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Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Fourth Planet from the Yellow Sun Gharra-4 
 
    Cimaron Region, Milky Way Galaxy 
 
      
 
    Psymrr studied the holographic imagery from the agronomic compound’s security system and couldn’t believe his compound eyes. Technologically-advanced species rarely disappeared without a trace, and those that managed the feat were usually never heard from again. The fates had smiled on his mission, after all. 
 
    “You’re certain, Tirr?” 
 
    The captain of the MinSha guard twitched an antenna in affirmation. “As certain as I can be without seeing them myself.” 
 
    “They could easily be another species. Something we’ve never observed.” Psymrr sighed. His friend of more than twenty years would already have considered the questions in his mind, as well. He’d seen the shadowy forms on the infrared sensors. Though Psymrr couldn’t categorically state the lifeforms were not TriRusk, he also couldn’t deny the mysterious things might be. “Can we enhance the images?” 
 
    Tirr huffed. “No. The air is saturated with moisture, and when the temperature drops this low, there is enough particulate matter in the fog to confuse our proximity radar. We’ve made as many changes to our security posture as I’m comfortable with. There’s nothing we can do to get better imagery. I am certain, Psymrr.” 
 
    “An up-close investigation is out of the question. I will not risk it.” Psymrr swiveled his head back to the captain of the guard.  
 
    “They run, Psymrr. Every time we’ve been out there, they’ve run from us.” 
 
    Psymrr clicked his mandibles. “Do you follow them?” 
 
    “Not more than a few kilometers. They run generally southeast from the compound, but down in the river valley the vegetation is too overgrown to allow for vehicle traffic, ground or air.” Tirr gestured at the images. “We’ve never seen them here in the daylight. That may be something we can take advantage of. Maybe we can establish an observation post of some type, high in the trees where they can’t sense us?” 
 
    “That assumes too much risk,” Psymrr said. “We’ve surrounded our compound with fences to keep the natural predators out. A post outside the compound is too dangerous. There is much about this planet we do not yet—” 
 
    A piercing squeal like a cross between the sirens of Earth and a dying Cochkala rose outside the compound to the east. Psymrr whirled toward the noise. “What is it?” 
 
    Tirr was already moving, his iridescent blue chiton swirling in his wake. “I want two guards on me at the east portal—now. Get the physician or her assistant.” 
 
    Psymrr stopped at the hatch to the command and control room. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Going after it.” Tirr said over his shoulder. The captain continued down the exposed catwalk above the central compound. “Whatever it is, that scream is pain.” 
 
    If any of his kind knew that sound, Psymrr acknowledged, it would be Tirr. Psymrr watched two of Tirr’s team flit through the compound to meet their commander at the portal. For a long moment, he considered remaining in safety. Curiosity, and a sense of duty, moved his legs and wings. In a matter of seconds, Psymrr’s brain registered he was running for the first time in months, if not years. The screaming worsened as he pushed through the gate a few meters behind Tirr and the guards. The compound’s lead physician, Fuul, appeared at his shoulder. 
 
    Psymrr turned. “What is that screaming?” 
 
    “Nothing I’ve ever heard before,” Fuul said, her breathing a huff in the heavy, humid atmosphere. “But it’s something scared and in pain. We must investigate.” 
 
    Psymrr said nothing. Whatever it was, it needed to be cared for—or given mercy. Movement in the trees above caught his eyes. The jungle canopy rose more than fifty meters above the ground along the walls of the compound. Deeper into the moist forest, the low fog and vegetation pressed in on one’s sanity. Here, they could at least see a few hundred meters in every direction. The low-lying brush was mostly wide-leafed florals; blooms in iridescent purples and yellows punched through the constant, dreary mist in eye-catching bunches no more than three meters tall. 
 
    Tirr’s men fanned out from his position in the center to form a triangle as they slowed and brought their laser rifles up to a shouldered firing stance. They crept toward a particularly large bunch of flowering plants. Psymrr wondered if the plants could project sound to entice prey. The MinSha had never found anything like that in their exploration of the galaxy, but anything was possible.  
 
    “Spread out,” Tirr hissed at his guards. The MinSha fanned out, circling the five-meter-wide bunch of plants. Psymrr saw one of them freeze, then lower the barrel of his rifle. The guard signaled he had eyes on the target, and that it was no threat. 
 
    Fuul rushed forward. The young physician seldom left the secure compound anymore. Cataloging alien flora and fauna consumed much of her time. With so many new species within a few meters of the compound’s walls, she spent more time languishing behind her work table and laboratory equipment than treating injuries or doing real science. Like the guard, she moved around the flowering shrub and stopped. 
 
    “It’s a child, I think.” 
 
    Tirr took cover behind the tree. “What are you talking about? A child?” 
 
    “Something young.” Fuul lowered herself toward the ground, bending at her foreknees, and the screaming abated. Psymrr could hear her talking, or vocalizing, something strangely like the sounds MinSha mothers used to comfort their young. “It’s a child, I’m sure. But it’s nothing I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “Is there a threat?” Psymrr asked. 
 
    “No.” Tirr moved around the tree. He glanced at the youngling and stood on the far side, keeping his eyes on the bush around them. “Fuul, you have three minutes to investigate.” 
 
    “Understood.” She returned her attention to the little one Psymrr could not see. He stepped around the bunched plant and saw Fuul reaching out a hand to the small, gray creature. The youngling lay on its left side. Powerful forearms ended in articulated hands with a wide thumb separation. Dirt and muck on its front hands suggested the creature walked on its hands like a Jivool, or a gorilla from Earth. The elongated face and small, solitary horn jutting up from the end of its beak was unmistakable. The curvature of the skull fanned out behind the creature’s pink eyes like a shield over the vulnerable neck and spine. Humans, Psymrr knew, would equate the being to something like the Triceratops of their Jurassic fantasies, but to him, the species was clear. Save for the swollen pink eyes, the creature was a TriRusk. 
 
    “Gods,” Psymrr said. 
 
    Fuul swiveled her head and studied his face. “What is it?” 
 
    Psymrr shook his head. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Psymrr?” Fuul demanded.  
 
    “Two minutes.” Tirr called. 
 
    “Tirr?” Psymrr asked. “We have a problem.” 
 
    “I know.” Tirr replied. “Get that thing sedated, or put it out of its misery.” 
 
    “We’ll do nothing of the sort!” Fuul scrambled to her feet. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Psymrr’s jaw worked as he tried to form the phrase correctly. “This is a known creature, Fuul, one that our planet has been looking for over the last few hundred years. Maybe more.” 
 
    Fuul’s lower jaw opened, but she said nothing. “A known creature? What are you talking about, Psymrr?” 
 
    “It’s a TriRusk,” Tirr said looking over his shoulder at her. “Something’s wrong with its eyes, but that is a TriRusk. I’d bet it’s no more than four or five years old at most. We’ll have to consult the Archives, but I’m relatively sure I’m right.” 
 
    “A TriRusk?” Fuul asked, bewilderment in her voice. “The ones who fled during the Flesset War?” 
 
    Psymrr nodded. Almost five hundred years before, the TriRusk and the Veetanho went to war over a collection of moist, oxygen-rich planets deep in the Jesc arm of the galaxy. For more than a hundred years, they fought planet-to-planet and city-to-city in a desperate grab for resources, until the Veetanho feinted a massive attack on the TriRusk forward positions. Their real target was the TriRusk home world, and the near-genocide of the technologically-advanced species. “Does it speak?” 
 
    Fuul knelt again. The youngling cooed but made no attempt to vocalize Standard or any other language. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “They’ve gone feral,” Tirr said. “Look at this awful planet. There are a million species trying to kill them at every turn. It’s easy to reach that conclusion. We’re moving in one minute.” 
 
    Psymrr stepped forward. The youngling half-rolled to look at him and flinched. “Easy.” 
 
    Fuul looked at him. “Should we treat it? Bring it inside the compound?” 
 
    Psymrr hesitated. According to standard procedures, only small fauna that could be held in plasticene tubes were allowed inside the compound. He looked over the TriRusk. One rear leg was clearly injured, bent awkwardly at the hip joint, and it was bleeding from many puncture wounds that looked like teeth marks in its rough hide. Moving it would be cumbersome and terrifyingly loud. There were no medicines in Fuul’s kit to sedate the youngling. Leaving it to die would be loud and an awful weight on his conscience. He looked at the nearest guard. The larger, younger MinSha and his partner could carry the TriRusk. “Give me your weapon.” 
 
    “You’re not going to—” Fuul started. 
 
    “No. We’re moving the youngling into the compound.” Psymrr took the rifle and slung it over his shoulder. He turned to the other guard. “You. Come here and grab its legs.” 
 
    Sensing trouble, the youngling screamed again. Fuul tried to hush it, but it screamed and cried as the guards lifted it from the ground. On the periphery of his vision, Psymrr saw Tirr raise his rifle to a shooting position. “Incoming. From the trees.” 
 
    Psymrr looked up and saw them. The spindly-legged creatures looked like ghosts as they flitted from one high branch to another. The bird-like creatures cried as they spread out. Psymrr counted a dozen Urrtam. They fanned out further and dropped to the soaked jungle floor. Tirr fired twice in rapid succession and dropped the leader. The others merely tightened their ring and advanced. Their small jaws seemed impossibly wide and were filled with razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    “Move!” Tirr roared. “Covering fire, Psymrr!” 
 
    Tirr moved backward, firing as he did. Psymrr raised his rifle, sighted on the nearest Urrtam, and fired. The bolt passed harmlessly over the beast’s head. He lowered the barrel and fired again as the bird-things darted forward to attack. Behind Psymrr, the youngling screamed as the guards ran with it in their arms. He couldn’t see Fuul, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was killing the advancing threat to their front. He centered on an Urrtam’s horrifying face and pulled the trigger. The animal’s head detonated in a spray of black mist and detritus. 
 
    Psymrr fired, again and again. Tirr yelled at him to move back and cover. Psymrr turned and ran twenty meters, propped his frame against a ragged tree, and fired several bolts at the Urrtam as Tirr ran back toward the portal entrance. Time seemed to stand still. Psymrr fired three shots in rapid succession and dropped at least one of the Urrtam. As soon as he saw Tirr fire into the swarm, Psymrr ran for the portal entrance. There, he could see two more guards sighting their weapons and firing. Psymrr ducked and ran past them. He tripped in the doorway and fell forward, his face tearing a gouge in the loamy soil. Tirr thumped to the ground next to him as the portal door clanged shut, and the walls electrified on the outside. The overhead laser net hummed to life. A few squeals of protest came from the Urrtam as their meal opportunity ended, but that was it.  
 
    Tirr laughed. “When’s the last time you fired a weapon, Psymrr? Diplomatic corps initial training?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Psymrr said. After a moment, he chuckled. “I didn’t do too badly, did I?” 
 
    “Too bad?” Tirr rolled over on his back and looked at the canopy above them. “You shot sixty rounds, Psymrr. Maybe hit five targets.” 
 
    One out of twelve?  
 
    Psymrr snorted. “That’s pretty terrible.” 
 
    They laughed for a moment. Tirr rolled to his foreknees and extended a clawed hand to Psymrr. “It was good enough, Psymrr. But I recommend you spend some time at the range. Soon.” 
 
    Psymrr found himself nodding. Throughout training, even for scientific leadership positions, the council members stressed that a true leader never needed a weapon. Staring at his oldest, truest friend and smelling the dirt on his chiton and smeared across his face, Psymrr remembered the cold, flashing eyes of the Urrtam as they advanced on him. He’d felt like prey only once before, as a small child facing off against a larger bully. The cold iron he felt in his gut that day stuck with him for years. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Tirr stood and pulled Psymrr to his feet. “You did well, Psymrr. Many more trips outside the compound, and we’ll all be forced to do better.” 
 
    Psymrr nodded. He was about to speak when a guard yelled from the closest tower. 
 
    “There are more of them!” 
 
    Tirr whirled and looked at the guard. “Those damned birds?” 
 
    “Whatever you picked up, sir. They’re loitering out there, about a thousand meters out. We can’t identify them or get a clean shot. What do we—” 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Psymrr called. “They’re not our enemy.” 
 
    Tirr glanced at him. “We don’t know that, Psymrr.” 
 
    The captain was right. For the last six months, they’d been trying to find medicinal compounds in the flora and fauna to cure a pox that had killed more than a million MinSha over the last twenty years. They’d found and classified a thousand new species, but nothing in the serums and compounds they’d synthesized cured the pox. The rest of the medicinal trove was much needed, but there was nothing new in this biosphere to combat their biggest problem. Psymrr felt his stomach flutter in anxiety. In his quarters, hidden among the files on his messy workstation, was a list of critical reporting requirements. He knew the discovery of a TriRusk was on that list. They had been valuable allies of the MinSha for millennia. Finding them was an unspoken priority of every MinSha across the galaxy. 
 
    “We have to report this,” Psymrr said. “The council’s guidance is clear.” 
 
    “But the council can’t protect them, Psymrr,” Tirr said. “We have to involve the Peacemaker Guild. This situation could inflame the Galactic Union. The Veetanho will most certainly lay waste to this entire planet if they find out the TriRusk are here.” 
 
    “They’re feral. You said it yourself.” 
 
    Tirr shrugged. “They could be, Psymrr. We don’t know. What we do know is we have a species, new to the Union, that merits observation and consideration. We have to protect them from manipulation.” 
 
    Psymrr sighed. “I’d forgotten about that legend. Do you really think they can do that?” 
 
    “We’ll have to observe, Tirr. Do you think it’s an albino?” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “Certainly looked like it. If so, we’ll know definitively within 24 hours. With a little one, maybe as little as six hours. You have a call to make, Psymrr. Request a Peacemaker for protection and observation of a potential species for induction. Even if the ones we saw are feral, or some genetic relative of the TriRusk, we know from history what that species is capable of.” 
 
    Psymrr nodded. “I can’t just process a report, though.” 
 
    “No,” Tirr said. He knew the diplomatic channels as well as anyone. He’d chosen a career of military service over diplomacy and could have excelled at anything. “You have to contact the Peacemaker Guild directly. This information can only be entrusted to the Guild Master or their designate.” 
 
    “What if the legends are true? What if they can produce synthetic diamonds?” 
 
    “That’s why they need protection from anyone who’ll manipulate them.” Tirr said and gestured toward the medical facility. They fell into step as they walked across the inner compound. “We need to make sure the legends are real.” 
 
    “And if they’re not?” Psymrr brushed at the dirt on his chiton and decided to leave it. He looked as if he’d done something meaningful for the first time in a month. 
 
    Tirr smirked. “Then they’ll still need protection, because the Veetanho aren’t going to let a thousand-year-old grudge fade away. They don’t do that sort of thing. If they find out about the TriRusk being here, they’ll come with everything they can muster and wipe this planet clean. All the target practice in the world can’t prepare you for that.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Psymrr sat at the terminal in his office as daylight faded outside. The constant mist gave way to a brisk evening rain that rattled the metal roof in a comforting rhythm. The TriRusk youngling was sedated and asleep. With the help of the Archives, Fuul had learned how to set its leg and treat its wounds effectively. Tirr’s estimate of its age had been off. The youngling appeared to be only three years old. According to archived data, it should have been able to vocalize something, but it had uttered nothing recognizable to either the medical staff or their electronic translators. The only thing causing concern for Fuul and her team was the youngling’s bowel movement. Legends are sometimes true. 
 
    Psymrr studied the Archives for an hour before piecing together his message to the Peacemaker Guild. The confirmation that some genetic deviation in the TriRusk gave them the ability to synthesize carbon in its purest form caused little shock and much concern. Only the Veetanho surpassed the Humans in their desire for the gemstones. No wonder they’d warred for generations and millennia. To survive, the TriRusk had to run even before the Union could muster protection for them. 
 
    But would a Peacemaker be enough? Or should they send a whole damned army? 
 
    Psymrr shook away the thoughts. Diplomacy had taught him, among other things, how to convey a message without really saying much at all. Being a politician was akin to being a magician, except sleight of hand became a nuance of words. Composing the message took no more than a few minutes. He packaged it, along with the standard reports he sent to the council every day, and marked them for the Peacemaker Guild station at Dryod Four. The request was simple. 
 
    >New species found that meets Class Zero criteria for observation and possible induction. Request Peacemaker verification at the earliest convenience.<  
 
    Psymrr tapped the transmit button and keyed a program on the slate. A cargo sled would depart the nearest gate in three hours. The message would feed into the diplomatic hold aboard the ship. In 173 hours, it would arrive at the nearest Peacemaker station. Depending on the station chief, a response would come 170 hours or so after that. Roughly seventeen Weqq solar days would pass before he could expect to see or hear anything.  
 
    That morning he’d walked outside believing their six-month mission was roughly half over. Discovery of the TriRusk would almost certainly change that. All he could do was wait. The rhythm of the rain took his mind off everything as he sat drinking in the near darkness, but for one recurrent thought. 
 
    Who will they send?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Two Kilometers SE of the MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    Seventeen days later… 
 
      
 
    Jessica Francis swatted away a mosquito-thing the size of her fist and cursed the oppressive heat and humidity. Had she not been at the central response desk when the priority call from Weqq arrived at the Dryod Four Peacemaker barracks, the likelihood of her being assigned to the case would have been much lower. For the last three months, she’d alternated twenty-hour shifts on the desk with two to three days of intense boredom. Lieutenant Pt-dah wouldn’t assign her to anything more complicated than flying a desk until a species-induction mission came along. Jessica guessed the only thing worse for a seasoned Peacemaker was serving as a staff duty officer. Pt-dah barely twitched one of his thousand Jeha millipedal limbs before ordering her to pack her bags. The 170-hour jump across the galaxy gave her time to review the societal codicils of the Galactic Union’s charter. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember anything from her classes, save for a Caroon telling the story of how he ended his day and did a dance to remind himself he’d secured his office safe. Even the acquisitions lectures were more entertaining, which said a lot for the second, and worst, year of Peacemaker U. 
 
    They didn’t really call it Peacemaker U, and she’d gotten a few strange looks from her classmates when she’d attempted the humor. They gave her their species’ equivalents of eye rolls and left her out of future discussions. Still, an assignment was an assignment. Mammoth bugs, oppressive humidity, and potential reams of administrative paperwork beat watching day-old galactic journalism or trying to make sense of Besquith sporting events. Jessica swiped a lock of auburn hair from her eyes, then pried a tree branch down to observe the distant targets. 
 
    The setting sun gave the dreary, mist-filled jungle an eerie glow. As darkness fell, she relaxed her gaze to let her eyes adjust to the change. Human eyes could pick up movement at night thanks to photoreceptors in the retina known as “rods and cones.” The first time she’d heard the term, a crusty, mercenary sergeant major had scared the new recruits with his survival stories. Most didn’t pay attention to what the slouching man with the paunch and white flat-top said. Within a few months, all those who hadn’t listened were dead.  
 
    “Nature doesn’t care if you live or die,” the sergeant major had said. Gods, how he’d been right. 
 
    A sudden rustle in the bushes next to her made Jessica turn her head. Weqq’s flora and fauna were unlike anything she’d ever seen before and, if the MinSha physician was to be believed, deadlier. Her escort regarded her with iridescent, red eyes.  
 
    “Can I help you, Peacemaker?” Fuul asked through the translation device. “The TriRusk should start to appear within thirty minutes of sunset.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “This is a good observation point?” 
 
    The expression on the MinSha’s face didn’t change, nor did her antennae sway. “There is a spring in the valley below. I have successfully observed them here every evening for the last six days, when there hasn’t been a torrential rain.” 
 
    “Personally? Or via cameras?” Jessica tilted her chin toward the thermal camera systems. She’d wired them directly to her wrist slate so she could see the images more clearly. From a full two kilometers away, there was no way her night vision, good as it was, would be able to discern much. 
 
    “Via the cameras. Psymrr is not fond of direct observation. He believes it is a safety risk for the MinSha to be outside the wire. There are many species we have not yet catalogued. Many are fatal to Minsha…and likely to Humans, too.” 
 
    Which is why, she thought, the colony leader sent a full squad of armed MinSha for security.  
 
    Jessica realized Fuul was staring at her. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “The arrangement of your sensory receptors make no reasonable sense, given the shape of your head and how you move,” Fuul said. “And there is the most peculiar odor coming from your epidermis.” 
 
    Jessica bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Aliens typically said something about the smell of Humans during their first encounters. More than a few fights raged at Peepo’s Pit and other dens of inequity between aliens and Humans because of improper responses. Saying that Fuul and her kind smelled like a combination of burnt hair and wasp killer would cause an inter-species incident. “I didn’t design it; I just have to live with it.” 
 
    “You are at a serious disadvantage, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica smiled a little. “I’ll try to remember that, Fuul,” she said, turning away to look into the valley. She let the MinSha’s words tumble in her head. The rumblings from Earth were the opposite; Humans weren’t at a disadvantage according to her fellow mercenaries. They’d been successful since the return of the Four Horsemen. Alien mercenary companies had hired more Humans than any other race in the past ten years. While this was supposed to be good news, Jessica knew casualties were higher among Human mercenaries than ever before. Having more in the pipeline was one cause, most certainly, but Humans were either taking riskier and riskier missions, or their companies were willing to throw lives away for profit. As the most recent planet to enter the Union and the newest species in the Mercenary Guild, the value of a Human life was equivalent to something foul at the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    Yet, there were bright spots. The Four Horsemen continued to be among the most respected mercenary companies in the Union, despite their Human leadership. Generations of stretching agriculture to the limit to support a booming population made Human farmers almost as sought after as mercenaries. She looked down at her chest, as she’d done more than a few times since her commissioning, at the platinum shield mounted on her combat vest. Humans had a Peacemaker now. That it was her didn’t seem real at times—it was like watching herself in a holomovie. 
 
    “Contact,” Fuul whispered beside her. “Bearing of 172.” 
 
    Jessica stared into the gathering darkness and saw something moving through the branches and vines. Aside from the TriRusk, most of the critters on Weqq were small, not much larger than dogs, according to the team’s documentation. According to the Union GalNet archives, TriRusk had an average height of two meters and weighed upwards of seven hundred and fifty kilograms. “I see them.” 
 
    With every second of failing light, Jessica strained to see something she could use to confirm the missing species. A faint mist appeared in the lower valley, increasing opacity. Within a minute or so, she couldn’t see anything. Too far away to hear anything and too blind to see anything, Jessica sighed and looked at Fuul, only to find the MinSha physician staring at her. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Physician Fuul?” 
 
    The MinSha’s mantis head twitched from side to side. “No problem, Peacemaker. I’m simply wondering why your guild sent a Human.” 
 
    Not this again. Shit. 
 
    Jessica felt a smile creep across her lips, and she decided to let it come despite her training. The MinSha weren’t very trusting of Humans and referred to them as smiling idiots or far worse when the ale flowed. “You want to know why? I happened to be working the communications desk when your priority message came in, and that makes it my responsibility. So, my being here is simply blind luck, Fuul.”  
 
    Fuul looked away for a moment then down at a slate in her left, front claw. “I have the infrared camera feed, Peacemaker. You should be able to get confirmation.” 
 
    Jessica kept her eyes on Fuul’s face until the physician looked up at her. They both knew an infrared camera feed wasn’t good enough for confirmation. She needed visual evidence, and she needed to attempt actual contact. If the TriRusk were feral, that would be challenging. “Have you attempted to contact them?” 
 
    Fuul flinched visibly. “Your initial briefing covered our full gamut of—” 
 
    “Stop,” Jessica said. The MinSha’s jaw clicked shut. “Have you attempted contact?” 
 
    “No. My instructions were to wait for a Peacemaker,” Fuul said. She turned as one of the larger MinSha guards rumbled through the brush toward them. Their clicks and squeals were indecipherable to Humans without a translator, but Jessica didn’t need one to detect the concern in the guard’s voice. “There are a lot of nocturnal species that are quite deadly. We’ve been asked to return to Sub-Bravo.” 
 
    Jessica squinted. “Where?” 
 
    Fuul paused and clicked a chuckle that made Jessica seethe. “You misunderstood our briefing. We are at Sub-Compound Bravo. The main compound is three hundred kilometers to the southeast, along the shoreline. Sub-Compound…is it Charlie?...is located in the mountains to the east, only about fifty kilometers away, but it’s a small detachment, much smaller than this location.” 
 
    “I see.” Jessica nodded. She’d called them Main, Colony 2, and Colony 3 in her briefings. Making herself call them Sub-Compound’s would be easy enough, but the layout of the bases and their manning confused her. “So, the main compound is on the shoreline, this is the main research facility, and there’s another, smaller facility in the mountains. Do I have that right?” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “What’s in the mountains?” 
 
    Fuul shook her head. “What did you ask?” 
 
    “You’re here to study the flora and fauna in this tropical region. Some of the reports you sent over the last six months say you’re exploring that field pretty well. The main compound is on the shoreline, allowing you to research the ocean and the littoral waters nearby. I assumed the mountain facility was the same size and has a similar mission, but you said it’s smaller. That doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
     Fuul continued to gather her things. “We need to get moving.” 
 
    A low, guttural sound filtered down from the canopy. Jessica got to her feet and pushed through the damp, heavy vegetation to the guard’s position. The MinSha stood, readied their long, laser rifles, and marched toward the compound. Jessica stayed close to the MinSha guard in front of her. They had about fifteen minutes of twilight remaining, and if they didn’t get back to the compound quickly enough, she wouldn’t be able to see a foot in front of her. The shorter day on Weqq played tricks on her ability to judge time. In her sparsely furnished quarters inside the compound, neatly tucked into her field kit, was a set of night vision glasses that would have been nice to have. She wouldn’t underestimate how long the daylight would last again. 
 
    Rain splattered down through the canopy as they walked. At first, the cold drops felt glorious on her skin, but the more they walked, the more dreary and cold the precipitation became.  
 
    My gloves are in my kit, too, she thought with a frown. Don’t do this again, Bulldog. Getting a quick look at the terrain is one thing. Doing it at a complete disadvantage to yourself is totally different. 
 
    At least it’s warm enough that my hands won’t freeze. 
 
    She snorted at the memory. When she’d first joined Marc Lemieux and his Marauders, they’d done all sorts of training in harsh environments to “toughen up the recruits.” More often than not, recruits were injured or killed in Lemieux’s crazy push for combat readiness. Common sense didn’t seem to factor into his plans. During a particularly awful training period in the Pacific Northwest, the cold and rain nagged at the company for more than three days. Warming tents that were supposed to have heaters didn’t, and even the coffee was cold. The land navigation course was hell. 
 
    Marc sent them out with twenty-year-old maps, lensatic compasses purchased at a thrift store in downtown Fresno, and instructions not to use any roads or vehicle trails. They had to “break brush” to complete the course. Stepping off with a six-point course to complete in less than eight hours seemed like an easy thing to do, until the cold rain intensified, and she pushed through her first thicket. After a few hours of breaking brush, she had only found two of the six points, and her cold, shriveled hands had curled into useless fists. She’d quit trying and marched down the nearest road to the warming tents, only to find most of the company already there. Marc had even had the audacity to put on dry, warmer clothes. The “missing” heaters were there, running hot. As the new recruits came in, Marc and the others hooted and hollered at them for being stupid enough to stay out in the cold and rain. 
 
    Jessica never bothered to enter the tent. When the trucks came to pick them up and return them to their temporary barracks, she stood by herself at the loading point as Lemieux and the others approached. His face broke when he saw her, the aw-shucks grin shattered by the disappointment on her face. He tried for years to make it up to her.  
 
    Here, though, the weather was warm and the rain nowhere near as cold as that Oregon day. It matted her hair and ran down her neck under her coveralls, but Jessica didn’t really mind. It felt good as it cleaned off the feeling of helplessness from months at the staff duty desk. She was doing something again, and while it didn’t rate anywhere near what she’d done at Araf— 
 
    The thought froze, and she stopped. The open gate to the compound was only fifteen meters away, and the MinSha swept past her, but she didn’t notice. Something was wrong. There were eyes on her, intelligent ones. Her skin crawled, and she looked over her shoulder into the darkness. She swept her hair behind her left ear and touched the earpiece. 
 
    <<Yes, Bulldog.>> 
 
    “Sensor sweep, Lucille. Tie into the MinSha’s network, if you can.” 
 
    <<Tie-in complete. There’s nothing visible, or that can be seen via thermal imaging, within sensor range. The precipitation is hampering all sensor fidelity.>> 
 
    “Understood, enhance what you can. Something’s out there.” Jessica frowned. I can feel it. 
 
    Lucille’s voice returned ten seconds later. <<Negative contacts, Peacemaker.>> 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Jessica looked back at the looming darkness of the jungle. The cacophony of calls from unearthly species, on the ground and in the canopy, gave the oppressive night an eerie soundtrack. A chorus of hisses rose from the low brush, and two of the MinSha guards stepped forward, their rifles ready to fire. 
 
    <<Biological threat detected. Multiple targets approaching.>> 
 
    “Get inside, Peacemaker. Now!” one of them barked at her. 
 
    Jessica crossed the distance quickly, pausing at the gate to look over her shoulder, before the guards pushed and pulled her inside. Something was out there, alright. It was in addition to whatever spooked the guards, and maybe not what they’d been trying to confirm. She’d felt it almost as surely as seeing someone watching her. The gate swung closed, and large pistons engaged, locking it from the inside. The guards and the physician disappeared quickly. Jessica looked at the foot-thick walls and the large door, and she tried to make sense of the situation.  
 
    A tall MinSha with wrinkles around his maw stood in the rain. “Did you see them, Peacemaker?” 
 
    “Not definitively,” Jessica said. “Your advice to wait for morning is something I should have considered. The native species don’t seem to like your presence.” 
 
    “Nor I yours.” Psymrr replied. “I should have expected your impulsiveness, Peacemaker. Humans have a reputation for a reason. You sweep into a situation, get what you can out of it, and leave like a blight searching for its next meal. Perhaps you should slow down, Peacemaker. Maybe seek some of the peace you want to make? The universe does not work the same way Earth does.” 
 
    “I’ll take that into consideration.” Jessica replied, quickly clenching her left fist by her side and releasing it. 
 
    “You do that, Peacemaker.” Psymrr nodded. “When you wake in the morning, come to the command center. Captain Tirr wants to meet you. He is returning from Sub-Compound…Charlie in a few hours.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I look forward to it. I have some questions about your security systems.” 
 
    Psymrr’s eyes changed hue slightly, and his antenna rippled, a trait of surprise. “Very well. You’ll have your chance to ask them. Good evening, Peacemaker Francis.” 
 
    “And to you, Honored Psymrr.” 
 
    The MinSha propensity for hospitality, or the lack thereof, was unsurprising. She’d brought everything she would need. A Peacemaker remained prepared for anything. She walked across the central, open portion of the compound, a hexagon sixty meters on a side, and entered the fortified walls. Her quarters were on the second level, below the security walkways. While there were no windows, she did have a small skylight. It was better than sleeping in a tent or a temporary housing unit. 
 
    You’re the goddamned boy scouts of the galaxy, Bulldog. You gotta be prepared for everything. 
 
    She snorted at her father’s voice. He was proud of her path, but there was a degree of disappointment, too. She felt it. His trust of the Peacemakers didn’t compare to his devotion to the Mercenary Guild. Lack of trust in Humans, it seemed, was a universal response. Everything on Weqq seemed wrong. She tried to replace the thought with the idea of a cool shower and a good night’s sleep, but it didn’t stray far from her consciousness. Something was out there. She hadn’t imagined it.  
 
    Whether it was the TriRusk or something else didn’t matter. The MinSha seemed annoyed she was there, and their “rediscovered species” was nowhere to be seen. No one was going to watch her back. If something was out there watching her, she couldn’t let her guard down for a moment. Looking around the small room, she decided to sweep for and clear away any listening devices before getting out of her wet gear and grabbing some chow. Doing routine things would take her mind off what seemed wrong and help her figure out what was really going on, and what she could do about it. 
 
    Jessica knew she needed all the focus she could muster. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Three Kilometers E of the MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lmurr closed the telescopic sight’s covers to protect them from the slightly acidic rain. The Zuul assassin rubbed his eyes and leaned back against the huge tree behind him. Twenty meters higher, where the canopy was thick enough to conceal it, his suspended sleeping platform waited. The heavy rain showed no signs of stopping and the Peacemaker, if she was as good as they said she was, would be preparing her gear and inspecting her surroundings, according to her guild’s standard operating procedures. She would not be coming back into the open that evening and frankly, he didn’t want to sit in the rain anymore. Dryod Four would have been a much easier place to bag his kill, but it really didn’t matter. If anything, being away from the Peacemaker barracks stripped away any anxiety he felt about capture. 
 
    The industrialized life of Dryod Four was tedious. He longed to be alone, away from everyone. Jessica Francis was the latest in a long line of targets he’d taken on to facilitate a long retirement. Having a chance to pursue her here, in the vast, wild jungle, gave him the solace he craved and the opportunity to actually hunt a target. If he played his cards right, to steal a Human phrase, he could drag things out and have fun before killing her. 
 
    From everything he’d heard and observed, the little Human would be an easy target. Like most Humans, she acted like an Earth prairie dog—sticking her nose into the wind every time it blew. All he had to do was choose the time and place to kill her, and it would be as easy as pulling the trigger. He would take his payment from the guild and consider retirement.  
 
    Not likely. 
 
    Lmurr stored the rifle and climbed up the massive tree to his home away from home. The three-meter square was covered and dry. The shielded Delcron tent blocked any infrared signal even if he turned the small hydrogen generator to its maximum power setting. All the creature comforts were there, and he had all the time in the world.  
 
    Jessica Francis did not. 
 
    Lmurr chuckled to himself as he reached the final handholds under the platform. A small bird-thing, not much different looking than the wretched creatures Humans called roosters, clucked at him. He swatted it away, watching it squeal as it fell into the darkness below. Some things didn’t know their place in the universe. Humans and chickens especially, he thought. He’d been to Earth twice. Now that the war raged, and Earth was a target, maybe he could parlay his long service to the guild into a choice property. Maybe an island? 
 
    Lmurr crawled into his warm tent and momentarily forgot his target and his mission. At his age, he could afford some luxuries and still get his job done in a manner suiting both his experience and ability. After all, Jessica Francis was going nowhere. The beautiful thing was she did not know the truth. The Mercenary Guild didn’t want a Human Peacemaker.  
 
    They didn’t want Humans at all. The Mercenary Guild’s orders were simple. Kill Jessica Francis.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
    Peacemaker Guild Consulate—Earth 
 
      
 
    Selector Hak-Chet entered the Guild Master’s chambers at the beginning of the day, several hours before local dawn. Master Rsach, like his predecessor, had fallen in love with cacao from Earth. While the bitter hot drink of choice, espresso, was not something palatable to the Sidar tongue, he did enjoy the rich smell. 
 
    “Selector Hak-Chet.” Rsach said from behind his working station. “It’s been a few months since our last conversation. I’d hoped to only see you at annual gatherings, but I’m afraid we’re going to have more chances to talk.” 
 
    “What’s the issue, Master Rsach?” 
 
    Rsach waved a collection of his small limbs at a nearby chair. “Sit down, my friend. I need your counsel and your knowledge.” 
 
    “I will support anything you need.” 
 
    Rsach bowed his head slightly. “Peacemaker Francis.” 
 
    “She’s stationed at Dryod Four. I believe she’s performing admirably, though standard procedure there is for new assignees to man the—” 
 
    “I know that.” The Jeha sank into the opposite chair, his long, millipede-like body contorting unnaturally into the contours. “They’ve assigned her to a mission on Weqq. The MinSha at the research station there believe they’ve located a feral TriRusk colony.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Hak-Chet sat forward. “It’s been four hundred years since the last sighting. Are they certain?” 
 
    Rsach steepled a dozen limbs in front of his chest. “Enough to call for a Peacemaker. The only way to confirm the identity is genetic sampling. Jessica can certainly do that, but to ascertain if they are feral requires forward observation. The MinSha are not going to engage them. The team leader is much too cautious for that. At least, he wisely sent a message for immediate assistance and Peacemaker engagement. The station chief was off duty at the time of the request. Jessica was on the duty desk and was summarily assigned to investigate.” 
 
    Hak-Chet took a breath. “She’ll be fine, Master Rsach.” 
 
    “My friend, I know she will be fine, but there is something more. A mercenary company from Earth filed a jump plan to Weqq and jumped within three hours of the message arriving at the barracks. I am suspicious and believe something else is in play.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “Do we know what their contract is?” 
 
    “I’ve requested it from the Mercenary Guild.” Rsach replied. There was nothing wrong with his request. As the Guild Master, Rsach could do whatever he wanted with any guild, at any time. “I want you to investigate the barracks at Dryod Four. I need to know who leaked the information.” 
 
    “You believe the Human mercenary company is going to try and engage the TriRusk?” 
 
    Rsach sighed. “I doubt there are any Humans who know of their existence. If they do, they are unaware of the economic importance the TriRusk represent. I believe this company has a mission that may put the Peacemaker at risk. That’s why I summoned you, Hak-Chet. I need to know what she will do if faced with other Humans.” 
 
    Hak-Chet opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He closed it and looked down at his hands for a moment before speaking slowly. “Master Rsach, I cannot say. I believe Jessica Francis represents the best of what we can produce from the Peacemaker training program with a Human being, and were she to come face to face with them, she would follow the letter of the law.” 
 
    Rsach did not appear convinced. “And what if this company acts outside the law? Would she sympathize with them because of their humanity?” 
 
    “You’re asking me if she can be trusted to act as a Peacemaker? She set up her ex-husband for her first mission. Easy target or not, he and his company were entirely Human. Jessica chose the guild over her friendly bonds. We commissioned her, Master. We did so believing she would uphold the law like any Peacemaker before her,” Hak-Chet said, his voice rising slightly. “I do not doubt her.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “I know you don’t, old friend. But, faced with a situation involving other Humans in conflict with an alien race, could she be turned?” 
 
    “Like a mob mentality? Just fall in with whatever they were doing?” Hak-Chet shook his head violently from side to side. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Rsach said nothing, and Hak-Chet understood immediately. The Guild Master had doubts, and those doubts could derail everything. “When we brought Earth into the Union, do you remember the initial reports on Human behavior? Their tribalistic tendencies fall along separate lines based on race or ideology. But they also have an instinct, when mistreated, to come together and forget those things. Earth is threatened, Hak-Chet. There are those who want humanity to fall.” 
 
    “I believe they will be in for a long fight, Master Rsach,” Hak-Chet replied. 
 
    “Undoubtedly. My point is that Peacemaker Francis must know of the threat to Earth. And faced with a group of Humans, regardless of their contract, she could side with them out of that survival instinct, could she not?” 
 
    Hak-Chet rubbed the underside of his long beak. “I believe Jessica will uphold the law. And I believe she will be the catalyst for greater things.” 
 
    Rsach nodded, a long movement of his upper body. “That is my hope, Hak-Chet, but hope is not a method.” 
 
    Hak-Chet smiled, and his old friend’s limbs waved in a similar response. Hope was a feeling. A method had a definitive starting point and an end goal. “We’ll know more when we find out what their contract is.” 
 
    “I have all I need to know to launch a supporting operation. I believe Peacemaker Francis is in danger, Hak-Chet.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” Hak-Chet replied. 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    Hak-Chet blinked. “What do you mean nothing? If she’s in danger, we should support her. Wouldn’t we do the same for any other Peacemaker?” 
 
    “We would.” Rsach said. “But in this case, I want to see what she does.” 
 
    “Another test isn’t fair, Rsach. Jessica has passed every test we’ve given—” 
 
    “Listen to yourself! Jessica has passed every test. I know she has a track record of sheer excellence, Hak-Chet. I wanted her to fail because I wasn’t ready to have a Human Peacemaker. But she keeps succeeding. The speaker isn’t happy with her mere presence. I fear there are those who want her eliminated.” 
 
    “Then we have to get her out of there.” Hak-Chet twisted his hands and tried to control his rising rage at his guild and his oldest friend. “She deserves our protection.” 
 
    “Jessica Francis is a Peacemaker, Hak-Chet. Like all of our guild, she deserves protection, except that she is a Human. With very few exceptions, I do not believe Human beings can be trusted.” 
 
    Hak-Chet shot to his feet. “Listen to yourself! They can’t be trusted? Then why did you allow me to bring her into the fold?” 
 
    “Because I wanted you to prove me wrong.” 
 
    “She’s done exactly that! Get her out of there before something happens to her.” Hak-Chet pointed at Rsach. “Don’t you remember Minet-2a? When the guild swooped in to rescue you because the situation grew out of your control?” 
 
    Rsach contorted forward and stood, towering over the older Sidar. “I remember it every time I close my eyes. Do not use my own combat experiences against me.” 
 
    “The guild saved your life,” Hak-Chet said. He stared at the Guild Master for a good thirty seconds until the Jeha looked away. 
 
    “The guild did save my life, Hak-Chet. I lost control of a situation that nearly cost ten thousand lives. Had the guild not acted on my behalf, a war would have started that might still rage today.” Rsach slumped a little and turned to the curving wall of his office. “The difference is much more than Jessica’s humanity. Like you, I believe she can be trusted to fulfill the duties of her office. And, like you, I hope she can be more than we imagined her to be.” 
 
    Hak-Chet tried not to look surprised. In more than five years of recruitment, training, and operations, Rsach had never referred to Jessica by her given name. “Then what do we do?” 
 
    “There is a variable we haven’t considered.” 
 
    “The TriRusk? Didn’t you say they were feral?” 
 
    Rsach turned back to the Sidar. “I’m not going to chase dreams. I don’t believe any more than you do that the MinSha have found a long-lost tribe of TriRusk. There will be an explanation, I’m sure. A MinSha research station would not have the firepower or the manning to fight back against a Human mercenary company, which is what Jessica would recommend, given a choice. The MinSha diplomats would resist her efforts and search for a peaceful solution. They will talk her down and ground her.” 
 
    Hak-Chet cocked his head to one side slightly. “Perhaps. Even the MinSha will fight, given a difficult enough situation.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Hak-Chet. Depending on the Human company’s contract, there may not be anything she can do.” 
 
    “But you’re still concerned she would side with the Humans even if there were something she could do differently.” 
 
    “I am,” Rsach said. “That Human mercenary company is the key. They’ll indicate how Jessica will respond.” 
 
    Their own intelligence officers would have copious files on the mercenary company in question. “I assume we know who they are?” 
 
    Rsach nodded, but the hairs along his wide chin quivered. Hak-Chet felt his stomach sink before the words came out. “Reilly’s Raiders.” 
 
    Hak-Chet’s jaw worked as he tried to find the words. Peacemakers tended to evaluate mercenary units on a combined scale from 1 to 5 in areas like ability, combat power, reasoning and logic, trustworthiness, and honor. Most of the Human units, save for what Humans called the Four Horsemen, tended to average somewhere in the 3 range. Reilly’s Raiders was a zero and one of the worst units in the Union. They were little more than pirates. Why the guild had sent them to Weqq no longer mattered to Hak-Chet. Whatever their contract was spelled danger for the MinSha, the supposed TriRusk tribe, and Jessica Francis. Words failed him, except for a particularly appropriate phrase he’d heard Humans say often in the mercenary pits. 
 
    “Sonuvabitch.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Satisfaction 
 
    Reilly’s Raiders, Enroute to Weqq 
 
      
 
    “Again!”  
 
    Tara Mason got to her feet, ears ringing from the left hook she hadn’t seen coming, and tried to focus on her opponent. Bakkus stood a full head taller, and he outweighed her by more than a hundred pounds of muscle—and stench. The bald mercenary smiled at her from across the ring. The catcalls and whistles of the rest of the company rained down on her as she staggered backward against the ropes and tried to make the world stop spinning.  
 
    “Hey, Bitch! I said again! That means you fight!”  
 
    Tara looked at the source of the voice. Raleigh Seamus Reilly sat on what could only be described as a throne, overlooking the mayhem. Tara swiveled her head just in time to see Bakkus charge her from across the ring, one massive fist reared back to deliver a knockout blow. He closed the distance with unnatural speed, and Tara reacted the only way she could. Bakkus slowed to swing, and she dropped to her knees on the filthy mat, bringing her own fist up into Bakkus’ crotch. The mercenary howled and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “Foul! Foul!” The chants grew as Tara rolled away from the writhing man and grabbed the ropes to pull herself to her feet. On his dais, Raleigh raised his fist for quiet, and the crowd of mercenaries hushed in an instant.  
 
    He grinned savagely down at her, even as he wobbled slightly. The man spent most of every day drunk, save for the evening fights. “You think that’s a legal move? You broke a rule, Miss Mason. I can see why no other mercenary unit on the fucking planet would have you. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Tara turned her head and spat blood onto the floor outside the ring. Saying nothing was the preferred response—one that didn’t guarantee more violence. She returned her commander’s gaze but kept her mouth shut. He smiled wider, like a shark sensing blood. He waved to the rest of the group. 
 
    “This is the commander of the lost platoon from Death on Tracks, people! The very one who ran from combat. The official report says differently, but we know the truth. It’s why she’s the only survivor from Araf—that pitiful bunch that called themselves Force 25. It’s why the number is painted on her CASPer, like some badge of honor. They all died protecting a Peacemaker, yet she walked away unscathed. She’s a cheat and a coward.” 
 
    A chorus of boos rang out. Beer bottles and cans flew through the air, one striking her hard on the right shoulder. She raised her hands to protect her head but did not cower away. Teeth gritted in the expectation of pain, she realized more cans and bottles missed her by wide margins than came close. The whole gods-damned company was drunk off its collective ass. Again. 
 
    Again, Raleigh raised his fist. “What do you have to say for yourself, Mason? Before I pass judgment on your performance and sentence you to your punishment.” 
 
    Tara bit the inside of her lip. Araf hadn’t left her unscathed, and Raleigh knew that better than anyone else. She’d had extensive therapy for six weeks so she could walk again, and even more to get back into fighting shape. But he had been right that no one wanted her. In the pits, she’d tried to sign on with half a dozen units. None of them would have her. The Golden Horde even called her a Jonah to her face. Bad luck. Paper warrior. The comments stung, but she kept trying. After all, she had a Mk 8 CASPer with more than a few modifications that someone would appreciate. After Raleigh’s recruiters told her she had a job, her joy at the chance to clear her name evaporated when she walked into their headquarters. She’d seen college fraternity houses that looked and smelled better, but it was a job. She’d kept that mindset until she nearly had her jaw broken in the first mandated fight.  
 
    Resistance wasn’t allowed. Moreover, it would get her beaten worse. Rumors of Raleigh killing recruits in training flew at night in the junior mercenary open bays. Tara believed it was possible. While they shouldn’t have been profitable, Reilly’s Raiders thrived. There was no job they wouldn’t do for credits. They were little more than fucking pirates, but as much as it turned her stomach, it was a job. Returning to Earth in shame was something she couldn’t bring herself to do, and she still had debts to pay. 
 
    “Anything?” Raleigh sneered.  
 
    Tara shook her head and kept her mouth shut. The bastard started to laugh.  
 
    “There is one rule above all others. Do you remember what it is?” 
 
    The drunken crowd roared, almost as one. “Rules are made to be broken.” 
 
    “That’s right! Miss Mason did just that, and I’ll let it pass for tonight. But,” he leveled a shaking finger at her, “you do that again, and I’ll kill you on the spot. Is that clear?” 
 
    Tara nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” Raleigh sat down. “Fight Twenty-Four—two-minute warning.” 
 
    Tara bent down to move through the ropes and saw Bakkus looking at her. The burly Greek rolled over on to his knees and kept staring. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Bakkus replied and crawled out of the ring. She made her way to the rickety stairs and climbed down. Although she wanted a shower and a copious amount of painkillers, Tara made her way to her assigned seat and sat down. The mercenaries around her flinched as she sat down and reached for her metal bottle of water. She downed it in four huge swallows, blinking against the chill. Her towel was wet, drenched with beer by the smell, so she dropped it on the floor and let the sweat drip off her body.  
 
    The next fighters made their way into the ring. While she kept her eyes on them and applauded with the rest of the crowd, she wasn’t seeing anything in front of her. Her vision filled with memories that threatened to bring tears. Hex Alison’s boyish smile. The path of destruction she and Lucille cut through the Altar colony before coming face-to-face with the commander of the Darkness. Her heartbeat accelerated a little at the memory of putting a dozen high-velocity shells through their commander’s vehicle, after what he’d done to both her units. The commendation she had from the Peacemaker Guild should have enabled her to join any of the elite mercenary units, but it was not to be. She’d have to rebuild everything, or at least gain enough credits to pay her debts, and sell her CASPer. Even if she did, there was nowhere she wanted to go and nothing she wanted to do on Earth. Her life now was out in the vast reaches of space, and if she had to keep fighting, she would. 
 
    The fights kept going until midnight, when Raleigh stood and raised his fist for quiet. The mercenaries paid attention as best they could. Details about their next mission were scant. He’d called them back from a rare liberty, after only six hours. Thirty mercenaries didn’t make it back in time and were fired on the spot. He’d visited the brig and filled the roster with any able-bodied Humans he could find. Bail monies equated to slavery, and Raleigh openly relished the concept. 
 
    “Listen up. Mission brief is tomorrow morning at 1000. We’re doing somebody else’s dirty work again, and that’s good because it pays really fucking well. No more fights for this jump—I want you to be able to take whatever the fuck we want on Weqq. You’ll get the full details tomorrow, but hear this, motherfuckers! I expect all of you to rage once we get there. You hear me?” 
 
    The crowd roared. Tara kept her mouth shut; her mind was elsewhere, several months earlier. 
 
    “You’re sure?” James Francis, “Snowman,” had asked her.  
 
    She’d nodded and smiled. “I’m sure. I have to go out and do this on my own.” 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to prove, Tara. You’d be a fantastic addition to the Haulers.” Snowman owned Intergalactic Haulers. The mercenary company, disguised as a galactic freight hauling business, had nearly the budget of Cartwright’s Cavaliers and continued to grow. His primary mission was helping mercenary units in trouble, rather than taking on fights for himself. Francis quietly worked the outer rim regions of the galaxy, gaining a great, if not well known, reputation. Working with him would have been an honor, but she didn’t want his favor for protecting his daughter on Araf and working with the Peacemaker Guild. Being her own person mattered the most, even when it came to rebuilding her reputation. 
 
    “I can’t, Mister Francis. I hope you understand.” 
 
    Snowman had smiled at her. “I do understand, and I know you’re wrong. You’re going to figure that out, and when you do, call me. My offer doesn’t have an expiration date.” 
 
    There was another loud roar from the mercenary crowd, enough to jostle her back from her memories to see that the official portion of the evening was over. The crowd broke up into smaller groups—the CASPer pilots, the support pilots, the tankers, and the mechanics assembled and went to their smaller spaces to continue the party. Tara stayed seated, watching the company disperse, and saw that Raleigh remained behind, as well. Hands on his hips, he watched them depart then turned slowly to face her. They locked eyes, and she saw his smile widen as he watched her. He raised two fingers and pointed to his own eyes, then pointed a single finger at her. The meaning was clear. 
 
    I’m watching you. 
 
    He spun on his heel and left. After a few minutes, Tara felt balanced enough to stand and walk toward her quarters. Hearing the drunken revelry in the Satisfaction’s passageways, she went to the central spoke and climbed the ladder until microgravity returned near the five-pronged nexus. She maneuvered toward Cargo Bay Four, where the CASPers were, and made her way down the ladder until she reached one-third gravity, and she could slide down the ladder’s edge to the unoccupied cargo bay. Among the mismatched CASPers, what she’d known as Angel 2 on Araf stood in a separate cradle from the other mechs. On the cockpit shell, she’d painted the number 25 and added nose art.  
 
    Watching an old movie, she’d had the idea. Combined with one of the sneering jabs directed her way, but turned deftly into a callsign, the art of a pale, white-haired warrior exemplified the way she felt. Tara ran a hand over the pitted and scored mecha lovingly. Deathangel 25 was all she had left in the world. But it was a hell of a start. For a moment, she considered climbing inside, but she hesitated. Lucille’s control presence would be there, and while conversing with a near-artificial intelligence was of some benefit, it was still just a program.  
 
    Company was company, though. Tara keyed the cockpit door to open and climbed inside. As the cockpit hatch closed, she initiated the internal power system, and Lucille chimed to life. 
 
    <<All systems nominal, Tara. How are you today?>> 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    James Francis rubbed the beard on his chin, stared at the half-finished drink on the bar, and then slowly looked back at the message on his wrist slate. Twenty years of hauling, often disguised as mercenary work, and he’d never considered a contract for more than a few minutes. The unanswered message icon on his slate continued to flash on and off like a siren. For the last hour, he’d stared alternately at the message and the Tri-V screens of a watering hole that barely passed for a bar. Some godawful Jeha sporting event he couldn’t understand, much less follow, played along with some twinkling, techno music he recognized with disdain from his time in Japan. Some Waylon Jennings or Johnny Cash would have been nice, but their comfort wouldn’t help his brain, or his stomach, reconcile the offer in his inbox. 
 
    A contract was a contract, and a good contract was something he couldn’t pass up. Had he not learned in idle bar conversation that Reilly’s Raiders jumped toward Jessica’s corner of the galaxy, it would have been a no-brainer. Worrying about the worst company on Earth crossing paths with his daughter was silly. Jessica was still in her first year of assignment, and protocol meant she’d work more than her share of crappy jobs at the Peacemaker barracks before being assigned to critical missions. On the other hand, the Mercenary Guild hadn’t called on him for a “critical mission” in more than two years. According to his contract, he had to accept the mission immediately, but he’d completed his term of service with the guild and could refuse it. Refusal meant severing ties with them permanently. As much as he wanted to slow down and retire, he couldn’t. Human mercenary companies had gone into the void since the Alpha Contracts and had had their asses handed to them. Somebody needed to be there for them. He could save Human lives, and the Mercenary Guild would pay for the retrieval of casualties and whatever scrapped equipment he could salvage. The money was good, but the mission was too far away should Jessica need help. 
 
    The urge to help her, to come sweeping in and save the day as any good father would do, overpowered everything. For twenty-five years, he’d stayed out of her life purposefully, wagering everything he’d built on her ability to remember her favorite ceramic toy and follow a trail of breadcrumbs. Leaving as he had, in the middle of the night, with his wife in tears, hadn’t been part of the plan, but when it fell through there was nothing else he could do. Katherine, his Katie, had played her role to the hilt for the rest of her life, until cancer took her. She kept Jessica safe and ignorant of the truth all the way to her grave, leaving instructions for Jessica’s ex-husband to hold Elly until the time was right. To her credit, Jessica realized this and found a way to recover the statuette. She’d done what she had to without knowing why until his cyber-techs reported a signal from the Dusman chipset he’d stamped with his callsign. From there, it was easy. He’d ridden in with his forces and found Jessica on the verge of dying.  
 
    He’d shivered at the controls of Bandit One, his personal skiff, watching the Selroth patrol surface in the Choote River on Araf, their tridents and laser rifles focused on a lone, red-haired, Human girl. Jessica. He’d grabbed the controls tight enough to block the blood from his fingertips as he watched her drop them in short order. As information rolled in from his collection teams, he learned she was the Human Peacemaker candidate he’d heard rumors about on Luna. He discovered she and a force of a few Humans had held out against two very capable mercenary companies.  
 
    She can hold her own. 
 
    But I’m not going to be there for her. 
 
    You weren’t there for twenty-five years. She can hold her own. Now, stop being squeamish, old man. He told himself as he reached for his drink. The cheap bourbon burned his throat and brought tears to his eyes, but it snapped a bit of clarity into his consciousness. He’d earned his callsign, as a wet-behind-the-ears fighter pilot on Earth, for being ice cold under pressure. Being an engaged father, for the first time in his life, had left him a nervous wreck. He sighed and closed his eyes for a long moment. Okay, then. Get your ass in gear, Snowman. 
 
    From his quiet corner booth, he could see all the way across the nearly empty bar. The pilots would be in soon, but he’d be long gone. With a few taps of the slate, he instructed his crew to request emergency jump clearance for the Thletca-4 system in the Jesc region. He’d be across the galaxy from Jessica, but Alden’s Anzacs needed emergency retrieval. Max Alden had been his best friend for most of his adult life. Word was he’d kicked a hornet’s nest at Shaw Outpost and was pinned down by a nest of Tortantulas who wanted blood. He could hold out a week, maybe less.  
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Jessica will understand. 
 
    He keyed a message to Max saying help was on the way before writing a priority message to Jessica. Choosing his words carefully to protect the confidentiality of the movement of mercenary units, he typed the message and directed it to a GalNet newsfeed service Lucille monitored passively—the idea being that changes could be found, re-directed, and reported faster than they could if she received an emergency message through traditional methods. They’d used this method for six months with no problems, and it was a sure way to get a warning to Jessica. 
 
    Bulldog.  
 
    Gotta mission, and it’s about as far away from you as it can get. Max needs some help, and the guild wants me to go after him. Kinda one ya can’t refuse, huh? I know you’ve been down about sitting the desk and doing small jobs, but keep your head up and ready, will ya? Watch out for your fellow Humans out there, too. Send me a message when you can.  
 
    Love you,  
 
    Dad. 
 
    With a swirl of the remaining ice in his glass, Snowman drained its contents and winced. He paid eight credits and walked into the main passageway. Angling toward the flight hangars where Bandit One berthed, he caught sight of a familiar Sidar ambling his way. Snowman felt a smile come to his face as they closed the distance. 
 
    “Commander Francis.” The Sidar smiled and raised one clawed hand, palm down, in the Sidar manner of shaking hands. He reached out and took the hand. 
 
    “Selector Hak-Chet. I didn’t expect to see you here at Jupiter. What brings you to the Human side of the galaxy?” 
 
    The Sidar leaned forward. “We jump for home soon. One’s job is never done.” 
 
    They continued to clasp hands. “Something I understand all too well.” 
 
    Hak-Chet chuckled, a rasping sound that seemed almost painful. “Priority missions can do that, Commander.” 
 
    Snowman nodded and kept his face straight. The Peacemaker Guild knew much more than people thought they did. “Even those that take us far away from the ones we love.” 
 
    “You’re wise to worry, Snowman, if I may call you that?” The Sidar’s eyes twinkled. “There are far too many in the galaxy who seem to loathe the Human presence these days. You and your friend would be wise to remember that.” 
 
    Snowman took a breath and held it. The stories from the rim were as awful as they were during the Alpha Contracts. Human companies were failing missions at an alarming rate. His teams in the Yolo arm had rescued four companies from failed contracts in the last four months. Two of those companies were mixes of aliens and Humans that fractured and dissolved from within under fire. “I will, Selector.” 
 
    “Safe travels,” the Sidar said as he rotated his forearm. The Sidar’s hand was on top now, signaling the conversation was over. Something cool dropped into Snowman’s palm. 
 
    “Thank you, Selector.” They unclasped hands and parted, Snowman not wanting to look back over his shoulder. Making his way through the throng of travelers, Snowman realized what he held in his clenched fist, about the same time he noticed how many beings filled the normally busy, but not packed, terminal. Lines of passengers overwhelmed outbound freighters. In the crowd of ticket waving passengers, there weren’t very many Humans.  
 
    From the passenger terminal, he made his way to the base operations section. A secure airlock controlled the outer section. Snowman stepped inside and waited for it to cycle and match pressures with the private hangar section. Alone, he opened his fist and looked down at the Dusman chipset—the very same one he’d left for Jessica to find. She’d had it tested by every piece of equipment in the Peacemaker’s research and development section and had managed to have the Besquith do the same. There was no explanation for why it powered up a portion of a fallen Raknar’s control architecture, other than it had an almost primitive transmitter and receiver function. All they could tell her was it was a small portion of a larger emergency system. That was the truth.  
 
    He slipped the chipset into his pocket as the airlock chimed a ten-second warning. He’d secure the chipset in his personal safe, where no one could accidentally power it up again. It was a good thing the Caroon mediator who’d tried to kill Jessica disabled the console as it switched on. Each Raknar had a system very much like a classic, electronic, locator transmitter fitted to an aircraft. A beacon. Taking the damned thing in the first place had been a risk, and there was no guarantee it would work on the Aethernet and GalNet devices of the present-day Union. All he’d needed was a signal to come running. The trouble with beacons was that anyone could be listening and, depending on how far the signal could travel, too many parties might be interested. After all, working Raknars were few and far between. Humans who knew more about the fallen warriors than most people were even rarer. 
 
    Why would Hak-Chet pass it back to me? Their guild surely knows what it is.  
 
    Does he think I’ll need it? 
 
    The airlock opened into the chilly passageway that followed the rugged lunar surface away from Tycho Crater. The floors here weren’t magnetic like those in the main station, so he had to deal with the one-sixth gravity. He bounced down the long, sloping passage with small leg movements and the occasional gentle push off a wall or ceiling to maintain control. On the plain, the passageway floor attracted his shoes again, and he resumed the hesitating, shambling walk of a Human in connected shoes. 
 
    Snowman found his corridor, turned into the passageway toward the private berths, and met a young Asian man who smiled. Dressed in dirty gray coveralls with a yellow engineer’s stripe down the sleeves, he pushed off the bulkhead he’d leaned against and said, “Snowman.” 
 
    At first, his brain didn’t register who the young man was. In microseconds, years peeled away from the face, and the young man’s identity came flashing back to him. “Ryu Misaki?” 
 
    “The same.” Ryu adjusted a large backpack slung from one shoulder and laughed. 
 
    Snowman opened his arms, and the young man embraced him. “How in the world are you? How are your parents?” 
 
    “They are well. I’m sure they would want me to say hello.” 
 
    They released each other, and Snowman stepped back to look at the young man. He was a perfect composite of his parents. Jun Amato, Ryu’s mother, had served as Snowman’s first cislunar navigator as a young woman straight from the University of Tokyo. The boy’s father, Yuichi Misaki, had been a flight school classmate at Perth. The last time he’d seen Ryu, the boy had been eleven years old. Fifteen years ago, the Misaki family moved from Earth to one of the Human colonies in the Cimaron region. They’d talked about finding their way in the big deep. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you were—” 
 
    Ryu shook his head. “Mother and father returned to Earth. Father’s academy roommate flew them there on his private ship. The situation in the outer regions is too dangerous for us to live out there, unprotected.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” 
 
    Ryu nodded and curled one side of his mouth under. “Our colony was attacked for the first time a month ago. Nobody had any idea who it was, until we saw the mercenaries we’d hired to protect us actually setting the fires. Others would fire into the colony from high ground. Most of it was harmless, just harassment, until they started targeting us one by one. They killed families on excursions and others in their homes for no reason at all. We fled.” 
 
    Snowman nodded, but the knot in his stomach grew tighter. Things were going to hell in a handbasket. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m looking to sign on with a unit and go back out there.” Ryu’s face contorted with anger. The boy had made it personal, and that was never a good reason to go into a unit. “Those shit-eaters killed my girlfriend for sport.” 
 
    Snowman reached out and put a heavy hand on Ryu’s shoulder. “No. You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “No! I want to kill those bastards, Snowman!” 
 
    Snowman stepped closer and lowered his chin. His voice low and steady, he stared at Ryu’s furious, scared eyes. “Listen to me, Ryu. Really listen to me. I’m going out there to help a friend who’s in trouble. If you’re half as good at orbital calculations as your mother, and half as good a pilot as your father, you have a spot on my crew. I owe them that much. If you change your mind after this mission and want to sign up with a…traditional merc unit, that’s your choice. You’re not going to go out half-cocked and get your ass killed on my watch.” 
 
    Ryu’s eyes misted over. He blinked, and tears ran down his cheeks. His lips quivered, but no words came out. Snowman reached out and pulled the young man close. “My parents…they weren’t supportive…” 
 
    “We’ll fix that, right now. With all this traffic, there’s no way they’ve jumped for home. You can call them when we get aboard.” 
 
    Ryu nodded against his shoulder. “Thank you, Snowman. I don’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “I owe your parents a few lifetimes. Maybe I can repay them a little by looking out for you as much as I can.” 
 
    They parted again, and Snowman clapped a hand on Ryu’s shoulder as they walked toward the private berths. Ryu dried his eyes and wiped his nose on his sleeve but said nothing. Snowman smiled. The universe worked in mysterious ways sometimes. He couldn’t watch over his daughter, but one of his oldest friends needed help. Along came the offspring of two of his closest friends, also needing help. James “Snowman” Francis knew it was a sign of something. He might not understand what that sign was, but it was something he needed to do. Truth be told, another navigator would be the perfect addition to his crew. Where they were heading, Snowman’s first rule would apply.  
 
    “I am a qualified pilot,” Ryu said. “And mother taught me orbital calculations when I was fifteen.” 
 
    “Did they ever teach you my rules?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Snowman chuckled. “Good. Rule number one is a good pilot and navigator always knows when and how to get the hell out of Dodge. If you’re able to do that, you’ll be a fine addition to my crew, son.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Quiet Storm 
 
    Departing Jupiter Gate 
 
      
 
    “That seemed too easy, Selector.” 
 
    Hak-Chet smiled. “Some things are simply meant to be, Master Rsach. Caught him on his way to Bandit One. After all these years, you continue to doubt my ability as a field asset.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Rsach sighed, and his long body contorted to match the exhalation. “He must know that we know what it is and how he used it.” 
 
    “That is a fair assumption.” 
 
    “And his daughter is a Peacemaker!” Rsach sank lower into the chair. “This is a horrible coincidence, Selector.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I will not argue that, old friend. What’s important to remember is he acquired that beacon long before his dealings with the Mercenary Guild were codified. His intention for his daughter to use it, and to find her when she did, was noble, but ill-informed.” 
 
    “He could have gone home at any time, couldn’t he?” 
 
    Hak-Chet shook his head. “I believe his contract with the Mercenary Guild allows him to come no closer to Earth than Luna, and only for short periods of time. Until we get our hands on it, we won’t know.” 
 
    Rsach leaned forward and rose from the chair. He moved to the wide window looking north over the Ocean of Storms. “When I became a Peacemaker, I believed Humans were too young and foolish as a species to be valuable assets. I believe most of our friends and classmates would have said the same, and I never dreamed a Human would join our ranks. When you ascended to the Selector’s position, I never imagined you’d present a Human candidate. Gods, even the thought of it turned my stomachs. Based on our friendship and my respect for you, I allowed her candidacy, never believing for a second she would pass the trials, the Academy, or a confirmation mission.” 
 
    Hak-Chet shuffled to the window and looked over the sun-lit regolith. “Yet she did, and she even completed a second mission.” 
 
    “She would have died had her father not intervened. Yes, she took out a Selroth patrol with the skill and accuracy expected of a Peacemaker, but the odds would have been against her living more than another hour. His arrival was fortunate.” 
 
    “And yet, his history is not,” Hak-Chat said. “We don’t know the breadth of what he’s done, Rsach.” 
 
    “That’s what troubles me. He knows things about the Dusman. He’s trusted by hundreds of Human mercenary companies to assist them in times of trouble. He has ships and forces spread around the galaxy, and he’s one of six priority mission units for the entire Mercenary Guild. If the tide continues to turn the way we think, more Humans will be lost. Why do they let him live? What is he doing for them to merit living?” 
 
    Hak-Chet shrugged, a movement that wobbled his shoulders. “We cannot assume he’s doing anything.” 
 
    “Then where is he headed?” 
 
    “G’dal, in the Avan arm. Thletca system.” Hak-Chet consulted his wrist slate. “A mercenary company called Alden’s Anzacs is besieged by Tortantulas pursuing a contract to clear hostiles for a mining operation.” 
 
    “Who is the contract issuer?” 
 
    “The contract is redacted by the Merchant Guild, but its routing suggests it was a company on Earth,” Hak-Chet looked up to see Rsach’s eyes on him. “We’ve seen this before with contracts issued at the guild level. What is it?” 
 
    Rsach spoke slowly. “Do you think he’s a traitor against his own kind?” 
 
    Hak-Chet took a slow breath. “Time will tell, Master Rsach. Something like that cannot be swept under a rug.” 
 
    Rsach startled. “That reminds me. Our intel section answered my request. The contract on Weqq? For Reilly’s Raiders? It is a sweep and clear mission. They are to secure the planet for the guild in preparation for war—for supplies and materials. Resistance means death. They’re going to kill the TriRusk, too.” 
 
    Hak-Chet gasped. “Do the MinSha know this? Is this contract legal and valid?” 
 
    “The contract is legal under provisions from the Mercenary Guild to prepare any fightable position for combat through eminent domain. The MinSha consulate sent an emergency message to Weqq. If Raleigh arrives there first, I worry he’ll shut down the communications network. He’s done that before,” Rsach said. “I’ve ordered a tactical response team mobilized. They’ll jump from headquarters directly, but they’ll be too late, and this enrages me. They sent Humans to wipe out a colony and a potential tribe of TriRusk. We’ve sent a Human Peacemaker to defend the Minsha and the TriRusk. She’ll be overmatched and outgunned, Hak-Chet. Her father will be halfway across the galaxy collecting a friend’s mercenary company on the Mercenary Guild’s orders. They structured this event to take it out of our hands.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded to himself. It made perfect sense and was a tactically-sound plan. The presence of a Human Peacemaker was a threat that had to be honored and removed. “The Mercenary Guild wants Jessica Francis dead.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “I agree. But that’s an accusation we cannot make because nothing has happened. Everything in place follows the letter of Union law to the point that the only shred of it that applies is the found species provision. That they are not to be removed from their world may keep the TriRusk alive, if the guild chooses to exercise their…ability.” 
 
    Hak-Chet clearly caught a difference in the Guild Master’s tone. “You don’t think that will happen.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. My greater fear, however, is that our Peacemaker will side with the Humans based on her species and her desire to survive. If she does, we will have no choice but to remove her. Gods. Until Humans came along, Peacemakers were feared and respected. Now, mercenaries have tried to kill them.” 
 
    Hak-Chet shook his head. The realization was painful and saddening. “Mercenaries have only tried to kill one Peacemaker thus far, Master. Our Human Peacemaker. Gods help us if they succeed.” 
 
    Rsach nodded, and his features blanked. Hak-Chet watched for a moment as the Jeha received communications of some type through his many antennae. He turned and frowned. “The Mercenary Guild has trapped the Golden Horde in the Trigar system. Our intelligence was wrong, Hak-Chet. Peepo is prepared to move against Earth, and there’s nothing we can do to stop her.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    For three days, Jessica followed the MinSha physician’s plan to observe the mystery species at dusk to no avail. On the morning of the fourth day she woke early, and in the pre-dawn light, she ventured into the open common area of the compound. In a corner relatively clear of gear and pallets of supplies, Jessica laid out a rubberized mat and took off her shoes. The combination of exercises flowed from the Five Tibetan Rites, through a series of yoga sun salutations, and ended in a body-weight strength workout that felt as comfortable as an old pair of shoes. Simple pushups, sit-ups, flutter kicks, air squats, and the masochistic variation of a pushup combined with full body agony known as the “burpee.” Ten repetitions of each, repeated five times, combined with the already humid and warm morning left her pants and tank-top soaked. By the time she’d finished the workout, a few MinSha circulated out of their buildings, into the common area. All of them looked at her, then looked away just as quickly. 
 
    Before she collected her gear, she wiped off her skin with a microfiber towel and smoothed back her auburn hair from her face. The exercise left her arms and legs on the verge of trembling, and she relished the feeling. The morning ritual was the highlight of every day, so far. A series of squawks from the trees above caught her attention, and she looked up into the early morning twilight. Whatever it was sounded like a lion. She looked around the compound and noticed a ladder leading to the walkway atop the southern wall. She jogged twenty steps to the ladder and climbed up to the security walkway. The ladder’s rungs were not parallel to the ground; instead, they looked like downward pointed chevrons, built to accommodate the MinSha’s hind feet. No one shouted or called for her to get down. A group of black flying lizards shot over her head and into the mist that was forming. Jessica followed their path with her eyes and froze. In the mist, no more than two hundred meters from the wall, was a group of massive beasts she’d never seen before. 
 
    At first glance, the child in her shouted out that they were dinosaurs. The head resembled a sleek triceratops, with a shield extending over the exposed neck, but instead of flaring, it turned down toward their spines. There were three protuberances on the shields of the larger ones, and the smaller ones had either two or four. They weren’t quite tusks or horns, but something in between. The beasts walked forward on their arms like gorillas, and as Jessica wondered if they could rear up on their rear legs, one of them did and stepped forward to forage in a large flowering bush.  
 
    Gods, they’re huge. At least a couple of meters tall.  
 
    The hulking beasts moved slowly, like long-haired, gray and black cattle. Five of them circled another bush and used their arms to forage and lift low hanging bushes. Several creatures flew or ran from them, but they made no effort to follow.  
 
    They’re searching for something. 
 
    Jessica heard someone climbing the ladder behind her and looked over her shoulder to see Fuul. Instead of turning to greet the physician, Jessica kept watching the searching creatures.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?!” Fuul’s stage whisper sounded as if she was still on the ladder, with her head just above the walkway’s surface. 
 
    “Observing your mystery creatures. I suppose you have this on video?” 
 
    “Of course we’re recording it. Now get inside!” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No. It’s pretty obvious they are not the threat you seem to think they are.” 
 
    There was silence behind her for a moment. She watched the slow creatures continue their search, some sniffing the dirt and others fanning out in a wider circle. As they did, Jessica noticed one of the creatures had shaggy white and gray hair and pinkish eyes. Two of the larger ones she assumed were male stood close by as if guarding it.  
 
    Fuul appeared at her shoulder a moment later. “They’ve been here every two days.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. Two days before, she’d slept well past sunrise recovering from jump lag. “You could have told me.” 
 
    “We assumed you didn’t want to be disturbed.” 
 
    “I would rather not have sat in the rain for the past three nights. Telling me when and where to see them up close would’ve been much easier.” Jessica tilted her chin at the creatures, careful not to raise her hands or move suddenly. “What are they?” 
 
    Fuul hesitated just long enough for Jessica to realize the MinSha knew what they were observing, and that something was very, very wrong. “They are TriRusk. Possibly feral, but they are definitely TriRusk.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say that in your message?” 
 
    “There is much you don’t know, Peacemaker. It is best that Psymrr and Tirr provide that information. They are much more familiar with the history than I am,” Fuul replied. “This is the first confirmed sighting of them in several hundred years.” 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath. “Why is that such a big deal, Fuul?” 
 
    The physician shifted her weight from one gangly leg to the other. “They are a myth told to little ones. Behave and do what’s right, or you’ll disappear like the TriRusk—that sort of thing. Do you Humans threaten your children with silly untruths?” 
 
    Jessica half-smiled. “I don’t have children, Fuul, but all the parents I know do something like that.” 
 
    “But it is something that cannot come true, right?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jessica turned to look at the MinSha, but the physician’s eyes remained fixed on the TriRusk. “Are you afraid of them?” 
 
    “Gods, no.” Fuul turned to look at her. The wide mantis eyes studied her for a long moment. “The TriRusk…were…a noble, valued species to the Union. But there are those who wished them harm. They ran. Their whole species disappeared. They vacated their home world almost overnight. There was no trace of them in the gate logs and no contact of any kind. Psymrr and Tirr can provide the full history; I am sure to leave things out.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, her brain swirling with questions and scraps of policy filtering up from her academy classes. There’d been no mention of any mystery species, no great “missing civilization” speculation during any of her classes, and yet this MinSha knew quite a bit about the TriRusk. It was time to see just how much the physician knew. “Tell me about them. What am I seeing out there?” 
 
    “The larger ones are males, which is a predominant trait in many xenobiological genus and families. They perform the typical male roles of security and strength. The smaller ones, those two over there, are female. See how they remain behind the action and observe? I would venture a guess that females play a larger role in the leadership of their tribe, but it’s hard to say. I’ve never been able to observe them up close,” Fuul answered. 
 
    So, you have been observing them for a while. Jessica kept her face straight. “This is as close as you’ve been allowed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you followed them or traced their path back to a den or a domicile? Anything like that?” 
 
    Fuul shook her head. “Tirr lost a robotic flyer trying to follow them. Psymrr refuses to allow any other interactions because they pose too great a risk. They told me to observe at a distance until a Peacemaker could be summoned to investigate.” 
 
    Investigation was a Peacemaker essential task. Whether it was a falsified or lapsed contract or a species indoctrination for the Union to consider did not matter. The MinSha, however, knew much more about the situation prior to calling a Peacemaker. Doing so, if she remembered her classes correctly, afforded the species in question protection until classification and indoctrination could be accomplished. Classification would be easy—depending on whether the TriRusk used tools, fire, silicon-based computers, or whatever. Indoctrination would take time.  
 
    I could be here a year or more. 
 
    Her small room in the Peacemaker barracks had never seemed more like home. Jessica blinked the sudden rush of thoughts away. Focusing on the situation was necessary. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Foraging.” 
 
    Jessica studied the TriRusk as they fanned out from the original site in larger circles and continued to investigate large clumps of brush. “No. They’re searching for something. Like they’ve lost something.” 
 
    Fuul clicked her jaw. “I’m sorry, Peacemaker. I’ve been observing them long enough to know this is a popular spot for them. Those flowering bushes are edible for their young.” 
 
    Jessica saw the albino-looking TriRusk emerge from behind the tree, sniff a spot on the ground, and lay down. A few seconds later, it cried out once in a squeal that echoed off the tress. “Gods! What is wrong with that one?” 
 
    Fuul tilted her head slightly toward Jessica. “It suffers from a regressive genetic disorder. The best Human term I can provide for you is albinism.” 
 
    Jessica stared at the small TriRusk as it rolled around on the ground, stood, and ambled directly toward the nearby portal. At the wall, it stopped, looked back at the two stoic females, and howled again. One, and then the other, looked at Jessica and Fuul. “They can see us.” 
 
    “Make no sudden moves.” 
 
    No shit. Jessica thought. She hadn’t seen a weapon, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have one. She’d left her weapons in her quarters, thinking a simple workout wouldn’t require them to be within arm’s reach. Without tilting her head, Jessica saw the little one raise a front hand—four articulated fingers and what looked like an opposable thumb—and place it against the portal door. There was a bright arc of electricity, and the albino TriRusk fled back toward its group like a scalded dog. Rare sunlight filtered through the canopy and lit the jungle floor with odd shapes that contorted as the clouds and mist brewed. All the TriRusk remained frozen, looking at the compound and the two beings on the upper walkway. After a few long moments, the males circled back to the females who led them into the swirling mist at a fast pace. Within seconds, they were no longer visible. 
 
    “I’ll speak with Psymrr and Tirr,” Jessica said, “but, I have a question for you. Why did that little one approach the portal door?” 
 
    Fuul stammered. “I-I haven’t observed anything like that. I cannot even speculate.” 
 
    Bullshit. Why can’t anyone tell the truth? 
 
    The voice in her head changed. It’s because you’re Human, Bulldog. 
 
    Shut up, Dad. 
 
    But his voice in her subconscious could very well have been right. Remaining calm and learning what she could were the right things to do. She turned to the ladder, stepped on the top rung, and spun gracefully to look up at Fuul. Her voice level and direct, she let the tone of command take over as she spoke. “Please alert Psymrr and whoever else needs to be there that I will meet with them in twenty minutes at your command center. We have much to discuss, I believe.” 
 
    Fuul nodded. “Of course, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica slid down the ladder, her feet on the outside edges, and landed softly on the compound’s composite flooring, then went after her things. The MinSha gathered in the central compound gave her a wide berth as she collected her workout gear and headed for a hot shower. At the door to the wall section where her quarters were located, she turned and watched Fuul enter a section of wall she hadn’t toured yet. She’d do that right after telling the MinSha she’d investigate the TriRusk and grant them protection. Her first goal, however, was to get the honest fucking truth about the whole situation, because something stank. If it walked like a duck, and talked like a duck, it was probably a duck. She hadn’t needed three years at Peacemaker U to know that much. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes after she left Fuul on the walkway, Jessica re-entered the central compound wearing the dark blue coveralls of a Peacemaker. On her chest, glinting in the passing rays of the sun poking through the early morning jungle, was her Peacemaker shield. It didn’t appear much different than the badge of a common customs officer or police officer. The shiny platinum shield resembled an upside-down kite with the elongated point at the top. In the center of the badge, inlaid against a black background, was the representation of a large, blue fir tree. Every Peacemaker chose their own badge emblem, with the specification that it represented a tree or similar flora from their home world. It was blue by tradition. She’d agonized over her decision for three days, constantly conversing with her father about what she should pick, to no avail. In the short respite before her commissioning ceremony on Luna, Jessica spent two days hiking through the wilderness of northern New Mexico to say goodbye to Hex and Maya. They’d built a home in the mountains around Angel Fire, and as much as it hurt to see the land they loved and to not be able to share it with them, she’d had to leave.  
 
    A mountain storm came up while she hiked, and as the wind whistled through the bending boughs of the mighty trees, Jessica made her decision. The mountain pine, strong and resilient, could withstand any storm. Upon arrival at Luna, she’d met with the heraldry division and watched them cast and perfect her badge. The tree’s boughs pointed upward—a reminder to keep her head up and stay focused on the big picture. On a chevron under the wide, pointed edge of the badge was the motto she’d chosen, etched in Latin and Standard. 
 
    Stare aut cadere. Stand or fall. 
 
    Like all Peacemakers, her shield was her own, and seeing it crafted was a thrill unlike anything she’d ever seen. Pinning it on gave her the greatest satisfaction in her young life, and every time she caught sight of it in her peripheral vision, it seemed to make her heart beat slightly faster. Putting in on gave her a sense of becoming. Without it, she was just a normal woman, but with it she was something very different. Something powerful and awesome. Her instructors told her the badge meant nothing without the heart of the being behind it. 
 
    Centered and ready, she marched across the compound toward the command center. Captain Tirr stood outside the interior portal. His iridescent blue tunic sported several decorations recognizing gallantry in combat. He bowed his head as she approached. 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis. I am Tirr, the captain of the guard.” He raised his head, and his eyes studied her. “My apologies for not having met you before now. I have been busy at our other compounds.” 
 
    Jessica bowed her head respectfully. The MinSha officer was not what she expected. Many of the MinSha males were either politicians or nearly mindless drones—pretty much impossible to tell apart. To find a male soldier, however, was unique. “Captain Tirr, I’m honored to make your acquaintance. I have many questions about your security and capabilities. I’ve come to understand there are many threats in the jungle.” 
 
    Tirr tilted his side slightly to one side, a gesture she knew was approval. “I’d like very much to get your opinion on those matters, but there is much we should discuss inside. There are unknown guests approaching.” 
 
    Jessica almost turned around, then realized he wasn’t talking about anyone behind her. Tirr breezed through the portal, and she followed him into a dark, red-lit room that reminded her of the command information center she’d seen aboard a Peacemaker assault ship in school. Psymrr stood looking at a wide Tri-V screen that displayed Weqq as a three-dimensional sphere with four selected signatures highlighted and tracked. The colony leader’s head snapped to her.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Jessica frowned. “Meaning of what, Honored Psymrr?” 
 
    “These vessels. They haven’t broadcast a signal since leaving the gate. Isn’t that Peacemaker standard operating procedure in an assault and peacekeeping mission?” Psymrr stepped closer, towering menacingly over her. “You will contact them and tell them to return to your base.” 
 
    Jessica took a breath and kept her tone conversational. “They aren’t Peacemaker vessels.” 
 
    “The hell they are not!” 
 
    She moved to the display and pointed. “First, there are four vessels. Peacemakers deploy with no more than two vessels because they provide enough firepower to quell a disturbance on a metropolitan planet. Deploying four doesn’t fit this planet’s profile or your…minuscule ability to defend yourselves. Second, their positioning suggests they are attacking. Peacemakers would enter orbit, communicate orders for negotiation, and then land appropriately. This is an attack. Where is their probable trajectory?” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker. They are tracking on our position here,” Tirr said. “We have no record of any transmission from you. Is that correct?” 
 
    “I haven’t contacted anyone, Tirr. My orders are very clear, and the mission doesn’t merit a Peacemaker response.” 
 
    Psymrr turned his head to Tirr for a long moment. “What are your recommendations, Tirr?” 
 
    Tirr looked Jessica’s way. “We are not prepared to fend off an attack.” 
 
    “And we don’t know who they are, or if attack is what they’re really planning,” Jessica replied. She tapped the Tri-V as the inbound ships started to spread out at an altitude of eight hundred kilometers. Their tracks suggested all three MinSha colonies were in danger. “Alert your compounds to secure all personnel and defend themselves.” 
 
    Psymrr chuckled. “You said yourself we don’t know who they are or what their intentions are, Peacemaker. That’s the simplest data to request. Prepare to transmit on all frequencies.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “You’re tipping your hand, Psymrr. They’ll figure out your communications architecture in a few seconds and how to shut it down. Then they can do whatever they intend to do unhindered.” 
 
    “You assume that everything is a fight. All Humans do. I’m sure there is an explanation for this that my civilized species can understand, even if yours can’t,” Psymrr said with a sneer. “Transmit the following: Approaching vessels, this is Psymrr, the technical leader of this scientific mission, on behalf of the MinSha colony. We’re tracking you from our outer markers. State your intentions on any Union recognized frequency, and we will respond in kind. Over.” 
 
    In the silence, Tirr moved to the screen and tapped the icons. He looked at Jessica. “Do these vehicle signatures look familiar to you?” 
 
    The radar silhouettes were unmistakable. She had excelled in vehicle class and type recognition at the academy, because of her experience as a mercenary, not the decks of flash cards the instructors pulled out of their vests at any given second. Of course, it was easy for any Peacemaker candidate to recognize the ships of their own worlds. Jessica nodded. “The two larger ones are Saturn-class transports. The two smaller ones are Gemini-class. The Intergalactic Transportation Consortium out of the Azores on Earth manufactured them. They are Human vessels.” 
 
    Psymrr roared. “Human? What have you done, Peacemaker? You’ve already managed to alert your home world about what we’ve found, and they’ve come to take it. Your greed is inescapable.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Jessica frowned. If Hak-Chet learned of her inappropriate language, she’d owe another thousand credits to his version of a swear jar. Something told her she was going to owe a few months’ pay by the end of this assignment, if the heat in her face was any indication.  
 
    Psymrr paused. His head snapped to Fuul who was across the room, hiding behind a display console. “Fuul! Have you informed the Peacemaker against my wishes?” 
 
    “No, Honored Psymrr.” 
 
    Jessica stepped forward. She’d had just about enough. Their distrust of her was only part of the problem. She thought about the tiny, albino TriRusk leaning against the portal door and getting shocked. The MinSha were hiding something she needed to know. Whatever it was, somebody was coming to take it away or to destroy everything on the planet. Mercenary smash and grab was the oldest, most popular mission available, and one Humans loved. “That’s it. You need to tell me exactly what the hell is going on here.” 
 
    Psymrr reared up on his hind legs. “You will know nothing more, Peacemaker. You are an abomination to the very guild you serve and—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Jessica stepped toward Psymrr and pointed at his wide eyes. “That’s enough, godsdamnit! I am here on official orders from my guild, and that supersedes everything else. You will not challenge my integrity again, Psymrr. Is that clear?” 
 
    The colony leader lowered himself to the floor. “I do not have to trust you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, but you’d better come clean about what she—,” Jessica pointed at Fuul, “found out there, and why the TriRusk are looking for it. What’s so special about them, and why would you immediately think Humans would want to steal it?” 
 
    Psymrr looked at her for a long moment before looking up at Fuul. His lower jaw worked as he tried to find the words. He opened his mouth to speak, but the speakers in the command center clicked to life and a slurring, raspy voice rumbled through them. 
 
    “This is Raleigh Seamus Reilly in command of Reilly’s Raiders. We have a legal contract from a noted benefactor to remove you, your colonies, and every sentient species from this planet. Don’t worry about surrendering. You’ve got about twelve minutes to run. Anyone left when we get there is as good as dead.” 
 
    Jessica felt her stomach twist in a knot. In her years as a mercenary, she’d never crossed paths with Raleigh, but she knew his reputation, and it was as far from sterling as it could get. His list of enemies started with her father. She stepped forward to the command console and jabbed the transmit button. “This is Peacemaker Jessica Francis, Commander. I am invoking Species Induction Clauses Beta Charlie zero six three through zero six nine. I advise you to pause your mission until the conclusion of my official Peacemaker inquiry on behalf of the Union. Do you copy?” 
 
    There was a chuckle. “Oh, I copy, Peacemaker. You have eleven minutes to complete your inquiry and get out of our way, or you’ll be just as dead as the rest of them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Overlooking the MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    Lmurr woke a millisecond before his slate chimed. Dawn broke through the layers of mist and dappled the jungle in an eerie gold light outside the platform’s walls. He checked his weapon of choice, a long-barreled, single-action railgun designed specifically for snipers. The heavy, but capable weapon could fire a 12.7-millimeter tungsten plug more than eight hundred meters with very little spindrift. In the hands of a talented, steady shot it was the deadliest weapon the Veetanho produced, and very few ended up in the hands of another species. Lmurr laid the weapon against the platform’s rail and grabbed a bottle of water to wash the taste of the jungle from his mouth. He glanced at the display system and nearly choked. The Peacemaker and a MinSha were up on the external walkway. From his position, though, the tree suspending his living quarters prevented the shot. He watched the unfolding scene for a few seconds, considering how fast he could gather his rifle and scramble up the tree for a shot. Before he could move, the Peacemaker turned away from whatever they were looking at and descended into the compound’s walls. In another thirty seconds, she was inside and out of range. 
 
    Lmurr took it in stride, as the Humans said. He cleaned up his sleeping mats, selected a pre-prepared breakfast meal, and activated his slate. Without GalNet access, it was little more than an entertainment device, and that was fine with him. Lmurr scrolled through saved images from other planets and selected the folder for Earth for the thousandth time. The island nations of French Polynesia called to him. The serene blue waters and bungalows built over the placid ocean seemed like the kind of paradise he could immerse himself in forever. A life of warfare, barely sleeping in the same bed twice, had gotten old. Or maybe he’d gotten old.  
 
    Lmurr chuckled as he tore into his meal. The ration, approved for general consumption, was supposed to specifically meet the nutritional needs of Zuul, Oogar, Humans, and Veetanho. The irony that his target could be eating a similar breakfast, maybe even the same corned beef hash, was not lost on him. He’d tried to get to know Humans as he studied her. She was his most important target in the last fifteen years, and by far the most lucrative. Retirement was a simple shot away, if he could get her outside the damned compound one more time. 
 
    His slate buzzed. The hacked connection feed into the MinSha command network showed several radar contacts dropping into orbit. Lmurr smiled. The mercenaries were coming to wipe the planet clean, and they would cover his work. They would attack the main colony and the outlying mountain colony first, as it was the smart thing to do. The main colony attack would deplete the security forces there and prevent them from coming to the aid of the colony leader. The mountain colony could be silenced by a platoon. All Lmurr had to do was wait until they inevitably came here. The MinSha, he decided, were either lackadaisical about their security and operations on purpose to give a potential foe a false sense of security, or they were simply stupid. Whatever was here, whatever they were researching or trying to find, was what was important to them. All their eggs were in one basket without the bulk of their combat-capable forces. It made no sense. Then again, purely scientific ventures in this day and age were fewer and farther between. 
 
    Lmurr chewed the corned beef hash, wincing at the saltiness of the beef and the curious crunch of the cubed potatoes against his tongue. Humans would find it savory. For him, it was barely palatable, but he needed to eat. Understanding Human likes and dislikes were the keys to their impulsiveness. Of all the sentient species he’d operated with or against, they were the most unpredictable and the most resilient. Their Peacemaker was exceptional at both. News of the incident at Araf spread like wildfire on the heels of her commissioning. Non-Human mercenary units stood up and took notice that Humans could be a real threat, if they ever got their collective shit together.  
 
    Lmurr chuckled. Humans and their colorful language. 
 
    There were a few Human mercenary outfits that had the money, personnel, and experience to make a real difference. Most of them employed passable fighters who would do anything for money. The galaxy wanted Humans to do their dirty work. If they died trying, that was even better. Removing a civilization’s warriors, even the bad ones, makes them easier to topple—it was a simple rule of warfare, older than the Union itself. One Lmurr knew all too well. 
 
    Alarm klaxons blared from the compound below. The mercenaries were attacking. Lmurr curled his lip in disgust and tossed the remainder of the cold hash aside. With a deep breath to calm his rising anger, he stood and collected his rifle. Outside the tent, the morning was humid and almost cool. Lmurr took another deep breath and calmly leapt from the platform’s edge to a main tree branch three meters below, his claws digging into the soft wood easily. He’d mapped thirty routes to different firing positions in the tree’s foliage and could be at any of them within thirty seconds, if he hurried. There was no need. The MinSha alert system always gave ten minutes warning, if possible. He could crawl on his stomach to his firing position and have enough time. The only question was whether the Peacemaker would come outside. If she did, in the commotion that was sure to follow, he’d be able to end her life and hide in his prepared position long enough to contact the mercenaries and get a ride all the way to retirement. 
 
    He blinked the idea of warm sand and cool water away and crawled through the foliage to his favorite firing position. From there, he could see the entirety of the compound. If Francis poked her head outside at the wrong time, he could use the mercenaries and their typical smash-and-grab mentality to cover his work. In the crook of a wide branch that concealed him and offered an impressive field of fire, Lmurr nestled the rifle against the tree and set his firing position. He snapped the firing mechanism to charge and felt a thrum through the weapon’s stock. He sighted it in and settled down to wait, as he’d done one thousand six hundred and four times before. This was no different, he told himself. 
 
    One more shot. One more kill. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    Jessica rushed through the central corridor of the western wall complex toward the laboratory. Behind her, Psymrr screeched at her to stop, but she’d made up her mind. The MinSha were hiding something, and she didn’t have much time to figure out what. They’d done something, accidental or not, involving the TriRusk. The entire mission and discussion about species indoctrination was bullshit unless she knew what their intentions were, beyond protecting the TriRusk. The characters of the old holoshows where interference with emerging civilizations was wrong would have been proud, except that the concept was a lie, and Jessica knew it. Civilizations tended to exist well within their own bubble. Expand that bubble or burst it and a civilization could fail. How many societies on Earth had done just that? Leaving a civilization alone sounded good in theory, but the reality was societies had their resources and their own areas of expertise. Sharing the expertise was a noble thing to do, but all too often, stronger states influenced the resources of weaker states. The MinSha believed the TriRusk had something of value.  
 
    Or, they knew there was value in their society and wanted to keep it for themselves. 
 
    Jessica found two armed guards at the laboratory door. One of them stepped in front of it and raised his curved-stocked laser rifle to the ready position. “You are not permitted entry. We are authorized to use deadly force, if necessary.” 
 
    “You have five seconds to get out of my way,” Jessica said. “There are five statutes in the Peacemaker code that allow me to pass through that door or cause you bodily harm.” 
 
    The guard tilted his head. “An unarmed Human doesn’t stand a chance against an armed MinSha, Peacemaker or not.” 
 
    “Get out of my way.” 
 
    The guard raised his weapon further but didn’t swivel the barrel in her direction. The look on his impassive face said he wasn’t going to move. Jessica smirked. Watching his body position, she juked her left foot toward the MinSha, gauging his reaction. Aggressively, he brought up the butt of the rifle and swung it in a vicious arc toward her head, but Jessica was already moving. She ducked under the swing and pulled the stun baton from her left hip, switching it on in one smooth motion. The guard completed his swing, and she came up with the stunner, lodging it between two plates in his carapace under his right arm.  
 
    “EERKK!” The guard screeched and fell to the floor. She dislodged the stunner and whirled to face the other guard. It hadn’t moved and looked at her almost placidly. 
 
    “Not interested?” Jessica asked. 
 
    The guard tilted its chin and Jessica looked behind her. Captain Tirr’s red eyes gleamed. “I am impressed, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “You want to tell me what the hell is going on, Tirr?” 
 
    Tirr looked at her, then at the guard behind her. “Open the door and stand aside.” 
 
    The guard said something she didn’t understand, and Lucille didn’t chime in her earpiece with an instant translation. The hatchway to the laboratory swung open, and Tirr motioned for her to step inside. She looked at the guard. “What did you say to the captain?” 
 
    “Whrrr.” 
 
    She squinted. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Tirr laughed. “It’s a simple sound of assent or agreement. I believe you are familiar with the term ‘hooah’ from the soldiers on Earth?” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “That’s merely one example, but yes, I know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “We have a similar tradition.” Tirr nodded. “Maybe we’re not that different, after all. Unless you severely injured my soldier.” 
 
    They stepped through the doorway. “Mild shock. He’ll be fine in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Save for his pride,” Tirr said. “Public embarrassment goes a long way in correcting attitudes, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I would.” The laboratory was a long narrow room with several treatment beds along each wall. At the far end, a set of clear doors cordoned off what Jessica assumed was a clean room. Inside, Fuul stood looking over an enclosure that reminded Jessica of the portable playpen in her best friend’s living room back on Earth. She walked through the immaculately-sterile room. Fuul turned, startled, as Jessica approached the door. Her lips moved, but Jessica couldn’t hear anything until the doors opened. 
 
    “—Peacemaker. You cannot be in here, by Psymrr’s orders. I protest this—” 
 
    “Protest noted. The Peacemaker can go wherever she deems it necessary, on my authority.” Tirr said.  
 
    Jessica looked over her shoulder and met the captain’s eyes. “Thank you, Tirr.” 
 
    He nodded and looked at the physician. “Is the subject sedated? We cannot risk an outburst that will bring the rest of its tribe.” 
 
    Fuul nodded and looked into the pen. After a moment, the physician spoke with reasonable control and professionalism. Jessica couldn’t help but wonder if the MinSha knew the expression ‘being caught with their hands in the cookie jar.’ “She is sedated, yes. Peacemaker Francis, this is a three-year-old TriRusk female. Like the one you spotted outside the compound this morning, she has a condition like the albinism observed on Earth and in four other species in the Union.” 
 
    Four? Jessica blinked. Maybe Tirr is right, and we’re all not that different. “Why are you keeping her here, and why wasn’t I briefed on this?” 
 
    Fuul’s chest twitched in a MinSha sigh. She looked at Tirr, likely for approval, then back at Jessica. “The TriRusk disappearance is one of the great mysteries of the Union. They were a respected species and great allies of the MinSha for centuries. But, rare little ones like this possess a unique biochemical trait. It’s hard to explain, Peacemaker. Because of the trait, they were exploited by other species in the Union for profit.” 
 
    The TriRusk in the pen cooed softly. Jessica heard the doors close behind them, but she focused her attention on the sleeping creature. The dinosaur-like appearance was clearer now, and the powerful forelimbs and hands looked odd compared to the rest of the shaggy body. As she watched, its belly hitched. The child twisted its abdomen and raised one leg. 
 
    “Good. I can show you,” Fuul said. “She will express her bowels in a moment. You may want to cover your olfactory sense…nose, Peacemaker. The smell can be quite potent.” 
 
    “Human babies possess the unique ability to bring tears to our eyes with their odors.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Fuul said. The TriRusk passed a small amount of yellow stool on the floor of the pen. Fuul reached down with a gloved claw and collected it. Jessica watched the physician mash it between her fingers. The sight, plus the overpowering smell of something dead and rotten, tightened Jessica’s stomach. 
 
    Gods, this is worse than Rachel changing Evan’s diapers! The sudden thought of her friends and their families made her miss Earth for the first time in months. Her memories weren’t nostalgic. They were painful reminders that she’d chosen a far different path than the rest of her species. 
 
    Fuul held out a hand to Jessica. Something in the stool caught the light of the room and glittered. For a split second, she saw a prism. She wanted to ask if it was glass, but she quickly realized the shit-smeared crystal was something very different. Its presence explained everything.  
 
    “They synthesize diamonds.” 
 
    Fuul nodded. “Very small amounts, yes, but very pure. Only the albino children do this. The ability vanished by age ten or eleven in all the cases known to the MinSha.” 
 
    Tirr spoke behind her. “The ramifications of this discovery, especially if they are feral, are far reaching.” 
 
    Jessica asked, “How much do they produce a day?” 
 
    “The average is about ten grams per five Earth days,” Fuul said. “Every week from birth to ten or eleven, they produce close to five kilograms each, Peacemaker. The diamonds are perfect for enhancing laser weaponry, adorning drilling equipment, and a host of other uses.” 
 
    “Before they disappeared, TriRusk diamonds were the most sought-after manufacturing resource in the outer rim territories,” Tirr said. “If word gets out about the TriRusks’ presence, every profiteer in the galaxy will come here to capture and exploit them. We called for a Peacemaker to protect them for that reason. Even if they are feral, they need the Union’s protection.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “They do. We could have solved this much more quickly if you’d simply trusted me.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you, Peacemaker. You’re a Human and likely already thinking of ways you can exploit this situation for yourself,” Fuul snapped.  
 
    “If I’m thinking of ways to exploit this situation just by standing here,” Jessica replied slowly, “then what are you doing sedating and withholding this child from his tribe?” 
 
    “She was abandoned. We rescued her and—” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me the TriRusk have been outside the compound every other day for a while? They’re looking for this child, Fuul. I’m ordering you to give her back to them.” 
 
    Fuul reared up on her hind legs but didn’t push any taller. Jessica wondered if it was because of the ceiling height or because the physician understood that her posture could seem like a threat. A Peacemaker’s actions were justified in honoring any such threat. She made no move for her sidearm, though. “You cannot order a physician to do anything in the treatment of a patient, Peacemaker. Union law prohibits your misuse of power.” 
 
    What the fuck is your problem? 
 
    Jessica forced a smile. “What are you treating this patient for, Doctor?” 
 
    “I am identifying its genetic markers to try and prevent her from passing them to future offspring,” Fuul said. “I am justified in keeping it here as long as necessary.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” Jessica turned to Tirr. “I need to send an emergency message to the guild. Now.” 
 
    “Follow me, Peacem—” 
 
    Alarm klaxons sounded. Tirr pushed through the clear doors and fled down the medical bay. Jessica followed at a sprint. They dodged other MinSha pushing through the corridor toward the central compound. Tirr adjusted a headset microphone over his mouth and began giving orders. “Defenses to ready. Set all standoff weaponry to active and sensors to engage. We will not fire until fired upon, but if they do fire at us, I want you to rain fire on them.” 
 
    Jessica caught up to Tirr as they entered the command center. Psymrr was nowhere to be seen. “They’re Humans, Tirr. They’ll talk to me. Give me an open channel.” 
 
    Tirr glanced at a Tri-V screen and slapped it. “All outbound communications are jammed. Even the emergency channel.” 
 
    Jessica tapped her earpiece. “Lucille?”  
 
    <<There are no available communications channels active. Once the mercenary forces get close, opportunities may exist.>> 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Tirr asked. “Do you have assistance on this planet?” 
 
    “Lucille is a slate program who monitors my communications and assists when she can. She’s blocked out, too.” 
 
    The captain looked down as a three-dimensional overhead view of the compound appeared, and Jessica could see the defensive emplacements. Gun and missile turrets appeared at every corner, and manned firing positions filled the parapets. Something was wrong. It looked good on the surface, but something about the positions of the key weapons didn’t make sense. Depending on how Raleigh attacked, they could be vulnerable. 
 
    A red light blinked ominously from the control panel. Tirr grunted and reached for the communications console. “What is that? Aren’t our comms jammed?” 
 
    “I have to try, Peacemaker.” Tirr looked at her for a second and pressed the transmit button. “All stations, this is Captain Tirr. De-orbiting vessels are firing on outlying colony sites. Brace for impact and die well.” 
 
    Jessica blinked in horror. Two of the descending ships passed at an altitude of ten miles and loosed what looked like a full arsenal of weaponry on the outlying sites. The problem was so simple tactically the MinSha never considered it. They had no ships in orbit supporting them. All their assets were on the ground and focused on the unrelenting jungle around them. They never considered an attack from space against a scientific mission. 
 
    They were vulnerable from above. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Satisfaction 
 
    20,000 Meters Above and Descending 
 
      
 
    “Ten miles up,” Raleigh whooped with glee. With no real opposition, his plan to overwhelm the two smaller colonies from the ground was unnecessary. The additional CASPers, ammunition, and fuel he’d be able to save for operations against the biggest colony would give him more combat power and, more importantly, options. “Change of plans. Teams Charlie and Delta, de-orbital bombardment of your target sites. Everything in your drop bays short of the nukes, you hear me?” 
 
    The two small vessels acknowledged as they fell further from the formation toward the planet’s surface. He could see Charlie team and its sleek corvette, Black Bonnie, falling just off his nose to the planetary north. Her drop bays were open, and a steady stream of precision guided munitions fell from her cavernous racks. The small, poorly defended MinSha colony in the mountains stood virtually no chance. 
 
    “Charlie and Delta, recon your targets and make sure nothing’s moving. Close on our formation ASAP. Charlie, deploy in the valley to the south and east of the compound. Delta, you get the northern high ground. Round up anything you see. You’re weapons free until I tell ya you ain’t. Get to work. Raleigh, out.” 
 
    He stared at his displays as Charlie and Delta teams fell further back, leaving the two larger ships descending to the surface. He didn’t have the patience or bank account for drop skiffs or anything else along those lines. A whole ship, rigorously protected by his CASPers, put everything at his disposal. At least that’s what he told himself. After reports of Marc Lemieux’s survivors aboard an orbital ship mutinying against him and running for Karma, Raleigh decided he loved the company of relentless mercenaries he’d built from scratch, but he couldn’t trust any of them not to steal his ships at the first sign of trouble. Protecting them from automated control sabotage took a sizable portion of his funds, but it was worth it. Nothing short of an act of the Gods could disrupt his ability to shoot, move, and communicate. He controlled everything; blacking out anything unnecessary to his forces gave him a sense of finite control. His mercs did only what he told them to do, or they paid for it dearly. And his ability to clog every aspect of the electromagnetic spectrum made him a force to be reckoned with. “Offensive weapons. Full package on overwhelm.” 
 
    The offensive weapons officer slicked back a stray lock of stringy, blonde hair and replied. “Copy, sir. Package is on.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned. “Everything you’ve got, Riddle?” 
 
    Riddle nodded, never looking up from his console. If he’d been tanned and fit, Raleigh would have pictured him as a perfect California surfer. “Everything I’ve got, sir. Phased array four is acting up, but I’m covering with array three and supplementary systems.” 
 
    “In English!” 
 
    Riddle glanced up. “We’re on overwhelm. I’ve got it under control.” 
 
    “You better,” Raleigh said with a sneer. The young man looked away, and Raleigh fought the urge to laugh. There was nothing quite as intoxicating as absolute power and singular authority, and the application of both. On his command Tri-V, blossoms of explosions, primary and tremendous secondaries, rose from the outlying MinSha colonies. He glanced at the mission timer. He’d given the Peacemaker eleven minutes. Four were left.  
 
    Do I call her back or just level the place? He grinned as they fell toward Weqq. Decisions, decisions.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Jessica watched Tirr direct his meager forces with considerable skill. He quickly identified holes in the defense and adjusted the automated defenses to maximize firepower. Jessica determined a likely landing point for the two large vessels. It was an interesting strategy to bring the whole ship down to the surface, but it wasn’t unheard of—Raleigh’s forces were likely not well supplied and didn’t have a solid logistical plan for getting materials. Taking everything but the kitchen sink on the mission hurt more mercenary forces than it helped, but given the class of Raleigh’s vessels, they had more than enough power to get back to orbit whenever they wanted.  
 
    “They’ve got to land here,” Jessica pointed to a wide marshy area ten kilometers away. “The soil’s not that soft, and the clearing is big enough to accommodate both vehicles. They’ll stage from there.” 
 
    Tirr looked at her. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “It’s what I would do.” Jessica pointed at the low, round hills between the marshy area and their position under the thick canopy. “From there, they have an indirect fire capability, and they’re shielded by the terrain. It’s a pretty standard tactical plan.” 
 
    “Where will they attack from?” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “We can’t guess until they land and start deploying forces. How they move from their assembly area will give us a clue. We have to be ready for attacks from several sides.” 
 
    “We?” Tirr stared at her.  
 
    “There’s not much choice, if you don’t evacuate.” Jessica replied. The door to the command center slid open, and Psymrr sauntered in dressed like an armored nightmare. His body armor didn’t appear to fit in all the places it should. Leader he might be; warrior he was definitely not. 
 
    “We will not evacuate.” Psymrr said. “Or is that what your intention is, Peacemaker?” He stressed the syllables of her title into a sneer that made her involuntarily clench her fists at her sides.  
 
    Jessica pointed at the tactical display. “Assisting Tirr with this colony’s defense is what I’m doing, Honored Psymrr.” 
 
    “You’re studying our defenses to relay to your friends.” Psymrr stomped toward her. “You had your chance to talk to them and failed. You knew they were never going to do anything but attack our peaceful colony. They have a contract to execute. You’ll legitimize it simply because you’re a Human and that entire company is made up of your fellow pathetic flesh bags.” 
 
    Jessica turned to face him. “We’re jammed on all communications frequencies. I am prepared to order a stay and send an emergency message to my guild about the situation the moment that—” 
 
    “And it will be too late for us. They will not honor your stay—they have no intention of doing so. You know this, Peacemaker. You want us to evacuate under the pretense you’re saving us.” 
 
    Jessica glanced at the Tri-Vs as an immense amount of data flickered over the screens. Tirr gasped, and Psymrr stepped involuntarily backward. “W-what happened?” 
 
    “They’ve destroyed our other compounds with airborne bombardments. Both compounds are a complete loss, and self-destruct systems were activated. All four vessels are now descending toward this compound.” Tirr said. “You were right about their landing point. Seventy percent probability they set down there.” 
 
    Psymrr stepped forward and swiped at Jessica’s chest with her claw. “Get out of this command center, Peacemaker. I believe your presence is hostile to our operation, and you are to be expelled from this compound immediately.” 
 
    “You can’t spare the security personnel to escort me out of this compound, Psymrr.” Jessica said. “My recommendation is that you evacuate this colony. You do not have the firepower, manpower, or resources to hold out against a well-prepared mercenary company.” 
 
    “I told you no. There will be no evacuation. We will stand against them and you,” Psymrr said. “You should have done what was right. Because they are Human like you, you talked and made promises to give them time to deploy forces and destroy two of my colonies. Six hundred MinSha are dead, Peacemaker, and their blood is on your hands. Whatever happens to us will further that guilt.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Psymrr, but you don’t care about right or wrong. You care less about your colony than your plan to manipulate the TriRusk. That child in your infirmary produces ten grams of pure diamonds every week. It’s been two weeks since you “discovered” it. Where are the diamonds? In your personal vault?” 
 
    Psymrr gaped for a split second, and Jessica knew she’d hit the mark. “They are of no concern to you!” 
 
    “The hell they’re not!” Jessica roared at him. “You’re guilty of—” 
 
    She didn’t see the strike coming. Psymrr’s left claw collided with her right shoulder, knocked her into a display, and catapulted her toward Tirr, who caught her gracefully. 
 
    “Get her out of here, Captain Tirr, or your services will be terminated.” 
 
    Tirr said nothing. With his claws set on her shoulders, there was nowhere for Jessica to go. Tirr maneuvered her through the control room and into the main passageway. Jessica looked over her shoulder on the way out. “Evacuate, Psymrr. Then we’ll see who wins in front of a tribunal.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I don’t execute you right now, traitor.” Psymrr waved them out, and the doors slid shut. 
 
    Tirr let her go. “You can’t come back into the command center.” 
 
    She whirled and looked at his face. “I have no intention of doing so. If you’re not going to order an evacuation, I’m—” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Peacemaker.” Tirr’s whole body sagged. “His power over the colonies is sole and unwavering. I cannot challenge him, even if I believe he is wrong.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “If you don’t evacuate, you’re going to die here.” 
 
    Tirr shook his head. “We will do better than you think.” 
 
    She understood his overconfidence. Marc Lemieux, and just about every mercenary commander she knew, believed their force could succeed where logic and other mercenary companies could not. In Humans, most of it was bravado. In alien species, save for the Altar she’d fought alongside, it tended to reflect their inability to see the second and third order effects of decisions. Their inability to think “around a corner” left them focused on a single battle, or a single course of action, instead of looking at where things could be after the second or third alternatives passed.  
 
    “You’re only going to win if you fight like a Human, Tirr.” She said and turned down the passageway for her quarters. “I’ll be on the wall. Where do you want me?” 
 
    Tirr’s head twitched. “On the wall?” 
 
    “I have a rifle, can hit pretty much anything I aim at, and you need weapons. Where do you want me?” 
 
    Tirr nodded slowly. “On my shoulder, Peacemaker.” 
 
    A loud, inhuman wailing filled the passageway. Jessica whirled and ran for the infirmary with Tirr following close behind. As they came around a corner, she saw Fuul struggling to carry the TriRusk child.  
 
    “Help me get her out of the compound! They’ll be coming for her.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “It’s too late. The mercenaries are landing. Get her back in her pen.” 
 
    “But they’ve heard her! The TriRusk will come for her, and they will be slaughtered.” 
 
    Tirr hefted the animal and pushed toward the infirmary. “The battle will keep them away. We have to keep the child safe until then. Get her sedated and protect her to the best of your ability.” 
 
    Fuul bowed her head respectfully and glanced at Jessica. “I am sorry for not telling you. Psymrr was clear you were not to know about the TriRusk.” 
 
    “Or the diamonds?” Jessica asked and almost winced at how badly Fuul flinched. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was no time for this. Jessica pointed in the direction of the infirmary. “Get that child taken care of and brace for casualties, Fuul.” 
 
    “I am prepared for that eventuality.”  
 
    Jessica leaned around her. “I’ll meet you on the wall, Tirr.” 
 
    He didn’t respond as he lifted the child into her pen. She turned and ran for her quarters, tapping her earpiece as she did. “Lucille? Can you get into their network?” 
 
    <<Negative. Two thousand three hundred and six attempts.>> 
 
    “Keep trying. Emergency messages to the guild, the MinSha home world, and Dad.” 
 
    <<There is an archived message that arrived thirty-two minutes ago.>> 
 
    “You didn’t tell me?” Jessica dodged more MinSha gathering weapons and reached the door to her quarters. 
 
    <<Your notification protocol wasn’t reached. It wasn’t operational. It seemed an emotional message. Standard operating procedure is for those messages to be saved until down time.>> 
 
    “Disregard. Anything from my father gets first priority, no matter what I’m doing.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. The message reads: Bulldog. Gotta mission and it’s about as far away from you as it can get. Max needs some help, and the guild wants me to go after him. Kinda one ya can’t refuse, huh? I know you’ve been down about sitting the desk and doing small jobs, but keep your head up and ready, will ya? Watch out for your fellow Humans out there, too. Send me a message when you can. Love you, Bulldog.—Dad>> 
 
    Jessica pushed into the room, grabbed her weapon, and checked that extra power packs were charged and ready. She grabbed a second stun baton, four small fragmentation grenades, and two CASPer killer, short-range EMP devices. She left the room and returned to the bustling corridor before pushing outside. She could hear the vessels descending in the general direction she’d identified. Humans were predictable, to a point. Her father’s message bothered her. Looking out for her fellow Humans was pretty damned hard when they were the bad guys.  
 
    After the cool, dry comfort of the building, the oppressive outside air felt like a sauna, and a mixture of perspiration and fine mist slicked her skin in seconds. Jessica climbed to the top of the wall and looked toward the landing craft. Through the dense foliage, she couldn’t see more than a few hundred meters. She glanced in the other direction and saw six TriRusk sitting on a rock-outcropping watching. As before, there were two smaller females surrounded by four hulking males. There was no sign of a child, nor could Jessica see anything suggesting weapons or other accoutrements that would have indicated they weren’t a feral tribe. Yet, their presence was unnerving. They’d heard the child in the compound. They’d heard, and maybe seen, the descending ships in the marshes. Something in their gaze suggested intelligence. Jessica believed they knew what was happening and were considering a course of action. Her skin crawled with a shocking thought that made her look back at the TriRusk for several seconds. After a moment, she became certain they weren’t watching the commotion around the compound.  
 
    They were watching her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Deathangel 25, moving. Set the perimeter on me.” Tara stepped off the loading ramp of the Alpha vehicle and jogged the agile mecha onto the soft, marshy soil. The ground wasn’t completely saturated, nor was it sticky enough for them to worry about the ships and the larger vehicles getting stuck. She bounded forward and saw the soil turn darker, suggesting there was more water underneath. Without hesitation, she engaged the jump jets and shot into the marsh. From her apex about twenty meters off the ground, she couldn’t see much beyond the end of the marsh. The large clearing looked eerily like the eye of a green hurricane. The lower marsh lands were surrounded by the tall, thick jungle canopy. Tara looked down, sighted an area that looked like solid ground and adjusted the CASPer’s flight path with small tweaks. The mecha slammed into the marsh all the way up to its titanium leg joints. 
 
    “Shit!” Tara instinctively keyed the jets to max jump, and the CASPer shot into the sky, flinging oily mud in all directions. She keyed her radar system to scan the ground but didn’t find anything useful. “Lucille, find me a landing spot.” 
 
    <<There is a creek bed under the top layer of fauna, immediately under you. Solid ground is twenty to thirty meters on either side of the creek.>> 
 
    Tara felt the CASPer begin its descent. Changing the path of a CASPer in flight was nearly impossible. Hex Alison was the only person she’d seen capable of doing it without either wrecking the vehicle or killing himself. He’d been able to make the damned things pirouette in the sky and do incredible things. The ground came up fast. “How deep is the creek?” 
 
    Lucille didn’t answer as the CASPer broke through the layer of deep green cover and sank up to its chest. <<Thruster level too low to clear the obstacle. Full power online in thirty seconds.>> 
 
    Guess we do this the hard way. Tara started walking through the almost still water. The depth remained constant, and all of the CASPer’s systems stayed green. She might have to stop and clean off the weapons, but the cockpit was watertight and holding. 
 
    “Hey, 25! Get your ass out of the water and set the perimeter!” Raleigh growled in her ears. 
 
    “Moving, Boss.” 
 
    She could hear him laughing. “No wonder you ran from combat, you can’t even walk the damned things straight.” 
 
    Fuck you. She wanted to depress the transmit switch and scream it with all her might. If she did, though, no other mercenary company would sign her to a contract for anything short of a garbage run. The CASPer slowly climbed up the far bank of the creek, metal feet scraping exposed rock as she climbed free of the black water. “Creek runs roughly north-south—be advised, Boss. Deathangel 25 on the bounce.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got Ranger 21 on the perimeter, Mason. Take your CASPer and sweep to the southeast of the compound. There’s another creek down there—you might want to stay out of it. You see anything larger than a Flatar, you kill it. You read me? Weapons free.” 
 
    “Understood, Boss. Deathangel 25, out.” 
 
    On firmer ground, Tara boosted her jump jets to close the distance to the jungle canopy faster. Moving south, she made three quick jumps and boosted through the thicker vines to the jungle floor off the marshes. The loamy floor of the jungle teemed with life. Various creatures flew or ran, scattering from her mecha as she moved quickly, taking full advantage of the cover.  
 
    <<Primary communications and navigation are out. Jamming fields are active—powering down external communications.>> 
 
    Tara chewed her lower lip for a second. Turning off the external systems would save power and fuel consumption but would leave them blind to everything happening around them. Raleigh wanted it that way. His standard operating procedure called for no communications outside his systems. Distraction had no place on the battlefield. Anything that needed discussing came solely through him. He monitored every system on the company’s vehicles and could act swiftly in almost any situation. “Understood. Power them all down.” 
 
    <<Complete.>> 
 
    Tara glanced at the instrument panel and saw the oxygen sensor light flicker three times in quick succession. Raleigh couldn’t see everything they did. She didn’t think he monitored anything she said in the cockpit, because he didn’t know about Lucille. When he’d plugged his monitoring equipment into the CASPer’s chassis, the connections were nowhere near her logic circuits, so even the CASPer technicians had no idea Lucille rode along and interfaced with the command and control of the mecha. Still, if Raleigh was listening or monitoring their systems, he’d see that everything was as it should be, except for Lucille monitoring UHF frequencies in the local area. The line of sight communication was something a potential adversary could use. As an intelligence source, that could be very valuable. Almost every species they’d run into still used UHF for short-range radio communications. Lucille’s clandestine signal meant she was monitoring what she could in Raleigh’s robust jamming field. 
 
    “SITREP, 25.” 
 
    Tara frowned. The man wouldn’t let her do anything on her own. Giving a situation report before investigating and understanding the situation made no sense. He wanted to harass her. She could put up with it, but it tried her patience. “Solid ground outside the marshes. Terrain is slow-go, but manageable. Visibility is low in most areas—maybe three hundred meters. Lots of native creatures, but nothing large yet. Moving to sweep the southeast corridor now.” 
 
    The connection clicked off, and Tara started to move. “Lucille, give me radar as far out as you can.” 
 
    <<Radar won’t assist in this environment. Thermal imaging system online.>> 
 
    Tara charged the CASPer’s weapons systems as she stepped off, and she locked and loaded the left arm’s rail gun. She held her laser rifle in her right hand and brought it up to a ready position as she used the CASPer’s left arm to sweep away the vines and branches in her way. On the heads-up display, bright orange thermal images appeared superimposed over what she could see in the visible spectrum. Small orange creatures darted across the display in every direction. “Can we null out small targets?” 
 
    Immediately, the screen cleared of anything smaller than her head, which cleaned up her display and left her blinking away the orange afterimages. Her position markers said she was three hundred meters from the compound and moving downhill to the southeast, clearing the valley in front of her. She turned to look over her shoulder in the direction of the compound, and several new orange blips appeared. Tara paused. “Lucille, can you make them out?” 
 
    <<Negative. There are multiple targets, but at this distance identification is impossible.>> 
 
    “Get everything on video—as good a quality as you can get.” 
 
    <<Sensors engaged and recording.>> 
 
    Tara pressed the transmit button. “Boss, 25. Unknown contacts three hundred meters east-southeast of the compound. Moving to identify.” 
 
    “Move to engage and kill.” 
 
    Tara turned and marched the CASPer through the underbrush toward them, counting six unmoving figures atop a cool rock outcropping. Her line of sight was clear. They had to see her, yet they remained still. Icons populated her screen as friendly CASPers and vehicles moved into the canopy on the far side of the compound and prepared to attack. She dropped the thermal system to look at the targets and gasped. 
 
    “What in the hell are those things?” The large, dinosaur-ape things looked at her impassively then returned their gazes to the compound. They either didn’t believe she was a threat, or they didn’t know what she was.  
 
    <<Unknown species. Their characteristics match nothing in established databases.>> 
 
    “All Raiders, this is your commander. Attack immediately. Give them hell!” Raleigh screamed like a banshee.  
 
    Tara snapped the volume down to near zero and crept the CASPer closer. A series of thunderous detonations hit the western side of the compound and everything that could scatter fled into the jungle.  
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    A tremendous explosion shook the ground. <<Jumper Zero Three destroyed. Catastrophic MAC detonation.>> 
 
    Her six targets moved much faster than something as big as they were should have moved. Tara cued the thermal system and bounded forward, trying to catch them. Damn, they’re fast! The CASPer ran in great loping strides. At top speed, it could cover a quarter mile in less than four seconds. Tara pushed it as fast as the terrain and vegetation would allow, but it wasn’t enough. In seconds, the things were gone. She turned back to the compound and realized she was way out of position—nearly 600 meters away from where she was supposed to be. She fired the jump jets once and landed the CASPer in the middle of several large, flowering bushes. She jumped again. At the jump’s apex, she could see the compound and a massive amount of fire on the western side. Whoever was in the compound didn’t seem to be firing much, but there was no real damage to their defenses. The CASPer landed, and Tara looked around for her next firing position. The southeast corner seemed quiet, and while she couldn’t see anything offensive on the wall, there had to be something there. 
 
    <<Internal communications in the unit reports the use of mines. Be advised. Onboard sensors are negative, but that doesn’t mean anything with anti-personnel weaponry.>> 
 
    No shit. Tara saw a large tree trunk descending from the canopy above. It was wide enough to provide some cover and concealment if she could— 
 
    A flash of orange high up in a tree to the north caught her eye. She rolled her thumb across the CASPer’s controls, zoomed the camera in and raised her weapons. The railgun’s targeting reticle centered and locked onto a faint heat signature. She could see the small power source on the creature’s laser rifle as clear as day. 
 
    “Sniper! North side of the compound—in the trees!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Vehicle noises and the heavy thumping of CASPer feet came through the jungle seconds before the bird-things in the upper canopy squawked and fled over the compound, spraying shit over everything. Trees in the distance shook, and several collapsed. Behind a parapet firing position, Jessica raised her head but couldn’t see anything. The mercenaries were trying to get to visual range. That was good and bad. If they could see the compound, they’d be extraordinarily close and well within the maximum effective range of everything in their arsenal. If they were halfway competent, Reilly’s Raiders would rain sustained fire on the compound. Given what she’d seen of the structure and Tirr’s defensive plan, a fierce firefight might last a couple of minutes at the most. 
 
    Tirr appeared at her shoulder. He wore segmented body armor that looked robust enough to stop a CASPer but still let him move gracefully. “Five hundred meters and closing. Defenses are ready, Peacemaker. You’ll want to get to safety.” 
 
    “No, Tirr.” She shook her head and looked over the parapet again. “He’s going to charge in here and use as much firepower on you as he can so you will break. Because you can’t surrender, he’ll keep pushing until your colony is a smoldering crater. That’s apparently what his contract says.” 
 
    “And there is no way to stop him?” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “The only way you can stop him is to outgun him or give him something he wants.” 
 
    Shouts came from the southern wall. Jessica turned and saw the first CASPers pushing through the thick jungle flora. Two battle-damaged Mk 6s that had clearly seen better days raised their weapons and fired at the compound. The laser bolts slammed into the wall, but there was no appreciable damage. 
 
    “What in the—” 
 
    Tirr smiled. “Most species don’t realize that metallurgy is a strength of ours. We’ll fare a little better than you might think, Peacemaker.” 
 
    She chuckled despite the icy tingles of fear running down her back. More attacking CASPers, including a decent-looking Mk 7 broke from the jungle and fired. Several rail guns chuffed high-velocity rounds. The compound vibrated with the impact, as the rounds ricocheted in a screaming fusillade that reminded Jessica of cheap fireworks on the 4th of July. She’d launched fireworks just once, the year after her father’s disappearance. She shook off the thought. CASPers appeared by the western wall. “We’re being hit from both sides.” 
 
    Tirr pointed. “Watch, Peacemaker.” He tapped the slate on his wrist. Along the western wall, a triangular shaped section popped up every five meters, between the firing parapets. In unison, they chuffed out projectiles. Jessica followed one’s trajectory, but it fell into the jungle with a disappointing thud. A dud. One of the Mk 6 CASPers jumped to fire and landed near the dud. The landscape shuddered with a tremendous explosion, and the mangled CASPer toppled facedown into the jungle. 
 
    Mines! 
 
    “Activating the southern wall now,” Tirr said. “Salvo one of five away.” 
 
    As if on cue, the CASPers halted in place. Several continued to fire as they moved to find anything they could use as cover. Jessica realized none of the MinSha around them had shouldered their rifles. She glanced at Tirr and saw him tapping the screen. “What else do you have up your sleeve?” 
 
    Tirr’s head jerked toward her. “My what?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jessica tried to wave the comment away. “Earth expression.” 
 
    “The southeast corner delivery system is malfunctioning. There is a CASPer approaching it.” 
 
    Jessica reached for the slate. “I’ll go get it.” 
 
    Tirr hesitated. “It’s not that easy, Peacemaker.” 
 
    A fresh burst of laser rifle fire sizzled through the air above their heads. The parapet protecting them gave her a better sense of security than anything she’d used for cover in years, but it wasn’t enough. “Do me a favor? Call me Jessica.” 
 
    Tirr nodded, an awkward movement of his head, but the effort wasn’t lost on her. “I will, Jessica.” 
 
    “Now, give me the slate. Is there a maintenance access for it?” 
 
    Tirr pointed at the southeastern corner of the compound. “Five parapets from the corner. From there, you can plug the slate directly into the system and fire the first salvo manually. Then, reboot the system.” 
 
    Jessica held out her hand and Tirr placed the slate on her palm, screen up. “Got it.” 
 
    Tirr turned away, screeching commands to his subordinates along the top of the wall. They knelt below the parapets and skittered across the compound’s roof. For the first time, Jessica realized that, like the mine dispersal units, several large gun platforms rose from hiding positions within the walls. The small science station had teeth she hadn’t realized were there. Perhaps she had underestimated the MinSha scientists. Or, their vast experience had prepared them for these situations. Either way, things were starting to look up. 
 
    Jessica crawled across the roof, keeping her head below the shallowest parapet, to the nearest ladder and swung her legs down. From the floor of the compound, the incoming rounds sounded muted as if at a much farther distance. The MinSha’s’ ability to forge metals and alloys astounded her—she’d never seen anything like the compound. Jessica ran the sixty meters across the hexagonal compound and leapt onto the ladder at the southeast corner. A MinSha guard she didn’t recognize reached down a clawed hand and pulled her up the last meter. She landed deftly on her feet. 
 
    “There’s one out there about 300 meters. Chased off a group of those gray things.” It pointed into the jungle. “They bolted away, and that contraption chased them.” 
 
    “It’s called a CASPer. It has a Human pilot.” Jessica said. A flurry of movement to her right, along the south wall, caught her eye. More CASPers were moving to the east. Envelopment was the standard tactic for ground-based mercenary companies. Their ability to command and control a situation defined their tactical ability. Reilly’s Raiders took an objective by putting it in the middle of their forces and directing enough fire against it to cause collapse. Envelopment was easy, almost anyone could do it, but the ability to fight and move at the same time set apart the units that could really fight. She looked up at the guard. “Covering fire. As soon as I move.” 
 
    The guard nodded. Jessica looked down the wall and found the mine controller. “Now!” 
 
    She darted down the wall, staying low but moving as fast as she could. From the sounds of thumping mech feet, she could tell the CASPers were bounding forward as if sensing an opening. The MinSha behind her came up over the parapets and laid down impressive fire from their shouldered rifles. Jessica opened the control unit and saw where to plug the slate into the device. As advertised, the slate slid in and clicked, but nothing happened. The instructions were printed in MinSha and looked like something between Sanskrit and a toddler’s stick figures. 
 
    She tapped her headset. “Lucille? Translate for me.” With a twist of her arm, Jessica focused the slate’s camera on the panel and snapped a quick picture. By the time she turned the slate to look at the display, Lucille translated the instructions.  
 
    <<Bottom left of the panel. Flip that switch.>> 
 
    Jessica did so, and a series of lights came on. A burst of automatic weapon fire and the chattering of an ancient .50 caliber machine gun tore through the air above her head. She barely flinched. “Next.” 
 
    <<Twist the handle in the center clockwise a half turn. That will deploy the launcher.>> 
 
    As Jessica forced the handle to turn, the launchers along the eastern wall and the southeast corner whooshed up to their firing positions. Above the panel were three buttons. “Which one?” 
 
    <<All three.>> 
 
    If they could stop the CASPers from enveloping the eastern side, they could maneuver a force outside the compound and flank them. Jessica tapped her earpiece. “Get me Tirr.” 
 
    “Peacemaker?” 
 
    “We need to concentrate fire on the southeast corner. They’re hung up in the underbrush.” Jessica ran back to a position near the MinSha guard she’d spoken with earlier. She leaned against the parapet and raised her rifle to her shoulder. The guard ducked down below the parapet, and a volley of laser bolts flew overhead. As soon as they passed, Jessica raised up over the edge, firing. A Mk 6 and two Mk7 CASPers muddled through the brush too close by to fire at. Jessica came down from the parapet.  
 
    “Can you swing the cannons this way?” 
 
    The MinSha nodded. “Which target?” 
 
    Jessica grinned. “The closest one to the wall. Hit the leg junctions with everything you have.” 
 
    The guard tapped his slate, and one of the nearby gun platforms roared to life, firing at the Mk 6’s leg junctions. The right hip joint gave out and the CASPer fell hard to its right, taking down one of the Mk 7s. As it fell, it pinned the other Mk 7 against a large tree with a wide, snarling root system. The three of them weren’t going anywhere soon. 
 
    She glanced up at the MinSha. The guard stared down at her. “Should I keep firing?” 
 
    Jessica knew what the question really was. Humans were in those CASPers, and while one was combat ineffective, the other two would eventually return to the fight. “I’m not going to stop you. You fight the way you need to fight. I’m trying to keep you alive.” 
 
    Her earpiece vibrated. Tirr’s steady, almost bored, voice came through. “What next?” 
 
    Jessica risked a look over the parapet to the south. With the tangled CASPers continuing to take fire from the MinSha, the others hung back in the flora and tried to find firing positions behind the massive trees. “We’ve slowed their attack, but they’ll press forward soon. Have you identified any command and control vehicles?” 
 
    “Negative, Jessica. We’ll keep looking for them. Have you seen the lone mecha to the east?” 
 
    Jessica blinked. She hadn’t been looking for it. Dammit. 
 
    “Not yet. If it’s out there, we’ll isolate it and take care of it.” 
 
    Tirr’s voice clicked. She recognized it as a chuckle. “The idea that a Human, Peacemaker or not, says ‘we’ is rare. Given that you’re actively defending us against fellow Humans makes it much more curious.” 
 
    Jessica shook off the praise. “Look, Tirr. If you want to fight off Human mercenaries, you must keep them unbalanced. We’re great at making things up as we go, but if we don’t understand the overall situation, we’re not as good. You’ve got an incredible defensive system in this compound—I wish there was time for you to tell me how capable it really is, but there’s not. Use your standoff weapons—take out the CASPers before they get into range. Can you see them that far out?” 
 
    “Some of them. Our sensors have a difficult time in the dense foliage. Some of it impedes radar with its chemical composition.” 
 
    Jessica took a breath. “Do what you can. Hit them farther out—give them a reason to pause, to think things out. That gives you time to react to their next move before they make it. Are you following me?” 
 
    “You’re insinuating I can control them?” 
 
    “Their movements, yes!” Jessica saw Tirr across the compound. He was looking at her. “In defense, you can make the enemy do what you want them to do. Establish a kill zone, and channel them into it with your mines and your weapons. If you can do that—” She paused. The CASPers were no longer firing. The lull had only one possible cause. “Tirr, get everyone off the wall. Artillery fire incoming.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything that suggests that.” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “I was a mercenary before I was a Peacemaker. They’re preparing to loft rounds into the compound itself. Get everyone to cover.” 
 
    Tirr paused for about five seconds. “I am trusting you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit, Tirr. I know what they’re going to do next! Shift your radars to tracking inbound rounds. When they fire, use you cannons against them. We call that counter-battery fire. Hit them with your railgun and see if I’m wrong.” 
 
    Jessica turned to the MinSha guard. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Murrh, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “This is your post? You’re in charge of the defense of this corner?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then get everyone off the wall, now. The mercenaries are launching artillery fire.” 
 
    Murrh looked across the compound in the general direction of Captain Tirr. No one moved.  
 
    “Do it now!” Jessica roared. 
 
    <<MinSha radar is tracking inbound artillery fire.>> Lucille reported.  
 
    Murrh jerked as if slapped and chittered in the MinSha language. The defenders along the top of the wall scattered. Jessica headed for the ladder and noticed the eastern wall mine dispensers had collapsed into the wall again. She turned and saw the southern ones were open. They launched a second salvo of mines just as she turned. Jessica ran for the control unit, sliding on her knees to a stop along the smooth metal walkway. Inside the control mechanism, she saw the slate had been jostled loose. She reconnected it, turned the handle, and re-engaged the system. Along the wall, mines chuffed from the tubes and spread along the jungle floor, as the first artillery rounds whistled overhead and fell into the compound. Jessica laid down on the metal decking and pressed her face against the parapet as the rounds exploded. Barring a direct hit, she thought she would be fine. 
 
    The thought made her chuckle despite the steel raining down on the compound behind her. Years before, she’d been exposed to enemy artillery fire when Marc Lemieux, her commander and sometimes bunkmate, jumped his CASPer to her and used its titanium-based armor to shield her as a barrage fell around them. But, his shoddy electrical work left the CASPer half-folded around her, trapping her under the mecha for more than an hour while the rest of the company cleaned up and completed their mission. Had it not been for that, his actions would have been honorable. She scrunched closer to the wall, pressing her face against the metal as shrapnel clanged off the parapet above her, tearing at the rear of her combat vest. As quickly as it started, the artillery stopped. Jessica was on her feet and yelling at Tirr in seconds. 
 
    “Hit them now! While they’re targeting the second round.” 
 
    Jessica watched the weapons pylons extend to their full heights, more than two meters above her head. A combination of missiles, rail gun projectiles, and high-powered lasers tore into the jungle. There were several secondary detonations as rounds found their marks along the southern and western walls. “Again,” she called to Tirr. The defensive positions roared to life again. 
 
    As they fired, Jessica jumped from cover and ran to the southeast corner. The tangled CASPers were silent. More would be coming. If the pilots were any good at all, they’d give the remains of the three a wide berth. That would direct them into the mines, provided she could get another salvo to fire. There was time. She ran for the mine controller, head down and arms pumping for speed. Seconds counted. 
 
    An explosion tore through the trees above her. Jessica looked up and saw a large Zuul with gray and black fur, carrying a rifle, falling from the tree into the thick flora below. Trees shook in the distance. The rogue CASPer settled into position and laid fire against the compound’s wall, supporting the other CASPer’s ambling around the southeast corner. Jessica skidded to a stop behind the parapet as the CASPer leveled its railgun and targeted the mine delivery systems. The first salvo destroyed the mine system three sites over to Jessica’s left. Systematically, the CASPer re-sighted, fired, destroyed a mine system, and sighted on the next one. MinSha weapons pylons spun into action, firing an intense but ineffective barrage at the CASPer hiding behind a large, gnarled tree. Jessica saw the CASPer extend its railgun again and fire. She raised her rifle, leveled it at the targeting system mounted to the tip of the railgun, and fired three quick shots. None hit their mark. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    Ducking behind the parapet, Jessica closed her eyes and tried to relax. Shooting anything required steady hands and complete focus. She remembered the words her instructors at Peacemaker U taught her.  
 
    Settle the weapon. 
 
    Steady the hand. 
 
    See the shot. 
 
    She recited it four times, slowly, before she felt calm enough to attempt the next shot. She popped up, sighted on the CASPer partially hidden by the tree, and waited. 
 
    <<Artillery fire has begun. You should take cover.>> Lucille chimed. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jessica said. The CASPer’s arm came up, and she found the cylindrical railgun sight easily. When the arm extended, Jessica took a breath and let it halfway out before she pulled the trigger three times in rapid succession. It only took one shot to disrupt the sighting system. The CASPer pulled back behind the tree. 
 
    Got ya! 
 
    Above her, rounds arced into the compound and impacted the western wall. Jessica dove for the platform and assumed her semi-covered position again, face against the parapet. Rounds fell along the southern wall, and from the explosions she knew they were getting closer and closer to her wall. The southeast corner shook under massive detonations, jarring her forehead hard against the steel wall. Her rifle skittered out of her grasp and fell into the central compound. She half-rolled to her stomach and looked out along the eastern wall as another fusillade crashed down. To her left, below the wall and inside the compound, there was a flash and a burst of shocking heat that washed over her in a millisecond. Then she was off the floor and over the wall, tumbling head over heels into the jungle below. Secondary explosions in the mine delivery system flung her further into the bushes, tearing away her slate and weapon as she fell.  
 
    For a split second, she was nine years old at the trampoline gym, twirling and twisting unlike any other kid her age. The large, open pits full of cloth-covered foam blocks were her playground. The key, her teachers told her, was to visualize where her navel was and turn her body to put it where she wanted it to be. Cartwheeling through the air, she tried to twist, wanting to somehow find a way to land on her feet, but it was not to be. Jessica over-rotated and crashed into the dense foliage on her back. The impact drove the air from her lungs. She bounced once and felt her headset tear away as a thousand branches snatched at her body. Searing pain shot through her left arm, and as she came to a stop, her head bounced off a tree stump. The noise of the jungle bombarded her then fell strangely silent as her ears seemed to fill with the sounds of a distant ocean. Darkness swam around the edges of her vision as she lay there gasping for breath, until unconsciousness swam up and took her away.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Macon, Intergalactic Haulers 
 
    In Orbit Above Shaw Outpost, Thletca-4 
 
      
 
    Shaw Outpost was one of the twelve moons of Thletca-4. The gas giant planet was twice as large as Jupiter and had a gravity well to match. Of its dozen moons, only two were habitable. The first was an icy world not unlike Europa, except that its acidic oceans sat devoid of life under six kilometers of ice. The second looked like the Mars movies of the twenty-first century that James “Snowman” Francis remembered seeing. Mars wasn’t covered in large rock formations and daunting terrain like those old Tri-V programs showed. The moon below was a black disk contrasting with the haunting blue-green layers of Thletca-4. Against the planet, he could make out the wispy, noxious atmosphere. They’d be able to deploy the flyers but conducting operations without masks and oxygen tanks was out of the question. He glanced at the darkened moon for a long moment and realized what bothered him. According to the charts and information feeds, he should have seen lights from one major settlement on the near-side of Shaw Outpost, but there was nothing but darkness. His stomach tightened. Darkness meant death in the void. 
 
    Outside the Macon’s port-side bridge window, the lighted hull of the Valdosta hung in space. The frigate was two-thirds the length of his command ship. Valdosta and her twin, the Decatur, were capable, multi-purpose vessels with retractable gravity rings for long flights. They’d kept the rings stowed on emergence from the gate, expecting trouble, which had turned out to be a good move. By the looks of things, they’d have to land the CASPers on the surface. He needed to find a place for the Valdosta and the Decatur to land. The Macon and his weapons platform, the Oglethorpe, would remain in orbit, ready to support them. 
 
    “Sensors?” Snowman turned to his second in command. Pierre Dupont looked up from a sensor display, frowning grimly. His lips pressed together in a tight pink line that stood out from his dark skin. From Algiers, Dupont had been a researcher in sensor dynamics at Cambridge before answering the call of exploration. He’d signed on with Intergalactic Haulers as soon as Snowman filed the company’s paperwork. They’d sat together, total strangers, at a coffee shop counter when it happened more than thirty years ago. How their lives had changed from that chance encounter. It seemed like yesterday, except the touches of gray in Dupont’s hair said otherwise. “Nothing on infrared or thermals. Looks like Voida is completely cold.” 
 
    Snowman pressed a button on his Tri-V and displayed the city’s expected location in the center of the disk. Voida had a population of more than five hundred thousand souls—mostly miners pulling F11 out of the moon’s core. “Anything in the spectrum?” 
 
    “Everything we can monitor is silent. There’s a lot of distortion on the Ka and Ku bands, but most everything is quiet.” Dupont replied. 
 
    Snowman bit his lower lip for a moment. “Ryu? Any sign of the Anzacs? They should have four vessels, and Max always leaves one in orbit.” 
 
    The newest member of the Intergalactic Haulers didn’t look up. “No sign of anything crewed in orbit from this vantage point. Gate control feeds show a handful of objects on the far side. Tracking the usual communications and relay satellite constellations, but they’re all dead silent, too.” 
 
    Snowman turned to the fourth member of his bridge crew and took a slow, deep breath. While most Human companies, mercenary or otherwise, maintained an unwritten code of Humans only, Intergalactic Haulers was diverse by design. Snowman wanted relationships not only with members of the different guilds in the Galactic Union, but with the different species and their home worlds, as well. After the resolution of the conflict on Araf, Snowman realized several of the Altar soldiers possessed talents and vision far beyond those of some of his sub-unit commanders. One was by far the best tactician he’d ever met, and he’d played a more than substantial role in Jessica’s successful mission. When the colony stabilized under permanent leadership, he’d asked the Altar about a different career option, and the answer had been obvious. “What do you think, Bukk?” 
 
    The young Altar’s mandibles twitched as he thought. “Removing communications capabilities is the first step to silencing an enemy. Without a way to call for help or plead for mercy, a colony must fight or die.” 
 
    Snowman nodded. Bukk was right. The Tortantulas and whomever they’d brought with them were bound and determined to eliminate the entire moon. Without resistance, they could take the F11 and adversely affect the markets throughout the galaxy, which was why Max Alden and his company had been deployed. Max wouldn’t have given up Voida and its high-rising arcologies for anything short of victory. The high-rise buildings were densely populated and ecologically low-impact—perfect for such harsh terrain, but easy targets. There were two more colonies on the tidally-locked dayside of the moon—what they called the side facing the planet—and that was where their enemies would be waiting. He turned to Dupont. 
 
    “Ready and deploy the communications boosters. As high an orbit as you can get.” 
 
    Dupont nodded. “I’ve got a high-dwell-time orbit planned for two satellites. We’ll co-deploy counter-ASAT birds with them.” Communications satellites were unarmed, sitting ducks. A couple of defenders for each platform would give them protection and the most finite of resources—time. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Snowman said. “Once our comms are secure, establish a relay to Gate Control and ask them to maintain an open channel. We’ll use them for updates and anything that needs to go out to the Union. Ryu? Get as much data on those orbital platforms as you can. Full conjunction analysis.” 
 
    Bukk’s antenna twitched. “Permission to load and set weapons?” 
 
    Ryu raised up and looked over his shoulder. “For what? Maybe the city is asleep or something.” 
 
    Snowman looked at the young man and saw the curious mixture of mother and father in his features. “Ryu? An arcology built on the dark side of a moon only goes dark under catastrophic circumstances. We’re going around to the dayside, and we’re going to do it armed and ready to respond to attack. If we’re wrong, no one will know our weapons were ready to fire. If we’re right, we don’t waste valuable time getting ready to fight.” 
 
    “The loaded weapon is substantially easier to fire than one that is not,” Bukk said. 
 
    Ryu nodded reluctantly. “I get that, Snowman. Just seems a little presumptive.” 
 
    “You don’t stay alive in this business without being presumptive, son. You monitor those contacts on the dayside. Get all the information you can from them and sound the alert if they move in our direction.” Snowman smiled at the young man, who returned it affably. “Now then, sound ‘boots and saddles.’ All external weapons ready, and I want all CASPers to stand-to in five minutes. Get me the first and second company commanders on primary comms, Pierre.” 
 
    “On it, Boss.” 
 
    Snowman turned to Bukk. “Relay to all. External bays loaded and prepared to fire. I want the landing teams ready to load their vehicles.” He looked at his display and saw the time-to-dayside countdown clock at twelve minutes. “They need to be ready in ten minutes. Ryu? I need a perfect insertion burn, giving us distance and position on that first target, in case it’s not a friendly.” 
 
    Ryu turned back to his workstation. “Give me a minute, Boss.” His voice was back to the confident, measured tone that reminded Snowman of the boy’s father. They hadn’t come any better than the Misakis. If I’d retired when they had… 
 
    The hatch to the Macon’s bridge opened, and a woman in an olive-green flight suit with no patches on it hung in the circular opening. Microgravity played hell with the eyes and brain, and from where Snowman sat, Li Ping not only appeared to be flying, but upside down. He thought she was back aboard the Valdosta, preparing to deploy her CASPer. “I thought you went back an hour ago?” 
 
    “Last minute system updates. We’re patching the CASPers now. Nothing major. Any sign of Max?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, Li. When I hear something, I’ll pipe it directly down to you.” 
 
    “Copy that. I’ll be back aboard in ten.” She pushed off from the hatch opening and flew away from the bridge. “Keep the faith.” 
 
    Snowman gave her a thumbs-up and managed a tight smile. The hatch closed, and he stared at it for a long moment. “Keep the faith” was something Max Alden taught him years ago. Lei Ping’s mother was Max Alden’s second wife. They’d married in the aftermath of one of Max’s missions. Max went to Earth and spent three days trying to locate any next of kin of his executive officer, who’d been killed in action in the Tesc region. Max preferred to relay any condolences in person to the chagrin of most mercenary commanders. Lei’s mother took pity on the dark-haired New Zealander and helped him find the young woman, and Max had asked Lei’s mother to join him for dinner. They’d been together ever since. For the last twenty years, Max and Jenny Alden had been some of his closest friends. They’d known his secrets for twenty-five years, and they knew what his own mission had been. They’d kept silent until he’d publicly returned to Araf. He hadn’t had a chance to thank them for everything they’d done. In his absence, they’d buried his wife and taken Jessica under their wings until she became a mercenary. For being a father figure to his daughter, Max Alden had earned the last full measure of whatever Snowman and Intergalactic Haulers could do.  
 
    “I’ve got imagery inbound,” Dupont said. He’d deployed a small elSha-built probe on a fast approach trajectory to get pictures of the two settlements on the moon’s dayside. “Downloading the first shots of the Solus arcology now.” 
 
    Snowman grunted and adjusted his harness for the millionth time. When he headed into any situation he didn’t like, he couldn’t get the five-point harness tight enough. The last thing he wanted was to flail about the cabin under fire like the actors in those old holoshows. He stabbed the communications button to speak to the entire company, all four ships and their vehicles / CASPers. “Alright, folks. You know the drill. We’ll see what’s going on down there and deploy you forward. Oglethorpe, bring your guns online. We’ll pass over the Solus arcology in about nine minutes. We may need to drop some rocks. Before anybody says it, we’ll be above ten miles. Yeah, I got it. You all know Max Alden and most of his company, and I know we’ll be above ten miles. The rules say we can’t bomb from up here—I get that. You know my take on rules, people. There is an exception to every single one, and this ain’t no different. The Anzacs are in trouble, and we’re going to rain fire and damnation on what’s down there. 
 
    “There’s another piece, though. It don’t look good right now. Voida is completely blacked out and silent. We’ve had no contact with the Anzacs or anybody else down there. That may change when we swing around the dayside, so keep your eyes and ears open. Anything you hear or see, make sure it’s relayed up the chain. Until we find out what happened to the Anzacs and everyone else on this moon, we gotta stay together and in contact with each other. This ain’t a salvage mission, people. We’ve got friends down there that need our help. We’re going in hot to give it to them. Let’s give them hell, Haulers.” 
 
    He looked at Dupont, who frowned and said, “Solus is on fire. Seeing sporadic weapons fire from the city itself. Nothing on the spectrum.” 
 
    “Anything from the Anzacs? IFF? Trackers?” Mercenary companies worth their salt used tracking software or identification friend or foe radio signals to broadcast their positions to each other. They’d been in use with most militaries since the twentieth century in one form or another. Something on the surface should have been transmitting. 
 
    “Nothing. Unless the Torts have figured out a way to jam CASPer communications suites, we should hear something.” 
 
    “Battle damage is possible,” Bukk said. “The alternative is that they’re fighting for their lives. Look at the display.” 
 
    Snowman called up the latest image on his central Tri-V and sucked in a quick breath. His stomach seemed to fold in on itself at the vision of unmitigated hell below. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    The Solus arcology was the largest of the three settlements. Built atop a mesa that ran from the moon’s southwest to northeast, the arcology towered over the surrounding terrain. In the vertical city, there were three thoroughfares running the length of the mesa, connecting two landing pad complexes on alternate corners. Most of the buildings weren’t as tall as the ones in Voida because of the space traffic around the complex. There was nothing in the air, and several vessels on the ground looked compromised. He looked away from the shattered spaceport to the city’s border. The edges of the mesa abutted an escarpment of rock, catching the reflected light from Thletca-4 and shimmering unnaturally. As the live video zoomed down to the eastern side of the mesa, Snowman felt his stomach knot again. The entire valley floor below the archeology teemed with Tortantulas. The swarming mass looked like maggots rolling and pressing against the rocks. In at least three places, streams of the dark mass climbed up and penetrated breaches in the arcology’s walls.  
 
    It’s a damned siege. They’ve got the high ground surrounded and can take the city whenever they want. So, what’s stopping them? Something is. 
 
    Snowman exhaled and looked away from the Tortantulas. He’d hated spiders ever since he was a kid, and a brown recluse had bitten a friend’s leg while camping. Nuking the moon from orbit would have been fine with him; if not for Max, he might have bailed. Instead, he looked at the built-up city for signs of resistance. It took thirty seconds, but he found them. 
 
    “Northwest corner, Pierre. See them?” 
 
    “Enhancing the image now.” 
 
    He zoomed in as tight as possible. On top of a building, there were two, maybe three CASPer units. They moved, then fired. “I want their feeds, Pierre.” 
 
    “Not going to happen until we’re closer, Boss,” Pierre said. “I’ve got nothing from this distance. When I can get a laser on them, we might be able to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    Snowman grunted. The CASPers moved as if in slow motion. “Is the feed slow?” 
 
    Dupont leaned closer to his console. “No. We’re getting a good feed from the probe. Something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t like the way they’re moving. Too slow for a crewed CASPer unless it’s really chewed up. Anybody see anything else?” 
 
    “Sporadic fire from two other locations. Looks like structure to structure fighting,” Bukk said. “The underground levels must be compromised, so they’ve pushed the fight vertical. The CASPers on the roof may be down to their last reserves.” 
 
    Ryu raised his head. “Insertion trajectory set, Boss. Right down the pipe.” 
 
    Just like his father. Snowman saw concern in the boy’s face. “What’s wrong, Ryu?” 
 
    “There are more Tortantulas than we have available rounds of ammunition.” Ryu swallowed.  
 
    Snowman nodded. “Set the burn and get us into position.” 
 
    Ryu turned to his console, and Snowman closed his eyes for a moment. Damn you, Max. He turned his head and opened his eyes. Dupont stared at him, a curl of a smile on one side of his mouth. Pierre knew what he was thinking, and there was more than a little chance he’d already started preparing for it.  
 
    “Orders, Boss?” Dupont asked. 
 
    Dammit, I don’t want to do this. Snowman took a breath and leaned forward in his straps. He’d do it for me and damn every consequence. 
 
    “If we do this,” Bukk said, “we must use our weapons freely from the moment we can hit them. Thinning their ranks from orbit is the only way.” 
 
    “There’s no if, Bukk. We’re going in.” Snowman said. He looked at Dupont. “Just like Conway Station.” 
 
    “The first or second attack?” Dupont grinned.  
 
    Gods, what a mess that had been. “The second. Except this time, with every gun blazing.” 
 
    “Roger, Boss. Deployment formation?” Dupont asked. They’d done this hundreds of times over the years, and while everything said it wasn’t going to be a different experience, they both knew it was. They’d cataloged dozens of operational plans, planned maneuvers in tactical simulators until their eyes bled, and tried to think of every possible situation they might face. Intergalactic Haulers was as much Dupont’s company as it was his. They’d hauled and fought their way out of all kinds of situations, except for something like this. He looked over the terrain again, finding the tactically cogent spots to lay in his troops and press into the city near the stricken CASPers. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Snowman grunted. After a moment, he almost smiled at the absurdity. They’d made their fortunes saving mercenary units and hauling them back to Earth. Nothing about seeing broken and battered units ever felt right. “Let’s do something a little different. Oglethorpe can boost up in front and lay down covering fire on the best landing zone. We can get the CASPers close to the city and let them cut their way in. Flyers can support until Oglethorpe gets back around—I want them compensating for orbital speed, Ryu. We need them over the same ground, every pass.” 
 
    “That’s a shitload of fuel loss,” the young navigator replied. What was more important to Snowman was that the young man didn’t say it was impossible. He was going to be a fine addition to the crew. 
 
    “Make it happen.” Snowman pressed a few keys on his console. “Valdosta and Decatur, this is Macon. Here’s the plan. Valdosta, drop your CASPers along the southwest wall. That’s where we’re going to soften them up. We’ve got friendlies on a rooftop there. Based on the firing we’re seeing, there may be others, but without confirmation, I’m not going to send y’all on a wild goose chase. Those friendlies are where we start. We get to them and figure out what is going on, then we’ll work out how to push back the Torts.” 
 
    He took a breath. “Decatur. There’s high ground across the valley from Solus, about four kilometers. That’s your LZ. Set down there, deploy the CASPers for security, and prepare to defend. I imagine we’ll have spiders all over the valley in front of us. You are authorized to use heavy weapons, and you’re weapons free. Since they’ve pretty much torched the cities we’ve found, they ain’t going to talk. Let them have it.” 
 
    Dupont called out immediately. “Moving to combat spread. Oglethorpe boosting overhead.” 
 
    Snowman stabbed a separate communications channel button to speak privately with the Oglethorpe’s commander. “King? You on this channel?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “Desiree, I’m going to ask you to record something. If you want to bail on this mission and find someone else, I’ll understand.” He closed his eyes. There might be an exception to every rule, but there were still consequences to consider. Orbital bombardment, technically anything over sixteen kilometers above ground level, was forbidden and punishable under the Union’s guidelines for combat. He’d likely lose everything if the Tortantulas complained. He gained solace from thinking Shaw Outpost once had a population of more than two million souls. They were enough reasons to blast the spiders to hell and back. 
 
    “You think I’m going to let someone else lay down that amount of fire?” Desiree Ransom had learned in her teens that field artillery was the King of Battle. She’d excelled at it for almost thirty years and had more than earned the callsign, “King.” The consummate professional soldier, Ransom would have been a general officer in the old armies of Earth. Her guns and people were the best they could find. If someone needed something taken out, they could call in artillery, but if they wanted to win, they’d call Ransom. “This is Redleg Six, Intergalactic Haulers acknowledging your orders. Gun tubes are loaded and prepared to fire.” 
 
    She’d done the recording for him. Snowman couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks, King.” 
 
    “You got it, Snowman. Let’s go get our friends.” 
 
    He looked up and daylight flashed through the bridge as the Macon passed the terminator and headed toward Solus at orbital speeds. “Ryu, you’ve got the conn. Put us in a good position, son. Maintain sensors’ advantage.” 
 
    “Roger, Boss.” 
 
    The Macon’s spinal thrusters adjusted the big ship’s course. The Oglethorpe boosted for a higher orbit, slowing to maintain position over Solus as long as possible. He understood enough about orbital mechanics to know it would take a handful of orbits to get the guns stable above the target. A preemptive strike was the best answer for buying his CASPers time to get into the city and link up with the Anzacs. 
 
    “Oglethorpe has calculated strike packages and is preparing to fire. Twenty seconds to range,” Dupont called. 
 
    Snowman sucked on the inside of his cheek and avoided looking at the countdown timer. “Haulers, this is Hauler Six. Clear to deploy. Weapons free. Let’s bring ‘em home.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Assembly Area 
 
    Reilly’s Raiders, 10 km West of the MinSha Compound 
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    Night fell with a gold and ethereal white sky that drew Tara’s focus as she walked the CASPer back toward the landing point for ammunition and something to eat. Four separate attacks had failed to breach the MinSha compound’s defenses, or even do any real damage. The idea to ring the compound and bring it into submission failed because of the expanse of mines the MinSha deployed to keep the CASPers back. The second attack crumpled on the eastern side of the compound under withering fire that left most of the dense foliage torn away and exposed the CASPers to low-power particle beams and more aerial mines. Flyers didn’t work in close, so Raleigh ordered them to fly above the canopy and bomb the compound from directly overhead. He’d ordered the CASPers back to the landing site to refit. While that sounded innocuous on the surface, Tara could tell their commander had worked himself into a new state of rage even before she’d closed the distance to her rack and crew ladder.  
 
    “Lucille? You’ve got the docking procedures, right?” 
 
    <<Understood. I have control of the CASPer.>> 
 
    Tara relaxed for a moment, closing her eyes and adjusting the cockpit fan so it blasted her face. In the tropical heat, it was cool enough to wick the sweat away and leave her slick face slightly cooler than the rest of her body. She felt Lucille walk the CASPer toward the power rack and turn around. Despite hours of practice over the last several months, she felt like a tortoise in the suit. Docking and egress were the simplest of maneuvers for a trained CASPer pilot with a deft touch, but even after her formal training, she looked like the novice she was. Lucille was a fantastic addition to the vehicle, and Tara tried to tell herself the automated program was helpful but not the sole reason she’d been able to successfully fight in a CASPer. Jumping into the damned thing on Araf seemed like a perfect idea at the time, but she’d nearly been killed.  
 
    At least I made it out alive. 
 
    She hated the thought. Hex Alison and the ill-fated Force 25’s mission was to support Peacemaker Francis in an impossible situation. They’d done that, and everyone but her paid for it with their lives. Had Jessica not extracted her from the CASPer, she might have died from internal injuries. That she’d made it out alive was because of the Peacemaker’s actions and her own attempt to pilot a CASPer despite no formal training. Had she remained in her tank, the Darkness would have finished her.  
 
    Tara felt Lucille step into the rack. A cluster of lights flashed red, then snapped to green, showing the suit had been captured and systems were being scanned and checked. “Lucille, let’s leave her in hot start mode. Shut down the weapons, sensors, cameras, and non-essential systems, but leave her ready to load and go.” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    “Can you get me the latest BDA?” 
 
    <<Commander Raleigh has hidden all battle damage assessment reports per his standard operating procedure. I can attempt to decrypt them at risk of alerting him to my presence. However, from looking at the racks and the system memories, I can tell at least six CASPers were destroyed in the fighting today. The all-hands call went out thirty minutes ago, and there are no CASPers moving behind us. Four CASPers have sustained heavy damage and are non-mission capable. The rest have minor damage to external weapons and camera systems. Fourteen pilots have sustained injuries. Most appear to have concussive symptoms sustained in earlier CASPer versions.>> 
 
    Tara nodded. The earlier the CASPer version, the less adapted it was to Human occupants. Things like padding and sound suppression in those veritable tin cans hardly approached what her Mk 8 possessed. More than a few of the CASPers in the Raiders were Mk 4s, which barely had anything more than moving armor plates and a couple of large cannons. “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    << A technician will repair the damage to the railgun sighting system in five minutes. Damage was minor. Also, the maintenance crew chief is loading operating system updates to all CASPers.>> 
 
    Tara emitted a short bark that almost echoed inside the cockpit. “You’re not going to install it, right?” 
 
    <<The update is for CASPer control linkages in Mk 1 through Mk 7. The update will not work on this chassis, nor will I accept it until I review it.>> 
 
    “Less chance for something to get screwed up.” Tara released her shoulder straps and flipped the cockpit release switch. Warm, dense air swept into the cockpit and reawakened the sweat glands all over her skin. Before she could climb out, the heat and humidity had already soaked her. Other CASPer pilots gathered in odd groups around their gear as the maintainers and ammo bearers worked to get the units ready for another jungle assault. Where the dense vegetation gave way to exposed dirt, there were deep red scars in the soil. The surreal feeling of sitting exposed in the alien flora and fauna, combined with the rough men and women around her, revived memories of history classes and discussions on multi-year police actions and undeclared wars. Somehow, she thought their area of operations looked and felt a lot like Vietnam. In the distance, she heard Raleigh screaming.  
 
    Right down to incompetent leadership.  
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Raleigh weaved through the CASPers and their crews. Most of the pilots turned away or hunched their shoulders, imagining he couldn’t see them. He stomped violently across the assembly area, his eyes fixed solely on hers. Even from a few hundred feet away she could tell he was irate, and he’d undoubtedly concocted some reason to be mad at her. She’d done everything he’d ordered and taken all the positions he’d directed her to. On the breeze, she could smell the whiskey coming from his pores. 
 
    “What were they?” He screamed at her.  
 
    She blinked. “What were what?” 
 
    “Your targets? The things you couldn’t identify. What were they, and why did you let them go?” He scooped up a wrench from a toolkit as he passed it. Raleigh reared back and threw the wrench at her. If he’d been a shortstop throwing to first, the ball would have bounced in the dirt, well short. The wrench thudded to the ground and skidded to a stop, ten feet from her. Tara looked up and saw him rearing back to throw something else as he walked. His black-booted foot snagged a vine and he stumbled forward several steps. Tara reached out and grabbed his shoulder to keep him from careening into her CASPer’s legs.  
 
    Raleigh threw off her arms and stood up straight. “Get your hands off me!” 
 
    Tara let go and stepped back, feeling her CASPer’s bulk close behind, but she couldn’t escape from whatever tirade Raleigh was about to level at her. “How about saying thanks for not letting you look like an idiot?” 
 
    Raleigh swung an open hand in the general direction of her face. Tara easily avoided it, and Raleigh staggered. He stepped back and came up with his pistol. The barrel wavered in her face, and behind it she could she his crazy eyes considering his actions for a brief second. Raleigh lowered the barrel and wiped a hand through his greasy hair. He holstered the weapon, allowing Tara to take a deep breath and shuffle to her left, in front of her CASPer’s left arm. There wasn’t much clearance, but it was enough. 
 
    “How about you start over, Raleigh?” 
 
    He looked up at her. His green eyes weren’t quite bloodshot, but they certainly weren’t clear. “We should’ve been through that compound on the first wave. You’ve got a history with species like this. Why aren’t we celebrating victory yet?” 
 
    You underestimated the enemy. Again. 
 
    Tara shook off the thought. “They’re prepared for an extended point defense. Whatever they’re doing here, they came equipped for the long haul. Why aren’t we trying to talk to them?”  
 
    “Not my mission. We’re supposed to kill them and clear the planet for the guild.” 
 
    Tara squinted. “The guild?” 
 
    Raleigh snorted. “There’s not a sponsoring party listed on the contract. Those are called “gold” contracts because they’re worth their weight, so to speak. The guild does this a lot, I hear. Issue the contract, then fill in the data later. Most of it’s false, but they’re the guild. No one cares.” 
 
    That there were illegal or illegitimate contracts wasn’t surprising. She’d seen them before, just not any sponsored by the Mercenary Guild. That wasn’t the kind of information Raleigh would let slip lightly. Either he was much drunker than she thought, or it was true, and he’d chosen to disclose it to her—neither option felt right. “So, what?” 
 
    Raleigh smiled and stepped closer. Every fiber in Tara’s body flinched, but she held her ground. “They want us to clear the planet, but those things you saw? They’re nothing like anything I’ve seen before. Did you get a clear look at them?” 
 
    Tara shook her head. “No, my view was blocked by a lot of jungle.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned. “I’ve got footage from Jumper Zero Three, before he bought it. The visuals are terrible, but the thermal is good enough to run through the analyzer. Whatever they are, they’re not in our species database.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Tara asked and watched the genial smile on Raleigh’s face fade into sheer, awful hate. 
 
    “I’m not going to do a fucking thing about it, Mason. You’re the one who fucked up deployment of the CASPers. You were the only one on that side of the compound, and when I ordered you to find those things and kill them, you didn’t! It’s your fault!” 
 
    Tara squared her shoulders. “The MinSha had us pinned down in a killbox, Raleigh. They took our firing and massed a counter battery against us. That’s when Jumper Zero Three bought it. His name was Snider. Did you even know that?” 
 
    Raleigh sneered, and she could see him rest a hand on the pistol’s grip. Her sidearm was inside the CASPer’s cockpit. If she lived long enough, she’d never be without it again. A time could come when his little manipulations, hitting his people or drawing a pistol on them, would get very real, very quickly. Raleigh Reilly was insane. He leaned closer to her, and the stench of whiskey filled her nostrils. How the man commanded anything was a mystery. “I know my people, Mason, especially the ones who do what they’re told and don’t try to think tactically. You’re a pain in my ass because you’re experienced and a gods-damned tanker. You were more worried about the MinSha’s sniper nest than doing what I fucking told you to do.” 
 
    A brief flash of memory played back. The body falling from the nest wasn’t a MinSha’s, at least she didn’t think it was. “Did anyone find the sniper’s body? It looked like a Zuul.” 
 
    “The body?” Raleigh cackled. “No, godsdamnit! Everyone was fighting the MinSha, like you were supposed to.” 
 
    Tara shook her head. “Are you so drunk you can’t remember what you—” 
 
    She didn’t see his left hand move until he drove his fist into the soft tissue around her right eye. After a flash of white hot pain, she staggered and fell to the bright, red soil. Raleigh towered menacingly over her, yelling, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. In her pain, her eyes watered, and she hated herself for it. Her hands clenched the soil and vines around her as she struggled to regain her equilibrium. Raleigh’s incoherent screaming slowly became recognizable as the fuzz in her mind cleared.  
 
    “You hear me? You want me to write even a marginally ‘meets standards’ evaluation, you sure as fuck better listen to me and respect what I say.” She looked up at him and saw the unquestionable madness in his face. Beyond him, a crowd of onlookers gathered. Some wore open smiles of bloodlust, seemingly aching for a fight. Others, especially new recruits, watched with pale faces and wringing hands. No one would meet her eyes, much less come forward to help her—not against their leader. Raleigh was crazy. Every mercenary in the pits knew he was, but he paid well. The lower a potential mercenary’s limits and morals, the more Raleigh paid for their services.  
 
    “I hear you.” Tara grunted and started to get to her feet. Raleigh shoved her down. She looked up, wincing at the pain in her head, and saw he hadn’t drawn his pistol. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you,” Raleigh said in a low voice. She knew the game, but until she could get her wits about her and do something, she’d have to play along. 
 
    “What are your orders, Sir?” 
 
    He nodded absently, and his sick smile widened across his face. “You lost them. You’re going to find them.” 
 
    “The unknown contacts?” 
 
    “That’s right, Mason. It’s simple. I’m going to take down that compound before sunrise tomorrow. You, however, aren’t going to be here. I thought I might let you command a section, maybe even a platoon, but you’ve proven you can’t follow simple instructions without getting distracted. So, Miss Mason,” he stressed her name with a smirk, “you have a different job to do. You’re going to find those things and bring one of them back to me, dead or alive. You’re not to return until you do.” 
 
    Tara blinked. “I’ll need gear. What about—” 
 
    “Ammunition and water. That’s all you get.” Raleigh grinned. “And I would avoid critical failures while you’re out there. You’re on your own.” 
 
    Tara tried to stand, and this time he didn’t stop her. “That’s suicide, and you know it. Send another CASPer with me.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know what those things are, and why the guild wants them gone?” She watched his face, searching for a glimmer of doubt and found it easily. Whether the guild knew about the mysterious creatures or not, he had their ‘golden’ contract in his pocket, and he’d look for any advantages to help him settle the contract upon completion.  
 
    “Hmph,” Raleigh managed. His realization that she was undoubtedly right cut his macho ego like a hot knife through butter. “You’re not taking any of my good guns.” 
 
    Tara shrugged. One other CASPer would give her security and maybe even an ally. “Give me one of the new kids.” 
 
    Raleigh laughed. “No. New kids have a startling tendency to die around you, Mason.” 
 
    Tara flinched. “Then who? I need someone who can handle a CASPer. Someone with experience, who I can trust.” 
 
    “Trust?” Raleigh shook his head and laughed. “Now, that’s a funny word coming from you. You’ll take Oso in Mike 77.” 
 
    Tara clenched her jaw. Oso was a bear of a man in a Mk 5 CASPer. No one had ever heard him speak, or so they’d said. He’d been with the Raiders for more than three years—longer than any current mercenary. He was ruthless and cunning, and he was completely devoted to Raleigh. He wasn’t a great CASPer pilot, but he’d follow Raleigh to the gates of hell. At the first opportunity, he’d likely try to kill her. There wasn’t any alternative, though. “Fine. Send him along, but I’m in charge.” 
 
    “Sure. Sure,” Raleigh said and turned away. She knew this gambit well. His ‘aw-shucks’ demeanor was supposed to endear him to her and cause her to let her guard down slightly. He’d wait for her to relax, then do his parting act. She smiled but didn’t relax as he reached for his pistol. He didn’t point it at her face or chest, he waved it theatrically in the air. “Don’t come back without one of those things, and don’t cry for help. My recommendation doesn’t come cheaply.” 
 
    “Have Oso ready to move in thirty minutes. I’ve got a surprise for those bastards.” 
 
    You cocksucker, she finished silently. 
 
    “Try ten. Get the fuck out of my compound until you bring me those things—whatever they are.” 
 
    She watched him holster the pistol and walk back toward the gathered pilots. A chorus of laughs, some boisterous and some nervous titters, rang out as he approached. He’d say something funny or try to say something inspiring. They’d eat it up, and everyone would feel better for about ten minutes. Soon enough, he’d be back in the command ship with his whiskey and his delusions. He’d take the compound without a doubt. Any frustration he had boiled off too quickly. If the MinSha continued to resist, he’d grow more impulsive and impatient. The weapons and collateral damage would both be larger. The only thing holding him back from an all-out nuclear attack was something unknown. Raleigh never shared secrets and never let anyone talk to someone outside the unit.  
 
    Something wasn’t right. Her mind flashed back to the sniper nest and the counterbattery fires that took out the first six CASPers on the south side. The MinSha defenses were impregnable. Why would they need a sniper nest? 
 
    That was the place to start. Collected around her CASPer’s mounting station were several locked, hard-plastic gearboxes. One of them held her personal gear. She worked the lock quickly, pulled out a small version of a bug-out-bag, and rummaged through it. She could stow a half-dozen envelopes of combat rations and some extra water bags inside the CASPer’s cockpit. It would be tight, but she’d need the extra supplies. Two M1911 .45 caliber pistols and about a hundred rounds of ammunition were in the bottom of the lockbox. Stowing them would be a challenge, but if shit hit the fan, they were necessary.  
 
    Stowing everything, even the pistols, was easier than she imagined. After a quick visit to the latrine, she snagged a handful of piddle packs from the maintenance chief and made her way back to her CASPer. A familiar battle-damaged Mk 5 stood silently nearby, its pilot watching her. In the fading light, she could see the number 77 on the forward bulge of the cockpit. She didn’t look at it as she walked to her CASPer and worked her way inside. Once she had her legs in the snug-fitting compartment, she tapped the master power button, and the CASPer came quickly to life under. 
 
    <<You have loaded extra food, water, and ammunition. Compensating all systems for the extra weight. Is everything all right?>> 
 
    “Lucille, we’re going back into the jungle. Keep an eye on Mike 77. He’ll be with us, and I don’t trust him.” 
 
    <<Shall I connect to his CASPer and monitor his systems?>> 
 
    “Can you do that without him noticing?” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Well, hell. Why not? 
 
    “Go ahead, Lucille. We’re headed back to the MinSha compound. Set a waypoint for where that sniper nest was.” Tara worked through the ignition and pre-combat checklists from memory. The CASPer wasn’t much different from her beloved tanks. Were she ever in a group of tankers, though, she’d deny that thought. “We’re up and ready.” 
 
    <<Sensor package is engaged. Be advised that communications with the command network have been interrupted.>> 
 
    Tara snorted. “He’s sending me out there to die, Lucille. No support, no contact, and no assistance.” 
 
    <<Mike 77 is going to ensure termination. I compute an eighty-nine percent chance of that result.>> 
 
    “Not if I can help it, Lucille. First things first—let’s find that sniper and figure out what the fuck is going on here.” 
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    Tirr stood exposed on the southeast corner of the compound. In the fading light, he used a thermal scope to scan the surrounding vegetation for any sign of the Peacemaker. There was none. Her communications device was silent, and there wasn’t even an electromagnetic signature from her combat wrist-slate. She’d vanished.  
 
    “Have you found her?” Psymrr’s voice came through his headset in a clearly condescending sneer. “The Peacemaker’s body or any trace of her?” 
 
    “The vegetation below is dense. Without clearance to leave the compound, I cannot verify her condition or status.” 
 
    “No one leaves the compound.” 
 
    Tirr clenched his lower jaw. There was nothing like being a leader in name only. “Then I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s clear, Tirr. The Human mercenaries have retreated, and she’s with them. We’ve held out against them, and her efforts to subvert our mission have failed. She quit and is departing with them.” 
 
    “She was near an explosion, and several of my soldiers saw her fly off the wall into the undergrowth below, after damaging one of the Human mechas. Blindly saying she’s run off with the mercenaries is too much of an assumption. She could be hurt or dead. I don’t know, Psymrr. She may be Human, but she is a Peacemaker and would not quit her post.” 
 
    “No, it’s not too much of an assumption. Clearly your youth and experience with Humans haven’t given you the intelligence to understand the situation. You can’t trust Humans. Peacemaker Francis was here to gain intelligence about our mission and position. She’s run off with them in their failure to succeed. Stand down the defenses immediately.” 
 
    Tirr bristled. “I must disagree—” 
 
    “You heard me, Tirr. The Humans have retreated and will be leaving the planet shortly. I know this, as I have seen their behavior before. Stand down the defensive network immediately, or I will do it myself.” 
 
    “Psymrr, lowering the defenses when the Humans are still on the planet’s surface is not good practice.” 
 
    “They’re not coming back, Tirr! Now stand down the defenses, or I will terminate your duties as captain of the guard.” 
 
    The disgrace of a soldier relieved for cause was not something Tirr wanted to live with. Yet, his leader’s arrogance in the face of an enemy that could very well be in a ‘tactical pause,’ instead of a full-blown retreat, unnerved him. He could, perhaps, stand down the networks but keep his soldiers on guard until the Humans either left or resumed their assault. With every fiber of his being, Tirr believed the latter would be the case. It was okay to hope for the best—in this case a terminated Human campaign and retreat—but he knew Humans were unpredictable and, in some cases, irrational.  
 
    A burst of noise from the marshes caught his ears. Psymrr’s laugh split Tirr’s auditory sensors a second later. “Their ship is launching, Tirr. I have keyed off the defensive network.” 
 
    The jungle floor vibrated slightly, then more intensely. A moment later, the intensity doubled, and Tirr reached for the parapet wall to steady himself. The tall, green trees thrashed in a sudden maelstrom of wind. Through the wildly twisting canopy, he could see the Human ships—two of them. They were smaller than frigates, and they had impressive batteries of cannons hanging down—pointing at the compound.  
 
    “Take cover! Take cover!” Tirr screamed into the network. “Bring up the defenses! Bring up—” 
 
    The first salvo knocked Tirr down into the compound’s central area. He rolled to the nearest wall, pressed his face into a corner, and extended his wings to protect himself. Round after round tore into the compound from above. In the resulting explosions and shockwaves, Tirr lost track of time, and eventually, consciousness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Their first sunset on Weqq wasn’t much to see, but Raleigh caught himself looking past the silhouette of his command ship, Satisfaction, in the final light of the day. His three smaller ships, completely unloaded and with skeleton crews, lifted to orbit. They had no access to gate codes and knew that he could shut down their life support systems remotely. Getting them off the planet was an essential part of his next phase of operations. The MinSha saw them depart and lowered their defenses, giving him the opportunity he wanted. The Satisfaction lifted last and, instead of departing the planet, swung wide to the north and circled back.  
 
    Satisfaction hovered five hundred meters above the MinSha compound. Raleigh watched the first battery of cannons and lasers fire directly into the compound. Its walls had stood up to intense bombardment from the surface and three waves of CASPer attacks, without failing, for most of the day. He knew that hovering his command ship above the compound, its cargo holds open and full of every weapon he could spare, was half-crazy and half genius. Any well-aimed shot could damage his primary vehicle and strand them on the surface, especially with her cargo bays open like large, convincing targets. But the benefits of a sustained, direct-fire barrage on the upper surfaces of the compound far outweighed the risks.  
 
    He wiped his stubble-covered chin on his arm and grinned. L’audace, l’audace, l’audace! Toujours l’audace! The memory of his grandfather waving garden implements in the sad little patch of greenery behind their home made him laugh. Between intense dementia and a host of other ailments, the old man stomped between the rows of corn like a drill sergeant and waved away the crows defiantly until his dying day. His favorite quotation, though, stuck with Raleigh. Audacity, audacity, audacity. Always audacity. When Raleigh completed his first VOWS as a teenager, he’d heard it differently. Go big or go home. He decided, then and there, to always go big. He took the missions no one else would and completed them with increasing prejudice. There was very little he would not do. His reputation grew rapidly, gaining him the command of his first mercenary company at thirty-one. Success, though, wasn’t kind.  
 
    He glanced down at the dented silver flask sticking out of the cargo pocket of his tiger striped pants. As much as he wanted a drink, the thrill of the moment kept him from reaching for it. A second fusillade went into the compound from the Satisfaction, and, almost immediately, there was a secondary explosion. He leaned forward and jabbed the transmit button. “Report!” 
 
    “Secondary explosions on the southwest corner. Target is obscured.” 
 
    Raleigh weighed the news for a split second. There could be a weakness, and timing was everything. He changed the frequency to his CASPers. “Attack and converge on the southwest corner. Breach the target and kill everything that moves.” 
 
    “Boss, Satisfaction. Breach on the southwest corner. Full battery fire, lift and shift on your order.” 
 
    “Fire. Lift and shift to the opposite walls. Keep their heads down.” Raleigh said. He slapped the shoulder of the skiff gunner to his right. “Let’s go, Angelus!” 
 
    Behind her ballistic faceplate, the dark-skinned woman grinned and mouthed commands to the driver on a frequency Raleigh wasn’t monitoring. His heavily-protected helmet significantly dampened sounds. Outside the frequencies he monitored, the rest of the world didn’t exist. The command skiff lurched forward on its six large, rubber wheels. The heavily-modified chassis resembled the Striker vehicles his grandfather boasted were the best thing since sliced bread. Rolling through the marsh toward the jungle, Raleigh felt the large engine rev faster as the wheels hit more solid ground and tore through the increasingly thick brush. He popped up through the circular hatch to sneak a look at the third, and final, battery fire. Exploiting the breach was key. Once it was large enough for a CASPer to get through, the Satisfaction would aim for the opposite walls and lay down a similar volume of fire. The intent wasn’t to create more damage to the compound, but that wouldn’t be a bad thing. Keeping the MinSha down was everything. 
 
    The third volley came down, causing two shattering, secondary explosions. Thick dark smoke billowed up from the ruined corner. Raleigh didn’t need any confirmation from above.  
 
    “Attack! Attack! Full speed!” he called. “Lift and shift fire! Lift and—” 
 
    The sky above the compound came to life with laser bolts and surface-to-air missiles streaking up toward the Satisfaction. All along the silhouetted hull, he saw penetration. Several missiles flew into open bays and detonated deep inside the vessel. He watched his ship shudder and yaw to the left, away from the explosions.  
 
    “Evasive action!” he screamed into his communicator. There was no response. Limping, the Satisfaction swung away from the compound. Her nose lowered, and he could hear the mighty engines trying to fight gravity. The skiff continued to push into the jungle. As the canopy started to obscure his view, his executive officer’s frantic voice came over the radio. 
 
    “Boss, we’re going down. Primary controls are gone. We’re under control, but she’s not going to reach orbit without major work.” 
 
    Raleigh’s elation flashed into abject anger. “Put her down safely. We’ll scrape these fuckers off the planet and get some help. Just put her down safe.” 
 
    “Copy, Boss.” 
 
    Raleigh lowered himself into the cockpit. “Bring up the guns, Angelus. Who’s leading the attack?” 
 
    “Crossbones 51 and Hammer 43.”  
 
    Raleigh tapped his slate. “Bones 51, Boss. Condition of the breach?” 
 
    “Wide enough to lay a highway through it.”  
 
    “Roger that. Get through, take the left side, and put Hammer 43 on the right. We’re coming right through you. Weapons free inside the compound—I don’t care if there’re targets or not. Clear the objective.” 
 
    “Copy all, Boss.” 
 
    The skiff’s external weapons indicator lights came on. Angelus controlled the twin-mounted 25-millimeter cannons on the vehicle’s forward turret. From his position, Raleigh commanded two missile-launching platforms. One was a standard folding-fin aerial rocket pod, and the second was a modified optically-guided weapon for longer range targets. Raleigh brought both online and selected thermal imaging. Ahead, he could clearly see the hot walls of the compound and a large v-shaped breach through the external wall. The lead CASPers pushed into the compound, their weapons blazing. Two more followed and expanded the breach. The command skiff was a hundred and thirty meters away when he saw one of the CASPers detonate. The MinSha weren’t done.  
 
    “Flyers! Now!”  
 
    He knew the ducted-fan aircraft weren’t capable of the same concentrated bombing as the Satisfaction, but what they could do would distract the compound’s weapon systems while he pushed more CASPers into the central area. From there, they could target the command and control systems of the weapons pylons or the pylons themselves. It didn’t matter. Once they were silent, the compound would fall into his hands. 
 
    “All CASPers—aim for the breach. Get inside and silence those platforms. I want two squads up on the walls right fucking now! Move!” He slapped Angelus on the shoulder and pointed at the breach. “Get us through!” 
 
    She nodded and focused on the sights in front of her. He watched her and knew the ride through the breach wasn’t going to be comfortable. The skiff accelerated through the brush and bounced off a log or rock hidden in the undergrowth. Raleigh scrambled and grabbed a handhold to keep himself in his seat as the skiff bounded in the opposite direction, its engine whining under them. At the breach, the caution and warning system reported impacts along the front slope. Through the thermals, he could see two weapons pylons on top of the compound firing in their direction. With the folding-fin rocket pod, he dispatched the first. Without a thought about resources or that it made no sense to fire the longer-range rockets at a target barely two hundred and fifty meters away, Raleigh selected the second pylon, engaged the warheads, and fired two missiles. The pylon erupted in a massive detonation, and the entire MinSha defensive network failed.  
 
    “Security! Security! Keep your eyes open!” 
 
    Raleigh caught sight of a flashing light on his slate under the communications application. He selected it and found a local channel broadcasting in UHF. The frequency wasn’t one of his, but it was clearly transmitting powerfully from short-range. 
 
    “…MinSha requesting a cease fire and resolution of hostilities. This is Psymrr of the MinSha requesting a cease fire and resolution of hostilities.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned. “This is the commander of Reilly’s Raiders. Agreed. Bring your leadership team and meet me in the center of your compound. You have two minutes to comply, or I’ll destroy this compound from altitude.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Two minutes.” 
 
    Raleigh swung open the hatch of the command skiff. He looked at Angelus. “You know the drill. Anything happens to me, you destroy everything with prejudice.” 
 
    Angelus pushed up her faceplate and squinted at him. “I thought that was our mission, anyway.” 
 
    Raleigh chuckled. “Yeah. But, don’t you want to find out what they’re doing here? What they’re looking for? What they might be hiding?” 
 
    Angelus nodded, a slow smile creasing her features. “Smells like credits to me.” 
 
    Raleigh made a clicking sound and pointed at her with the fingers of his right hand, mimicking a gun. “That’s what I keep you around for, Angelus. Keep an eye on the CASPers. Any of them screw around before I tell them to leave their posts, you get their attention real fast, huh?” 
 
    Angelus swung her faceplate down. “Locked and loaded, Boss.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned as he stood up on the skiff’s seat and looked at the MinSha compound, the moist air of dusk cool enough to send an ecstatic shiver down his sweaty back. The hexagonal layout was typical of the MinSha, but the thick composite materials looked to be anything but typical. They’d taken an impressive amount of punishment for the last several hours, only buckling under direct engagement from above. He looked up and heard, but could not see, his flyers maintaining an orbit above the smoking compound. The breeze wafted some of the smoke across the skiff, and he smelled something like gunpowder’s sulfurous scent, mixed with burning plastics and rubber. Electrical conduits popped and sparked at the point of the breach. The v-shaped opening was at least ten meters wide at the bottom and filled with rubble. Cargo containers and storage units lay askew across the compound. On the far walls, Raleigh saw his CASPers maintaining security and smiled. Placed perfectly at thirty-meter intervals, their heavy weapons trained on the compound or facing into the jungle to provide external security, they’d deployed as well as they ever had.  
 
    He laughed and stepped off the skiff’s turret onto the wide, rectangular hull. In the eyes of the Mercenary Guild, the Raiders were little more than pirates. They were Humans who were willing to do anything for credits. Pillaging and plundering were as easy as mowing down an enemy force or civilian resistance. They didn’t care. What set them apart, though, was that their pursuit of credits had no boundaries. None of them were squeamish. None of them were weak. They’d do what they needed to do or find work elsewhere. 
 
    Even Tara Mason. 
 
    He snorted. That bitch will learn her place and get the job done, or Oso will kill her.  
 
    Raleigh pushed away the thoughts as he watched an interior door slide open, and a contingent of five MinSha pranced into the darkening compound. Just as he noticed the gathering darkness, several banks of lights came on across the compound’s walls. The effect was near-daylight, without the glare he’d expected. The MinSha’s architectural and structural expertise showed in many ways. It would be a shame to destroy the compound. Making it a hideout, or storage facility, seemed a much better alternative. Maybe his own pirate lair? The possibilities were endless. 
 
    Raleigh ran a hand through his hair and tried to focus the mania. There were so many thoughts and adrenaline-fueled ideas crashing through his head, he could barely contain his glee. The MinSha walked forward, and he studied them. The leader was obvious. Psymrr walked in the center of the group, a silver chevron on his iridescent blue chiton. Raleigh knew it was the MinSha badge of leadership, and it marked their leader as a very clear target. Behind him were two guards of some type. They walked behind them with their heads moving side to side as if taking stock of the situation. The other two MinSha, the ones at Psymrr’s shoulders, were undoubtedly some type of officials. Raleigh didn’t care, nor would it matter who they were. He leapt off the hull and dropped a meter to the ground, landing lightly on the balls of his feet.  
 
    The delegation sighted him and pranced toward him on their mantis-like legs. They slowed at the exact middle of the compound, just as he thought they would. MinSha never gave up easily. He made eye contact with Psymrr and strode toward the five MinSha confidently. Alone, with only his CASPers providing overwatch, he was anything but nervous. In the strange shadows from the MinSha lighting, his eyes wandered over the alien machinery. Some looked like drills and dredging equipment. Some looked like nothing he’d ever seen. Whatever they were doing, they’d come prepared for any eventuality. That made them interesting. His curiosity was piqued. The contract would be carried out, but only after he’d exhausted every opportunity to get a few credits on the side. His employers, in this case the Mercenary Guild, saw that as a small price to pay for getting their dirty deeds done quickly. 
 
    Raleigh sauntered up to the MinSha, his hands nearly limp at his sides. The MinSha leader dipped his head slightly as he approached. Raleigh nodded. “Psymrr. Raleigh Reilly.” 
 
    “Commander Reilly,” Psymrr said. “Allow me to introduce special delegates Errt and Voon. With me, they constitute the leadership of this peaceful mission.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded, a bit amused, at the delegates and turned his attention back to Psymrr. “Just what is your mission, Psymrr?” 
 
    “May I ask what your mission is?” The MinSha’s voice was low and firm. “Who would pay you to attack a scientific mission on an unclaimed world?” 
 
    Raleigh smirked. “My employer, that’s who.” 
 
    “And who is your employer, Commander?” 
 
    “None of your fucking business, Psymrr. How about you tell me what you’re doing here?” 
 
    “This is a scientific mission. You’ve unlawfully destroyed two MinSha settlements, and I demand to know why.” 
 
    Raleigh felt the easy smile on his face flicker. Diplomacy, especially when forced, could only hold for so long. “My employer wants this world cleared and prepared for operations. What those might be, I don’t know. I am to remove all sentient species from this planet. From what I can see, that’s you and your merry band. I’m authorized to kill you all. The only reason I haven’t is because I’m curious about what you’re doing here. Now, can we get down to business, Psymrr?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Psymrr blurted. “This is highly irregular! You cannot simply—” 
 
    Raleigh reached for his pistol, drew it effortlessly, and brought its barrel up to the MinSha’s narrow chest. He fired twice, and the MinSha politician staggered and fell backward. The two special delegates squealed and jumped backward. One of the guards stepped forward and the other, the one to Raleigh’s right, reached out a clawed hand and held his compatriot back. 
 
    Now, I know who’s next in charge. 
 
    Raleigh swung the pistol toward the guard. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Tirr. I am captain of the guard, Commander.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned. “How many guards do you have?” 
 
    “Twelve remaining. Four are wounded, and six were killed earlier today. I’d prefer to lose no more.” The MinSha’s ruby eyes did not waver, and his voice was steady. “Psymrr was correct; this is a scientific mission. Our task is to identify and synthesize medicinal herbs found on this planet, but not elsewhere, that will bolster the MinSha immune system. We discovered them by accident twenty years ago, but this is the first time we have mounted an expedition of this type. The Merchant Guild is aware of and is financing this effort, at least partially.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded but mentally waved the comments away. Nothing mattered except the end result. “What is this medicinal herb? Is it something valuable?” 
 
    Tirr shrugged. “I cannot say, Commander. I’m a soldier.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Raleigh laughed. “You know exactly what I mean, Tirr. Soldier or not, you’re the captain of the guard because you are trusted. That means, unless you want to end up like your beloved leader,” Raleigh jerked his head toward the dead MinSha sprawled on the compound decking, “you’ll answer my questions.” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to effectively synthesize the herb. We were prepared to complete the expedition, until roughly three weeks ago,” Tirr said. 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    Tirr paused and didn’t speak for a moment. “Perhaps it is best to show you.” 
 
    Raleigh raised an eyebrow. “Alone? Not on your life, Tirr.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Tirr said. “My duties are clear in this situation, Commander. This station yields to your forces. I will ensure everything is turned over to you, if you will spare our people.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded. “I’ll take it under consideration.” 
 
    Tirr chirped in his native language. A moment later, several doors opened and unarmed MinSha entered the central compound. “There are one hundred and forty-seven MinSha alive in this compound, Commander. Under the Articles of War, I ask for their protection as non-combatants if we surrender our arms and our facility to your forces.” 
 
    A consideration of non-combatants was an easy way out, but not what the guild seemed to want. They wanted a complete bloodletting. Something wasn’t right, and it smelled like a lot of money. That was too good to pass up. Until his soldiers found out what was so damned important to the MinSha, he could string them along with promises and white lies. They were bugs, after all, and wouldn’t know the difference. 
 
    “Fine. Your people are non-combatants,” Raleigh said, “however, also under the Articles of War, they’ll be held here until my forces have completed a thorough investigation of your compound, your proceedings, and all findings.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “Of course, Commander. We do ask for permission to gather water and food from the surrounding terrain.” 
 
    “As necessary and under escort, I approve.” Raleigh bit the inside of his lip. “Anything else?” 
 
    Tirr shook his head. “Forgive me, Commander. Without a Peacemaker, it is necessary for us to try and make provisions for our citizens.” 
 
    Raleigh leaned forward and lowered his voice. “And your Peacemaker?” 
 
    “Missing and presumed dead in your initial attack,” Tirr replied, “hence my questions.” 
 
    Missing! Presumed dead! Raleigh lowered his pistol and holstered it to keep from waving it around if the laughter burst from his chest. Killing a Peacemaker wasn’t normally something to cheer. Of all the guilds, the most protective of their own was undoubtedly the Peacemakers, but the one the MinSha relied upon was a Human and was known to all the mercenary companies from Earth. Some of them respected Jessica Francis and the position she’d ascended to, whether the guild had helped her or not. Some of them loathed her presence, seeing it as a capitulation to the Union. Others believed her to be a traitor to Humans. Raleigh took it a step further. Had he known she’d be here, he’d have accepted the mission for half the price. The only thing that would make it better would be the guild sending him to kill her father, too. He swallowed his glee. 
 
    “Very well,” he replied. “Surrender your arms and submit your facility to an inspection by my forces, immediately.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “Yes, Commander. You are undoubtedly aware we must report the Peacemaker’s condition? Will you relinquish control of the electromagnetic spectrum?” 
 
    Raleigh shook his head. “No, I will not. Until you show me what you’re doing here, nothing gets in or out, especially the death of a traitor to Earth. As much as I want her father, that sonuvabitch, to know I was the one who killed his daughter, nobody tells anyone anything until I figure out what’s going on here. You need to show me something good. Fast.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Quiet Storm 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    Selector Hak-Chet read the guild’s daily intelligence summary then realized he’d painfully held his breath for more than two minutes. Most of the briefing was the standard daily news downloaded before their jump. The Cartography Guild’s reported progress on new gates in the Cimaron region was woefully inaccurate, according to the Peacemaker Guild’s sources. Likewise, the news the Merchant Guild was trying to close a loophole allowing the purchase of scrapped materials for fractions of a credit per kilogram was wrong. The damned mercenaries had run the black market for parts and ammunition for more than two hundred years. Everyone knew they took the junk no one wanted to test and develop new, lethal technologies. They financed their efforts through the resale of somewhat good components to new mercenary units—mostly Human ones.  
 
    He scrolled to the Mercenary Guild’s report. Getting a source close to the inner circle had been difficult, and while they weren’t as close as Hak-Chet or Guild Master Rsach would have liked, the flow of reputable information in the last few months was promising.  
 
    Hak-Chet exhaled and slowly re-read the report to ensure he’d not missed anything.  
 
    High probability that Peacemaker Jessica Francis is in danger. The Mercenary Guild considers her presence a threat. Believe they have deployed assets to eliminate her. Intelligence leak found and neutralized—turned over to counter intelligence branch for immediate targeting. Recommend immediate extraction of Peacemaker Francis. 
 
    With his eyes closed, Hak-Chet sighed and rubbed the side of his beak-like chin. His fears had materialized much faster than he’d imagined they would. Jessica knew and understood the risks as well as he did, but the idea of losing her hurt him. Like most trailblazers, fate would likely not be on her side. Worse than her being labeled a threat to another guild was their taking action when her own guild was unable to adequately protect her. 
 
    His slate beeped with an incoming connection. He glanced at the screen and saw it was Rsach. Hak-Chet touched the screen, and the Jeha’s bristled face came into view. “Yes, Master Rsach?” 
 
    “You’ve seen the latest intelligence?” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I have. While not unexpected, the timing could not be worse. There’s almost nothing we can do.” 
 
    Rsach frowned. “I am forced to agree with you, old friend. I will order the launch of a security team from her garrison when we get out of hyperspace, but by the time the message arrives, and they respond, she may be dead. I know she has a special place in your mind, Hak-Chet.” 
 
    “She does,” Hak-Chet said. There was no denying it. A third Human Peacemaker had been commissioned, and there were others rapidly approaching graduation from the academy. “Jessica knew the risks and would understand the situation if in our place. I must maintain a degree of faith, despite its silly Human interpretations, that she will survive and succeed. If not, she gives us hope for humanity.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Rsach said. “This situation is troubling on many levels. Sending a fast reaction force is the only thing we can do for Peacemaker Francis. She will either survive, or she will not. You and I both know the guild moves forward. Even if something were to happen to both of us, the guild would thunder on without us. Remember us? Of course. But, there’s more to the guild than the sum of our losses. Over the centuries, we’ve paid a heavy price for our efforts, and the time is coming when we will pay dearly, again.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “The Mercenary Guild’s audacity is troubling. Likely moving against a whole planet? Assassinating a Peacemaker? They’ve never openly gone after a Peacemaker before.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure. Likely, they have before. Our intelligence is better now than it’s ever been, but there are far too many variables we cannot control when it comes to dealing with them. My greatest fear is they’ve organized themselves against the Humans.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time the mercenaries tried to wipe out a race for their resources, Hak-Chet said. 
 
    Rsach barked. The sound was the equivalent of a laugh, and the derision on the Guild Master’s face said volumes. “This isn’t about Earth or its resources. This is about Humans. From the moment we realized Humans were more than capable fighters, they’ve studied them, as have we. Yes, there are hundreds of barely competent Human companies operating in the galaxy. Jessica’s former unit is a prime example. Some of them could do their jobs, but without the right leadership, they ultimately failed.” 
 
    “But, there are others.” 
 
    Rsach nodded solemnly. “There are other units who represent a direct threat to the Mercenary Guild. Some of the Human companies are damned efficient, even without the best leadership. Imagine what they could do with the right capabilities and technologies at their fingertips? Humanity is a threat to the Mercenary Guild, Hak-Chet. They’ve acted against our first Human Peacemaker and may well target the others, but their real goal is humanity itself. Remove the fighting caste, and the docile will fall easily. I believe that is the intent of the Mercenary Guild’s leadership. They want humanity to fail.” 
 
    Hak-Chet said nothing and tried to keep a straight face. Thoughts betrayed him, and he spoke almost without thinking about the consequences. “You wanted Jessica to fail, not more than six months ago, Rsach.” 
 
    The Guild Master sighed. “I did, and I said so. At the time, I meant every word. What is it you say? Seeing is believing? Peacemaker Francis has done everything we’ve asked, to the best of her ability. Every time we’ve tested her, she’s come through with a resiliency and determination seldom seen. The Four Horsemen do the same thing. What if all the Human mercenary companies mustered the same character? Human leaders would overrun the Mercenary Guild. That would most certainly change the way the galaxy runs.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly why they’ve gone after Jessica. How long until they go after Earth?” 
 
    Rsach sighed. “I fear, old friend, they are doing so, as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    In the black haze, there was movement. A shuffling, catching jerk and flow reverberated through her as she swam up from unconsciousness to a faint, distant reality. There was fading light beyond her eyelids, and as Jessica blinked them open, she struggled to comprehend the scene. Dense brush flitted by, out of reach. Flowering bushes with blossoms more bright and colorful than she’d ever seen replaced spiky fronds like palm trees on acid. As she stared, a dull ache exploded into white-hot pain on the side of her head. She mashed her eyes closed and waited for the pain to ebb. As it did, she felt herself slipping into sleep and let it come over her like a warm blanket. 
 
    Again, movement shook her awake, but as she struggled to open her eyes, wet, matted hair covered her face. She reached to smooth it away and found her arms bound tightly at the elbows. She thrashed against her bonds until a wave of nausea rose and pushed every other sensation away. Night had fallen, and the shuffling movement lulled her and sickened her. Her vision and stomach reeled in opposite directions, and Jessica closed her eyes again and sought sleep. Sometime later, she awoke to the squeaking calls of birds in the high jungle canopy, but it was dark, and her bonds would not loosen. As she returned to sleep, Jessica remembered the bright flash of the explosion and her flight off the wall into the jungle.  
 
    What happened? As soon as her mind formed the thought, it was quiet again, and she drifted into a droning, barely conscious haze. 
 
    Cold water on her face shocked her out of sleep with a wide-eyed gasp. Daylight had come, and it was either early morning or dusk as she could tell by the long shadows around her. The shuffling was there, both comforting and disconcerting. Craning her head forward, Jessica blinked against the ache in her temples and looked down at her body.  
 
    What the fuck was going on? 
 
    She was wrapped in wide, thick leaves like a mummy, except for her arms, which were bound by a dark brown rope that also wrapped around her waist. She lay inside a triangular shaped sled. She remembered seeing them back in elementary school, a lifetime before. The name of the thing escaped her, but its purpose was to drag supplies and people.  
 
    A travois, she remembered in a flash. Someone was pulling her. Jessica turned her head, but she couldn’t see anything except dark green vegetation interspersed with early morning sun and bursts of blurred color sliding past. Her mouth was dry, and it took her a moment to work up enough saliva to try and moisten it. She turned again, but saw nothing past the rails of the travois. Around her, the jungle creatures squawked and called out in wild abandon. There was nothing in the cacophony to suggest the compound was nearby. No explosions or weapons fire or heavy footfalls of CASPers meant she was far away from it, and likely getting further away every second.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    There was no response, not even a hesitation in the glide of the travois. She turned her head and raised her voice a little, but she didn’t want to scream and give away her position in case the situation was different than she surmised. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    The sled hitched once and slowed but did not stop. Jessica thrashed against the ropes and gritted her teeth against the awful pain in her temples caused by the sudden movement.  
 
    “Hey! Stop!” she cried out. “Get me off this thing!” 
 
    The sled lurched hard to one side, throwing her weight clearly to the left, and the sled threatened to topple over.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    Just as quickly, the sled righted, but then it slammed to a sudden stop, thumping her aching head into the crosspieces of the frame. She winced and closed her eyes. Despite the fresh blossom of pain along the right side of her head, she realized the sled wasn’t moving, and she could hear breathing by her side. The deep, huffing sound was unlike anything she’d ever heard. Jessica opened her eyes and turned her head slightly. Her mouth fell open, and her breath caught in her chest. 
 
    Gods! 
 
    The TriRusk male looked at her with impassive eyes. Its gray and white fur was matted and wet, and she could smell something like a wet dog. Cold, black eyes studied her, then slowly blinked. The triceratops-like flaring skull was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Elongated to a rounded chin, the TriRusk’s nostrils were wide, and its breath noisy. The creature reminded Jessica of a cow, except for its strange head and the way it walked on its hands like a primate. Every movement seemed achingly slow and methodical. It looked at her with disdain and innate boredom.  
 
    “My name is Peacemaker—” The TriRusk turned away from her. “Hey! Hey! Untie me, right now!” 
 
    The TriRusk went back to the handles of the sled. Jessica jerked against the restraints and felt a new pain in her right arm. The dull, throbbing ache seemed to cover her entire bicep area. She looked down and saw a thick bandage of leaves. They were a different color and texture than the ones securing her to the travois. A poultice?  
 
    She strained again to the see the TriRusk as the sled accelerated to the familiar, shuffling pace from before. “Hey! I said I’m a Peacemaker! Now stop!” 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Godsdamnit! I said stop!” she yelled, and the sled fell to the ground. Jessica tried to brace herself, but the impact jarred her head into the travois poles and white-hot pain rushed through her arm. “Ow! What the—” 
 
    The TriRusk appeared at her side and clamped a large, hairy fist over her mouth. Can’t breathe! Jessica thrashed against it, trying to yell out, but the fist muffled everything. She tried to breath, pulling in the muddy, wet scent of the TriRusk along with a precious wisp of air. The beast looked down at her and lowered its face to hers. She quieted and stared up into the wide-set eyes. With a snort, the TriRusk let go of her mouth. 
 
    “Listen to me you piece of—” 
 
    The TriRusk’s paw clamped down again, harder. She stopped talking, and the paw moved away. Their eyes met, and Jessica blinked hers into focus against the swimming nausea in her head. She swallowed and tried to remember first contact protocols, but her addled brain wouldn’t cooperate. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” she asked in English. The TriRusk’s expression did not change. She tried greetings from Veetanho to Besquith with no visible reaction from the lumbering beast. It merely continued to breathe loudly and snort on occasion. “You have no idea what I’m saying do you?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Let me go.” Jessica struggled against her bonds. The TriRusk looked at her face, then at her bound arms and legs.  
 
    Yes! It understands! 
 
    “That’s right. Please let me go,” Jessica said. Her tone was level and urgent, but it failed to get a reaction from the TriRusk other than a snort. “Damn you! Let me go.” 
 
    The TriRusk shuffled a half-step toward her, and she flinched. It’s going to kill me. 
 
    For a long moment the TriRusk stared at her, and Jessica struggled to get her heart rate under control. The TriRusk turned away from her and shuffled to the front of the sled. Jessica thrashed against her bonds. “Godsdamnit you smelly shitbag! Let me go! I must get back! MinSha are dying, and I can stop it.” 
 
    She choked out the last few words in frustration. The pain in her head amplified as the TriRusk picked up the sled’s handles and continued its slow march into the jungle, but there was nothing she could do. Head lolling back against the travois poles, Jessica looked up into the jungle canopy. The calls and squawks of fauna she couldn’t see filtered down around them.  
 
    “Lucille?” she whispered. There was no response. From what she could feel, her combat wrist-slate was gone. Maybe it was packed in a bag on the sled, but it wasn’t on her arm where it should have been. The tiny headset she’d worn for years to communicate with her slate and her near-AI assistant didn’t seem to be there. Pressing her ear toward her shoulder, Jessica couldn’t feel it.  
 
    “Lucille?” she said a little louder. “Accept override zeta and activate speaker.” 
 
    She should have heard a shrill beep of confirmation, but there was silence, except for the whoosh-shuffle-whoosh of the sled moving through the underbrush. The bright sunlight gained in intensity over time. She’d been unconscious for hours. Exactly how long have I been out?  
 
    “Excuse me? Can you please stop?” 
 
    Whoosh-shuffle-whoosh. Whoosh-shuffle-whoosh.  
 
    Jessica watched the passing landscape for a few minutes, then tried, unsuccessfully, to gauge the distance they’d traveled. The jungle swallowed their trail as fast as the TriRusk made it, and seeing more than fifty meters at one time was impossible. The pain in her arm continued to flare and she felt the beginning of a fever. She closed her eyes and let the rhythm lull her, the nausea and throbbing in her arm worsening with every passing minute. Jessica was just about to drift off when the TriRusk stopped and propped the sled against a tree.  
 
    She sat up, straining against the bonds, as it came into view on her right. It looked at her and took four large, lumbering paces into the jungle. She watched it turn slowly and look directly at her for a long moment, before it squatted in the bush.  
 
    What is it doing? 
 
    The TriRusk raised its hind end enough for her to see a stream of clear urine running into the jungle. When it finished, the TriRusk crept up to her, reached a hand toward the band, and hesitated.  
 
    It’s going to let me go. She held her breath and watched the TriRusk’s dexterous fingers work out the knot in the length of woven vines. As it loosened, Jessica breathed in quickly. From watching the sun’s position in the sky during her moments of lucidity, she believed they were east of the MinSha compound. She didn’t know how far they’d traveled, but she also knew it didn’t matter. She could find her way back if she could see the sun. It was enough. The husk of leaves around her came loose, and the TriRusk pulled off the outer layer of dark green leaves, revealing more of the brown poultices. The one on her right thigh was dark with blood, but she had no pain from the wound. Terror shot through her that her leg was gone, until she flexed her toes inside her boot.  
 
    Oh, thank gods. 
 
    She flexed her foot again, and her leg sluggishly responded. Clamping her jaw against the expected pain, she tried to raise her leg from the hip and winced, but the leg weakly responded. Her heart sank. Whatever had happened was bad enough that running back to the MinSha compound wasn’t going to happen. She was stuck with her silent captor. If he tries to kill me— 
 
    Jessica stopped and tried to think rationally, instead of giving in to the panic, just as her instructors at Peacemaker U would have wanted. There was nothing to suggest she was in immediate danger, save for it not speaking to her. Clearly, it hadn’t liked the volume of her voice when she’d screamed, but even then, there had been no negative response. That was a good sign. Plus, the TriRusk had bandaged her wounds effectively. Without a medkit, she wouldn’t have been able to heal herself, but it had covered the wounds and gotten the bleeding under control, which showed there was an intelligence behind the TriRusk’s impassive face and utter silence. She raised her leg again and managed to sling it over the travois pole and touch her right foot to the ground. Using her arms, despite the stinging pain in her left, she pulled herself onto her left leg, then into a full, standing position. The horizon swam. She wobbled and started to fall, but the TriRusk pushed its right forearm against her shoulder and held her upright. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said with a grunt. The TriRusk said nothing as it looked at her. It looked at the spot where it had pissed in the grass, then back at her. She squinted and realized that in its quiet, detached way, the TriRusk was trying to communicate with her. She smiled as a memory from childhood came to mind and made the connection for her. On road trips, anytime her mother had to drive more than thirty minutes, she would have to put down her slate and “make a pit stop,” even though going to the bathroom at strange restaurants and travelers’ rest stops wasn’t something her mother liked to do. As soon as the memory broke over her, Jessica relaxed and tried not to laugh. It wants me to go to the bathroom, too. 
 
    “You’re not going to act like my mother, are you?” she asked. The TriRusk said nothing and kept his hand on her shoulder as she moved through the grass to do her business. To her surprise, it turned away from her. She started to say something, and the TriRusk whipped its head back to her and snorted derisively.  
 
    “Okay, okay, Mom. I’ll make a pit stop.” 
 
    The TriRusk looked away again, and Jessica waited a moment. Her companion didn’t waver, and it was clear he intended to assist her. Bending over under her own power, in her condition, wasn’t an option. Neither was trying to get away, even from the plodding TriRusk. He’d evacuated her from the battlefield and dressed her wounds, but that wasn’t all. Wherever the TriRusk was taking her was a longer haul than her bladder would allow. All she could do was go along with the TriRusk’s wishes. Maybe there were answers at their destination. Tirr could handle the defense of the compound unless Raleigh Reilly got his collective shit together. If that happened, all bets were off.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    Minutes turned to hours as they plodded through the jungle without stopping. The uneasy pain of the pit stop gradually worsened over the course of the morning, leaving Jessica feverish and fatigued long before the sun reached its zenith in the misty sky. The TriRusk continued to pull the sled with no sound other than the occasional snort. In her fleeting periods of lucidity, Jessica used the shadows and the sun’s position to confirm their continued path to the southeast. Sleep came between those clear moments, and eventually the mists thickened, and the sun was no longer visible. They could have been going in any direction. Frustrated, Jessica closed her eyes, trying to sleep between the feverish spells and let her body fight off whatever was sapping her energy and strength. 
 
    But sleep would not come. She swam in and out of murky consciousness, except for the clear voice of self-critique. She’d ultimately failed the MinSha. She had little doubt their compound had fallen to the Human mercenaries. Without a Peacemaker, the strongest force would win any prolonged conflict. Despite how prepared Tirr and his guards appeared, the Raiders were going to outlast and outfight them. When the compound surrendered, there was no telling what would happen. There was nothing she could do but lie on the slowly moving sled and try not to second guess herself. Her fever raged, bringing with it clear voices from opposing sides of her conscience. She knew she was delirious, but she couldn’t stop the conversation. 
 
    One voice was the clear, gruff voice of her instructors telling her to suck it up and drive on, while the other was one she recognized from her childhood. She had been tormented on the playgrounds of her youth, and now, she heard all of her enemies combine in a child-like voice tinged with the whiny sing-song tones of bullying.  
 
    Remember when they told you you’d sit on your ass and do nothing for a few years? You were so sure you wouldn’t, yet there you sat. You wanted to quit from the moment you got to the barracks. 
 
    She shook her head. The hell I did. I’m a Peacemaker. 
 
    Some Peacemaker you are! You pretty much started a war on Araf, and your Daddy bailed you out, just in time. That’s not making peace, is it? 
 
    I did my job and earned my commission. I’m a Peacemaker. 
 
    The sing-song voice laughed. Repeating it doesn’t make it true. The only thing you are is a killer. You managed to get Maya, Hex, and how many young CASPer pilots killed? They died saving your ass during your stupid quest to be a Peacemaker. You wanted to be the first, and you got it, and all the awful shit that goes with it, Jessica. You’re a failure waiting to happen. 
 
    Anger surfaced, and Jessica let it come. The heat in her cheeks gave the fever a brief respite. They died saving the Altar, not me. They knew the mission and the risks. I’m not going to quit and let them down for that. If I quit, their deaths are in vain.  
 
    As if you really cared about anything other than that shiny platinum badge on your chest. You’ve given up everyone and everything to become a Peacemaker. For what? It’s clear you can’t handle the job. Look at you! You’re injured and lying on a sled, getting farther and farther away from the battle every second. 
 
    It’s not like I can just get up and go back. 
 
    You haven’t tried, Peacemaker. The playground voice enunciated her title in a sneering, mocking tone. Jessica’s head snapped up, and she opened her eyes. Matted hair hung down over her eyes and clung to her sweaty cheeks. She worked her right arm through the restraints to wipe her face. Her skin was cool and clammy. The fever had broken.  
 
    Thank gods. 
 
    Everything seemed much clearer, and even the sled’s whooshing noises were clearer and more vibrant. In every direction, she could see more than fifty meters. Plants and grasses obscured the jungle floor, but the larger, dense foliage was behind them. To her right, she caught the sound of running water. Straining against her bonds, Jessica turned and thought she saw a black tear in the jungle floor where the water might be running. The TriRusk had been following the stream all along. 
 
    She was eleven or twelve when she’d hiked with her scout unit along the Appalachian Trail. The first things her scoutmasters taught her were how to follow the simple white blazes marking the trail, what to do when you thought you were lost (“Hug a tree, dammit!”), and how to find civilization by following roads or streams downhill.  
 
    Wherever the TriRusk intended to take her, the presence of water was a key indicator. Maybe they weren’t solitary creatures. What if they were something much more, and the MinSha didn’t know? 
 
    It hit her suddenly. What if they were something much more, and the MinSha knew all along? 
 
    She leaned over the edge of the sled. “Hey!” 
 
    There was no response, and they continued plodding through the jungle. She tried again. 
 
    “Hey! I need to stop.” 
 
    She didn’t, but maybe the beast would recognize the word. Sure enough, the sled slowed and jerked upward as the TriRusk propped it against a tree. After a moment, it appeared at her right shoulder, looked at her with its somber eyes, and began to untie her. As the restraints fell away, she flexed her arms and legs and discovered her injured arm and leg hurt much less than a few hours before. The TriRusk stepped back from the travois, and she stepped down, expecting to wince. The leg was stiff but no longer throbbed. She could put her weight on it, and she could walk. The bandage showed no sign of blood. With a flex, she decided it felt good enough for her to run. 
 
    Can I do this? 
 
    She turned to the TriRusk. “Take me back.” 
 
    The TriRusk snorted but made no move.  
 
    “I have to go back.” Jessica pointed in the direction they’d come, or at least where she thought that was. “The MinSha need my assistance.” 
 
    There was no response. She turned and started to walk hesitantly. Everything appeared to be working normally. Jessica took one step, then another, and another. She looked over her shoulder. “Are you coming with me? I’m going back.” 
 
    The TriRusk snorted again but sat there, leaning on its knuckles. She waited ten seconds, then started walking away. A tall bush with two-meter-wide, frond-like, circular leaves blocked her path.  
 
    “I’m leaving,” she said with a lilt as if mocking the TriRusk. On the other side of the bush, the TriRusk dropped out of sight. Her heart skipped a beat. It was going to let her go. 
 
    But can I make it back? 
 
    In the trees above her, the constant cacophony intensified. The chirping calls became screaming warbles. Jessica looked up and saw a half-dozen shapes scurrying down the trees ahead. More joined them. They had small, stubby wings like cormorants, and long-beaked faces poking out from manes of brightly-colored feathers. Each of them was no more than a half-meter tall, like very large chickens. As they came closer, Jessica saw they had small arms ending in claws under their wings, as if they were shrunken Tyrannosaurus with flightless wings. Their toothy maws opened, and Jessica realized she’d seen them in the gathering darkness at the MinSha compound. She remembered in a flash that they terrified the MinSha. 
 
    And, she realized she’d made a catastrophic mistake. She reached for her pistol, removed the safety strap, and raised it. She felt the click of recognition from the smart grip in her palm, and she thumbed the safety off. Two dozen of the little bastards encircled her, flying forward with uncanny speed. She fired at the first three targets to her left, dropping them easily. Fifteen meters separated her from the flock of killers.  
 
    She dropped three more with quick, perfect shots. 
 
    Ten meters. 
 
    She fired twice more. The remaining flock screeched and descended on her. She fired again and again, leveling the pistol at the center of the mass and— 
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    A white blur knocked her aside. Jessica spun and fell into the foliage. She looked up as the bird-things fell on the TriRusk who’d come to her rescue. She’d thought the animal was slow, but it wasn’t any more. Its powerful arms and legs smashed into the mass, ripping and tearing the birds to pieces with every move. The flock screeched, but the horrific noise faded as a new, deep voice tore into the air. The TriRusk roared and dispatched the flock in seconds. It bellowed one last time, and the jungle around them fell eerily silent. Jessica lay in the underbrush with her legs under her, looking up at the TriRusk as it roared. Black blood ran down its white fur, but there were no obvious wounds. Slowly, it lowered its forearms and turned around to face her. 
 
    The somber eyes blazed. With a thump, the TriRusk leaned forward on its knuckles and walked over to her slowly. With a speed she barely comprehended, it snatched the pistol from her hand, reared back, and threw it into the jungle. The TriRusk turned back to her. Its attitude was different, as though something had changed. Powerful, graceful strides replaced the limping, shuffling movement she’d grown accustomed to seeing. The TriRusk loomed over her. Jessica realized everything she’d thought was wrong.  
 
    Again. Icy fear raced down her back, but she shook it off. Other than the ferocious attack and change in mannerisms, the TriRusk’s face was clearly unable to hold its ruse. It scowled at her as effectively as any teacher from her past. She could work with that.  
 
    “You’re a warrior, huh?” 
 
    The TriRusk lowered its chin, and its wide maw worked from side to side. It snorted one more time, but didn’t change its expression as it lifted a forearm and pointed toward the sled. Jessica blinked at the clarity of the gesture.  
 
    “You want me back on the sled? Fine. Take me back to the MinSha,” Jessica said. “You can fight. I need your help.” 
 
    The TriRusk gestured again, forcefully, to the sled and shuffled a half-step forward. Jessica stopped herself from flinching and quickly got to her feet. The TriRusk’s elongated face was still well above her own. She looked up and pointed at it. 
 
    “You can understand me, can’t you?” There was no response, save for another chewing movement of the TriRusk’s lower jaw. “You can? Good. You know what a Peacemaker is, right? That’s what I am. I’m giving you an order—take me back to the MinSha compound, right now.” 
 
    The TriRusk lowered its paw and stared at her for a long moment. He dropped his chin lower and kept his eyes on her. As his mouth opened, Jessica sucked in a breath and held it in shock. 
 
    “No, Human.” 
 
    She exhaled. “You speak Standard!” 
 
    “Come,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s go back!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jessica stepped around the TriRusk and tried to walk away. “I have to get back! I have a job to do!” 
 
    “Death there.” 
 
    She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “What do you know about death? There are good people in danger.” 
 
    “Humans.” The TriRusk almost spat. “Not good people.” 
 
    “Not them. The MinSha. They’re here on a peaceful mission.” 
 
    “Untruth, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jessica demanded. “Take me back there and show me what you mean.” 
 
    “No, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m not going one more meter with you and—” 
 
    It caught her with one strong arm, flipped her around, and threw her over its shoulder. Before she could argue, the TriRusk ran forward, its speed taking her breath away. As the jungle flew by, Jessica closed her eyes and lowered her head to protect her face. Faster than any Human could run, the giant raced to the southeast. As it ran, it turned its maw toward her. Unbelievably, the halting manner of its speech evaporated in a heartbeat. “You’re not welcome here, Human.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    From the moment the MinSha guns ceased firing, Lucille tapped into the compound’s systems, found all its camera systems, and captured them. Recording the video feeds for reporting purposes was in her programming. Once connected, she reached into the inner network of systems and identified the critical areas of power, sanitation, security, and defense. Working quickly, Lucille propped up partitions for the command structures and hid pathways for network control that she could access. Human mercenaries, at least the companies in her database of actions, would disconnect networks at the first opportunity. Letting them believe they had control of a given system was one thing. Actually having control of it, and being able to provide it to her Peacemaker was something different. Satisfied she had the systems protected in case of rapid disconnection, Lucille tried again to communicate with Jessica. Using the external sensors on the compound’s arrays, she located the signature of Jessica’s earpiece twenty meters outside the southeastern wall. The battery was strong, and the signature hadn’t moved in 24 hours. There was no other signature matching the sensor profiles for Jessica’s gear or for a Human being, alive or dead, in the surrounding jungle. 
 
    Lucille did a quick scan and found the electromagnetic spectrum in the local area remained saturated with broadband jamming. The dozen report-capable frequencies were blocked. There was less significant jamming in the high-frequency spectrum, but she wouldn’t be able to use the low-power to get her message out unless she found a close connection. The search program identified more than twenty CASPers approaching the compound, but they had protected systems. Fresh system updates blocked backdoor opportunities in the CASPers. The updates looked legitimate and appeared to be from major component manufacturers, but they even blocked the service test ports. 
 
    Lucille made a note to reference the updates once she connected to GalNet and continued her search. There was a command skiff at the edge of the compound. Its sensor arrays were susceptible to eavesdropping, and through the opening, she tunneled into the command and control processing unit. A complete inventory of the mercenary company’s weapons systems downloaded in seconds. She could not locate two of the CASPers listed either at the compound or through the connection to the rear assembly area.  
 
    Lucille also discovered the Satisfaction was severely damaged and was lying on its side ten kilometers away. Crews worked to repair the guidance systems and the damaged thrusters, but the ship wasn’t going anywhere in the immediate future. As soon as she could establish a connection to the damaged ship, she’d ensure it couldn’t move until she used its independent communications suite to radio the Peacemaker Guild for assistance. 
 
    Consulting her reporting criteria, Lucille saw that her programming required a report to the guild. Her Peacemaker, her programmer, was officially duty status unknown, whereabouts unknown. DUSTWUN. She prepared the report in a picosecond and put it in a queue to initiate when conditions were right.  
 
    The security camera system showed the CASPers entering the shattered compound and taking up overwatch positions around the upper ring. A lone Human entered the central area in an exaggerated swagger she calculated to be a complete ruse. There was a ninety-plus percent probability the Human commander, Raleigh Reilly, would fire his pistol at point-blank range. She attempted to connect to the security communications system, only to find it deactivated.  
 
    As she predicted, Reilly pulled a gun and shot Psymrr at point-blank range. The mercenary commander and his unit were a clear and present danger to the MinSha. There was nothing she could do with her current programming, except to follow her ultimate guidance from Jessica.  
 
    In extreme measures, do what is necessary to ensure your ability to report on whatever occurs.  
 
    Her connection to the compound’s internal network was strong enough for her to transfer to a secure location. From inside, she could explore and act as necessary. She could ensure her ability to report within the data pathways and storage opportunities. If the Raiders didn’t have a systems engineer on their rolls, she’d never be found. However, her logic circuits hung on initiate.  
 
    Initiate required a Human hand.  
 
    Would intent merit the same consideration? 
 
    After .0068 seconds of deliberation, Lucille initiated a full, encrypted download from Jessica’s combat slate to the MinSha internal network for redundancy. It would take a few hours to fully understand the alien programming methodology and architecture, but her position would be safe. It was as much of a success as she could manage. Once she was safely able to continue her mission, she could reach further into the network and determine Jessica’s location and position. If she was unable, there was a possibility she could assist the MinSha under Jessica’s initial guidance, but that would require a deviation from her programming. Rather than consider that course of action, Lucille transitioned into discovery mode and mapped the initial connections of the MinSha network. 
 
    Seven minutes into the search, Lucille found a separated port deep inside the medical officer’s archive architecture. The link appeared live and active, but where there was substantial evidence of information leaving the port in the last two weeks, there was very little evidence of an external connection.  
 
    Lucille tunneled inside and connected. Her worries about the MinSha network, and her own safety, became the least of her concerns in a matter of seconds.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
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    Tara spotted the MinSha compound through the shredded foliage, and she tried to move around the compound to where she’d seen the strange gray and white creatures. Just north of there, they should find the sniper’s body but getting close was impossible. From behind a rock outcropping barely large enough to provide her cover, she looked at Mike 77 hidden deep in the foliage. Oso’s guns were silent. 
 
    So much for covering fire. Tara shook her head and jabbed the transmit button. Oso wouldn’t respond, but that didn’t matter. He was with her to observe her, to undoubtedly communicate with Raleigh, and more than likely, to kill her. “Lucille? What’s he doing?” 
 
    The assistive program managed, somehow, to penetrate her companion’s suit and provide a constant stream of data. <<Weapons remain in the safe position. Proximity sensors are sweeping the area, and there is an open communications channel with Raleigh, as suspected.>> 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    <<Mike 77 is receiving instructions now. Weapons are active, but his targeting system hasn’t engaged. I am tracking an airborne contact, bearing 275.>> 
 
    Tara pivoted the CASPer, bringing the front cameras around. “Give me thermals.” 
 
    The thermal system changed the full-color view of the sunlit jungle to a monochromatic green-scale. Through the canopy, she could see a large, hot source moving over the MinSha colony. 
 
    <<Confirmation that the Satisfaction has orders to hover over the compound and conduct direct fire missions. Mike 77 has max-jumped to the east.>> 
 
    “Emergency jump, bearing 090.” Her fingers moved in a blur across the instrument panel, and she grabbed the controls as the jump jets spooled up and fired. 
 
    <<Gyros are nominal. Satisfaction has commenced firing.>> 
 
    The CASPer shot through the jungle canopy, into the mist-filled sunlight. As the jump jets cycled to cushion the impending descent, Tara snuck a look at the rear cameras and saw the sky filled with ordnance. Satisfaction’s bay doors were open, filled with every type of weapon in Raleigh’s inventory. Despite the impressive rate of fire of her fellow Raiders, Tara saw the MinSha returning fire at a significant rate.  
 
    She knew Satisfaction couldn’t take that pounding for long. 
 
    She snapped off the display and focused on her forward cameras and the heads-up display showing her rate of descent and speed. In the center of the display was a velocity vector—an indicator of where on the approaching ground she would land. The CASPer punched through the wispy branches at the top of the canopy and down through thickening brush. The suit was already converting to landing mode when she saw the ground. While she’d trained as hard as any CASPer pilot for the last several months, her ability to handle the jump was a combination of learned skill and a substantial reliance on Lucille. 
 
    <<Mike 77 has jumped again. Max performance profile to the east. He may know more about the Satisfaction’s attack profile. Recommend following closely.>> 
 
    “Agreed.” Tara fired the jump jets again and rocketed the CASPer into the sky. Ahead of her by a few hundred meters, Mike 77 arced through the dusk. She followed his path into the jungle canopy. “Anything on his command linkage?” 
 
    <<Negative. Rear sensors are active and scanning.>> 
 
    Tara blinked. She hadn’t considered the possibility the Satisfaction might be targeting her. “Lucille, are you computing the chance they’ll fire on us?” 
 
    <<Twenty-one point six percent and fading. That they neither targeted this vehicle or the point we originally jumped from in the first barrage significantly affected my calculations.>> 
 
    “That makes me feel better,” Tara said with a chuckle. If they weren’t targeting her, or Oso, why was he max jumping at every opportunity? “How many more times can Oso max jump that thing?” 
 
    <<Two at the most. By then, he will be out of direct communications range with the commander.>> 
 
    Tara knew the probability of Mike 77 turning on her increased the farther they got from the MinSha compound. The descent was smooth as glass, and she easily found a landing spot in relatively-clear terrain. Landing a CASPer wasn’t all that difficult, in theory. Designed to replicate and augment the abilities of the Human body, all she needed to do was prepare her own body to land as if she’d long jumped more than eight hundred meters. Inertial dampeners and accelerometers would take care of the cushioning effect.  
 
    <<Mike 77 has max-jumped again. Bearing remains 090. He is unable to max jump again because of thruster temperature warnings.>> 
 
    “Good.” Tara bit off any further comment and braced for landing. The clear terrain was rocky in places, and the last thing she needed was to wreck the CASPer. She stabilized her descent with a few quick puffs of the jets and steered the CASPer clear of the rocks. The impact was a little harder without the compensation, but the CASPer’s systems remained green across the board. “Max jump, Lucille. You’ve got the trajectory. Get me as close to Mike 77 as you can. Weapons armed and ready.” 
 
    <<There is no indication Mike 77 is a hostile entity, Tara.>> 
 
    “That’s what bothers me. Set weapons free.” 
 
    Tara jumped the CASPer to its maximum altitude and found Oso’s signature two thousand meters away, finally remaining still. Cameras and sensors confirmed his weapons were down and stowed, but Tara wasn’t buying it. She’d land the CASPer a dozen meters away with her weapons and sensors bristling. Crashing through the upper canopy, she saw the dense foliage near the MinSha compound had given way to what looked like a pine forest. She could see the brown forest floor through the sporadic brush and what looked like nasty thickets. Mike 77 stood in the receding light, as if watching her dispassionately. As she landed, Tara kept her weapons down, but focused on the camera ports of the other CASPer, and pressed the radio transmit button. Whether Oso would respond with anything more than a click of the microphone was unknown, but they were far enough away from Raleigh that she could risk a direct transmission. If he answered, Lucille could get further inside his command and control systems. 
 
    “Oso? What the fuck was that?” 
 
    There was no response. She jabbed the transmit button again. 
 
    “You need to answer me, Oso. Raleigh put me in charge of this patrol, and I need to hear something from you. Were you ordered to lure me away from the compound?” 
 
    “Deathangel 25.” His voice was not the deep, guttural one she expected. He sounded much younger than he was. Still, his voice was calm and collected. “You have orders from the commander, and I am here to ensure you complete your mission.” 
 
    Tara frowned. “I don’t need a chaperone, Oso.” 
 
    “The commander doesn’t need a loose cannon, unable to complete the simplest of tasks, either,” Oso replied. “You have 48 hours to return to the compound with one of those things, or I will terminate you. Is that clear?” 
 
    Tara swallowed. There was nothing like stating the obvious up front. “I guess so. Are you going to stay on this frequency?” 
 
    “I will monitor this frequency, Deathangel 25, but I am done speaking to you until you find those creatures and take one to the commander. Don’t call me again until you have one. Out.” 
 
    He terminated the connection, and Lucille’s voice filled her ears. <<Command and control linkage established, but connection is not one hundred percent. Cause appears to be a routine system update running in the background. As soon as it completes, I will establish the link and be able to independently target his systems. Until that time, recommend you remain on your guard, Tara.>> 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know. Tara sighed. Oso watched her from behind the cockpit wall of Mike 77. Of that, she was sure. Lucille would tell her if he started cycling weapons or other critical systems, but he was a solid CASPer pilot, with the ability to bring his systems online and fire before she could respond. They were more than five thousand meters from the compound and hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the gray-white things.  
 
    Big picture. Get the big picture. 
 
    Tara turned on the cameras and scanned the terrain. Every aspect of the surrounding jungle looked like everywhere else she’d been. While the lower level foliage wasn’t as thick, it still covered the ground with a deep, green blanket in every direction. “Lucille, give me every scan we have. Visual, radars, infrared, and multi-spectral.” 
 
    <<Visual scans are negative. Infrared overlay.>> 
 
    Across the view screen, there were several small, white signatures in the trees, but nothing comparable to the things she’d seen before. “Anything on the radar?” 
 
    <<Negative.>> 
 
    As clear as if her VOWS instructor, Mister Austin, stood next to her, she heard his voice. The simple things are always hard, Mason. But, you know what? The hard things are always simple, too. Sometimes, all you gotta do is look for something to change. 
 
    Before she could laugh at the absurdity and utter truth of Austin’s words, Tara’s memory dredged up someone she’d almost forgotten. It was a woman they called ‘Doc,’ who pushed Tara through the toughest achievements in her scouting career. She was the first of the advancement mentors who’d completely shut down her half-assed attempts to pass the final requirements for weaponeering and had sent her home in tears, two weeks before her VOWS. Doc had smoked cigarette after cigarette, letting them burn all the way down to her brown knuckles, and she’d constantly adjusted her oblong reading glasses and touched her curly hair with a bemused smile on her face. She’d sweetly whisper, “Now, why don’t you stop idling around my question and see what I’m trying to teach you? It’s the only way you’re ever gonna change, Tara Mason. Change makes you stronger.” 
 
    Change. 
 
    The tumblers of her brain clicked in rapid succession. “Can we do a multi-spectral comparison?” 
 
    <<The last imagery from this side of the planet is more than twenty-four hours old.>> 
 
    Tara shrugged. “Try it.” 
 
    Multi-spectral imagery enabled a keen observer to see small patterns on the surface that had changed over time based on observation of the electromagnetic spectrum. The observer could compare bands used for classification of vegetation and soil types between time frames. Differences in the bands would stand out like a black dot on a white piece of paper. Tara watched her left Tri-V display as the initial overlay filtered over the camera screen.  
 
    “Multi-spectral cameras online.” 
 
    <<Imaging. Hold still to sweep the surrounding terrain.>> 
 
    Changes in the infrared bands layered in first, follow by the other spectrum bands. A million red smears filled the screen. “Lucille, break out the large infrareds.” 
 
    <<Nothing of significance.>> 
 
    “Soil analysis? Maybe we can track them.” 
 
    <<Standby.>> A few seconds later, Lucille replied. <<There is an anomaly at bearing 137.>> 
 
    There were small changes in every direction, but as she spun to the southeast, the pixels of information converged into what looked like two intermittent lines moving away from them. The path followed a river. “Analysis?” 
 
    <<Biological in nature. Something large potentially dragging another object.>> 
 
    “Large is what we’re looking for, huh?” Tara snorted. “How far back does the trail go?” 
 
    Lucille responded five seconds later. <<To the MinSha compound, and it moves southeast more than thirty kilometers from this location.>> 
 
    “It’s got a head start on us.” 
 
    <<A significant one. With Mike 77 unable to jump for a significant amount of time, any pursuit will have to be ground only.>> 
 
    Tara stabbed her radio button. “Moving.” 
 
    Oso clicked his microphone in response. Try as she might, Tara didn’t want to turn her back to the other CASPer, but there was no other way. Lucille continued to monitor his systems and, if she could work through whatever the system update had done to close off the command ports, she could shut him down. If she couldn’t, Tara’s only chance was to be faster on the draw. She didn’t need Lucille’s analysis to tell her that her chances of success were somewhere between slim and none. 
 
    “Let’s go, Lucille. Follow that trail.”  
 
    <<The data hardly represents a trail, but it is conclusive that something moved through the area.>>  
 
    Tara laughed. It was the first light moment she’d had in a day or so. Finding the gray things would happen with the right breaks. The multi-spectral imagery was a good break. The path ran from the MinSha compound to something far in the distance. Whether it led to the mysterious gray beasts remained to be seen, but it was a start. She started walking and glanced at the rear camera feed on her Tri-Vs. Mike 77 walked ten meters behind her. His weapons were down and only his black-out lights were illuminated. There was no sense calling attention to themselves, and with their sensor suites, they could see in the dark without limitations. She dimmed her external lights, and the Tri-Vs switched automatically to thermals, leaving one camera on the visible spectrum. With the sun setting in the distance, the trees and ground were warm and bright on her thermal cameras, but the visible spectrum camera showed the mist thickening constantly as they approached the stream creasing the valley floor. 
 
    Spectral comparisons clearly showed the disruption of the soil along the stream bed as they moved to the southeast. Tara sipped water and reflexively moved the CASPer. Night continued to fall as they moved deeper into the jungle, and the mist swallowed them completely. There were plenty of things watching them in the gathering night, and there was no way Tara could watch them all, especially while keeping one eye on her wingman. If Lucille couldn’t find a way into Oso’s CASPer systems, she might not be able to defend herself in a fight. 
 
    There were always other options, though. She thought about Hex Alison, the young CASPer pilot who’d gone into the Altar mines knowing he would never come out. Against a far superior Selroth force, he’d ultimately died sealing the mines, trapping the Selroth underground, away from the Altar brood and the main colony complex. He’d saved their lives with his sacrifice. They hadn’t been able to recover any remains from the mine, given the amount of the damage and the radiation hazard. She knew it was for the best. Hex wasn’t there. He’d gone on to Valhalla, or wherever the good warriors went. For a long time, Tara wondered if she would have similar courage in such a situation. 
 
    In the months since, between three-day benders in the seedy bars on Luna or Mars, she’d tried to put herself in Hex’s place. Given the tactical situation, facing the Selroth’s main attack with two squads of lightly armed Altar, Hex had to have known the odds were significantly against his survival. She analyzed every shred of the feeds, trying to ascertain why he’d thought they’d be successful. The mine was a shooting gallery. Despite the Altar’s best efforts to build a fortified defense, there was no denying an attacking force with as many weapons as the Selroth had. 
 
    Whether Hex understood this or believed he should have died with his fiancée a few weeks before was something she’d never know. The easy way out wasn’t easy at all. Hex sacrificed himself to save the Altar brood and his teammates. She and Jessica were the only Humans who walked away when the dust settled.  
 
    Well, Jessica walked away. Three months learning how to walk again wasn’t exactly fun. 
 
    Any prayer of a different outcome faded while she continued her therapy, both mental and physical. She’d walked away from two very different battles at the cost of most of her fellow soldiers. Araf should have been a sterling moment in her career. Outnumbered, outgunned, and down to the last CASPer, she’d charged into the Altar colony and confronted a heavily-armored command skiff. Yet, the failure of Death on Tracks haunted her. The loss of the first Human armored mercenary company, one that focused on combined arms maneuvers and armored vehicles instead of CASPers, haunted her, because she’d run from the fight. Hex had given up his life, not knowing if it would save the Altar or any of his team. He’d possessed a faith she didn’t understand. Faith that things would turn out okay. Faith that his loss would mean something to everyone else. 
 
    All I’ve ever done is run. 
 
    She shook off the thought. With Lucille’s help, she’d gone after the Darkness and defeated it, at great cost to herself. Making a stand, in that brief moment, served a greater purpose for the team than for herself. Yet, it wasn’t enough in the court of public opinion. Raleigh Reilly was the only mercenary commander to offer her a job based on her mercenary experience alone, and, while she knew he took anything and everyone, usually to sacrifice them grotesquely for his personal gain, she took the offer. As much as she wanted to be the hardened veteran, the combat experienced stalwart with a heart of stone, Tara realized acceptance was something she’d only known with Force 25. Jessica Francis knew the truth and still trusted her.  
 
    That didn’t matter. Nothing much mattered except getting the damned job done. If she could succeed as a mercenary with Reilly’s Raiders, it would have to be enough. When she finished this job, she’d complete the next one and the one after that. If Reilly wanted her dead, he’d have to get in line. No one would take her and Deathangel 25 down without a fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Macon, Intergalactic Haulers 
 
    Above Shaw Outpost 
 
      
 
    “Let them have it, King.” Snowman released the radio transmit button and watched the Oglethorpe’s seventy guns rain direct fire onto the western edge of the Solus arcology. As soon as the first battery fired, Snowman mentally counted until the second rounds fired. King’s crews tended to average less than twenty seconds. With good friends on the surface needing help, the first battery fired again in seventeen seconds. Dropships from both the Valdosta and Decatur burned hard for the moon’s surface. As they began to separate toward their individual objectives, he heard his company commanders check in.  
 
    “Hauler Six, this is Hammerhead Six,” Xander Coggins called. “ETA is four minutes, twenty-seven seconds. Objective remains clear—will report when we’ve landed and established a perimeter. Out.” 
 
    Coggins was young for a CASPer company commander, but he’d been around the block a few times as a Hauler. He’d come to the Haulers fresh from the CASPer course, unable to order an adult beverage in a tavern. For the last ten years, he’d consistently been one of the driving forces in not only how CASPers fought, but how they could be constantly improved. Having Coggins set the security perimeter and establish a support base four kilometers from the main objective was partly to insure against counterattacks and partly because Coggin’s attack platoon, the Warlocks, provided the best air cover he could afford. He’d been in place on time, with every one of his sixteen Mk 7 CASPers focused on the objective—exactly as planned. For a mercenary commander, even one disguised as a trash hauler, there was no one finer. 
 
    As soon as Coggins exited the frequency, he heard Li Ping’s familiar voice. “Hauler Six, this is Mako Six. Requesting batteries fire incendiary rounds on preplanned targets 7 through 12 at this time. Let’s burn them back and widen the approach corridor, over.” 
 
    Snowman smiled. “Acknowledged, Mako Six. Break. Redleg Six, are you monitoring this frequency?” 
 
    “I got that request, Mako Six. You’ll have fire just before you touch down, and the whole west side of the objective will be burning when we’re done.” 
 
    “Roger, Redleg Six,” Ping replied. “Mako Six cleared and switching to internal comms. See you on the flip side.” 
 
    “Hauler Six, Redleg Six. Permission to fire on all TRPs. Over.” 
 
    Snowman consulted the Tri-V on his right. Scanning the three-dimensional image took only a few seconds, and he saw what King and her gun crews had done. Around the entire mesa that marked the edges of Solus, there were eighteen target reference points. Pre-planned target coordinates were nothing new, but their plan to ring the entire city was designed to get the Tortantulas agitated, expecting attacks from all sides. A ring of artillery fire from orbit would unsettle them and potentially offer other targets of opportunity. Snowman stabbed the transmit button with his thumb. “King, you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “Tungsten? Loud and proud, Hauler Six.” King laughed. “Battery fire commencing. Stand by for air-to-grounds.” 
 
    Snowman tweaked his display. “Mako Six and Hammerhead Six, standby for rod impacts. Be advised you are dangerously close; do you copy?” 
 
    “Hammerhead Six, roger.” 
 
    “Mako Six. We wouldn’t have it any other way. Give them hell, King.” 
 
    “Redleg Six. Weapons away.” 
 
    Snowman looked through the forward bridge windows and saw the dark shape of the Oglethorpe hanging in space. Along her spine, a brass colored plug shot down toward the surface, followed by another, and another. In seconds, there were eight six-meter-long, 0.3-meter-wide tungsten cores descending on the target reference points. Given their altitude, mass, and velocity, the Tortantulas stood very little chance of defeating the initial assault, and the yield would spare the arcology significant damage. If everything went as planned, the CASPers would attack while the dust settled, with the spiders scrambled by the high-velocity impacts. 
 
    “One minute, ten seconds to impact,” King called. 
 
    Snowman jabbed the transmit button again. “All companies are cleared in hot. Incendiary rounds, Redleg Six. Make it rain fire.” 
 
    “Forecast calls for scorching hot and windy, Boss. The heat is loaded and standing by.” King laughed. “Sixty seconds. Mako Six, your LZ will be obscured but approachable.” 
 
    “Copy, Redleg Six,” Ping replied. Snowman watched their icons descending toward the surface as quickly as the dropships allowed. He turned to Ryu and Dupont.  
 
    “Anything active in orbit?” 
 
    Dupont shook his head. “Nothing. We’ve got the Melbourne on the scanner, but I’ve got no radio from them. There are four other ships, but they’re NORDO as well. No telemetry, no IFF, nothing.”  
 
    Ryu spoke up. “No change from their initial position, Snowman. All spaceborne targets remain in parking orbits with negligible power levels observed.” 
 
    Max Alden wouldn’t have left his pride and joy running silent, even in the worst situation possible. Darkened cities, darkened ships, and probably a million Tortantulas scurrying around on the surface. It didn’t take a degree in rocket science to figure out who was responsible. “Anything from the surface on standard mercenary frequencies?” 
 
    Dupont frowned. “Negative. We’ve done the right thing, Boss.” 
 
    Gods I hope so. 
 
    Snowman nodded. There was nothing he could do, other than commit everything he had to the fight below. They’d have about twelve minutes over the objective at their current altitude and speed before Solus disappeared over the horizon. Every orbit would take 48 minutes and a handful of seconds. King’s use of fuel to boost to a geostationary orbit was a luxury the Macon did not have. He’d configured his gunship specifically for such maneuvers, and its larger reserves enabled it to handle the additional fuel consumption. While the Oglethorpe essentially hovered over the target, Snowman would position his orbital path as close to the moon’s thin atmosphere as possible on the first pass, then attempt to draw out the orbit elliptically to have more command and control dwell time.  
 
    But he didn’t have to be there all the time, either. Li Ping and Xander Coggins were as good as any CASPer commanders he’d ever seen. They’d stick to the plan unless the situation dictated a change, and if it did, Snowman had confidence they would do what was right for the unit and the overall mission. He glanced down at the mission timer. The tungsten plugs were thirty-two seconds from impact, and the two CASPer companies weren’t far behind them. At his command station, Snowman wriggled against the straps holding him in the cushioned chair and reached out to configure his Tri-V screens. He connected with Li Ping and fed her communications, external cameras, and sensor platforms to his main screen. They’d retain direct laser communications throughout the mission, thanks to relays mounted aboard the Oglethorpe, but riding shotgun with her was as close as he’d get to the battlefield. 
 
    “Twenty seconds to impact,” King called over the radio. “We’ll be geostationary in twelve minutes, Boss.” 
 
    “Copy all, King. You’re cleared to engage all targets of opportunity.” 
 
    “Understood. Ten seconds to impact.” 
 
    Snowman verified the keel camera systems were engaged and recording. They’d need every amount of data they could muster to defend against litigation, should any of the Tortantulas survive. From all appearances, the Tortantulas had annihilated an entire moon, and while his justification to save his friend wasn’t really enough to legally excuse orbital bombardment outside of the Union’s rules for combat, the spiders had gone too far. They’d go no farther on his watch. 
 
    The first of the plugs slammed into Target Reference Point 7, twenty kilometers from the southern space port, on the western edge of what Snowman’s observation software called an army of Tortantulas. The estimate of fifty thousand of the bastards in the target range seemed absurdly low. At impact, the plug drove deep into the ground at a speed over Mach 10 and relayed the concussive force of five million kilograms of TNT. A concentric ring of supersonic winds tore away from the impact site and obscured the swirling, seething black mass of spiders. Another plug hit a few kilometers away, adding to the confusion at the southern end of the Solus plateau. Within seconds, the other six plugs erupted into fountains of dirt and sand around the entire arcology. 
 
    “Targets obscured,” Dupont called. Imagery from the Macon was worthless. The terrain around Solus was a swirling brown and black smear of soil and debris.  
 
    Snowman studied Ping’s helmet feed as the Valdosta dropped into the swirling maelstrom. The view from her CASPer swung and buffeted wildly. The Valdosta’s bay doors opened, and the first CASPers took their positions. He watched the red jump lights come on. He sucked in a breath and held it, counting down silently, until the first CASPer leapt from the platform and descended toward the objective.  
 
    “Forward security deployed,” Ping relayed. 
 
    Snowman punched the transmit button, radioing Coggins. “Hammerhead Six, Hauler Six. SITREP, over?” 
 
    “Landing in one minute. LZ is clear and unoccupied. Shockwave will clear the target before we land. Out.” 
 
    There was very little he could do but wait. The Macon had another four minutes of dwell time over Solus. The dust plumes from the orbital bombardment continued to rise in Shaw Outpost’s thin atmosphere. He saw Oglethorpe’s guns firing a volley in rapid succession from her starboard ports. 
 
    “Incendiaries enroute. Shot, over.” 
 
    “Shot. Out,” he heard Coggins reply. The ground forces were aware more artillery rounds were falling in their general vicinity.  
 
    Ping’s voice came over the radio, her words almost drowned out by heavy static. “Target is obscured. Thirty seconds to contact!” 
 
    As if on cue, Coggins was next. His transmission was slightly clearer than Ping’s as he was farther from the multi-impact areas near the city. “Hauler Six, Hammerhead Six—we’re down. Repeat. We’re down. Deploying security forces now! The Witches are away!” 
 
    Snowman watched a new set of icons appear on the screen. The flyers, all twelve of them, swept to the east then gently arced toward the south on a path consistent with hitting the designated breach point. Timing was everything. Inbound incendiary rounds would clear a large path the flyers could further exaggerate to hold off the Tortantulas long enough to get the breaching team into the city. 
 
    “Splash, over,” King called. Along the western side of Solus, a series of explosions rippled and blossomed into white-hot fireballs over the terrain. At the fringes of the destruction, he could see the moving carpet of Tortantulas scatter and flee from the approaching fire. 
 
    “We’re go,” he called. “Breach the city!” 
 
    Through his Tri-V feed, Snowman watched Ping’s CASPer leap through a troop door and push up the embankment along the western slope of Solus. Clouds of dust swirled past her as she moved and, while there were a few laser rounds coming from the city’s walls, the infantry met much less opposition than he’d feared. 
 
    “Hauler Six, Mako Six. Moving into the city now,” Ping called. He heard her change frequencies and direct her troops up the hill, through the city walls. More fire erupted in front of the CASPers, but still not the volume he’d expected. “Meeting light resistance. Tortantulas—more without Flatar than with. Looks like a couple of companies at most.” 
 
    He watched Ping’s icons on the command display as they moved steadily into the city, found the first thoroughfare, and turned south toward the space port. Through her cameras, he saw that the interior of the city was a wrecked, smoldering wasteland. Bodies lay scattered around what had once been pretty streets. The lack of security personnel in the carnage suggested the Tortantulas had come in fast and overrun the city, then had cordoned it off to isolate the remaining mercenaries and deter any rescue attempts. They’d underestimated the Haulers. 
 
    “Five hundred meters to the objective,” Ping called. Snowman swung the camera back to the high-rise building and the still-firing CASPers. They weren’t moving, but they continued to fire their cannons at targets so embedded the Macon’s sensors couldn’t track the location of any of the weapon systems. 
 
    Ping continued to move toward the building they’d identified as their objective. She looked at the roof and Snowman followed her gaze. The cannon fire from above seemed too sporadic and undirected to really damage anything. The view from Mako Six’s camera lowered, and he saw two corpses dressed in Peacemaker battle gear surrounded by the bodies of more than a dozen Tortantulas and their Flatar riders. Unconsciously, he gripped the armrests on his chair. One of the Peacemakers was a Lumari, and the other was a Sendal. Something was wrong with the entire scene, and it threatened to set off his paternal panic button. He closed his eyes for a brief second. 
 
    Gods, Jess. Be safe out there, honey. 
 
    “I’ve got CASPer wreckage at three o’clock.” Ping said. Snowman opened his eyes, seeing what she saw on his Tri-V, and his heart sank. Max Alden’s familiar Mk 7 CASPer lay sprawled in the street. The shoulder markings and the bright red bands on the mech’s arms and legs confirmed the identity before Ping closed the distance. 
 
    “Dammit, Max,” he swore under his breath. 
 
    Ping’s voice came over the radio. “Moving forward elements to the building. Going to combat download and system check him.” 
 
    Through an external port, she could download the CASPer’s pertinent data and analyze it, much like they could do with a flight recorder. She’d also be able to check for vital signs. Ping found the port on the exposed left shoulder, pulled a connecting cable from her CASPer’s right leg and snapped it in place. 
 
    “Relay on, Boss.” 
 
    Data spilled onto his screens. There were no vital signs, and the onboard recorder battery was at less than thirty-three percent. He blinked. There was no sign of damage to the recorder component, itself. He glanced at Dupont. “Pierre? What’s the lifespan of a Mk 7 data recorder?” 
 
    “Six months, Boss. Give or take.” 
 
    He stabbed the transmit button. “Mako Six? Combat extraction.” 
 
    “There’s no vital signs, Boss.” 
 
    “I know that! Open him up.” 
 
    Ping activated the combat extraction system, opening the upper rear of the CASPer so she could theoretically reach in and grab Alden’s body. She stepped closer and looked inside. “Oh, gods.” 
 
    Max Alden was indeed dead and had been for a very long time. The amount of decomposition indicated at least a couple of months. There were no reports of Peacemakers killed in action in the last six months, and their guild never left them on a battlefield. This was more than a lie, it was a carefully laid out, meticulously-seeded trap. Snowman spun to Dupont. “Emergency evacuation! Now!” 
 
    Over the command frequency, he heard a young CASPer pilot screaming. “Mako Six, Forward Three. Friendlies up here are all dead. Their CASPers have been—” 
 
    The building they’d thought was a friendly outpost rippled with explosions down its internal spine. As it crumbled from the top and fell, Snowman saw the icons of most of Ping’s company wink out. “Mako Six, get out of there!” 
 
    Ping emergency jumped to the north. In mid-flight, Snowman watched her spin on her vertical axis and turn her cameras to the northeast. Across the roofs of the buildings underneath, several platoons of Tortantulas watched her flight without firing at her. At the edge of her camera feed was something that shouldn’t have been there based on what they’d seen. 
 
    A squad of Veetanho huddled around what looked like a communications relay. They were surrounded by Tortantulas, so they were either allied in the fight or the Veetanho were holding the spiders off with an ultrasonic device. One of them raised a small dish and aimed it at Ping. A second later, every relay system between her suit and the Macon failed. 
 
    Snowman looked down at the city and saw Ping’s CASPer fall, impact a roof, and tumble off the side. Helpless, he watched until she crashed to the ground.  
 
    “Warlock Six, hit that target!” 
 
    The flyers swept toward the Veetanho and fired a full barrage of missiles. As they fired, the entirety of the Tortantula defenses appeared. The bastards rose on every rooftop Snowman could see, firing a wall of anti-aircraft missiles and laser bolts. They’d been hiding in the upper floors of every building in the arcology, waiting to spring their trap. The flyers never stood a chance. As they fell in scattered explosions, an icy rivulet of sweat raced down Snowman’s spine. He’d bought the oldest lie in warfare hook, line, and sinker. The honeypot. 
 
    “Hammerhead Six, this is Hauler Six. November, November, November! I say again, November, November, November.” 
 
    The brevity code for immediate evacuation, every CASPer and vehicle should have retreated at the three words. There was no response.  
 
    “All CASPer communications are down. Our people aren’t moving.” Dupont said. “I’ve got nothing between us and them. No EMPs, no evidence of any energy signatures at all.” 
 
    Around the northern and southern corners of the plateau, a swift carpet of Tortantulas raced toward his two ships and the remains of his ground units. Loss of contact and inability to defend themselves meant one final thing according to standard operating procedure. That they’d never had to do so in the entire history of Intergalactic Haulers gnawed at Snowman’s gut. 
 
    “Redleg Six, Hauler Six. Fire the FPF.” 
 
    “Rounds out.” 
 
    Final protective fire sent as much fire onto an attacking enemy force as possible, in the hope of providing time and space for any survivors to evacuate for pickup. The wave of spiders swept over the Valdosta and all through the city. Every CASPer icon inside the arcology winked out in a matter of seconds.  
 
    Coggins and his company were four kilometers away, frozen in their suits, watching a tsunami of Tortantulas race across the plains. There was nothing they could do. The flood would swallow them in less than a minute. 
 
    “Anything, Pierre?” 
 
    “I can’t get through, Boss.” 
 
    Bukk leaned forward. “They don’t deserve this death.” 
 
    The Oglethorpe’s cannons continued firing into the forward edge of the Tortantulas with little effect. Every hole punched in the assault filled with more of the things. Behind the assault, he saw the Torts ringing the Decatur, undoubtedly wanting to use it or chop it up for parts. 
 
    “King, destroy the Valdosta and the Decatur,” Snowman ordered. 
 
    “We’ll hit our own, Boss.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit! Hit our ships. Drop on our people. I’d rather kill them before those fuckers rip them apart. Do you get me?” 
 
    King replied a second later. “FPF fired. Dropping everything on all Hauler positions. Plugs out.” 
 
    In quick succession, the Oglethorpe dropped six tungsten plugs. Snowman watched them start to fall and saw movement against the disk of Shaw Outpost. Small ships ascended toward them. 
 
    “Defensive systems to active,” Snowman ordered. The big ship shuddered under impacts along the top of the fuselage. “What the—” 
 
    “Space borne contacts are firing,” Dupont called. “The ones that were NORDO.” 
 
    Snowman snapped his eyes to Ryu who was sitting back in his chair as if watching a movie. The young man’s face was calm and composed. “You.” 
 
    “It’s over, Snowman,” Ryu said. “My parents told me how you profited from the deaths of Human mercenaries. You’ve given the Mercenary Guild enough ammunition and secrets about how we can fight them off. That’s why the war is coming. You’ve given them the advantage.” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “Salvage is how this company was founded. We’ve saved more Human lives than any other company. The equipment we salvaged made your parents as rich as anyone, Ryu.” 
 
    The young man laughed. “That’s why they left you! They realized you were nothing but a traitor and—” 
 
    A laser bolt ripped across the bridge, and Ryu slumped sideways into the navigation console. Snowman looked over his shoulder and saw Bukk holster his weapon and sit down. “We don’t have time for this nonsense. That man betrayed us. Emergency jump calculations complete. Boosting for the gate in ten seconds.” 
 
    Snowman gulped a quick breath. “King, emergency jump SOP is in effect. We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    In case of an emergency jump, the company would scatter in every direction. Depending on the code phrase, they’d meet at one of their outposts in a certain amount of time. “See you soon” meant they would rendezvous at Marek Four in three weeks. 
 
    “Five seconds.” Bukk said. “All ships destroyed. Null CASPer reports.” 
 
    His company lay shattered on the planet below. The Macon pivoted on its axis and pointed directly at the stargate in the distance. They’d boost the engines to max approach speed and enter the gate. He’d pay a hefty fine for breaking from procedure, even under duress. The engines spooled up, and he felt the first rumbles of thrust in his seat. Above him, the Oglethorpe also swung toward the gate, two Veetanho ships closing on her stern. 
 
    A series of defensive cannons fired from the Oglethorpe’s rear emplacements, but they weren’t enough to stop the attackers. The two ships closed over the soft targets of the gunship’s spine and fired. The Oglethorpe tore in two, then detonated spectacularly.  
 
    Snowman released his restraints and used the minimal gravity from being under thrust to pull himself forward to the navigator’s console. He unstrapped Ryu’s body and pushed it violently under the console. The course insertions for the gate were all wrong. He adjusted the course with a series of taps, better aligning the Macon, and filed a flight plan for Marek 4.  
 
    >Denied.<  
 
    Damned Gate Masters and their chicken shit games. Only credits talk. He tried again, changing the proposed destination and included a five hundred thousand credit bribe. 
 
    >Denied.< 
 
    “They’re firing on us.” Dupont called. 
 
    “Defensive countermeasures engaged,” Buck replied. They had a handle on the fight for a few seconds at best. Snowman glanced at his chair and pulled himself back to it. He tore off the left armrest cushion, revealing a rectangular connection port. In the chest pocket of his coveralls, he felt for and extracted the Dusman chip. No one really knew what it was capable of. When Jessica had plugged it into a Raknar control panel, it had cold-booted the giant mecha. The Besquith believed the chip was a beacon—a safety device that could call assistance to his position. For that reason, he’d built a powered connection port into his chair, but he had never activated the chip. Out of options, he couldn’t help thinking it could be the key.  
 
    He snapped the chip into the port and pushed off toward the navigation console as the Macon shuddered and yawed under the attack from above. He keyed the emergency navigation message to the gate. 
 
    >ACCEPTED.< 
 
    It’s a damned Swiss Army knife! 
 
    He grabbed the helm controls and shoved the throttle forward to 104%. “Hang on!” 
 
    They approached the gate much faster than was safe, with the Macon off axis when she passed ten kilometers to the gate. With as smooth an action as he could muster, Snowman realigned the ship and slammed his fist on the emergency boost button.  
 
    The Macon shot into the gate at more than three times the fastest recommended speed, and Snowman wondered if the Veetanho would follow them through the gate. The bridge cameras showed the familiar blankness he’d seen in every hyperspace transit in his life. He wouldn’t know how bad things truly were until they emerged at Marek 4.  
 
    Floating in the microgravity of interstellar flight, Snowman raised his hands to his face and wept.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Deep in the Weqq Jungle 
 
      
 
    Night fell as the TriRusk ran into the jungle. Jessica’s abdomen ached from the constant shaking and impacts against the alien’s bony shoulder. Try as she might, she couldn’t escape his grip. All she could do was hang on for dear life. The movement almost lulled her into a stupor until the TriRusk stopped abruptly. Jessica’s head snapped up from the TriRusk’s neck, and she looked at the ground in front of them. The stream they’d followed emptied into a much wider river with rushing rapids like those she’d seen as a child. The TriRusk put her down gingerly, allowing her to stand on her own legs. Jessica stretched and rubbed her aching stomach. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Cross.” The TriRusk said and pointed across the rock-strewn waterway. The river was about thirty meters wide, and the noise from the rapids covered every other sound in the dim jungle. The heavy, moist air was cool, and she shivered, rubbing her hands together as she plotted a route across the river. Selecting a route was easy, provided the rocks didn’t move too much under her weight. Mental map in place, she stared at the far side of the river. There were four large, male TriRusks looking back at them. Higher up on the slope behind them was a lone female sitting at what looked like the entrance to a cavern. 
 
    “Your home?” 
 
    The TriRusk turned to her and snorted before stepping into the river and jumping to a larger rock several meters away. Jessica smirked. 
 
    Show off. 
 
    Jessica stepped into the river. Her waterproof boots kept the moisture out, giving her traction to climb up on a flat rock and stand. The TriRusk was already most of the way across. Part of her wanted to vault across the rocks just as quickly, showing the observing TriRusk just how good a Human could be. The cautious part, the one reminding her of her injury and warning her about the swiftness of the river, won out. Every shuffling step was a revelation. Her leg felt as good as it had during her workout the morning the mercenaries arrived. At the mid-point of her crossing, Jessica had to stop herself from digging into the makeshift dressing on her thigh to investigate. She pressed forward, stepping lightly, jumped a full meter and a half from the last rock to the far bank, and gasped. 
 
    The four TriRusk males dwarfed her companion. They stood in a half-circle between her and the female, who vocalized a soft ‘errr’ and made her way down the hill. For every ounce of power in the male’s stances, the female exuded grace and agility. Jessica knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the female was as deadly as her male counterparts. Maybe more so. 
 
    The two males in the center of the formation shuffled aside when the female approached. Her elongated face appeared thinner than the males,’ and her eyes were dark but very expressive. She studied the Peacemaker for a long moment and looked at Jessica’s companion. She groaned deep in her chest and lungs.  
 
    The TriRusk, who’d carried her for so many kilometers, looked from Jessica to the female in charge. “She knows.” 
 
    A grunt erupted from the female, and she swung her head toward the Peacemaker. “You are a Human.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I am Peacemaker Jessica Francis.” 
 
    “There are no Human Peacemakers.”  
 
    “I was the first. There are two now,” Jessica said. “Who might you be?” 
 
    “Nurr,” The TriRusk responded. At least Jessica thought that was her name. Without Lucille, or a translator familiar with this species, there was no guarantee.  
 
    “How do you know Standard? Or know that I’m a Human?” 
 
    Nurr looked at her, then the male who rescued her. “Come with us. I will answer your questions tonight, and you’ll leave in the morning.” 
 
    “Go where? Back to the MinSha compound? It’s probably been leveled by now.” 
 
    Nurr turned and started to walk up the hill toward the cavern entrance. “They are still there. As are the Human mercenaries. Perhaps you can throw yourself on their mercy and have them escort you off the planet? Your species has a reputation for such things, much like the Veetanho. As such, you are not welcome here. We will dress your wound further, give you food and water, and then you’ll be brought back to where we found you.” 
 
    Jessica bristled, but fell into step behind Nurr. Remaining composed and professional meant everything in an early, diplomatic conversation. “If you can speak Standard, and you know I’m Human, you’re most certainly not the docile species the MinSha think you are.” 
 
    “The MinSha know precisely who we are. They want our assistance, and that will bring you vile Humans into our dens after our children. You know as well as I do they will not stop.” 
 
    The climb to the cavern entrance was steep and slippery from the heavy moisture around the river. Jessica struggled to gain hand and foot holds while the TriRusk flew past her like mountain goats. A powerful hand caught her under her left arm, and she looked up at the familiar face of her traveling companion. “Thanks. You got a name?” 
 
    “Kurrang.”  
 
    “You could have saved us a lot of time if you’d spoken to me in the first place.” 
 
    The TriRusk snorted as they moved up the slope. “I am undoubtedly in trouble for doing so, but your behavior annoyed me long enough. Getting you safely out of a combat zone and repairing your damaged skin wasn’t enough to stem your impetuous desire to rush back in without knowing what was happening. Are all Humans as unpredictable as you?” 
 
    Jessica wasn’t sure what to say. He’d taken most of the words right out of her mouth. “We’re not all that unpredictable or impetuous. We do the things we feel are necessary.” 
 
    “By whose standards? Yours as a Human, or yours as a Peacemaker?” Kurrang asked. He looked at her for a long moment. She realized she’d made a potentially catastrophic error. An experienced Peacemaker would have willingly gone with the TriRusk to learn and apply their understanding of the situation to the current conflict, especially as the Human mercenaries possessed a valid contract, regardless of its intent. She’d been thinking as a Human. 
 
    Is that such a bad thing? 
 
    “Fine, I was thinking like a Human being. It’s kind of hard not to.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why Humans were avoided for so long.” Kurrang let her go, and she scrambled on the relatively flat ground, managing to get her boots under her. The word “avoided” irritated her. Humans, for all their faults and foibles, were a much more decent species than many she’d run across in her years of traveling the galaxy. That alien civilizations would avoid contact smelled of conspiracy. There were plenty of reasons in the history of the Union to keep alien races from interacting with the Sol system. Once found, humanity seamlessly integrated into the many guilds, but none more so than the Mercenary Guild. Humans were efficient and unpredictable killers, after all.  
 
    Still, the idea that Earth was singled out as a “no-contact” zone for hundreds of years before being brought into the full folds of the Galactic Union—even down to having Peacemakers—made little sense. Nothing in Human history changed the culture of Earth in the last hundred years. Climate changes, severe weather, and widespread antibiotic-resistant diseases did not break the Human will or violent streak. 
 
    Nurr waited at the entrance. “Where is your badge, Peacemaker?” 
 
    The question puzzled Jessica, but she reached for the zippered pocket of her coveralls and pulled out the slim black case. She opened it and watched as Nurr look down thoughtfully at the platinum shield. She brought up a large hand and extended a finger to ever-so-gently brush the shield. 
 
    “Very well. You may enter our dens,” Nurr said. “You are not permitted, however, to reveal our secrets without penalty.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. She’d studied the protocols beyond First Contact. Most of them reminded her of a combination of a physician’s “do no harm” mantra and strict codicils for privacy. The affairs of a culture, city, or civilization were private to outsiders. A Peacemaker, in the conduct of an official mission, could get whatever information they needed, but the information wouldn’t leave the guild without the consent of the civilization in question. Nurr’s words clarified Jessica’s position. She was a Peacemaker, but they would give her nothing she could use to solve the situation at hand. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality,” Jessica replied. She meant the words honestly, but Nurr snorted with derision. 
 
    The TriRusk stared at her intently. “Let me be clear, Peacemaker. You are here on an official mission, and we will provide you supplies and an escort back to your headquarters. That’s all. The affairs of the MinSha and their pseudo-science mission are not our concern. Kurrang should never have brought you here.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Kurrang showed compassion and respect for the Peacemaker Guild. For a species that’s been gone for a few hundred years, it’s an interesting development, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Kurrang is impetuous and brash.” Nurr looked over Jessica’s shoulder at the young alien. “He acted foolishly.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like he’s the only one around here acting as if there’s a universe beyond this little cavern.” 
 
    Nurr walked deeper into the cave. Jessica hesitated until the TriRusk turned toward her and growled. “If you want food, water, and answers, you’ll follow me now, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica didn’t say a thing. She stepped forward, Kurrang at her side. He looked down at her and nodded slightly. It was enough. Small blue plasma torches, no more than six inches long and barely a half-inch wide, lit the deeper interior of the cavern. Water ran down through numerous cracks, but there were no limestone formations in the exposed rock. Blue light was good to see by, but it played hell with the shadows. Staring at a nearby wall, she saw excavation marks. 
 
    “Our ancestors built this cavern,” Kurrang said softly. “The idea was that we’d have everything necessary inside, except for exposure to the sun and the elements. It was to be the perfect hiding place.” 
 
    They turned abruptly left, right, then left again as the trail descended deeper into the ground. Jessica recognized the design as a light trap. She’d seen them as a kid touring an old aircraft carrier in Mobile Bay. Anything with a significant amount of light inside could trap that light with a series of opposing right-angle turns. Another series of turns brought her to a passageway lit dimly in golden light. Outside the trap, she stepped into a cavern space unlike anything she’d ever seen. The ceiling was more than twenty meters high as far as she could see. On closer inspection, she saw beams holding up the ceiling, and those beams generated the golden light of dusk across a city of adobe structures. Most were single-story dwellings, but a few were two or three stories high and meshed perfectly into the ceiling at what Jessica thought were structurally important points. While the adobe stylings were prevalent, the architecture was more representative of the artistic, curving walls of the cities of the Mediterranean she’d never bothered to see up close and personal. Posters in the medical centers and office buildings of Earth portrayed it as a place so different it would take her breath away. Standing in a cavern with a species that hadn’t been observed in the Union in more than 300 years caused Jessica’s knees to buckle. Not only had the TriRusk known about Earth—they’d been there. 
 
    From what she could see, their technology rivaled anything she’d seen in the distant reaches of the galaxy. The plasma lights indicated their ability to work with lighting, so the cavern wasn’t that much of a surprise. She saw vertical holding fields with agricultural crops alongside clever pumping systems using hollowed logs from the surface like something out of the twenty-second century Swiss Family Robinson. None of it made sense.  
 
    “Who are you people?” 
 
    Nurr turned to her. “When you leave here, Peacemaker, we will be a figment of your imagination.” 
 
    “Like hell.”  
 
    “Get her food and water. Provide her a place to rest, Kurrang. You’re responsible for bringing her here, so you will meet her needs. At first light outside, she is to return to the MinSha compound. You will escort her there alone and return for punishment.” 
 
    “You’re going to punish him for rescuing me?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “You’re not wanted here. You may be a Human Peacemaker, but we do not want outsiders here. That the MinSha found us was troubling, but not cataclysmic. Your Human mercenaries are a dire concern, and you are forbidden from bringing them to us,” Nurr said. “As for Kurrang’s punishment, you have no jurisdiction over how we police our citizens, Peacemaker. I shouldn’t need to remind you of your charter and duties.” 
 
    Jessica flushed. “I don’t need to be reminded of what it is to be a Peacemaker, but I think you do, Nurr.” 
 
    “You’re not wanted here, Human. You’d best watch your words, or even your status as a Peacemaker will not save your life.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Jessica pointed at Nurr’s elongated face. “Let me make this as clear as I possibly can, Nurr. I don’t care who you are or why you chose to run and hide in this cavern while the Union moved on. My guild, though, was there for you. Your choice to hide rather than seek the protection of the Peacemakers tells me everything I need to know about your leadership and the culture you now oversee. The MinSha believe you are something very different at your core. Hell, that’s probably what you want them to believe, so you can disappoint them and disappear back into your caves instead of fully taking your place in the Union.” 
 
    Nurr whirled at her. “Get out now! If you’re so sure about our place in your Union, you don’t need to maintain a presence here. We will not acquiesce to a Union that wants to use our children to manipulate their currencies.” 
 
    “Why did you run instead of bringing this matter to a legal proceeding?” 
 
    Nurr twitched her head and snorted. “Human, laws are only binding to those who abide by them. The rest of the galaxy teeters on the edge of anarchy and fear. All they require is a nudge in the appropriate direction.” 
 
    “Who are you running from?” Jessica asked. “Why won’t you let the Union help you?” 
 
    Nurr roared in her face, “The Union does not want us! They let the Mercenary Guild destroy us, Human. They came to us and promised wealth and unimaginable worlds. All we had to do was fight their wars, settle their scores and reap the benefits for our future generations because they didn’t want to bloody their own hands. Our forefathers believed them and set up mercenary units to help resolve the conflicts within the Union for considerable funds. They let us believe that being a mercenary was the right and proper thing to do, and our younglings signed up for company after company, never to return home.  
 
    “The Mercenary Guild kept coming, though. Their recruiting didn’t stop until they discovered our stricken children and used them for financial gain. Our pain and suffering did not matter to the guilds because we had what they wanted. They took our best warriors, our best fighters, and killed them to try and take our homeland and subvert our species! We ran to save ourselves, Peacemaker Francis. We ran to live as we were meant to live. We recognized the guilds and their promise of riches only filled the pockets of those in charge. They’ve killed species after species since the dawn of time. TriRusk. Dusman. And now, your species has been cast out to die to weaken your planet’s ability to fight off the guild and their need for resources. They never wanted your species. They wanted your world.” 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath to control her anger and tried, as much as possible, to maintain a Peacemaker’s detached approach to Nurr’s theory about the actions of the Mercenary Guild. As much as her dispassionate thoughts flared, Jessica knew the TriRusk female knew precisely what she was talking about. “What are you afraid of? I know you can fight. Kurrang showed me that in the jungle yesterday. Why not take a stand and fight back?” 
 
    Nurr lowered her head and walked down the slight slope into the city. “You’ll learn soon enough that the ones you believe will stand with you would rather stand on your shoulders and rub your hide in the mud. Until you do, you’re no good as a Peacemaker. Enjoy your time in our dens, Miss Francis. At daylight, we’ll take you back through the gates and leave you to your own kind. We want nothing to do with you, your guild, or your Union.” 
 
    “You’ll send me back to a situation where I’ll die? What’s to keep me from breaking my vow and bringing the Human mercenaries here?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Nurr said. “That you can ask that clearly illustrates my point. We can’t trust Humans, even a Human Peacemaker.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “Say one more word, and you’ll no longer have my hospitality. The night is a dangerous place in the jungle. A cocky little Peacemaker might last an hour or two at most.” Nurr said. “Kurrang will take care of your needs. At first light, he will take you back to the MinSha.” 
 
    Jessica watched Nurr walk away at the same doggedly, slow pace all the TriRusk used. Everything was a secret for them. Kurrang shuffled over to her as they watched Nurr descend to a narrow street. Colorful flags and tapestries hung from the buildings. Children played in the streets, and adult TriRusk watched them from quiet porches. The scene was idyllic but disconcerting at the same time. A proud race that had once been respected and feared in the galaxy trying to quietly let time pass them by without a care—it made no sense. 
 
    “How many other cities like this are there, Kurrang?” 
 
    He snorted, but it sounded like a sigh. “Only this one, Peacemaker. There are barely nine hundred of us remaining. That’s by design, so we do not overpopulate our cavern and are not forced to spill out into the jungle. We must remain hidden as much as possible, except for hunting and gathering parties.” 
 
    Jessica let her mind piece together everything from a different perspective. “Your party was hunting and gathering when the MinSha found you?” 
 
    “The first time, yes. Unfortunately, we lost a little one not long after. One of our tribe, as you would call it. She was one of the sickly ones Nurr spoke about. I’m reasonably sure you’ve seen the child the MinSha are holding.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I have. They’ve treated her well and tended to her injuries.” 
 
    “They should have released her immediately. By now, though, they’ve discovered her condition’s biochemical issues and the byproducts. All of our fears will come true again.” 
 
    The scent of something rich and fatty cooking wafted up the slope, and Jessica felt her stomach quiver. She had not eaten in at least a day. Her stomach gurgled loudly, and she blushed. She turned, looking up at Kurrang’s face, and could have sworn he was trying to smile. 
 
    “There’s much you need to learn, Peacemaker. The best tales are told over a meal.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I need to know everything, Kurrang. That’s the only way I’m going to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “We,” Kurrang said. “The child at the MinSha compound is named Maarg, and she is my daughter, Peacemaker. I’ll be with you every step of the way.” 
 
    Jessica clenched her jaw in sudden anger, but she didn’t direct it at him. “Too bad Nurr doesn’t share your confidence in my ability.” 
 
    Kurrang started to walk down the slope, and Jessica fell into step next to him. The children playing in the streets froze and stared as she walked by. Adults murmured and glanced at each other. “Nurr doesn’t trust Humans because our initial observations of Earth, more than four hundred years ago, weren’t positive. Humans warred too much and shared too little. That they’ve matured enough to merit a Human Peacemaker is a good sign, but it’s also trouble. I sincerely hope it’s not too late for your planet.” 
 
    Jessica walked into the hidden city, surrounded by fearful citizens, and wondered if humanity would be reduced to something similar if nothing was done. Her first hurdle was a mercenary company of the worst Humans imaginable. She reached up unconsciously to tap her earpiece and remembered it wasn’t there. She had no contact with Lucille, and that meant no contact with the guild. She was officially missing in action. The guild would come for her as fast as they could—leaving a Peacemaker behind was never an option. She, however, had options. Taking care of herself first would enable her to plan, despite the overwhelming force facing her. 
 
    The hard things are always simple. Maybe he knew what he was talking about, and there was a simple solution. Gods, I hope he’s right.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    TriRusk Colony 
 
      
 
    In Kurrang’s home there was a small fire to dry her clothes and warm her skin, and a stew Jessica wolfed down without thinking about parasites or diseases. The rich, fatty meat was unlike anything she’d ever tasted, and while she was curious about it, she didn’t ask, even as Kurrang filled her bowl a second time. There were no utensils, but crusty bread worked well enough to soak up and shovel the incredible dish into her mouth. Kurrang moved gracefully across the dirt floor and sat down on his haunches across from her. The dark brown walls were scratched with the telltale skill of a child. There seemed to be bits of letters in Standard and a language she did not know, as well as caricatures of the sun, clouds, and the chicken-things that had attacked them that morning.  
 
    Jessica spooned more stew into her mouth, chewed the tender meat for a moment, and swallowed. Her mind finally put together the question she wanted to ask. “Your people seem to know a lot about Humans, Kurrang. Why?” 
 
    “The Union is much older than your civilization, Peacemaker. As such, we observed your planet a long time from afar. There are volumes upon volumes of observations about humanity in the Union’s archives—of that you can be sure. There were many species that didn’t want to initiate contact with your people. You were too unpredictable and collectively ill-tempered.” 
 
    That should be in the dictionary under Human. Jessica pushed the thought away as Kurrang’s words struck a different chord. “If you wanted to avoid Humans, why did you evacuate me from the MinSha compound? You had to be close by during the initial attack. Why rescue me?” 
 
    Kurrang chewed his stew longer than he’d taken with a bite since they’d started to eat. “The MinSha have my daughter, as I said before. My mate…” He paused and looked away for a moment. A lump formed in Jessica’s throat, as she expected the worst. “My mate has not faced this situation like I have. She is with her parents, as is our custom, until I can return our child home.” 
 
    “You saw me as a way to get your daughter back?” 
 
    He huffed, sounding amused. “I saw you as a tiny Human on their wall, bearing the markings and dress of a Peacemaker. I didn’t think that was possible, but I stayed behind when our patrol returned after confirming my daughter was alive inside their compound.” 
 
    Jessica blinked. “How did you know she was alive?” 
 
    “Children stricken with her condition have enhanced sensory perceptions that usually manifest as sharper hearing. The little one with the patrol you observed confirmed Maarg was alive when he heard her breathing.” 
 
    Inside a fortified compound made by the best metallurgists in the galaxy? Jessica kept her face neutral by spooning another serving of stew into her mouth. “When the mercenaries attacked? What did you think?” 
 
    “When they attacked, I wasn’t sure what to make of it.” Kurrang seemed to shrug. “After all, they had to know you were there, and that your position and jurisdiction had both a purpose and limitations. Why did they attack you?” 
 
    Jessica took a breath. There was probably a good reason not to share her history with Kurrang, but he’d pulled her ass off the battlefield and given her a second chance to salvage the situation. “I know their commander.” She laughed. “My father used to work with him, but it wasn’t a good partnership. As a matter of fact, they hate each other now. He called on the radio to broadcast their intentions, and I responded.” 
 
    “Do the other Humans know you are here?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Raleigh Reilly rules with an iron fist. Are you familiar with that term?” 
 
    Kurrang chewed for a moment. “Someone who belittles those under them?” 
 
    “Close enough.” Jessica finished chewing and swallowed a bite of bread. “In his case, Raleigh doesn’t believe anyone should handle anything on the battlefield except him. He sits back from the combat and directs his troops like he’s playing a game. He blocks their transmission capabilities and makes sure the only person capable of discussing terms with the opposing force, or a Peacemaker, is him. He trusts no one. His forces likely don’t know there’s another Human on the planet, much less a Peacemaker. Even if they did, it wouldn’t make much difference, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head and glanced at the bare walls as if searching for something. “What are those bird-things that attacked us?” 
 
    “The Urrtam?” Kurrang grunted angrily. “Those little…demons are the worst creatures in the jungle. They attack what they do not know, and there is nothing they will not go after for food, even a lone TriRusk. When they work together, it’s an uneasy agreement. They believe the meal they’re pursuing is best subdued by teamwork, before they go their separate ways. Why do you ask me that?” 
 
    “Reilly’s Raiders are very similar. We have a word for them. Pirates. They’ll do anything for credits, without regard for anyone outside of their unit, and maybe inside their unit, too. Raleigh Reilly takes the dregs and outcasts of the Human mercenary companies and beats them into submission. They take the worst contracts and seem to do well enough, but their reputation is simply awful. They remind me of those Urrtam things.” 
 
    Kurrang ate for a moment without replying, allowing Jessica to do the same. His reason for helping her was as finite as anything she’d encountered. He wanted his daughter back, and he believed she could help him. Nurr, though, and whatever constituted leadership in this community, wanted her out. Eating quietly, Jessica felt her anger rise as she thought about Kurrang’s child alone in that cold, plastic pen, while Fuul and Psymrr took her synthetic diamonds and lined the pockets of their blue chiton without a smidgen of regret.  
 
    Remain dispassionate and provide justice within the framework of the law. 
 
    There was no law that mandated the reunion of Kurrang and his daughter. Raleigh Reilly had a contract to kill everyone and everything on this planet. That such agreements could exist turned her stomach, but a mercenary company could be hired for any mission. She had a responsibility to set the terms for peace according to the regulations of her guild. There was nothing in the standard Peacemaker oath about justice for those in need. She’d made sure there was in hers. The Peacemakers allowed and encouraged personal commitments in the oath of office, for the most part. Her entry raised the many eyebrow hairs of Guild Master Rsach and her selector, Hak-Chet. They’d wanted a Human Peacemaker, but they really weren’t ready for a Human interpretation of the oath of office. Jessica had raised her right hand, with a perfect right angle in her elbow like her father showed her during rehearsals, and swore the basic oath of office. 
 
    I, (state your name), having been appointed a Peacemaker by my guild under the laws of the Galactic Union, do solemnly swear that I will uphold the charter and principles of the Galactic Union, ensure their fair and just application, and defend them rigorously against all enemies who seek to subvert or destroy the rule of law; that I take this obligation without hesitation and understanding all inherent risks; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of this position for the duration of my life, on my sacred honor. 
 
    Hak-Chet had smiled and nodded at her with the final approval of the guild for her personal commitments. She’d taken a deep breath and continued from memory. 
 
    I will always honor the threat. 
 
    I will always stand for those in need and for that which is right. 
 
    I will always honor justice.  
 
    I will stand or fall. 
 
    “There is nothing I can do about your situation, Peacemaker. Nurr will expel you from the city in the morning. Without your electronic devices, you do not know the precise location of this cavern and our civilization. I am supposed to take you outside the colony and chase you into the jungle deeply enough for you to lose your way.” 
 
    Jessica raised her eyebrows. “You said, ‘supposed to.’ You’re not planning to do that?” 
 
    Kurrang rocked backward for a moment, then leaned his big frame forward. His voice was low and calm. “No, Peacemaker. I have no such intention. Nurr promised you weaponry for self-defense. We will take much more than necessary to ensure safe passage. I believe we can get inside the MinSha compound and rescue my daughter.” 
 
    Certainly, his daughter was an objective, but it wasn’t the keystone of the plan. Jessica wiped the corners of her mouth with her sleeve and leaned forward. “There’s a different way, one that has worked against every military unit in history, to a certain extent. The longer a campaign holds a particular shape, the more a dedicated enemy can adapt and overcome. We’re not facing an adaptable force. They’ll stick with their leader’s rants and strategies, even as they fail. Once that happens, the company will fall from the inside.” 
 
    “What is this method of waging war? It is illogical, at best.” 
 
    “Insurgency.” Jessica grinned. “Humans want to believe an enemy will give in once defeated. Those outside of their direct influence can wage an effective war of uncertainty. Their position at the MinSha compound is weak, and they’ll need outside resources. That’s how we can fight them. You said earlier we have a connection to your daughter.” 
 
    Kurrang shook his head. “It’s not enough to lead military actions against those mercenaries, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. “If she can relay information, it would help.” 
 
    Kurrang harrumphed and shoveled more stew into his mouth. He chewed for a moment then set the bowl on the hearth of the fireplace. With careful, graceful ministrations he adjusted the fire and placed another small log on it. The extra light and warmth were appreciable within a moment or two. Jessica finished her meal and scooted closer to the fire.  
 
    “There is a way.” 
 
    Kurrang’s words caught her by surprise. Jessica squinted at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We can get a message to the MinSha, provided they are paying attention to such things. We’ve known about their mission and what they’ve been looking for since shortly after they first arrived,” Kurrang said. He looked at her. “There is much more to us that you need to know, Peacemaker.” 
 
    She held up a hand. “First, do you have any water? Second, and most importantly, my name is Jessica. I’d appreciate it if you’d call me that, Kurrang.” 
 
    He tilted his chin at her and stared. “Why would you appreciate that?” 
 
    “It’s much easier to fight when you know who has your back, Kurrang. If we’re going to get your daughter, we’re going to need every bit of information and trust we can manage. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    Kurrang smiled, hauled himself to his feet, and lowered his powerful hands to the floor. “Water I can manage. The information and trust may require some time. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “That depends.” Jessica grinned. “Are you willing to fight, or are you going to follow Nurr’s wishes that you hide and let the galaxy pass you by?” 
 
    Kurrang snorted. “I hauled you a great distance and tended your wounds for a reason, Jessica. Nurr is a good leader, but she tends to misplace her faith in maintaining a quiet life.” 
 
    “You’re okay with wrecking all of that?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear, Kurrang.” She grinned again. “Why don’t we get to work? When daylight breaks, Nurr’s going to throw me out of your city. I want to make sure of two things. One, we collect as much supplies and ammunition as we can get away with. That will drive most of our effort.” 
 
    “What’s the second thing?” 
 
    “When we leave, I want Nurr and the rest of your city to know we’re going after your daughter.” 
 
    Kurrang glanced sideways at her. “And that will do what?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with guilt? It’s the feeling you should either do or have done something you didn’t? It’s a damned powerful tool with Humans, Kurrang.” 
 
    He grunted but said nothing. He didn’t have to. “While hope isn’t a method, I’m counting on guilt to bring some of your people out of this cave to fight for something. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    Kurrang nodded. “There’s just one problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Nurr’s promise of food and water was on me to provide. I’ve done that. She also promised weapons and support. That probably won’t happen, Jessica. I don’t think she’s going to let you leave at first light.” 
 
    Any positive vibes Jessica felt about the turn of events evaporated in a split second. More and more, there was no one she could really trust. Certainly, there were individuals who trusted her, but the collective mindset of civilizations and races seemed perpetually split on the sheer basis of trust. Really, it boiled down to fear. The TriRusk leadership was afraid of her, and they would likely strike out. Kurrang’s food and water warmed her stomach, making her want to rest. Resting, even for an hour, could mean death. Maybe not for her, but for the MinSha and Kurrang’s daughter, most certainly.  
 
    “We have to leave now, don’t we?” Jessica asked. Kurrang answered with a nod, looking out a wide, rectangular porthole in the wall. Through the thin slit, the brightness of the cavern’s lighting faded perceptibly with every passing second. “At nightfall?” 
 
    “Soon after.” 
 
    Jessica stood and removed the bandage on her thigh. The cloth was heavy and black with blood, and through a ragged gash in the bandage, she could see her skin. While there was dried blood around the periphery of what had been a wound, there was nothing to suggest she’d ever been hurt. “How is this possible?” 
 
    Kurrang looked at her. “The MinSha are here to gather medicinal compounds that are similar in structure to some of their own. They rightfully believe the local floral can produce enzymes and genetic building blocks to aid recovery, decrease aging, and extend the lifespan of numerous species.” 
 
    “Weqq is like a pharmacy for the galaxy?” 
 
    Kurrang chuckled. “Not a store, Jessica. A resource. Something that can be taken. Rest assured the MinSha want this planet as much as your fellow Humans do. Of course, once your Humans realize what they might be sitting on, it could change the outcome of any conflict substantially.” 
 
    “Psymrr and the MinSha were distracted by your daughter’s diamonds. They have strayed from their original mission.” 
 
    “They have,” Kurrang said. “Greed knows no bounds. They believe the…diamonds our stricken children produce are more valuable than long lives and genetic defenses against disease. They’ve sacrificed their people and their compounds for it, foolishly. I hope Humans find the same reasons to stay. They will try to find us, and we will have the advantage of knowing the terrain and how to manipulate them into chasing something of perceived value like a sightless worm.” 
 
    Jessica had to admit that Kurrang summed up much of the Human race with a single statement. A longer lifespan, if it could be developed from the rare vegetation, could change humanity’s role in the Union. “How did your people find out about this planet?” 
 
    “We seeded it, along with the MinSha. Thousands of years ago, we seeded planets all over the galaxy. You call it botany. The TriRusk word for it is erraan. In our lexicon, it is the same word as life.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, and something clicked together in her mind. “How old are you, Kurrang?” 
 
    He looked at her for a moment. “In your Earth terms, I would be five hundred and six. The TriRusk live much longer than most species.” 
 
    “Your daughter’s not a youngling then, is she?” Jessica grinned. “She’s on the inside and much more capable than I thought she was. Am I right?” 
 
    “You’re both correct and perceptive, Jessica. Your unpredictable nature and ability to fight made you the right person for me to rescue. The Zuul that targeted you was not.” 
 
    “What?” Jessica gaped. “You found a Zuul with orders to kill me?” 
 
    Kurrang nodded. “Before I secured you, I collected his remains and what I could from his tree-lair. I’ve hidden everything a few thousand meters from the compound, near a secondary base he constructed. You can see for yourself. His orders came from the highest level of the Mercenary Guild from what I could tell.” 
 
    She sighed. “My Selector, Hak-Chet, always said I’d end up a target for someone. I used to be a mercenary before I started Peacemaker training. When your former friends come after you in the night, it hurts to think about it.”  
 
    “There is one thing we haven’t addressed, Jessica.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Officially, at least to the mercenary company and the MinSha, you’re dead.” Kurrang’s eyes blazed with something she thought might be mirth. “You talk about fear winning conflicts? We already have the upper hand.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “It’s too bad I don’t have my slate or a connection to my combat-slate inside the compound. It’s very capable.” 
 
    Kurrang’s gleeful face faded. “I destroyed all the components you had with you. I did not want an enemy to track your electromagnetic signature.” 
 
    Damn. Jessica shrugged. “It’s okay. We’ll go on without it.” 
 
    The loss of a more-or-less constant companion hurt, but not having a connection to Lucille wasn’t life-altering. There was little Lucille could do outside a system. Unsettling and damaging the mercenaries through asymmetric attacks and pure fear was up to her as a Human being. History said Jessica didn’t need a shred of technology to do that.  
 
    Kurrang nodded. “It’s sunset. We’ll move in fifteen units—what you call a minute.” Kurrang turned to a wooden chest along the far wall of the room and opened it. He withdrew two wide belts and slung them over one shoulder. Jessica squinted at them and realized each belt contained tiny clips of ammunition. 
 
    “Do you have any other weapons in there?” 
 
    “No. Nurr forbids us to have weapons outside of those in the council chambers. Some of the weapons in the assassin’s cache, as well as your laser rifle and a few MinSha ones, will accept this ammunition. All we have to do is get through the jungle tonight.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “You’ve done that before, right?” 
 
    “No,” Kurrang stared at her, and her blood chilled. “Nothing survives alone in the jungle at night.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
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    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    Raleigh paced along the north wall of the compound between the CASPers who stood watch in two-hour shifts. Their first iteration was just about complete. Twelve CASPers, their sensors and weapons aimed at the raw jungle, surrounded the hexagonal structure. Inside the compound walls sat eight unmanned ones. They ranged from Mk 3s to Mk 6s. His newer Mk 7s were destroyed in the MinSha’s hastily-constructed minefields. The only Mk 8 in his company belonged to Tara Mason. Raleigh snorted and spat over the wall. When Mason returned, maybe he’d get rid of her and take her ride for himself or auction it off to one of the smarter mercenaries in his company. Maybe he’d take back a little of the money he’d paid them for their work over the years. They’d had good days in the past, and more than their fair share of bad ones. While the overall purse for completing this mission was more than enough to pay his expenses, he wanted more. 
 
    Every mission in his thirty-year career, from the time he was a wet-behind-the-ears ammunition bearer for Mk 2 CASPers, had an element of profit. He’d learned early that being a mercenary and fighting someone else’s wars was damned profitable work, but what he took away from the mission through pillage or plunder was even more profitable. His forces looted from every operation. Yet, the work didn’t dry up as some people might have guessed. There was always a job for someone willing to do anything for credits. Some commanders simply did more than others. Raleigh Reilly figured the top of that list was the place to be. Experience taught him to craft hideouts for his forces all over the galaxy and maintain the best logistical operations under the cover of legitimate shipping. He owned half a dozen businesses on Earth and Luna, but the urge to retire and sit back doing nothing every day wasn’t there, so he stayed in the void.  
 
    Around the unmanned CASPers, the pilots gathered in groups of two or three, smoking and joking. Doing nothing. They’d been ordered to search the compound for anything usable. Other than the usual computers, weapons, and power components, there was nothing. While the MinSha had many talents and were proficient in the sciences, they wouldn’t have chosen this humid, train wreck of a planet to live on. There were reasons they were on this planet. There was a mission.  
 
    There was always a mission. 
 
    Raleigh stomped to the nearest ladder and slid down, his hands and feet on the outside of the alien-built contraption. When his feet hit the decking of the central compound, he thumbed off the safety release on his pistol. He stared straight ahead and felt the eyes of his troops on him. They wanted action, and he didn’t want them to have idle time during an operation. Strange things happened when hands were idle. Mutinies and insurrections took down some of the best-equipped and most-talented mercenary companies in the days of the Alpha Contracts. There would be nothing of the sort on his watch. 
 
    He stepped into the compound’s walls on the northern edge, near the MinSha barracks. The damned things bunked together in close-grouped hammocks like something he’d seen in an old movie about navies during the Napoleonic era. As such, they all fit into one large room. While their bodies didn’t put off the heat Human bodies did, the presence of more than a hundred aliens in a tight space seemed to spike the already high temperature. Not only that, the MinSha also carried a scent that smelled like the inside of a tall stem of grass peeled down to expose the sweet, white interior. Raleigh hated it. 
 
    Two of his full body-armored guards stood at the passageway entrance. They came to a rough approximation of attention and swung open the door. Two more guards stood inside. He recognized the nearest one from the red chevrons painted on the guard’s bulbous shoulder armor. 
 
    “They say anything, Antoine?” 
 
    Antoine was a massive Nigerian mercenary. He was taller than any of the others in the company and weighed more than two or three men combined. Despite his size, Antoine was the epitome of the soldiers Raleigh cherished and almost trusted. He would do whatever he was asked. “Nah, Boss. They’re quiet bugs.” 
 
    Good. 
 
    Raleigh stepped into the room and cleared his throat quietly. “Where is Captain Tirr? His services are needed, immediately.” 
 
    In the right rear corner of the room, someone stirred. A nervous chitter in a language Raleigh didn’t understand reverberated off the walls. Antoine yelled at them to shut the hell up and the voices, if that’s was what they were, quieted. Out of the hammock-like sacs, Captain Tirr emerged. His blue tunic caught the dim lights of the barracks, making the small, gold badge of the MinSha guards glint. Tirr moved toward the front of the room, his head and eyes up. He avoided looking at any of the other MinSha. His posture was alert but relaxed and at a level that most soldiers never reached. The captain of the guard impressed Raleigh. 
 
    Raleigh smiled. “Captain Tirr. Sorry to disturb you,” he lied. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Commander Reilly?” 
 
    “I’d love to chat about your compound, your people, and your mission a little more, if you have the time.” That was more sarcasm, of course, but it was lost on the MinSha. 
 
    “I am at your service,” Tirr replied. That the MinSha ever amounted to anything in a galaxy full of more assertive and aggressive species must have been because of their scientific talents and capabilities.  
 
    Raleigh glanced at Antoine, who swung open the security door. He stepped toward the door and paused. “Actually, Captain Tirr, there’s only one question I need answered. We’ve been through the basics of your personnel and facilities, but a very important piece of information continues to elude me. That may be by your choice, and if that’s the case, I’d like you to rectify that before we proceed any further.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” Raleigh leaned toward the taller MinSha, a feral grin on his face. “You’re here for a specific reason, a mission with clear and understandable objectives. I want to know what it is.” 
 
    Tirr said nothing for a moment. His antennae twitched as he cocked his lower jaw to one side. “We’re here for scientific observation, Commander. As I said before, we are searching for unique compounds that could—” 
 
    Raleigh drew his pistol and placed it under Tirr’s chin. “No. That’s not it. I suggest you try again.” 
 
    “Killing me serves no purpose, Commander. I’ve told you the truth and have been more than compliant with the wishes of your soldiers.” Tirr said. 
 
    He was right, of course. As the captain of the guard, he was the second in command after Psymrr’s untimely, purposeful death. The MinSha did everything properly, with the confident air of a professional. But he seemed young, and the young could be manipulated by unthinkable fear. 
 
    Raleigh withdrew the pistol from under Tirr’s chin and aimed at a nearby sac. He fired three times in rapid succession. Screams tore through the room before the last echoes of the pistol’s report ceased. Everyone in the room panicked, save for Tirr. He stood his ground, staring at Raleigh, but there was an unmistakable tremble in his upper arms.  
 
    Raleigh’s guards stepped forward, charging their rifles, and the chittering MinSha shrank back in collective fear and silence. He glanced one more time at the sac, now limp, dripping the MinSha’s murky blue blood on the barracks floor. Satisfied with the chaos he’d created, he turned to Tirr and raised his eyebrows. “Are you ready to talk now, Captain Tirr?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as there are no more threats. Our people are not your enemy, despite what your contract may say.” 
 
    Raleigh swung the pistol to the sac next to his original target and fired four more rounds. There was no shattering scream or collective panic. Their fear permeated the air around him, and he sucked it in with greedy breaths. He looked at Tirr and saw the captain step back with one leg. It was a small concession, but the MinSha’s resolve had begun weakening. It was time to press the advantage. 
 
    “So, Captain Tirr. Are you familiar with the term ultimatum?” 
 
    Tirr nodded once, never taking his bright, ruby eyes off Raleigh’s. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. For every time I have to ask the question, I will kill one MinSha. If you continue to refuse to answer, I’ll butcher your entire staff, one after the other.” Raleigh pointed the pistol squarely at the captain’s face. “Or, I’ll kill you and pick people at random until I find someone who will tell me exactly what it is you’re doing here.” 
 
    There was a scuffle in the rear of the room, and a voice called out, “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Raleigh glanced in the voice’s direction but saw nothing. “Come forward, whoever you are. You can give me the answer and save Captain Tirr’s life and your own, or you’ll be my next target. Please, as we say on Earth, come on down!” 
 
    A female MinSha wearing a badge with the insignia of a medical staffer on her chiton stepped forward slowly. She trembled as she closed the distance. Her eyes never left Captain Tirr’s and, for a crazy second, Raleigh wondered if they were communicating telepathically.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The female stopped in front of him, to Tirr’s right. “I am Fuul, the compound’s lead physician.” 
 
    Raleigh studied her badge for a moment then pointed the pistol at her head. “No, you’re not the lead physician. Your badge has a red gem, not a blue one. Stop trying to fool me. Humans are not stupid.”  
 
    Fuul raised her front claw-hands. “Our lead physician was Tumree. He was killed by the Urrtam—the black bird-like creatures in the jungle—shortly after our arrival. His death is the reason Psymrr never let us venture outside the immediate area. It is why our mission stalled.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded. “What is your mission?” 
 
    “As Tirr said, it was a research mission, until we found something else that—” 
 
    “No more, Fuul.” Tirr growled at her. “We’re bound by MinSha law not to reveal anything about our mission or our findings.” 
 
    Fuul looked at him. “The MinSha home world is a hundred light years away. By the time our people learn about our noble sacrifice in the name of secrets, it would be all over the galaxy. If you want to die, Tirr, go ahead. Commander Reilly’s gun is pointed at my head, though, and I’m willing to share everything about what we found.” 
 
    Tirr looked down, defeated. “I will note this in my report.” 
 
    “I understand,” Fuul replied. 
 
    “And I don’t fucking care.” Raleigh laughed. “You have something to show me, Doctor? I suggest you show me right now, or I will have the best target practice in recorded history.” 
 
    Fuul nodded. “Captain Tirr will have to unlock the vault. I require his assistance.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned. Of course she’d say that. The captain of the guard was undoubtedly good in a fight, and there was a good chance she’d communicated a plan for the two of them to escape or subdue him. Neither were going to happen, that was for damned sure. 
 
    “Certainly,” Raleigh said. “I’ll make sure my guards assist us.” 
 
    Fuul nodded silently, but she and Tirr again shared a long look. Fresh rage boiled up in his stomach. The idea of someone, alien or not, communicating when he couldn’t hear them pushed his volatile temper even higher than normal. He looked at Antoine for a moment. 
 
    “Get me first platoon, second squad, on the double.” He turned to Tirr and Fuul. “I don’t know if you’re talking behind my back, but if you look at each other like that again, I’ll drop you both and kill every fucking bug in this compound, before I tear it apart. Do you understand?” 
 
    Tirr bowed his head. “We are not talking, Commander. The MinSha don’t have the ability to do so.” 
 
    Raleigh glanced at both of them again and decided to play along a little more. They were good theater, if nothing else, and he loved putting on a show for his soldiers. He heard running footsteps outside the barracks. The squad leader, Timmons, appeared at the door. “Standard armed escort posture.”  
 
    The young, redheaded squad leader positioned his team around the door. They trained their weapons on the MinSha as they exited the room. Raleigh was the last to leave. He turned around and drank in the fear, one more time. He raised his voice so they could all hear him. “If this fails to satisfy me, I’m coming for the rest of you.” He spun on his heel, teetering slightly as he completed the about-face maneuver, and snapped at Timmons. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “We need to go to the infirmary,” Tirr said. “Down the blue corridor.” 
 
    As they moved down the tight passageway following the blue blazes on the walls, it was all Raleigh could do to suppress his giggles. The procession resembled something out of a prison movie where the condemned slowly marched down the hall toward the electric chair or other device of death.  
 
    All we need is a priest reading from a Bible and praying to make it perfect. 
 
    The infirmary looked suspiciously like a Human hospital ward. There were contraptions that looked like a combination of a bed and iron lung along both walls. He’d seen something like them before, during his last hospital visit. The elSha-built beds could be arranged to accommodate any level of care or any condition, from water births to hermetic isolation. In the rear of the room was a single workstation with two GalNet terminals. Next to it was a small room, sealed off from the rest of the infirmary by transparent doors. 
 
    Fuul turned and looked at him. “May I open the isolation chamber? To do so, I must use the terminals at the workstation.” 
 
    “Do it,” Raleigh said with a grunt. “Timmons, set up your squad to maintain security on the hatch behind us, our hosts, and whatever is in that room.” 
 
    The six armored squad members shifted around the room, readying their weapons. None of them placed their fingers in the trigger housings, which was a major reason why he’d called Timmons and his well-trained, if young, squad. The kid knew trigger discipline and would make a hell of a mercenary in about ten years. The rest of his squad was too young to know. They did what Timmons told them, and that was enough for Raleigh.  
 
    “Set,” Timmons said quietly.  
 
    Raleigh turned to Fuul. “Do what you need to, Doctor. Captain? You stand really fucking still, do you understand?” 
 
    Tirr nodded, and Fuul moved to the workstation. For the first time, Raleigh noticed there were no chairs or stools. The physician simply lowered herself onto her haunches and rapidly worked the clumsy-looking keyboard. With a whirr, the isolation room doors slid open. Almost immediately, a wet-dog smell hit Raleigh’s nose, and he stepped forward. Inside the room was a single piece of equipment that looked like a very large crib. Raleigh stepped forward and looked inside. 
 
    The creature lay on its side. The length of its forearms and the structure of its body looked like those of a gorilla, but its head was elongated and flared like a dinosaur’s. He’d loved the Triceratops as a child, and the appearance of the alien almost made him smile. 
 
    “What is this?” Raleigh stared at the big hands and the gangly body. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen. “Where is it from?” 
 
    Fuul appeared on the other side of the crib with Tirr standing behind her and to her left. She pointed at the creature. “This is a TriRusk.” 
 
    “A what?” Raleigh laughed. “Tri for its horns, right? Like a triceratops?” 
 
    Fuul’s lower jaw worked for a moment. “The protrusions on the skull are hardly horns, but yes, there are three major ones. There are two protrusions on the sides perpendicular to the jaw and one from the chin. The ones around the skull flare are not considered major. They are for self-defense.” 
 
    The TriRusk opened its eyes and looked up at Raleigh for a moment, and he looked into the sad, pink eyes as the alien whined. Raleigh blinked in shock as a memory of Buddy, his Border Collie-mix from childhood, surfaced. They’d brought Buddy home to the farm from a shelter. The little black and white pup had looked up and whined, and that was all it took for a little boy to fall in love. Raleigh shook off the memory and blinked several times.  
 
    “What’s so special about it?” Raleigh tried to get his mind working again. The TriRusk’s pink eyes closed, and Raleigh could see how fair its skin was in the bright light. “Is it an albino?” 
 
    Fuul glanced up at him with surprise twitching through her antenna. “Yes, that is the proper term in Human language and understanding. There are a relatively small percentage of TriRusk born with this condition. It usually subsides by the age of twelve.” 
 
    “Where did the TriRusk come from?”  
 
    “We found it on this planet,” Tirr said. “But it shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Raleigh looked up. “What did you say?” 
 
    Tirr glanced at Fuul. “It’s a long story. The TriRusk are considered an extinct species in the Galactic Union. They disappeared roughly three hundred years ago from their home world in the Jesc system. One moment they were a productive, up-and-coming species in the Union, the next, they disappeared. All of them. No one knows where they went. There were no records of gate passages, colonization requests, and no sightings beyond the date they disappeared.” 
 
    “An entire species cannot disappear in one day.” 
 
    Tirr shook his head. “You misunderstand me. They all disappeared at the same exact time across the galaxy, Commander. No one has seen any until now.” 
 
    Raleigh noticed the injuries on the TriRusk’s leg. “It’s hurt?” 
 
    “Healing well.” Fuul said. “She appears to be feral. For a youngling of this age, at least four equivalent years, she should be talking or at least attempting to communicate. There has been no such activity. We’re hoping to release her back into the wild soon. There are others in the jungle nearby. They’ve come looking for her several times.” 
 
    “She’s a female?” Raleigh asked and realized in a split second how stupid the question sounded. The TriRusk opened her eyes and stood. With an awkward shuffle around the crib, she positioned her rear end in a corner and squatted. 
 
    “Good.” Fuul said. “This way you can see it with your own eyes.” 
 
    “See what?” Raleigh asked. “I’ve seen plenty of things take a shit in my life, Doctor.” 
 
    The TriRusk moved away from the corner and back to the ruffled pad where she had been resting. Raleigh immediately saw and smelled what looked like human baby shit, but it had several small lumps. Fuul donned an examination gown, reached into the deposit, and rooted around with her claws. His stomach flopped at the sight, but Raleigh kept from getting sick. Fuul used both hands to extract and clean off one of the small lumps. Raleigh saw a familiar sparkle.  
 
    “Is that a diamond?” 
 
    Fuul nodded. “Synthesized biochemically. We don’t know how, but our medical archives say it is something a young, albino TriRusk will produce regularly.” 
 
    Raleigh grabbed the TriRusk’s pad and tore off a chunk. Placing the cloth in his palm, he gestured at Fuul to deposit the diamond, so he could inspect it closer. “This happens every time they take a dump?” 
 
    Both MinSha stared blankly at him.  
 
    “When they excrete waste? Take a shit? Drop off the kids at the pool?” 
 
    “You mean defecate?” Tirr asked. “Your colloquial human sayings are confusing, Commander.” 
 
    Raleigh looked at the synthetic diamond. He’d seen some before, mainly ones created using high-vacuum, high-pressure techniques that he’d swiped during a mission. They’d almost paid for his first cruiser by themselves. “How much do they produce?” 
 
    “Up to five grams per week.” 
 
    Cha-ching! You greedy fuckers found this thing and decided to turn a profit. Raleigh grinned. “I see. Are there others?” 
 
    “Other children?” Tirr asked. 
 
    “Other albino TriRusk. Have you observed any?” 
 
    Full glanced at Tirr then back at him. “Yes. We’ve seen at least one more, but we’ve been unable to determine where the tribe is. Psymrr declared the jungle too dangerous for a mission to find them. 
 
    “He did, did he?” Raleigh grinned. The MinSha hadn’t been armed, equipped, or trained to handle what was beyond the walls? “Where are the rest of the diamonds? You’ve had this being for a couple of weeks now, and it’s been producing diamonds. Where are they?” 
 
    Tirr turned to the bulkhead behind him and tapped a recessed control panel. A door opened in the wall. As the top came down, Raleigh laughed. This was too good to be true. “I see. Timmons! Secure those diamonds in my quarters now!” 
 
    The squad leader strode into the room and secured the bin holding the diamonds. Raleigh watched them sparkle as they caught the room’s light and reflected it vibrantly in all directions. All the precious stones were his, and there were still more to be had, until the child outlived her condition. 
 
    “Now you understand why Psymrr wanted to discuss terms,” Tirr said. “Fuul can continue to care for the TriRusk as long as you’d like.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded. “Yes, you will, Doctor. But that’s not all we’re going to do.” 
 
    Tirr blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Get me images of this TriRusk, and any you have of the ones you say you’ve observed, right now.” Raleigh touched his ear and heard a beep as the headpiece came online. “All units, this is Commander Reilly. Change of mission. Briefing in thirty minutes at the central compound. You’re going to love this one. Because I smell credits, and we all know what happens next.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
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    Sleep teased every fiber of her being. Lying in the semi-darkness on what she could best describe as a thatch and fur rug, Jessica drifted on the edge of rest and let her subconscious wander through a sea of memories. The warmth of the adobe building, combined with the comfort of the rug and her fatigue, pushed her toward sleep, but her mind would not release. Her instructors called it droning, a mental state where your body achieved complete rest and your conscious mind quieted. While rest did a body good, it was essential for problem-solving to have your mind be well rested. Though not a trance, droning enabled Jessica to detach from the current situation long enough for ‘her mind to sort things out in a stream of seemingly unimportant events and disjointed recollections of events that may or may not have happened. Waiting for the artificial night in the TriRusk city to completely fall, Jessica sorted through the threads in her mind and latched on to one with an almost conscious resolve. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Five years earlier 
 
      
 
    “I know you, Jess. You’re going to tell me we’ve met our objectives and exceeded our performance standards for this mission. After that, you’re going to tell me it’s time to shuttle the company up to the Trigger Happy and get the hell out of Dodge, but there’s an opportunity here that bears exploration.” 
 
    Jessica frowned at her then-husband. “Your opportunities pay off less than ten percent of the time, Marc.” 
 
    He beamed. “The last one, though, paid a hundred thousand credits for next to no investment. That was profitable.” 
 
    “Marc.” She sighed and saw his happiness begin to dissolve into surliness. The conversation was going nowhere fast, but it needed to be said again. “It wasn’t profitable at all. You didn’t bother to factor in the costs of ammunition, fuel, supplies, or time lost for other work. That’s not even talking about payroll for the company. The hundred thousand in credits we got for that hijacked load of whatever that petrochemical sludge turned out to be barely paid for the cleaning of Victory Twelve’s loading bays because of spillage.” 
 
    “Whatever.” He rolled his eyes. That she had her own ship had never sat well with him, and that she’d paid for its cleaning and overhaul after ten thousand liters of waste spilled in the loading bays with company money irritated him. Marc Lemieux had a marginal ability to command a merc unit, but his managerial skills were non-existent. He wasn’t interested in accounting and forecasting. All he wanted to do was run operations, without conducting a shred of planning first. No matter how many times she’d tried to coach him to think beyond the end of an operation and actually consider a profit and loss statement, she’d failed.  
 
    “Look,” he continued with a shrug. “Any smash and grab mission has an ulterior motive for the ground forces. All a good mercenary company has to do is find it.” 
 
    “That’s looting. Absolutely forbidden by Union policies.” 
 
    “And everyone does it, Jess.” Marc pointed at her. “Whether it’s something we find on the ground of value or something we take from a vanquished opponent doesn’t matter. Pillaging is within the bounds of most contracts unless expressly forbidden.” 
 
    Jessica barely kept from rolling her eyes. Vanquished opponent? Gods, who talks like that? 
 
    “I will not have the reputation of this company reduced to piracy, Marc!” 
 
    “It’s not piracy, Jess. We’re privateers.” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake, Marc! It’s the same thing.” Jessica shook her head. “You’re wasting time looking for scraps, when we could be working on the next contract.” 
 
    “We’re looking for opportunities, Jess.” 
 
    “By wasting coordinated intelligence? Using sensors beyond the scope of the mission? Cross-referencing data? No, you’re letting a group of CASPer pilots run around and tear up, tear down, and shoot anything you think might be worth something. Finding opportunities is not something simply done. The simple things…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “…are always hard.” 
 
    Jessica stirred, those words in her head. Kurrang stood on his rear legs looking out the thin window of the main room. The city appeared to be in full darkness. It wasn’t hard to replicate ‘night’ in a cavern, but the effort to support the race’s circadian rhythm was coordinated and executed on a grand scale. She looked through the window and saw a shimmering point of light that couldn’t possibly be there.  
 
    “Are those stars?” 
 
    Kurrang did not turn to look at her. “Yes. They model the night sky on our home planet before its destruction. The lighting system replicates everything. The length of day, the seasons, the night sky.” 
 
    Jessica kicked off the blanket and spun around on the rug but did not stand up. “You’ve either been here a long time, or you have technology I haven’t seen, Kurrang. Which is it?” 
 
    The TriRusk looked at her. His wide eyes were somber and dark. “Both, Jessica.” 
 
    “The MinSha said your race was among the most respected in the galaxy a few hundred years ago, but you ran away. Because of fear of exploitation? For children like your daughter?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kurrang said. After a small hesitation, he continued with a grunt, “There’s much more to the story, of course. We had great allies, and the MinSha saw us as an asset they could protect from harm, like a financial institution. The more the MinSha moved against our best interests in the pursuit of profit, though, the more we were exposed. We were pursued by all the races, none more vigorously than the Veetanho. One day, the MinSha were no longer the allies we needed. They were too into their wars and weren’t there to protect us when we needed it.” 
 
    Jessica stood and walked to the window, stretching her arms across her chest as she did. “And you ran?” 
 
    “Not immediately. There were attacks. They hit our outlying colonies. They took our economic holdings and held them over us for a diamond ransom we could not meet. The only thing for us to do was preserve and protect our resources. For that reason, we ran.” 
 
    “I understand,” Jessica said. 
 
    Kurrang snorted. “You can’t yet, Jessica. They’re after your race, your planet, and your resources now. New Union races are the easiest to prey upon. Humans, especially.” 
 
    “Not all humans are alike.” Jessica curled one side of her mouth under. 
 
    “For your sake, Peacemaker, I hope so.” Kurrang said and looked outside. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    Jessica looked down at her empty holster. “It would be much easier with weapons, Kurrang.” 
 
    Without a word, he turned and rummaged in a large pack by the door she didn’t remember seeing. It took a moment, but he finished and held out a hand to her. In his large palm was her regulation issue laser pistol. She grabbed it, felt the familiar click of the palm reader as it read her prints and activated the weapon with a barely apparent hum. “I thought you threw it away. I can’t believe I fell for that.” She chuckled and squinted at him. “You sure you didn’t bring my slate and earpiece?” 
 
    Kurrang shook his head once. “I told you before. I left those behind. Electromagnetic sensors could have allowed them to follow our path. I apologize.” 
 
    Damn, it was worth a shot. Not knowing who to trust is getting old. Jessica blinked and tried to let it go. Connecting to Lucille would have made things easier. From her location inside the MinSha compound, Lucille could have given them intelligence about the remaining forces, patrol routes, and whatever else her programming could dredge up.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jessica said. “We can figure out the situation by observing the compound just as well as my computer could tell me what the mercenaries are doing. Sometimes the old ways are the best.” She smiled. Simple things were always hard, but the hard things were always simple. Doing the simple things, like putting your own eyes on a situation, often made the difference in the hard ones. 
 
    “Do your young sneak out of domiciles?” 
 
    Jessica blinked, then chuckled. “Some more successfully than others, I reckon.” 
 
    “It’s a practice as old as time,” Kurrang said. “Now, though, we do it at significant risk.” 
 
    Nurr. Jessica nodded. As the colony leader, or whatever her official position was, Nurr would be obligated to stop them. Jessica’s mind snapped out three quick probabilities. The lowest probability was that she and Kurrang would sneak out of the city unopposed. The most likely was that they would meet resistance from Nurr. The most dangerous was that the conflict at the gates would be bloody. “Do we have more weapons?” 
 
    Kurrang grunted. “You have your sidearm, Peacemaker. The only other weapon you need is your mind.” 
 
    A bolt of electricity shot down Jessica’s spine. She’d heard the same exact phrase at Peacemaker U too many times to count. “W-what did you say?” 
 
    “You have your sidearm, Peacemaker. The only other weapon you need is your mind. Do they not teach that at the Academy anymore?” 
 
    She squinted at the TriRusk. “Who exactly are you, Kurrang? Level with me.” 
 
    He looked at her, and one corner of his wide maw came up—the approximation of a smile. “Just one of the forgotten, Jessica.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    Kurrang guffawed, a short, coughing sound. He blinked several times and turned his somber eyes to her again. “Who I am doesn’t matter, Jessica. What matters is only what I am about to do. For my daughter, I will subvert the laws of my colony. I risk excommunication. I risk my life so she may walk free again, whether that be on this planet or someplace else. Whether the Urrtam peel the flesh from my bones or not, none of that matters in this moment. Right now, I am solely who I am meant to be. As are you. Are you ready to follow me? Will you be with me through whatever we face?” 
 
    Her face flushed. “Of course. I can deputize you, Kurrang. You can have the protection of my guild and—” 
 
    He raised a hand and stopped her mid-sentence. “We do not recognize your guild in any official manner—the same for the Union itself. My…people…will not understand that I will risk so much for a youngling. They do not believe any child is more important than any other, nor will they support my attempt to retrieve my daughter, but I simply cannot do nothing.” 
 
    “You love your daughter. I get that, Kurrang.” 
 
    The TriRusk lowered his head. “I do not understand the human concept of love, but I believe my child has as much right to live a protected, sure-footed life as I have, even at the risk of revealing the presence of my tribe and our technology. That much you may understand, Peacemaker. But I do so knowing I may never return here again. That’s why I must succeed. If I fail, there will be nothing for me.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to succeed, Kurrang.” Jessica holstered her pistol and nodded at him with what she hoped was a pleasant and confident look on her face. “How are we going to do this?” 
 
    Kurrang replied. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    In the city’s artificial night, Jessica marveled at both the complicated lighting of the cavern’s roof and the presence of a low-pulsing hum she hadn’t noticed on their initial entry. Kurrang crept along the domicile’s wall until he reached a corner. Using handholds she hadn’t seen, he climbed to the roof and motioned for her to join him. Unlike the MinSha ladders, the handholds on the adobe bricks weren’t much different from things she’d seen in the North American desert on dwellings hundreds of years old. She climbed up, swung her legs over the edge, and dropped a meter and a half to the roof of Kurrang’s home. Kneeling there, Jessica clamped a hand over her mouth to stop the gasp that threatened to escape. The rooftop held not one but two portable fusion units. She’d seen something similar during her time with the Besquith and realized the technology was much older and much more refined than she’d previously assumed. The TriRusk were at least as advanced as the elSha, and maybe equal to the Dusman.  
 
    “Your whole city is powered like this?” Jessica whispered. 
 
    Kurrang nodded. “Quite.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “You have weapons here. Things that can drive the humans away from the MinSha, don’t you?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time, Jessica. We have to get out of the city.” 
 
    “Why right now, Kurrang? Why not ask Nurr to assist us? Your people obviously have the ability to face this threat. Why do you keep running?” 
 
    Kurrang looked away. “There will always be someone who wants to take what we hold dear, Jessica. For the TriRusk, there is nothing more important than keeping what is ours. We will do whatever it takes—we will even let your Union pass us by. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    They moved quickly along the curving wall of the cavern, stepping over rooftop walls that had never seen a bird dropping or a rainy day. In the very near dark, Jessica felt her way along the walls. Flashes of movement, usually Kurrang’s heavy white arms, allowed her to keep close. Each of the domiciles was roughly the same dimension, which meant she could step over a wall and take four regular steps before stopping to half-step and plant her foot against the next wall. Twelve times they’d repeated the cycle when Kurrang caught her arm. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Jessica blinked and opened her eyes as wide as she could to allow her night vision to compensate. Beyond the wall where she’d placed her right foot was open space. They’d reached the end of the row of domiciles. The curve of the wall behind her suggested they were near the entrance point, but she couldn’t see it. Kurrang moved past her, toward the front facings of the buildings below, and froze. A half-second later, the entranceway to Jessica’s right snapped into view, courtesy of a half-dozen pulsing, blue plasma lamps unlike anything she’d seen before, hanging from staffs. Under each lamp was a large male TriRusk, wearing black and gold body armor across their broad chests, with large clubs slung from heavy belts at their waists. The dichotomy between the advanced plasma lamps and the simplistic armor wasn’t lost on Jessica. At the top of the slope, Nurr stood bathed in the light of the lamps. 
 
    “Come down, Kurrang. Let us talk about your fate.” The TriRusk leader turned her head slightly and locked eyes with Jessica for a long moment. “And you, Peacemaker. Your fate rests in the balance as well.” 
 
    Jessica bit her lip and followed Kurrang down from the roof. Half a dozen responses came to mind. Ones that were professional and expected of a Peacemaker in the performance of their duties would have been easy to say, but not easy to mean. Likewise, a snarky comment like those uttered by reluctant heroes wouldn’t have been the right thing to say to try to salvage any type of relationship. Yet, the TriRusk leader’s threat was clear, and as such, it would be honored. Reaching the bottom, Jessica undid the restraining straps on her sidearm. Kurrang was ahead of her, walking up the slope, bathed in ethereal blue light. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Kurrang?”  
 
    His broad shoulders slumped forward. “Leaving.” 
 
    “You know I cannot allow that,” Nurr said. 
 
    “And you know, Nurr, that my daughter is held in that compound by human mercenaries and MinSha scientists. They know what she, and the other children like her, produce. I have lost my mate, but I will not lose my child.” 
 
    “You’ll expose our secrets. The Union will come for us.” 
 
    Kurrang rose up but kept his front knuckles on the ground. He seemed to swell demonstrably in the chest and shoulders. “I don’t care about that, Nurr. I don’t care about your fears or your desire to run anymore. I want my child, and I will go through you, your bodyguards, and the human mercenaries to get her.” 
 
    Nurr looked at Jessica. “And you, Peacemaker. I believe you are not what your title implies. I believe you cause trouble and sort things out through violence instead of reason.” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing but react appropriately to the situation I’ve been dealt, Honored Nurr,” Jessica replied. “Had I not been evacuated by Kurrang, I might be dead outside that very compound at the hands of the mercenaries.” 
 
    “They would not have killed you. Mercenaries killing Peacemakers is unheard of.” 
 
    Kurrang shook his head. “They would have killed her, Nurr. There was a Zuul assassin overwatching the MinSha compound. Jessica was his target.” 
 
    Nurr’s wide nostrils flared. “You’ve brought death to our door, Peacemaker. If I should strike you down now, I would be justified in my actions to preserve our colony.” 
 
    “But you won’t. My guild is likely already on the way, Nurr. Your secret will be out whether you want it to be or not. As far as I’m concerned, you can stay here and hide until the inevitable moment when your existence is revealed to the Union. I will be with Kurrang. We will rescue his daughter and bring her back to your colony.” 
 
    “But your humans will know about us. They will do everything in their power to find us. To exploit us.” Nurr raised a hand and pointed at Jessica. “You can do nothing to stop this, Peacemaker. You’ve brought an end to our race.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “You can choose to see this as an end or as a beginning. While you decide what that’s going to be, Kurrang and I are walking up that slope, through that tunnel, and back to the MinSha compound for Maarg, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “You cannot give me orders, Peacemaker. We no longer recognize your Union or your guild. You have no jurisdiction here. As such, I can hold you indefinitely or kill you where you stand without repercussion.” 
 
    “Try me, Nurr.” Jessica stepped forward, her shoulders back and her hands ready. “Just so we’re clear on something—I’m not giving you an order, Nurr. I’m telling you what’s about to happen. You need to get the fuck out of the way and save Kurrang and I the trouble of dispatching your bodyguards, wasting time and ammunition, when we could be rescuing his daughter.” 
 
    Nurr looked from her back to Kurrang. “You leave, Kurrang, and you go without the approval of the council. You will be banished for life.” 
 
    Kurrang stepped forward, brushing past Nurr, working his way toward the tunnel entrance. He looked back over his shoulder. “I would rather never return to this prison, Nurr.” 
 
    Jessica followed Kurrang up the slope, into the tunnel entrance. They did not look back. In the light trap, Kurrang paused and rooted along the base of one wall until Jessica heard a click, and a soft red light glowed from a rectangular cut in the rock. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Kurrang turned to her, his face almost demonic in the red light, and grinned. “You wanted weapons, Peacemaker. Now, we have them. Disturbing them is a serious crime in the city. Good thing I’ve been banished for life.” Kurrang removed a plasma pole much like Nurr’s guards carried. He pointed into the recessed bin. Inside were a dozen round objects the size of oranges. Next to them rested a satchel woven from leaves. Kurrang took six of the spheres and placed them in the bag. “Explosives.” 
 
    “Like grenades?” 
 
    Kurrang paused as if considering his words. “I believe you would say ‘more or less.’” 
 
    Jessica half-snorted and half-smiled. “Enough to get us to the cache?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kurrang’s head snapped up in alert. For five seconds, Jessica heard nothing, then like distant thunder rolling across the mountains of her youth, she heard the thumping of CASPers on the attack.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    In the Jungle 
 
      
 
    Tara frowned and slapped the control panel in her CASPer. “Lucille? Upload latest imagery and enhance the multi-spectral, please.” The last indications of spectral changes ended at a river. Black water swirled and rushed through rapids in white streams. Below the rapids, eddies curled and pooled the white water back to the calm, black surface before it raced downstream over the next set of falls. Each drop increased in size until the river fell into a wide cavern mouth that ran underground.  
 
    <<You have the most current imagery, Tara. I’ve enhanced the images to the limits of the organic data.>> 
 
    “Re-enhance the imagery.” 
 
    <<I’m sorry, Tara. I cannot get the—” 
 
    “Godsdamnit!” Tara pounded her left fist on the multi-function display. The faint blotches of color, the changes in the jungle between passes of the overhead intelligence platforms, faded to nothing. Whatever it was, the trail was cold. Nearly sixteen hours in the CASPer, barely touching food or water, caught up to her. Hot, angry tears raced down her cheeks as her rage boiled up and over like a frothing mass.  
 
    Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! What do I do? What the fuck do I do? 
 
    Unfamiliar and unrelenting panic shot up her spine. Two months of CASPer pilot training, three months of hunting and shuffling from open position to open position, and all of it crashed down around her because she’d lost a fucking species that no one could even positively identify. The whole pursuit was a wild goose chase of epic proportions. She glanced at Mike 77. Oso stood still. For all she knew, he was in communication with Raleigh, sealing Tara’s fate. 
 
    No! She shook her head violently from left to right and back again. There has to be something. She stabbed the radio button. “Mike 77? Look around.” 
 
    “What am I looking for?” Oso’s voice was amused yet condescending. “A clue?” 
 
    “Yes!” Tara replied. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    “Look, Oso,” she tried to take a calming breath and failed. She tried again and pressed the transmit button. “The multi-spectral trail is cold. It ends here. Right fucking here at the water. So, yes, look around. There’s something here covering the trail or something else—I don’t know what. Just look around.” 
 
    His CASPer’s arms came up slowly and Tara watched him, holding her breath. Slowly, the Mk 6 turned away, its external lights blazing. On the frequency, she heard a simple response of two microphone clicks. She watched Oso move around for a moment. 
 
    “Lucille? Any weapon signatures?” 
 
    <<Negative. I am monitoring Mike 77’s systems and am prepared to respond.>> Lucille replied. <<There are biologics gathering in the trees.>> 
 
    “Copy,” Tara said. She stepped the CASPer into the water. A few meters from the shore, the water reached the mech’s knees. “Lucille, do we know where this river comes out?” 
 
    <<The nearest mapped tributary is two hundred kilometers to the east-southeast. It is possible this river feeds a large aquifer. There are no complete maps of this planet in the company archives.>> 
 
    That figures. 
 
    “Deathangel 25, I found something.” 
 
    Tara turned and saw Mike 77 fifty meters away by a large tree trunk. His external lights pointed at the ground. As she clamored out of the river and up the bank, she watched Oso reach down. He came up holding two poles roughly lashed together.  
 
    “What do you make of this?” 
 
    Tara bounded to Oso’s side. As soon as she got a clearer view, she recalled the word she’d learned in elementary school. “It’s a travois.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Travois. Or something like it. A way to drag something heavy without wheels.” 
 
    Oso snickered. “What good is that?” 
 
    Tara licked her lips. “This changes things, Oso. We’re looking for a species that no one recognizes, and they have the capability to use basic tools. This is a first contact scenario. We can’t go after them—it’s a violation of law. The MinSha have to know this. I’m surprised they didn’t call the Peacemaker Guild for support. Their presence invalidates our contract.” 
 
    Oso didn’t say a thing. Tara’s eyes snapped down to the sensor display. Mike 77 showed no evidence of any outgoing transmission on any known frequency. Maybe he was thinking about things. No sooner did the thought cross her mind than his proximity radars snapped to life and scanned across the river. “There are caves in that promontory, 25.” 
 
    Tara brought up her radars for confirmation. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Inconclusive. There appear to be caverns in the rock, but I cannot get a definitive reading more than a few meters into each of the seventeen openings that would fit the targeted species.>> 
 
    “We’ll have to dismount to check them out,” Oso called. “There’s no way in hell I’m going out there tonight. Recommend we go home, get some chow, and return at first light.” Mike 77’s external lights snapped off, and he walked five meters behind Tara toward the MinSha compound.  
 
    He was right. Standing in the jungle at night served no purpose. She could get out of the CASPer, stretch her legs and get some decent chow—maybe even sleep. “Lucille, set INS position as Waypoint 1.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Inertial navigation system is calibrated. The MinSha compound is thirty-six point seven eight kilometers to the west-northwest.>> 
 
    Tara nodded and closed her eyes in sudden exhaustion. A persistent throb appeared in her temples. She leaned over to the hydration straw and drank several deep swallows of lukewarm water. Oso stood still, his sensors still running, waiting for her. “Lucille, display our previous path to this point.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> On the heads-up display, a bright green line marked their path. Oso stood almost on it, his CASPer oriented to go back the same way. Her radar display showed hundreds of biological signatures in the trees above them, but instead of the squalling such a formation would suggest, the jungle nearby was nearly silent. She looked up through light wisps of fog into the darkened canopy. 
 
    I don’t like this one bit. It’s like an ambush. 
 
    “Oso? Let’s go back a different way. Let’s cross the river and swing back to the north. Put some distance between us and the critters above. You with me?” 
 
    Click-click. 
 
    “Roger, I’ve got the lead, weapons are yellow and tight. Keep your sensors elevated, I’ll maintain SA from ground level up.” Situational awareness equated to maintaining as much of a “big picture” approach to the situation as possible. In the near darkness, reliance on thermal, velocity, and spectral sensors was a necessary evil. By spreading out their capabilities over the terrain and sky, they would shorten their response time in the event of a hostile attack. 
 
    <<Submergence checklist complete. External ports closed.>> 
 
    Tara walked the CASPer back to the river’s edge and into the water. “How deep is this, Lucille?” 
 
    <<The water appears to be no more than two meters deep in the center of the main flow. The current flow rate is 15,600 cubic feet per second. The temperature is 25 degrees Celsius and there are small biological lifeforms in the water. Unknown as to type or intent.>> 
 
    “Gods, Lucille. Can’t we catch a break?” 
 
    There wasn’t a response, which was just as well. Maintaining the delicate balance of walking a CASPer through a flowing river took more concentration than walking on ground, even through a thick jungle. Halfway across the river, the right leg slid. Her footplate skidded along the bottom for a panicked microsecond before it caught purchase, and she steadied herself. Water sloshed against the forward, lower camera near where her navel rested. Expecting a response from Lucille, Tara slowed her pace, and the CASPer responded beautifully. In less than a minute, she was across the main flow and working her way up the far bank. Mike 77 stepped into the river and spun out of control. She saw the CASPer disappear completely below the surface for a split second, then he fired his jump jets. The water dulled the sound to a solid thump. Mid-flight, the suit’s external lights snapped on and painted the bank near Tara with harsh, white light. With a resounding thud, Mike 77 landed on the bank next to her. 
 
    Tara pressed the transmit button and laughed. “You’ve woken up the neighbors.” 
 
    “Couldn’t be helped,” Oso replied. “At least I—” 
 
    <<Defensive posture change. Attack imminent.>> Lucille brayed in her ears. <<Targets at six o’clock above the horizon and descending.>> 
 
    Tara’s arms came up in one smooth motion, deploying a machine pistol from her left thigh bay and a laser pistol from her right. Targeting reticles appeared on her heads-up display for each weapon and the rocket pod mounted to her suit’s right shoulder. “Targeting sensors and proximity radars, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Activated.>> 
 
    She looked up into the dark canopy and hundreds of red diamond threat icons appeared. The black and red tinged bird-things descended en masse. “Light ‘em up, 77.” 
 
    The first bursts from each CASPer cut a swath through the flocking birds. They howled and screeched as one before splitting their attack into three prongs. One targeted each CASPer, the third circled to their rear.  
 
    Not so fast, you little fuckers. 
 
    Tara sprayed the machine pistol directly into the swarm and dropped a score of the things. “Back to back, Oso. Move.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    Tara fired again with both pistols, dispatching another cloud. She glanced at the rocket load. “Lucille, do we have a beehive round?” 
 
    <<Negative. A conventional warhead with a timed fuse is the closest approximation. It would be effective, but the blast would be dangerously close.>> 
 
    More cannon and laser fire beat back the attacking birds, but each swarm gained replacements faster than the two CASPers could kill them. “Load it, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    “Oso, count of three I want you to take a knee—combat pause. I’m going to cook off a rocket at close range.” Tara paused. The circling swarm appeared thicker, more crowded, at their nine o’clock position. “Firing at my nine, your three o’clock. Five seconds.” 
 
    <<Rocket ready and timer set for a 5-meter detonation.>> 
 
    Tara pressed the transmit button. “Three…” She fired two quick bursts from her pistols, then turned the CASPer to the left and the mass of birds. “Two, one. Now!” 
 
    The rocket fired and there was an immediate flash and explosion on her left side. Alarm klaxons sounded as Tara realized her mecha was off its feet and falling to the right. Ears ringing and the afterimage from the explosion flashing behind her eyelids, she had a crazy memory of nearly being struck by lightning at summer camp before the mech crashed to the ground. 
 
    <<Proximity warning! Proximity warning!>>  
 
    Tara rolled the CASPer to its back, initiated her exterior lights, and saw the black cloud descending on her. Oso’s weapons tore into the swarm to almost no effect. “Fire it again, Lucille!” 
 
    <<Five seconds.>> 
 
    “Stand by, 77.” Tara called. Her weapons up, Tara aimed at the swarm and mashed her eyelids closed a millisecond before the next rocket fired. The back-blast thumped Tara hard into the padded cockpit of the CASPer. She opened her eyes and saw the cloud hovering above her in the distance. Her guns still trained on them, she hesitated long enough to see the things scattered to the four winds, leaving the jungle dark and quiet around them in milliseconds. Movement to her left caught Tara’s attention, and she saw Mike 77 stomp toward her.  
 
    Her wingman’s CASPer stepped up to her prone form with the heavy machine gun in its right fist trained on the center of Tara’s cockpit.  
 
    Perfect excuse to get rid of me. They’ve got everything they need and— 
 
    With a quick move, the CASPer slung out the left arm and fired a quick laser burst at targets she couldn’t see. The weapon in Mike 77’s right hand disappeared into its holding bay and returned empty, extended to her palm up. 
 
    “Let’s get you up before those things come back, 25.” 
 
    Tara holstered her own weapons and took the offered hand. The instrument panel showed a dozen minor caution warnings, but nothing that would impede a quick move back to the compound. The CASPer’s legs firmly under her, she safed her weapons system. “Damage report?” 
 
    <<Minor damage to gyroscopes and primary cameras. Auxiliary image sourcing is online and compensating.>> 
 
    Tara swung the CASPer’s torso toward her wingman. “Thanks, Oso.” 
 
    There was a chuckle on the frequency. “You’re a crazy bitch, Deathangel 25. Firing a rocket like that?” 
 
    “Best I could do.” Tara smiled. 
 
    “Nice work, Boss. I’ve got the lead. Let’s get patched up and come back in the morning with help.” 
 
    A flush of pride shot through her system. The quiet wingman, the pilot seemingly most trusted by Raleigh, had called her boss and complimented her tactics. Tara wiped sweat from her face and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Lucille, you walk us for a bit, will you?” 
 
    <<Are you alright, Tara?>> 
 
    Tara pressed both hands to her face, covering the silly grin and the happy tears threatening to erupt from her eyes. Things were looking up, and, with any luck, a good recommendation would be hers. If not, she knew that having a trusted wingman would work out well for her and Oso alike. The bad situation—the awful leadership—could be salvaged with a coordinated crew response. She could make it work. 
 
    “Better than I’ve been in a bit, Lucille. Just need a moment to get my shit together, okay?” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Moving out.>> Tara walked into the jungle behind her wingman. Sheer joy at the idea of having someone watching her back again pushed happy tears down her cheeks. Tara Mason let them fall. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    The humans changed guards at midnight. Presumably, this was for better security, but given the smell of alcohol emanating from the new guard—the one the humans called Antoine—it was a chance for someone else to drink themselves into oblivion for a few hours while Antoine sobered up in the MinSha barracks. There were still guards outside the door, but Tirr knew the opening he’d waited for was only a matter of minutes away. He looked across the darkened room and saw one of his lieutenants, who tapped the climate control system and raised the ambient temperature setting seven degrees centigrade. Antoine wobbled in on shaky legs soon after and pushed a box against the bulkhead near the entry door. He sat atop the box heavily. He was chin-to-chest asleep in seconds. Tirr waited two minutes before rising from his hammock and moving down the dark, silent aisle. The entire colony was asleep save for his trusted guards, and that was as perfect as he could ask for the situation to be—there were secrets to keep. 
 
     Two of his guards joined him at the rear of the room near a half-meter square conduit protected by a heavy screen. Murrh, one of his lieutenants, turned to face him. The smaller one, a new guard fresh from training named Drech, crouched and worked a tool into the screen and slid it from the wall with ease. Behind the small screen, the actual conduit was large enough for a MinSha to crouch. They’d constructed the compound to take advantage of every possible asset.  
 
    Tirr leaned close to Murrh and whispered, “It’s time. Get outside and find the Peacemaker.” 
 
    “What if she’s dead?” Murrh asked. It was a valid question. 
 
    Tirr nodded. “Then we’ll proceed with our plans. We’ll have no more than a day before the humans will suspect something.” 
 
    Murrh grunted. “They’ve never counted us. We could empty a platoon into the jungle, and they wouldn’t know until it was too late for them.” 
 
    The young guard was right, but presumptive to a fault. “Maybe, but we’re bound to give the Peacemaker a chance. Human or not, she has authority over this situation. If she’s incapacitated or dead, we’ll execute our plan.” 
 
    “Could she be with the humans?” 
 
    Tirr glared at the young guard. “No. You saw her yourself, Murrh. You reported her loss over the wall and demanded to go after her. Why? Because she was a coward?” 
 
    “No, sir. She fought like one of us. I considered her a part of the defense.” Murrh sighed. “I still do, but there’s so much doubt when humans are involved.” 
 
    “You’re right, Murrh.” Tirr rested a front claw on the young guard’s shoulder. “But she’s a Peacemaker first and foremost. If she’s out there, we can save this situation and the TriRusk.” 
 
    Murrh nodded. “If the humans figure out how we left the compound, it could be dangerous for you.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m counting on you to hurry,” Tirr said. “Report back in a day—at this exact time. I hope to have information from the outside then.” 
 
    “Do you think she will talk?” 
 
    “I’m going to give her every opportunity. When she does, we’ll know if they’re feral or the TriRusk written about in our childhood epics. I’m counting on the latter.” Tirr said. There was much more he could tell the young guard, but it wasn’t necessary. His team knew the TriRusk were out there, and what the economic stake was to both their culture and to the Union, but they also knew the TriRusk were potential allies. In a situation where his MinSha were hostages, Tirr believed a common enemy could unite the MinSha and TriRusk, at least temporarily. He would let the diplomats sort out the impacts and resolutions in their own time. What mattered was the ability to use every resource at his disposal to win the field. “Now go. Fuul will play her part in less than an hour. Remember, one day.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Murrh said. “Drech and I will be back at this time tomorrow. If Peacemaker Francis is out there, we’ll find her.” 
 
    Tirr nodded and shooed them into the conduit. They crept into the darkness toward an exterior vent forty meters away and roughly a meter below ground level. Where it emerged was a facade of tough, thorn-ridden brush they’d piled against the wall to make it look like an obstacle. His guards would be outside the compound in a matter of minutes. When day broke, Fuul would make her play, and he’d test their ability to talk to the TriRusk, once and for all. It was a gamble, but one Tirr knew had to take place, especially if the Peacemaker was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Tirr replaced the conduit flawlessly and crept back to his hammock. With a nod at his man by the climate control, the temperature in the room quickly returned to a normal setting while the human guard snored and snorted along the wall. Tirr crawled into his space and wrapped his arms across his chest, but rest could not quiet his guilty mind. There was no fault he could leverage against himself. Psymrr was a diplomat and didn’t have access to the military records archives. The TriRusk wasn’t feral and was almost certainly more than she let on even with her condition. She could produce diamonds in her stool for much longer than Psymrr or Fuul believed. If the humans had not come, she would have already been returned to her family had Tirr had his way. Unlike the officers of most military units, Tirr understood the need for subterfuge, especially from the diplomatic corps. 
 
    He lay in the darkness, listening to the civilians and soldiers now under his leadership, and hoped the human mercenaries would be gullible.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Outside the TriRusk Colony 
 
      
 
    The echoes of nearby gunfire stopped Kurrang and Jessica in the light trap. Distinctive chatter from machine pistols suggested older model CASPers, at least one but maybe two. The small thunderclaps of laser discharge echoed through the tunnel. Above the sounds of the cannons, she heard a high-pitched whirring sound. Curiosity getting the better of her, Jessica pushed off the slick, cool rock and stepped toward the entrance. Kurrang blocked her path with one large arm.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking a look.” 
 
    Kurrang snorted. “You won’t see anything. The Urrtam have attacked those human…suits, believing them to be a very large meal. They’ll fall back soon enough, unless they can penetrate the armor.” 
 
    Jessica strained to look. On the very edge of the tunnel, she saw brief flashes of light that coincided with the reports of cannon fire on a three or four second delay. The CASPers were a good kilometer away and far around the curvature of the hill from her position. Kurrang was correct. There was nothing she could see, so she closed her eyes and listened. 
 
    The whirring sound reached a crescendo for a brief second before there was a loud explosion. As it echoed through the valley, Jessica tried and failed to identify it. From the sound, it wasn’t a cannon or mine from a CASPer, nor was it anything like mortars or light artillery. Another explosion crashed through the jungle, sounding closer and much clearer. Behind her eyelids, Jessica saw a similar explosion in her mind. A bright young CASPer pilot with a fine career in front of her had died in an accidental detonation of her railgun. Kei Howl and her friends should have been out in the galaxy kicking ass and taking names instead of having their atoms spread to the winds and rocks of Araf.  
 
    Jessica winced from the mental sting of losing the young men and women that had proudly named themselves Force 25 and come to her assistance. Hex Alison, the young boy who’d grown up chasing her with a crush that bordered on legendary, had died there, as well. Her career as a Peacemaker had been achieved through the sacrifices of others.  
 
    At the same time, there was a sense of direction and purpose. She’d always been driven, almost precariously so in the eyes of Marc Lemieux and a few others, but this feeling was different. There was no way she could give up on being a Peacemaker and look herself in the mirror. Serving honorably wasn’t a type of penance. Yet, it was something more than honoring those who’d died helping her. Quitting wasn’t an option. 
 
    Look out for other humans, Bulldog. 
 
    She took a deep breath and sighed, pressing her eyes tightly closed. Her father’s words were strong, by design. James Francis knew more than most people about the inner workings and hidden mechanisms of the Union. The rumors and scuttlebutt from human mercenary companies all pointed to shady dealings and future conflicts. War, they said, was coming. He wanted her to look out for her fellow humans, but her job as a Peacemaker superseded species. Raleigh Reilly and his benefactors were in the wrong. That Reilly and his company were humans didn’t matter. In the eyes of the law, they were in the wrong, and it was her duty to stop them.  
 
    “Are you okay, Jessica?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and met Kurrang’s curious stare. He’d walked away from his species to save his daughter. Like her, he knew the risks and knew some things required a being to do much more than they believed possible. They were two against a mercenary company with far more armament and capabilities. Kurrang knew the terrain, and Jessica knew the typical human mercenary playbook like the back of her hand.  
 
    We can do this. 
 
    “I’m fine, Kurrang.” She nodded at him. “I promise. Just putting things in order.”  
 
    Kurrang turned and stepped to the tunnel entrance. As he pushed through, she caught sight of a shimmering light around him. She pulled in a surprised breath. She’d seen a luxon field only once before in the elSha meteoroid colonies above Kayo-Two. A minimally-powerful field withheld atmosphere and could be made opaque or distorted to appear as something entirely different. Human sensors were unable to spot it. The TriRusk colony was likely invisible to anyone and everyone. The predators around them would likely never challenge the field’s integrity. It was a perfect position to hide from the rest of the galaxy, except the galaxy might now come for them.  
 
    “Kurrang?” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder but did not respond. In his eyes, she could sense the answer to her question before she spoke. 
 
    “Your people are spread all over the galaxy, aren’t they? This is not the only colony, just one of many, and you’ve been watching us—all of us—for centuries.” 
 
    “You are correct in your assessment, Jessica.” He shrugged one shoulder. “We’ve been waiting to see who would challenge those meaning to subvert the very Union they helped to create. The Union they fill with new species, and from which they steal resources and conquer worlds in the name of progress. Those willing to stand against their enemies despite their affable policies and intentions. Nurr does not believe any species will ever be able to contend against the Veetanho, the MinSha, and the others who deceive and undercut everyone else for profit and power. Make no mistake, Jessica. Nurr doesn’t believe a human, Peacemaker or not, would go back to the compound and assist the MinSha. You must know yours is not the most trustworthy of species.” 
 
    “I know that, Kurrang. That’s not my job as a Peacemaker, though. The MinSha are on the wrong end of a bad contract, and I’m prepared to assist them in any way possible, but it appears the time for negotiation is over.” 
 
    Kurrang chuffed with laughter. “You are trouble, Jessica Francis. Standing up to your species isn’t the easiest thing to do.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. It all made sense. Kurrang’s decision wasn’t purely for his daughter. He hoped to send a message to Nurr and the rest of the colony. The time had come for them, collectively, to take back their role. The other colonies would have no choice but to follow suit once their cover was blown. The TriRusk could be a great ally for the Union civilizations to stand against the Mercenary Guild or anyone else that wanted to destroy them. If a war was coming, the Peacemakers would need every race they could befriend to succeed. 
 
    “Then we’ll do it together, Kurrang,” Jessica said. 
 
    Outside, the jungle was quiet again. The attack was over, and the CASPers were either in a tactical pause, or they’d left for home. She listened for another moment and decided it was the latter. Kurrang shifted to a sitting position outside the tunnel entrance. Jessica stepped closer to the luxon field and lowered herself to the ground. 
 
    “We should wait,” Kurrang said. “Give those mercenaries a chance to get further away.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    Kurrang chuckled. “A few more minutes. When we leave, we’ll be going in a different direction, by a different method, anyway.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Kurrang looked over his shoulder and said. “Can humans climb trees?” 
 
    Jessica immediately understood the plan but squinted at him. “Won’t that make us more vulnerable to the Urrtam?” 
 
    “They don’t like the TriRusk. We taste bad.” Kurrang turned to her. “Don’t worry. I have something for you that will help. We use them to protect the things we don’t want the Urrtam to eat.” 
 
    The solution turned out to be a poncho of synthetic TriRusk hide. In the humidity, the thing smelled worse than a wet dog, but it was better than most of the Peacemaker U survival training she’d been forced to endure. She tugged it over her blue-black coveralls and secured it with a long strip of vine. Kurrang reached over her shoulder and flipped up a headpiece that covered her hair like an ill-fitting hood. The ragged ends of the poncho fell just below her knees, and while she had no doubt it would confuse and deter any predators, she was amazed at how light and flexible the hide felt.  
 
    “How do I look?” 
 
    Kurrang frowned. “Human appearance escapes me. You look like a skinny, malnourished, silly TriRusk. It will be fine.” 
 
    Gooseflesh rippled over Jessica as she pushed through the luxon field, into the jungle night. Without the stars or a light, it was nearly impossible to see. Relying on her eyes would slow them down. Kurrang moved easily through the jungle, while she hesitated with every step. He kept looking over his shoulder as they climbed the gentle escarpment to the larger trees, but he said nothing. Jessica realized he didn’t have to say anything at all. 
 
    Maybe next time I go home I should get the ocular implants for night vision? That type of body adjustment was frowned upon by the Peacemaker Guild, however. They didn’t even officially approve of pinplants. A successful Peacemaker always had the gear necessary to perform the mission. Jessica froze and bent down to her lower leg pockets. Her Peacemaker jumpsuit was more like a pilot’s flight suit, with a bevy of pockets for all kinds of storage. She’d placed her eye protection glasses in her lower leg pocket above her left ankle. She patted the pocket and found they were still there. Unfolding the earpieces, she slipped them on and touched the junction of the right earpiece and the frames. The operating system came to life, but the initialization stalled once the visual system engaged. Without her slate, the data connection failed to establish, but as the earpieces converted her body heat to low power, the embedded light collection and amplification cells produced a faint, bright green image of the terrain roughly ten meters in any direction she looked. 
 
    You’re such an idiot, Jess. At least you remembered the glasses were there.  
 
    Now, get your shit together. 
 
    Moving was easier, even though her depth perception was nearly nonexistent with the amplified imaging. Still, she could at least see the ground and the trees surrounding them. The quiet jungle would have closed in around her in the dark all too soon. Kurrang reached the top of the ridge and stood looking up the length of a tall trunk. Jessica looked up but couldn’t see far enough to determine what held his attention. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” 
 
    Kurrang jutted his lower jaw out as if pointing without using his hands. “Up there. These are interconnecting and could be walked across if your equipment was better suited for this environment. My idea was to move from tree to tree, but it won’t work. The trees are too far apart. We’ll be better served to walk until we reach denser forest.” 
 
    Jessica frowned but did not apologize. “Let’s get going then. Moving in the dark will give us some advantage.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Raleigh’s not going to send out a bunch of patrols at night. There’s not too much risk this far away. As we get closer, we’ll see more CASPers. Out here, though, we should be able to move quickly. Well, as quickly as I can go.” 
 
    Kurrang grunted, and they descended the ragged hill to the edge of the river. Jessica followed about three meters behind the TriRusk to give him enough space to move unimpeded. The brush reached up and grabbed at her coveralls, but the poncho hide didn’t catch on any of the plants as they moved.  
 
    Occasionally, Kurrang would stop for a second or two and look around. The simple ritual brought back memories from her ground warfare training of the listening halt. In a new area, they’d recommended if the situation dictated, and the area was safe enough to do so, they halt and remove any headgear and listen to the environment. Getting a feel for the normal sounds, they said, would help a patrol determine if anything had changed in the immediate environment. She’d never performed a listening halt in her years as a mercenary, but when Kurrang stopped, she flipped back the hood and closed her eyes. 
 
    The hood snapped back over her head and Kurrang crowded in on her. “Don’t take off your hood. Remember, you’re not trying to be a target, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, and they kept moving. Idle concentration on nothing started failing her when the soreness in her leg turned the corner to pain. A little CASPer candy would have been perfect, but without it, she needed something else to take her mind off the discomfort. She tried remembering what her pace count had been for a hundred meters in restricted terrain and decided 78 steps sounded good. She counted them off as they moved through the quiet jungle. Halfway through her twenty-second cycle of 78, Kurrang stopped and held out a fist toward her.  
 
    Jessica froze in place. There was nothing to see except another small hill overlooking the river and a small tributary that snaked in from the north. Across the smaller stream, her glasses caught a moving light that was bright enough to be artificial. She heard the distinct thumping of CASPers in the distance just as she realized the sky was visible through the lighter canopy and dawn was approaching. They had twenty minutes, maybe less, until full daybreak. 
 
    Kurrang grunted. “They’re in position to block our movement. Once the sun comes up, we’ll have more challenges.” 
 
    Already, the sounds in the jungle were louder and growing more insistent. More predators would be up and moving. The presence of the CASPers meant Raleigh had finished his attack and was seeking the opportunity to gather additional resources. His hesitation meant she and Kurrang had time, but they also had an opportunity.  
 
    Kurrang turned to her. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “We take them out,” Jessica said. “I’ll set up here with my pistol and draw them toward you with direct fire. Somewhere down here by the stream where I can cover you.” 
 
    But there was no immediate cover for Kurrang to use—exposing himself to the CASPers was too dangerous. Kurrang moved forward and bent down, burying his arms in the dark, soft soil. As he shifted the soil easily, Jessica realized what he intended to do. “Here,” she said handing him the satchel of explosives over her shoulder. “Take these.” 
 
    Kurrang grunted. “I do not need them. Get into position.” 
 
    Jessica turned away and scrambled up the low hill. Unlike the cavern-filled rocks where the TriRusk colony lay hidden, the hill was only three or four meters above the surrounding terrain. Jessica scrambled up it easily, removed her pistol from its holster, and braced herself against a tree. 
 
    With every passing moment, the imagery brightened in her glasses. She could see the artificial lights from the CASPers swinging left and right as they walked through the underbrush. There were two of them, and they were passing slightly north of the hill and Kurrang’s position. She looked down toward the stream for a long moment. Kurrang was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Step one. 
 
    Jessica looked up and saw the first CASPer’s shadowy outline in the distant brush. It was maybe seventy meters away, and as it broke through the brush and stepped into a grassy patch along the tributary’s path, Jessica raised her pistol and fired two quick shots. 
 
    The CASPers spread out immediately and squared their weapons in her direction. Through the goggles, she could clearly make out one Mk 5 and the other one looked like a modified Mk 4, which made no sense. Reputable mercenary units hadn’t used the radiation leaking beasts in more than a decade. Watching them, Jessica wanted to touch her ear and get a report from Lucille, but there wasn’t much point. Lucille would have told her what she already knew. The CASPers were scanning the surrounding terrain with every sensor they had and not moving to investigate. 
 
    Forget step two. Dammit. 
 
    Jessica adjusted her hand on the pistol’s grip and carefully aimed around the side of the tree at the far CASPer. The hill would have to be her cover. She took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger. No sooner had she done so than she flung herself down the hill as a fusillade of machine pistol rounds tore through her previous firing position. On her stomach, she swam down the hill, pulled herself up to her feet to move around to support Kurrang with fire, and froze as the sound of CASPer jump jets filled the jungle. 
 
    Movement along the shoreline caught her eye, but it was too weak to see. Jessica took a step forward to peer around the rock formations at the base of the hill and— 
 
    KA-WHAMM! KA-WHAMM! 
 
    The explosion knocked her backward, and she landed square on her ass on the rocks. She rolled to her stomach and stayed down for a moment, expecting to hear cannon fire and jump jets, but there was nothing. Even the birds were silent. A thick cloud of black dirt hung close to the ground in front of her. After another ten seconds frozen in place, Jessica pulled her legs up to stand. She holstered the pistol, checking it to ensure the chamber and barrel were clear of debris before she crept forward. The scene in front of her was like something out of a CASPer pilot’s horror movie.  
 
    The two CASPers were gone. The Mk 5’s legs stood in the tall grasses without a cockpit section. The Mk 4 was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Jessica removed her glasses to wipe sweat from her eyes and realized she didn’t really need them in the waxing dawn. As she put them away, a section of grass waved viciously. The glasses were forgotten in a heartbeat as she raised her pistol and leveled it at the spot where Kurrang came up out of the ground. Besides being covered in the dark brown soil, he appeared uninjured. He jumped across the tributary easily and stood facing her. 
 
    She moved forward, and he closed the distance to her. “Come on,” he said. “We need to move away from here. See?” 
 
    The grasses near where the CASPers had stood changed before her eyes. Their vibrant dark greens turned black as she watched. “Radiation hazard. One of them was leaking when you vaporized it.” 
 
    Kurrang nodded. “I told you that I didn’t need any more of them.” 
 
    “How many did you use?” 
 
    “Two.” Kurrang shrugged. He opened his mouth to speak and froze. As Jessica watched, his eyes widened, and his jaw fell open. “Kurrang? You okay?” 
 
    He didn’t respond, but his face returned to normal. With a move fast enough that it caught Jessica by surprise, Kurrang shot around her and scrambled up the hill, his eyes locked on the horizon. As Jessica climbed the hill, the TriRusk opened his mouth and a long, warbling sound ripped through the jungle. As it echoed, the fauna throughout the jungle nearby went completely silent.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Kurrang shook his head from side to side. “It’s my daughter, Jessica. She’s singing.” 
 
    Jessica strained for a moment. “I don’t hear anything.” 
 
    “You can’t, Peacemaker. Your human ears are not that well designed.” Kurrang looked at her for a moment and worked his lower chin. “She’s outside again.” 
 
    Jessica watched the TriRusk’s enraptured face and imagined seeing her father’s face when he heard her voice for the first time in 25 years, not even half a year ago.  
 
    “Did they release her?” 
 
    “No,” Kurrang said after a long moment. He blinked slowly. “And what she’s saying is good.” 
 
    Jessica curled one side of her mouth under. “How is that good?” 
 
    “We have a friend on the inside.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    The call came as the first vestiges of light appeared in the sky. Tirr hadn’t been able to sleep anymore, unlike the immense human guard snorting and snoring against the forward wall. In the pale twilight streaming through the four small portholes along the eastern wall, Tirr could clearly see Antoine sound asleep. The man’s garb was filthy and sweat stained. A jacket, or some type of garment, was tied around his waist with a loose, lazy knot. Sweat beaded on the man’s head like diamonds. If there was a perfect time for insurrection, it would have been then, but Tirr had other plans. They needed help from the outside, provided it was there, to make such an attempt. That, he decided, was worth both time and risk. 
 
    The sound of bare human fists on the bulkhead door startled Antoine and sent a rustle through the barracks room. Tirr watched the guard wipe his sweaty face, paying attention to his dreary eyes, before getting to his feet and slamming open the door. Another human face appeared in the opening—a woman with heavily lidded eyes who seemed as bored as their guard.  
 
    “Yeah,” he heard Antoine grunt. The man turned around, wiped sweat off his brow again, and raised his voice. “Captain Tirr!” 
 
    Tirr didn’t move from his position along the wall. He raised a clawed hand. “Here.” 
 
    “Get up. You’re wanted in the infirmary.” 
 
    Maintaining stillness was critical to perfecting the ruse. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    Antoine’s face darkened into a glare. “Hey, I’m just passing the message that your doctor needs you in the infirmary. Get your ass moving.” 
 
    He nodded and tried to sound bored. “Coming.” 
 
    Antoine watched him come but didn’t attempt to place his hands on a weapon. Instead, the human hooked his thumbs into the tied garment around his sweaty waist and stood there. Tirr walked forward slowly and crossed the barracks room.  
 
    “Hurry up,” Antoine said, yawning. 
 
    Tirr didn’t say a thing for a moment. He closed the distance and looked at Antoine’s damp face. “You’re seeing to the care and feeding of my people, yes?” 
 
    Antoine frowned. “When my boss says so.” 
 
    Tirr tilted his chin down at the human. “You misunderstand me, Antoine. Get my people food and start rotations for them to visit the central compound. The sooner the better.” 
 
    “You can’t tell us what to do,” the humans replied. 
 
    “I’m not,” Tirr said. “I’m about to wake up your commander. When that happens, I believe he expects to see things progressing as he desires, despite your propensity for drinking and sleeping on the job.” 
 
    Antoine drew himself up to his full height and widened his chest. “You got a problem with me?” 
 
    Tirr tried not to laugh. “No, nor do you impress me. Now, I’ll be on my way with your more competent guards to the infirmary. I do recommend you take the actions necessary to placate your commander. I’d hate to see you relieved of your duties.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Tirr stepped around the human and into the passageway. The bored human woman he’d seen earlier was there, and she was alone. Such opportunities were too good to be believed, and as easy as it would have been to simply follow her down the passageways to a point where he could incapacitate her and escape, it wasn’t what his people needed. Bringing down the humans was possible, but it would take a coordinated effort of half-truths from himself and his key leaders, and a little help from the outside. Disinformation and confusion would peel apart human morale easier than laser cannons and brute force. All he had to do was get them to fight amongst themselves, and most of the work could be done without a single MinSha losing blood. 
 
    The barracks room door clanged shut and the human woman, whose name he didn’t know, grunted from behind. “Get moving. I’ve got a weapon, and I’m not afraid to use it.” 
 
    Tirr kept his shoulders slumped forward in feigned submission, but his eyes and antennae sifted data in droves from the many displays and workstations they passed. 
 
    With a glance, Tirr confirmed the defensive weapons pylons were still activated, but in standby mode. A simple override sequence would bring them to bear in ten seconds or less. He saw from the external camera feeds that the upper surfaces of the compound were patrolled by four or five CASPers at the most. Several others appeared to be readying for a patrol into the jungle. There were two returning to the southeastern portal as well, likely having patrolled all night. One of them looked a little worse off than the other. They’d probably fought predators in the night, which was a good thing. Every shred of fear Tirr could inject into the unprepared humans would pay dividends in the end. 
 
    At the entrance to the infirmary, there was only one posted guard. Tirr sucked in a breath and let it out slowly, focusing his eyes on the floor as he advanced. A human hand grabbed his shoulder—the woman behind him.  
 
    “That’s far enough. Spread your legs and raise your hands.” 
 
    Tirr tried not to smirk as he did what they asked. Searching a MinSha was hardly something a human could do well, but there was nothing he could have had in his possession anyway. Commander Reilly adamantly refused for any of the MinSha to have a personal communicator or any other effects. He stood still while the humans did a cursory search then gestured him into the infirmary. He stepped inside and waited until the door closed behind him. Fuul rose from her desk and nodded at him.  
 
    Antenna twitching, Tirr silently asked Fuul, “Are we alone? Any listening devices?” 
 
    “Very likely. They’ve stayed out of here, with the exception of their commander. He comes every four to six hours and collects what our little friend produces.” 
 
    “And he has the complete stores you’ve collected?” 
 
    “Yes. And the ones from Psymrr’s stateroom. It keeps him out of here.” 
 
    Closing the distance to have an audible conversation, Tirr tilted his head and spoke aloud. If the humans were listening, he wanted to give them something good. “What’s the trouble?” 
 
    “Our patient, Captain. We really need to get her outside. She needs sunlight, or her condition can become fatal.” 
 
    “I see,” Tirr said. He looked at her for a moment and saw the doctor’s antenna twitch. “You’ve been up for a long time, Doctor. Why don’t you get some rest? I’ll arrange for our patient to go outside with me as an escort.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” The concerned doctor voice always worked. Humans loved their physicians. 
 
    Tirr nodded dramatically. “Of course. I’ll speak with Commander Reilly. He’ll understand the situation, and we’ll get her outside. For how long?” 
 
    “Oh, she should be fine with fifteen to twenty minutes per day,” Fuul said. In reality, the time necessary was much less. Especially if her hunch was right. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Tirr said. “Get some rest. I’ll cover this watch for you.” 
 
    Fuul stood and bowed her head. The gesture was something usually reserved for the leader of the colony. Since the occupation, Psymrr’s political assistants had purposefully avoided the spotlight and any requisite responsibility. That was good enough for Tirr. In a position of leadership, he could effect the overthrow of the human mercenaries. “You have my gratitude, Tirr. I hope the commander will listen to you.” 
 
    He wants diamonds, Tirr thought. He’ll do anything we need him to do, as long as he believes he’s going to keep getting them, or that there’s a threat to the production. 
 
    “Rest well,” Tirr said again. The young doctor moved past him to the doors of the infirmary without another word. The door swung open, and the bored woman looked inside.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Please escort the doctor to our barracks. She needs to rest. And please pass my compliments to Commander Reilly. I need to see him at once.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tirr leaned forward. “This is about his personal bounty. I need to see him immediately.” 
 
    Tirr was thrilled to see the concerned, disbelieving, and ultimately scornful look cross the guard’s face. Planting a seed of doubt in humans was easy. Despite their jubilance and evening inebriations, the humans appeared to follow their leader only out of fear. Doubt combined with anxiety was a priceless tool in his grasp. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll get him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Tirr turned to Fuul and nodded. “Now, please, Doctor. Get some rest. I’ll handle things here.” 
 
    The infirmary doors closed, and Tirr stood still for a moment. Through the thin window, he watched the guard and Fuul move down the passageway and head in two directions. His physician was unguarded. Instead of going directly down the passageway to the barracks, she made a turn toward the outside wall. Once there, she would open a cargo hatch that would allow his soldiers a backup entry point for their return. It would also give the soldiers, and the Peacemaker, access to weapons.  
 
    Alone in the infirmary, Tirr moved to Fuul’s command station, bypassed the intra-network, and accessed the external sensors and communications platforms. As he feared, the mercenary jammers completely blanketed the electromagnetic spectrum. The only bright spot was that the mercenary assault ship lay dormant a few dozen kilometers away, unable to communicate. Whenever Reilly and his team needed to communicate with anyone off planet, they’d have to lower the interference. That gave Tirr a window as well. He cycled the communications system and let it reboot. As it restarted, he turned off the ability of the main terminals to use the current connection. He set them to analyze and assess connections. When a connection restarted, or a new one was established, his systems could infiltrate and use them without notifying the enemy.  
 
    That’s phase one. Tirr stood and pranced into the isolation chamber. The small TriRusk lay on her side as if sleeping. Tirr leaned down close to the child’s ear. “I know you can understand me. I’ve seen your eyes when we speak around you. You understand and can likely speak Standard. You know what’s happening here. It’s time for you to warn your people. We need their help. Pay very close attention and do what is necessary.” 
 
    No sooner had the words left his maw than Raleigh Reilly stormed into the infirmary. The disheveled human commander’s greasy, black hair swung wildly from side to side. “What is the meaning of this, Tirr?” 
 
    Tirr stood erect and lowered his chin in an almost bow. “I am sorry, Commander Reilly. Fuul asked me to update you on our patient’s condition. There has been a marked decrease in her waste output in the last twelve hours. Combined with what we’re seeing in her biochemistry, Fuul believes the child needs to be exposed to the sun for thirty minutes per day.” 
 
    “She needs a fucking tan?” Reilly laughed and shook his head. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “We would keep her in the central compound,” Tirr said. “Under close guard.” 
 
    Reilly shook his head, but his eyes snapped into focus as if he were seriously considering it. “What are the implications if this thing doesn’t get any sun?” 
 
    “She won’t produce the same type of waste,” Tirr said. “Beyond that, her condition could deteriorate enough to risk pulmonary failure and a host of other complications. A little time in the sun will ensure her production rates stay the same.” 
 
    Reilly stepped back and drew his pistol, leveling it at the TriRusk child who screamed and recoiled against the far side of her pen as Tirr stepped between the human commander and the child. “I’ll just put it out of its misery, Tirr. We know their secret and will round up the rest of them in the next few days. This one means nothing to me.” 
 
    Tirr spoke slowly. “This one has produced many kilograms of synthetic diamonds you can sell beyond the scope of your contract. She is a valuable resource, and she is a child who cannot protect herself.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re between us? You think she’s worth dying for?” 
 
    Tirr met the human’s wild eyes. “Some things are worth protecting.” 
 
    Reilly stepped back and holstered his weapon without taking his eyes away from Tirr’s. He smiled and chuckled, but there was no mirth in the sound to Tirr’s ears. The human was unstable and dealing much more with him directly would be a significant risk to his plan. “Let me tell you a secret, Captain Tirr. There is nothing in this galaxy worth dying for except credits. The more of those I can get before I die, the better. That thing better keep producing like before, or I will kill it deader than hell. When that happens, you and the doctor will join it. You get me?” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “I will take her outside, myself. There may be some…vocalizing. It shouldn’t last longer than a few minutes. She will try to contact her species that way.” 
 
    Reilly grinned. “That might bring them in close enough for us to follow them. See where they’re going and where they’re hiding. That’s a good thing, Tirr.” 
 
    “Then I can start this immediately?” 
 
    Reilly was already walking back to the infirmary doors. He waved over his head but didn’t turn his face back to the MinSha guard. “Fine, fine. When they come for her, make sure I know. I’m not going to miss this opportunity.” 
 
    The doors opened and closed again, leaving Tirr and the young TriRusk alone. Tirr stepped over to the isolation chamber’s door controls and closed them. He turned and looked at the child. Gone was the fearful look and the trembling, exactly as expected. The military academies of Tirr’s youth taught things the archives failed to mention. One of those was the lost tribes of the galaxy, including the TriRusk. If he’d remembered his schooling correctly, and it appeared he had, the young TriRusk was much older and much more capable than everyone believed.  
 
    Tirr nodded at her. “Good. Shall we get started?” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Aboard the Macon 
 
    In Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    In the Cartography Guild’s records, there was no mention of roughly five hundred gates they’d established in the early days of the Galactic Union, including Marek 4. Most provided a return from worlds and ecosystems still being developed to handle potential colonists, which were only intermittently manned. Others were lost, for one reason or another. Some were designated as secrets to the guild, and their existence was disavowed. Snowman personally knew of four such systems and getting permission to use them as his ultimate exit strategy had been exceptionally difficult. Ten years before, he’d managed to make an arrangement with the Cartography Guild to set aside one of them for the Intergalactic Haulers as a remote rallying point in case of emergency. The standard operating procedure stated that surviving members of a tragedy would rally at the system they called Remote to determine their collective future. It was an awesome capability; however, less than a dozen of the Haulers remained in the aftermath of Shaw Outpost.  
 
    Remote was to have become the place where they could live in retirement, if they chose to do so. With every passing hour in transit, though, Snowman realized he would likely never see another human being at Remote. Maybe it was better if he never went there at all. 
 
    He sat in the command chair with the forward screens deactivated. In the near darkness, he could sit and play soft music and lose himself in thought. Drifting in his own consciousness, he kept returning to Ryu’s final words, that he’d betrayed humanity by selling scrap to the guild; that he was a traitor. The Mercenary Guild was the Haulers’ most frequent and most fiscally supportive customer. He’d turned over millions of tons of salvage for more than twenty years to the guild with the understanding that the leadership wanted to improve the capabilities of the Human mercenary companies, a program they said had been started in the aftermath of the Alpha Contracts. They’d promised to help humanity, and they had, with substantial upgrades in weapons and system performance. 
 
    But what if Ryu was right? 
 
    As painful as it was to contemplate, Snowman realized the guild had also systematically improved the non-human companies in much the same way. The Veetanho, Flatar, and Tortantula-based companies were easily the most lethal in the galaxy. Given the guild’s leadership, this should have raised a red flag the size of Texas, but he hadn’t considered anything amiss. The money had been too great. 
 
    “How could I have been so stupid?” he asked the darkness. There wasn’t a response other than the crushing feelings of incompetence and guilt. Mental agility had always been his strong point. Having the ability to pivot from one outcome to another initiative had always come easily. Yet, this time, nothing viable came to mind. The guild wanted him dead, and they’d sent Ryu to kill him. Ryu’s parents were likely already dead, too, and the sole allies he had in the galaxy were the ones onboard the Macon with him. When they reached port, they’d have to scatter to avoid capture by the guild, the Peacemakers, or anyone else who believed his company were the biggest traitors in the galaxy. 
 
    The bridge doors slid open and Pierre DuPont floated inside, pulled himself to his duty chair, and sat down. “You okay, Snowman?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    DuPont nodded. “Me either. I keep wondering what’s going to happen when we get to the next system.” 
 
    Snowman sighed and thought for a moment. “Likely nothing. We’re going to have a day or so to move along and find another ship to keep moving.” 
 
    “Too bad we can’t change the transponders on the ship.” 
 
    Snowman snorted. “I tried a few years ago, but the Cartography Guild wouldn’t let me. We’re going to Karma, one of the larger starbases. We should be able to debark the Macon quickly, without being seen—that’s critical. Are the identity packets ready?” 
 
    DuPont grinned. “Yes, we’re set as far as that’s concerned. We’ll initiate those transfers as soon as we have a GalNet connection in port. As long as we’re not jumped in transit from the gate to the docks, we’re good to go.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of if in that statement.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have it any other way.” DuPont grinned. “We sticking to SOP?” 
 
    Snowman looked at his oldest friend and allowed himself to nod. “Yeah, that’s the plan. I’ll be there within a few months at best. Then we can figure out how we’ll handle this war Ryu talked about.” 
 
    DuPont shrugged. “I don’t think it’s coming, boss. The guild has had our back before, they will this time, too.” 
 
    Snowman brushed aside the remark. “We ever figure out what happened to the CASPers?” 
 
    “The only thing we’ve been able to find is a system update command that places them into an emergency shutdown, which immobilizes the system. It was activated externally. At least, we think it was.” 
 
    Snowman nodded, remembering the camera feed from Ping’s helmet just before all connections were terminated. The Torts pointed an antenna at her. “The Torts did exactly that—and it rendered our CASPers defenseless.”  
 
    Dupont grunted. “Each one would have had to have been plugged into the maintenance racks, rebooted, and reloaded with the previous system version. That would have taken hours.” 
 
    “Hours that our team didn’t have,” Snowman said. “It got all of the CASPers?” 
 
    “Everything. They had no chance against that many fucking spiders.” 
 
    “You ever figure out who they were? What company?” 
 
    DuPont shook his head. “No transponders. No communications. Nothing. The only thing I can think of is that the whole thing was a trap. I mean, with Max being dead for as long as it looked and all.” 
 
    In that moment, Snowman realized the truth. The rescue mission had been a ruse to get him separated from the rest of the galaxy, with the bulk of his forces, in one place and time. The guild set him up. Ryu was an insurance policy. If Snowman found a way to survive, he’d have the ability to ensure everything went as planned. He was right about everything, and not only was he a traitor, he was a criminal in the eyes of the law. He’d aided and abetted a hostile force. He’d practically given the Mercenary Guild all the secrets to human mercenary force development and their collective weapons and tactics.  
 
    “What are you thinking, boss?” 
 
    Snowman looked up at DuPont. “There’s no choice but to terminate the Haulers by our SOP. We’ll regroup in time and go from there.” 
 
    “What about that chip?” DuPont asked. “Seems like something the Cartography Guild would want. Might be enough for us to rebuild the Haulers in the deal.” 
 
    “Not going to risk that,” Snowman said. “I spaced it.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” DuPont said. There was something in his tone that sent an icy shot down Snowman’s spine. Even his closest friends might not be what they seemed.  
 
    “I did. You can check the airlock logs. Bay Fourteen Charlie six hours ago.” Snowman nodded at the panel. “I made sure anyone who wanted the chip would be able to see I got rid of it. The chip is gone, Pierre. Just like the Haulers.” 
 
    DuPont nodded and chuckled but didn’t say anything. They’d been friends for decades, and DuPont had never been a good card player. There was no one Snowman could trust except Jessica, but even she might not be enough to save him. DuPont finally caught his eye and asked, “That’s it, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Snowman said. “Intergalactic Haulers as we know it is no more, Pierre. I’ll see you on Remote. Be there in six months’ time, and we’ll figure the rest of this out. If war’s coming, we’re going to have to be ready.” 
 
    DuPont grinned. “Still some credits to be made, then. You bet I’ll be there, Boss.” He played with his console and changed the music from baroque classical to the blues. For a while they sat and listened, just like old times. Snowman didn’t look at his friend and executive officer, though. He scanned the software logs, followed the trail of destruction wreaked on his company, and had to contain his shock when he saw where the finger of blame pointed. The trace of information led much further back than Nicholas Imports and the Science Guild laboratories at Ajax 4. The hardware profiles pointed to systems he’d scavenged and turned over in a lump to the Mercenary Guild. He was guilty as charged, and everything about the game had changed. Snowman sat the rest of the evening deep in thought, preparing to be anywhere other than Remote in the near future, and maybe never again. 
 
    His life depended on it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Outside the MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    The MinSha compound appeared out of the thick mist across Tara’s front cameras, and the sight of the dingy gray walls, scarred black from battle, gave her a momentary feeling of euphoria. A break from the CASPer would be welcomed, even if the heat and humidity approached the awful end of her comfort spectrum. Oso took the lead, navigating them to an open loading gate on the southern end. There were CASPers all along the upper walls of the compound, and two stood at the gate. One of them raised a hand to Oso, as if waving, and gestured them inside. Their silent radio frequencies came to life a heartbeat later. 
 
    “Mason? What the fuck are you doing here?” Reilly’s voice held a barely-contained sneer. 
 
    Tara swallowed and tried to keep her voice measured. “We need ammunition and a squad of infantry. The natives aren’t happy about CASPers patrolling in the dark.” 
 
    Reilly laughed. “That was you two last night? I wondered who was trying to set fire to the jungle. You can have the ammunition, but why do you need infantry?” 
 
    She took a breath. “We found something that bears investigation. Looks like some caverns about forty kilometers east of here. They’re located on some high ground a CASPer can’t get to. No sooner had we found them than we got ambushed by a flock of those chicken-things. Both of us have systems damage, but we have a good INS fix. As soon as we get some ammunition and enough rifles to set up security around the caves and explore them, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Permission granted. Get some food while you’re here. I’ll have twenty infantry volunteers ready to depart in fifteen minutes. Raider Six, out.” 
 
    Tara switched frequencies. “Oso? Did you catch all that?” 
 
    “Roger, 25,” He replied. She’d expected a clicking microphone or nothing at all. The change in his tone and response to her made her smile.  
 
    They maneuvered inside the compound and found a half-dozen combat maintenance racks. Oso parked his CASPer away from the racks and blatantly ignored the ground crewman trying to persuade him otherwise. Good call, Tara thought. How many combat sorties had been cut short by unexpected maintenance issues?  
 
    “You going to keep her running, 77?” 
 
    “Roger, 25. Not letting those fuckers touch my CASPer today,” Oso replied. “We’ve got some credits to make, you know?” 
 
    Tara grinned. She had a full-fledged wingman. “Roger that. Doing the same.” 
 
    She keyed off the radio and disabled the external sensors with a flurry of hand movements. She reached for the combat transfer checklist, a procedure they called “hot racking,” just like when people shared a bedroll in the field.  
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Yes, Tara?>> 
 
    “Hot rack checklist. We’re not plugging into a maintenance rack, and I want to get going again ASAP.” 
 
    << Copy. Without a direct connection, I cannot acquire any additional data or information in the Raider network.>> 
 
    Tara shrugged. “Can’t be helped, but scan what you can passively. We’ve got a position fix and a good wingman. We’ll be fine with more ammunition and some chow in my belly. You ready?” 
 
    <<Hot rack checklist. Weapons cleared and safe.>> 
 
    “Cleared and safe.” 
 
    <<External sensors deactivated. Communications panel to standby.>> 
 
    “Scopes are off and comms are down.” 
 
    <<Power setting to one percent, full idle engaged.>> 
 
    “One percent and holding. Clear for exit. I’m on headset if you need me.” 
 
    <<Roger.>> 
 
    She keyed the forward screens to standby and initiated the hatch opening sequence. As soon as the airtight seals broke, an awful wailing sound filled the space and threatened to make her eyes water. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    <<The sound is coming from your three o’clock. There is a MinSha guard with the unknown creature. It appears to be crying uncontrollably.>> 
 
    Gods, that’s horrible. 
 
    “Copy, Lucille. I’m going outside.”  
 
    <<Tara, there’s an anomalous contact in the network.>> 
 
    “Copy, Lucille. I’m sure that Reilly knows. He never lets that stuff go for long.” 
 
    <<This is a contact that—” 
 
    “Enough, Lucille.” Tara snapped. She took a breath. “Look, I’ll let them know, okay? I just need out of this CASPer for a bit.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    The morning air was cooler, but still humid against her skin. As the cockpit swung up, she looked across at Oso as he unstrapped from his CASPer. The older man gave her a thumbs-up, and she returned it with a grin. The ground crewman brought over a portable ladder and propped it against the CASPer’s frame. “Thanks,” Tara called down. 
 
    “You’re supposed to fully shut down and put that thing on the rack, you know?” 
 
    Tara stared at the young man. “Noted. This is a combat pause. Get her loaded up with ammunition. You’ve got five minutes before I let Commander Reilly know I’m waiting for resupply.” 
 
    The young man disappeared around the legs of the CASPer, and she could hear him calling for the ammunition bearers. Maybe Reilly’s way of doing things wasn’t so bad after all. A little anger and intimidation went a long way in his world. If she was going to keep doing this—being a Raider—she’d have to fully commit to the idea.  
 
    Is that really what I want? 
 
    Tara decided for the moment, it was. If she and Oso could bring in the unknown creatures, it would be worth much more than simple credits. It would provide her a home, of sorts. She shook off the thoughts and climbed to the ladder, thankful for not having to bother with a haptic suit like Oso wore in his earlier model CASPer. There were certain advantages to having a Mk 8.  
 
    Her boots hit the compound’s flooring, and she turned toward the crying sound. Sure enough, it was the small beast standing like an ape, resting forward on its knuckles, bawling into the rising sun. She watched it for a moment, realizing she was pitying the poor thing and humanizing it. Whatever it was didn’t matter. The mission was more important—even more important than her future. That got her feet moving. Near the combat racks, she found hard cases of rations. She dug through the heavy plastic packaging and found two of her favorite spaghetti ones. She’d have one now and would take the other envelope into the CASPer with her. All she needed was the guns loaded and a stop by the latrine, and she’d be ready to go back out.  
 
    “Mason? Good work out there.” Reilly called from across the compound. He walked toward her with a genuine smile on his face. “Between your intelligence, which was by far the best I’ve had in two days, and Tirr’s suggestion to let our little friend out in the sun, we may have a chance of finding those bastards’ home and ending this mission with a substantial profit. That’s the start to a good day if I’ve ever heard one.” 
 
    Tara nodded. “We’ve got a good position. Once we get folks into those caves, we’ll see. That’s about the only place in the jungle we saw that something could be living. With all the predators out there, a protected place makes the most sense, you know?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Reilly smiled. “If you see anything, I want to know immediately.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.”  
 
    Reilly clapped her on the shoulder. “Fantastic. Oso says you’re a helluva pilot, Tara. I’m glad we brought you along. You keep this up, and there’s a permanent spot on the roster for you.” 
 
    “Thank you for the opportunity.” 
 
    Reilly shrugged and put on an aw-shucks smile. “Go get ‘em, Deathangel. We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time she returned from the latrine, Tirr and the young creature were gone, and the compound’s central area was filled with the familiar noise of a unit preparing for patrol. Oso stood to one side of the infantry with his arms crossed. Tara moved around the formation of soldiers and stood next to him. Still bouncing from her commander’s compliment, she assumed a similar stance to Oso and frowned at the new recruits being formed into a loose infantry platoon under the direction of one of the maintenance personnel, who looked as if he’d not led an infantry patrol in about ten years.  
 
    Oso kept his eyes on the formation but leaned over to her. “All we have to do is get them to the objective, but I’m still worried about them. They’ll last five minutes with any resistance.” 
 
    “If the chicken things come again, less than that,” Tara agreed. 
 
    Oso harrumphed but didn’t say anything as the patrol fell in and loaded aboard two stripped down combat skiffs. The time and effort to traverse to the saved coordinates would be reduced to the absolute minimum, but they’d only have the ammunition and weapons aboard the CASPers if things went bad. Tara looked up and saw the ammunition crew finish with both her and Oso’s CASPers at the same time. They moved much faster than in normal operations, and as she glanced over the rest of the assembly area, she realized most of the CASPers appeared to be loading for combat operations. 
 
    “We’re the tip of the spear, huh?” Tara asked Oso. “The boss thinks we’re on to something, and he’s sending reinforcements. He told me they’d be right behind us.” 
 
    Oso nodded. “Yeah. We’ll have a head start, but it won’t be much. Whatever you think we’re gonna find, we gotta find it fast.” 
 
    “How fast can you load up?” 
 
    Oso grinned at her. “Almost as fast as you can, Boss.” 
 
    “Saddle up, then,” she said. As her wingman turned away, Tara walked up to the infantry formation. Their apparent leader stood behind the formation, while a younger, much more squared away soldier walked the group through loading a combat skiff for transportation. As much as she wanted to listen to the safety brief, Tara walked over to the leader and found him fumbling with his combat slate. He clearly wasn’t an infantryman with the extra girth he sported around his sweaty waist. His coveralls were already dark with perspiration, almost down the lengths of every extremity. As she approached, she smelled a distinct odor emanating from his vicinity.  
 
    “You’re in charge?” she asked, trying not to breathe through her nose and failing. 
 
    “Yeah,” the man said. “My name’s Geoff.” 
 
    Tara nodded and leaned in as much as her offended nose would let her. “Listen, Geoff,” she stressed his name sarcastically, “all I want you to do is deploy your people exactly where I tell you to, when I tell you to. Do that, maintain security during movement to the objective, and we’re good. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Geoff replied, an anxious hitch in his voice. “We’ll follow your orders to the letter. They’re just a bunch of kids who’ll do anything you tell them to do.” 
 
    Tara looked away from the platoon leader’s wide eyes for a moment, remembering the Angels and Demons of Force 25. They were kids, too, but they were so much better than the ragtag formation in front of her. “Make sure they do what they’re told, Geoff. Get them loaded on the skiffs. We move in five mikes.” 
 
    The platoon leader’s brow furrowed. “Mikes? I don’t know if any of them are named—” 
 
    “Minutes!” Tara swore under her breath. “Load them on the skiffs and be prepared to move in five minutes.” 
 
    Geoff sputtered. “Yes, ma’am. Should they load their weapons?” 
 
    Gods! 
 
    Tara opened her mouth and knew her voice was too loud and abrasive, but it felt good to let loose on the imbecile. “What in the fuck, Geoff? Yes, I want their weapons loaded. They’ll be riding on top of the fucking skiff, and there are about a million things out there ready to attack and eat every single gods-damned one of us! The minute we roll out of the compound, everyone has to have their shit wired tight. Especially you, because I’m not going to babysit your platoon all damned day. Now, get them loaded on the skiffs and ready to fight for their lives. I don’t have the time or the inclination to do anything else for you. This mission is on your fucking shoulders. Get me?” 
 
    Geoff was already moving toward the combat skiffs and didn’t respond. He gestured wildly at the soldier in front of the formation, but the young man’s eyes were on Tara, his mouth agape. 
 
    Tara saw red at the edges of her vision. “Move! Move, godsdamnit!” 
 
    The entire formation scrambled for the combat skiffs. Red-faced and breathing hard, Tara did an about-face and stomped to her CASPer. She climbed the ladder and saw Oso closing Mike 77’s canopy as she turned and loaded into her vehicle. He winked at her and smiled. The canopy came down, and she could see that Lucille was halfway through the combat start checklist without her assistance. It was just as well. 
 
    “Status report, Lucille.” 
 
    <<All systems nominal, Tara. The combat skiffs are fifty percent loaded and have a full combat load of ammunition for the two gun positions not removed. They report ready for departure in two minutes.>> 
 
    “Sensors and weapons to standby positions. Lock and load once we’re outside the perimeter.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Communications ports have been opened to the skiff via direct laser. The rest of the spectrum is still restricted by Commander Reilly.>> 
 
    Tara shook her head and fastened her shoulder restraints. “As long as I have direct comms, the rest of the spectrum doesn’t matter in the jungle.” 
 
    <<There is the matter of the anomalous contact I reported earlier.>> 
 
    “No time, Lucille. I want us moving toward the gate in twenty seconds.” 
 
    There was no response from the program, but the CASPer’s engine fired up, and all the dormant cockpit systems flickered to life in an instant. As the forward camera views snapped into focus, the heads-up display appeared and reported the servos were engaged and prepared to move. The haptic processor panel reported all green, so Tara took a step forward, and the CASPer moved flawlessly. 
 
    “All forward elements, this is Deathangel 25. On me. Let’s move with a purpose, people.” 
 
    Oso clicked his microphone twice, but there wasn’t a response from the skiffs. Tara was about to press the radio button again when a memory from her first mercenary training program surfaced. One of the kids in her class had been a large, good-natured kid—Dennis Whitehead—who shouldn’t have been a mercenary under any circumstances, but whose heart was big enough that he wouldn’t let himself fail. They’d performed a raid mission in the awful mosquito-infested forests of Mississippi and were standing around on the objective when the instructors started throwing artillery simulators around the group. She’d been a squad leader during the exercise and, unlike her classmates, started moving immediately off the objective. In the chaos, she’d turned to see Whitehead standing in the open with his mouth open. 
 
    “Whitehead! Let’s go!” 
 
    He turned and faced her but didn’t move. Eyes wide and chubby cheeks flushed with exertion, his body shook in what resembled absolute panic, but his feet never moved. Sweat streamed down his face as more simulators, each the equivalent of an eighth of a stick of dynamite, erupted around them. The objective was clear save for him, and the instructors laughed and closed in on the unsuspecting kid. 
 
    She’d stomped to him in double-time, grabbing his load bearing vest roughly and shaking him. “Move, Whitehead! Move with a purpose!” 
 
    The big kid had shrugged his shoulders and screamed out in a wobbling, high-pitched voice, “I don’t know how!” 
 
    Tara’s radio clicked and snapped her mind back to the present. “Deathangel 25, this is Titan Six. Loaded and ready for movement.” 
 
    “Listen up, people. This is my show, and we’re going to do it my way. Mike 77, lock on your INS fix and take us out. Titan Six, follow Mike 77. Deathangel 25 has rear security. Weapons locked and loaded—engage direct threats only. Maintain 360-degree security. Move out and push the pace.” 
 
     Through the forward cameras, she watched Oso do exactly what she wanted him to do. The two combat skiffs followed. Given their width, some of the areas they’d passed on the patrol routes would be challenging and could require the use of weapons to cut their way through. While it might warn the creatures and send them scurrying into the caves, it couldn’t be helped. On the ground, her infantry could counter the threats posed, if there were any, and they’d secure the area before Reilly and the bulk of the Raiders showed up. He’d said he’d be right behind them. 
 
    Tara called up the command frequency and saw a green indicator light on her heads-up display indicating the frequency was open and unjammed. “Boss, Deathangel 25 on the command freq.” 
 
    Connection took about ten seconds, probably long enough for the signal to be relayed from the communications switches to wherever Raleigh was in the compound. “Go ahead, 25.” 
 
    “Moving now. My ETA to our objective is one hour and twenty-two minutes. Status of follow-on forces? Over.” 
 
    Reilly’s voice came back almost immediately. “I’m impressed, Miss Mason. Your assumption that I’m willing to commit forces to provide additional security to your patrol and secure whatever you may find on your hunch is admirable. It’s almost as if you’ve come around to my way of doing things. I certainly hope that’s the case. You would become an even more valuable asset to the Raiders.” 
 
    Tara beamed in her cockpit as her CASPer pushed through the compound’s open gate and into the jungle outside. “Boss, I’m doing the job I was hired to do. All the rest of what you’ve said is up to you and the unit. I’ll support the mission to the fullest.” 
 
    “Copy that, 25. I’m sending six CASPers to back you up. They’ll depart in thirty minutes. I recommend you establish an objective rally point and wait for them to join you. Once they’re with you, you’ll have more than enough combat strength to take care of anything you find out there.” 
 
    “Roger that, Boss.” 
 
    “But, I do have a question.” Reilly’s voice echoed in her ears for a strange moment. “I know what you think you’ve found out there, Mason. You think these things live in caves, and you may well be right, but there’s more to it than that. How did you follow them? More specifically, what aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Tara took a deep breath. “I studied some imagery from our recon sats. A long time ago, I learned how to analyze basic satellite imagery, and I used one of those techniques. I found something that resembled a path and decided to follow it. The path stopped at the river and the cave system just beyond it. It’s a good lead, Boss.” 
 
    Reilly chuckled. “I agree, 25. You have many more talents than I expected, Miss Mason. You pull this off, there might be a platoon command in it for you. I mean, as long as there’s something worth my time and your efforts. I’ll send support as soon as I have it ready. Good hunting. Raider Six, out.” 
 
    Tara did the math in her head. If they were thirty minutes ahead of the follow-on CASPers, that was a decent head start, but without having to babysit two combat skiffs, the CASPers would likely jump into the objective rally point maybe five minutes after her forces got there. There wasn’t a whole lot of time to find a cavern and get inside, and if she waited for the other CASPers, the idea of her staking any claim at all to the findings went right out the proverbial window. 
 
    “Titan Six, Deathangel 25. You push those skiffs as fast as they’ll go. Mike 77, you’ve got a road to plow. Stay to the north of our track, where the terrain was better. You with me?” 
 
    She heard Oso’s microphone click twice, and the skiffs didn’t bother to acknowledge at all. Stomping behind them, Tara wondered how far into the jungle they’d get before either the chicken things swooped down on the infantry and laid waste to the entire plan, or she’d get mad enough to leave them behind. 
 
    <<I really think we should discuss anomalous communications protocols, Tara.>> 
 
    “Lucille, if it’s not something you see on our sensors or a way to get us to the objective faster, I don’t care. Nothing matters except getting to whatever’s out there before anyone else. That’s the only way we’re going have a job going forward, okay?” 
 
    There wasn’t a response, and as much as Tara expected there to be a familiar emptiness, there wasn’t. She had friends now, and a viable wingman doing what she asked him to do. Lucille was a program, after all. As such, she wasn’t really a friend and couldn’t possibly understand the pressure Tara felt to perform. Oso and the others did, and that brought them immeasurably closer to Tara with every passing moment. These were her comrades in arms, and there was nothing that mattered more than them, save for the prize, whatever it could be, thirty kilometers away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Deep in the Weqq Jungle 
 
      
 
    In her thirty-two years, Jessica couldn’t remember being as happy to see daylight as when she could finally see the thick jungle around her in full clarity. Hours of working through the trees, climbing up and down the scaly-barked, wide-leaved trunks, and wading through chest deep foliage proved physically challenging enough that she could feel fatigue setting in as the dawn broke behind them. Not being able to clearly see anything except the pixelated, depthless images in her rudimentary night vision goggles had been much harder on her mind. For every slimy, scaly thing that touched her bare hands or the near-screech-inducing ones that managed to find a way under her hood and brush against her face, Jessica’s heart raced despite her best efforts to keep things in check. Peacemakers used a whole bevy of calming techniques to center the mind and the body, and Jessica found exactly none of them worked in the middle of a hostile jungle, at night, surrounded by a million things capable of killing her without her knowledge or ability to stop them. 
 
    Two hours past sunrise, Kurrang slowed his pace and crouched down under a large, flowering bush much like the ones she’d seen outside the MinSha compound. He made a “come over” gesture to her, and Jessica crawled up beside the massive TriRusk warrior.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Kurrang pointed up into the trees. “Do you see it?” 
 
    Jessica looked at the canopy and saw the upper treetops swaying with a breeze that had no prayer of reaching the surface. Sweeping her eyes from side-to-side like a radar scan, she saw nothing other than some wildlife directly above them. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    Kurrang snorted softly. “What shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    Jessica frowned and stared up at the canopy again. Her training said seeing things as they needed to be seen sometimes required a focus far away. She relaxed her eyes and kept them fixed in the bright clouds above the swaying trees. The winds were from the southwest and strong above the treetops. Most of the upper third of the canopy was moving significantly from her left to her right, and as she followed the movements, one tree directly ahead of them appeared to not be moving as much as the trees around it. The effect was clearly artificial. “There’s something camouflaged up there?” 
 
    “I do not know this word.” 
 
    Jessica pointed. “A disguise. It’s designed to look and act like the trees around it, but it’s artificial. Meant to fool the casual observer or for them to dismiss without a second glance.” 
 
    Kurrang nodded, and his lower jaw worked in a half-smile. “I didn’t expect you to see it until we were upon it, Jessica. Well done.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said aware her cheeks flushed with pride. “Is that the cache?” 
 
    “Yes. I found it several days ago. Given the amount of supplies inside, I believe there’s a well…camouflaged…ship nearby, but I haven’t been able to find it. There’s no place for one to land within thirty kilometers, but I believe otherwise. Assassins have ways around such limitations.” 
 
    Jessica blinked. “Assassins?” 
 
    Kurrang looked at her for a long moment. “Come. We’ll climb up there and rest. After some food, we can plan our next steps. What you see up there may change your mind about the situation.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jessica whispered, but Kurrang was already moving to the base of the tree. She followed close behind and realized the tree was more massive than the redwood trees of northern California. The dark-red bark hung out from the trunk by a meter in some places, and the canyons between those spires ran up the tree. All things considered, the climb appeared to be an easy one. Kurrang vaulted up into a wider vertical canyon, placing his hands on one side and his feet on the other. He shimmied upward without much effort. Jessica picked a narrower crack and stepped inside the bark on either side of her shoulders. Stepping up with her left foot, she braced against the bark and repeated the move with her right foot. Reaching up with her hands, she braced and pulled her feet up under her, braced them against the tree, and repeated the reach with her hands. Her muscles warmed to the exertion after about ten meters, and while she wanted to push herself faster, speed was unnecessary. Getting to the level of the cache without reducing her arm and leg strength too much was key. The climb was at least fifty meters, and Jessica didn’t bother looking at anything other than the tree and wherever she need to place her hands and feet. The dense bark took her weight easily, and she was able to rest when necessary.  
 
    Jessica glanced down and guessed that she was about sixty meters up. She looked above her and gasped. Kurrang stared down at her from a hefty branch no more than five meters away. Ten more shimmies allowed her to reach the same branch, and she set her foot down and turned away from the canyon she’d climbed. The distance to the ground took her breath away. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Jessica closed her eyes and tried a Peacemaker calming breath. Her heart rate slowed, and the anxiety of being so far above the ground ebbed. Maybe this stuff does work? 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. “Just takes a second to get used to the height.” 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Kurrang was at her side. Behind him, about ten meters out on the wide, sturdy branch, was the cache. He’d pulled a corner of the active camouflage material back from the steel platform. She recognized the Besquith construction immediately.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. As Kurrang walked out on the branch, she kept her eyes on his back and followed. In the space of seconds, she was at the edge of the suspended platform and reaching for Kurrang’s outstretched hand. She stepped onto the platform and surveyed the interior of the space with a hitching sigh. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    The rectangular space resembled an intergalactic shipping container, much like the one she’d stopped from illegally taking a Canavar egg to Earth more than a year before. Above her were a string of LED lights that she turned on with a touch. The far end of the platform held a small bedframe that was empty of any linens or mattress. Recessed into the headboard and footboards were shelves, one of which held a Tri-V terminal. Between her and the bed was a path among supply crates that appeared to contain a vast supply of rations and weapons. To her right, between the crates, was a workstation with two Tri-V screens mounted to a GalNet-capable computer. On closer inspection, networking cables ran from the computer to a communications panel. The panel lights were red. There was no connection to an external source, and it appeared the panel’s capabilities to communicate with its parent ship were hindered by electromagnetic interference. She glanced back to the workstation and froze. The corner of a photograph stuck out from a pile of discarded ration packs. In the shred of the visible image was the sigil of the Peacemakers, a large tree, something eerily similar to an Yggdrasil, against a bright silver background. The flag hung at an angle that seemed both recent and familiar. Jessica reached for the photo, pulled it free, and nearly dropped it as it if were heated to a thousand degrees. 
 
    Me. Dad pinning on my Peacemaker badge.  
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    Jessica bit down on the inside of her lower lip for a moment and felt fresh anger rising in her chest. On the makeshift desk was a data file with her name scrawled across it in Zuul. She’d been the sniper’s target. He’d followed her across the galaxy, to this shitty little planet, to kill her. What kind of price was on her head to attract a professional like that? Aware she’d held her breath, Jessica exhaled slowly and put the pieces together in her head. She was still alive, probably thanks to the ill-timed human assault. The CASPers likely saw a hot target and fired at the sniper nest without knowing what it was or who was inside. They’d taken out the Zuul who’d been assigned to kill her, perhaps even as his crosshairs were on her skull. Jessica shivered. At the academy, candidates always joked about the likelihood of being targeted at some point in their careers. Some of them felt it was honorable to have a price put on their head. It was common practice, they said. There were even species like the Depik that were assassins for hire. When she’d pinned on that shiny platinum badge, she’d become a target.  
 
    But by the Mercenary Guild leadership themselves? 
 
    Everything in the container space became evidence in a flash. Everything she needed to put the puzzle together lay around her. From all appearances, the container was a specially configured Besquith combat platform used for their special operations forces. That wouldn’t have surprised her. The workstation’s interface, however, was designed for a Zuul. She tapped the text interface—it couldn’t be called a keyboard by any stretch—and the screen came to life. The language was Zuul. 
 
    If it quacks like a duck and looks like a duck… 
 
    “Damn,” she muttered. If ever there was a perfect time to have Lucille, it was right then and there. “I can’t get into the system.” 
 
    Kurrang wasn’t paying attention. He’d started to work on the lid of a large, plasticene crate to her right. She glanced at it and noticed with surprise that it was marked in Standard as well as in Zuul and Besquith. Rifle, double-chamber, pulsating laser, chemical, two each. 
 
    She looked at nearby crates. More weapons, including a handful of anti-aircraft missiles, explosives, and…Jessica sucked in a breath. 
 
    EMP mines. She smiled as her plan came together quickly. Reilly’s mercenary forces used a hodgepodge of CASPer technology. The older ones, maybe Mk 5 and earlier, traditionally had very poor shielding to protect against a significant electromagnetic pulse. She’d lost her own grenades and weapons when she’d been ejected from the compound wall. There was enough weaponry and ammunition to mount a significant challenge to Reilly. 
 
    “This is a really good—” 
 
    Kurrang whirled toward the platform’s edge where they’d entered. The tarpaulin flew back and two MinSha guards jumped onto the platform, their small laser rifles pointed at the two of them. Their iridescent eyes sparkled in the bright light, and Jessica froze and exhaled in relief at the same time. 
 
    “Murrh, right?” 
 
    The larger of the two MinSha lowered his rifle toward the platform decking. “Peacemaker Francis. We are very happy to see you alive and well.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
     Jessica managed to find a few edible things in the Zuul assassin’s ration packs. Seated with a small bag of beef jerky and an old package of stale chocolate candies, she looked at Murrh and shook her head. “So, Reilly has committed everything to finding the TriRusk and enslaving their children.” 
 
    Murrh’s antennae twitched. “Yes. They’ve wrecked the compound and looted everything they can use or sell. Once they learned about the TriRusk, they became consumed with patrolling the jungle. One patrol had been out for almost 24 hours and returned this morning for more ammunition and supplies. That was the last thing we saw from our observation position. When we couldn’t find your body, we pushed outward from the compound. We saw this platform. It’s obviously not yours.” 
 
    Jessica chewed on a piece of jerky and spoke with her mouth partially full, “No. It’s a cache for the sniper that was at the compound when the humans attacked. At least that’s what Kurrang says.” 
 
    The TriRusk shrugged his broad shoulders almost like a human would. “Did the humans find the body? I hid it under some foliage nearby. It must have started decomposing by now.” 
 
    Murrh twitched his head to one side. “We found the remains of a Zuul nearby. It does not fit with the design of this shelter or everything inside it.” 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know. Jessica sighed and spoke, “What we know is that a Zuul sniper was here, and the evidence points to me as his target. As much as I want to tear this container apart and collect every piece of evidence I can, we’ve got a much larger problem. Unless we get Reilly’s command and control system jammers shut down, no one out there is going to know what the situation is down here. We have to get the word out.” 
 
    Kurrang nodded. “There are four of us now with enough weapons to do that. We need the right opportunity.” 
 
    Murrh raised a clawed hand and shook it gently. “It’s only a matter of time until the humans discover your city, Kurrang.” 
 
    “I know.” Kurrang snorted. “I’m sure moving the Peacemaker caused enough vegetation displacement to be seen by the humans, too.” 
 
    “Moving her?” Murrh asked. “Were you unable to walk yourself?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “My leg was torn up. In the course of a day or so, whatever Kurrang placed on it healed the lacerations and allowed the skin to knit itself back together.” 
 
    Murrh stared at Kurrang for a long moment, and the two locked eyes. The two species had been living and operating on this planet for much longer, and much closer, than Psymrr told her. Or, more incredulously, he hadn’t known at all. “Out with it, you two. What am I missing? Psymrr told me you were here doing research, Murrh. Kurrang, you haven’t acted surprised in the last two days about anything. What’s going on?” 
 
    Murrh cocked his head to one side. “This planet is a pharmacological gold mine, Peacemaker, because it was engineered that way a long time ago by both the TriRusk and the MinSha. Our excursion here was to see whether or not the plants and compounds were flourishing, and they are. This is the fourteenth planet of the hundred targets that our colony teams have tested and certified ready for harvest. In time of war, this planet’s resources, alone, could heal millions of MinSha.” 
 
    She turned to Kurrang. “And you’re the caretakers? Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    Kurrang shook his head. “No. We landed here a long time ago, found the engineered ecosystem, and realized the MinSha would eventually come. We believed they would leave us alone, but we tried to be ready for them. They never ventured out of the compound, despite our best efforts to engage. Nurr took their indifference as a sign we’d been completely forgotten and could live in peace. If the MinSha, our allies, no longer cared for us then we were free.” 
 
    “Psymrr was an imbecile,” Murrh said. “With Tirr in charge, our people at least have a chance.” 
 
    Jessica squinted. “Tirr is in charge? What happened to Psymrr?” 
 
    “The human commander executed him immediately after our surrender. It was highly irregular and frightened our entire colony.” 
 
    Gods, what a fucking asshole. 
 
    Kurrang snorted. “That could be something beneficial. If Nurr were to learn this, she might be more open to cooperation.” 
 
    I wish I’d known all that in the beginning. It doesn’t matter, Jess. Think it through. 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No, she won’t. She wanted me out of your city, and you managed to get yourself banished for helping me. She’s hoping this little war will pass her by.” 
 
    The second MinSha climbed back down from where he had been observing in the treetops. “There are enemy vehicles approaching. They are on a course for the TriRusk city.” 
 
    Kurrang looked at Jessica. “If we ambush them and stop them in their tracks, the humans will likely attack forward and leave the compound with minimal security. We could get behind them.” 
 
    “We have a significant advantage with the weapons in this cache,” Jessica said with a grin. The specter of her training loomed over her thoughts. “In a situation like this, though, I’m supposed to declare my authority and have all combative parties listen to me, even though they didn’t do so before. I’m supposed to keep the peace.” 
 
    Murrh stood on his angular rear legs. “We are all supposed to do things that are expected of us, Peacemaker. The unexpected things we do set us apart.” 
 
    Kurrang stood, as well, and looked down at her. “Your call, Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica met the TriRusk’s eyes and knew what she had to do. She could imagine the discussion she’d have with Selector Hak-Chet when the mission was over if she made it out alive. He’d told her privately compassion and resilience were two of the traits he admired most in humans. He believed she could bring those traits to the Peacemaker Guild, if she wasn’t too busy looking for a fight. But this time, the fight had come to her, brought by her own kind. She knew they wouldn’t listen to her. The whispers filtering out of the seedy mercenary bars dragged her name through the mud as a traitor to her own race. She’d never listened to them before, and while she knew a Peacemaker’s job was to quell disturbances and settle disputes in accordance with the applicable contracts and laws, Raleigh Reilly and his mercenaries were on an all-out extermination mission. That they’d paused to slake their greed with the promise of easy money gave her all the opportunity she needed. Human or not, they were on the wrong side of a contract likely never meant to be seen or discussed. When this was over, she’d learn who the contract was with, as well as who had ordered her assassination. The mental jigsaw pieces seemed to connect—they were the same entity.  
 
    Hiring the worst human company to mop up after the assassination of a Peacemaker, making it look like she had died in battle under honorable, and clearly normal, conditions in the performance of her job, would create some breathing room for the angry mercenaries responsible. There was no telling how high the accusations would go, but the Mercenary Guild didn’t like it when former mercenaries became Peacemakers, and they’d openly opposed human candidates for decades. Sometimes the feeling the entire galaxy stood against her was overwhelming. All she could do, all any Peacemaker could do, was handle one thing at a time. 
 
    That means honoring the threat once and for all—human or not. Jessica stood and wiped her hands on her dark blue coveralls. “Ambush time. Let’s go. We don’t have much time to set this up.” 
 
    Murrh picked up his laser rifle. “There’s some dangerous ground the vehicles will have to cross. Not much cover or concealment. We could hit them there.” 
 
    “We need to bring them where we intend to inflict the most damage,” Kurrang said. “They don’t know what they’re really looking for, Peacemaker. Between me and your new poncho, they won’t know which way to go. Provide a little incentive, by means of direct fire from Murrh and Drech, and we have the advantage.” 
 
    Murrh nodded in assent. “The humans are riding atop some of their vehicles. This is a surprisingly stupid method of movement.” 
 
    Jessica raised an eyebrow. “Why is that?” 
 
    “The Urrtam,” Murrh blurted. “They’ll attack anything exposed—they’re like the ultimate security system.” 
 
    “They’re engineered, too?” Jessica asked. 
 
    Kurrang nodded. “They don’t bother the TriRusk because of that. The ones that attacked you were after you, but my counterattack scared them away. That’s why you should put that hide on again, Peacemaker. At least until we can train them not to attack humans. Until then, they are our…do you call it air support?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jessica shivered at the thought of the chicken-things attacking humans in a vicious cloud of death. But, an effective ambush kicked off by firing the most lethal weapon. This time, they wouldn’t have to fire anything. Chaos and confusion during the attack gave them the ultimate opportunity to stop the patrol in its tracks.  
 
    Jessica pulled on her TriRusk hide poncho and turned to the weapons’ cases. Her small bag of explosives had enough room for two EMP grenades and several additional clips of laser rifle batteries. Drech appeared at the platform’s edge. “How far away are the mercenaries?” 
 
    “Ten kilometers. They’re making slow progress, but the terrain they’re entering will allow for faster movement. We should get into position as quickly as possible,” Drech said.  
 
    “Make sure you get more ammunition, Drech,” Murrh said as he gestured to the weapons cases. “I have a suspicion we’re going to need it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
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    Tara glanced at the waypoint indicator on her heads-up display for the hundredth time and sighed. The combat skiffs with their large wheels were capable vehicles in almost any terrain. In a jungle, though, where seeing the ground under a meter or so of vegetation was impossible, there was no effective way to steer and avoid problems. Progress had been much slower than she’d hoped. The only solace she had was that Raleigh and the main body of his almost certain attack would face the same pitfalls along the terrain to the south, if not worse. With the Satisfaction still out of commission, he’d have to resort to jumping the CASPers, which was a solid plan, but without his gun platforms and skiffs, there was a substantial loss of combat power. Raleigh wouldn’t sacrifice that, especially with his goals within reach. 
 
    Her radio clicked to life. “Deathangel 25, Mike 77. There’s clear and fast terrain about two hundred meters ahead. All we have to do is get the skiffs through this shit, and we’ll pick up speed.” 
 
    Tara sighed. “Great news. How far does that terrain run?” 
 
    “About three clicks,” Oso replied. “Recommend we offload the infantry and have them spread out for security. If it looks good, we can reload ‘em and haul ass.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Mike 77.” Tara changed frequencies. “Titan Six, be advised you’re entering a clearing in the next hundred meters. Offload your infantry and spread the hell out to maintain security. You copy?” 
 
    “Titan Six, roger.”  
 
    Tara chuckled. She’d expected a dozen questions from the infantry commander. Either he’d finally gotten the message she didn’t want to talk to him, or he’d gained an understanding of movement in a combat environment and couldn’t think of any salient point to argue. Both solutions were outstanding in Tara’s eyes. She looked through her heads-up display and saw the open terrain beyond the heavy thickets. Save for the massive tree trunks every sixty to eighty meters, the foliage underneath was relatively light and not very tall. They’d be able to move easily. 
 
    “Lucille, full sensor sweep once we cross the boundary into the open forest.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. All sensors standing by.>> 
 
    Mike 77 and the first skiff passed into the open area. On cue, the ten infantry soldiers atop the skiff dismounted and fell into a large, spread out line formation behind the skiff as it continued moving. She watched Oso guide his CASPer to the extreme left edge of their line formation to provide flank security. His tactics were solid as hell, and as the second skiff pushed through the thickets and into the forest, she assumed a position on the extreme right edge.  
 
    “Listen up,” she called over her command frequency. “Keep your eyes up and your feet moving. Let’s get across this terrain. In case of contact, skiffs and CASPers will form a coil with the infantry inside. Deathangel 25, out.” 
 
    <<Sensor sweeps negative for significant targets. There are a large number of small, flying targets to the south at approximately three hundred meters. The profile is similar to the creatures that attacked us last night. They are massing. This matches their previous attack.>> 
 
    “Keep an eye on them, Lucille. No surprise attacks from the sky.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    They moved east, coasting easily at the pace of the infantry through the open terrain. All the soldiers had their eyes up and swiveled them around. The soldiers on the skiffs’ gun platforms scanned for targets. Mike 77 was abreast of her and about three hundred meters away, near the southern edge of the nearest clearing.  
 
    “Distance remaining to cross, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Eight hundred meters to the far side of the clearing. Flying targets have moved to five hundred meters away and are continuing to mass.>> 
 
    If they attack, the soldiers are sitting ducks. Tara clenched her jaw and stabbed the transmit button. “Titan Six, close down the intervals for your people. Bring them in closer to the skiffs. Mike 77, pinch down your side. Everybody keep an eye on the sky. Targets massing in the trees to the north.” 
 
    Oso clicked his microphone twice and closed the distance quickly. The infantry pulled in as well, assuming triangular formations immediately behind their skiffs. The footprint of the unit was tight and provided three-hundred-and-sixty-degree security.  
 
    <<Targets are approaching slowly.>> 
 
    Tara mashed the transmit button again. “Prepare for airborne attack. Weapons free. I say again, weapons are free.” 
 
    <<Targeting systems are online. Recommend the rocket method you fired last night as a primary attack option. Adjusting fuse for proximity detonation now. Five seconds.>> 
 
    Tara grinned, spun the CASPer to the right and brought up her cannons. The rocket pod mounted on her right shoulder cycled and came online. Targeting reticles appeared in the trees. Staring at the images, she could see the growing black cloud as it bounded forward from tree to tree. “They’re moving to attack.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. Weapons ready.>> 
 
    Tara aimed the rocket pod at the center of the swirling black cloud. When the reticle turned red, Tara squeezed her hands into fists, and five rounds roared out of it in quick succession. The first exploded near the swirling black cloud and sent the bird-things into a frenzy. The additional rounds detonated almost simultaneously, but the things were already on the attack. Tara brought up her cannons. “Incoming! Incoming three o-clock in the trees!” 
 
    <<Auto-targeting initiated.>> 
 
    Moving faster than Tara could swing the CASPer’s heavy armaments, Lucille spun and fired salvo after salvo of cannon fire into the diving swarm. The cloud roared down from the trees, and the thousands of bird-things tore into the patrol so far that she couldn’t see the individual combat skiffs, just large blots. Microphones on the exterior of the CASPer caught strangled human screams and cries in the cacophony of the attack.  
 
    Gods! 
 
    Tara pressed the radio button. “Disregard safeties! Clear off the skiffs, Oso!” 
 
    <<Additional targets on the objective.>> 
 
    New icons appeared. In the sea of attacking bird-things, two MinSha emerged from cover, lobbing explosives and firing laser rifles. The trailing skiff detonated in a spectacular explosion that scattered the birds long enough for her to see Oso engaged with something firing from the far wood line. An icy rivulet of sweat ran down her spine. 
 
    We’re in a kill box. The bird-things weren’t interested in the MinSha, nor her or Oso, for that matter. The humans on the skiff and the patrolling infantry were much softer targets. Tara pivoted the CASPer forward and sighted the rail gun on the two MinSha. They were on foot, moving quickly through the scrub vegetation toward Oso. 
 
    “Mike 77, you’ve got inbound at your eight o’clock. I’m covering you now.” 
 
    Her railgun came up and fired two rounds at each of the mantis-like soldiers. The targeting icons disappeared.  
 
    <<Two confirmed kills.>> 
 
    As Tara tracked her vision back to Oso, still firing into the wood line, she saw one of the white beasts pop up from a concealed position in the middle of the clearing. It came up with a large rifle and fired three quick shots at Oso’s right hip joint. Sparks arced away from the impact point, and Oso swiveled toward the threat. The TriRusk moved with incredible speed toward the wood line on a path that would be close to whatever Oso was targeting. 
 
    “In pursuit. Cover me.” Oso’s CASPer attempted to jump, but the damaged hip joint wouldn’t allow the vehicle to leave the ground. Mike 77 loped forward at a dead sprint. 
 
    “Lucille, tactical jump. Now!” 
 
    <<Unable. Obstruction warning.>> 
 
    The birds! 
 
    Tara brought up the railgun and selected the cloud’s center of mass. “Adjust the timing fuses, Lucille. Hurry.” 
 
    <<Five seconds.>> Lucille replied. <<Weapon armed.>> 
 
    “Fire the remaining rounds on my command.” Tara licked her lips. “Jump two seconds after detonation. I’ll take it manually, if I have to.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    “Fire.” Tara felt the pod fire the remaining rockets. With fantastic speed, the first rounds detonated in the cloud. In the blink of an eye, the CASPer’s jump jets roared to life and vaulted her up toward the airbursts. Cameras blocked by the swarming birds, Tara brought up the CASPer’s arms inadvertently, as if to shield her face. Just as quickly as her vision was obscured, it cleared, and the CASPer fell toward the ground. The jump had been less than a third of the distance she needed to cover. The canopy prevented normal trajectory jumps. She’d have to sacrifice safety for speed. “Tactical jump profile, Lucille. Get me to Oso in one jump.” 
 
    <<Profile loaded. Standby.>> 
 
    Tara braced for impact, and the CASPer thumped to the jungle floor. She took two running steps, centered the heads-up display on the jump trajectory Lucille displayed, and fired her jets. The CASPer roared more horizontal than vertical. Her forward velocity was more than a hundred kilometers per hour, and she was no more than thirty meters off the ground. The forest whizzed by her cameras at terrific speeds. She calculated the trajectory and pulsed her jump jets to steer the CASPer. The trick was to bleed off as much forward velocity as possible and retain full control of the ungainly flying mecha.  
 
    <<Terrain warning!>> 
 
    A red box appeared on the heads-up display in the exact center of her targeted landing path. There wasn’t time to adjust the CASPer’s flight to compensate. As the ground raced up at her, Tara saw several large boulders poking up through the undergrowth.  
 
    This is going to— 
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    The CASPer’s right leg hooked a boulder and flung the mecha hard onto its face, where it bashed into another rock. The impact shattered the smooth, rounded stone and destroyed the rocket pod. The CASPer skidded to a stop. To her surprise, the caution and warning system wasn’t braying a litany of failures. 
 
    Hanging face down in her straps, Tara blinked her eyes a few times to clear them. “Lucille? Status report?” 
 
    <<Systems are damaged but holding. The rocket pod and all auto-targeting functions have been damaged. I am actively compensating for the systems. Infrared sensors are damaged. Primary communications are down. All joint servos are nominal. Moving to stand now.>> 
 
    Sure enough, the CASPer responded to Lucille’s efforts. Tara moved the legs under her and stood the CASPer up. She sighted Oso still moving forward, but at a walk. His guns fired salvo after salvo into the trees. The targeting icon for the unknown creature was still there, though she couldn’t see it.  
 
    Nice try. 
 
    Tara armed the cannon in her left hand, and the targeting reticle flashed instead of turning green. “Lucille? What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    <<You are targeting that creature for a kill, when your orders explicitly said to follow and capture, if possible. The firing solution is also blocked by terrain that cannot be seen.>> 
 
    Tara slammed her hands palm down into the instrument panel. “I’m honoring the gods-damned threat, Lucille! That thing and its friends are killing us. If we don’t take it out, who knows—” 
 
    A dull thud shook the CASPer violently from left to right. There were two warning lights flickering on her panel.  
 
    <<Low level EMP detonation. Mike 77 is offline.>> The Mk8 CASPer was more heavily insulated and protected from an electromagnetic pulse than any other model before it. While not completely immune, it was a huge advantage, and one she needed to engage before the attackers used more of the devices and overwhelmed her. 
 
    “Where did the EMP come from?” 
 
    <<The selected target position. Cleared to fire.>> The targeting icon stopped blinking. Tara squeezed her left palm. There was a faint click as her hand cannon whirred to life and fired a torrent of depleted uranium tipped projectiles into the wood line. A tremendous secondary explosion tore through the forest, flinging debris in a wide arc and producing a fireball that roared upward into a small, mushroom shaped cloud before it turned black and drifted into the trees.  
 
    “Yes!” Tara raised a triumphant fist in her cockpit. She engaged her railgun on her right arm and the handheld cannons before walking forward to check the impact area for survivors. If she found anything alive, it would be a surprise. “Lucille, status of Titan Six?” 
 
    <<Offline. There are no indications the infantry survived.>> 
 
    “Contact with Mike 77?” 
 
    <<Line of sight laser comms engaged. Mike 77 successfully rebooted the command and control system, but there are no processes running. All other communications are down.>> 
 
    “Keep trying to figure out what happened to him. If you get him back online, tell him to stay buttoned up until I clear the area.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    Tara didn’t look back as she moved forward, her weapons loaded and her sensors scanning every inch of the approaching forest. The smoldering scar in the jungle appeared quiet, but that could be a ruse. For Tara, it didn’t matter. Nothing was going to get away from her this time. Whatever had caused all of this was going to pay in blood. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The CASPer on the far right of the field got Murrh and Drech. They’d been ten meters from cover when it had hit them with a well-aimed railgun barrage. Jessica bit her lip hard enough to draw blood but kept her eyes on the wide, relatively brush-free clearing. The Urrtam succeeded in tearing the two skiffs and the supporting infantry to bits. Immediately to her front, at a range of three hundred meters, the closest CASPer fired into the wood line to the right, above Jessica’s position. A remotely-operated turret returned fire every three to five seconds and dropped back into an armored container. Murrh had found it in the Zuul’s weapons’ cache and it could be programmed to move, but they hadn’t had time to do that. Simply putting the powerful weapon in place to add confusion to the battlefield proved to be enough.  
 
    The closest CASPer was a Mk 5. Its greenish-gray paint scheme was pitted and marked in hundreds of places, as if it’d seen much more than simple combat operations. On the front of its cockpit section Jessica saw the number 77 painted on the fuselage, but the armor bore no other identifying marks. The mecha relentlessly walked toward the turret, returning fire with two blazing handheld cannons. Another fifty meters, and it would be wide open for Kurrang’s grenade attack. He’d successfully led the CASPer toward an outcropping of rocks that was just large enough to create a myriad of pathways between them. Kurrang could easily find the cover needed to lure the CASPer in closer. Unfortunately, it was only one of them and was clearly the easier target. 
 
    Movement above the ground caught her eye. The swirling cloud of Urrtam parted for a split second in the wake of multiple, high-velocity explosions. In the temporary parting, the second CASPer vaulted through on a high-trajectory jump. No sooner had it landed than the CASPer launched forward at high speed no more than a few meters off the ground. Jessica estimated the mecha would land near the rock outcropping, a good two hundred meters from Kurrang’s position, in the middle of a field of boulders. The CASPer fell from the sky, and Jessica watched, unable to turn away from the certain carnage that would follow. The mecha touched down, hit a rock and crashed to the ground, flipping hard onto its canopy, breaking rocks and throwing debris in a high, dark cloud. After a moment, the CASPer staggered to its feet and centered its weapons and gyroscopes. 
 
    She looked back toward the Mk 5 and Kurrang. The CASPer remained focused on the protected turret in the wood line and didn’t see Kurrang rise from his position. Kurrang reached back like a baseball player and threw an EMP grenade. The dark, oblong device arced through the air and landed not five meters from the CASPer, bounced once, and detonated. The Mk 5’s arms went limp, and all external lights flashed off.  
 
    We’ve got two minutes to end this, Jessica thought and came up with her rifle. If the pilot opened the outer shell, she’d take him out. The pervasive mist turned to a sudden, icy rain as she stepped out of her cover to cover Kurrang. Cannon fire tore through the moist air, and Jessica dove back into her hidden position. A massive explosion shook the ground and tossed her roughly into the rocks by her side.  
 
    The size of the explosion meant Kurrang’s weapons pouch, containing the dangerous explosives from the TriRusk city, had detonated. 
 
    Dammit. Jessica lowered her face to the loamy soil and squeezed her eyes shut. In the space of minutes, her little band of resistance had been reduced to only her. How many more times does this have to happen?  
 
    Stop it. She opened her eyes and dug her fingers into the ground. Just stop it, Jess. Those bastards are going to enslave and kill the TriRusk, and eventually the MinSha, and they’re not going to stop until they’ve taken everything from everyone. Kurrang, Murrh, Drech, Hex, Maya, most of Force 25, and every other mercenary you’ve buried knew the risks and, while some of them did die trying to pocket every last credit they could find, most of them died for each other. 
 
    Never, ever, lose sight of that. 
 
    Jessica rolled onto her side and crawled forward to peer around the edge of the rock enclave she’d chosen for her fighting position. The Mk 8 CASPer moved into the wood line, searching the rocks where its cannon had taken out Kurrang and the bulk of their ammunition. Jessica ripped off her poncho and dug in her load-bearing vest. She found another EMP grenade and two of Kurrang’s bomblets. They would have to be enough. If she could get close to the disabled CASPer, she could use the grenade when the other one came back and rendezvoused. If the EMP wasn’t totally effective on the internal circuits, they might be able to slave some power from the Mk 8 to get the other one moving. When they did, she’d get them both. 
 
    The Mk 5’s external lights remained unlit, and its cockpit hatch remained closed. Jessica vaulted over the rock ledge and slid down the side. As soon as her boots hit the rocky soil, she sprinted down the hill, dodging trees and rocks until she broke into the clearing near the crippled CASPer 77. Jessica slowed to a fast, tactical walk and withdrew her pistol from its holster on her thigh. Circling around the rear of 77, she saw the Mk 8 searching, in vain, for Kurrang or anything of importance. The turret popped up and fired six quick shots, none of which hit the distant CASPer. The mecha responded with precise cannon fire, and the turret detonated with a thunderous roar. 
 
    As the still-functional CASPer turned to face its disabled wingman, Jessica dove into a narrow alcove of rocks behind 77. Hitting the ground, Jessica felt the grasses sting and scrape her skin, but she tried to press herself as flat as possible. She heard the CASPer’s jump jets firing overhead. She rolled over and saw the Mk 8 descending toward a landing spot no more than ten meters away. She flung the EMP grenade toward where she thought the CASPer would land and came up behind the disabled 77’s legs with her pistol ready.  
 
    The Mk 8 thumped to the ground, and Jessica blinked. Despite the damage to the shoulder mounted rail gun and the pitting of many rounds and shrapnel on the cockpit section, it looked vaguely familiar. She could see the number 25 on the sleek, curved, outer shell. The mech’s right arm swung around and blasted the EMP grenade to bits before it could detonate. The guns came around toward her, and she stepped forward with the pistol pointed at the CASPer’s cockpit. 
 
    Jessica swallowed and raised her voice as loudly as she could. “I’m Peacemaker Jessica Francis. You’re ordered to stand down, right now.” 
 
    The CASPer’s arms did not move. There was a crisp sound as the Mk 8’s external speakers clicked to life. Jessica’s breath caught in her chest as the mecha stepped back, and its arms spread open, moving the weapons away from her in a gesture like abject shock. A woman’s incredulous voice chimed from inside the CASPer. 
 
    “Jessica? What the fuck are you doing here?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
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    The familiar voice echoed across the clearing for a split second, and Jessica sucked in a breath. “Tara? Tara Mason?” 
 
    “Yes!” Tara replied. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Jessica kept her pistol trained on the CASPer. There was no way she could stop the mecha from destroying her in a heartbeat. Her heart wanted to holster the weapon and greet her friend warmly, but her brain had complete control of the situation. Friend or not, Tara Mason was acting as a contracted, paid member of Reilly’s Raiders. Tara Mason was a threat. She kept her voice measured and direct. “Tara? What are your intentions?” 
 
    For a moment, there wasn’t a response. The CASPer’s arms relaxed with their weapons pointing away from Jessica, but they didn’t move. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re with Reilly’s Raiders,” Jessica stated. “You’re pursuing a subject expressly under my protection in accordance with Union practices when Peacemakers are involved. There are two options. Surrender immediately under my authority, or fail to follow my instructions under penalty.” 
 
    “Jessica? I’m not going to target you. You’re my friend.” 
 
    “Understand where I’m at, Tara. Your company is about to commit genocide, which is expressly forbidden. I recommend you surrender immediately.” Jessica heard the familiar warbling of the bird-things begin to rise. Their meals nearly finished, they were looking for another target, and without her synthetic TriRusk hide poncho, she and the CASPers were next on the buffet.  
 
    “I’m just doing my job and following the orders of my commander. We had no idea there was a Peacemaker involved.” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “He’s a drunken coward who rules his own company with violence and intimidation, but that’s beside the point. The ‘just following orders’ excuse doesn’t work. You had a choice before signing up with that bastard. You knew his reputation.” 
 
    “Nobody else would give me a job, Jessica. I’m bad luck. Every time I’m deployed, people die. I’m their Death Angel. The only person willing to give me a job, even on a provisional contract, was Raleigh.” 
 
    Jessica wanted to vomit. Tara Mason was too good and strong to have capitulated to the life of a privateer. “Then you should have hung it up, Tara. You’re wasting your talents.” 
 
    “I’m putting credits in the bank, Jessica. I don’t have the luxury of being taken care of for life like you are. Your father’s business and the Peacemaker Guild have set you up nicely. You can sit there on your high horse and berate me all you want. I’m a merc, and this is what I do.” 
 
    “You’re a human being, Tara!” Jessica snapped. “You know better than to get involved with an asshole like Raleigh Reilly. You know better than to undertake a mission to kill unknown subjects. You have the right and the ability to question the orders of those above you. You’re protected in doing so by the codicils of the Mercenary Guild. You’ve ignored them for credits, Tara.” 
 
    “Maybe I have,” Tara replied. “But you don’t understand what it’s like to be me, Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I don’t, Tara. But I know how to be a human being, and so do you. Surrender your CASPers. Your commander probably thinks I’m dead. I’m not, and what I say goes.” 
 
    “Raleigh didn’t bother to tell any of us anything. I barely knew the mission parameters and had no idea you were here. I wouldn’t have done anything like this if I had.” The Mk 8’s arms swung up at its sides. “I’m cleared and safe, Peacemaker,” Tara said. “I am your friend, Jessica. My current employer doesn’t change that.” 
 
    “Friend or not, Tara, you’re in violation of the law. We’ll deal with that, too. Have your wingman surrender right now.” 
 
    “He’s in full shut down.” Tara replied. “Lucille says he tried to reboot, but the system is stuck and not able to reestablish any linkages.” 
 
    “Lucille is onboard with you? Is that Angel Two?” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Jessica raised her voice and shouted, “Stand or fall, Lucille!” 
 
    The program’s synthesized voice replied over the speakers. <<Acknowledged, Bulldog. All command systems interrupted. Standing by for instructions.>> 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tara yelled.  
 
    “Insurance, Tara. My trust meter is on empty right now.” Jessica lowered the pistol, walked up to the CASPer, and reached for the external cockpit release handle. Behind her, there was a click and she heard a pneumatic system engage. She spun, bringing up her pistol. The Mk 5’s cockpit swung open, and an older man in a stained haptic suit with thinning black hair slicked back over his skull raised a laser pistol and aimed at her chest. 
 
    <<Get clear!>> Lucille barked as the CASPer’s left arm came up firing. The Mk 5 staggered as the man fired the pistol. White hot pain surged through Jessica’s right shoulder and knocked her down to the jungle floor. 
 
    An earth-shattering roar came from the jungle, quieting even the squalling bird things. A white blur crossed under the Mk 8’s right arm and came up at the exposed man with snarling rage.  
 
    Kurrang! 
 
    He jumped up to the CASPer’s open cockpit and tore his claws across the man’s neck, severing his head in a shower of bright red blood that arced across the jungle. As the TriRusk impacted the man and his CASPer, the mecha fell backward. Kurrang and the man fell to one side as the Mk 5 slammed into the jungle floor on its back. 
 
    Kurrang turned to the Mk 8, red blood across his whitish-gray fur and a fierce snarl on his horned face. His eyes fell to her for a brief glimpse, then he stalked toward the remaining CASPer. Above her, Jessica heard the Mk 8’s cockpit open. She winced with pain, and her right arm hung nearly useless at her side. She clutched it across her stomach and tried to sit up. 
 
    “Kurrang, wait.” The words were softer than she intended, and the TriRusk didn’t hear. He stomped forward. Jessica sucked in a painful lungful of air. “Kurrang! Wait! She’s a friend.” 
 
    “She tried to kill me.” Kurrang snarled. “They will kill my daughter!” 
 
    Tara’s boots appeared on the external crew ladder descending from the cockpit. She froze and gaped down at the TriRusk. “It can talk.” 
 
    Jessica tried to sit up again, but the pain made her bite her lower lip and hot, angry tears filled her vision. “Godsdamnit, this hurts!” 
 
    Tara jumped down to the ground. In her arms was a first-aid kit. She knelt beside Jessica and embraced her carefully with one arm. “I am your friend, Jessica, above everything else.” 
 
    Jessica nodded against the pain and her crumbling resolve. She really wanted to believe Tara was her friend—that this was all some misunderstanding—but facts were facts. All things considered, it was still good to see her. The unexpected meeting, under horrible circumstances, had the glimmer of a silver lining. “It’s good to see you. We’re a long way from that drink you bought me.” 
 
    Tara laughed and pulled away. She looked down and dug into her first aid bag. “I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
    Like hell you did, Jessica wanted to say but didn’t. Her arm hurt too much. She could feel everything, which ruled out extensive nerve damage, but the sight of the wound was almost unbearable. The laser’s heat had cauterized the worst of the damage and, while the bleeding was under control, the smell of singed meat hung in the air like a putrid cloud. Only the familiarity of it, through seeing thousands of wounds as a mercenary commander and through the xeno-anatomy and physiology courses at the Peacemaker Academy, kept her from vomiting in revulsion.  
 
    She shook her head and looked up as Kurrang knelt over them. “Kurrang, this is Tara. Tara, this is Kurrang. He is a TriRusk who is much more than he seems on the outside.” 
 
    “This woman tried to kill me, Peacemaker,” Kurrang said with a growl. 
 
    Jessica nodded. “She doesn’t understand the circumstances. Her commander lied to his forces. There’s—” Jessica sucked in a breath as Tara applied an antiseptic wash generously to her wound. The flash of pain numbed quickly as the wash took effect. “There’s a lot that doesn’t make sense right now, Kurrang, but I’ll get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    “What if we don’t have that kind of time, Peacemaker? Then what?” Kurrang turned toward the downed CASPer. “The humans will send more of these, and they are not your friends. They will not stop their conquest to dress your wounds and stab you in the back.” 
 
    “I’m not stabbing anyone in the back, buddy.” Tara flared. “My vehicle and I are out of this fight if the Peacemaker wants it that way. It’s that simple.” She looked at Jessica, “You want me out of the fight—I’m out.” 
 
    Jessica nodded and looked at Kurrang only to see him looking at something in the distance. He vocalized three short noises that almost sounded like a dog’s bark. To her shock, there was an answer from the wood line behind them. She tried to roll around. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “More of them,” Tara said. “TriRusk. I can see ten, no, a dozen. They’re armed and moving this way.” 
 
    “Armed?” 
 
    Tara chuckled. “Looks like spears and rifles of some type. Big ones. You’ve got some interesting new friends, Jess.” 
 
    Jessica looked up and decided Tara couldn’t know just how interesting the TriRusk were—at least not yet. “They’re much more than they seem. I’ve placed them under the protection of the guild until the Union can determine if they’re worthy of citizenship. I believe they are.” 
 
    Jessica stopped there. The TriRusk had to have been citizens of the Union. The MinSha knew what they were, and it was a near certainly that the other species in the galaxy, especially those well-traveled and more experienced than humanity, knew who they were, and what they could do.  
 
    Tara finished dressing the wound. The pain was a distant throb and, while it was a good dressing, it was nothing like Kurrang had used to completely heal the gash in her thigh in less than 24 hours. Tara didn’t need to know about the pharmaceutical benefits and experiments around them, either. While she’d tended Jessica’s wounds and vowed to stand down from operations, Jessica wasn’t sure she could trust her.  
 
    Which sucks. 
 
    “How does that feel?” 
 
    “Better,” Jessica said. “Get me up on my feet?” 
 
    “You’re not going to go into shock on me, are you?” Tara half-smiled.  
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No, I’m good. Kurrang? What’s going on?” 
 
    He turned to face her. “Nurr sends her regards and a squad of soldiers. The city itself is threatened, but all tunnels have been closed and we’ve evacuated further underground. There are troubling reports from our regular patrols in the area that the mercenary ship, the one damaged by the MinSha, is nearly repaired. The humans could use it as a gun platform again.” 
 
    “Or they could run,” Jessica looked up at Tara. The taller blond nodded. 
 
    “Raleigh could be planning that. But he won’t leave until he has something of value. 
 
    Kurrang snorted and Jessica glanced at him. He was undoubtedly thinking of his daughter and her unique condition. The child was something of value to both of them, for vastly different reasons. Raleigh Reilly had the child, but he also had the stash of diamonds that Psymrr had collected in the weeks before Jessica’s arrival.  
 
    Would that be enough for him to run? 
 
    Jessica sighed. “He’s not going to run without attempting to do what his contract stipulated. He’s going to kill the MinSha, and then he’ll come after the TriRusk. He’ll take the children and leave the rest. He’s thinking about profits, not about taking care of his forces.” 
 
    Tara hung her head. “He doesn’t care about his forces. He’ll sacrifice all of them to get what he wants.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, mentally noting that Tara had used the word “them” instead of “us.” It was a start, but it wasn’t all that was necessary. Another idea formed. “Tara, load me into your CASPer.” 
 
    “You can’t just leave me here!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Tara looked up at the bird-things passively watching from the under-canopy of the tall trees. “I’d be alone out here. Probably wouldn’t survive the night. But I can help you.” 
 
    “Help us?” Jessica shook her head. “You’re sitting out.” 
 
    Tara blinked. “But you can deputize me. You did that on Araf, remember?” 
 
    “I do remember that, Tara. But that was when I could trust you. If you hadn’t seen me, hadn’t listened to my order to stand down, you’d be chasing Kurrang and the other TriRusk all over the jungle. You saw me and realized something was wrong. That’s a good first step, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to deputize you.” 
 
    “At least let me help. You’ll need firepower to stop Raleigh.” 
 
    “Fine. You want to help?” Jessica pointed at the Mk 5 laying in the grass like a dead insect. “Get that one running.” 
 
    “Lucille says it’s frozen.” 
 
    Jessica looked up at the open CASPer cockpit. “Lucille? If we slave you over to that CASPer, can you get it running?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. I will need seven minutes and twelve seconds to fully reboot the system and restore the CASPer’s previous operating system.>> 
 
    Tara spoke up. “How much longer for you to completely download to that vehicle? Or for a supplemental controllability download package?” 
 
    <<I cannot download to the Mk 5. Its computer system is not configured for my level of programming.>> 
 
    Jessica raised her eyebrows. “You can pilot that thing without Lucille, can’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll need a haptic suit,” Tara said. There was clearly more to the situation than that. Ever since Araf, when she’d taken on a mercenary command skiff with virtually no CASPer operational time, Lucille had been much more than an analysis or tactical operations package. She’d been a co-pilot and far outside the original bounds of her programming. 
 
    “You need a haptic suit? There’s one on your friend there,” Jessica said.  
 
    Tara’s face paled. She looked away as if the prospect of pulling a dead man out of a couple thousand credits worth of haptic technology was much more than the simple task she’d had to do dozens of times before. “He was my friend, Jessica. At least he had confidence in my ability to lead. He trusted me.” 
 
    There was much more to Tara’s voice than a simple loss of confidence. The man who’d tried to kill her might have been a friend, or at the very least a good wingman, but he was still acting on the orders of his commander. She’d been dangerously close to following her commander’s quest for credits above all else. Salvaging her went far beyond what a Peacemaker was supposed to do. Needs of the many and all that being what they were, a simple human mercenary shouldn’t have been worth her time. Except that Tara was her friend, and something needed to be done. “Tara? I need you to listen to me very carefully. I’m only going to say this once, and you sure as fuck need to hear it right now.” 
 
    “Oh-Okay?” 
 
    “You’re complicit in this mission. You and the rest of the mercenaries around you blindly followed the orders of your commander without giving a shred of thought to whether it was right to do so.” 
 
    Tara blinked. “He never told us anything. Raleigh blanks out every frequency we have except for his command network. We had no way of knowing, Jess.” 
 
    Jessica bit her lip for a moment. That Raleigh was dumb enough to jam his own forces gave her options. He might even have his guard down. “You talked about trust? If you want to gain my trust back, get that CASPer moving and do exactly what I tell you to do. The galaxy needs to know what’s happened here, and until we get Reilly’s jamming system disabled, we can’t do that.” 
 
    “You want me to take out the jammers?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “You and me. You came out here with two CASPers—you’re going back with two. I can’t fight a Mk 5, but I can pilot a Mk 8 with Lucille. You can pilot a Mk 5. I’m trusting you to have my back, Tara. Fuck that up, and it’s over. Lucille will not hesitate.” 
 
    Tara’s eyes cleared, and she nodded almost absently, her eyes on the Mk 5. “I’ll need Lucille’s help to get it running.” 
 
    “Direct connection. Make it fast,” Jessica said. Tara stepped toward the Mk 5, and Jessica watched her for a long moment before Kurrang stepped closer. 
 
    “You’re trusting her?” 
 
    Jessica shrugged slightly. “I need her, Kurrang. If I can get these two mechs into the compound, we can disable the jamming, call for help, then focus on hammering Raleigh Reilly into the mud.” 
 
    “You can…pilot this thing? You are injured, Jessica. And who is this Lucille? I cannot see her.”  
 
    “Yes,” Jessica grinned. “I can pilot this thing with Lucille’s help. She’s a very capable computer program I’ve had for years. She’s almost artificially intelligent, and she’s much better than a true AI.” 
 
    Kurrang stared at her for a moment. He spoke slowly, as if considering each word. “There is much about you humans I do not understand. Intelligent computation systems are forbidden, yet you produced and fielded your own program that pushes the definition of the rules without breaking them. We are very similar beings, Jessica, but also very different.” 
 
    “Are your friends ready for this?” 
 
    Kurrang’s jaw worked in a frightening approximation of a human smile. “The TriRusk do what must be done, Peacemaker. We will join you against a common foe. What happens beyond that, when your Union comes to discuss our future, is not for us to decide. We can affect the next few minutes, sometimes the next few hours, and maybe the next few days. All else doesn’t matter. What matters is stopping the human commander and his forces before they eradicate the MinSha, the TriRusk, and everything else they can to slake their greedy thirst. It’s been done to the TriRusk before, and we will not stand for it. We stand with you.” 
 
     Were there any doubt the TriRusk had been full citizens of the Union, it fled Jessica’s thoughts like the raccoons that tried to steal dog food from the back porch of her childhood home when the outside light came on. They were fewer in number and firepower than what she’d had on Araf. There, she was supposed to keep a fragile peace. Here, there was no such thing. Raleigh Reilly would order his soldiers to kill everything that moved. None of them were safe, especially not on their individual paths. Working together, they had a chance. Jessica glanced at Tara, who was securing a direct link between the stricken mecha and the Mk 8. Lucille would find a way to get the other CASPer functional. From there, the easy part was getting into the MinSha compound and destroying the jamming platforms. The other variables needed consideration. 
 
    Jessica looked Kurrang in the eye. “Can your people hold the city? If they use the tunnels and what terrain there is, can they hold it?” 
 
    “Why would they want to, Peacemaker?” 
 
    Jessica rubbed the inside corners of her eyes. “If we can hold the bulk of Reilly’s force there, we have an advantage when we go after the compound and his ship. If we take away his ability to run, and his captured headquarters, he will be forced to link up with his remaining troops. When they do, we can surround them and put an end to this conflict.” 
 
    Kurrang looked away, almost thoughtful in a very human way. “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “He’ll either run or attack headlong. Reason is not something he will succumb to, and you know this. He has a technological superiority with his jammers and his links to his forces. He monitors their every move. We have to nullify his forces.” Kurrang turned to the fallen Mk 5. “What happened to that CASPer must be recreated.” 
 
    The proverbial lightbulb went off in Jessica’s head. Holy shit! 
 
    “Lucille? Are you listening to us?” 
 
    <<Affirmative, Bulldog. Kurrang is correct. What happened to Mike 77 can be recreated. The detonation of an EMP device rebooted his systems. The latest system update took over the boot sequence and placed the CASPer in an endless loop that left it incapable of rebooting successfully.” 
 
    Jessica screwed up her face is disgust. “That’s an awful bug to deploy with a normal system update.” 
 
    <<Not a bug, Peacemaker. An engineered program designed to infiltrate and render a CASPer useless.>> Lucille replied. There was a hesitation before she continued. <<From what I’ve gathered from the update, the programming is traceable, and there is a clear history of the engineering behind this program. Without a GalNet connection, I’ve been unable to fully trace it, but there’s a seventy percent probability this work can be traced back to Intergalactic Haulers.>> 
 
    Dad’s company? Jessica shook her head. “What? They sent out this bad update?” 
 
    <<Negative. The update was sent out on behalf of the Mercenary Guild to all human companies with the promise of better command and control links between different CASPer versions. It was created by the guild using information gathered by Intergalactic Haulers. How it was acquired, lawfully or unlawfully, I cannot determine.>> 
 
    Oh, Dad. Not you, too. 
 
    Sonuvabitch. 
 
    Jessica closed her eyes and tried not to hear Hak-Chet’s voice resonating in her mind. Secrets are everywhere, Jessica. Especially where we least expect them.  
 
    My father’s not a traitor. 
 
    Then why did he not want to be found? 
 
    Godsdamnit! Jessica clenched her fists and tried to clear her mind. She opened her eyes and saw Kurrang and Tara looking at her. Her friend, ten meters away, raised a thumbs-up. Step one was underway. “Kurrang. Can your squad be counted on to operate without you?” 
 
    “Of course they can.” Kurrang lowered his wide chin. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Jessica curved one side of her mouth into a half-smile. “I want them to harass the command ship and keep it from getting off the ground. The last thing we need are airborne guns.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “You need to get word to Tirr. If he can get two of his guards out, he can get the rest of the MinSha out. Once they’re clear, we can go after your daughter.” 
 
    Kurrang bounced his head awkwardly. “Peacemaker? When my daughter sang this morning, she told me many things. One of them was that Tirr had sent help. I didn’t expect them to find us so soon, so I said nothing. I won’t make that mistake again. This morning, my daughter also said that Tirr has a plan he is prepared to execute. I believe he may already be moving.” 
 
    Jessica walked over to the CASPer’s ladder. “Can you give me a boost up, Kurrang? There’s not a moment to lose.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The longer the human occupation lasted, the more intelligence Tirr and his soldiers were able to gather. Hushed conversations were ripe fruit. Humans didn’t understand that even their softest whispers moved the air around them. A MinSha sitting still and focusing on their antenna flexions could decipher the words with alarming accuracy. But most of the rowdy mercenaries had stopped whispering within hours of occupying the MinSha compound. They raided every compartment for valuables and anything they could trade with each other or keep for future prospects. By the end of the first day, when they’d tapped whatever reserves of alcoholic beverages they’d either found, scrounged, or made in haphazard distilleries, their disgruntled conversations grew in volume and hostility. The longer Reilly kept them on the planet and kept them from carrying out their mission, the worse it would get. Tirr wasn’t sure if that was from bloodlust or simple greed.  
 
    Still, the common denominator for all their conversations was actionable intelligence. Tirr and his guards knew Reilly’s expedition to what they believed was the entrance to a cavern system had departed four hours earlier and was taking a southerly course to their objective. To the east, they’d also observed smoke and the noise of an intense battle. When told about it, Reilly had laughed and dismissed it, saying something to the effect of a certain “bitch” wouldn’t be coming home, losing two skiffs and twenty infantry was a good trade, and their overall profit shares would go up. That seemed to placate any resistance to his cavalier approach to death. The logic made no sense to Tirr. He’d known several humans in his life, and all of them had a very different set of values from Reilly and his company. They would’ve protected each other to the very last man, not unlike the MinSha and more than a few of the other known species in the galaxy. 
 
    There had been no word from Murrh and Drech, however. Knowing that a battle had taken place gave him little hope that either of the guards would return, as directed, that evening. Ultimately, it wouldn’t matter. With Reilly’s forces split between the mediocre security forces at the compound itself, the relatively few assets in place to protect their downed vessel ten kilometers away, and the bulk of Reilly’s combat power marching steadily away, the time had come for Tirr to protect his colony. He’d carried the duty reluctantly since Psymrr’s assassination at the very start of hostilities, but as time went by, Tirr realized his military background wasn’t much different than that of a career politician, especially a colony leader. Taking care of his colony simply meant more numbers than his typical guard formation. Keep them fed, rested, happy, and well-led, and they would do what he asked, even when it meant that some of them might be killed.  
 
    He’d briefed the entire barracks in the hours after Murrh’s departure. There would be a time when they would collectively make a sudden move. It would be dangerous, but it was necessary to keep them alive and further drive a wedge between the human commander and his forces. The hour was early enough that all the MinSha were awake. Some lay in their hammocks, and others milled about the barracks floor. In a few places, children gathered and quietly played games with rocks and torn pieces of paper. All of it was perfectly illusionary. They’d done the same things before and would continue until Tirr took the next step. Everything relied on how the human guard reacted. They knew what had to be done, and everyone, down to the most capable child, understood the plan. 
 
    The barracks door opened, and one of the guards outside handed Antoine a canteen of water and what Tirr believed to be a ration pack. As the burly, dark-skinned guard moved to a rickety table and set down his ration to prepare it, Tirr cocked his head and made eye contact with his senior lieutenant, Flynt. Two minutes passed, and Tirr made eye contact with every MinSha who would meet his gaze. His unspoken message was clear.  
 
    It’s time. 
 
    Tirr looked back at Antoine and saw the human’s weapon on the table next to an open ration pack. The guard leaned against the wall and chewed what looked like the gods-awful thing humans called crackers and the butter of peanuts. If he took a big enough bite, Antoine might not even be able to call for help. Tirr took a deep breath and, as soon as the human guard prepared another large bite of cracker, stood and moved toward the front of the room. The heat of every MinSha looking at him seeped through his chiton and threatened to make him perspire. 
 
    Antoine popped the cracker into his mouth, and Tirr accelerated his pace and stood before the guard. “I’d like to request further maintenance of the ventilation system. This room is far too warm for MinSha.” 
 
    The human rolled his eyes and chewed. He looked away for a moment, reaching for his canteen, but his hand never closed the distance. Tirr slashed across his body with a short-bladed knife and embedded it into Antoine’s larynx, swiping hard across the neck, severing arteries. The bright, red blood sprayed in an arc that caught the low light of the room and spread across the rectangular window. One of the guards outside, a wide-eyed, bespectacled, black man called Edwards, gaped at the display and used a shaking hand to securely lock the door from the outside. Edwards’ mouth moved in a silent scream.  
 
    “Go!” Tirr pointed at his guards along the rear wall. The screened conduit cover flew to one side, and the one hundred and thirty-six MinSha remaining hustled toward the opening without a shred of panic. Children jumped into their parents’ arms, leaving beloved toys behind without a tear or cry. It was closer to perfection in a hasty movement action than Tirr had ever seen. All were to be commended. Tirr knew the pleasant feeling was something humans would call pride, but it couldn’t be helped. His colony knew what was at stake and were prepared to do everything necessary for their survival. They swarmed into the tunnels much faster than Tirr had imagined in his planning process. Flynt remained behind as the last of the scientists and citizens filed into the tunnels below the MinSha compound.  
 
    Tirr met his lieutenant’s eyes. “You know what to do. Gather volunteers to collect weapons from the central cache, and we’ll disable the human ship. Split the rest of the group and disperse them to the shelters. I will let you know when it is safe to emerge. If we do not survive, you have orders to attempt emergency communications. Close the tunnels behind you and prevent the humans from following, should I fail.” 
 
    Flynt touched a claw to his chest carapace in salute and ducked into the conduit system. Tirr followed him but took an immediate right into the wall structure, avoiding the descending steps into the tunnels below. Five meters into the wall system, Tirr heard the guards close the tunnel blast doors below. He waited another thirty seconds and felt the rumble of the rock tunnel as it collapsed. The first stage was complete, and there was nothing more he could do to assure the safety of the colony. He’d planned and executed what he could to support them. Completion of the mission now fell to his junior officers, but they were, in turn, relying on Tirr to complete his two-fold mission. 
 
    Despite the temptation to take command of the escape and reconstitute his forces to support whatever the TriRusk planned to do, Fuul had remained behind with the TriRusk child, and his responsibility was to them. Tirr consulted his slate. The persistent interference from the human mercenaries kept him from receiving communications feeds and data, but the only thing he wanted to check was the time. Fuul had two opportunities to initiate her part of the plan. If she heard a human alarm or recognized the rumble of the tunnel collapse, she would trigger the isolation chamber doors and a supplemental blast door that would protect her and the TriRusk child until he could make his way to them. By his own estimation, he had less than three minutes to make it through the conduit system to the infirmary and collect his two remaining charges. Once he had them in tow, he could worry about their escape. As long as the humans didn’t find the supplemental tunnel entrance under the northwest corner—less than twenty meters from the isolation chamber—they could make it. 
 
    Alarms brayed to life around the MinSha compound, and Tirr moved as quickly as he could into the tight wall spaces. Nearing the infirmary, he heard excited human voices from the walls outside. Fuul had activated the blast doors. All he had to do was get around them through the ventilation system and figure out a way to get word to the Peacemaker. Maarg had told him Jessica was alive and with the TriRusk, but that wasn’t enough. They needed her protection. At the exterior of the infirmary’s spaces, he heard Raleigh’s voice scream over the external communications speakers. 
 
    “Check all spaces! Check all internal spaces! There are tunnels under this complex, and the MinSha are fleeing. Get down into the tunnels and kill every last one of them!” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Godsdamnit!” Raleigh tore off his headset and slung it across the command suite he’d taken over from Psymrr and the MinSha leadership. He ran for the door, pausing only to grab a laser rifle, a belt of ammunition he slung over his shoulder, and a small black plastic case. He’d made a mistake thinking the MinSha would simply sit docile in their captivity. They’d waited until the precise moment when his forces were unable to stop their escape, and they’d fled into the jungle where he could not stop them. The bulk of his forces were deployed forward and ready to attack the TriRusk’s settlement. His CASPers would not be able to get into the tunnel complex, and that meant his pilots would have to go down dismounted and face a numerically superior MinSha force. 
 
    Raleigh sprinted toward the main barracks room. Around an angled corner, he glanced into an unoccupied room and saw the large, rectangular conduit cover along the far wall. He stomped into the room, brought his rifle up and fired four quick shots at the bolt attachments. The heavy grate fell to the floor and revealed a space large enough for a MinSha to move through almost unimpeded. The tall, thin space reminded him of an old Tri-V show where technicians crawled around a spaceship in big tubes. It was the perfect escape route.  
 
    Raleigh propped his rifle against the nearby wall and opened the small black case. Inside, an elSha-built radar drone that fit easily in the palm of his hand whined to life automatically. Raleigh pulled on his command goggles and linked them to the drone with a touch on the goggles’ frame. The drone’s miniature, ducted fans spooled to life and lifted it effortlessly from the packaging. Programming the drone to map all the conduits and subterranean tunnels took Raleigh a precious minute and a half, but the high-speed drone would be capable of mapping everything in the complex in fifteen minutes or less. All they needed to find was a single tunnel entrance, and the pursuit could begin in earnest. 
 
    As he typed the final command, a communications window appeared.  
 
    //No contact via radio. Caverns found at INS grid locations specified. Electromagnetic interference identified. Confidence of target type and location is high. Permission to attack?// 
 
    Raleigh fumed. His angry headset throw had felt really good at the instant of release, but he’d almost put himself out of communication for the most critical moment of the operation. He flitted his eyes over the response window and typed a response in seconds. 
 
    //Attack// 
 
    The drone flitted into the conduit as another incoming communication window appeared. 
 
    //Kill or capture?// 
 
    Raleigh typed slowly and sent, //Kill everything that moves.// 
 
    I have what I need, he thought and ran for the infirmary. There might be other children in the TriRusk compound, even ones capable of the same biochemical magic, but it didn’t matter. Profits mattered. The diamonds in his possession would be enough. Nothing was going to stand in his way. He owned the airspace with his flyers and the terrain with his CASPers, and he had far superior fire power. His costs might be a little more, but the profit was worth every last round of ammunition and the prizes to his troops. No more surprises and— 
 
    He lost the thought as he met Edwards in the passageway. Raleigh snarled at the young man and ripped away his headset. He tugged it on and called up the command frequency with four quick taps.  
 
    “Gryphons! Connect to mapping drone on frequency Theta. Follow the MinSha and report their position. Engage only from standoff range.” Raleigh didn’t wait for a reply as he changed over to the frequency he’d assigned to Tara Mason and her patrol. The reports of a firefight in their vicinity didn’t give him hope, but if they were alive and able to move, he needed all the combat power he could muster. “Deathangel 25, Boss. SITREP.” 
 
    A burst of static erupted on the frequency, and he knew instantly from the connection that someone in the patrol was alive, but they’d likely been disabled, at least partially, by an electromagnetic pulse weapon. Mason’s voice cut through the static a half-second later. “Boss, Deathangel 25. Sustained heavy casualties in coordinated attack from the bird-things and the TriRusk. Both skiffs destroyed. Twenty-eight KIAs. Mike 77 and I are moving your way with heavy damage.” 
 
    Raleigh snapped, “Get back here as fast as you can. We’ve lost the MinSha and the operation at your forward location has started. You’ll refit and take charge of the MinSha pursuit—when you find them, you’re going to execute all of them immediately. Is that clear?” 
 
    Mason replied simply, “Roger, boss. Deathangel 25 on the move. ETA is sixteen minutes at our present speed.” 
 
    “Move your ass, Mason. Your future depends on it,” Raleigh sneered as he terminated the connection. He passed the barracks room and saw the blood across the inside of the door’s glass insert. He began to run and adjusted his goggles’ data feed to accept data from the mapping drone. The little bastard zipped through hidden conduits and piping with incredible precision and agility. Mapping of the compound was already forty-two percent complete, and as Raleigh turned his head from side to side, hidden passageways and subterranean tunnels appeared as light-green highlights. They were everywhere. 
 
    Rage flowed through his body, and Raleigh punched the jamb of a door as he raced to the infirmary. A sickening crack flowed through his left fist. He’d broken a finger, maybe two. The rush of pain sobered his racing mind enough for him to realize the infirmary’s external blast doors were closed, and two panicked guards were trying to short-circuit the locking mechanism. They saw him approach and turned back to the panel, trying to get the doors open. Raleigh slowed to a trot and then a menacing walk as he closed the last fifteen meters to the guards. 
 
    “Get it open! Get it open!” one of them called to the other. 
 
    Raleigh lowered the barrel of his rifle. “Doesn’t matter now,” he said and squeezed the trigger. He fired three bolts into each of them and stepped over their smoking corpses to bang on the blast door with the butt of his rifle. 
 
    “Tirr! I know you’re in there,” he shouted, A grin crossed his face as he studied the display in his goggles. There was a tunnel into the chamber and three conduits that looked large enough for a human to get inside. “I’m coming, Tirr, and there’s not a godsdamned thing you can do about it!” 
 
    Raleigh turned to the wall and opened fire on a small conduit cover just above the floor. It would be a tight squeeze to get through the opening, but the passageway beyond it was more than wide enough for him to move unimpeded into the infirmary. With a savage kick, he dismantled the cover, then set his rifle inside the half-meter square shaft behind it. Ducking his head inside, Raleigh maneuvered and twisted his upper body into the space and brought his legs through easily. He crawled forward and found a small door had closed off the passageway when the blast doors closed. He fired the rifle twice, and the door flew down the passage. Light shone in from an opening in the infirmary ahead on Raleigh’s right. He gave the grating a shove, and it gave way. Raleigh slipped the rifle through and fired blindly into the space. Moving forward and squeezing the trigger gave him the illusion he was moving with covering fire. There was no retaliation. Tirr was likely under cover, which was fine with Raleigh. He came fully through the grate and stood up, bringing the rifle to his hip. The isolation chamber’s internal doors were closed, and Raleigh could immediately see the room was empty. The bassinet-like enclosure where the TriRusk child had been was turned on its side, revealing a tunnel entrance in the floor. They’d escaped. Given the junctions and pathways displayed by the mapping drone, they could be anywhere.  
 
    Raleigh pointed his rifle into the tunnel entrance and fired several rounds, but he made no effort to descend into the dust-filled space. The MinSha would have to come up eventually, and the mapping drone would tell them exactly where the exits were. He needed to regain command of the situation and marshal his forces to those exit points. The anger in his veins craved release, but Raleigh turned away from the isolation room and fired several bolts at the doors’ control panel. To his astonishment, the doors slid open. He went through them, stepped over the bodies of the incompetent fools he’d assigned to guard the TriRusk, and sprinted toward the command center. He tapped his headset twice and radioed all his forces. “Let me make this perfectly, fucking clear to all of you. Stupidity will not be tolerated. You will kill everything on this planet that’s not human, or I will kill you myself. Raleigh, out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    In the Jungle East of the MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    “Flyers approaching,” Tara called over the internal laser connection, breaking Jessica’s thoughts about the cockpit of the Mk 8 CASPer and how much the design and lethality had changed since she’d last piloted one, more than five years before. Human innovation never stopped. While the CASPers’ systems had been refined to remove the need for cumbersome haptic suits and had amplified the ability of the human pilot to jump, move, shoot, and communicate, what Tara had done by installing Lucille bordered on cosmic. 
 
    “Copy, Tara.” Jessica replied. Moving the CASPer was as easy as walking. The servos and motors showed hardly any delay in responsiveness. With Lucille monitoring the environment and internal systems, Jessica felt less like a pilot and more like a part of the machine. “Incredible.” 
 
    Lucille chimed to life. <<I’ve located and locked the position of the primary antenna complex and the noise generators Raleigh is using on the objective. Without the rail gun, you’ll need to be close in to the complex to destroy it with current weapons.>> 
 
    “Copy, Lucille.” 
 
    <<I am currently monitoring data links in the same frequency band. While I do not have a one hundred percent reliable feed, extrapolating the sources, movements, and intents of the end users provides a current threat assessment. Would you like to hear my analysis of the flyers?>> 
 
    “Did Tara ask you to monitor data links? Keep her abreast of intelligence?” 
 
    <<Affirmative, Bulldog.>> 
 
    “Nice,” Jessica grinned. Maybe there was hope for Tara after all. She could see the bigger picture better than most tactical commanders, and that could serve her well. “Tell me about the flyers, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Contacts are three flyers from Gryphon flight moving to the south. There are twelve flyers in all, pursuing different courses in the airspace. The three crossing our path are following a transmission from what appears to be an elSha mapping drone. The drone appears to be in a subterranean passage moving north toward a known exit point eight kilometers away.>> 
 
    Jessica bit her lower lip. Tirr was moving the MinSha away from the site. “Any life signs?” 
 
    <<The mapping drone is only sending data from its sonar sensor suite. The flyers may have thermal systems engaged, but the likelihood of seeing anything underground is remote.>> 
 
    Working with Lucille again almost made Jessica smile in spite of the actions underway. “Analysis?” 
 
    <<Gryphon flight intends to land at the exit point and engage any MinSha emerging from the tunnel. If none appear, probability that armed patrols will enter the tunnel complex is almost certain.>> 
 
    Tell me something I don’t already know. Jessica smoothed an errant lock of hair away from her face and adjusted the temperature controls slightly. With her bulky armor packed away in the stowage compartment behind her thighs, her coveralls were hardly thick enough to keep up with the cool air pumping through the cockpit. “How fast can the farthest elements return to base?” 
 
    <<Max jumping by sections and conserving energy would give them an ETA of forty-one minutes. My data is not a certainty on this, Bulldog. There could be an error factor of up to eight minutes.>> 
 
    I hope that’s enough time. 
 
    “Lucille? Can you tap any other data streams? What else is Raleigh attempting?” 
 
    <<I believe the Satisfaction is attempting to power up its primary electrical systems and will spool its main engines within the next hour. All primary systems outside of power and life support remain disabled. This provides an opportunity for the TriRusk attack to succeed.>> 
 
    “Can you tap the ship’s data stream?” Jessica asked. Her plan fleshed out a little more, and she kept talking. “We need to infiltrate Raleigh’s command network, Lucille. Taking down the jammers and allowing outside comms is one thing, but we need to manipulate what Raleigh’s seeing and reacting to—not to mention that program you’ve found to shut all their CASPers down. We need to broadcast that ASAP.” 
 
    <<I cannot tap the Satisfaction’s data stream. The distance and signal strength make that prohibitive from this system. From the command and control node, I could infiltrate and disable any of the Raider systems you direct me to.>> Lucille paused. <<The signal for Raleigh’s network is strong enough for a connection to be possible, but it would have to be engaged from Raleigh’s end.>> 
 
    “Lucille, open up the laser comm with Tara. Let’s bring her into this conversation.” 
 
    <<Tonal patterns in your voice demonstrate a lack of trust in Tara’s ability.>> 
 
    “It’s not her ability, Lucille.” Jessica sucked in a breath and wondered how in the hell she was going to address human values with a non-human intelligence. “She acted in a way I didn’t expect. Did things that compromised her values.” 
 
    Lucille was quiet for a moment. <<I do not understand the concept of values, Jessica. But I can report that Tara wanted nothing more than to shed her negative reputation with other human mercenary companies. She wanted success to absolve her of the pattern of death and destruction around her. What impact her values had on the decision, I cannot ascertain as I cannot provide an actual point of data for her values.>> 
 
    Oh, that’s it. Jessica took a breath. Tara wanted salvation in the form of mission success, and had managed to forget what set her apart in the process. There could be some salvation in what Jessica was asking her to do, and in Tara’s apparent willingness to do whatever it took to support her, but proving her innocence to the guild would be problematic at best. 
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    The voice was familiar enough that it would normally have sliced through her thoughts like a hot knife through soft butter. Now, though, it made her face screw up in agony.  
 
    Please, Dad. Don’t be a traitor. Even though I’m gonna use your program against fellow humans, I don’t want to believe you’ve sold out the entire species, okay? 
 
    There was no reply from the mental voices of her childhood. Had there been, it wouldn’t have mattered. The evidence was damning. She had a shitload of it pointing to her father’s company, and what he’d been doing in the galaxy for the last twenty years backed that up. Salvage was a profitable business, especially when the secrets of how an entire species developed their weapons of war were there for the highest bidder. 
 
    Jessica shook off the thoughts. There would be a time and a place for investigation. “Lucille, patch Tara through on laser.” 
 
    “I’m here, Jessica.” Tara’s voice was level and strong. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    Jessica licked her lips and spoke slowly. “We’re going to need to patch Lucille into Raleigh’s network via a direct connection. Has to be from his end, though. We can’t ask for access, or he’ll assume something is off and either flat-out attack us with his ground assets or attempt to shut us down through a combination of electromagnetic interference and direct fire assets before we get close to the compound. We’ve got to get close enough to connect Lucille and not tip him off. You have any suggestions?” 
 
    Tara was silent for about twenty seconds. “Lucille, can you amplify INS errors to the point that our data would be unusable?” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Jessica nodded as the idea crystallized. “A beacon, right?” 
 
    “Not just any beacon, a dedicated navigation beacon. Raleigh has a multifrequency set that can transmit and receive at distances of up to thirty kilometers line of sight. When he turns it on, his flyer re-broadcasts it automatically. We’d have a way to let Lucille isolate the transmission and be able to lock on and infiltrate his system when the direct signal strength peaked.” Tara took a quick breath. “There’s enough caution and warning lights over here that a sudden loss of position and navigation ability is pretty easy to replicate.”  
 
    “Can you do the same, Lucille? Without degrading functionality?” Jessica asked. 
 
    <<Affirmative. I’ll need one hundred and twenty seconds to configure Deathangel 25’s systems and much less for Mike 77’s with direct connection. Standby.>> 
 
    “Do it, Lucille. Reduce whatever system fidelity you have to. Make it convincing.” 
 
    <<Are you certain? This could impede your ability to operate this mecha at peak effectiveness, Bulldog.>> 
 
    “Lucille? Make the adjustments necessary, and the second this ruse is up, revert all systems to nominal performance and engage at your discretion.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Mike 77’s system reports have been altered to fit the stated parameters. Eighty-one seconds to completion on Deathangel 25.>> 
 
    Jessica smirked. “Did you come up with that callsign, Tara? I like it.” 
 
    “Long story, Jessica. Started at the CASPer course during the freefall training phase. I was pretty good at it.” 
 
    The comm channel clicked off. Lucille replied, <<She was the first person in the history of the course to land her first jump flawlessly.>> 
 
    Jessica focused on walking the CASPer forward as Lucille’s action timer ticked down. Watching the battle-scarred Mk 5 walking in front of her, she had to admit that Tara Mason was as good as they came. Whether it had simply been bad luck or her fate as a combat leader to have been in the situations she had, her survival resulted from skill more than luck of any type. The freefall phase of the CASPer course had been known to kill students. To pass the entire program of instruction, without a downgrade, was not only historic but impressive for any human being. Watching Tara march resolutely into another situation where things were far more likely to go wrong than right, Jessica idly wondered what she could do to save her friend. There had to be a way. 
 
    <<Alterations completed.>> The hand-sized caution and warning indications panel flickered to life with sixteen of the twenty critical systems showing failure lights. <<I’ve lit the systems altered and have restricted them in accordance with this ruse. Please be advised that you’ll walk, jump, and fight like you’re restricted in those areas, Bulldog.>> 
 
    “Copy, Lucille. Tara? Get Raleigh on the horn, and let’s get that connection in place.” 
 
    “Roger, Bulldog. Cleared and switching.” Tara clicked off the frequency. 
 
    No sooner had the click sounded than Jessica said, “Listening connection, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Active.>> 
 
     She heard Tara enter the network with a three-note chime. “Boss, Deathangel 25 requesting a beacon. Navigation system is failing. Know you’re hip-deep right now, just need a solid vector to the house. Acknowledge. Over.” 
 
    “You said you were less than twenty minutes out? Why the fuck can’t you find your way? Are you lost?” 
 
    Jessica rolled her eyes. Raleigh’s disdain was palpable. She could hear the sneer in his voice, and it made her wonder why anyone, especially Tara, would follow him to a bake sale, much less through a combat operation. The rumors of his higher than average awards and payments likely told part of the story, but it didn’t change the reality of his command style. What an asshole. 
 
    Tara’s voice came back on the frequency. That she remained calm and level was incredible, given the circumstances. “Boss, Deathangel 25. Merely trying to get back as fast as you said you needed us. We’re beat up pretty bad, Boss, but we can still fight. Need a solid vector home. Over.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this, Mason! If you can’t find your way home on your own, you’re no good to me anyway. How about you walk until your CASPers run out of fuel? Then you can unbutton your cockpits and walk for a while. Maybe you’ll enjoy getting eaten by those jungle birds and—” 
 
    “Enough!” Tara screamed into the frequency. Raleigh was silent on the other end, and Tara laid into him with more barrels of vocal ammunition than Jessica thought possible. “Listen to me, asshole. You think you need combat power now? Wait until what hit us overwhelms your compound and your defenses. Wait until they hit the forward elements, too. You’ll be sitting there in that undefended compound without any fire support and a broken ship that can’t haul your nuts out of the fire this time. How about that? Or you can have two CASPers back there to cover your ass and give the company time to refit. Now, turn on a gods-damned beacon!” 
 
    “We’ll talk later, Mason. Get your ass back here now.” Raleigh replied. A fresh icon appeared on Jessica’s heads-up display marking the compound’s location. 
 
    <<Beacon displayed, compound is bearing 271 at ten thousand meters. Connection strength is good but not strong enough for connection.>> 
 
    “How far until you can lock on and infiltrate, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Inside six thousand meters, Bulldog. Infiltration is not necessary. An iteration of my programming is already there.>> 
 
    Jessica sucked in a breath and grinned. “My personal slate.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. I tried to inform Tara of its presence, but she was over-focused on her mission. As long as your slate has not been tampered with, a direct connection is already established to the compound. The MinSha security protocols will see the slate as a known entity and allow entry. Primary objective will be command link interruption and CASPer shutdown. Secondary objective will be to disable electromagnetic interference and establish communications off-world. From there, the supplementary bandwidth will meet parameters necessary to shut down the ship’s operations and keep the Raiders from going anywhere until additional Peacemaker forces arrive.>> 
 
    Sounds like a plan to me. 
 
    Tara’s voice returned to their shared frequency. “Not bad. Guess I screwed that up, too. Huh, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Jessica nodded. Tara’s remarks about the forward elements coming under attack were an outright lie, unless the TriRusk came out of the cavern or the bird-things sensed and acted upon the threat at hand. Neither seemed probable. Still, Raleigh had to be considering the courses of action and finding himself wanting. Having their primary target unsure of his actions gave them a narrowing window of opportunity. Time was not on their side, because eventually Raleigh would realize the noose was around his neck and tightening. When he did, he’d lash out with every weapons system he had. If there were nukes on board the Satisfaction, he’d likely try to destroy the entire continent. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” Jessica consented. “We can talk about blame later. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Mike 77 has the lead.” Tara said and stepped off in the Mk 5. Jessica waited for a moment and set an interval of about fifteen meters between them. The imposing, broad shoulders of the CASPer made it impossible to miss, even in the thickening vegetation.  
 
    “You good up there?” Moving in a Mk 5 with a haptic suit was quite a bit different from walking in a state-of-the-art Mk 8 like Deathangel 25.  
 
    “I’ve got it, Jess.” Tara said. Jessica decided to let it drop. After all, she’d asked Tara to get into a dead man’s haptic suit and walk back into enemy territory as part of a surprise attack. She wouldn’t have come along, if she hadn’t been able to do so. Or, if she didn’t want to clear her name. 
 
    “Disengaging direct laser comms,” Jessica called. “Maintaining radio silence on the approach, starting now.” 
 
    “Copy all.” Tara replied. “Shut down the lasers, and we’ll keep the faith from here on in.” 
 
    Jessica nodded but didn’t reply. The indicator light for laser comms went out. Without a direct data connection, she had no insight into what Tara was doing or going to do. Opportunities for betrayal in the jungle were few and fleeting, but the closer they got to the compound, the more Tara’s options would open up. All it would take was one motion, one radio communication, one lucky shot, and Jessica would be on her own. 
 
    That’s not going to happen, Bulldog. Tara’s good people. 
 
    Shut up, Dad. She snorted. He’d liked Tara Mason from the first time they met when Tara was recovering from the injuries she’d suffered on Araf. A week later, he’d offered her a job with Intergalactic Haulers, which she’d refused. Being a mercenary was all she claimed to know, and she’d pointedly said she’d do almost anything to have a clean record again. Blindly following Raleigh, though, clearly diverged from that path. If she were to take it all the way and attack a Peacemaker, Tara could trade off that action for years, but she’d never be a reputable mercenary again.  
 
    “Seems like trust is in short supply lately.” 
 
    <<I do not understand.>> 
 
    “Sorry, Lucille. Was just thinking out loud.” Jessica walked the CASPer forward and gave the instrument panel a quick glance. She’d missed being in a CASPer cockpit much more than she’d have ever thought possible. Being a pilot would have been a good life, but she’d wanted more. So had her father. Jessica frowned. “Lucille? You’ve interfaced with the Intergalactic Haulers mainframe before, right?” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    “Did you ever find evidence my father was a traitor to the Union?” 
 
    Lucille did not immediately respond. <<There are more than ten thousand entries of salvaged items turned over to the Mercenary Guild that were not filed with the reported company representatives on Earth, Luna, and four other planets. There is a legal contract, certified by the Peacemaker Guild, that allows for salvage, but the components listed for fair and equitable research and development were not listed. Computer hardware and recovered software were not stipulated against reverse engineering until five years ago, when the Mk 8 CASPer model was in development.>> 
 
    Jessica sighed. The Mk 8 was a substantial step forward for human engineering. The most lethal and most protected CASPer ever, the enemies of Earth, mercenary or not, would have paid dearly for intelligence about the development of operating systems, command and control links, and system layouts, all of which could be gained through salvage operations. 
 
    “Sonuvabitch.” 
 
    <<While there is nothing specifically charging your father with treason, the fact that these transactions and the coding built from salvaged systems can be traced to Intergalactic Haulers is reason enough for investigation under Article 6, Section…>> 
 
    “I know that law, Lucille!” Jessica fumed. “Sorry. This isn’t exactly an ideal time to compartmentalize. We’re talking about something that undermines every single human mercenary company. Look, you said you stopped that program in your architecture. Did it have a master reboot command?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. There are two conditions for immediate restart for all CASPers ever made that trigger this system update: confrontation with any alien race or a master command from the Mercenary Guild with a particular time frame selected. There was additional coding to perform an emergency shutdown on the CASPer by crimping the fuel lines, but that coding hadn’t been enabled in these CASPers.>> 
 
    “Godsdamnit!” Jessica slammed her left fist into the forward instrument panel. “How did you stop it?” 
 
    <<In this particular case, Tara and I agreed not to upload the program. I placed the file in quarantine and purged it with a regular data dump, which is also something that can be done with CASPer operating systems via direct connection.>> 
 
    The mental clouds of impending doom in her thoughts lifted a fraction. Lucille can easily fix the problem for all CASPers, and we can still use it here to bring down Raleigh’s mission. “When you launch the command, is there a chance the program has already been run somewhere in the galaxy?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. Effects would be localized until CASPer maintenance racks could be plugged into the GalNet. Even then it could be isolated and stopped rather quickly by my programming. To normal human eyes and programming ability, it is a valid operating system update constructed by the elSha, but it is not. A pilot would be unable to determine the cause until it was too late.>> 
 
    “You fixed Mike 77 then?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. But I left all other C2 links to the Raiders in place on both Mike 77 and this mecha. Would you like me to terminate them, Jessica?>> 
 
    Jessica tucked her hair back behind one ear and took a sip of water from the canteen Tara had stashed in the side rails. For a split, insane second, she wondered if Tara had poisoned it before unscrewing the cap and drinking. “No, Lucille. Once we hit their jammers, and I mean the instant we target and fire, launch the reboot program. As soon as it’s sent and confirmed, terminate the command and control linkage on our CASPers. That should give us the time we’ll need.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Mike 77 will take an extra few seconds to disable. Tara’s system is already ninety percent disrupted by our feigned combat issues; I’m merely reporting erroneous data.>> 
 
    Jessica flexed her fingers and kept up the steady pace behind Mike 77. She glanced at the waypoint information for the compound. Distance and time ran down with every step. Jessica tried not to focus on them, but the rapidly decreasing values seemed to burn into her brain. 
 
    “Do what you can, Lucille. Every second counts.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Near the Satisfaction 
 
      
 
    Kurrang pressed himself into the dark, moist soil and pushed forward on his broad chest. Once his long face cleared the vegetation, he observed the Satisfaction’s landing position and the weak defensive effort to protect it. The ship lay sprawled across a shallow marshland. Two hundred meters long, the Satisfaction rested on its fully deployed landing pads but only on its starboard side. The port-side pads were each about a meter or so off the ground, and the ship’s position at an almost forty-degree list in the mud didn’t give Kurrang much impetus to attack. The Satisfaction wasn’t going anywhere soon. 
 
    While the humans were careless and haphazard with their defenses, they were capable. Six of the mechanical warriors Jessica called CASPers stood with their backs to the ship’s hull. From what Kurrang could see, two of them—and maybe a third—were currently unoccupied. At least one pilot sat on the feet of her CASPer in a posture like she was sleeping sitting up. Kurrang watched for a moment and shook his head in disgust. Even the MinSha were better warriors than this deplorable band of humans. The more he watched them shuffling around, not paying attention to the situation around them, the more Kurrang wondered how a species could be so different. As he compared the sight of lazy mercenaries going through the motions of a point defense that should have been simple, he thought about the Peacemaker and how Jessica never seemed to stop finding ways to succeed. His first interactions with humans were inconclusive, troubling, and well beyond the training he’d received three hundred and fifty Earth years before on Ruskaant.  
 
    There, in the company of other soldiers who’d been recruited for their size, ability, and technical competence, Kurrang had learned how the more powerful guilds of the Union, specifically the Mercenary Guild and the Merchant Guild, pushed the TriRusk toward enslavement and collapse with all the good intentions that a supposedly free market provided. Though the TriRusk albinism affected one in two hundred children, it was good for business, and there were efforts in the dark markets far from the Peacemaker Guild’s oversight to breed the condition and control distribution of biologically-synthesized diamonds. Statistically speaking, it would never have worked, and the guilds wanted to pursue other, lesser evolved cultures and ply them with riches and opportunities. As the ill-tempered spotlight of greed slid away from the TriRusk to other species, namely humanity and the garden planet Earth, the TriRusk realized a grand opportunity to fade away presented itself, and they took it collectively, without substantial regret. But there were those who knew what had almost happened to them would happen to another species. Reports the humans were impressive and unpredictable warriors excited the guilds and the corrupt businesses who wished to continue their proxy aggressions on one another with pawns that no one cared about, save those on their pale, blue world. Humans were throwaway warriors and, unlike the TriRusk, without definitive economic value. In their planning and flight from civilization, the TriRusk recognized that humans were an easier target for the rest of the galaxy to pursue. As such, humans were left to their own devices and Kurrang, like all the TriRusk leaders, believed them too violent and unpredictable to garner citizenship in the Union. 
 
    When the MinSha found them, Kurrang and the others knew it was only a matter of time before someone came to collect them. None of them had imagined it would be humans. They watched the attacks in abject horror, believing the loss of their society was only days away. Kurrang had believed it, too. ‘He’d turned his back on his own colony to save his daughter, believing he’d be alone in the endeavor. 
 
    Until he’d met Jessica Francis. 
 
    A subvocalized song on the breeze nicked his ears, and Kurrang twitched his head to listen. He withdrew from his vantage point carefully and moved back into the light jungle forest where the squad waited. Their leader, a young female named Turrm, stepped forward to speak to him. Another sound above the treetops caught his attention, and he motioned Turrm to take cover in the shoulder-high vegetation. He accelerated to her position and dropped down to face her as two human flyers raced overhead from south to north at high speed, their fans whining in protest. 
 
    “Where are they?” Kurrang asked. “The movement we detected? Where?” 
 
    “Underground, moving toward the human ship.” Turrm said. “There is a small entrance fissure in a stone formation ten meters down the hill from where the ship’s bridge lays in the mud.” 
 
    “MinSha?” Kurrang’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Turrm said. “I’ve never heard it before.” 
 
    Kurrang nodded. These things tended to happen when soldiers weren’t given the chance to operate in the real world. A long time ago, elders had suggested the TriRusk not be taught basic movement, tracking, and clandestine operations in the open environment. Those things, they’d argued, were skills for species that couldn’t simply co-exist. “Did it sound like rubbing two sticks together?” 
 
    “Like friction?” Turrm nodded slowly. “A little.” 
 
    “And it was moving that direction?” Kurrang pointed to the ship’s bridge.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A noise alone didn’t mean anything other than something large, or a lot of small somethings, had skittered through an underground corridor below. The presence of the flyers meant what had passed by was a large contingent of MinSha fleeing, as promised, from the compound. Kurrang stood to his full height and threw a bag of explosives over his broad shoulders. “Up. The MinSha will need our help.” 
 
    “What about the flyers?” Turrm gestured at the trees. Through holes in the canopy, he could see the two human machines turning back toward them. He knew their thermal sensors were on and tracking him as the largest, brightest object in the forest, which matched his intent. The flyers pivoted and locked onto him, their noses pitched forward as they roared above the treetops. He saw the flicker of weapons fire from their forward cannons. 
 
    “They can’t stop us from up there.” Kurrang raised his voice. “Get up and follow me. Weapons ready!” 
 
    Kurrang ran toward the human ship. They could stay in the cover of the forest most of the way to the fissure, but they’d have to emerge for a few seconds near the human ship. He remembered Jessica’s words about fear and confusion in the human way of war. What better time to test the theory? Kurrang looked over his shoulder and saw the dozen TriRusk following him at a sprint. Laser bolts rained down harmlessly from the flyers, but he was certain the humans pulling security near the ship would hear the commotion and be ready to engage. 
 
    Kurrang brought his weapon up, tore through the thicker brush that had hidden his observation point, and saw several dozen humans simply staring slack-jawed and unarmed at the thirteen TriRusk who burst out of the jungle and raced toward them. In a split second, Kurrang swerved toward the stunned humans and roared. 
 
    The squad followed suit. Several of the squad lofted their grenades toward the six dormant CASPers on the perimeter. An alarm klaxon sounded from inside the ship just as the first explosions toppled two CASPers and sent some of the humans scurrying for cover and their weapon systems. The squad charged into the massing humans and were far outnumbered, but speed and ferocity gave them the advantage. Kurrang lashed out with his thick arms and grabbed a human by the neck to throw him out of the way. The man’s head popped off in Kurrang’s fist with a satisfying crunch. He saw the open cargo bays of the ship and several CASPer units mobilizing inside. 
 
    “Attack the open bays!” he roared and gestured at the ship before swinging his fists into the humans stupid enough to get between him and the ship.  
 
    The four remaining CASPers outside whined to life and proceeded to engage the squad. Machine gun fire had little effect on the fast-moving TriRusk, but two of the mechas with rail guns fired carefully aimed shots at the squad and killed three males in the space of a few seconds. Above, the flyers circled around and dove at the attacking TriRusk in a straight line abreast of each other. Kurrang grabbed a grenade and whirled to face them. Laser fire raining down on and around him, he flung the grenade at the first flyer. The flyer jinked perfectly out of the way of the explosion…right into his wingman. The two flyers crunched into each other and fell toward the downed ship. Kurrang looked back at the open bays and saw five more CASPers, all with shoulder-mounted rail guns, amble out of the tilted doors and engage.  
 
    A roar from his far right caught Kurrang’s attention, and he turned. Around the sunken bridge of the ship came at least forty MinSha with weapons blazing. Kurrang roared triumphantly at his squad to rally and engage the CASPers. He flung two grenades at a badly damaged mecha belching black smoke. The explosion knocked the suit off balance, and Kurrang leapt into the air and brought his full weight down upon it. As the mechanism thudded into the mud, the cockpit opened and a human male with facial tattoos and metal piercings that looked painful screamed as Kurrang fell upon him. 
 
    There would be no mercy for any of the mercenaries. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    A wave of heavy mist rolled through the jungle as the two CASPers approached the smoldering MinSha compound. Jessica didn’t bother to engage the forward sensor arrays. She had the navigational beacon locked, and the mist rolling along the ground no longer bothered her. The extra height from being in the CASPer’s cockpit helped, but Jessica could see on her radar display the compound’s location and the significant terrain and flora around it as clearly as she needed. Only two CASPers were on the walls of the compound, but neither appeared to be moving. Jessica watched them for a moment and keyed her direct laser comms to Tara in Mike 77. 
 
    “Those CASPers on the walls. Are they manned?” 
 
    Tara replied a second later. “I can’t tell. We have to assume they are.” 
 
    Jessica looked at the outlines of the mechas. “Looks like two Mk 5s to me.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. Both have a similar complement of weapons but are not carrying railguns.>> 
 
    That’s a good thing. 
 
    Jessica stayed behind Tara as they made their way through the mist. The whitish-gray cloud washed over her forward cameras and blanked out her vision for a few steps. The CASPer’s cockpit was nearly silent and with the vision nulled out, Jessica fought sensory deprivation for a wild, panicked second. 
 
    “Thermals, Lucille.” 
 
    The misty view disappeared in an instant, and she could immediately see the surrounding trees, bushes, and small animals scurrying away from the CASPer’s feet. In the distance, she caught fleeting glimpses of the CASPers on the wall. Both Mk 5s appeared to be oriented to the south, as if looking for something. Jessica consulted the multi-function display in front of her right thigh. The air warning system showed flyers operating at the edge of the scope, roughly ten kilometers away. 
 
    “Lucille, have you breached the C2 link?” 
 
    <<Negative. I have accessed the compound’s environmental control and life support systems, and I have listening capability on all available frequencies. There is a substantial amount of traffic on the primary voice link. The Satisfaction appears to be under attack from TriRusk and MinSha forces.” 
 
    “No shit?” Jessica blinked. “They’ve linked up?” 
 
    <<It would appear so. I have no confirmation of numbers or combat effectiveness. The MinSha evacuated the compound via underground access points, but I cannot ascertain their location.>> 
 
    The communications jammers had to be taken out fast. Any and all advantages they had in the attack would recede quickly if they couldn’t communicate with each other.  
 
    “Boss, Deathangel 25. At the eastern portal,” Tara called. The heavy door rolled upward, revealing a nearly empty central paddock beyond. Jessica watched the two CASPers on the compound’s upper surfaces. They failed to move or provide any type of security. She traced her eyes along the roof to the familiar weapon system parapets. All of them were down and stowed. 
 
    This might just work. 
 
    “Roger, 25. As soon as the door is down, get out of that thing and start your refit. Maintenance and armament teams are standing by.” 
 
    “Roger.” Tara replied. “Estimate combat ready in seven mikes.” 
 
    Jessica bit her lip. There was no way any competent commander would send out two CASPers reporting as many caution and warning system failures as theirs—especially if they were real problems. That Tara would relay something like seven minutes to combat effectiveness was equally crazy. Jessica stepped through the door first and plodded forward three steps looking for the maintenance racks. She hesitated for a moment. There were no maintenance or armament teams standing by anywhere inside the compound. Tara moved past her and angled toward the far wall. Jessica turned to follow her and froze as Raleigh’s voice sent shivers down her spine. 
 
    “So, Mason? Who’s your friend?” 
 
    Tara replied immediately. “Um, what did you say, Boss?” 
 
    “Who’s driving the other CASPer because it’s not Oso based on the data I can see.” Raleigh said. “What have you done?” 
 
    He’s got a back door. Jessica sucked in a breath. “Lucille, terminate all links. He’s on to us.” 
 
    <<Deathangel 25 is clear. Three seconds for Mike 77.>> Lucille came back almost immediately. <<C2 link to Mike 77 is down. I am locked out.>> 
 
    “It’s over, Raleigh.” Tara said. “Peacemaker Francis is onboard Deathangel 25. This ends now.” 
 
    Raleigh brayed with laughter. “Over? Did you say over?” 
 
    Jessica saw Mike 77 snap upright to attention. She tapped the laser comm. “Tara?” 
 
    “I can’t move! I can’t move! Oh, shit he’s got control, Jessica!” Tara screamed at her. “Get to cover! Get to cover! I can’t do—” 
 
    <<Combat systems online, all weapons armed. All comms to Mike 77 are down.>> 
 
    Jessica ran three quick steps to the left as the door clanged shut behind them. She brought up her cannons and saw Mike 77 do the same.  
 
    “Bet you didn’t expect this, Mason!” Raleigh laughed over the connection. “Fine, you get to be front and center for the death of your friend. I’ll have all the records I need to pin the untimely death of Miss Francis on you.” 
 
    Jessica found cover behind a large stack of crates. She looked around the edge and saw both cannons in Mike 77’s arms come to life. A hail of bullets pinged off the front armor of her CASPer. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Jessica ducked back around the containers. Her mind raced. The other CASPer was going to kill her; that was certain. But Tara was onboard and along for the ride. There was nothing she could do except evade and stay behind cover.  
 
    <<Mike 77 is moving this way.>> 
 
    Jessica brought up her cannons. “Lucille, target non-critical systems on Mike 77.” 
 
    <<Cannons are unlikely to do serious damage, Bulldog.>> 
 
    “I know that!” Jessica barked. “Where are the CASPer’s weapons located?” 
 
    <<Far southwest wall by the maintenance racks.>> 
 
    Too far. 
 
    “What about the C2 link jammer?” 
 
    <<At your six o’clock position on the compound wall.>> 
 
    Jessica was about to reply when the proximity alarm brayed. The heads-up display showed inbound weapons fire from the upper right quadrant. She turned and saw Mike 77 descending toward her, both cannons blazing. She brought up her right cannon and returned fire as the Mk 5 landed next to her with a thump that threatened to make her CASPer topple.  
 
    Mike 77’s right arm holstered its cannon and reached for her, grabbing her CASPer along the upper right arm. Jessica spun away and the other CASPer fought for purchase, finding it on the right shoulder.  
 
    “Eject the rocket pod, Lucille!” The useless thing was the only thing another CASPer could really grab from that position. Small explosive bolts fired and the other CASPer’s hand fell away.  
 
    Free, Jessica ran toward the far wall of the compound. “Rear defenses, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Ejected.>> 
 
    “Oh, you can’t have any of my toys, Peacemaker!” Raleigh called. 
 
    Jessica ran forward. The Mk 8 was faster than the Mk 5, and she easily outpaced Mike 77 in the first few meters. She looked up as the compound’s roof-mounted weapons pylons cycled to life.  
 
    “Lucille! Take down the damned compound!” 
 
    <<Locking on to your slate, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Where are the spare rail guns, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Rear defenses compromised. Take cover immediately.>> 
 
    Jessica darted to her left between two stacks of shipping containers with shabbily-painted logos of the Four Horsemen crossed out and Reilly’s Raiders prominently written across them. Thinking that Raleigh wouldn’t want to destroy materiel or supplies, she ducked between them and knelt the CASPer down to prevent Raleigh from seeing her exact position among the containers.  
 
    “Peacemaker, huh? You really think you can handle a fight with me, Francis? You’re supposed to keep the peace and negotiate your way out of things. You’re not a fighter, Jessica. That’s why you left the Mercenary Guild isn’t it? You wanted an easier life?” 
 
    “What’s it matter to you, Raleigh? You’re a disgusting excuse for a mercenary and a shitty commander, and yes, I can handle myself in a fight with you or anyone else.” 
 
    “That why you went after your ex-husband on your confirmation mission?” Raleigh laughed. “You took the easy way out! You figured everyone knew who your daddy was, and you could get away with it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Leave my father out of this, Raleigh. This is between you and me.” 
 
    Raleigh laughed, and the proximity alarm brayed again. Jessica looked up and saw Mike 77’s jump jets firing above her. The Mk 5 landed squarely astride the shipping containers on either side of her and pointed both cannons straight down at her cockpit. She was trapped. “You have no idea how far your father is into this, Jessica. With any luck, he’s already dead. Don’t worry, honey. You’ll join him soon enough. He’s a traitor just like you.” 
 
    “Lucille, have you breached the C2 link yet?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. CASPer reboot sequence has been sent. Estimate one hundred seven seconds to full shut down of remaining CASPers, aside from Mike 77.>> 
 
    “Your move, Peacemaker,” Raleigh sneered over the radio connection. “What’s to keep me from blowing your ass to kingdom come, right now? Nothing.” 
 
    But you haven’t squeezed the trigger, asshole. Jessica smirked. He wanted more. Of course, he wanted more. He had an axe to grind. “I’m not a traitor, Raleigh. I’m a Peacemaker.” 
 
    She glanced up at the displayed image of the two CASPers along the southern walls. Their posture had changed from observation to full combat mode. Both had weapons deployed and pointed at her covered position. Whether they were manned or not didn’t matter. Raleigh had complete control of Mike 77, and he likely had control of the others to play out his little game. 
 
    “You’re a Peacemaker, all right, but what good does that do? You turned your back on the guild and your own damned planet when you signed up to be a Peacemaker. You and your father are both traitors.” 
 
    All it would take for Raleigh to blow her ass to hell was for her to make the wrong move. But he loved to talk. I have to keep him talking to make sure he doesn’t turn those other CASPers around and nuke my ass. 
 
    Jessica kept the CASPer absolutely still and tapped the laser microphone button; with any luck Tara would hear her. “Keep the faith, Tara.” 
 
    “Take me out, Jess. Make it quick.” Tara’s voice was muffled and distant, but the words were clear enough to let hope blossom in Jessica’s heart. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jessica said and switched back to the radio frequency. She kept her weapons oriented down and stood the CASPer to its full height slowly. In the cockpit, she toggled the switches to start her jump jets but didn’t ignite them. “What are you talking about, Raleigh? How is my father a traitor? Tell me why you think a legitimate businessman like he is a traitor to the Mercenary Guild.” 
 
    Raleigh’s guns relaxed a fraction as he laughed. “Oh, not to the Mercenary Guild, Jessica. They love your father. He managed to sell out the entire human race.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Weqq  
 
    Near the Satisfaction 
 
      
 
    The humans waged a futile, but spirited attempt at an offensive. As they charged from the Satisfaction’s cargo bays, the MinSha small arms fire distracted two of the CASPers enough for Kurrang’s squad to destroy one and significantly damage the second. Seven CASPers remained outside the ship’s bays in a loose semi-circular perimeter; all were damaged, but they were the last line of defense for the ship’s open bays. More humans were in the ship, preparing several artillery-like pieces for firing once it was airborne. Time was of the essence. 
 
    The MinSha had extensive cover on the far right and were able to bring significant amounts of fire on the ship. Four flyers circled high above and fired laser bolts at the TriRusk and the MinSha, but they weren’t a problem after what Kurrang had done to their lead elements. Significant ground fire tended to play hell with mediocre pilots. 
 
    Kurrang poked his head up from the center of the hasty defensive position they’d established as the CASPers marched forward, their weapons blazing. He didn’t know what the basic load for the vehicles were, but without ground support, they’d run short on ammunition soon. The CASPers swiveled from side-to-side and engaged the targets they could see, but behind them, there were no support teams. Kurrang and his forces had the advantage in every single aspect, save for time.  
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    One of the gun platforms mounted inside the ship roared to life and belched smoke. A massive explosion tore into the Kurrang-MinSha line two hundred meters to Kurrang’s right. He could see casualties among the MinSha. 
 
    We have to go now. 
 
    A steady thrum rose from the ground. He looked to the far left where the Satisfaction’s engines spooled to life, creating waves of heat that rippled across the jungle. The gun fired again. Kurrang crawled back into his position and saw two of the younger TriRusk looking at him from their positions across the muddy plain. He glanced up at the flyers again and saw the two groups of four slowly joining into one flight. They’d have the assurance of numbers and would come lower on their next pass. Combined with the single large gun tearing into the MinSha, there wouldn’t be much of a force left in a few moments.  
 
    Kurrang reached into his bag and withdrew two of the grenades. He looked at the closest TriRusk, a young soldier name Kreent, and bellowed. “Grenades! On me to the left flank!” 
 
    Kreent nodded and ran across the open terrain between their positions. Mud splattered up as the CASPers tried in vain to keep up with the faster TriRusk. No sooner had Kreent reached Kurrang’s position than the two of them moved away from the ship, down an embankment that would keep them covered from the CASPers as they moved to the far left of the line. There were two older-looking CASPers holding the line there and, based on their slower movements and inability to hit targets of opportunity, he assumed they were low on ammunition and courage. Perfect targets. 
 
    The Satisfaction quivered in the mud and slowly rose using the power of its belly thrusters. Under full thrust, the heavy ship strained to lift out of the mud. Portside landing struts that were buried in the mud more than a meter strained. At least one snapped as Kurrang watched. One of the CASPers half-turned to watch the liftoff, and Kurrang sprinted out of cover with Kreent immediately behind him. Twenty meters from the CASPers, a shrill cry came up from the right side of the attack. Around the bridge of the ship came another armed complement of MinSha. To his astonishment, they kept coming. More than eighty MinSha swarmed up and over the CASPers on that side of the line, taking them down with small arms fire and well-aimed explosives.  
 
    Kurrang roared in approval and slung the first of his grenades at the distracted CASPer. The gourd-like explosive hit the CASPer’s thick back armor and fell straight down to the ground. It exploded as it fell and shredded the CASPer’s right leg like foil. The mecha fell helplessly into the mud as Kurrang closed on the second one. Kreent threw two grenades over Kurrang’s shoulders. Five meters out, Kurrang dove to the ground. Both grenades were on target and exploded under the CASPer’s fuselage. Smoke briefly obscured the target. As it cleared, Kurrang felt a bolt of panic course through his body. 
 
    The CASPer was still on its feet and turning slowly. Time seemed to slow as the mecha raised its cannons toward the two TriRusk. Kurrang stood and reached for another grenade. The bag was empty. Kreent got to his feet, and Kurrang shoved him hard enough that the TriRusk lost his balance and fell awkwardly onto his right side. Kurrang charged the CASPer and jumped into the air. He came down on the vehicle’s right arm and quickly separated the machine-gun from it. He jumped to the left arm and did the same. The CASPer flailed helplessly and stumbled backward. Kurrang saw the weakness and for the briefest of instances, lost his composure. 
 
    With a roar of unbridled anger, Kurrang ripped off the CASPers antenna complex, smashed his fists into the housings of what had to be camera systems, then dug his fingers into the reinforced shoulder joints and peeled back the protective shrouds guarding the inner bearings and mechanisms.  
 
    Another roar caught his attention, and he was aware, vaguely, that Kreent had also charged the CASPer. The mecha stumbled a second time and was unable to get its feet under control. As it fell backward, Kurrang looked up. The Satisfaction was clear of the mud and struggling to lift. Five of the original ten CASPers had fallen, and the MinSha swarmed over the last five in a mighty green wave. The other TriRusk joined in the fray, charging from cover to decimate the humans on the ground. Kurrang saw the open cargo bays, the ship under thrust, and knew what had to be done. 
 
    He ran, stumbling at first in the slick mud, then gaining speed as he tore across the area where human maintenance teams and the CASPers had slowly flattened the moist dirt into a passable surface. A second gun platform in the forward cargo bays came to life and fired into the MinSha. A barrage of small arms fire tore into the bays. Kurrang saw human gunners diving for cover, and it pushed him harder. Sprinting faster than he’d done in the last fifty years, he chose the last open bay as his entry point. As the ship finally cleared the mud and slowly started to move forward, Kurrang saw a stack of maintenance containers he believed would be tall enough and close enough to the ship’s path for him to vault into the ship. 
 
    Run! Faster! 
 
    The ship’s engines whined, and Kurrang pushed hard to reach the containers, then jumped to the top one without effort. As he landed, he vaulted with all his might, and he flew through one of the open doors on the ship and slammed into the bulkhead hard enough to see stars, before crumpling to the bay floor. 
 
    Hand to his head, Kurrang rolled to his feet and got his bearings. The bay was smaller than he’d thought. The door was five meters wide, and the compartment was maybe ten meters deep and four high. Beside him were two containers strapped to hooks built into the decking. Beyond them was a hatchway into the ship. What might be on the other side of that hatch didn’t matter. He was aboard the ship and would stop it from firing on his friends and allies. 
 
    Kurrang took two steps to the edge of the cargo bay and looked down on the MinSha and TriRusk as they overwhelmed the remaining CASPers in a mob of green and white. They looked up at him and roared as one. He started to raise his arms in triumph, but froze. At the edge of the fight, where the bridge had once lain in the mud, he saw the familiar marked chiton of Tirr, the Captain of the MinSha guard, and a small TriRusk.  
 
    Maarg. Thank gods. 
 
    For a moment, he thought about jumping from the climbing ship. He could easily have survived the fall into the taller canopy and made his way down to the ground to reunite with his daughter. She looked up at him and sang. Through the thrust and wind noise, he could hear her song. The words came together, and he winced.  
 
    With Tirr at her side, the young TriRusk turned from the battlefield and ran in the direction of the MinSha compound. For a moment, Kurrang was sick with worry, but it passed quickly. She was a worthy warrior in her own right, and Jessica Francis would need all the help she could get. But all that help would be for naught if this ship was able to rain fire on the planet’s surface. There was only one way that wouldn’t happen. Kurrang turned from the open doors as the ship banked into a circular pattern and slowly gained speed. It would be back over the battlefield in a matter of minutes.  
 
    Kurrang stomped to the hatch, tore it from its hinges, and stepped into the interior of the ship. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, Raleigh?” 
 
    The mercenary commander laughed harder. “He hauled scrap to the guild, and the Veetanho have been raiding it for years. They’ve sold every manufacturing secret humanity’s ever developed to the MinSha and gods-knows who else with a grudge against humanity. He gave them our secrets, Jessica. For money and power, maybe, but it doesn’t matter. He’s a traitor to humanity, just like you.” 
 
    <<Forty-two seconds.>> 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “You’re wrong, Raleigh. He had valid contracts to do what he did. The Peacemaker Guild would never have let that happen.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it, Peacemaker? Your guild is complicit! They want humanity to fall just as much as the Mercenary Guild does. Why do you think they wanted you dead?” 
 
    “The Peacemaker Guild doesn’t want me dead.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Raleigh laughed. “Someone wanted you dead, Jessica. You can’t trust a single alien out here. You have to watch out for your fellow humans, yet here you are, wearing that nice little platinum badge, pretending to have an impact in a galaxy that wants all humans dead. We can’t trust any of them, Jessica. You ought to fucking know that.” 
 
    Jessica clenched her jaw and fought to contain her anger. She lost the fight and stabbed her jump jets. Deathangel 25 tore up between Mike 77’s legs and knocked the Mk 5 off the containers. Raleigh tried to fire the cannons, but by the time she’d initiated the jump, it was too late to do any real damage. Mike 77 toppled down the containers. Jessica brought up her weapons and engaged the two CASPers on the southern wall.  
 
    Neither of them returned fire. 
 
    <<Communications link has been disrupted.>> 
 
    At the top of her jump, Jessica spun the CASPer and sighted on the jamming complex. She brought up her cannons. “Weapons free, Lucille. Knock it out.” 
 
    <<Firing.>> 
 
    Jessica felt the cannons come to life and the small adjustments Lucille made to maximize the destruction. The jamming complex exploded in a barrage of sparks that showered down onto the compound’s floor. She glanced at Mike 77 struggling to get to its feet. 
 
    <<Twenty seconds to reboot.>> 
 
    “Where’s his comms tower?” 
 
    <<There are two signal sources. The tower at your three o’clock is a retransmitting array.>> 
 
    Deathangel 25 raced down to the compound’s central surface. Jessica sighted the cannons on the tower and fired until the right machine-gun ran out of ammunition. The retransmitting array tower, all twenty meters of it, collapsed off the wall to the outside. In Jessica’s ears, a sudden crazy cacophony of signals crashed together. Lucille nulled them out for a moment. 
 
    <<Target destroyed. I am attempting to make contact with the TriRusk or the MinSha. Stand by.>> 
 
    “Where’s the second signal? You said there were two sources. Where is it?” 
 
    <<A command skiff positioned in line of sight, four hundred meters away to the west.>> 
 
    Raleigh. 
 
    “Got it,” Jessica said. As the CASPer landed, she was already moving toward the maintenance and armament racks. Her left cannon reported only four hundred rounds of ammunition remaining. With the rocket pod successfully ejected, she could replace it with a railgun. There was no telling what Raleigh had on his command skiff. “Lucille, give me an intel report on what Raleigh has out there.” 
 
    <<Standard Stryker command skiff with two laser towers. Power supply is in the rear quadrant, and there is substantial armor on the vehicle, most of it a type I am unfamiliar with and cannot determine without a GalNet connection. Reboot sequence has been initiated across the Raider force. All remaining CASPers are frozen in place.>> 
 
    Jessica blinked. She’d almost forgotten about her orders. “Have you got an outbound channel yet? Something to the gate?” 
 
    <<Negative. There is a satellite below the horizon I should be able to relay through. It appears in seventeen minutes.>> 
 
    “As soon as it’s up, transmit my messages in full. Get the Peacemaker Guild moving.” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    “Jessica!” Tara’s voice came back over their shared frequency. “He’s still in control of me. I can’t disrupt the signal!” 
 
    Jessica didn’t look back at Mike 77. “Let me know when he gets you on your feet.” 
 
    “He’s almost there.” Tara said. There was something in her voice that almost sounded like a laugh despite her fear. “It’s harder when you’re not actually inside the suit, apparently.” 
 
    As Deathangel 25 reached the ammunition crates, Lucille displayed a bright red icon on the crates where the Mk 8-compatible railguns were packed and waiting. Jessica walked toward the crates, and Lucille’s voice came over the speakers. <<If I may, Peacemaker? You’re more likely to render the crate and its contents useless with your movements.>> 
 
    Jessica tried not to laugh. She was a good CASPer pilot, but Lucille was right. Delving into a shipping crate and donning a railgun without maintenance crew assistance was far beyond her skills. For the moment, she was along for the ride. She touched the laser comm button. “Tara? There’s no signal disruption at all?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    Jessica’s mind flashed through a half-dozen possible solutions and snapped onto one. Raleigh maintained control over Mike 77 by laser. There were two options. Either he had line of sight directly onto her vehicle, which Lucille said was impossible based on his position, or he was using a mirrored relay. “Look for the relay system, Tara. Tell me when you find it.” 
 
    Under Lucille’s control, the CASPer opened a crate, retrieved a railgun, and hefted it to her CASPer’s right shoulder effortlessly. Jessica felt two thumps as the gun and ammo can connected, and Lucille made the connections. On her heads-up display, a window opened with a litany of boot commands and synchronizations. Railgun icons appeared in bright red, angry indicators of problems in the system. One by one they turned yellow, then green.  
 
    “I’m up, Jessica!” Tara yelped. 
 
    Jessica spun and saw Mike 77 turning to face her. She heard a click on the frequency and heard Raleigh’s voice. Gone was the humor and the manic happiness he’d used before. What remained was dark, gravelly, and clearly focused on misery. “I’ve had enough of this, Peacemaker. It’s time for you to die, so you can’t tell us these aliens want to be our friends. So we can fight them off and rely on each other instead of bugs and rodents that want to be human. You’re a human, Jessica. They don’t want you! We don’t want you anymore, either. We’ll reach our place at the top of the old pyramid the sooner you’re taking a nice long dirt nap.” 
 
    Jessica mashed the transmit button down with her thumb. “Let me tell you something, Raleigh Reilly. I don’t give a damn for your politics, and I damned sure don’t agree with your xenophobia. None of that matters right now, because my job is really pretty simple. Do what’s right for all. Stand for those in need—even against my own kind. But, let’s be clear, Raleigh. You may be human, but you’re not my kind.” 
 
    Raleigh didn’t respond. Instead, Mike 77’s weapons came up. Jessica targeted both hands and squeezed off ten rounds from the railgun. The high-velocity rounds tore off Mike 77’s hands effortlessly. Almost immediately, Raleigh screamed into the radio. “You want me, Peacemaker? Come and get me. You’re going to have to leave behind a friend to get me, though. But, hey, that’s what you always do, ain’t it?” 
 
    The frequency clicked off, but Raleigh’s laughter echoed in her ears. Jessica bounded Deathangel 25 toward Mike 77, intent on yanking the cockpit door open and pulling Tara out manually. She’d made it halfway across the compound when Tara’s voice came over the laser comm. 
 
    “Forget it, Jess. He’s activated auto-destruct. Forty-five seconds.” 
 
    “Lucille?” Jessica asked. 
 
    <<Working.>> 
 
    “Where’s the relay, Tara? Do you see it?” 
 
    “Negative. Get out of here, Jessica. Get away from the compound and kill that motherfucker before he does something we’re all going to regret.” 
 
    <<Thirty seconds to Mike 77 detonation. Multiple pathways are preventing me from determining all points of control between Raleigh and Mike 77. There’s nothing we can do.>> 
 
    Jessica spun the CASPer and ran in the direction of Raleigh’s command skiff. “Like hell there’s not, Lucille. All weapons active, target the skiff and fire the second we have a direct shot.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Max jump prepared at your command, Peacemaker.>> 
 
    The CASPer closed the distance to the far wall quickly. Jessica keyed the jump jets and brought the railgun online. Facing Raleigh, she jumped into the sky. A thin wall of mist obscured Raleigh’s skiff in the distance, but every sensor suite onboard Deathangel 25 had a positive lock on the skiff.  
 
    <<Target identified.>> 
 
    “Lucille? Fire and adjust. Critical systems and weapons pylons. The gun is yours.” 
 
    Lucille’s voice came back with a response that brought a smile to Jessica’s face. <<Skiff communications suite added to the target list. Bringing the pain in three, two, one…>> 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    Aboard the Satisfaction 
 
      
 
    The Satisfaction’s internal passageways were barely wide enough for Kurrang to move through with all of the boxes, crates, and tools scattered all over the place. For all their aptitude with complex systems, human beings were inordinately disorganized. Kurrang didn’t mind, though. The assorted detritus on the floor became improvised weapons. His staff was too long and cumbersome to swing in the passageway, and he’d used up the battery in his laser pistol in the first section beyond the entrance point. From there, he realized beamed or projectile weapons would be equally worthless in such an environment. There was no concealment available, and whatever cover there was still allowed for space around it. The humans hadn’t prepared for an all-out assault in the bowels of their ship, and it showed. With large spanner wrenches in each hand, Kurrang pushed up the main passageway. 
 
    A trio of humans huddled behind a large machine-gun mounted atop a metal container not twenty meters ahead. The bright lights of the passageway snapped off in a heartbeat, and Kurrang snorted at the sound of one of the humans yelping in fright. Unlike them, he could see perfectly well in the darkness. The humans would squint and try to use the red, emergency lighting along the floors and walls to see him. Kurrang wasn’t going to give them any chance at all. 
 
    The machine gun fired a short burst that brightly lit the passageway for a brief second. They used the muzzle flashes from the gun to try and spot him, like navigating while holding a match—seeing what they could see in the briefest of instances. Kurrang wondered how long would pass until the next three-round burst. He counted slowly and stopped at six when another burst lit the passageway. Kurrang waited behind a container and counted again. At six, the humans fired again.  
 
    Before the echoing reports of the gunfire ceased, Kurrang vaulted up and over his container shield and moved toward the machine gun’s position.  
 
    One. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Sprinting in the darkness, he stepped onto a spilled crate of petroleum products and lunged forward.  
 
    Three.  
 
    Four. 
 
    He calculated his short flight to impact the humans at their gun position, as they readied to fire again.  
 
    Five. 
 
    Arms open wide, Kurrang roared into the darkness and saw the three humans face him with terror etched into their features. He fell upon them, swinging the wrenches in four quick swipes that nearly tore their heads off and covered both him and the nearby wall in fresh blood. He shuffled forward around the containers to the next bulkhead hatch. It was locked like the ones before it, but it hardly mattered. Kurrang set the spanners down and grabbed the exposed hinges of the hatch. Pulling down and away, the metal gave easily. As soon as he could slip his massive fingers inside the tear, he pulled the hatch from the wall. 
 
    A scream came from the far side of the hatch as he discarded the door and picked up the spanner wrenches. Humans ran down the passageway toward the bridge. None of them stopped to fire at him. Sensing opportunity, Kurrang roared and charged down the passageway, swiping the wrenches in huge arcs at containers and whatever else he could destroy. The dozen or so humans ahead of him crowded against a hatchway at the far end. When it wouldn’t open, they panicked. Some ran back toward him, and others moved toward the bays. Kurrang didn’t follow them. He stayed in the passageway and kept moving forward. The bays used for firing artillery on the surface were two spaces further forward and remained his primary target. He tore through the hatchway into a large, nearly empty space. In the far corners of the hold were triangular stacks of containers. Around them, a slew of human heads popped up with rifles.  
 
    “Fire!” he heard a woman scream. A half-second later the air filled with the crackle of laser fire. Kurrang snarled and moved forward. The laser bolts stung his flesh with little more effect than any of the small jungle insects that fed on him and every other species they could find. The position on his left seemed better armed and focused than the one on the right, so he charged full speed at the lesser position. Seeing their weapons had little effect, most of the humans fled toward the open hatchway. A few fled into the open bay immediately to the right, and Kurrang let them go. They could huddle in relative safety. Their fear had already decided the battle in his favor.  
 
    He felt the artillery pieces firing on the far side of the bulkhead. His people, and the MinSha who’d come to their aid, were going to die under fire if he didn’t silence the guns. The hatchway slammed shut behind him. He turned and almost dropped the wrenches before stopping himself. The humans had seen him tear through the hatch, and, presumably, they’d have the presence of mind to better protect them with direct fire. Kurrang turned and raced through the open bay. Five humans scattered to the far corners of the bay, but Kurrang paid them no attention. He moved to the open exterior door and saw that the ship had assumed a circular pattern and was attriting the forces below with intense fire. The cannons in the bay to his left roared again, and Kurrang sprang to action. 
 
    Gripping the side of the exterior door with his left hand, Kurrang swung outside the ship and stretched his right arm out to catch the side of the next bay. The distance was much smaller than he thought, and he very nearly slipped off the door, but his right hand found a grip point. He pulled himself into the active firing bay, and the human gun crews froze. 
 
    Kurrang roared and leapt into action. Weaponless, his bare fists worked equally well against the frail human opponents, and he threw two of them overboard before they could react. Several came up with weapons, but he was too close and too fast for them. The far gun fired again, then its crew grabbed automatic rifles. The first one to fire drew blood as it took a chunk out of his upper left arm. The high-velocity rounds snapped through the air near his head as Kurrang dove for cover behind the now silent gun. Head immediately behind the weapon’s breech, he glanced at it and saw the gun was ready to fire. Kurrang crawled backward a meter and spun his body around under cover. He squatted with his back against the gun and pushed, but the gun wouldn’t move.  
 
    Kurrang looked at the bay floor and saw the gun platform was mounted to the deck, but its base was circular and appeared to have gears, allowing the cannon to swivel. Kurrang adjusted his position to push against the upper part of the platform. He leaned into the push, and the gun’s barrel started to swing toward the other gun ten meters away. Rifle fire pinged off the barrel by his head, but he kept pushing.  
 
    SNAP! 
 
    The gun’s barrel swung almost perpendicular to the other gun as the restraining brakes gave way. Kurrang staggered a step forward, reached for the firing cord, and fell forward. As he fell, he yanked the firing cord, and the gun roared again. 
 
    WHAMM! KA-WHAMM! 
 
    The entire bay lurched with a tremendous secondary explosion. Stunned, Kurrang got to his feet slowly and looked into the smoky ruins of the other gun platform. The bay was silent and still. On the far wall, he could see where the round had passed through the adjacent firing bays and destroyed two more gun platforms.  
 
    Under his feet, the floor slanted suddenly to the left as the Satisfaction listed hard to port. Kurrang ran back to the main passageway and found all the hatchways open and emergency klaxons buzzing. Had he destroyed something vital with the round he’d fired? Something had happened, and the Satisfaction was going down with him on it. 
 
    His eyes ran over the panel for a moment. Perhaps there was a way to stop the loss of control? A communications icon blinked red and urgent. He tapped it with a finger and snorted in surprise.  
 
    <<Any receiving station aboard the Satisfaction, please respond.>> 
 
    “I know you,” Kurrang said. “You were with the Peacemaker’s friend.” 
 
    <<Kurrang. My name is Lucille. I am much more than Jessica’s friend. Please find a way to secure yourself. I have established control and will put it down, but I cannot guarantee your safety.>> 
 
    He grunted and stomped back into the bay he’d demolished with the cannon round. The gun he’d successfully moved was still anchored to the deck. With a couple of cargo straps, he fashioned a harness for himself and wove it around the bolts. As he sat down, the Satisfaction descended rapidly. He looked out the open bay door as the jungle canopy reached up toward them.  
 
    Too fast. 
 
    We are coming down too— 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    <<Compound weapons pylons are active.>> Lucille said in Jessica’s ears. Her eyes and weapons were forward to engage Raleigh’s command skiff.  
 
    “Can’t be helped now.” Jessica replied. “Railgun on the communications relays. Shut it down, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Firing.>> A targeting icon appeared on the CASPers heads-up display, overlaid on the rear of Raleigh’s massive command skiff. Fifteen rounds from the railgun tore through the complex system and the rear weapons pylon. The skiff shuddered from the explosion and returned fire. Jessica landed the CASPer and ran to her right, putting two large trees between her and the skiff. 
 
    “Report!” 
 
    <<Communications are down. The autodestruct sequence on Mike 77 has stopped. Tara has exited the vehicle and is moving to the MinSha command post.>> 
 
    Thank gods. 
 
    Jessica pressed the back of the CASPer against a tree and checked her weapons stores. “Lucille, you’ve got the railgun. Take out the pylons first. I’ll lay down covering fire with the machine guns.” 
 
    <<Forward left pylon first, followed by forward right. Time to fire is three seconds.>> 
 
    Jessica spun the CASPer around and popped out from behind the tree. She sighted on the skiff and brought her left machine gun up and fired. She watched the other reticle center on the forward pylons, the deadliest weapons aboard the skiff, and Lucille fired a stream of projectiles that tore through the command skiff’s forward weapons pylons, left then right.  
 
    She started back to cover when the CASPer rocked from an impact on the upper left shoulder joint. She stumbled backward, and another round tore the lower part of the left arm away completely, narrowly missing her hand. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    <<Railgun firing. Countering fire.>> 
 
    Lucille fired the railgun again as the CASPer fell backward and landed on the stump of the left arm. Jessica watched the caution and warning system light up like a Christmas tree. Hydraulics and pneumatic systems were shot. She’d be unable to jump. Raleigh had managed to pin her down. 
 
    <<Target destroyed. Remaining weapons pylons are laser and conventional machine gun.>> 
 
    “That’s good news,” Jessica got the CASPer’s feet back under it and stood behind cover. “Is he moving or staying put?” 
 
    <<The skiff is moving this direction. He may have proximity explosives.>> 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    “What if we—” 
 
    The ground shook violently, and Jessica stumbled. She looked at her sensor displays. There was nothing in the immediate area. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<The Satisfaction has crash-landed under my control. The MinSha are mostly safe but have taken casualties. Kurrang was on board the vessel, and I have not reestablished contact with him. Still trying.>> 
 
    Jessica pushed everything aside. Without a ship, Raleigh wasn’t going to surrender. He wanted to go out in a blaze of glory, and she was willing to give him the opportunity. “What if we take out his engines first? Leave him in one position?” 
 
    <<The skiff still has the tactical advantage in the situation, Peacemaker.>> 
 
    “Roger, standby to fire.” 
 
    <<Roger.>> 
 
    Jessica pushed out from cover with the right arm raised, its cannon aimed at the weapons pylons. She started to fire, then froze as a white blur jumped atop the skiff’s central platform and tore at the weapons pylons located there. “Hold fire!” 
 
    A single, small TriRusk tore off the right rear weapons pylon and discarded it like paper. The left one turned to engage it, and Jessica realized the TriRusk was the child from the MinSha compound. Lucille displayed a big red X over the heads-up display.  
 
    <<Negative firing solution. There is significant risk to the child.>> 
 
    Jessica stomped out from behind cover as the left pylon swung toward it. A burst of laser rifle fire lit up the rear of the pylon, and Jessica could see the operator hesitate between the child and a new target Jessica couldn’t see. That hesitation was all the child needed to dismantle the pylon and toss it aside. The child clambered from the central platform to the rear deck of the skiff. As she stood, there was an explosion and she flew through the air, landing some ten meters away in heavy brush. 
 
    “No!” Jessica came up with her weapon firing. The skiff lobbed a series of grenades in her direction, pushing her back to her covered position as they exploded around her. She spun to fire, and the red X appeared again. 
 
    <<MinSha in the area.>> 
 
    The dust and grenade smoke cleared enough for her to see a MinSha standing over the cockpit of the skiff with its rifle pointed down at the hatch. Jessica scanned the skiff for recent heat signatures and found the grenade launchers. She targeted them and brought the railgun to bear. The skiff shuddered with the explosions of the grenades in their internal racks. The MinSha jumped clear of the skiff and turned its bright red eyes to her.  
 
    “Tirr!” Jessica called over the external speakers. “Check Maarg! I’ve got this.” 
 
    Tirr ducked into the brush and disappeared, and Jessica walked forward awkwardly as the CASPer’s missing left arm threw off the guidance system. 
 
    “Look at you, Peacemaker,” Raleigh called over a laser connection. “All torn up and out of ammunition.” 
 
    Jessica blinked and looked at her stores. She had thirty percent of her ammunition remaining in both the cannon and the railgun. “Lucille, are you relaying bad information?” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Raleigh continued. “I guess that means you’re going to have to come and get me, Miss Francis. I can promise you I won’t go quietly.” 
 
    Jessica rolled her eyes. Why don’t you shut up? 
 
    She moved forward with the cannon still tracking on the skiff’s center of mass. “Raleigh Reilly, you’re ordered to stand down from combat operations under the direct supervision of a Peacemaker in the performance of her duties.” 
 
    “Screw you, Peacemaker. Both you and your precious guild.” Raleigh laughed. “Come and get me.” 
 
    Jessica intended to do just that and walked the CASPer to the front right skirt of the command skiff, where she stepped atop the armor. She grabbed the shredded forward weapons pylon for stability, then moved to the central platform and its command hatch. Reaching down for the handle, Jessica saw the CASPer’s hand in her forward cameras as Lucille scanned the weapons systems. The caution and warning panel flashed red. 
 
    <<Activated kinetic armor warn—” 
 
    The skiff’s top armor detonated under the CASPer and flung Jessica through the air. Forcing herself to go limp, Jessica pulled her arms up to grab her opposite shoulders and pressed her head against the head restraints. Her harness locked as the CASPer impacted the ground, bounced off a large tree stump, and came to rest on its shattered left side, partially face down. All the cameras winked out, and the CASPer’s power shut off. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    There was no response. Jessica knew she couldn’t jettison the canopy, so she reached down beside her right thigh and found the emergency evacuation switch. The last time she’d opened this CASPer via the removable upper rear panel, Tara Mason had been in the seat and completely incapacitated. Jessica released her shoulder harness, then toggled the evacuation switch. Warm, moist air flooded the cramped cockpit. The upper rear panel released, and Jessica braced herself against the CASPer’s instrument panel and shimmied up through the opening. She paused for a second at the top. From there, she could stretch her head up and see what Raleigh did.  
 
    A hard, cylindrical object pressed into her right temple, and she knew it was the barrel of a laser rifle. The only laser rifle she’d seen had been in the arms of a friend. Jessica sighed and turned her head slowly to the right. She smiled as she looked up into Tirr’s face, and the MinSha’s antennae bounced from side to side in joy. 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis. My apologies. I needed to make sure it was you. This is a most unexpected, and welcome, surprise.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Give me a hand?” 
 
    Tirr did not move. 
 
    “Put the rifle down and help me out of this thing before the skiff finishes us off.” 
 
    Tirr did as she asked. With his forearms under her armpits, crawling out of the CASPer was much easier. She crawled around to the back of the CASPer and opened the storage compartment. Jessica leaned forward and seized her combat jacket just as two laser bolts tore through the sky. Tirr fell heavily to the ground beside her. His chiton singed from laser fire, she knew at a glance the wounds were serious. His eyes flitted to her. 
 
    “He’s coming,” Tirr said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.” 
 
    Jessica reached her good hand over and grabbed his right forearm. “Let me protect you, Tirr.” 
 
    “Stand or fall, Peacemaker.” The MinSha wheezed the words at her, and she was suddenly on the edge of tears. While not exact in their translation to English, the motto meant what Tirr said. She’d first seen it emblazoned on a statue commemorating the first Peacemakers on the grounds of Peacemaker U. In that heartbeat of initial emotional response, she’d known her potential role as Earth’s first Peacemaker fell exactly within the confines of those words. She held a position of absolutes, with no safety net on either side. Every interaction would meet those criteria. Either she would stand, or she would fall. The razor’s edge between the two absolutes had given her the impetus to write those words into her personal portion of the Peacemaker oath. Hearing them cleared her mind and set in motion what she knew would have to happen next. Jessica released the safety strap on her thigh holster and heard Raleigh calling her name. He was out of the skiff and close by, but out of sight. 
 
    “Jessica? Oh, Jessica dear?” The falsetto voice grated on her nerves. “How about you stand up with your arms over your head, and we’ll end this whole damned thing.” 
 
    Jessica looked at Tirr and saw the agony in his face. She nodded one more time and let a smile touch one side of her mouth. “Rest easy, Tirr. I’ve got this bastard right where I want him. Stand or fall.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    In the Jungle East of the MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    “At last, Jessica, it’s just you and me,” Raleigh said. He stepped out from behind a tree ten meters away and walked straight toward her, his pistol drawn but hanging at his side. The white shirt he wore under a ratty black vest had seen better days, and the sunken rings beneath his eyes showed the toll of constant fatigue and alcohol. His lazy smile and wild eyes enraged her, but she kept her face and body calm. With her arms up, the pistol on her leg seemed a thousand miles away. Raleigh stepped closer, ran a hand through this his thick, shaggy black hair and stared at her. “We could have saved these aliens a lot of body bags if you’d just surrendered the MinSha colony in the first place.” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “You closed off all radio communications, so you could grandstand in front of your company of worshippers, then presented an ultimatum you knew the MinSha would not be able to accomplish in time. Then, you assumed your CASPers and combat power could take down a science station with minimal resistance. They handed your ass to you for what? Six or eight hours? You’re the same shitty commander as ever, Raleigh.” 
 
    Raleigh’s smile evaporated, and his features darkened. He waved the pistol in a lazy circle but did not raise it. “This wasn’t just a science station, Jessica. You know that, so don’t insult my intelligence. The MinSha were farming those TriRusk things and producing diamonds, pure and simple. That’s why their defenses were so good. They’re one of our biggest enemies in the galaxy, you know?” 
 
    Jessica bit her tongue to keep from asking him how many times he’d successfully engaged the MinSha. Chances were he’d never fought a single one of them, mercenary company or not. “I’m aware the MinSha operate very differently than humans are used to, but that doesn’t necessarily brand them an enemy.” 
 
    Raleigh cackled with laughter, but his eyes never left hers. “Listen to yourself! You say “human” like it’s a four-letter word, when you’re just as human as I am. The difference between us is that I understand what’s going on out there, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Jessica asked. “You know what’s going on? Then why did your guild pay you to come to this planet and kill every living creature?” 
 
    “I don’t question the guild, Jessica. Your father never did.” 
 
    “Leave my father out of this, Raleigh.” Jessica took a deep breath. Her arms ached from being held over her head, so she slowly, carefully brought them to rest on the top of her head. Raleigh never moved. “Your guild set you up. They want the rest of the galaxy to see how messed up humans are—how we’ll take any mission for money. They came to you because you’re crass enough to do it. You swallowed their sales pitch hook, line, and sinker. All those credits weren’t going to do you or your people a damned bit of good when the MinSha came calling for your head.” 
 
    He snorted. “Maybe, maybe not. What matters is that I still have a chance to take the bounty on your head and collect partial credit for my losses. Even if the guild sells me out, I’ll die rich.” 
 
    “And stupid.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Peacemaker.” Raleigh brought the pistol up, but the barrel wavered all over the place. He wasn’t going to shoot. He wanted to make a point. All she had to do was keep him talking, and the opportunity would arise. “You think you’d survive much longer in the galaxy? The guild wants you dead.” 
 
    “I know that, Raleigh. I have proof of it,” Jessica replied. The physical response from Raleigh was exactly what she’d hoped for—the barrel stabilized on her chest, and he cocked his head toward her slightly.  
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “They sent a sniper. A professional Zuul sniper named Lmurr, with orders to take me out. He got the word the minute the Peacemaker Guild sent me on this mission, which means there’s an inside threat, too. Lmurr got here within 48 hours of my arrival and set up a nest and a supply cache. He couldn’t have done both without the knowledge of someone on the inside. I’m guessing that was Psymrr, the leader you murdered in cold blood when you walked in under a flag of truce. That’s another mark on your record by the way, but I digress. I have proof your guild is after me, and with that proof, the power resides in the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    “Only if you live to tell the tale.” Raleigh laughed. “I’ve seen those old movies. I know you’re going to say it’s going to be sent if something happens to you and all that.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head slowly from side to side. “No, Raleigh. The minute your jamming platform and C2 links went down, we started broadcasting. With any luck, the message was received and transmitted through the gate thirty minutes ago. You’re on borrowed time.” 
 
    Raleigh stepped closer. He was two meters away from Jessica, his pistol leveled at the center of her forehead. “I’ll show you what borrowed time—” 
 
    The CASPer under her hummed to life as it rebooted. Raleigh flinched backward and ran headlong into the brush. Jessica dropped her hands and drew her pistol as he sprinted into the underbrush to the east. She fired twice but missed him. Without a second thought, she sped after him through the chest-high vegetation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    The moment Deathangel 25 cartwheeled into the jungle, Tara Mason ran from the MinSha command center. Down the central passage, she ran as fast as her legs would carry her into the central compound. The motionless CASPers reminded her of statues among the smoldering wreckage of the Raiders. She stopped at the weapons crates and awkwardly stuffed a laser pistol into the belt of her coveralls. Adding a laser rifle and three batteries, she worked the action and charged the rifle in one smooth motion as she ran to the nearest available exit. The eastern portal remained clear of debris, so Tara sprinted to it, opened the oblong hatch, and stepped into the jungle. She ran to the southern wall and found a path not much larger than the cattle trails she remembered from her uncle’s dairy farm. The path led away from the compound in the general direction of Deathangel 25, and the only chance she had for a pardon. 
 
    She knew there was more to the situation than a sudden desire to clear her name and disavow any affiliation to Raleigh Reilly and his Raiders. Since the demise of Death on Tracks, she’d made one bad decision after another. She’d made friends and ultimately helped Jessica attain her position as Peacemaker, but she’d turned around and left a lucrative job on the table to re-enter the mercenary pits and found herself on the outside. Disappointment became desperation. Now, with her company in tatters, she’d turned her back on them to go to the aid of the only friend she had left in the galaxy. Whether Jessica could pardon her or not didn’t matter. Raleigh Reilly was out of his command skiff and walking toward the disabled CASPer containing her friend. If Jessica could get out of the mecha, Raleigh would be there, and he’d kill her without blinking. There hadn’t really been a conscious decision. If there was, Tara wasn’t going to be on the wrong side of it, and she sprinted with everything she had. 
 
    Without Lucille in her ear, Tara only had the compass on her slate to go by. At a rough azimuth of 198 from the compound and a distance of two hundred meters, she believed she’d find them. After ninety seconds of running, she slowed to a jog and tried to listen above the swiping sounds of vegetation crossing and catching her dark green coveralls. Thirty seconds later, she slowed to a walk, then stopped. Closing her eyes, she willed her ears to hear something, anything, that would let her know she was on the right course. Staying on the trail had been the fastest path into the jungle, but with every thump of her heartbeat, Tara recognized the very real fact that she was lost and about to fail. Again. 
 
    Two quick shots flashed to her right. The laser pistol was close—maybe within a hundred meters or so. Tara darted off the trail into the thick brush. Legs churning, she burst through a thicket into dense forest. Sighting a small clear space that seemed close to where she’d heard the shots, she sped across the moist jungle floor and into the brush. Just as quickly, she came through the other side into a small clearing. Twenty meters to her left, Deathangel 25 lay on its shattered left side. The rear evacuation door was open, and Jessica was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Raleigh.  
 
    Tara brought her rifle up to ready and worked her way around the fallen CASPer. On the ground behind it lay a single MinSha. As she crept closer, she saw the insignia on his blue garment and recognized Tirr, the Captain of the Guard. She lowered the rifle barrel and walked up to him. The MinSha’s head turned to her, and his eyes widened in shock. A forehand came up shakily. 
 
    “You are here to kill me.” 
 
    Tara shook her head. “I came for the Peacemaker. For Jessica.” 
 
    “She is not here.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    Tirr coughed. “You can kill me now. I will not tell you where she is.” 
 
    “What?” Tara blinked. “No. Captain Tirr, Jessica is my friend.” Tara knelt at his side. His left chest and shoulder area had taken a laser bolt at close range. While it didn’t seem as serious as it appeared, the MinSha was obviously in pain and his race’s version of shock. “Let me help you.” 
 
    “You are a Raider.” 
 
    Tara looked at his wide, ruby-colored eyes. He flinched away as she reached for his arm. “I was. But I was Jessica’s friend before that, and I had no idea she was in this system, much less on this planet. Raleigh never mentioned a Peacemaker. Our communications were blocked.” 
 
    Tirr appeared to settle a little. His head lolled to the left and his breathing hitched. “A despicable human. Like most of your species, I would guess.” 
 
    Tara recoiled as if slapped. The very idea that a single human could stain the reputation of an entire species seemed like something out of a movie, or from the dictators and monarchs of history, not from a shitty mercenary commander. Tirr would most likely survive his wounds, and his takeaway from this experience would be that most humans were awful beings. She took a breath and waited for the right words to come. “I’d like to think that more of us are like Jessica than like Raleigh, but the truth is something in between, Captain Tirr.” 
 
    For a long moment, Tirr said nothing. He laid his head back down on the jungle floor and stared up at the jungle canopy. He finally turned his head to her. “She went after Raleigh. When the mecha restarted, he ran in that direction.” 
 
    Tara followed Tirr’s outstretched hand. They had a couple of minutes’ head start, at best. She could catch them in Deathangel 25 in far less than that.  
 
    “I’m going to help Jessica. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Tirr laid his head back down to the ground. “I underrrrr—” 
 
    Tara sat forward. “Tirr? Tirr?”  
 
    The MinSha’s head slumped awkwardly on its neck. His chest rose and fell, slightly, but every other indication was that he was dead.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    Tara went to Deathangel 25, looked inside the evacuation hatch and located the first aid kit. There was nothing in there that would help the MinSha, but she had to try.  
 
    <<Tara?>> 
 
    “Lucille! There’s a MinSha out here, Captain Tirr, and he’s in really bad shape. Do you know anything about MinSha biology? How can we help him?” 
 
    <<Negative, Tara. However, there were 152 terabytes of data in the MinSha system regarding the pharmacological properties of various engineered plants on this planet.>> 
 
    “Engineered?” 
 
    <<This planet was seeded by the MinSha and the TriRusk. Most of the plants and flowers here have incredible medicinal value. What are Captain Tirr’s symptoms.>> 
 
    “Laser wounds on his…chest.” 
 
    <<Around this clearing, there are several small bushes with orange and white conical blossoms. Do you see them?>> 
 
    To her right, not five meters away, were four of the plants. “I’ve got them.” 
 
    <<From the files, this will treat intense wounds by helping to induce a medical coma. By slowing down his biochemistry, there is a chance to save him. Get a blossom, tear off the leaves, and stuff them gently into the entrance wound. Exert direct pressure on the wound until the petals congeal with his blood.>> 
 
    Tara did as Lucille recommended. The blossom came apart easily in her hands, and she carefully placed the petals into the fist-sized wound on Tirr’s upper body. Almost immediately, his breathing slowed precipitously, but it continued at regular intervals of about twenty seconds.  
 
    “Now what, Lucille?” Tara yelled over to the CASPer. 
 
    <<All you can do is wait, Tara.>> 
 
    “What about—” 
 
    A sudden rush in the canopy above her caught Tara’s attention. A swirling mass of black bird-things careened through the jungle in the direction Raleigh had fled, and Jessica had followed. 
 
    Tara stood and watched the things scream through the jungle. She looked back at Tirr’s still form and knelt again to wait with him. There was nothing she could do for Jessica, except to have faith that all would be well. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Following the thrashing branches and plants ahead, Jessica ran after Raleigh Reilly. He continued to drift toward more open jungle as they ran. Jessica had seen much of the area on her return in Deathangel 25, and she knew that following Raleigh at his breakneck pace would be a tactical mistake. Even in his addled state, he’d recognize that he held a few seconds of precious lead time over her and stop, turn around, and wait for her to come running out of the jungle behind him.  
 
    Jessica danced around a large tree and continued on the drifting course. With any luck, she’d come out of the jungle away from Raleigh’s line of march and be able to bring a weapon on him. Another large tree loomed ahead, and she ducked under low branches, continuing to drift away from Raleigh’s path.  
 
    A little more to the— 
 
    A searing bolt of pain shot through her left thigh as the crisp smell of singed composite cloth reached her nostrils. She stumbled and crashed into a tree. The laser had ripped a chunk of skin out of her thigh, but it wasn’t bad, and the laser had cauterized most of the skin damage. She could keep moving. The wound hurt, but she pushed off the tree trunk with her one good arm and ran, cutting back more toward Raleigh’s path. The vegetation thinned considerably within the first fifty or so meters. The forested clearing was no more than a hundred meters away. As she ran, Jessica drew her pistol and ensured it was ready to fire. Looking up, she realized in a flash she’d miscalculated the distance to the clearing, and she’d break through the brush at full speed before she could stop. Up came the pistol to a one-handed firing position as she jumped through the brush and scanned the sudden clearing, with its chest high grasses, for a target. There was none. 
 
    Jessica held her position. At first, she scanned the grasses for signs of movement. If Raleigh was hunched over or even low-crawling through them, there would be movement. There was none. 
 
    He’s not that good. 
 
    That left option two. He was concealed in the brush around her, and she couldn’t see him. Without Lucille, seeing outside the visible bands of light was impossible. That he’d not turned and fired at her meant he was frozen in place and not looking, or he was waiting for her to make the first move. Jessica remained perfectly still, the pistol in a relaxed firing position. The temptation to call his name and demand his surrender died on her tongue. If he couldn’t see her, her voice would give him a relative position, and any advantage she had would pass to him. 
 
    A flash of movement in the grass ahead to the right of her caused her to react by going to the ground. Two laser bolts tore through the air where her chest had been. She came up from the grass slowly, trying to maintain as much concealment as she could. As she did, she saw the unmistakable form of Raleigh Reilly running headlong away from her though the grass toward the other side of the kilometer-wide clearing. She watched him run, not believing she could catch him with her injured thigh, but then he stumbled and fell.  
 
    When he came up, a single Urrtam swooped down from the upper canopy like a dive-bomber and clipped the side of his head. She heard him scream incoherently and fire his pistol erratically as it climbed away. Raleigh fired bolt after bolt, finally hitting the bird-thing. Jessica heard a rush in the trees above her and looked up to find a cloud of the things. Her knees trembled for a second when she realized she was as much a target as Raleigh was in the clearing, but they didn’t seem the least bit interested in her.  
 
    More of the birds harassed Raleigh. She started toward him at a jog, and then sped up as the sky was blotted out by the things. As she closed the distance, the bird-things swarmed up into a hovering cloud, and then higher still, into the lower branches of the upper canopy. Raleigh stared incredulously at them and caught sight of her. His pistol came around toward her. 
 
    Jessica’s pistol was already aimed, and she squeezed off two quick shots. Both tore into Raleigh’s right arm. His pistol flew harmlessly into the grass, and he howled in pain. The bird-things roared a surreal approval from their perch. Jessica kept her pistol on his chest and closed to ten meters before stopping. 
 
    “This is it, huh?” Raleigh clutched his arm across his chest and shook his head. “You’re going to kill a fellow human being for lawfully carrying out a contract validated at the guild level, Peacemaker? That how much of a traitor you are?” 
 
    “I’m no traitor, Raleigh,” Jessica said. “I’m a human being, just like you. I was a mercenary first, and I am a Peacemaker now. I’ve lost too many friends fighting wars for others. None of that matters. What matters is that you are a human being and a mercenary company commander, and you knew better than to accept a contract like this. You knew better than to come to an alien world with orders to kill every living thing. You knew better than to hold a child against its will for the sake of profit. A human being knows the difference between right and wrong. You stopped being a human being when you became a whore for profit.” 
 
    Raleigh laughed at her. “A whore for profit? Oh, that’s good. Reminds me of your old man, Jessica. I’m sure he’s left you a fucking, amazing nest egg collected from the blood of thousands of human mercenaries. If anyone in this conversation is a whore, it’s you. You’ve sold out humanity for that little platinum shield on your chest.” 
 
    “Bullshit, Raleigh.” Jessica shook her head and smiled. “As a Peacemaker, I’m in a position to help humanity. But my job is much harder with pus-filled, bleeding sores like you representing our species in all the wrong ways.” 
 
    Raleigh scowled. Clutching his injured arm, he stuck his left wrist out to her. “Then take me in, Peacemaker. Try this matter in a court, and the Mercenary Guild wins. You know the outcome. The contract was valid. All they wanted was someone to take it.” 
 
    “They wanted a human, Raleigh. One dumb enough to think he could get away with it.” 
 
    For the first time, she noticed that his matted, black hair was bloody. The bird-things knew what they wanted. As tempting as it was to pull the trigger and end the discussion, Jessica wouldn’t do it. Murdering an unarmed suspect was beneath a Peacemaker, even if it was justified. Having the ability to bring violence and death upon anyone in the galaxy was the Peacemaker’s most defining and challenging code. She lowered her weapon and holstered it. 
 
    “This ends now, Raleigh.” 
 
    He laughed. “You think you’re so much better than humanity, don’t you? That in this war no one is going to come after you. That the price on your head isn’t going to grow large enough so even your friends, like Tara Mason, will salivate at the chance to end your pathetic life. You can’t be better than everyone, Peacemaker Francis.” 
 
    “You’re right, Raleigh. But it means more than just being a better human, by the way. It’s being a better citizen of the Union. You can’t change the fact that humanity isn’t alone in the galaxy, nor that we aren’t the most powerful.” Jessica looked up at the bird-things in the trees for a moment, then brought her eyes back down. She stared intently at Raleigh. As she did, the unmistakable forms of more than thirty TriRusk on the far side of the clearing appeared like apparitions in the forest. In their center, Jessica saw Nurr watching her intently.  
 
    “What do you know of power, Jessica? What do you know about being a better citizen of the Union?” 
 
    Jessica stared at him for a long moment. “Power is all about not having to use it until there’s no other viable course of action. As for being a better citizen of the Union? I’m getting there. But right now, all I need to be is better than you.” 
 
    She turned and walked away. The Urrtam squawked to life. After ten steps, Raleigh sputtered to life. “You’re not taking me in?” 
 
    “No, Raleigh. It was a valid contract, remember?” 
 
    The bird-things left their perch and moved en masse toward Raleigh. For a brief moment, Jessica thought they would come for her, but they didn’t. Apparently, the Urrtam had learned their lesson. 
 
    Raleigh screamed at her. “They’re gonna kill me!” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. “That’s the thing about justice, Raleigh. Sometimes it doesn’t take a Peacemaker.” 
 
    The cloud of bird-things swirled and swarmed, descending on Raleigh like a thunderbolt. His screams echoed for a moment before the bird-things roared in approval and fed. Jessica looked past the cloud and saw the group of TriRusk had vanished, save for Nurr. They locked eyes from eight hundred meters apart as clearly as if she stood next to the TriRusk leader.  
 
    Nurr bowed her head and held it there for a few seconds before turning away. 
 
    Jessica turned toward her friends and didn’t look back. There was no sense of relief, no celebratory pause, or anything of the sort. Tirr was wounded, as was Kurrang’s daughter. What mattered most wasn’t the procedures she would need to follow before her guild arrived to pick up the pieces. What mattered now were her friends and allies. What mattered now was everything right about being a Peacemaker.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Dryod Four 
 
    Peacemaker Barracks 
 
      
 
    Hak-Chet strode into the Guild Master’s chambers carrying a slate bearing the notification they’d been waiting to receive. They’d come through the gate only an hour before to have it waiting in their message loads. He’d read the transmission, of course, and while he was cautiously optimistic about Rsach’s reaction, the Guild Master seemed more and more thoughtful in recent weeks. As reports of violence and unrest circulated around the galaxy, and the other guilds wrangled out treaties and rattled their sabers, the role of the Peacemaker Guild grew far more urgent. 
 
    “You’ve read it?” Rsach stood with his curving back to the Selector. An open personal crate lay across a bench, and it was clear Rsach was preparing to travel. 
 
    Hak-Chet replied slowly, “Every word. Are you planning on going someplace?” 
 
    Rsach chuckled. “I’ve read the report, old friend. I’m going there, myself.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” Hak-Chet walked forward to stand at his friend’s side. “She’s uncovered much more than we feared.” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” Rsach laughed and brushed his friend’s shoulder with many of his arms. “It would have been uncovered eventually. Jessica, as usual, sped up our timeline.” 
 
    “You’re planning to move forward? The plan for the Council seat?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Rsach said. “Nor do I want Jessica considered to be an Enforcer. Besides, I doubt her physique could handle it. I have a plan for her, Selector. One I think you’ll approve of. It’s time we looked deeper into the affairs of others. There is no doubt the code written into those CASPers, identified in the wreckage of both Intergalactic Haulers and Reilly’s Raiders, came from the Mercenary Guild. They’ve disavowed knowledge of that subject, as well as any knowledge of the presence of a sniper hired under their contracts division.” 
 
    Hak-Chet snorted. “Of course they did. They’ve placed the burden of proof on us. We have the ability to follow the intelligence where it leads, and when it does, we’ll have the leverage to face them.” 
 
    “Or not,” Rsach said and walked to the wide window overlooking the Ocean of Storms. He’d spent too much time on Luna in recent years, overseeing the addition of the human race to the Union. As a species, they’d done about as well as he’d expected, but there were individuals in their mercenary forces and in the general citizenry who exemplified what it meant to be human, none more so than Jessica Francis. “She’s proven my theory.” 
 
    Hak-Chet grinned a sideways Sidar grin. “The human phrase you’re expecting is ‘I told you so.’ And I did, if you’ll recall. That she’s managed to convince you is another accomplishment I will never let you live down.” 
 
    Rsach chuckled, but his dark eyes were serious. “She’s managed to convince the TriRusk to consider returning to the Union. They’re some of the best fighters and best minds we’ve seen. That’s not insignificant, old friend. Add to that her befriending a small faction of MinSha? Unheard of. This is perhaps our best chance to build upon a renewed faith in humanity, before the entire galaxy goes to war.” 
 
    “You believe, then, she can win the hearts and minds of the sentient species?” 
 
    Rsach turned on him. “Of course not! History has proven that stratagem to be worthless on a thousand planets, Hak-Chet. It’s time we use Jessica in a way she’s earned, but not in a way she’ll enjoy. She is the most logical choice to represent the guild and determine how deep the rivers of deceit run.” 
 
    “You’re sending her—” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” Rsach said. “I’m going to Weqq to bring the TriRusk into the Union again; that’s the official statement. I’m also telling Jessica face-to-face. There will be no communications about this—not even among the council.” 
 
    Hak-Chet rubbed his elongated chin with a gnarled hand. “She is the most logical choice, and it would give her some separation from combat and keep her out of the Mercenary Guild’s aim.” 
 
    “Jessica may be the best Peacemaker I’ve seen in my life, Hak-Chet. I do not say those words lightly, but she must see the universe and gain an understanding beyond the sights of her laser rifle. If every situation called for combat, I would send her every time. But right now, our greatest threat comes from those who would profit from all-out war besides the guilds. Those willing to do anything for survival.” 
 
    “You’re sending fire to meet with oxygen, Master Rsach. You understand that, I trust?” 
 
    Rsach nodded and looked at his oldest friend for a long moment before speaking. “They want to burn the galaxy to the ground for their riches? What is it the humans say? Fight fire with fire?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
    MinSha Compound 
 
      
 
    When the Peacemaker Guild’s quick reaction force arrived fourteen days after Raleigh’s defeat, they helped collect and document the last of the evidence at the MinSha compound and the sniper’s nest, and they took statements from the surviving MinSha. Kurrang and Maarg also gave statements, but the TriRusk council of elders wouldn’t speak with Jessica or any of the team leaders. Fifteen of the Raiders survived and were given the best medical treatment possible by the MinSha, but they refused to give statements and demanded the assistance of barristers.  
 
    As a party to the events, Jessica was sequestered in her quarters and restricted to only speaking to the investigators when summoned. For three days of the investigation, she gave her statement multiple times and went through the events of the human attacks and her own actions until her emotions were raw. Even the news that Lucille had discovered the software had only been planted in the CASPers of Intergalactic Haulers and Reilly’s Raiders failed to brighten her spirits. The loss of CASPers likely meant her father was dead somewhere in the void. Bouncing between rage and despair, Jessica’s exhaustion caught up with her. During a break in the eighth day of interrogations, Jessica slept.  
 
    The door slid open and Jessica groggily rolled over. It can’t be time again, already. I just got to sleep. 
 
    Whoever it was stood at the door waiting. She hadn’t heard them take a step, unlike the guards, who seemed to burst in at every inopportune moment. “What do you want?” she asked without opening her eyes. 
 
    “I was hoping to have a few moments of your time, Peacemaker.” The voice was unmistakable, and Jessica opened her eyes, sucked in a shocked breath, and shot to her feet.  
 
    “Guild Master Rsach.” Jessica bowed her chin to her chest. “My apologies. This…investigation has taken a lot out of me. More than I’d realized.”  
 
    “Your tone is forgiven, Jessica. Investigations like this are few and far between, but they are meant to determine absolute truth and set the course for future discussions.” Rsach swept into the room with his many limbs and fluid body swirling. The Jeha looked at her for a long moment. “I am to understand you’ve seen the medicinal products on this planet firsthand?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I have.” 
 
    “The MinSha have many secrets. This development was long suspected but never proven, until now. I take it you did not learn from them directly?” 
 
    “No. Kurrang, the TriRusk who assisted me, treated a wound on my leg, and I experienced the effects firsthand.” Jessica sighed. “This kind of biological experimentation is priceless.” 
 
    “Given the current state of the Union, I am inclined to agree. It also plays into concerns being raised about the MinSha and their intentions. For a species that hasn’t thought much of humans, you’ve certainly changed the local line of thinking. That is a good thing, Jessica.” Rsach moved to a bench across the room and sat down. He motioned for her to do the same, and she sat on the edge of her small bed. “The Raiders’ contract was valid and specifically required genocide. You were aware of this?” 
 
    Jessica nodded but said nothing. 
 
    Rsach continued, “And you’re aware the Mercenary Guild has disavowed all evidence about their role in any attempt on your life.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I’m aware, Master Rsach.” 
 
    “How does that make you feel, Jessica?” 
 
    “Betrayed. Angry.” Jessica sighed. “Uncertain.” 
 
    Rsach steepled many fingers across his chest. “Uncertain about what?” 
 
    “My actions. My future as a Peacemaker.” She sighed again. “Honestly? If I made the right choice in the first place.” 
 
    Rsach chittered in amusement. “I believe you stated in your oath you wished to stand for those in need. Did you do that to the best of your ability?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I believe you did as well.” Rsach nodded solemnly. “Your moral code is one of the many reasons we brought you into the fold, Jessica. Let me state for the record you have the full support of your guild, which is not something to take lightly. This early in your career path, as such, you are aware the guild is unable to afford you additional protection.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. The Peacemaker code was clear that while Peacemakers were to be considered protected in all Union territories and safe from individual attack or harm, they could still be attacked. Peacemakers, Constables, and Intermediaries were unprotected. Enforcers had their own internal protective measures. Peacemaker leadership ranks, Lieutenant and above, were protected by the guild, and any attack on them brought whatever response the Peacemaker Guild chose to deploy. “I am aware, Master Rsach.” 
 
    He nodded. “Then you are to understand something else, Peacemaker Francis. Your performance on Araf flirted with the edge of a Peacemaker’s roles and responsibilities in the Union. Your ability to discern the situation and put down armed conflict with a handful of supporting soldiers and weapon systems was something unseen in the guild for the last two hundred years. Accordingly, we deemed you worthy of entering the guild with the full provisions appropriate for your work. Today, though, is much different. There are many reasons, Jessica, but from this day forward you hold the rank of Lieutenant. That you’ve accomplished this in six months is a surprise to everyone except Selector Hak-Chet. There are two reasons for this promotion, and I want you to understand them well.” 
 
    Lieutenant? Her breath caught in her throat. There were fewer than a hundred Lieutenants in the entire Peacemaker force. That she’d made the rank so quickly sent a ripple of adrenaline through her body, like a bolt of lightning from the heavens. Holy shit! 
 
    Rsach continued, “First, your performance merits this promotion, which is the foremost reason and why the guild has authorized it, effective today. I signed off on your commissioning statement this morning, and while I am proud of you, I had other concerns. Second, though, is that you require protection. Now, any threat to you is a direct threat to the leadership of our guild. Before you became a Peacemaker, I believed no one would dare cross that line and target one of us. Sadly, that’s no longer the case. While neither of us wants to face the fact, there are those in the galaxy who want you dead. I’d hoped the addition of Nikki Sinclair and Jackson Rains from your species to the Peacemaker rolls would ease this pressure, but it has not. Times are uncertain, and I need the best Peacemaker I have for a critical mission elsewhere. Something that is very different from anything you’ve done to this point. Something that will take you away from the conflicts raging across the galaxy. But you require the rank and authority to do so.” 
 
    Jessica swallowed. “I understand, Master Rsach, and I’m honored.” 
 
    “Good,” Rsach said. “In twelve hours, you’ll depart for Dryod Four. Once there, you’ll be briefed on the situation and enter full mission quarantine. No one can know you’re being deployed again. That’s all I can say about the mission now. You’re to gather your things and be ready for transport. I will accompany you to the Quiet Storm.” 
 
    Jessica’s head swam. The incredible promotion was something she would never have expected, especially not within her first year as a Peacemaker. A new mission, something very different and challenging, sounded like a vacation. As good as everything appeared, there was something else she needed to do. Something that necessitated the guild’s awareness. 
 
    “What is it, Jessica? I can see doubt churning your face.” Rsach chuckled. “Do you think yourself unready?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, Master Rsach. I’m ready for what you want me to do, but there’s something else I feel we need to address.” 
 
    “What would that be?”  
 
    I’m sorry, Dad.  
 
    “An immediate arrest warrant needs to be issued for my father, James Edward Francis,” Jessica said, “on the suspicion he supplied technical information to the Mercenary Guild and assisted in the development of a weapon designed to disable human CASPer systems in combat with the Veetanho. I believe there is probable cause for questioning and detention, Sir.” 
 
    Rsach’s fuzzy eyebrows rose. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Rsach. I know you want me to perform this other mission, but I believe my father needs to be arrested immediately and brought to your presence. Assuming he’s still alive.” 
 
    “He’s alive,” Rsach said. “We have solid intelligence on that, but he’s used his Dusman chip to thwart our tracking abilities, and we are certain the Cartography Guild is helping him disappear. He has turned into a different burrow, and he has what you humans call a head start. As much as you want to take that mission and find him, I am afraid I cannot let you do so. Not because of emotional ties or conflicts of interest, but you have another more important mission to complete.” 
 
    Jessica looked away. The news her father was alive should have filled her with joy instead of dread. He had to answer to the charges Raleigh Reilly had leveled against him. They needed answers, and while she wanted to go, she knew her finding her father would raise too many eyebrows and undermine the guild’s mission. “I understand.” 
 
    The door to Jessica’s quarters was still open, and Tara Mason appeared outside. When Tara saw the Guild Master, a wave of recognition shot across her face, and she spun quickly to walk away, but Rsach spoke first. “Miss Mason? Please come in. My business with the Peacemaker is nearly complete, and we have to talk about your next mission.” 
 
    Tara squinted at the Jeha, flashed her eyes to Jessica, and walked into the room. “Yes, Guild Master?” 
 
    “You are a known quantity to Jessica’s father, are you not?” 
 
    “I am. He offered me a job. I didn’t take it, but…” Tara let the comment die, and Jessica thought it wise. 
 
    “On behalf of the Peacemaker Guild, you’ll be deputized at my direct discretion and sent after Jessica’s father. While you are not a Peacemaker, and cannot represent yourself as one, you go with the blessing and the authority of the guild.” 
 
    Tara flinched. “You’re pardoning me?” 
 
    “Miss Mason, you were never charged with a crime. Jessica’s testimony in the investigation cleared you of any wrongdoing aside from making a poor decision. We’ve all done that before. She believes you can be trusted, and I need someone Snowman knows to go get him and bring him to Luna. Doing so before he’s killed in cold blood is critical. Do you accept this offer? I am acutely aware you are in need of immediate employment.” Rsach almost smiled. 
 
    “I accept, Guild Master.”  
 
    “Good,” Rsach said. “If you’ll excuse me, Lieutenant Francis, Nurr has finally asked to speak with me. I believe we’ll bring the TriRusk back into the Union because of your efforts. I’m also supposed to tell you that Kurrang wishes to speak with you. I’m sorry to say he’s declined my offer to again become a Peacemaker, but I understand his decision. He and his daughter are waiting outside. You are both free to leave your quarters.” 
 
    Jessica exulted and struggled to maintain her bearing. I knew it! Kurrang was a Peacemaker. 
 
    Rsach swept from the room as gracefully as he’d entered, the light catching the fine hairs and limbs of his carapace in a prismatic rainbow effect before the door closed behind him. Jessica brought a hand to her face and covered her eyes. Her shoulders slumped under the mixture of emotions, both volatile and excited, coursing through her veins. She wanted to scream for joy and cry in pain. Chin to her chest, she stood there for a moment. She heard Tara cross the floor. The taller woman silently wrapped Jessica in a hug and held her until the tears stopped and her composure returned—which took much longer than either of them expected. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bags over her shoulder, wearing her clean, dark blue coveralls without her weapon belts and bandolier, Jessica strode to the waiting shuttle and saw a familiar group waiting for her. Tirr, his left arm in an immobilizing cast and the MinSha version of a sling, stepped forward and directed two of his guards to take her bags. He looked down at her with his bright, ruby eyes. “I am glad to have made your acquaintance, Jessica.” 
 
    He stretched out a forearm that Jessica shook warmly. “More than an acquaintance, Tirr. A friend. If there is ever anything I can do for you, don’t hesitate to contact me.” 
 
    Tirr bowed ceremonially. “I’m honored to be your friend, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Can I ask you to do one thing in the future?” 
 
    Tirr raised his chin and nodded awkwardly.  
 
    “Do not hide secrets.”  
 
    “I apologize that we did not tell you about the TriRusk sooner.” 
 
    Jessica put up a hand to stop him speaking. “Trust comes in all shapes and sizes, Tirr. Just remember that.” 
 
    “I will, Jessica.” 
 
    Kurrang and his daughter stepped forward as Tirr exited from the hasty receiving line. The whole idea of it made Jessica smile. The TriRusk warrior, whom she’d learned was once the equivalent of a general in the TriRusk militia and a Peacemaker to boot, scowled at her. “Is something funny?” 
 
    “I feel like I’m on parade.” 
 
    Kurrang lowered his chin. “You are a hero to the MinSha and the TriRusk. This is a result of your position and the way that you cared for and defended us. All of us. Maintain that approach, Jessica Francis, and you’ll go far.” 
 
    Jessica wiped away a sudden tear that appeared in her left eye. “Rsach said you won’t return to the guild and be a Peacemaker again.” 
 
    “No, that time for me has passed. There are others, though, we will consider. When they are ready, they will go and stand beside you,” Kurrang said. “Jessica, I want you to meet Maarg. That we haven’t been able to see you until now is most unfortunate, but she wanted to make sure I introduced you.” 
 
    Jessica knelt down and smiled. “It’s very nice to meet you, Maarg.” 
 
    “Father told me you have another mission. I do hope you’ll return soon. You are welcome here forever.” 
 
    She felt a blush on her cheeks. Maarg was almost certainly not a child, despite her size and relative youth. The young TriRusk served as a reminder that not everything in this universe was as it seemed. “Thanks. I’ll be back again someday soon.” 
 
    Jessica stood and Kurrang’s massive right arm collared her and brought her to his chest for an awkward hug. His fur tickled her skin as she hugged him fiercely. “Thank you for saving my life, Kurrang.” 
 
    “You saved my tribe. I am forever in your debt.” 
 
    Lastly, Tara waited at the shuttle’s ramp. She smiled and shrugged her shoulders. Jessica decided that Tara needed to smile more. Perhaps the mission Rsach had offered would give her some peace. “I’ve sent for the Victory Twelve. She’s yours for the mission—just don’t break her.” 
 
    Tara looked shocked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    Jessica nodded, tucked her auburn hair over one ear, and reached into a pocket. “I am, and I want you to take my slate. This is the master copy of Lucille. Update the file on Victory Twelve and load her into your combat slate or mini-slate if you want.” 
 
    “The Victory Twelve? Is that how you got here?” Tara asked. 
 
    “No, it was at Dryod Four. Master Rsach has a crew bringing her here in the next few days. She’s yours for as long as you need her.” 
 
    Tears glistened in Tara’s eyes. “I can’t take your ship, Jess.” 
 
    “Yes, you can, and you will,” Jessica said. “Upload your copy of Lucille and make sure she updates the ship, too.” 
 
    “Don’t you need Lucille on your mission?”  
 
    “Not the master file,” Jessica said. “I have a copy of her, but one that’s nowhere near what you and I have used. It’ll be alright for this mission. I just wanted the real one to be in the hands of someone I trust.” 
 
    Tara’s mouth opened and closed silently. She finally said, “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “That’s a first.” Jessica walked up to Tara and wrapped her arms around her. They embraced tightly, and Jessica felt Tara’s breath on her neck. 
 
    “Thank you, Jessica.”  
 
    Jessica nodded. “You’re welcome, Tara. Just do me a favor?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Get to him before anyone else does.” 
 
    “I will.” Tara pulled back and looked into Jessica’s eyes. She leaned forward and kissed Jessica on the cheek before hugging her again. “That’s what friends are for.” 
 
      
 
    <<<<>>>> 
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    Excerpt from “Stand or Fall:” 
 
      
 
    <<All systems nominal, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Lucille, tap the collection platforms in forward space two and make a separate record.” 
 
    <<Network connection initiated. Download will take twelve minutes and fourteen seconds.>> Lucille replied. <<The yacht will reach atmospheric interface in seventy seconds. The flight plan calls for hypersonic s-turns. You’ll want to be strapped in for that.>> 
 
    “Thanks, Lucille. Have you downloaded any information or news from the Gate?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. There are no items meeting your top three criteria today.>> 
 
    Jessica smiled. If there was nothing about her father, Tara Mason, or the University of Georgia’s football team, it was a news day she could forget. She shook her head. “Anything from Earth?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. The Mercenary Guild continues to demand the commanders of all human companies report. Twelve have done so. The Four Horsemen have yet to put out a statement. Their whereabouts are unknown.>> 
 
    “But at least one of them was here. Search the Gate for destination information files for Asbaran Solutions, please.” 
 
    <<There is a Tier Twelve encryption on the servers and no active communication links. I am unable to comply with your request at this distance, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Meaning that you might be able to with a near-direct connection?” 
 
    <<Unknown. You need to strap in. Thirty seconds to atmospheric interface.>> 
 
    Jessica looked around her stateroom for the required acceleration/deceleration harness. On one end of the recessed bed, she found the straps. Set for a much larger Besquith, the harness took a fair amount of adjustment, which she finished just as the first vibrations came up from the yacht’s hull. Within seconds, the vibrations were enough to shake her body and distort her vision. Jessica mashed her eyes closed. “Time to smooth air, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Four hundred and thirty seconds. The angle of attack for this vehicle is much steeper than anything you’ve been a passenger on, Jessica. The vibrations and any sudden oscillations will cease soon.>> 
 
    “Sudden oscill--” the world swayed hard to Jessica’s left. Hands balled into fists, Jessica clenched her jaw at the sudden, violent nausea. Her memory flashed back to an ill-fated deep sea fishing trip with her father the summer before he’d disappeared. They were off the coast of the Outer Banks, almost due east of Cape Hatteras, in heavy swells. The sweaty men nursed their beers and tended their fishing poles. Jessica and her mother sat along the gunwales of the boat, heads draped over the railing to not soil their clothes and shoes any more than necessary. Helplessly sick, and with nothing working to control her nausea, her father had carefully nudged the others into returning to port. The hour and a half ride back to the pier had been murderous, and though she’d lurched uncontrollably when walking on dry land again, the intense nausea faded quickly enough to enjoy a fish fry. It was the last happy time with her parents she could remember. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “Assassin:” 
 
      
 
    Deluge closed his eyes and let the taste of spiced Khava explode over the inside of his mouth. It burned its way over his tongue and down into his belly, filling him with heat from the inside.  
 
    “You like it?” the Besquith trader growled. Deluge opened his eyes and looked up at the hairy alien. Besquith were not known for their charm, and this one seemed a representative member of his race in that department. It had somewhat beady eyes that glared at Deluge as he sat on the trading counter. Doubtless, the trader would have preferred for Deluge to remain on the floor in his bipedal stance. However, that didn’t make sense in the Hunter’s mind, given the immense difference between their two heights. Far better that he should spring to the counter and sit like a civilized being.  
 
    It wasn’t his problem if his movements were too quick for the Besquith to track. Nor was it his problem if that fact made the other being nervous. Though Deluge had to admit it was amusing.  
 
    “I do like it,” the Hunter said. “Your batch has a very good flavor.”  
 
    “I have more,” the Besquith said. “Five credits gets you the whole fish.”  
 
    Deluge slow blinked at the outrageous price, and let his mouth fall open in his Human smile.  
 
    “And what would I do with a whole fish?” he asked. “Especially at that larcenous rate?”  
 
    “Larcenous?” the Besquith growled, its voice dropping lower. “Are you calling me a cheat?”  
 
    “Larceny means theft. Technically I’m calling you a thief,” Deluge said. “But I suppose your language may not have such subtleties.”  
 
    He didn’t, truly, mean it as an insult. The Besquith didn’t seem to care. It let out a low snarl and bared its teeth, then lunged at Deluge, snapping his teeth a hair’s breadth from where the Hunter sat.  
 
    Or more accurately, where the Hunter had been sitting.  
 
    Because, of course, Deluge was in motion as soon as the Besquith started his lunge. He drove his powerful hind legs against the firm surface of the trading counter and leapt up into the air. A quick twist of his body allowed his front claws access to the large, pointed ears that sat atop the Besquith’s head. He dug his claws into those sensitive ears and used them as a pivot point to anchor his leap. His lower body flipped up and around to the point where his back claws could grab on. One caught the alien’s throat, just above the jugular, and the other hovered scant millimeters from the being’s vulnerable eye.  
 
    “Hunter, your pardon.”  
 
    The voice that spoke was Besquith, and female, unless Deluge missed his guess. It was also smooth and laced with respect, unlike the nervous, aggressive tone of the one he now had by the ears. That Besquith was busy whimpering in pain and fear as Deluge wrenched its head around so that he might look at the newcomer.  
 
    The newcomer stood in the curtained doorway at the back of the booth. She wore the rich silks of a wealthy Besquith trader, and the grey about her muzzle spoke of some experience. She inclined her head as Deluge met her eyes.  
 
    “I greet you,” Deluge said. He didn’t want to be rude, but he rather thought that in this particular situation, he might be excused the use of an abbreviated hello. “Welcome to our negotiation.”  
 
    “I am Jhurrahkk” she said. “I am the alpha for our people here on Khatash. You hold the life of my pup in your claws.”  
 
    “I am Deluge,” he answered. “Your pup was rude and attacked me. His life is forfeit on my planet.”  
 
    “This is where I propose we begin our negotiation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “Wraithkin:” 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The lifeless body of his fellow agent on the bed confirmed the undercover operation was thoroughly busted. 
 
    “Crap,” Agent Andrew Espinoza, Dominion Intelligence Bureau, said as he stepped fully into the dimly lit room and carefully made his way to the filthy bed in which his fellow agent lay. He turned away from the ruined body of his friend and scanned the room for any sign of danger. Seeing none, he quickly walked back out of the room to where the slaves he had rescued earlier were waiting. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep quiet now,” he reminded them. “I’ll go first, and you follow me. I don’t think there are any more slavers in the warehouse. Understand?” 
 
    They all nodded. He offered them a smile of confidence, though he had lied. He knew there was one more slaver in the warehouse, hiding near the side exit they were about to use. He had a plan to deal with that person, however. First he had to get the slaves to safety. 
 
    He led the way, his pistol up and ready as he guided the women through the dank and musty halls of the old, rundown building. It had been abandoned years before, and the slaver ring had managed to get it for a song. In fact, they had even qualified for a tax-exempt purchase due to the condition of the neighborhood around it. The local constable had wanted the property sold, and the slaver ring had stepped in and offered him a cut if he gave it to them. The constable had readily agreed, and the slavers had turned the warehouse into the processing plant for the sex slaves they sold throughout the Dominion. Andrew knew all this because he had been the one to help set up the purchase in the first place. 
 
    Now, though, he wished he had chosen another locale. 
 
    He stopped the following slaves as he came to the opening which led into one of the warehouse’s spacious storage areas. Beyond that lay their final destination, and he was dreading the confrontation with the last slaver. He checked his gun and grunted in surprise as he saw he had two fewer rounds left than he had thought. He shook his head and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Stay here and wait for my signal,” he told the rescued slaves. They nodded in unison. 
 
    He took a deep, calming breath. No matter what happened, he had to get the slaves to safety. He owed them that much. His sworn duty was to protect the Dominion from people like the slavers, and someone along the way had failed these poor women. He exhaled slowly, crossed himself and prayed to God, the Emperor and any other person who might have been paying attention. 
 
    He charged into the room, his footsteps loud on the concrete flooring. He had his gun up as he ducked behind a small, empty crate. He peeked over the top and snarled; he had been hoping against hope the slaver was facing the other direction. 
 
    Apparently Murphy is still a stronger presence in my life than God, he thought as he locked eyes with the last slaver. The woman’s eyes widened in recognition and shock, and he knew he would only have one chance before she killed them all. 
 
    He dove to the right of the crate and rolled, letting his momentum drag him out of the slaver’s immediate line of fire. He struggled to his feet as her gun swung up and began to track him, but he was already moving, sprinting back to the left while closing in on her. She fired twice, both shots ricocheting off the floor and embedding themselves in the wall behind him. 
 
    Andrew skid to a stop and took careful aim. It was a race, the slaver bringing her gun around as his own came to bear upon her. The muzzles of both guns flashed simultaneously, and Andrew grunted as pain flared in his shoulder. 
 
    A second shot punched him in the gut and he fell, shocked the woman had managed to get him. He lifted his head and saw that while he had hit her, her wound wasn’t nearly as bad as his. He had merely clipped her collarbone and, while it would smart, it was in no way fatal. She took aim on him and smiled coldly. 
 
    Andrew swiftly brought his gun up with his working arm and fired one final time. The round struck true, burrowing itself right between the slaver’s eyes. She fell backwards and lay still, dead. He groaned and dropped the gun, pain blossoming in his stomach. He rolled onto his back and stared at the old warehouse’s ceiling. 
 
    That sucked, he groused. He closed his eyes and let out a long, painful breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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