed her pinplants had assured her she’d be able to multitask like a goddess. The reality for Blue was an ability to manage many undemanding tasks, but to only concentrate on one humdinger at a time. Any more was too painful and exhausting for anything but emergencies. 
 
    It was the implications of the Keesius attack that were demanding her full attention. 
 
    Then suddenly it wasn’t.  
 
    The latest dispatches from Aneb-4 were demanding she sit up and take note. Jex was relaying a report from Branco. The ex-Binnig spy was working on the Infinite Engine, as he was calling the clever bits beneath Romalin. Getting ready to seize control from the inside. Best of all, Branco had confirmed with Hopper that the starkiller weapon couldn’t hit targets outside the nebula. Not yet. Not for a few weeks. 
 
    Which meant when that ugly beast Shiyu had issued his ultimatum, the dirty snake had been bluffing.  
 
    “Good for him,” she said. Then frowned. “And even better for us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Captain’s Cabin, Midnight Sun 
 
    Flkk’Sss and Mishkan-Ijk waited patiently for Blue to open proceedings, but Midnight Sun itself wasn’t patient at all. Blue felt the ship pull at her, drawing her toward direct action as she knew it would.  
 
    It didn’t have to pull hard. Running out of the nebula didn’t sit right. If they started running, when would they stop? 
 
    Tau-Rietzke. The Goltar. Midnight Sun. Crazy as her life had been in recent years, she’d found a place to belong. For the first time since fleeing Earth, she’d stopped running. 
 
    She didn’t know if she could start again. 
 
    Sun would know the right thing to do. But she wasn’t here. Her only counsel was a couple of alien mercs from martial races, and an insane warship. Blue laughed. Maybe she was the sensible one here. 
 
    “We all understand that to attack Romalin would be a gamble,” said Flkk’Sss, breaking the silence. “The risk, however, is unquantifiable. There are simply too many variables. It might succeed. That is the most we can say.” 
 
    “And the cost of not attempting the attack is total defeat,” said Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
     “Some of us would get out alive,” said Blue. “Maybe. That would be a victory, of sorts.” 
 
    She took a moment to contemplate the two aliens sitting at the little table in her cabin. These weren’t the men with bumpy foreheads, pointy ears, and heavy makeup people had imagined aliens to be a couple of centuries ago. The MinSha, who’d had to splay her foot-hands to fit into the cramped space, resembled a giant praying mantis with a warrior honor code. The Goltar was a seven-tentacled death dancer with a Filthy Rich Auntie Creditbags. 
 
    In comparison, she felt tiny. Well, she was, but it didn’t occur to Blue to feel intimidated. They were all part of the same team. When had that stopped feeling weird? 
 
    “You’re forgetting something else,” she told them. “Branco is a drug-addled cripple. He could die at any moment. I never liked him, and I sure as hell don’t like the idea of putting our lives in his trembling hands.” 
 
    “It is you who forgets,” said Mishkan-Ijk. “Your sister thinks very highly of Branco.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Blue shuddered. “No, on second thought, don’t tell me about it.” 
 
    Flkk’Sss gave the deck a powerful tap, the MinSha equivalent of ripping off her chiton and screaming at the world to stop being so damned stupid. “I think what Mishkin-Ijk is trying to say is that Major Sun believes in Branco’s abilities. I am no expert on Human mating patterns, but it seems to me that your sister was unimpressed by all previous potential suitors.” 
 
    “So what you’re telling me,” said Blue, “is that Sun was swept off her feet by her Danish fancy, and if I trust my sister’s judgment, I should stake our fates, and that of entire worlds, on the man she loves.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” said the MinSha and Goltar in unison. 
 
    “Damn! I hate it when you aliens try to talk sense into me. I prefer it when you’re on the other side of my mercenary contracts. Slaughtering aliens for extreme pay is so much simpler.” 
 
    The MinSha turned her ruby eyes to regard the Goltar. “Do not be offended. This is the captain’s mode of humor in times of stress.” 
 
    “You think, Flkk’Sss? Whatever. All right, we’ll do it. Let’s figure out how to save the galaxy. But we pick up Sun first. If Branco’s timetable is right, we’ll just about have time, and I need her with us. We all do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Under Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    Branco woke early and sensed immediately that this was going to be a bad day. A group of Tyzhounes was standing some way back from the gate to the slave pen. They didn’t appear particularly menacing to him, but everyone else was clucking like fox-worried chickens. 
 
    Branco sought out Skash and found the alien waiting by the side of his tank. 
 
    “You know anything about this?” Branco asked. 
 
    “No specifics, but this was inevitable. Endless Night has multiple teams here, and one was bound to piss off the Tyzhounes. Compartmentalization means we can’t betray each other, but we can’t help each other, either.” 
 
    “I understand.” Branco hesitated. “If the Tyzhounes are destroyed, you’re going to kill me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Skash blew through his whiskers. “Certainly not. My delicate feelings are crushed under the harsh weight of your Human hooves. I would never do such a thing.” 
 
    Branco put his hands on his hips and glared through the glass. “You’d capture me, hand me over to your Endless Night superiors, and they would kill me.” 
 
    “Naturally. But that is for the future. Today brings its own perils. I sincerely hope you survive the decimation, Human.” 
 
    “Decimation? You know what the Tyzhounes are going to do?” 
 
    “One in ten of us is about to die. Maybe I’ll see you on the other side.” 
 
    Before Branco could question the aquatic further, Zuul collaborators swarmed into his pen and ordered everyone to stand still. 
 
    The Zuul went from slave to slave, selecting specific individuals according to a list on their slates. The unlucky ones were told to walk to the front of the chamber. 
 
    Branco’s mouth was dry as a cracked riverbed as he watched one of the Zuul draw near. The alien touched the Jivool standing next to Branco, gesturing to the top-heavy bear creature that she should walk to the front. 
 
    For some reason, Branco thought that meant he was in the clear. He wasn’t. The Zuul stared at him, glanced down at his slate, then slapped Branco on the shoulder. “Move to the front, Saisho Branco.” 
 
    Branco glanced across at the water tank, but there was no sign of Skash, or anyone who might care. He hadn’t seen Skuilher-Dour or the Iceni since his arrival. He hoped they were still alive and trying to make a difference, because it looked like he was about to be taken out of the game. 
 
    Branco shuffled to the front and stood with the line of condemned. 
 
    Inside the line, he heard muttered curses aimed at the Tyzhounes. The bonds of discipline were rapidly slipping away. Why show your submission when you were about to die anyway? 
 
    Branco kept a tally as his group grew in number. 
 
    There were about 170 air-suckers currently in his dorm. When his group reached 18, the Zuul stopped sending people his way. 
 
    This was it. Time’s up. 
 
    “Thank the heavens,” whispered a feline humanoid in his group. 
 
    She was a H’rang. Branco dodged past his aching pinplants and delved into his natural memories, trying to understand why a H’rang would say such a thing. He remembered they abhorred violence. Did they have a death wish, too? 
 
    Then he saw the Zuul separating out a fresh group of slaves and understood. 
 
    The damned Tyzhounes were drawing this out. Driving the message home that they were in charge and could fuck with everyone, however and whenever they wanted. 
 
    “Big mistake, sea devils,” he whispered. “Never mess with Humans.” 
 
    His words sounded hollow. 
 
    The slaves were separated into ten equal-sized groups arranged on the edge of the slave pen. The same was going on in the water section. 
 
    One slave from each group was marched to the center, where they drew out a flattened stone from a bag. A different alien sigil was painted onto each stone. 
 
    One of the Zuul walked over to the Tyzhounes waiting outside and drew a stone from a different bag. The Zuul showed it to the sea beasts. 
 
    The Tyzhounes sauntered inside and took up position in the middle of the ten groups of terrified slaves. 
 
    And did nothing. 
 
    They seemed to be gorging on the fear flooding through the air. 
 
    Then they charged one of the groups at the back of the pen. 
 
    The slaves who were about to die stood still, their dread freezing them in place. An instant before the Tyzhounes hit, they broke into action, throwing punches at their oppressors, slicing with claws. 
 
    It made no difference. Branco watched in horror as they were butchered, sliced and slashed until they were reduced to slabs of flesh in a pool of gore. 
 
    “It wasn’t me. Thank God it wasn’t me.” As he stared, wide-eyed, at the carnage, Branco kept muttering his thanks at being spared. It was shameful. But the sense of relief was far too strong to be denied. 
 
    After a while, Branco realized the Tyzhounes had left. He made himself look away, to see what had happened in the water compartment. He couldn’t see anyone inside. The water was too dark with death.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Gelheik Sands Mine, McPherson-3 
 
    The cutting machine broke through just before the chisel heads were blunted into smooth stubs. They’d been the last set of replacements this side of the Level 4 depot. 
 
    “Made it,” muttered Ayean.  
 
    The Jivool miner had been cutting through the rock beneath the Gelheik Sands his entire life. He knew its folds and seams. Long experience meant he could tell the optimal mix of lubricating fluids just by placing his palms on the cutters and feeling the vibration. But this layer he’d cross-channeled into from the lowest level of the mine was like nothing he’d ever seen before. 
 
    The rock was layered like a gneiss, but the bands were perfectly parallel, and their gapping completely regular. It was artificial. Had to be. Manufactured metamorphic rock. And it was damned hard.  
 
    Like…armor? 
 
    The other members of the Provisional Constitutional Assembly had dismissed his concerns, some of them a little too quickly for his liking. There’d been rumors of disappearances of people and material, of strange noises and sightings in the lower tunnels. All easily dismissed, and in any case, Ayean had a job to do negotiating a new constitution. 
 
    But he hadn’t liked the way some of his fellow assembly members had dismissed his concerns a little too readily. He’d sniffed a cover up. 
 
    Well, now he had proof. All he needed was to take a few recordings of what he’d broken into and hightail it back to the surface. 
 
    He eased through the hole and found himself inside a tunnel lit by diffuse lighting. A mineral crust had formed over the light fittings, dimming the illumination and casting it in strange tones.  
 
    It looked old. Ancient. And it wasn’t a mining tunnel, because it was too wide. 
 
    There was a slight curve that was compatible with Ayean’s notion that it was a ring tunnel, but it was difficult to guess its dimensions, because it was interrupted with zigzags. The kind of thing you designed into a defensive entrenchment to make it difficult for an attacker to sweep it with fire. 
 
    He realized he’d wandered several hundred yards. He should go back. 
 
    Ayean gave a low growl in frustration. People looked up to him as a leader, now more than ever. Time to show he was worthy of that trust and do the right thing. He turned his back on the mystery and made for home. 
 
     “What’s that?” he whispered, coming to a halt and shining his flashlight on a marking on the wall that he’d missed earlier. 
 
    Whatever it was, it was too encrusted to see properly, so he slapped his depth gauge over whatever the hell it was and set the device to peer beyond the crust and correct for noise. 
 
    He swept the wall and quickly built up a picture of three intersecting circles, with the lower left one shaded in. 
 
    It meant nothing to him. 
 
    A voice carried up the tunnel from behind. 
 
    Could he reach his crosscut in time? 
 
    He didn’t think so; he was too far in. But there were alcoves dotted along the walls. He crept into the nearest one and shrank back as far as his Jivool bulk would allow. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” said the voice, its alien words echoing in his translator pendant. 
 
    That voice…he recognized it as Human. It was answered by an Oogar. 
 
    Ayean set his pendant volume as low as possible and listened in. He could barely make out what was being said, but it seemed to be the everyday logistics of food, water, and power. 
 
    He turned the translator off altogether as the couple passed by. He didn’t recognize the Oogar, but the female Human wore a Zug Fhut Mining company uniform with management tabs on the collar. 
 
    Hellfire. It was Mrs. Sheivard, one of the deputy managers.  
 
    Ayean reactivated his pendant and emerged from his alcove. 
 
    “Hey, Mrs. Sheivard!” 
 
    He was rewarded by the Human almost ejecting itself from its skin in absolute shock. 
 
    The Oogar growled but appeared more amused than angry. Just as well. It was a big bastard. 
 
    Sheivard waved air in front of her mouth with a curious hand gesture. “Is that you, Ayean?” 
 
    “Yes. What’s going on here?” 
 
    “That’s what I’d like to know,” she replied.  
 
    “What are you saying?” Ayean asked. “Aren’t you supplying the operations to this tunnel?” 
 
    “I’m supplying operations to the mine as a whole. I’m still a deputy manager, Assembly Member. It’s my job.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me you don’t know what this tunnel is? What it’s for?” 
 
    “We discovered it yesterday. We didn’t dig this. You hardly need me to tell you. As of now we don’t know what it’s for, who built it, or whether it’s dangerous. You understand, for reasons of safety, we need to keep this quiet for now.” 
 
    The Human smiled. Suddenly, she skipped sideways, pressing her back against the tunnel wall. The Oogar did the same. 
 
    The tunnel ahead lit up with muzzle flashes.  
 
    Pain whipped through Ayean’s torso. 
 
    He saw the armed soldiers. They wore the black garb and infinity emblem of Endless Night. 
 
    Blood streamed out of the holes in his chest. 
 
    He toppled forward. 
 
    Ayean couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. But he could still hear. 
 
    “What shall we do with him, Mr. Jankel?” asked Sheivard. 
 
    “Put him in the food recycling,” said the Oogar. “Workers need meat, but the Besquith need it more to stop them from eating the workers. And release the adult sand burrowers without delay. It will give us an excuse to explain the deaths and a reason for others not to follow this poor fool to the under-tunnels. We just need to stay hidden a little while longer.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 The Infinite Engine 
 
    “Midnight Sun will emerge…in two days, and the attack…To be precise, 184 hours after…your assets one hour before…and the starkiller itself are…targets. Give ’em hell, Branco.”  
 
    Jex’s transmission was still garbled. Something or someone was interfering. 
 
    Branco sent a request to the satellite to retransmit. Every moment he remained linked increased the chance he would be discovered, but this was one message he had to receive in full. 
 
    Ten resends came back. His pinplants scrubbed each clean and compared with the previous garbled version of the message, piecing together the fragments that were clean. 
 
    His pinplants burned in his head. It felt like his brain was being cut by tiny blades smeared in hot chili peppers.  
 
    Branco flicked open the canister of the Iceni weed. It was still empty. 
 
    He dipped a finger in anyway, rolling its tip around the inside his cheek. He could taste the weed’s bitterness, but it did nothing to alleviate the fire burning through his head, or the ferocious itching of his rotting limbs. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve only got a few more days to hold it together,” he told himself. “Then you can scream all you want.” 
 
    His pinplants reported success and played Jex’s voice in his head. “Midnight Sun will emerge in-system in two days, and the attack will come in just over eight days. To be precise, 184 hours after this transmission timestamp. Activate your assets one hour before that. Anti-air defenses and the starkiller itself are your primary targets. Give ’em hell, Branco.”  
 
    The Devil, but the timestamp on the message told him it had been waiting for some time. He had four days left. After that, ready or not, Midnight Sun was coming. 
 
    He sent a simple code back to the satellite to acknowledge the instruction. Then he began to act. 
 
    Over the weeks, he’d taken pieces of equipment from Skash and Hopper and fashioned them into a signal booster, secreting it behind a box of corroded metal hung on a tunnel wall that might once have been an equipment locker. Now it was again. 
 
    Skash had warned him that the recent decimation had been applied to all pens as a result of unauthorized radio transmissions and that the Tyzhounes were still listening out for the culprits. 
 
    This was a risk he had to take. 
 
    He uplinked the boosted signal to the nearest orbiting satellite and used that as a relay to reach the far side of the world. His pushed his signal down beneath the western frontier waters of the Benalmori Ocean Territory. 
 
    The link was green. 
 
    “Chief,” he said, “I need your help.” 
 
    “Branco, my…gleaming fool, I…thought you…dead,” said the Chief of the Iceni. The translation was laggy because the signal was so noisy. 
 
    “Still working on my final exit, Chief. I need your help. There’ll be a slave revolt on Romalin in four days. Ninety-seven Terran hours, to be precise. It’s timed to coincide with an attack from space. I need you and any resistance cells you can gather to meet me here at Romalin.” 
 
    He could hear the Selroth gurgles and whistles, but it had become too distorted for his translator to interpret. 
 
    Suddenly, the pop and hiss of interference disappeared. The connection was lost. But another one came loud and clear. 
 
    “Your transmission has been detected,” said a Jeha voice. “Our link is safe for a few moments, but you must leave this area quickly.” 
 
    “Hopper? So that’s what’s causing the interference. The Tyzhounes are jamming me.” 
 
    “Oh, no. That is the weapon’s doing. Signal interference is considerable, and will only increase until the weapon discharges.” 
 
    “The weapon’s going to fire? What, now?” 
 
    “In four days. You can attempt radio communications after that time, though we must devise a more secure method than your clumsy device. Why didn’t you tell me you needed a powerful comm signal?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me the weapon was going to fire? Four days, Hopper! The Devil has this. Even if we take the Engine, we might still be too late. Can you delay the firing?” 
 
    “It cannot be delayed. The ignition and discharge sequences are irreversible.” 
 
    “Then we’ll need to fall back on an old Human technique.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Jenkins has spoken much of your species. Which Human strategy will you employ? The Trojan Horse? The bait-and-switch? Don’t tell me you plan to throw some high cheese?”  
 
    “No. It’s the most tried and tested of all our stratagems. I’m going to apply brute force and ignorance.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Slave Pen 28, Inside the Infinite Engine 
 
    “You need to activate everyone at 13:00 hours in four days’ time.” 
 
    Skash picked at his little tusks. “Why should I do that, Branco?” 
 
    “Because that’s half an hour before the attack begins.” 
 
    “And this attack is from the Patriots?” 
 
    “Yes.” That was a lie. Partially. But Captain Blue had a way of making enemies. Endless Night hated her as much as the Tyzhounes. 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    “Because the Tyzhounes are about to destroy a core world belonging to one of the galaxy’s leading mercenary races.” 
 
    “You mean the Goltar?” 
 
    “I do. Endless Night won’t shed any tears at the Goltar’s loss, I know that, but if their plan is to suck the credits out of the Spine Nebula, they won’t be impressed by the reaction firing this weapon will provoke. It won’t just be the Goltar. The entire galaxy will come to sterilize Aneb-4.” 
 
    “It is true. Endless Night desires money. Not this…madness. It is severely unprofitable.” 
 
    “Precisely. Help us. Help Endless Night.”  
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Mayhem.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Romalin Island Anti-Air Defenses, Turret-7 
 
    The troublemaker…spy…saboteur…whatever the hell that slimy creature was, unlocked the blast door with a device he kept concealed in his hands. 
 
    The sound of heavy bolts releasing carried through the water to Diadorba’s sensory tentacles, but the familiar sound didn’t please her as she’d expected. 
 
    It felt mournful. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Skash as he used his bulk to push open the door. “Do you lack courage?” 
 
    “My comrades died in here,” Diadorba explained. “I did not.” 
 
    She’d been off duty when the attack came. Her mind said that bore no shame. That wasn’t how it felt, though. 
 
    Diadorba pulsed her bell, propelling herself through and into the gun compartment. Her stinging tentacles brushed against Skash as she passed him. 
 
    The desire to pierce the skin with her venomous stingers was a powerful temptation. She didn’t trust this creature’s motives. Yet the ghosts of dead friends tugged her in the direction of revenge. 
 
    The gunner, assistant gunner, and gun commander positions were arranged around the powerful weapon. To be in here alone, rather than as part of the team she’d lived and trained with, was the eeriest thing of all. 
 
    “Can you do it?” Skash asked from the doorway. 
 
    “Be quiet and keep watch.” 
 
    She slid into the gunner’s post and swiped manipulative tentacles over the control unit. It was still active. 
 
    Gods below! With the gun compartment sealed inside the mountain, it should be powered down, but the gun was still hot. To break such rudimentary protocols made her quiver with revulsion. 
 
    It bordered on blasphemy. But it was also proof of the depths of Tyzhoune ignorance. Barbarians! 
 
    She accessed the gun’s calibration mode. This was a complex procedure carried out every few years that took hours and the involvement of many skilled personnel. 
 
    She bypassed all that and fed false calibration data directly into the targeting system. 
 
    Unless someone competent calibrated the weapon properly, its aim would now be slightly off. 
 
    She set the control unit back to active fire mode, despite the sickening protocol violations. “Seal the door,” she told Skash as she passed him on her way out of Turret-7. “I have twelve more guns to sabotage.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Midnight Sun, Aneb Emergence Point 
 
    Tension fizzed and bounced around every inch of Midnight Sun’s CIC, but nowhere did it crackle more intensely than inside the captain’s acceleration cocoon. 
 
    The ship had emerged into the Aneb System expecting to run a highguard blockade. Even with the Maki fleet weakened by the destruction of the Long Reach, Blue had expected to give a desperate demonstration of skill and luck to make it far enough into the system to release the dropships. There they would split, Mishkan-Ijk, Sun, and two full companies of Goltar marines running dark for Aneb-4, while Blue led any pursuers away to the stargate. 
 
    On arrival, Sun had found the Maki ships waiting two light seconds off the emergence point. Not so much highguard as maybe-guard. 
 
    They were close enough to Midnight Sun to force Blue to keep the ship at battle stations, but not close enough to give her something she could hit. 
 
    The tension fizzed and popped but would not release. 
 
    Thirty-one minutes into the system, Blue was pinged by Ensign Giovegni from his comm station. “Captain, gate control has sent a communication.” 
 
    “Our Suffolk boy is awake. That’s something, at least. Send it through.” 
 
    Fifteen point four light minutes away from the emergence point, the Midnighter team at the stargate had indeed been alert, but it wasn’t Jex whose face Blue saw. 
 
    It was Berenice Chappelle, Turnaround, wearing a lopsided grin and a cap emblazoned with the Cartography Guild emblem. 
 
    “Welcome to Starkiller Central, Captain. Right on schedule. Sergeant Jex sends his compliments, but regrets he’s been called away to visit Colchester Zoo.” She smiled. “Don’t worry, he hasn’t succumbed to the space trots, as he’d put it. He means he’s been summoned to the office of the gate mistress to have explained to him, yet again, that even as a temporary representative of the Cartography Guild, he must be seen to be scrupulously neutral.” 
 
    “The zoo?” mused Blue, but with a half hour comm lag, it was a question for another time. 
 
    Turnaround rolled her green eyes. “Apparently Colchester Zoo’s famous for its elephants. Apologies for taking a while to get to the point. The sergeant’s been teaching us unhurried Suffolk greetings for use in tense non-combat situations, and that’s exactly what you’re in, Captain. 
 
    “You already know the Tyzhounes and their Selroth allies hijacked the Maki cruiser you wiped out last time you were here. The Tyzhounes and Endless Night have been continuing their armed bickering ever since you left. They haven’t moved to all-out war, but the sergeant thinks that’s only because Endless Night has been waiting for you to show up. 
 
    “If he’s right, that’s why the Maki are reluctant to get in your way. The Night wants you to kick bony Tyzhoune ass and stop them from waving powerful weapons around that draw the Union’s attention to the Spine Nebula. Then, while we’re licking our wounds, they plan to swoop in and take the spoils of victory for themselves.” 
 
    “Set Condition Three,” Blue ordered her XO. 
 
    A few moments later, the buffer gel drained out of her cocoon as it reconfigured itself into a chair. All around her were signs of the ship moving to a less intense state of readiness. 
 
    “Change of plan,” she announced. “We’re still delivering the dropships on the planned schedule, but now we’re following them in.” 
 
    “And the Maki fleet?” asked Flkk’Sss. 
 
    “We’ll play with them later. For now, we’ve got a super weapon to disarm. One thing at a time, XO. Some of us are only Human.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Port Hektatus, Orbiting Tau-Rietzke 
 
    Gloriana jumped from her desk perch and paced her cabin. 
 
    The effrontery of the Human! Captain Blue would try the patience of a goddess.  
 
    She paused in front of the false bulkhead view showing her fleet assembling at the Port Hektatus orbital. 
 
    On the outer docking hoop was Blunt Justice, commandeered to be her flagship for the coming operations in the Spine Nebula. The supercarrier had been launched in the last days of the First Republic and served as a totem of Goltar power in the early centuries of the Galactic Union. Since then it had been hidden in deep space, but constantly modernized, shaken down, and refitted. Gloriana’s people were masters of maintaining hidden assets, and Blunt Justice was not the only example. 
 
    There were the Keesius antimatter ships, too. Despite the undoubted power of the carrier, the Keesius were the deadlier weapons. And to unlock their power, Gloriana needed the Human woman. 
 
    Curse her. 
 
    She resumed her perch and felt her tentacles soften as she relaxed into the irony. 
 
    For all of Blue’s brazenness in demanding more money, the stupid Human was walking into Gloriana’s web of revenge, and unwittingly leading her sister in with her. 
 
    Even these revised sums were a trifling figure. Gloriana was disappointed Blue hadn’t asked for more, but the other demand she was making? Gloriana’s heart felt she was conceding too much, but the value of the asset would be limited once Lytoshaan had been destroyed. And it would be a means to take her revenge on Major Sun. 
 
    Revenge is more important than everything. 
 
    Sun hadn’t ordered the Depik assassination of Xal-Ssap, but Captain Jenkins had, and he’d cared for the Human woman and for the Spine Patriots she now led. 
 
    The memory of Xal-Ssap’s corpse boobytrapped beneath an airless world was all the motivation she needed to make her offer. 
 
    “Captain Blue, I accept your terms, and shall improve upon them. The time draws near. Indeed, I may call you away from your little war before its conclusion. To confirm. You will undergo high-gee adaptation. The techs aboard your ship have the equipment and simulated experience to carry out the procedure immediately. You and your sister will receive 100 million credits each upon the successful destruction of Lytoshaan. Should you die while on the mission in the Lytoshaan System, I shall pay a death benefit to your sister of one billion credits. Upon mission success, I shall reassign ownership of the Midnight Sun Free Company to you, or to your sister if you are deceased.” 
 
    She sucked through her blowhole, wondering if she was sugarcoating her offering a little too much. Venix would have been suspicious, but he’d died during the jungle campaign on Rakbutu-Tereus, and without her Zuparti advisor, Blue was too wedded to her own sense of exceptionalism to sense a trap.  
 
    “Furthermore, I offer an additional incentive. Your sister searched in vain for a cure to Saisho Branco’s fatal disease. She heard stories of a race known by Humans as the Wrogul. The stories she heard are true. I have yet to hear of a medical condition a Wrogul could not cure. Fortunately for you, I have access to the services of a Wrogul medical expert called Molina and will pay for this individual to cure Branco. All this is dependent upon your immediate physical high-gee adaptation. However, given the urgency of Branco’s condition, I shall organize the transfer of Molina to Station 5 without delay on the assumption that you will agree to these terms. Gloriana out.” 
 
    She reached for her flask of spiced starfire and drank deeply in Xal-Ssap’s memory. 
 
    “To revenge, my love.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Slave Pen 28, Inside the Infinite Engine 
 
    Skash was as good as his word. 
 
    In fact, he was better. Endless Night moved early. 
 
    The downside was the Tyzhounes being spooked enough that they increased their guard on the slaves. Branco still planned to make his move when the pen was unlocked to begin the work shift. Even with the additional guards, Branco would still rush them with the team of air-breather slaves he’d recruited. 
 
    Skash’s friends saved them the bother while he slept. 
 
    An opSha friend who worked in the F11 synthesis section had shaken Branco awake and pointed at the dead Tyzhoune guards outside. 
 
    Skash was out already, a rebreather tank over his back. 
 
    So was Pochurnanchoff, one of the Iceni Branco had arrived with. 
 
    The Selroth walked over. “It’s good to see you alive, Branco.” 
 
    “You, too. Come. Follow me to the barrel.” 
 
    The Selroth glanced awkwardly at his friends. “We follow Skash now.” 
 
    “But he’s Endless Night.” 
 
    “Branco, the entire nebula’s Endless Night. The sooner you accept that, the better. Here”— Pochurnanchoff handed him a plump pouch of fresh ribbwah weed—“Stay alive, Gleaming Fool. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Branco wasted a few moments watching the aquatics ready themselves to follow Skash out while the weed juices effervesced down his throat. 
 
    “To the Devil with this,” he growled. “I need to stay sharp.” 
 
    He spat out the weed and regarded his team. 
 
    There were elSha, Blevin, opSha, a Sidar with a broken wing, and more races besides. They were less a cross-species crack commando team, and more an arthritic collection of middle-aged desk jockeys who’d enjoyed a lengthy association with cakes and ale. 
 
    Nonetheless, Branco could sense their resolute spirit. They helped themselves to the Tyzhoune rifles Skash had left with the dead guards. Those who knew how to use them were already coaching those who didn’t. 
 
    Better still, Branco realized Endless Night had brought more weapons with them and left them with the dead guards for Branco’s team to use. 
 
    Taking gifts from the Night. He shook his head but said nothing.  
 
    Skash’s team headed out on their mission.  
 
    Branco’s on his. 
 
    It took a hundred yards before he reached again into his weed pouch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Starkiller Barrels, Aneb-4 
 
    “We’ve come to help clean the barrel before the firing.” 
 
    Branco didn’t think the menacing scrum of Vaga believed him. The way they lowered their heads and presented antlers like enraged bulls was a touch off-putting. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Don’t you want me to help because I’m Human?” 
 
    “Human? You’re Human?” 
 
    “This is the one who humiliated us. Now you come here and lie to us. Your death will be a pleasure.” 
 
    The angry line of Vaga took a step forward. 
 
    Branco took two steps back. Among the rebels behind him, he heard a laser charge pack mix its chemicals in readiness to fire. 
 
    He gestured at his people to lower weapons. 
 
    One of the Vaga stomped another pace forward. 
 
    “Whoa there, dung boy. I have my orders from the Tyzhounes. The barrels need cleaning.” 
 
    “Liar! The barrel has already been cleaned out. By us. We will not permit you to denigrate our labor.” 
 
    “Not my choice. Take it up with the Tyzhounes.” 
 
    The Vaga grabbed Branco in its antlers and held him over his head. 
 
    “Do you really want to be responsible for the deaths of trillions?” Branco yelled. The Vaga ignored him and smashed his body against the side of the tunnel. 
 
    “These barrels are part of a weapon, one that’s going to fire any moment. Oww! Stop that! It destroys entire star systems. Trillions will die when it fires. Don’t you care?” 
 
    The Vaga set him down. “Entropy curse you, Human, and all such benighted species. Why don’t you ever explain anything to the Vaga? If this weapon fires, the entire galaxy will come here and smush this planet.” 
 
    Branco rubbed his bruised shoulder. He’d tried for the genocide guilt trip, but the Vaga had gone for a stronger angle. “That’s about it. Yeah. You see the universe very clearly.” 
 
    “Our view of the galaxy is uncluttered.” 
 
    “You know, you remind me of a Human friend of mine. I promise next time I’ll treat you with more respect, but right now we need to go destroy these tunnels. At least damage them.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “We expected Tyzhoune resistance, and we’re ready for them. We’re armed, and you’re bullet proof. Together we can prevail.” 
 
    The two lead Vaga regarded each other. Branco wasn’t sure what that glance meant, but ‘stupid Human’ had to be odds-on favorite. 
 
    “Okay, I apologize.” Branco bowed his head. “Please tell me what’s stopping us from damaging those tunnels.” 
 
    “Intense heat. High energy particles. Exotic radiation. That’s what we heard the Jeha say into his slate. The weapon is already in the process of firing. No one can enter and hope to survive.” 
 
    “Let me investigate,” said an elSha who’d climbed onto the Vaga’s head. “I’m a fusion power specialist. I’m used to high energy environments.” 
 
    The lizard creature scurried away between stout Vaga legs.  
 
    She returned a few minutes later, slightly singed. 
 
    “The tunnel ahead is blocked by blast shutters. Serious ones. I’m no expert in that field, but I think you’d need ship-borne weapons to penetrate them.” She indicated the rifles Branco’s fidgety crew were toting. “These won’t get us in. I can think of explosives I can concoct out of stuff I’ve seen around, but I doubt they’ll blast through either, and they’ll take time to prepare. Best bet is to improvise a rock cutter and dig a tunnel to bypass the shutters.” 
 
    “Hey, we know tunneling,” said one of the Vaga. “We can help.” 
 
    “You’re magnificent,” Branco said, “but we’re out of time. The attack’s coming in now. Can you get us inside the barrel tunnels within an hour?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then we need to think of something else. But…just one thing’s bothering me. Why are you here at all?” 
 
    “When we finished our task, our supervisors didn’t tell us where to go next. They just left. We’re not sure where we should be.” 
 
    “Unbelievable! Well, you Vaga are with the Spine Patriots now, and we don’t forget our people. Which is why we’re going to the heart of the matter, the inner chamber. Come on, there’s no time to lose.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Turret-7, Romalin Island Anti-Air Defense System 
 
    The Tyzhoune had grabbed a fistful of manipulative tentacles dangling from Diadorba’s bell mantle and cinched them in chains. The metal bit mercilessly at her flesh, but she welcomed the pain. It fueled the rage boiling from every one of her hearts. 
 
    The chains were a pointless exercise in cruelty, so typical of the Tyzhounes. Unarmed, she couldn’t hurt them if she tried—they’d been quite clear on that. And with the guards attending the blast door out of Turret-7, there could be no escape. 
 
    But what the Tyzhoune barbarians didn’t realize was there was no place in the universe she’d rather be than Turret-7. Here and now. 
 
    Power throbbed in the walls, pulsing through the water inside. Then the turret bubble emerged from the mountainside, its 200-megawatt particle cannon deploying, aimed at the invaders from space. 
 
    Diadorba shook her free tentacles with laughter because she just realized she didn’t even know who these invaders were, much less care. 
 
    Revenge did that, she realized. It narrowed your world. Sharpened it to a tip and readied for the thrust. 
 
    Nonetheless, she grew curious about who they were facing. 
 
    “Release me,” she told the Tyzhoune gun commander, whose bony tail was wrapped around the seat where Gun Master Kryanzi should rightfully sit. 
 
    “Be quiet, Lennek,” the Tyzhoune snapped. “You are here to advise while we familiarize ourselves with the weapon. Do not get above your station. You Lenneks are an inferior species.” 
 
    “Me being inferior and all means I can’t advise if I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune made ugly grinding noises in her throat, but she replicated the Tri-V displays from each gunnery position so they were arranged in the water around Diadorba. 
 
    The display that switched her hearts from pumping bile to pushing raw excitement though her body wasn’t from the gun’s system at all. It was fed by the defense coordination command, or whatever the Tyzhoune butchers had put in its place. It showed streaks of fire burning through the gossamer blue haze at the junction of atmosphere with the black beyond. She counted twenty of these tracks, incoming vessels using atmospheric braking to bleed off velocity before making their descent. 
 
    The gunners were worried. One injected something into its neck. Had her sabotage been discovered? 
 
    Then she remembered. The Tyzhounes came from the cold waters beneath a world permanently encased in ice. There were no skies on Tyzhoune. The very concept of an atmosphere was so unnerving that most were terrified by clouds scudding through the blue. 
 
    “The gun is ready to fire.” 
 
    “The system is feeding target locks.” 
 
    “Wait for me to determine your targets,” instructed the leader. 
 
    “We obey,” answered the rest of the team. 
 
    “The shields,” said one. “Are the shields operating? I don’t think they are.” 
 
    The leader roared, and then snapped its attention onto Diadorba. “Now you advise.” 
 
    “It’s there, in front of your ugly face.” Diadorba indicated with a tentacle the display replicated from the gun commander’s post. “Top right. The icon that looks like—oh, I don’t know—shields. Tap it!” 
 
    The commander took a moment to marshal her anger but followed Diadorba’s instructions. 
 
    The air outside the gun bubble shimmered as the two overlapping micro-shields sprang into existence. 
 
    In the long-range view, the invaders had closed enough to reveal themselves. Dropships. The engines mounted on the upper hull resembled a pair of malevolent humanoid eyes. The noses were still sheathed in fire from the atmo-braking but were cooling enough to reveal red beaks. 
 
    These were familiar to her, though only in recent weeks had she learned the name of the race who’d built them. Goltar.  
 
    The masters had come to reclaim what they’d built here. 
 
    Diadorba laughed once more. To Kryanzi and the rest of the gun team, that the Goltar had returned would have been cause for celebration. That one final stab of revenge was all Diadorba cared about. 
 
    A missile struck the bubble! 
 
    Diadorba was so shocked, she vented gas and screeched in fear. The shields dissipated the energy, though, sending curved sheets of plasma to slide harmlessly off the turret. 
 
    Everyone had been so intent on watching the displays that no one had seen the missile coming. 
 
    Diadorba quickly recovered, soaking up the shock emanating from the gun team. Inbound munitions should have been tracked and taken out by anti-missile defenses. 
 
    They must be offline, though the Tyzhounes in her gun turret appeared unaware anti-missile defenses even existed. She toyed with the idea of educating them, but decided their ignorance was more amusing. 
 
    “I have painted our target,” the commander informed its team. “Destroy it.” 
 
    “Firing cannon,” the lead gunner responded.  
 
    Fearsome energies unleashed through the gun, streaming out through a temporary aperture in the shields. It warmed Diadorba’s flesh and made her bell mantle vibrate. 
 
    The air burned in a column that stretched out from the gun bubble all the way into space. The Goltar dropship dived beneath the deadly energy beam and dodged away in a series of hard turns. 
 
    The cannon shut down, leaving a stunned silence filling the water of Turret-7. 
 
    Yet the Tyzhounes didn’t seem to realize how totally screwed they were. 
 
    “Do you realize—” Diadorba began, but the gun commander wasn’t paying attention to lesser species. 
 
    “Fire again!” it ordered. 
 
    “Recharging. Firing again in six seconds.” 
 
    “Target lock good.” 
 
    The particle cannon lanced out once more. 
 
    Again it missed. The Goltar dropship responded with a laser strike. 
 
    The turret shields absorbed the energy. For now. 
 
    “What has happened?” the gun commander asked Diadorba. “What are we doing wrong?” 
 
    Explosions ripped through the water. Missiles! 
 
    Some were exploding into the mountainside below the gun turret, trying to undermine it. That wouldn’t work. The design was wise to that tactic, though Diadorba could feel the explosions travel through the water.  
 
    Three missiles struck the shields head on. One of them penetrated the outer shield and drained most of the inner shield. 
 
    “I shall explain what you did wrong,” said Diadorba. The hot gases outside the turret shifted as the outer shield reestablished itself. “You betrayed the trust placed in you. You murdered Gun Master Kryanzi and all the other duty members of my team. They were your comrades, too. And now I am proud to be the instrument of their revenge.” 
 
    The commander pushed off from Kryanzi’s seat and advanced on Diadorba, tail high and ready to strike. “What have you done, Lennek scum?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you. All I had left to live for was revenge, and now I have it. Look outside.” 
 
    But the Tyzhoune didn’t care what was outside. It sliced a sickening gash through Diadorba’s bell. 
 
    As she floated there, feeling her life force ebbing into the turret’s water, Diadorba watched four red-beaked dropships jinking in a holding pattern just outside Turret-7 as they concentrated their fire on its shields. Within moments, the shields had drained away, the generators now burned-out heaps of junk. 
 
    The dropships approached the turret and hovered in position. The eye-like main engines seemed to mock them over their red beaks. 
 
    Beaks that were opening. 
 
    Diadorba felt immeasurable satisfaction to see the Tyzhounes abandon the posts they’d stolen and turn to face their doom. She hoped Kryanzi and the other ghosts in the water were watching. That this would be enough justice to release them to the afterlife. 
 
    “Vape ’em!” she screamed with her last breath. 
 
    The invaders complied.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 First Company, Assaulting Romalin Island 
 
    D-Clock 1/1 rattled and hummed from its twin underbelly MACs accelerating 16.9mm magnetic sabots to hypersonic speeds a hundred times per second. Sabot petals peeled away to join the clouds billowing in the air, releasing 14mm iridium spikes that hammered the armored bubble projecting from the mountain rock. 
 
    Magnetic scoops extending from the flanks of the four-dropship flight retrieved over 80% of the sabot petals, sucking them into waiting hoppers that were expanding into the space relinquished by the rapidly depleting ammo magazines. 
 
    Waste not. Want not. That was the Goltar way. 
 
    If the anti-air particle cannon inside the bubble had performed properly, it would have sliced through many, maybe all, of Mishkan-Ijk’s dropships. 
 
    The Humans would be amused if they learned the descent from Midnight Sun had troubled him so much he’d lost bladder control on the way down. It wasn’t so much the fear of death—though that had made his guts churn—so much as the worry he’d made the wrong call in trusting Branco to win his dropships a fighting chance. 
 
    But someone—presumably Branco—had opened the window for the D-Clocks to smash through. And that was what they now did. 
 
    A crack tore through the outside of the bubble, its spread scarcely slower than the MAC rounds. Then the bubble shattered into a fine mist of transparent armor that released a flood of water out of the mountain. Dark lumps were swept up in the torrent. They might once have been parts of Tyzhounes, but now they were dark chum. 
 
    What I would give for a few CASPers to jump with us into that breach. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk was momentarily stunned by his own thoughts. Since when had he become so entwined with the Humans? 
 
    Major Sun, Albali, and the handful of Humans were with Second Company, but there was one armored alien joining First Company’s assault who might turn out to be the most important member of the team, though one lacking in firepower. 
 
    It was time to find out. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk was on the cusp of ordering the dropships to cease firing when the barrels shut down anyway, their heavy use warping them beyond further service. 
 
    He accessed the First Company channel. “Drop-masters, ready for forward release.” 
 
    The beaks began to open. 
 
    While he waited for the water deluge to ease off, he painted drop zones for each sub-company, painfully aware that every second they waited left them vulnerable. If he’d wanted safety, he’d have fled to the other side of the galaxy. 
 
    He gave the command. “Jump!” 
 
    His troopers had fought hard for the right to take the lead in each ship. Those who’d earned that position of honor activated their boost packs and jumped out the open beaks into the ruins of the mountainside gun turret, dancing forward through the swirling water to clear space for the trooper who followed.  
 
    By the time Mishkan-Ijk splashed down, he joined 120 Goltar troopers and one auxiliary technician. 
 
    He heard the dropships peel away and make for the safety of Midnight Sun’s hangars. 
 
    On his way through the debris to the buckled door that led down into the mountain, he noticed strips of transparent flesh chained to the floor. They looked like small tentacles. Whatever the creature that had once been attached, it was dead now. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk hoped it had died well. 
 
    “Onward!” he shouted and was met by a roar of ancient Goltar battle cries. Curiously, there were scattered cries of ‘Punch it!’ too. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one who’d been touched by this new race.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Inside the Infinite Engine 
 
    “Multiple contacts,” warned I3, “coming from the north.” 
 
    “And from the east,” said I2. 
 
    Entropy! I1 weighed possible options for evasion and decided against all of them. The risk to their operation from such a loosely coordinated insurrection was inevitable. 
 
    “It’s too late,” said I2. “We’ll have to merge with these groups.” 
 
    I1 concurred. He’d had his doubts about I2’s loyalty, but his skill as an assassin was beyond question, and there was more to assassination than pulling a trigger. 
 
    They moved a short distance to the north. Just before the column of Endless Night rebels reached them, they retraced their route back south, apparently stumbling into the other rebel group coming from the east. 
 
    Challenges were issued. Confusion reigned supreme. Fortunately, no shots were fired, and as the Endless Night rebels collided with the others, no one noticed the Gtandan and two Selroth who hadn’t been part of either group. 
 
    Branco was with the other column. There were more Vaga with him than expected, but I1 decided that wouldn’t change the plan.  
 
    He tentatively classified Branco’s group as Spine Patriots. The label was just a convenience. I1 wasn’t foolish enough to believe Branco’s presence meant very much in determining his group’s allegiance. Loyalty was fluid and complex in the current situation. 
 
    The insertion team slipped away, doubling back east to take a less used route to the target zone. Without needing to say anything, they all broke into a run. They couldn’t be late. Despite weeks of meticulous and dangerous preparation, mission success depended on the precise timing of events over the next hour.  
 
    And Branco—damn the Human!—was moving ahead of schedule.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine 
 
    “I was delayed by violence in the tunnels,” Branco explained to the Tyzhounes guarding the inner chamber. 
 
    He’d expected a firmer challenge, but they ignored his words and allowed him to walk inside. They’d gone to the effort of welding warship hull armor to the outside of the chamber, but couldn’t be bothered to make the normal check on his ID tattoo. Some alien races were tough to figure out. 
 
    As long as he was inside, that was what mattered. He needed to engineer a few seconds of distraction, and then his party of Patriots waiting just out of sight would rush the defenders. 
 
    “You are not authorized here.” 
 
    Branco whipped around at the Tyzhoune’s words. What he saw made his heart race. Several Vaga had followed behind him, probably driven by curiosity to come inside. 
 
    The Tyzhounes didn’t care about the inquisitiveness of slave races. All four guards had activated their rifles. 
 
    “No!” Branco made a stumbling rush at the Tyzhounes. Maybe if he could distract them, his people could still overwhelm them by weight of numbers. 
 
    Without moving his rifle, or his head, which was pointed at the Vaga, the nearest Tyzhoune lashed out with its tail, curling it around Branco’s neck and dragging him to the metal walkway that ran through the center of the inner chamber. 
 
    Branco couldn’t breathe. He pulled at the coiled tail, but it was hopeless. It was far too strong. 
 
    “Let him be,” Hopper shouted. 
 
    “Is he important?” one of the Tyzhounes asked. 
 
    “Vital.” 
 
    The tightness released from Branco’s neck. Just a little. 
 
    The Tyzhoune said something, but Branco couldn’t hear properly over his frantic gasps. It was probably asking him to explain himself. 
 
    Branco pointed to his allies waiting outside. “These people escorted me here. There’s fighting all through the island. Their only concern was my safety. They’re loyal. Let them be.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune sniffed at him. He noticed a peculiar shimmer in the air in front of the place where its eyes should be. 
 
    It marched up to the Vaga and shouted at them to go away. 
 
    Once they were satisfied the beetle people were obediently shuffling off, the Tyzhounes secured the door, sealing them in behind the armored reinforcement. 
 
    Branco felt his hopes drain through the holes in the lattice walkway. He’d watched them uprate the defenses. There was no way his people could get through the armor plating. 
 
    He had only one ally left. 
 
    He crawled over to Hopper. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome. Am I rescued now?” 
 
    “Not yet, Hopper. Soon, I hope.” 
 
    “I hope so, too,” she said and handed him a slate filled with alien sigils. 
 
    “Am I supposed to…” Branco shut up when the slate switched to English text. 
 
    >Target selection required…Target indicated: Psilydia /Tau-Rietzke. STEP COMPLETE. 
 
    >Weapon activating…Success. STEP COMPLETE. 
 
    >Readying energy channels…IN PROGRESS… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Outside the Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine 
 
    “Cease fire!” yelled Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    At last, the hideous popping noise stopped slicing through the core of Jenkins’ antennae. It was replaced by the soothing hiss of hot coolant pumping through the magnetic hoops that circled the gun barrels.  
 
    The gun teams declared their weapons safe, but the Goltar commander didn’t bother to inspect their impact on the target. Any fool could see it would be negligible. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk had three of the portable MACs. He’d explained that they were to reduce points of resistance—which sounded sensible to Jenkins—but the Goltar hadn’t expected to face defenses of starship hull armor. 
 
    “We’re facing bonded sheets of 52mm thick rhenium-iridium plating,” Jenkins pointed out. He desperately wanted to point out the obvious with a flick of his antennae, but they were curled uncomfortably along his back, stuck underneath his battle armor. He was quite certain his was the most effective design of Jeha armor in history, but he really needed to improve the comfort levels. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” said Mishkan-Ijk. “CASPers? They are en route.” 
 
    “That would be good. But the Humans also prefer to hit things first and ask pertinent questions later. Forget impact forces from bullets and shells. The yield point of that armor is lower than you would imagine, which means we should be exploring deformation. Possibly an investigation into chemically weakening the inter-plate bonding would be worthwhile.” 
 
    The Goltar commander appeared agitated for some reason. “Do you have a solution for me to try or not?” 
 
    “Well…no.” Jenkins felt immense satisfaction as he twisted through 180 degrees without his multi-segmented armor making a sound. He pointed at the group of civilians they’d encountered loitering outside. “But I chatted with a couple of opSha biochemists. Outstanding ladies, if a little unrefined in their manners. Ask them about chemical weakening. As for bending metal plates, I believe the Vaga are the experts here.” 
 
    For several seconds, the commander appeared to have trouble understanding Jenkins’ words. Then he muttered something about the Goltar no longer going it alone and ran over to seek assistance from the civilians. 
 
    Jenkins was praying constantly to every known and suspected force in the universe that Hopper was alive, well, and waiting for him on the far side of this barrier. That they’d be reunited was the important thing, of course, but a fellow wanted to look his best in his pivotal moments, so he activated his suit’s self-cleansing function once again. When he walked through that door, his armor would positively gleam.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine 
 
    The Tyzhoune guards were unperturbed by the deafening pounding from the outside. It sounded like MACs to Branco’s ears. 
 
    “Ignore the noise,” said one walking among the terrified technicians. “They cannot get in. Return to your endeavors.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Branco said to Hopper, “what’s the team here supposed to be doing?”  
 
    “We’re monitoring the central unit as the weapon cycles through priming to firing and recharging. We’re also monitoring the barrel, power channels, and many other subsystems.” 
 
    “Great. Where’s the off switch?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “Hopper, this thing is going to cause untold destruction. It’ll provoke a brief but deadly war that’ll end with everyone here extremely dead. We need to shut it off, and we need to do it without the Tyzhounes noticing.” 
 
    “Yes, the off switch, as you call it. I’ve sometimes speculated as to its existence.” 
 
    “Just tell me which button to press, which control system needs cutting, what I need to blow up. Where, Hopper? Where?” 
 
    “If such a thing exists, it certainly won’t be on this world.” 
 
    Branco’s mouth was momentarily stuck in an ‘o’ shape. “I don’t believe it. There has to be something.” 
 
    “Why? If you pull the trigger of your rifle, do you expect there to be an abort control to intercept the round before it leaves the barrel?” 
 
    Water gushed from the ceiling. 
 
    It was so unexpected that Branco looked from the water to Hopper and back in total confusion.  
 
    Then he realized the Tyzhounes were even more confused than he was, and he began to hope. 
 
    The guards were stuttering to each other in rapid-fire clicks. Their weapons were aimed up at the water. 
 
    Branco crept close to the nearest Tyzhoune. 
 
    Water flooded out from another section of the roof, fifty feet away from the first leak. Before the Tyzhounes could fully register this, two Selroth abseiled down and shot all four of the guards dead.  
 
    They made it look easy. Real pros. “Looks like you were right after all,” Branco told Hopper. “We’re being rescued.” 
 
    The two Selroth dropped to the walkway and hurried over to Hopper and Branco. Branco waved to a third individual up in the water-filled space above. It was a Gtandan in a rebreather. No one Branco recognized, but the Gtandan waved back. 
 
    The rescuers seemed to recognize him, because the two Selroth were making directly for him. 
 
    One of them had weeds tied to his chin tentacles. 
 
    “Ganmorttanhew the Weed Warrior, is that you?” 
 
    “Hello, Gleaming Fool,” Ganmorttanhew replied. A moment later he tackled Branco to the deck and pinned him down. 
 
    The other Selroth frisked him. Not finding anything of interest, he removed Branco’s artificial legs and threw them off the walkway. Branco heard their clattering impact far below. 
 
    “Why?” he asked the great warrior of the Iceni while the other Selroth freed Hopper. 
 
    “I decided to side with the Endless Night,” Ganmorttanhew explained, “but I hope you survive, Branco.” 
 
    The Gtandan winched the Selroth up into the roof with their Jeha prize. Then they were gone. 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked T’k’Ch’t, the Jeha deputy. 
 
    “Get the door,” Branco told him. 
 
    The Jeha hurried away, but halfway there, he stopped. “Then what do I do?” 
 
    “You open the damned thing.” 
 
    T’k’Ch’t opened the door. Goltar marines rushed in. Behind them was a mix of Vaga, Selroth, and dozens of other species, though few Humans. He recognized some as his slave rebels, and some looked like Spine Patriot soldiers. There was even a…Branco had to blink to be sure he wasn’t hallucinating, but it was a Jeha in combat armor. 
 
    “Jenkins?” he shouted across the walkway. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Well met, Branco,” Jenkins replied after sprinting across faster than any Jeha Branco had ever seen. “Is…is…is she…” The Jeha reared up and down, but he couldn’t finish his sentence. 
 
    “Hopper’s alive, but she’s gone,” Branco said. “Endless Night snatched her just moments ago. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jenkins collapsed. 
 
    A Goltar wearing captain’s insignia on his armor stood upright on his seven tentacles, regarding the exchange. “Branco, report,” he said. 
 
    Branco gave Mishkan-Ijk the wait gesture. This needed techs, not fighters. 
 
    He crawled over to the Jeha and tapped on his metal case. “Hopper talked of you extensively.”  
 
    Jenkins perked up a little. 
 
    “But she’s not here, and we need to switch off this weapon. It’s what she’d want you to do. It’s activated a firing sequence against Tau-Rietzke.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s very bad. Where’s the fire control system?” 
 
    Branco pointed to the Jeha deputy. “Ask him.”  
 
    He’s a cowardly, narcissistic idiot. That was how Branco thought of T’k’Ch’t, but speaking truth wouldn’t save Tau-Rietzke from destruction. “He’s a brilliant engineer,” he said instead. “His intellect is only slightly less elevated than yours and Hopper’s. Drink of his genius.” 
 
    He had to look away so the aliens wouldn’t see the disgust on his face. Using flattery to get his way used to come so easily. What was wrong with him? 
 
    And where was Sun? 
 
    Movement caught his eye. It was the slate Hopper had dropped. The sequence had progressed. 
 
    >Readying energy channels…14 channels linked. STEP COMPLETE. 
 
    >Weapon pulse forming…IN PROGRESS… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ninety-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Outside the Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine 
 
    Brrp…Brrpp…Brrppp… 
 
    “Skuilher-Dour, do you copy?” 
 
    Sun put short bursts from her 20-millimeter autocannon through the center mass of Tyzhoune after Tyzhoune, but the horde kept coming. 
 
    Brrp…Brrpp…Brrppp… 
 
    The ammo indicator turned red in her canopy HUD. 
 
    > Drum two expended. Drum three connecting… 
 
    The ground at her feet exploded. Tyzhoune aqua bikes were here with their powerful dart launchers. Inaccurate, but highly dangerous. 
 
    > Ammo connection failure. Retrying drum three connection… 
 
    Damn! Her CASPer had taken a battering on the way down here, so it wasn’t a surprise. She fired her last shoulder-mounted missile up the tunnel while she noted the HUD warnings of a right ankle servo destroyed and major degradation of the left knee linkages. 
 
    “Skuilher-Dour. If you can hear this, we’re surrounded and outnumbered. Withdrawing to the inner chamber now. We have the enemy’s full attention. Strike now at their rear. Good luck.” 
 
    An explosion flipped Sun onto her back and pounded the sense from her head. 
 
    When she came to a few seconds later, her left arm was locked in position, and its weapons destroyed. Her CASPer’s left knee was shattered. Mills and Keiji, the two CASPer pilots guarding the same tunnel, were registering as red. 
 
    The damage to Sun’s sensors were so extensive that the Tri-V image of her surroundings was fuzzy and pixelated. But it was clear her two new recruits had suffered near identical damage. The rounded fronts to their canopies were smashed in, the insides a red pulp. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t get to know you,” Sun whispered. She tried to get to her feet but ended up slipping back down. 
 
    “Major, the Patriots are safely through,” Top reported. “Fall back.” 
 
    Sun took a last look at Mills and Keiji and tapped her jets. 
 
    Thankfully, that was one system that still worked. She wasn’t a jump jet ace like Jex, so she flipped the HUD display orientation to create the illusion that she was flying forward. In reality, she was headed backward with her ass inches off the floor. 
 
    Wonder of wonders, a little section of red in her HUD turned green. 
 
    Ammo drum three connection…Success. 
 
    Sun was leading a scratch unit in this operation. She’d named them Patriot Company. It was a mongrel outfit of a few new recruits, Midnighter NCOs retrieved after stiffening resistance to Endless Night across the nebula, and Spine Patriots of all races and levels of proficiency, but united in their willingness to fight for a better Spine Nebula. 
 
    After an initial lightning advance down the mountain to the hidden engine below, their progress had been slow and costly. 
 
    Their way to the rally point in the inner chamber set up by Mishkan-Ijk had been blocked by stiff Tyzhoune resistance. Patriot Company elements had pinned the defenders down while the CASPers and fastest moving Patriots had doubled back and advanced along a parallel tunnel to smash the Tyzhounes from the rear. 
 
    The Tyzhoune counterattack had been so fast, Patriot Company had been caught in both tunnels. 
 
    Sun, Mills, and Keiji had held up the onslaught in one branch of the tunnel long enough for the Patriots to escape from the other. She could see the last Patriots disappearing through a doorway that looked as if it had been shielded behind starship hull armor. 
 
    She came to a controlled ass-flop landing at the feet of the only two CASPer survivors, Cleggy and Top. 
 
    “Stand me up.” 
 
    They pulled her to her feet just in time for the fun to start. 
 
    “Here they come,” said Cleggy. 
 
    Sun glanced at her rear view. The entrance was still open, and Patriot stragglers were streaming inside what was either a deathtrap or a strong defensive position. Time would tell which it would be. 
 
    Goltar were pouring out, dancing around the outer wall that curved over the entrance as if they had glue on their feet. 
 
    “Major Sun, it’s Mishkan-Ijk. We will cover your withdrawal. Move now!” 
 
    Sun returned her HUD perspective to front and center. The Tyzhounes were so densely bunched in their attack wave there was no point in selecting individual targets. Blessed by the miracle of drum three’s resurrection, Sun stitched the tunnel approaches with autocannon fire. 
 
    Beside her, Cleggy and Top expended munitions at a prodigious rate. Over and around the armored entrance to the rally point, Goltar were dancing so fast, her degraded vision rendered them as a blur that momentarily paused to fire pistols and laser carbines at the Tyzhounes. 
 
    A laser pulse bored through her canopy, missing her head, but shutting off her HUD. She smelled something electrical burning. The inside of her CASPer suddenly went totally black, the darkness relieved only by the holes drilled through its cockpit. 
 
    She shrieked as a dart ripped through her shoulder. 
 
    Her systems were dead. She couldn’t fire, and this CASPer had taken its last swim through the water-filled tunnels. 
 
    She felt a kick of power, and the lights flickered back on. A single Tri-V panel gave her blurry eyes on the battle. 
 
    The Tyzhounes were almost upon them. Many had abandoned their weapons, sprinting in their hunger to close. 
 
    Sun tried snapping out an arm blade, but it wouldn’t come. She glanced down and saw the left arm it was mounted on was mangled metal beyond the elbow. 
 
    “Withdraw,” said Mishkan-Ijk. “Now! You’re about to be overrun.” 
 
    “Fall back,” Sun told her CASPers. She threw out her last smoke bombs. So did Cleggy, but not Top. 
 
    Sun shuffled around to face their escape route. Top’s CASPer was lying on his back. With her tactical systems fried, she couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead. 
 
    “Grab his arm,” she told Cleggy. “We’re not leaving him.” 
 
    Waving away the guilt about the two CASPers she had left behind, Sun zombie-shuffled forward—the best her wounded CASPer could manage—and toppled over into a one-armed CASPer press up. She hooked the remnants of her left arm under Top’s shoulder. 
 
    “Ready?” she checked with Cleggy. 
 
    “On your mark.” 
 
    “3…2…1…Go!” 
 
    Sun lit her jets, and together they brought Top clattering along the ground. They flew through the Goltar rearguard, between the armor plates, and into a spherical chamber, where they came to a halt by colliding with an idling herd of Vaga. 
 
    “Check on Top,” she told Cleggy. 
 
    She heaved herself up with her right arm, hobbled around, and keyed her autocannon to acquire targets coming in through the door. 
 
    There were no hostiles. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk was last through the entrance, pursued by bullets and darts. Some of the incoming fire pinged off his armor, but others penetrated, leaving him trailing blood or whatever the correct term was for the slimy black ichor that flowed freely along his tentacles. 
 
    The door slid shut behind him. She could see multiple interlocking armor plates seal themselves against the outside and knew this was a good place for a last stand. 
 
    “Technicians!” she bellowed. “I want a status update on this damned starkiller.” 
 
    “It’s in the process of firing. We’re trying to shut it down, but it’s not as easy as it sounds.” 
 
    The words appeared in her mind via her pinplants, but Sun couldn’t tell who’d spoken. 
 
    Unhooking her jacks, she popped the canopy and clambered down, still wearing her haptic suit. 
 
    Obscured somewhat by a pillar, she spotted Jenkins in his armor. He was having an argument with another Jeha and an elderly Selroth who carried a slate in each arm. 
 
    “What’s the difficulty with turning it off?” she asked as she jogged over. “What happens if we send MAC rounds into that big jar of brain goo?” 
 
    “I’m acquiring that information now, Major,” Jenkins answered. 
 
    “Hopper said there might not be an off switch.” 
 
    Sun stopped dead. The Selroth sidestepped out of her field of view, and she saw who’d spoken. 
 
    Branco. 
 
    She ran to him, scooped him off the walkway, and lifted him in both arms. 
 
    She gazed in wonder at his bemused face, but she could only hold him for a few moments before they sank to the walkway together. Branco felt a hell of a lot lighter when she was inside her Mk 8! 
 
    She kissed him. He tasted of herbs and rot, but she didn’t care. It was enough just to hold him, to feel his warmth. To feel his heart beat against hers. 
 
    When he brushed her cheek with trembling hands, she closed her eyes so she could concentrate on every last sensation of his touch. 
 
    And then opened them again. She frowned because she didn’t think it was emotion that was making him tremble.  
 
    “I have Di-Cloxorin Yellows stashed in my CASPer,” she told him. “Should I get them?” 
 
    “No. I was adopted by a wild Selroth tribe. They gave me something. An herbal remedy.” He laughed. “I’m fine for the moment.” 
 
    She smiled into his eyes, feeling the prickling of a tear. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.” 
 
    “I’m a difficult man to kill.” He brushed the tear from her face with the back of a hand weeping with sores. 
 
    “How have you been?” she asked. “And don’t insult me by trying to spare my delicate feelings.” 
 
    He looked away. “Decayed, but not as fast as I’d feared. I’m losing my mind. I can remember when I was still Preben Bergersen, and also when I was Adderly, and Gauthier. I think I was known as Vlox at one point, but that memory’s still slippery. I’ve killed a lot of people, Sun. Done a lot of bad things.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I think my brain is breaking. The structures my pinplant mesh hooks into are melting. The memory compartmentalization is going, too.” 
 
    “Are you a neuroscientist, Branco? Are you an expert in neural augmentation?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Then stop making these ignorant self-diagnoses. All you’re doing is scaring yourself.” She added in a whisper, “And you’re scaring me.” 
 
    A sheepish look came across his face. “Guess you have a point.” 
 
    “Preben. I like that name. But you’re Branco to me. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you both well,” said Mishkan-Ijk. There were dark patches on his armor, and he moved awkwardly. “However, we have urgent business. We’ll give the scientists a few more moments and use this time to coordinate our understanding of the military situation. Branco, there’s fighting throughout Romalin Island. Above, inside, and in the seas around. Is this your doing?” 
 
    The last thing Sun had expected to see on Branco’s face was guilt. Yet there it was. 
 
    “Some of it, sir. Most of the people I raised to fight are here with us in the inner chamber. I’ve come to a…temporary accommodation with Endless Night. They’re fighting the Tyzhounes inside the Infinite Engine. Unfortunately, they also seized Hopper while you were outside trying to get in. They came through there.” 
 
    Branco pointed up at two holes in the ceiling. Water was pouring down. 
 
    Sun had been so focused on Branco she hadn’t noticed until now that scores of armed civilians had weapons aimed up at the holes. 
 
    “What contact have you had with Skuilher-Dour?” the Goltar asked. 
 
    “I heard he escaped,” Branco replied. “That information came from Skash. He’s a local Endless Night leader. Can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “Looks like a walrus with arms?” Sun asked. 
 
    “You’ve met him?” 
 
    “He’s part of the reason Patriot Company was delayed getting here. We crashed into his fighters. I was going to give them a proper CASPer hello when the fish creature with whiskers and little tusks mentioned your name. Told me a Saisho Branco had ordered him to move out and create mayhem one hour before a Patriot invasion was due to drop from orbit.” 
 
    “And you believed him?” Sun decided Branco was teasing. It had been a while since she’d encountered humor. 
 
    “Maybe,” she replied with a shrug. “I wanted to believe it was true. That you were alive.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” said Mishkan-Ijk. “Your impact may have been more than you realize, Branco. Skuilher-Dour contacted me before the signal interference grew too great. He’s been competing with Endless Night to recruit the remnants of the…ah…Goltar security forces we planted here for a thousand years or so. They want their revenge, and they seem to know now’s the time to make their move. He said, ‘Around a hundred of us have survived the drop to get this far, but there are thousands of what you call the Scythe working their way here to relieve us.’ That at least was his claim. He also claimed to have HecSha, Zuul, and other air-breathers fighting with him. I don’t believe they were part of the defense of the Infinite Flow.”  
 
    Something heavy slammed into the armored entrance from the outside. 
 
    The plating bowed slightly. 
 
    The pounding continued.  
 
    “Let’s use the time Skuilher-Dour’s bought us to interrupt that.” Branco pointed to a slate lying on the walkway. 
 
    Sun picked it up. “This is linked to that bulb of goo in the center of this chamber?”  
 
    “That’s what Hopper told me.” 
 
    Figures. The last line read:  
 
    >Weapon pulse forming…IN PROGRESS… 
 
    She regarded Branco mournfully for a moment, but the time for reunions had already passed. “Let’s cut the techno-junk crap. We’re inside a weapon that’s about to smear our base on Tau-Rietzke and everyone on the planet. I don’t care if Hopper said we can’t shut it down. That bulb in the center of the chamber looks important to me. If no one gives me a better idea, I’m going to order everyone here to shoot it the hell up with everything they’ve got. You’ve got two minutes to give me a plan B.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t advise that,” said Jenkins. “That course of action will kill us and won’t stop the weapon firing cycle.” 
 
    “Are you 100% certain of that?” Sun demanded. 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Then you need a better argument. Try again.” 
 
    “Does anyone have contact with Skuilher-Dour?” Branco asked. 
 
    “The interference here is too great,” Mishkan-Ijk replied. “Why?” 
 
    “The weapon’s barrel is only about a klick from here. If we could lay charges…we’d need serious firepower. It’s heavily shielded. Dropship attack maybe?” 
 
    “That might work,” said Sun. “Jenkins, how long before the weapon fires?” 
 
    “There’s too much uncertainty.” 
 
    “Do you think Hopper would be so unhelpful? Just give me a damned number.” 
 
    “Twelve minutes.” 
 
    “Entropy! That’s tight on time.” 
 
    “And probably not enough firepower. If we could blow it from the inside, maybe we’d have a chance. But from the outside? The critical elements of the Infinite Engine are protected by the sturdiest fortress I’ve ever seen. By comparison, the best efforts of the Golden Horde are like a kid making sandcastles on the beach. Maybe Midnight Sun can punch through from orbit using its heavy railguns, but I doubt it.” 
 
    Sun almost pointed out that firing from orbit would break one of the most fundamental laws in the Union, but that was stupid. Starkillers had to be worse, and the Peacemakers wouldn’t be in the mood to carefully determine who’d fired the weapon and who’d been trying to stop it. 
 
    “Do you have coordinates?” Mishkan-Ijk asked. 
 
    Branco grimaced with obvious agony as he pinlink-transferred coordinates to both of them and an image taken from inside the curved tunnels he called a barrel. 
 
    “They were good ideas,” said Sun, “but not good enough. Time’s up.” 
 
    “Sergeant Oranjeklegg,” she sent through her pinplants, “what’s our throw weight?” 
 
    “Half a drum of MAC rounds,” came Cleggy’s silent reply. “Top’s sleeping off a headache, but I’ve already helped myself to his K-bomb launcher. We have two bombs.” 
 
    “Get ready to blast the object in the center of the room on my command.” 
 
    “Roger that, Major.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Mishkan-Ijk. He hesitated—most un-Goltar of him—before adding, “I can summon greater firepower than even Midnight Sun.” 
 
    The Humans blinked at him. Many of the Goltar nearby did their alien equivalent of a double take. 
 
    “Care to explain?” Sun asked. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk held up a pair of unwounded tentacles in a way that indicated irony. “We Goltar gotta have our secrets, Sun, Branco. That’s how you think of us, and it appears we live up to our stereotypes. Gloriana discovered the Goltar Infinite Flow team. She entrusted me with certain secrets for use in case of dire emergency.” 
 
    Branco’s slate updated. 
 
    >Weapon pulse forming…Pulse balance achieved. STEP COMPLETE. 
 
    >Weapon firing…IN PROGRESS. 
 
    “Major?” checked Cleggy. “The Goltar are getting mighty jittery.” 
 
    “We all are. Wait for my signal.” 
 
    Branco raised himself up as high as he could and blinked at the Goltar commander. “I saw Point Clear destroyed on Thananya.” Branco’s words were heavily loaded. 
 
    Entropy! They were talking about an orbital strike! 
 
    “How long would you estimate the munitions took to reach the ground?” he asked the Goltar. 
 
    “By my estimate,” Mishkan-Ijk replied, “four minutes and fifty-seven seconds.” He made a peculiar keening noise. “It is possible we’ll survive the next few minutes, in which case I’ll save my apologies for then. If we die now, I shall apologize to you in the afterlife.” 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk curled his tentacles into a ring and began to hum. 
 
    “The commander is meditating,” explained one of his lieutenants. “He attempts to make peace with his maker.” 
 
    “Major,” said Cleggy via pinlinks, “what’s going on?” 
 
    She hesitated, but decided he deserved her honesty. “Orbital strike. The Goltar have called down kinetic torpedoes.” 
 
    “What? Over our heads? Can’t I just K-bomb that damned blob?” 
 
    “No. The target we need to take out is about a klick away.” 
 
    “You’re telling me the pollywiggle’s called down an orbital strike a thousand meters from our location! Shit. There I was getting worried for no reason. So…what do we do now?” 
 
    She fixed her gaze on Branco. “Find someone or something you care about and hold them close.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m inside a CASPer.” 
 
    “I know. Until recently, I would have said my Mk 8 was my best friend.” 
 
    “How long have I got?” 
 
    “About three minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll hold Top’s hand or something. Spend your time well, Major.” 
 
    She was already in Branco’s arms.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Inner Chamber, Infinite Engine 
 
    The first torpedo struck the ground like the fist of an angry god. 
 
    The sound…Sun had never experienced anything like the aural assault that set her bones ringing and, oh, the sheer intensity of the sound was unreal! 
 
    Sheltering within the inner chamber was like being inside a badly tuned bell as it rang in the apocalypse. 
 
    Dust and lethal shards of mineral encrustation danced through the air, reducing visibility to encompass just her and the man in her arms. Her entire body throbbed like a skull struck with a steel bar, but she drew herself together enough to speak. “Branco, are you okay?”  
 
    By the stunned look he returned, she knew he hadn’t heard over the din. Branco smiled, though. It was enough to still her heart. 
 
    Then the second torpedo pierced the planet, setting a throatier note roaring through the chamber. 
 
    She sensed the sudden, sharp accent of a new kind of destruction. She turned away briefly from Branco and saw it was a Selroth a couple of paces away. His rebreather collar had shattered. He was clutching at his gills as he pitched forward onto a walkway already piling up with debris and slick with blood and water. 
 
    Instinct told Sun to help. It also warned her to stick close to her man. 
 
    The conflict in her mind was over in a flash as the main barrage struck Romalin. 
 
    Strike. After. Strike. 
 
    It was more than just the rapidity of the impacts. The noise! It bled from one impact to the next, accumulating into a tsunami of sound that flooded the inner chamber and forced itself into Sun’s skull, her lungs, and every hollow space inside her body. 
 
    Blood oozed from Branco’s nose and ears. 
 
    She licked her upper lip and tasted the coppery warmth of her own blood. 
 
    For a brief moment, she remembered a drowning Selroth nearby, but the relentless pounding was too much, and his plight slid from her mind. For now, her universe was her, Branco, and the bombardment. Nothing else.  
 
    Branco was holding her so tightly it began to hurt. Only when her coughing from the dust made it difficult to breathe did she gently push him away. 
 
    Her chest hurt so much. Her head pulsed with agony. This was endless torture. Surely it couldn’t continue for eternity? 
 
    Deafening echoes rang through the chamber. 
 
    Echoes? 
 
    Echoes! 
 
    Maybe she was imagining them, her confused mind unable to stop punishing itself with the noise? The bombardment, though, had ceased. 
 
    No more noise. 
 
    Even the dusty fog was clearing rapidly, revealing a collection of metal-encased limbs and segments. 
 
    “Jenkins? What’s our status? Tell me we broke the damned weapon.” 
 
    “See for yourself.” The armored Jeha came close, holding out the slate hooked up to the weapon system. If Sun hadn’t had too many knocks to the head to be sure of anything anymore, she’d say he was holding it reverently. 
 
    Sun stared at him from all fours, just a dusty, dumb, open-mouthed ape. Then he wiped the dust off the slate. The last line still read ‘>Weapon firing…IN PROGRESS’ but a new rectangle had popped up, filled with Jeha script. 
 
    “What does that say?” Branco asked. 
 
    Sun backed into his embrace. 
 
    “Undefined malfunction,” said the Jeha. “Go get Hopper, unless you happen to have any other trans-dimensional power engineering geniuses at hand.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” said Branco. “Does it really say that?” 
 
    “It really does.” A quiver shot through Jenkins’ segments. “Hopper wrote that error message. I will find you, my love. I swear.” 
 
    Behind her, Sun felt Branco’s chest heaving. After an instant of sheer panic, she realized he was laughing. 
 
    She laughed with him. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Jenkins. “Where is the source of amusement?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Sun replied. “It’s a Human thing. A release after a moment of tension. We’ve won, you silly thing. We stopped the weapon. Saved an entire world. I’ve seen many marvels in the galaxy, but I’ve never met anyone who could say they’d saved a planet from absolute destruction. We can, Jenkins. We saved billions of people.” 
 
    “Your words are truer than you realize,” said Mishkan-Ijk, who’d ceased his meditations and returned to his normal martial demeanor. “The signal interference has disappeared. I’m receiving multiple reports from Patriot forces and from Midnight Sun. Skuilher-Dour reports the island is under his control.” 
 
    “What about Endless Night?” asked Branco a fraction of a second before Sun asked the same question. “It doesn’t sound like them to abandon the island and the engine inside. I mean, we destroyed the barrel, but not the power generator and the F11 synthesis. Just look at the bulb at the center of the chamber.” 
 
    Sun still didn’t know what the bulb was or why it was important. A tree-like support grew out of the base of the chamber to hold the artifact aloft at the dead center of the space. That had to mean it was important to the operation here. Didn’t it? If so, it looked completely unaffected by the mayhem. Not even dusty. In fact, it was a center of clear air that seemed to be driving the dust clouds away. 
 
    Farther out from the bulb, she heard coughing and dark shapes moving unsteadily. 
 
    Cleggy was standing over Top, giving Sun a CASPer thumbs up. 
 
    As CASPer drivers, they’d all had nanite hardening. That meant she’d knit herself back together despite the inner beating her body had taken. Maybe Branco’s nanites still worked, too. 
 
    The Selroth with the shattered collar was lying still just a few feet away. A Zuul had slumped backward over him, blue blood pouring from every orifice, and blue-limned eyes rolled up into their sockets. 
 
    Not everyone had survived as well as the bulb. 
 
    “Is Branco right?” she asked Jenkins. “Does the Infinite Flow still work? I mean the parts of the system that fed energy for the Goltar before they ever realized it was a weapon.” 
 
    Jenkins tapped his feet as he considered this. “From what T’k’Ch’t has told me, yes, in theory. The energy channels are on the far side of the Engine and at a much deeper level. If we survived the orbital strike, so should that part of the factory.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” said Mishkan-Ijk. “Endless Night is withdrawing. Captain Blue reports coordinated ship movements in orbit. She speculates that Endless Night is not only evacuating the island but the entire Aneb System. You’re right, Major. We’ve won.” 
 
    Sun twisted around in Branco’s embrace and locked gazes. 
 
    “Then why doesn’t it feel like we’ve won?” he said. 
 
    Sun felt her face heat. They were missing something.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Crazy Notion, Aneb-4 Orbit 
 
    “Shuttle Two has docked, Captain. Pilot reports she needs sixteen minutes to refuel and prep for the next pickup. If she skips preflight checks, she can reduce that to seven.” 
 
    Captain Shurough-Yub studied the tactical map on the main bridge Tri-V. 
 
    The Crazy Notion and the smaller Endless Night ships under his command were stationed in a zone of equilibrium between a two-body system of antagonistic forces. Midnight Sun was one of those bodies, also orbiting Aneb-4, but in a higher orbit, and one that didn’t pass over Crazy Notion. Commodore Fenrikho commanded the other, the Spinning Shield fleet maintaining station about two light seconds away. 
 
    The equilibrium between them was temporary, but it remained stable for now. 
 
    “Maintain full flight check procedures,” Captain Shurough-Yub ordered his first officer. “Pass that instruction onto other Endless Night vessels engaged in this operation. We shall stay calm. This is a withdrawal, not a rout.” 
 
    “As you command, aye.” But a few moments later, with his instructions successfully relayed, the first officer connected via a private pinlinked channel. “Captain, are you sure this isn’t a rout?” 
 
    “This operation is a triumphant withdrawal. The one thing I am sure about is that it would be extremely hazardous to suggest anything different.” 
 
    Before he could fully admonish his officer, Shurough-Yub sensed a disruption to the orderly running of his bridge. His guards were barring entry to a small party consisting of a soiled Jeha escorted by two Selroth and a Gtandan. 
 
    “Stand down,” he told his bridge guards. “This is Insertion Team Blue. They report directly to Commanders Coron and Retenex.” 
 
    In their eagerness to get out of the way, the guards practically melted into the bulkheads. While the insertion team looked on, the Jeha hurried over to Shurough-Yub. The short lengths of severed chains attached to her carapace clattered along his deck. 
 
    “Hopper! It is good to see you alive and a passenger once more aboard Crazy Notion.” 
 
    “After what happened down on the planet, do you really think I’ll help you activate Device-2?” 
 
    “You’ve grown fire in your segments. For your own good, I would bottle that up before it lands you in big trouble.” 
 
    “I mean it. I won’t help you activate Device-2.” 
 
    “Very well. If that’s how you feel…we shan’t ask you to.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “We already have the Device-2 facility operational. We’ve now located Device-3. It’s in the Wahrner’s Grise System. That’s what we need you for. Plus, the bosses don’t like having their valuable property stolen. They’re very principled like that. They want you back.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Device Two Inner Chamber, Gelheik Sands, McPherson-3 
 
    “Shot away, Commanders.” 
 
    Despite the thrill surging through her, Grael stood impassively, allowing the Zuparti she carried on a gilded cushion to channel her excitement by twitching his whiskers while he squeaked approvingly at the weapons technician. 
 
    Her brother Oogar allowed his fur to bristle but was otherwise silent. While Jankel had been in the field helping to secure this world, his replacement had done a better job of acting dumb. Nonetheless, Grael had missed her real brother painfully. 
 
    During his absence, the continued presence of his elSha, Coron, had been some comfort, especially since Grael had forbidden her to wash, so Jankel’s scent clung to her longer.  
 
    Coron scampered off Jankel’s broad shoulders and along his extended arm to peer down at the Jeha weapons technician. 
 
    “Good work. Good work. Good work,” she told the tech, who was following his training and resisting the urge to curl up in fear in the presence of the Endless Night leaders. 
 
    Just as well for him. Such rudeness would lead to punishment. 
 
    “Shall I set a new target?” asked the tech. 
 
    A hush came over the chamber. The busy techs halted and stilled. 
 
    “Yes,” Grael replied through Retenex. “Set the weapon to fire upon Aneb.” 
 
    “If our enemies steal what is ours,” said Jankel through Coron, “they should know the Endless Night will consume them.” 
 
    “It is the Human presence in the nebula that has caused us so many problems,” Grael communicated. “Sow the wind, and reap the whirlwind. It is a Human saying. Prepare those words to be sent throughout the Aneb System, timed to the firing sequence so the message arrives early enough for those about to die to fear its meaning, but too late to escape through the stargate.” 
 
    “It shall be done, Commander.” 
 
    From the top of Jankel’s head, Coron stood on her hind legs and bowed to Retenex. “That’s a nice touch.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Retenex replied. “Humans are such a fascinating race to torment and kill. I can barely wait to send the same message to Earth.” 
 
    Jankel’s fur bristled once more and he half-turned his head, almost glancing her way but catching his mistake in time. Coron spoke for him, “Soon Earth shall reap the whirlwind. Very soon.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ninety-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Romalin Island, Aneb-4 
 
    Their victory came fast. 
 
    Too fast. 
 
    Without the imminent threat of death and torture, Branco had felt his mind fragment and his guts twisting him into episodes of retching. 
 
    But through all that, he knew they’d won too easily. At first he’d thought it was just him being crazy, but Top had said the same thing. 
 
    Although Sun was acting cool, he knew she was concerned, too. 
 
    It wasn’t just the speed of their victory Top didn’t trust; he’d whispered that it wasn’t Human enough. 
 
    The Tyzhounes had realized quickly they couldn’t repel the attack on the island. They’d managed to anger an entire planet, one radicalized and armed first by the Goltar and then by Endless Night. 
 
    Yet the Tyzhounes were themselves fanatics. Branco had expected them to fight on to the last breath. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk had brought matters to a swift conclusion. For all the Tyzhoune assertions of independence, they still respected the Goltar in a way they never would Humans, or anyone they regarded as lesser species—which encompassed almost everyone in the galaxy. 
 
    When the senior Goltar commander had promised the return of their sacred Golden Statue—which he explained had accidentally been removed by an inexperienced Human mercenary captain in an unfortunate misunderstanding—the Tyzhoune will to resist snapped. 
 
    Their surrender came a matter of hours after the destruction of the barrel through the orbital strike. 
 
    Branco’s mind touched on the consequences of that illegal act. Mishkan-Ijk had admitted that Gloriana had passed him the launch codes after discovering files left by her assassinated former husband. Everyone was acting as if these illegal weapons were an unfortunate necessity, easily explained away. Branco didn’t think the Peacemakers would see it that way. 
 
    There was nothing he could do about them now so he wrenched his fracturing attention back to the present. 
 
    They were assembled in the Inner Chamber, ready to take the formal surrender of the Tyzhounes. 
 
    General Shiyu and his senior commanders were on one side of the walkway, not ten yards from Sun’s battered Mk 8, which stood waiting for retrieval. 
 
    Behind them, pushed against the wall, were two ruined Mk 8s whose pilots Branco had never known. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk advanced toward the Tyzhoune general. 
 
    Shiyu came before the victor and bowed his head. “I yield before you. My people surrender. As humble supplicant, I request that they not be harmed. That they be permitted to earn their passage back to Tyzhou.” 
 
    “I accept your surrender,” said Mishkan-Ijk, “and I agree to your supplication.” 
 
    Suddenly, the Goltar was holding aloft two long-bladed bone knives. He sliced them down in a scissoring motion.  
 
    General Shiyu’s head fell to the walkway with a wet thud. 
 
    The headless body remained standing long enough to drench Mishkan-Ijk in arterial spray. 
 
    Branco flinched as hot alien blood splattered him. 
 
    Sun caught it, too. Her hand went to her sidearm. 
 
    Strangely, the Tyzhoune reaction to this butchery was not what either of the Humans expected. Far from pushing them into retaliation, it seemed almost a relief to them, an excuse not to fight on. 
 
    Branco had seen SleSha drones react to the death of their queens. It was a little like that. 
 
    Sun, however, wasn’t having any of it. “What the hell did you just do?” she demanded of Mishkan-Ijk. “I don’t like the Tyzhounes any more than you, but they surrendered.” 
 
    “Yes, and this was a crucial part of that surrender,” said Mishkan-Ijk. “According to my briefing notes, this is the Tyzhoune way. More importantly, it is the Goltar way.” 
 
    Sun stood on tiptoe to look the Goltar in his recessed eye. “And what about the Goltar way when it comes to treating their allies? Gloriana will be on her way here with massive reinforcements, primarily Goltar. Does she expect to behead me? I can assure you she won’t find it so easy.” 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk regarded Sun in silence while the defeated Tyzhounes shuffled away, and the other Goltar left, too. He pressed the eye closest to her up against its bone socket. 
 
    “You Goltar work in the shadows,” said Branco when the three of them were alone. “Invasion and occupation aren’t your style at all. You’ll need the support of the Spine Patriots, and that means Sun. Have I understood correctly, Mishkan-Ijk?” 
 
    “You have, Branco. When Gloriana arrives, negotiations will begin. As a power source, the engine of Infinite Flow still appears to operate. The original Goltar decision was to monetize this by secretly powering F11 synthesis. The guilds and Union mega-corporations will soon have their say in its use, which means its value is greatly diminished. Nonetheless, it remains a precious asset. The Goltar desperately need political goodwill with the guilds and other merc races. So I say to you, Major Sun, no matter how many battleships Gloriana brings with her, it will be she who negotiates from a position of weakness with you.” 
 
    Branco wasn’t convinced, but he recognized the determined look that hardened her eyes. 
 
    “Then we’d better consolidate our assets,” she said. “The Spine Nebula will be ready for her.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Secondary Operations Room, Aneb-4 Stargate 
 
    “Crap!” 
 
    Turnaround’s dart followed a lazy parabola through the ops room and clanged into the bulkhead over a meter away from the dartboard. 
 
    “I’m never gonna buy it,” said Jex. “You can’t be that bad. The moment I lay credits down, you’ll suddenly be hitting bullseye after bullseye. Speaking of credits, if you scratch the paintwork, the boss will take the damages out of your wages.” 
 
    “What?” Turnaround’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you saying we get paid? I thought we were here for the love.” 
 
    Jex threw his Cartography Guild cap at her. “I know we get these. Aren’t they enough? Never occurred to me we might receive credits, too.” 
 
    “And I’m never gonna buy that,” she said, laughing. “The problem with you, Sergeant—” she threw her remaining two darts straight into the triple-twenty slot, “—is you don’t like opening your Yack.” 
 
    Jex pulled the darts out of the board and handed them to her. “You got better quickly.” 
 
    “Yeah. I do that.” 
 
    With a chuckle, Jex returned his attention to the view of the Maki fleet halfway from Aneb-4 to the gate. A battlecruiser, two destroyers, ten frigates, and two loaded troopships. In theory, from here he could refuse to activate the gate for them, and if he delved deeper into the restricted areas of the systems, he could probably engineer them a hyperspace accident. What a tragedy that would be! 
 
    The secondary operations room had none of the opulence but all the functionality of the gate mistress’s office, with one crucial exception. Khatripowl could override whatever they did here from her desk.  
 
    He scowled at the Tri-V image of the Maki ships and shifted the view to the queue of traffic already at the gate, drifting toward it in a tight column as the ships waited for the activation due in a couple of hours. 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jex overlaid the names of the ships. “Well, tie me to a tree and call me Brenda.” 
 
    “Sergeant?” 
 
    “While I’ve been concentrating on those warships, I missed this. Look.” He zoomed the display onto an old freighter. Its registration listed it as the Crazy Notion. “That’s the Endless Night ship the boss stowed away on, hunting for Hopper.” 
 
    “Jenkins said he couldn’t detect any signs of his girlfriend on the Spinning Shield warships. Maybe she’s back on Crazy Notion.” 
 
    Jex squared his jaw. “We can’t allow it to pass through without doing anything.” 
 
    A bulkhead Tri-V disc sprang to life, projecting an image of the gate mistress. “I issue a correction to you both. That ship is a fee-paying customer. No other categorization is appropriate. Do not interfere. While you are here, you work for the glory of the guild.” 
 
    “I do, Gate Mistress,” said Jex, “on a temporary contract. And I’m here specifically to keep you secure, boss. At this particular moment in time, there’s no one to secure you from. Consequently, I’m exercising my statutory right to take an afternoon tea break.”  
 
    To the tune of Turnaround’s laughter, he muted his Tri-V boss and hailed Crazy Notion. 
 
    Jex lucked out the first time. The image of the irate gate mistress was replaced by the captain of the ship. 
 
    “This is Captain Shurough-Yub. I’m honored to…” The Maki spacer narrowed his big black eyes. “Do you speak for the Gate Mistress, Human?” 
 
    “Certainly not. I’m on my tea break, which means I can speak freely. Captain…Shallow Rub, was it? If you think you’ll get away with kidnapping my friends, you’re denser than a bucktooth Southwold simpleton. Endless Night might be a big dog in the nebula, but we’ve got a hyper wolf backing us out in the Union. We’ll hunt you down. You can run, Yub, but you can’t hide. Not from your crimes. Give her up. Return Hopper to me now, and we’ll say no more.” 
 
    Shurough-Yub regarded Jex in silence for a while. “Bear with me a moment,” he said, before muting his feed and speaking to someone out of sight on his bridge. 
 
    Jex didn’t like the evil grin on the captain’s cute furry face when he un-muted. “I recognize you, Sergeant Obadiah Jex, originally from Somerleyton near Lowestoft. Your VOWS score was 1072. Very impressive. You worked eleven years for Suffolk Punch until the company was dissolved at the death of its owner. You see, I know who you are, Jex. We are Endless Night. We’re the ones who issue threats. It’s what we do. We also carry them out, and I threaten you now. Leave us alone and be grateful I am too busy to punish you. Interfere, however, and you will regret it at a deeply personal level for the remainder of your existence.” 
 
    Jex cut the connection. 
 
    Before he could form a boarding plan, he felt a familiar heavy stomp approach from the passageway. Khatripowl was coming. 
 
    “Gate activation isn’t for two hours,” Jex said to Turnaround. “We have time to go over there and take Hopper back.” 
 
    “It’s risky,” she said, “but we won’t achieve anything sitting around talking.” 
 
    Jex stood and faced the gate mistress as she marched into the room. The silken folds that normally covered her head were pulled back to reveal the mottling on her bald head. She was nine feet of big-boned anger. 
 
    In fact, she reminded him of Captain Blue when she was really pissed. Just a little larger. 
 
    “Sit down!” 
 
    Jex sat. 
 
    “The kidnapped Jeha you suspect to be aboard that ship is your friend, not your superior,” said the angry Sumatozou. “Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes. Well. She’s not my friend so much as my mate’s girlfriend. Amounts to the same difference, I guess.” 
 
    “I, on the other hand, am your superior in the chain of command of the Cartography Guild. Do not force me to make you and your company enemies of the Guild Lords.”  
 
    The chain of command. The Sumatozou spoke truth, but Jex shook his head because that argument wasn’t good enough. 
 
    I was only obeying orders.  
 
    He tasted the words inside his head, but they were rancid. No Human could ever use that excuse again. 
 
    “I have told you of consequences if you take this unwise path,” said the gate mistress. “Yet I will not attempt to restrain you by force. We both know that would not end well for either of us. You must make this decision, Obadiah. Make it now.” 
 
    His heart sank, and the fight went out of him. The chance of a successful retrieval operation that brought Hopper back alive was minimal. Likely casualties were high. They didn’t even know for certain she was on board. Whatever his heart wanted, logic protested that this was a fight for another day.  
 
    The Tri-V disc reactivated, and the Crazy Notion’s irate captain glared at Jex. “I want your apology, Human.” 
 
    “You can stick both tails up your arse and use them to wipe those words from your filthy mouth. I’m not apologizing to you. You can go to hell. But on your way there, you may pass through this here stargate unmolested. Have a nice day.” 
 
    This time, the connection was severed from the other end. 
 
    “Damn! Sorry, Jenkins. I’ll get her back, I swear. Just can’t today.” 
 
    The gate mistress rested a trunk on Jex’s shoulder. It wasn’t a comforting gesture. It was probably intended as such, but it felt how it was—a ton of wet meat tube severely testing the load strain of his clavicle. 
 
    “Damnit!” Jex punched the console with his unladen arm.  
 
    “I convey my sympathies,” the Sumatozou told him. “What you have experienced is the curse of my calling. We must always appear neutral. Our true thoughts and much of our knowledge must remain obscured. Many people accuse us of hiding things, of secret gates not in the public navigation system. It is true, we do hide much, but only because there are ancient evils in the galaxy you are not ready to learn about. We also see atrocities, disasters in the making, murders, and repulsive deviants gloating in their egregious victories. To all of this, we turn our heads and tell ourselves it is not our concern. That is why I have a low-g combat gym attached to my personal quarters, updated with the latest war sims. I use it to work out my frustration. I offer its use to you, Jex.” 
 
    Jex suddenly saw that chubby red-and-green striped face in a new light. “Do you hate yourself sometimes?” 
 
    “A part of me, always. But my race excels at separating our minds into different containers. This is why we make such good gate controllers.” 
 
    “Thanks for the pep talk. I know you mean well, but I also know I’ve failed my people. Jenkins won’t understand why I’m letting them take Hopper away.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’ve failed him? Suppose you had ordered your CASPers to board and take Crazy Notion. Even if you had succeeded, we both know they would have killed this Hopper before you could retrieve her. Since you have come to the correct decision in allowing them to pass peacefully through the gate, I feel I can tell you where they went. You will be better able to retrieve your captive there.” 
 
    “You…you would do that for me, Mistress Khatripowl? I thought the transit log was the holy of holies for a stargate, never to be divulged. Ever. I could kiss you.” 
 
    “Restrain yourself, Human. I would never dare to divulge such a secret. Never speak again of such a heretical act, even in jest. However, it is notable how the Endless Night organization has less than professional levels of signal security protocols. The secrets of the transit logs are sacrosanct, but if a ship near the gate discusses its affairs over unshielded radio communications, as far as I’m concerned, that information is in the public domain. Here…” She beamed a transcript to his slate of Crazy Notion’s bridge crew discussing their destination. “I sincerely hope this helps.” 
 
    “Sheelana,” he said. “They’re headed for Sheelana in the Wahrner’s Grise System. We need to tell Captain Blue.” 
 
    “Not just Sheelana,” said Turnaround. “Look further down the transcript. There’s something waiting for them there. They call it Device Three.” 
 
    Jex’s insides turned to ice. The war for the Spine Nebula wasn’t over by a long shot, or he was a Dutchman.  
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 Kuber Park Base, Tau-Rietzke, Psilydia System 
 
    Staff Sergeant Sharpton crossed the ornamental terraced hillside and rested his hands on the low stone wall. He looked out over the trees and lawns of Kuber Park. 
 
    He gave a chuckle at the memory of the 100-foot-tall monster mechs piloted by Jamie Sinclair’s brigands that had walked right up to this wall. He wondered where the Raknars were now. 
 
    Killing aliens and getting paid. There’d always been that, of course, but Sharpton had also signed up for the merc life to see a little of the galaxy, to witness its wonders. 
 
    The Raknars had been one, and there was another taking shape right now over his head. 
 
    The orange ball of Psilydia hung low in the evening sky of Tau-Rietzke. Sharpton lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the brightness and was rewarded by a glint in the sky as the massive orbital hub of Port Hektatus flew over this part of the world. 
 
    It was just an orbital glimmer from here, but in orbit, a war fleet had been assembled over the last few weeks. Hour by hour, Goltar warships from all over the galaxy had arrived in their ones and twos as they answered the call to concentrate at Tau-Rietzke. 
 
    He’d heard about fleets of this size, but never before witnessed one. It was a rare and deadly wonder, a privilege to witness, which was why he’d taken a shuttle up there to see it with his own eyes. CASPer pilots, ground attack craft, armorers, spares, scouts, fresh Mk 8s, and the many elements of the logistical chain that needed reconnecting with operations in the field—all were flying off to unite with Major Sun and the boss. 
 
    Sharpton wouldn’t be joining the lucky bastards. 
 
    “You want to be up there, don’t you?” 
 
    Sharpton smiled at Marios, one of the new groundskeepers. “In a heartbeat, son. Like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you join them, Sergeant? I’ve seen you put in the hours inside that old Mk 7, stomping all over the training grounds.” 
 
    “For one thing, the Mk 7 is not old. It still has its place. And I don’t need to strap myself into a CASPer to give you a clip around the ear hole if you give me any more of your lip.” 
 
    Marios knew him too well and laughed. “I know you miss it all, Sergeant. Do you think you’ll go out on a contract again one day?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah. If I didn’t think so, my resignation would be on the boss’s desk the morning after she got back. I have to sit this one out, though. Captain Blue gave me a job. I have the unenviable task of keeping you horrible lot in line, so when she gets back, she finds a cellar well stocked, the maintenance sheds ready to refresh tired CASPers, and the lawns manicured to perfection. Which I seem to recall is your part to play, Chadli Marios. Get to it!” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Not in the least admonished, the groundskeeper busied himself with his duties. 
 
    Sharpton looked to the sky once more. Port Hektatus should be directly overhead by now, but Psilydia’s glare made it impossible to see. 
 
    Tomorrow the fleet would be on its way to the stargate and beyond to the Spine Nebula. 
 
    And tomorrow, at the same time and place, Sharpton would look up again and see the glint in the heavens. He knew from down here he wouldn’t see a difference, but in his heart, he would know another chapter in the history of the Midnighters would be underway.  
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 Flag Deck, Blunt Justice, Enroute to Psilydia Stargate 
 
    The supercarrier Blunt Justice took point in the cone formation headed for the Psilydia stargate. It made no military sense to be placed there, but this formation was a demonstration of Goltar power and intent. 
 
    They were a people to be feared and respected. Under Gloriana’s command, the coming campaigns of the Second Fleet would be one of the first open demonstrations of Goltar power. 
 
    She luxuriated in her position at the center of the flag deck, an adjunct to CIC that allowed her to look down upon the operation of her flagship. Admiral Aru-Zzat’s scent still lingered on her seat. By the time the Second Fleet had reconquered the Spine Nebula and turned to deal with the Veetanho—whatever the spineless High Council might say—Gloriana’s name would be forever associated with this vessel. 
 
    She’d worked hard to win the loyalty of her fleet captains and purge those who disagreed with her strategy. It had delayed her revenge against Endless Night, but with such power now at her tentacles, the Spine Nebula campaign would be brutal and swift, a stirring prolog to the fleet’s real purpose—implementing the climax to the long project that was Captain Blue and the Midnight Sun. 
 
    Alarms flared across CIC, shattering her dreams of glory. 
 
    The main Tri-V display on her flag deck was slaved to that of the main CIC compartment below. The proud formation of warships disappeared, replaced by an image of a red star. 
 
    “Captain, what is this?” 
 
    “It’s Psilydia,” replied the ship’s commander. “It’s…failing.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “It is confirmed, Councilor.” 
 
    Gloriana watched in horror as Psilydia suddenly expanded, regaining its usual yellow coloration and blowing a pulse of star matter out into the system. 
 
    Then the yellow faded to red, and the star began to shrink. 
 
    Gloriana already knew what this meant for the Second Fleet, but her mind went through the excruciating calculations anyway. Psilydia was thirteen light minutes away. The Second Fleet was at least two days from the Tau-Rietzke stargate at full burn. 
 
    “Captain, how long before the shockwave hits us?” 
 
    Mesmerized by the sight of the star pulsing a second time, the captain was tardy in his reply. “Sorry, Councilor. Latest estimate is seventy-one minutes.” 
 
    There was one part of Gloriana’s grim equations that had yet to play out. Blunt Justice was the only ship in the fleet with hyperspace shunts; only she could enter hyperspace without having to pass through the stargate. How many other ships could she rescue before the shockwave hit? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hugging battlecruisers Tseg-Zorig and Tseg-Lenkh clamped to her flanks, Blunt Justice burned her plasma torches hard, trying to buy time in which to unify the hyperspatial bubbles of the three huge ships. 
 
    Having decided who would live and who would be abandoned, Gloriana had left the details of their evacuation to the naval officers and spent her time offering spiritual comfort to the crews of the doomed ships. 
 
    Those ships had turned around. Positioned line abreast, they would face their destruction head on. 
 
    Intership communication ceased momentarily as they watched the shockwave approach Tau-Rietzke. 
 
    Gloriana would miss the warm, well-stocked lakes bordering Kuber Park and the underwater base beneath the Human one where she’d hatched the Midnight Sun project. 
 
    On the sunward side of the planet, the atmosphere flared like a warship’s shields. Orbital lightning struck the ground. 
 
    The shockwave passed on, leaving Tau-Rietzke’s atmosphere on fire. 
 
    The next wave would not be far behind. 
 
    Gloriana cursed herself. If she’d moved sooner, the fleet would have remained intact. If she hadn’t toyed with the Midnight Sun project, they might never have lost Aneb-4. Most of all Gloriana cursed herself for wasting time listening to Toyn-Zhyll, who was so pleased with himself in his new position as Mercenary Guild Speaker that he’d forgotten the urgency of the Goltar cause. 
 
    This violation of Tau-Rietzke’s star had to mean the weapon beneath Aneb-4—the asset she had allowed to fall into the hands of Endless Night—was now operational. That surely meant Midnight Sun had failed. She had to assume Captain Blue and the ship had been destroyed, too. 
 
    Maybe the Human had been right all along to say Gloriana should have built up CASPer forces and relied less on Goltar marines. The Humans were better suited to heavy assault operations. 
 
    She began to compose a message to the speaker of the Mercenary Guild. If the Midnight Sun Free Company was no more, she would simply hire the specialists she needed. Goltar credits were still piled in vast reserves, and they would buy her the loyalty of Nigel Shirazi and Asbaran Solutions. 
 
    The second shockwave boiled Tau-Rietzke’s atmosphere into space. A few seconds later, the line of Goltar warships flared briefly as they succumbed to the first wave. Then they were gone. 
 
    “What’s our status?” she asked the captain. 
 
    “We can’t unify our hyperspatial bubble around Tseg-Zorig. If we are to eject her, we need to do it now.” 
 
    “What is our bubble integrity?” 
 
    “Ninety-nine percent.” 
 
    “Work on progressing it to one hundred percent. Tseg-Zorig remains. I’m not losing anyone else today.” 
 
    CIC became a churning sea of shouted data and commands, of warnings and desperate solutions to half-guessed problems. 
 
    Gloriana withdrew to calmer waters. They would live, or they would die. Which it would be was now in the tentacles of the divine. 
 
    When the wavefront had advanced to within a single light second, she entrusted their fate to the gods with a simple command. 
 
    “Execute jump!” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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    Excerpt from “A Gulf in Time:” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?”  
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
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Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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