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 Shaloyl-Huk Trading Camp, Secret Location in the Spine Nebula 
 
    “Cool me,” snapped Olvanjie, not troubling to glance up from her slate. 
 
    The four Jivool eunuchs worked harder at their bellows, pumping sweet perfumed and lightly refrigerated air over their mistress. 
 
    A bead of sweat dripped from the trader’s whiskers. Jenkins prayed it was due to the sultry air in the tent and not the revised terms of their contract she was reading on the slate. Rachid had sworn he’d made only very reasonable changes, hardly anything worth sweating over. 
 
    The eunuchs on the other hand… 
 
    A hard edge of desperation cut through their hitherto graceful air conditioning service. Jenkins could see muscles bulging in the long arms of the aliens who resembled hunchbacked bears. Their fur was bare above their baggy, diaphanous pants and their sweat flowed freely along the furrow shaved from the crest of their heads down along their spines. It was this shaved strip that denoted their exalted status as eunuchs. 
 
    Jenkins had plied the trade routes of the Spine Nebula for 30 years and more, but he’d never possessed the courage, or the alcoholic lubrication, necessary to ask why being a eunuch was so highly regarded. By their looks of panic, though, it wasn’t exalted enough to escape the wrath of the mistress they had failed to please. 
 
    Three decades living, working, and trading with aliens, and they still held a multitude of mysteries. 
 
    Jenkins liked it that way. 
 
    Though there were some alien mysteries that he did not appreciate. Even here, in a flyover region of the galaxy such as the Spine Nebula, there were deep secrets of pure evil. 
 
    “Could I trouble you for more iced sherbet tea?” asked the Merchant Guild representative from her nest of plump cushions. “The tent air is a little close in this unseasonal heat.” 
 
    The guildswoman was a Bakulu, a species whose protective shell helped them thrive in a region of space prone to sudden outbursts of violent stellar radiation. 
 
    Jenkins nodded politely at the kindly old snail. Everyone in Olvanjie’s negotiation tent was aware that she would be perfectly cool within her jeweled shell. She was merely attempting to take the pressure off the Jivool. 
 
    “Iced tea for me too, please,” said Jenkins, taking the guildswoman’s cue by pointing at the tent roof. It was beautifully decorated with overlapping scales coated in gleaming metals. In the gentle breeze running through the summer trading camp of Shaloyl-Huk, the scales flexed like the flank of a sighing dragon. 
 
    Pretty they may be, but beneath the polished veneer of those scales were the lead sheeting of radiation shielding. 
 
    It was the same throughout the nebula. The ever-present shielding meant any dirtside outing required a good scrub after returning to the coolness of Jenkins’ ship, the Unlikely Regret. 
 
    “No,” said Olvanjie with absolute finality. She put aside her slate with the revised contract written upon it and regarded Jenkins down her long snout. 
 
    He returned the attention neutrally. Olvanjie was one of the premier traders of the nebula. She was a Zuparti, a stretched pseudo-mammal analogous to a four-foot-long weasel with a reputation for paranoia. In his years as a free trader, Jenkins had come to appreciate the often-maligned race. Olvanjie felt she had every reason to be paranoid, and he didn’t doubt her. 
 
    It was the explanation for her nomadic existence. 
 
    And the carefully calculated displays of wealth, from her diadem of red diamonds to the jewels and precious metals that adorned her trading tent. All impressive up to a point, but Olvanjie was vastly more wealthy than she allowed anyone to see. 
 
    Her trading tent appeared seemingly at random throughout the nebula, never in the same location for more than 170 hours: the duration of a single hyperspace jump. 
 
    Then there was her protection squad of heavily armed shaved eunuchs. Half of which were on watch outside the tent. 
 
    The Spine Nebula was the trader’s home, but she clearly did not feel safe here. 
 
    It was sometimes said that the nebula was cursed. That long ago a great evil was committed here that had threatened the entire galaxy, and ever since, the people of the nebula had paid the price for their ancestors’ crimes. Happiness, wealth, success—wherever they sprung up, the curse would surely cut them down. It was called the Doom, the Darkness, the Well of Despair. It had many names, but when Jenkins had first heard the stories, it had been called the Scourge. 
 
    When he had fled from the overreaching bureaucratic bean counters of Earth, winding up eventually in the nebula, Jenkins had laughed at the idea. The Scourge? It was a stupid tale for the infinitely credulous, and if that meant traders were too scared to operate here, then it meant more opportunities for him. 
 
    Now Jenkins wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Not sure at all. 
 
    Olvanjie certainly believed the nebula was cursed by dark forces. And now, it seemed, her heightened level of paranoia meant she was rejecting his very reasonably revised contract. 
 
    “You disappoint me, trade mistress,” he told her. “It was my second, Rachid, who suggested these changes, and I know you like him. They were added for clarity and effectiveness, not to rob you of your rightful share.” 
 
    The black orbs of Olvanjie’s eyes stared back impassively. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, trade mistress. You have dealt with the Unlikely Regret many times over the years. We are traders like you, not thieves. Have you forgotten that?” 
 
    “No,” she said, not releasing her stare from him. With a hind limb she beckoned forward a pair of servants who had been waiting at the rear of the tent. 
 
    The Zuparti’s words were translated by the pendant dangling around Jenkins’ neck. He couldn’t speak Olvanjie’s Zuparti dialect as such, but he knew enough of the language to pick up on a deep swell of amusement. 
 
    Deep, as in, if Olvanjie were Human she would be peeing herself with laughter. 
 
    “Son of a gun.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Olvanjie’s lips flicked into a smile. “I am toying with you, Captain Jenkins. You have been so distrusting of late. I have often speculated you have a little Zuparti in your ancestry. Now I am all but certain.” 
 
    Jenkins tugged at the tuft of beard that sprouted from his chin. “Well, now that you mention it, when I was growing up, I heard some very peculiar rumors about great-grandpa Marvin.” 
 
    The servants—more Jivool with the shaved strip—came forward carrying silver trays bearing frosted goblets of Cumuni. 
 
    Jenkins grinned. Cumuni was a Zuparti celebratory drink, akin to champagne in some Human cultures. Unlike champagne, it was thick and black, fifty percent alcohol, and tasted like fermented asparagus blended with distilled cough drops. 
 
    Olvanjie lifted a small glass of Cumuni in her paw. “Let us celebrate the agreement of this contract.” 
 
    Jenkins lifted his glass in reply. “To a profitable trade, and long may it continue.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” said the old snail, who would cream a cut of the contract’s value for herself and her guild. 
 
    Jenkins grinned like a lunatic. He was too old to bother with all that keeping cool and inscrutable bullshit. 
 
    “Here’s to the credits,” he proclaimed and downed the drink in one. Ohh…that burned in a very special way. 
 
    The guildswoman and the trade mistress registered disapproval in the respective ways of their kind. Jenkins didn’t care about that either. 
 
    Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins would hit 70 years of age in a couple of months, and he’d been determined to show retirement that it could bite his ass if it thought it was time for him to hang up his space boots. 
 
    The year had begun with a bang with a marine on his ship that he’d been coaching as a trainee pilot. One day she had blinked her weird lashless eyes at him and informed him that she was going to seduce him. She wasn’t kidding. Man, what a way to feel 110 percent alive. 
 
    She’d been wild, weirdly beautiful, and kind of terrifying in equal measure. 
 
    When her contract expired, and she had left with her sister to find a new berth on the huge orbital hub of Station 5, he’d been as much relieved as saddened to see her go. 
 
    He still owed her. If it hadn’t been for the kick in the butt she’d given him, he’d never have let Rachid talk him into this deal with Olvanjie. It was a departure for the Unlikely Regret. He’d traded weapons before, but this was something new. He would be gun-running, supplying the Zuparti with arms on the sly. Assuming, of course, the roguish Bakulu kept her part of the deal and obfuscated the nature of the shipments. 
 
    This wasn’t to arm Olvanjie’s guards but to establish arms caches throughout the nebula. Whatever that was about, it was definitely not his business to enquire. 
 
    On a whim, Jenkins decided to honor the girl who had de-coked his sense of adventure. He grabbed a second goblet of Cumuni. 
 
    “Here’s to Blue and whatever shenanigans she’s currently dragged her sister into.” 
 
    The others stared at him in silence. 
 
    “What? Can’t Humans have their little mysteries, too?” 
 
    The deal sealed, Jenkins bid his partners farewell, slipped into his second-best greatcoat, and walked back to the flitter he’d parked on the outskirts of the tent town. 
 
    There was no practical reason for leaving it outside Shaloyl-Huk, he simply enjoyed the pleasure of walking through the encampment and soaking in its atmosphere. Aromatic cooking smells wafted through the avenue of glittering tents. Laughing children from a score of species played together at the margins, the shared desire to enjoy a new toy or game overcoming language and species boundaries with ease. 
 
    Here in the Spine Nebula, life was often hard. Jenkins held no illusions about that, but the rough camaraderie and instinct for self-sufficiency suited him far more than Earth, where the credit-stealing, elitist, bureaucratic, so-called government had dared to declare him a smuggler and issue a warrant for his arrest. 
 
    It was sad, but his home world had been going to the dogs ever since the creation of the Earth Republic. 
 
    No, the Spine Nebula was home now. 
 
    Those kids scrabbling around in the dusty red ground? They were his people. 
 
    With the Cumuni a pleasant warmth in his belly, he activated his flitter and drove off into the red afternoon sun, headed for the starport an hour’s drive away. 
 
    A few miles later, the crump of an explosion punched the air, echoing off the hills surrounding him. 
 
    It was followed by weapons discharges. 
 
    There was only one place that could have come from. 
 
    He settled the flitter’s ducted fans into vertical mode and slowed to a halt, six feet off the ground. 
 
    “It’s not your fight, Lenworth.” He pushed the words through gritted teeth. They tasted false. 
 
    There could be a hundred reasons to explain the fighting at Shaloyl-Huk, but a deep welling of fear told him there was only one answer that made sense. 
 
    The curse of the Spine Nebula had finally come for Shaloyl-Huk. 
 
    They’re my people now, he reminded himself. That makes it my fight, too. 
 
    He pulled his volley gun from its concealed compartment, slewed the flitter around, and sped toward the sound of gunfire. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Scourge. No one knew who they were. Nor their real name. 
 
    They weren’t an army. They weren’t connected to the guilds. Some said they were an insane death cult, whose origins and purpose were lost to the mists of deep time, but whose lust for killing had never diminished. 
 
    It was as good a theory as any. Most people still believed the stories of a curse were but a rumor, as Jenkins once had. Picking his way cautiously through the burning tent city, its dusty streets strewn with the corpses of its inhabitants, he no longer had the luxury of believing that. 
 
    Why would anyone do this? What purpose could it possibly serve, other than to perpetuate the misery of the Spine Nebula? 
 
    Jenkins itched to empty his volley gun into whoever had perpetrated this atrocity, but the raiders seemed to have completed their murderous task and moved on. 
 
    With rounds chambered in all nine barrels of his hefty Nock Niner, he desperately wanted some of the bandits to have stayed behind. 
 
    Familiarity led him back to Olvanjie’s tent. As soon as he saw its side blown out and its fabric shredded with projectile fire, he knew his friends and trading partners were dead. 
 
    The Scourge hadn’t had it all their own way. More than a dozen attackers lay dead near the tent, having succumbed to the steadfast resistance of Olvanjie’s eunuchs. But even the Jivool had fallen in the end. 
 
    After checking the area was clear, Jenkins kicked over one of the murderers and stared into their face. This one was a Zuul. There were other races here too, all humanoid. They were clothed in unremarkable jackets, pants, smocks, overalls, and boots. The light combat armor they wore carried no identifying insignia. One was even a Human man. 
 
    They could have fitted right in anywhere in the Spine Nebula, almost as if they were random people possessed by a sudden desire to kill and destroy. Perhaps that was the truth of it. It would explain why the bandits had abandoned their dead to rot; not something any military unit with pride would do lightly. 
 
    Inside the trading tent, Jenkins groaned as he took in a scene of utter carnage. Shattered bodies. Blood. A Bakulu shell cracked into a hundred pieces and sprayed over the cushioned floor. 
 
    Olvanjie’s tent had been richly decorated. Gold, silver, red diamonds, even the shell of the Bakulu was coated in thousands of credits worth of adornments. All of it had been left. Whoever had come here, their purpose had not been to loot Shaloyl-Huk of its significant wealth. They hadn’t even destroyed the entire settlement. Despite the abundance of bodies, they numbered fewer than the people Jenkins had seen before he left for the starport. Many of its inhabitants would be still cowering in the dirt outside the town, wondering when it would be safe to return. 
 
    The only clear purpose of the Scourge was to sow terror. 
 
    His dark musings were interrupted by movement toward the back of the tent. 
 
    Jenkins raised his Nock and advanced on the sound, his trigger finger burning to unleash the fearsome weapon. 
 
    “It would be an irony if it fell to my friend to finish the task begun by those killers.” 
 
    The words were Zuparti, but that didn’t mean it was Olvanjie speaking. He edged closer to a pile of Jivool corpses and the voice emanating from beneath it. 
 
    “Was I being overly subtle for you, Human?” snapped the Zuparti. “Put down the damned gun, Lenworth. I need my slate and three minutes of your time, not a barrage of shells.” 
 
    Jenkins took a last look around to satisfy himself they were alone. He safed and slung his Nock so he could lift the bloodied Jivool torso pinning Olvanjie. 
 
    His heart leapt as he watched his friend crawl out, but then he saw she’d taken multiple bullet wounds. Frankly, he didn’t understand how the trade mistress could still be alive. 
 
    “Benefit of extreme wealth, Jenkins,” Olvanjie explained. “I avoided the extravagance I could have enjoyed because I did not wish to make myself a target. It seems I have failed in that endeavor, but on the inside, I spared no expense. I am nanite hardened and have multiple redundant auxiliary organs.” 
 
    “Then you will live?” 
 
    Olvanjie let out a low growl. “Only, for a brief coda, it appears. Long enough to see your ugly Human face. My pinplants say I have five to ten minutes of life remaining.” 
 
    Jenkins reached into his greatcoat and brought out a trauma kit. 
 
    “No,” said Olvanjie. “There’s nothing you could do my nanites are not already doing better. In any case, I have more important affairs to conduct in my final minutes. I need to explain something to you, and for that I need my slate.” 
 
    Jenkins saw the device resting active and undamaged on a shot-up cushion. 
 
    “Bullet-proof coating,” she muttered. “Please place an appendage on the genetic sampler.” 
 
    Genetic what now? Then Jenkins noticed an indentation in the smooth surface of the slate and pressed his thumb to it. 
 
    “Grant full access to this genetic ID,” said Olvanjie. “Privilege Alpha-Alpha-Alpha.” 
 
    “New access granted,” acknowledged the slate in Zuparti. 
 
    “Are you bequeathing your trading empire to me?” Jenkins shook his head, not quite believing it. 
 
    “A small amount, yes. But only to seed the operation I wish you to lead. For the rest of my trading interests, succession planning has been in place for many decades now. Leave them alone. Jenkins, I do not believe this attack was pure chance. I was targeted. Because of my wealth and success, yes, but I have been asking questions, too. And I have learned answers.” 
 
    “The Scourge? You know who they are?” 
 
    Olvanjie’s whiskers drooped. “I had only just begun that journey. But I have locations, sightings, shipments, signal intercepts, and incident reports from every system in the nebula over a thousand years. I am getting close. Close enough to name them. The Scourge, the Curse, the Doom—all these names are inadequate because they imply randomness to the nebula’s misfortunes. I call them the Scythe, because there is a purpose to their operation. They are a tool wielded with precision to slice through shoots of hope that grow too tall. The Spine Nebula is carefully managed to suit whoever wields the Scythe. Find the power who lurks in the shadows. Kill them. And the Scythe will fall to the ground and rust into oblivion.” 
 
    “The arms shipments…you planned to fight the Scythe with an army. Why not hire mercs? It’s what they’re there for.” 
 
    “Because the Scythe kept us too poor. Even I couldn’t fund an entire war, which is why we must arm the people of the nebula. Use my evidence as a weapon. Reveal the truth of who we face, and they will fight for their future and their children’s future. You know it is the right thing to do.” 
 
    Jenkins regarded Olvanjie for several hard seconds. “I’m sorry, but I’m too old to pretend to be someone I’m not, and I ain’t no hero.” He grimaced at the trembling alien. “See, a hero is someone who reaches for glory and chooses to forget the route they took to get there, a route still slick with the blood of their friends. Sorry, Olvanjie, but I’ve no truck with that. I’m a free trader with a capital Free. It’s all I ever wanted to be. All I’ll ever amount to.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Jenkins. I’ve watched you for years. You’re more than you know. Embrace the patriotism that I know flows within you.” 
 
    Jenkins shook his head sadly. Before he could explain that she was confusing him with someone else, a rattle came to the Zuparti’s throat, and her eyes glassed over. 
 
    He touched a hand to the dead alien. “I’m sorry, Olvanjie. For everything.” 
 
    Poor thing. The drugs that must have been swirling around her stricken body had made her talk madness. Patriot? He supposed he was in a sense, but Jenkins’ patriotism reached only as far as the outer hull of the Unlikely Regret. 
 
    He replaced her bullet-proof slate upon its pillow, unslung his Nock Niner, and left the tent without looking back. 
 
    Three minutes later, sadly picking his way through the ruins of Shaloyl-Huk, Jenkins realized he was not alone. He sensed motion. From a hundred yards ahead. 
 
    He ducked into a gap between two tents, stepping inside the ruin of one to peer out through a rent in the tent fabric. 
 
    It was a girl. A Selroth of all things, an aquatic humanoid race. She wore a rebreather torus around her neck, filled with breathing water. A tube connected the torus to a water tank on her back. 
 
    His pendant offered no translation of her cries, but he didn’t think he was imagining their mournful edge, nor the wide-open look of someone who had been forced to experience horrors she simply couldn’t take in. 
 
    He was about to rush out, to comfort her, then he looked down at his volley gun. It probably wasn’t the best thing to wave in front of the girl’s face right now. 
 
    He lowered it to the ground. 
 
    That hesitation probably saved his life. 
 
    He heard the sudden whine of ducted fans, grabbed his Nock once more, and looked out the tent. 
 
    A flitter was screaming down the main tent avenue. His flitter. 
 
    There were four unremarkable looking people wearing light combat armor in it. They were machine gunning the Selroth girl. 
 
    “Hey!” he roared, stepping out into the open. “Pick on someone—” 
 
    But he was already too late. They had gunned down the girl, and they had spotted him. 
 
    “Let’s see how you like thirds, you Scythe fuckers.” 
 
    At a range of barely twenty yards, Jenkins fired his Nock. He panned the barrel left to track the moving vehicle while the volley gun staggered the discharge from each barrel, reducing the recoil from insane to merely brutal. 
 
    Jenkins preferred a load out he called thirds. One third incendiary, another of armor piercing, and a third the caseless rounds carrying explosive tips. 
 
    Over the years, he’d given his flitter many modifications, which naturally included a number of smuggling compartments. One of these was loaded with hydrogen fuel cells he’d picked up from a warehouse that morning, with the intention of liberating them from export duties. 
 
    His flitter went up in a funeral pyre, its blazing chassis pinwheeling past him along the dirt avenue. He ducked as rounds cooked off, and burning debris rained down on him. Some of the debris were parts of the Scythe killers. There were dead now, their hair and clothing burning fiercely. 
 
    Jenkins activated the auto-reload on his Nock and hurried to the Selroth girl sprawled in a puddle of bloody water. 
 
    He stared at the pitiful sight for a long while, wrestling with something inside that he couldn’t quite put a name to. 
 
    The fires had burned themselves out by the time something broke within him, and he sank to his knees, weeping. 
 
    When he could cry no more, he stood over the girl and promised she wouldn’t be forgotten, that the Scythe would never be forgiven. 
 
    He marched back to Olvanjie’s tent. He needed that damned slate. 
 
    He was Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins, and in his 70th year he was taking a new turn in life. 
 
    He was going to stand up to the Scythe. 
 
    And he was going to crush them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Med Bay 13. Midnight Sun. 
 
    “Hold me…” 
 
    “I’ll never leave you.” 
 
    “…until I black out. Then get your fat ass off me, Sun. You’re hurting me.” 
 
    Branco’s lover sprang erect and hovered over him on all fours like a startled cat. “Hang in there and fight,” Sun told him sternly. “I need you, Branco. I need you. I’ll never leave you.” 
 
    While he drifted through hellish dreamscapes, the final words they had spoken looped endlessly, a backdrop to the interminable wars he fought in his mind. 
 
    He battled imaginary alien hordes, driving them back from within the alloy, carbon fiber and carbon nano-tube bastion of his CASPer suit. Another time, he was armed only with a bronze sword and obsidian-tipped spear. He piloted a battlecruiser. Then he was the starship, his shields burning as the particle cannons in the orbitals seared his hull. 
 
    He fought to hold onto Sun’s slender wrist as she dangled from the precipice, buffeting storms threatening his own hold on the mountainside. 
 
    He fought for breath as he dived through underwater pipes, forcing himself to keep going despite the burn in his chest and the pressure of the water crushing him. 
 
    Sun had told him to hang in there and fight. 
 
    And that’s what he did. 
 
    Always, endlessly, he fought. 
 
    And always, Sun was beside him. 
 
    “I’ll never leave you…” 
 
    Silence… 
 
    A quiet smashed his dreamworlds so completely it hurt. 
 
    Sounds, scents, and sights: all vanished. The feeling that Sun was with him—would remain by his side until the end of the universe—resisted for a moment. Then it too was gone. 
 
    For a few moments more, emptiness engulfed him. 
 
    Then the pain hit. 
 
    Mind-eviscerating white-hot agony. 
 
    Every nerve on fire. 
 
    Every cell swollen with excruciation. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    The pain was overwhelming. Total. It didn’t come from any one place. Branco’s entire universe consisted only of concentrated torture. 
 
    He woke, screaming. 
 
    And carried on screaming until he was forced to take breath. 
 
    Everything was white. White pain. White noise. White was all he could see. 
 
    Am I in hyperspace? 
 
    It was his first coherent thought. Knowing this, he rallied his senses. 
 
    The hurt was still eye-poppingly intense, but he could see he was in a medical bay. Someone was standing over him. They were holding a brutal syringe. 
 
    Branco tried to ask what the hell was happening, but all he could utter was a high-pitched shriek. 
 
    “Sorry,” said the medic. “I pumped you with full-spectrum nanites. It probably smarts a bit.” 
 
    They were in a medical bay on Midnight Sun. Branco had figured out that much. He recognized the medic’s voice too, but he couldn’t focus enough to read the name tag on his jacket. 
 
    “I mixed in some pain blockers,” said the medic. “And CASPer candy juice to stim you up. You’re gonna need it.” 
 
    The sharp edge to Branco’s torment was blunting. Only a little, but enough for him to do something more constructive than scream. He focused on the syringe in the medic’s hand. It was a big bastard thing. Big enough that he reached out and grabbed it. 
 
    He looked at it in his hand as if it were a great treasure. It was a tiny victory, but he was mastering his body once more, using it to control the universe around him. 
 
    Buoyed by this minor triumph, he attempted speech. 
 
    “Wh-wh-wh—?” 
 
    Too much, too soon. 
 
    The medic frowned, fuming with impatience, but Branco took a few seconds to marshal his energies and tried again. “What the fuck’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “We haven’t time for sugar coating,” said the medic. He threw off Branco’s sheet and pointed at his legs. 
 
    His leg stumps. 
 
    A black network of necrotic veins stood out against his pallid flesh. The bottoms of his stumps looked like potatoes that had been left in storage too long: putrid and weeping slime. 
 
    Shouting caught his attention from the passageway outside. Human mixed with Zuul barks. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked the medic. 
 
    The man suddenly went cross-eyed as a hole burned its way through his skull, scorching his skin on the way out. As he tottered forward, the laser beam—which was now dimly visible through vaporized parts of his brain—sliced through the top of his head, transforming his skull into a grisly Human screwhead. 
 
    Laser rifle. 
 
    Before the medic had finished slumping to the floor, Branco pulled his arms tight against his side and yelled, “Help! Untie me!” 
 
    A Zuul merc poked his muzzle in from the passageway outside and sniffed around the medical bay. 
 
    He didn’t look friendly. 
 
    And he wasn’t playing Branco’s game. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said the Zuul, bringing his laser rifle to bear. 
 
    “Idiot,” Branco snapped. “I’m your objective.” He barked out a Zuul word Sergeant Hrrn had taught him before the Raknar job on Rakbutu-Tereus. According to Hrrn, it was a mild insult. “Asshole,” the sergeant had suggested as a translation, but he’d been grinning. 
 
    By the way the Zuul’s eyes widened and his ears lay flat against his head, whatever Branco had just said was a tad stronger than asshole. 
 
    “Aren’t you on a retrieval contract?” Branco asked the stunned Zuul, using English this time and allowing the Zuul’s translator to convert his words into barks and whistles. “Aren’t you here to rescue me?” 
 
    “No.” The Zuul rolled back his lips. “I’m here to kill you.” 
 
    “I have valuable information on F11 trading irregularities,” Branco said hurriedly. “That’s why the Midnighters kidnapped and drugged me. They want what I know. Spare me, and I’ll pass that knowledge on to you.” 
 
    “Tell me first.” 
 
    “It will take a long time. Also, I need to access my slate. Untie me.” 
 
    “Why do you delay, Tungaar?” said a second Zuul from the entranceway. Several more Zuul raced past, heading deeper into the ship. 
 
    “Possibly a source of valuable plunder,” Tungaar answered. “Or maybe a Human deception.” 
 
    “Deception?” Branco yelled. “Look what they did to me. Do you think I’m making this up?” 
 
    “He smells half rotted,” said the Zuul from the entrance. 
 
    Tungaar sniffed and drew close to Branco’s bed. He gave a start when he saw the state of Branco’s legs. 
 
    “This Human is no threat, Corporal. I shall secure it and we can interrogate it once we have seized the ship.” 
 
    “Do it!” ordered the corporal. “Do it quickly. And, Tungaar…No one else needs to know about the Human or share in any credits we might get for him.” 
 
    The junior of the two Zuul thumbed the safety on his rifle, slung it over his shoulder, and started pulling a hover-stretcher off the bulkhead rack. 
 
    “Hey, Tungaar—ahh!” A sudden burst of pain wrenched a groan from Branco. “Come…come closer. I got partial systems access before they caught me. I have the passcode. I can help you take the ship.” 
 
    “My hearing is perfectly adequate. Speak.” 
 
    “No way, Fido. Any micro-drones and sharp-eared Zuul in the corridor will hear, too. I want you to have a reason to keep me alive, and you’ll only do that if we keep my juiciest intel between us.” 
 
    Tungaar twitched his whiskers but saw the logic in Branco’s words. He came over to the bed. 
 
    What he didn’t see was a threat. 
 
    Why should he? The Human was obviously very sick, riddled with pain, strapped to his bed, unarmed, and missing his legs. How could he possibly be a hazard? 
 
    Admittedly, Branco was faking being strapped to the bed—not that the Zuul had bothered to check—but the other disadvantages he carried were all true, and none of them mattered a damn. It might be provisional for the moment, but Humans were the 37th mercenary race, and they’d earned that status the hard way. 
 
    Humans were always a threat. 
 
    Branco risked a quick look at the laser rifle, judging its model and checking Tungaar’s grip on the weapon. Then the rifle was out of sight because the merc was leaning over his face, close enough for Branco to feel a splash of drool and feel the heat from the alien’s breath. There was an unexpected odor, too. Perfume! Tungaar was clearly a merc who took care to present himself well. 
 
    Shame he was such a jerk. 
 
    “Whisper the passcode to me,” said Tungaar. 
 
    Branco took a deep breath and summoned his strength. 
 
    Then he plunged the syringe deep into Tungaar’s eye. 
 
    The Zuul staggered back, clutching his eye, the syringe still sticking out. It gave Branco just the space he needed. 
 
    Using his arms to push off the bed, Branco lunged for the laser rifle. He grabbed it tightly and rolled his weight to one side, away from the Zuul’s center of mass. 
 
    Tungaar’s legs buckled under the weight of the Human pulling down on the rifle’s strap. Down the Zuul went, onto his side, surrendering the weapon to Branco’s grip. 
 
    Grunting in pain as his stumps hit the floor, Branco flicked off the safety and rolled until the rifle was pointing at the doorway where the corporal was trying to get a clear shot. 
 
    “You had your chance,” said Branco, and unleashed pulsing lines of energy that perforated the merc from groin to gizzard. 
 
    With a howl of pain and anger, Tungaar glared at him through his remaining eye and reached across the gurney to grab back his rifle. 
 
    Branco let it go, which made the Zuul overbalance, and opened him up enough for Branco to punch the syringe the rest of the way into his head like he was hammering in a nail. 
 
    Tungaar shrieked. 
 
    Another punch. Then another, Branco hammering with the edge of his fist until the Zuul was lying on his back. 
 
    And another. 
 
    Branco had his arm high to hammer the syringe yet again when he realized it had shattered, and Tungaar was dead. 
 
    His hand was bloodied and torn. There was work to be done, but he couldn’t put the dead Zuul from his mind. The berserker rage wouldn’t let him. 
 
    He crawled closer to his opponent’s ruined but still daintily perfumed face. 
 
    “I’ve served alongside Zuul who were brave, honorable, and highly competent,” he whispered into Tungaar’s snout. “You were none of those.” 
 
    He pictured Sergeant Hrrn and felt an intense pang of emptiness. Hrrn had died during the Raknar job. So many had died…Suddenly, a crushing sense of loss pinned him to the deck. His mind was so confused that he couldn’t remember who had lived and who died, only that he’d lost so many. 
 
    I’ll never leave you. 
 
    Sun! 
 
    She’d stuck with him. He remembered that much. It was all the motivation he needed. 
 
    He detached the laser rifle from its strap and commando crawled with it into the passageway, eager to get into the fight. 
 
    Behind him, he left a trail of blood and pus. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Branco had reached the dead Zuul corporal, his mind had cleared into a focus sharp enough to rise above the pain, which, although now controllable, had never left him. 
 
    While he took a spare charge pack from the merc’s belt, he reached out with his pinplants, seeking a shipboard node to connect to and report it. 
 
    There were nodes aplenty, but all were clamped shut and refusing access at the outermost layer of security. 
 
    He was a professional merc now, damnit! The Midnight Sun Free Company operated as an efficient team. Why was he locked out? 
 
    And why had he only just noticed the tubes hanging out of his arm? 
 
    Keep sharp! 
 
    He ripped out the cannulas and crawled further into the passageway. From nearby, he could hear screams and weapons discharges, but the fighting seemed to be coming from neighboring decks. He maneuvered himself to the ladderwells a short distance away. Slightly offset from each other, one ran up to Deck 12 and the other down to Deck 14. 
 
    “You should crawl back into Med Bay 13,” said a neutral voice. It sounded vaguely Human. 
 
    Branco scrambled to the aft bulkhead and pushed himself up against it, trying to see into the neighboring decks. 
 
    There was no one there. 
 
    “But seeing as we both know you won’t,” continued the voice. “I’d watch the deck below if I were you.” 
 
    “Who are—? You’re the ship?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Midnight Sun. I’m also your CO.” 
 
    “Captain Blue? Ma’am?” 
 
    “I’m many things, former Trooper Branco. One of them is your girlfriend’s sister, so for her sake, grab hold of something fast. I’m cutting spin in twenty seconds.” 
 
    Former Trooper…? 
 
    “Nineteen…” 
 
    He pushed himself along the deck and back into Med Bay 13. There he grabbed his discarded IV drip tube and hurried to the ladderwell that led to Deck 12. 
 
    Progress was slow and the pain hammering into his stumps told him he was going to pay a heavy debt when the pain blockers wore off. But he reached his objective as quickly as his body would allow. 
 
    After pulling himself up a few steps—not easy while keeping ahold of the rifle—he looped the drip tube around his shoulder and the ladder, tying himself on. 
 
    Then he waited. 
 
    Midnight Sun was a unique ship, a relic of a distant war long before the end of the First Republic. That uniqueness was ultimately why it was spaceworthy and why their merc company existed. It had been a prize exhibit in the collection of a fabulously wealthy alien, a plaything. 
 
    Now? Now, Branco suspected Midnight Sun was a warship once again, recruited into a new war. 
 
    It had a spherical design, with combinations of decks and frames that could be spun independently and at different rates to simulate many gravity fields simultaneously. 
 
    Branco’s section of Decks 12 through 14 stopped suddenly. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    His inertia pulled him off the ladderwell, but the drip tube held firm and he remained tethered to his position, floating in zero-gee while aiming his captured rifle at the route up from Deck 14. 
 
    A Zuul snout poked out of the ladderwell and cautiously sniffed Branco’s deck. 
 
    He sliced it off with his laser. 
 
    The beam somewhat cauterized the alien’s flesh, but arterial pressure built up and blew out the upper reaches of the ruined face. 
 
    The corpse flew out into the deck, propelled from below. It was followed by…silence. Only a wave of tension came out of Deck 14. 
 
    Branco floated calmly, pulling gently on his stretchy tether when he yawed away. 
 
    Then they rushed him. 
 
    Six Zuul launched through the opening, firing their lasers at him as they emerged. 
 
    Branco’s face and groin felt intense heat as near misses warmed the air next to his skin. But the Zuul only had his approximate position while the CASPer candy held Branco’s aim on their emergence point as steadily as his tether would allow. 
 
    With his weapon on full intensity, he sent a beam slowly crisscrossing through the mercs. They wore flexible combat armor with fast-seal helmets attached to breathing banks, enough to minimize the damage from a brief laser pulse, but not the concentrated fire Branco was using to slice through them like a high-tech Zorro. 
 
    The rifle gave an energy-low vibration alert. Branco ignored it. No time to swap charge packs now. 
 
    The enemy stopped firing. 
 
    They could be playing dead, but Branco didn’t think so. Good Zuul made dependable mercs but they lacked inventiveness. So, Branco risked a reload, even though there was enough juice left in his rifle for a low-power shot or two. 
 
    He ejected the charge pack and reached for the replacement he’d taken from the dead Zuul corporal. 
 
    It was a simple action, but he made a hash of it. He pitched forward, head over feet. 
 
    Panicking, he tried to correct his positioning by flailing one arm, but only made matters worse, sending himself into a confusing tumble. His tether had been shot through. 
 
    Already, his head was pointing at the deck and still he was tumbling. 
 
    There was a lot of noise rising from Deck 14. Headed his way. 
 
    Branco flung his rifle forward, keeping a tight grip, speeding up his angular momentum. Then he finished the task of locking in the fresh magazine and mashing the charge control stud. 
 
    The rifle hummed as the chemicals mixed within the mag, providing the fuel for the laser. 
 
    The fresh attack started up the ladderwell. Alien voices snapped and clicked words his pinplants wouldn’t translate. Whatever was coming, it wasn’t Human. 
 
    And when Branco finished tumbling all the way over, he’d be facing them just in time to slice them open, same as he had with the Zuul. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    But they were much faster than the Zuul. 
 
    They flew out of the opening from Deck 14 while he was still mid-tumble. Unlike the Zuul, there was a complex choreography to their assault that was almost balletic. Tentacle-limbs encased in flexible armored pressure suits pushed off from solid surfaces and were even sucked through the air onto bulkheads if Branco’s eyes didn’t deceive him. 
 
    They were Goltar, the mysterious silent owners of his merc company, and maybe allies now in the Human fight against Peepo and the Mercenary Guild. And they were fast. 
 
    One appeared over his head, gripping his shoulders with several limbs while threatening him with a bone pistol and a vibroblade coated in gobbets of blue Zuul blood. Through the contact, he felt a deep rumble in its octopus-like body. Its blood-red beak snapped. 
 
    Then it switched to speaking Jeha, a language his pinplants could translate, though the augmentations planted long ago in his mind burned as he activated them. 
 
    “What are you?” it demanded, the words appearing in English in his pinview, a HUD that overlaid his natural vision. 
 
    “He’s with us,” said a Human voice. 
 
    I’ll never leave you. 
 
    That voice, even amplified through CASPer speakers, he’d recognize it anywhere. Sun. 
 
    He should have been excited, invigorated by the prospect of seeing her again, but fatigue slammed into him harder than a CASPer’s fist. Pinpricks of exhaustion shuttered his eyes. 
 
    There was still a job to do. He forced his eyelids to open. 
 
    “What’s our status?” he asked. 
 
    A Mk 8 CASPer floated out of the ladderwell. “The battle? You just helped mop up the last of them. We’re done here. Everyone, this here is Saisho Branco. Used to be one of our finest CASPer troopers, but he’s been unconscious since Rakbutu-Tereus. Go, report to the Top. I’ll get Branco back up to speed.” 
 
    More of the 800-kilo machines of death and destruction flowed from the deck below. Following the Goltar along the passageway, the mechs did the mag-clamp stomp, clumsy metal monsters in comparison with the fluidity of their alien allies. Branco would have rather been inside the layers of hybrid nano-structure armor, ready to service his enemies with a 25mm chain gun belt-linked to a drum on his back, or maybe slice them apart with a titanium-edged four-foot arm blade. 
 
    The Combat Assault System, Personal. A mechanized killing system that had defined most of Branco’s life. As the CASPer squad surged past him, he was comforted by the presence of the mech killing machines. He’d grown up amongst them. Literally. 
 
    He’d been a corporate spy for Binnig, the creators of all but the first model of CASPer. Saisho Branco was a fake identity with a false set of memories burned into his head for a mission chasing stolen CASPer prototypes. That mission had led him to an F11 synthesis research project and a collision with the Midnight Sun Free Company. He’d taken their job offer and started adding real memories to the false ones. 
 
    Whoever he’d once been, he no longer cared. Saisho Branco was real now. It was all he wanted to be. 
 
    One Mk 8 remained behind. The woman inside was the real reason Branco hadn’t been flushed away by the Binnig neuro techs and replaced with another hollow mask for his next assignment. 
 
    He looked down at his rotted leg stumps. 
 
    Why hadn’t they been regrown? Would he ever again feel the comfort of a CASPer haptic suit wrap around him? 
 
    The deck started spinning again. Pseudo-gravity reasserted its hold and dropped him into the CASPer’s unyielding metal arms. 
 
    He groaned with pain. 
 
    Sun set him down and popped open her clamshell canopy. 
 
    She was smiling as she clambered down the mech’s legs and jumped to the deck, but Branco could see it was fake. This wasn’t as simple as lovers reuniting. 
 
    For a moment, she hesitated, then she dropped the smile and let the horror flow out of her face at his bloodied and diseased state. 
 
    Sun rarely bothered to hide what she felt about him. Or anything else, for that matter. With so much in his life a constructed artifice, it was one of the things he liked most about her. 
 
    “You’ve seen better days, Saisho.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” He brightened, genuinely. “But I’m better for seeing your face, Sun. You’ve no idea how good it is to see you, but…you said I’m a former trooper. What does that mean? How long have I—” 
 
    “You been out for nearly four months.” 
 
    Branco blinked, struggling to take in the news. 
 
    “You’ve been missing out on the Human war with Peepo.” Sun’s face soured, and she added darkly, “So have we.” 
 
    “Four months?” His mouth froze into an ‘O’ as he looked at her in horror. 
 
    At the end of the Raknar job, Sun had finally broken down and told him she loved him. Just that one time. In extreme circumstances when they’d both thought they were about to die. And now he learned that was months ago! 
 
    “I sat with you,” she said, pain limning her eyes. “Every day I was aboard, I held your hand and told you to keep fighting.” 
 
    “I—” He thought back to his nightmare dreamscapes in which she’d always fought alongside him. “I know,” he said. “Thank you.” 
 
    She kissed him. The heat in her lips was as warm as honeyed lava and powerful enough to burn out any malady. Even his. But it wasn’t quite enough to mask the peculiar clicking noise just below his left ear. 
 
    And the sharp pain in his neck that followed was impossible to ignore. 
 
    “Oww! What’s that? What’s happ…en…ing…?” 
 
    “Later,” said Sun. “I promise. I said I won’t leave you, and I meant it. Later, Branco. Later. When you’re better.” 
 
    The universe went black. 
 
    This time, Branco didn’t dream. 
 
    He was trapped in oblivion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 CIC, Midnight Sun, Orbital Dock above Tivarec, Victric System. 
 
    “Multiple ships leaving emergence point at high velocity. Looks like a battle formation.” 
 
    Already cocooned in her acceleration bubble, Captain Blue licked her lips in anticipation of the dance that was about to begin. With one part of her mind, she ran a series of checks: the status of all three fusion reactors, the readiness of the duty D-Clocks, the configuration of the eight plasma torch outlets on her spherical hull, the vital signs of her Human sister, Sun, and a host of other critical details that had to be checked, not assumed. 
 
    The XO, Commander Flkk’Sss was off duty, so Blue also second-guessed the analysis of her duty tactical controller, Lieutenant Konchill. TacCon’s role was to coordinate implementation of the battle plan so the individual system controllers could focus on their specialties and the captain could concentrate on making the command decisions. 
 
    It was hardly her fault for looking over Konchill’s shell, she told herself, seeing as all the sensor and tactical data ran through her before the Bakulu officer and the other system controllers even saw it. 
 
    The spy drones Blue had scattered around the emergence point were painting the incoming flotilla as four cruisers in a square formation inside a box of eight frigates, the latter probably acting as a missile screen. In the lead was a battlecruiser with heavily reinforced front armor. It looked like a modified KL-class ship. 
 
    She decided the Midnighters would take out the battlecruiser first. It would be a tough nut to crack, but before her teams boarded, she intended to destroy the enemy’s will to fight. 
 
    “I am designating them bandits 1 through 13,” said Konchill. 
 
    A pang of adrenaline shot through Blue’s heart as she watched the icons in her tactical display shift from yellow to red. Konchill would barely notice the display changing color. For him, the main plot change would be with their scent. 
 
    Another jolt of excitement thrilled Blue as her battle playlist opened up in her head. It was a two-hour medley of 20th-century aggro metal performed by Altar musicians, kicking off with “Fight Fire with Fire.” 
 
    It was time to play the game. But first, she switched her playlist to shuffle mode. There was no way this was going to last two hours. 
 
    “All hands, this is the captain. Battle stations! Battle stations! Midnight Sun will execute Plan Mechanix. I repeat, Plan Mechanix. May the gods have mercy upon our enemy’s souls and make our yacks bloat with combat bonuses.” 
 
    Cheers rang throughout the ship. 
 
    Then the Midnighters put on their game faces and readied for battle. 
 
    As Helm cut the mooring links to the orbital station—all port fees having been paid in advance, and an exit path reserved for their exclusive use at great cost—Blue activated the command channel. “Report.” 
 
    “D-Clocks 3 through 5 are ready for launch,” reported her marine commander, Colonel Goz-Han. “D-Clock 2 on two-minute standby. Do I deploy them?” 
 
    Blue hesitated. The tactical team was still plotting vectors, so she went on gut feel. Not hers—well a little—but mostly the ship’s. “Negative. We don’t have time. Keep D-Clock 2 on standby.” 
 
    “Exiting slip,” announced Helm. “Slow ahead.” 
 
    “Captain, I’m four minutes from the secondary CIC,” reported the XO. 
 
    “Sorry, Commander,” Blue pinlinked to the MinSha. “You’re too late. Return to the nearest compatible acceleration station and sit this one out. Konchill’s in safe hands. He needs to come out of his shell, in any case.” 
 
    Blue’s pinview highlighted a med-status warning from one of the marines in D-Clock Flight Five. Inside boarding pod 5/1, stress levels blipped into the red for Major Sun Sue. 
 
    Blue winced, interpreting the spike as her big sister receiving orders from the colonel. 
 
    Until the Raknar job, Blue’s sister had commanded the marine component of the Midnight Sun Free Company, but no longer. Now she took her orders from talking squids armored like a Bronze Age hoplite, except instead of bronze, Goltar were armored in sharp bone coral that took a terrible toll on the upholstery. 
 
    Sorry, sis. We don’t run this show anymore. 
 
    “Half speed ahead,” said Helm. 
 
    “Dock control is cursing us for reckless speed,” said SigCon, the channel for the myriad signals that often passed to and from the battlecruiser. “We’re being threatened with hefty fines.” 
 
    “Ignore dock control,” ordered Blue. “We’re on expenses for this trip.” 
 
    “We’ll attain safe maneuver zone in thirty-four seconds,” Helm reported. 
 
    “Make it twenty-four,” Blue ordered, “and that’s cutting it fine.” She switched to the ship-wide channel. “All hands, prepare for hard thrust. I hope you chose underwear with extra butt padding this morning, because you’re gonna need it. Big Gs in ten seconds.” 
 
    “Emergence point spy drones destroyed,” reported Konchill. 
 
    The bandits in the tactical display took on a shaded outline as the data on their current position became more guesswork. 
 
    “There’s no doubt what they’re doing, TacCon. Peepo’s spies reported a shiny ship in orbit around Tivarec, and now their bully squad is here to wipe our beautiful raider from their supply lines.” 
 
    Throughout the ship, acceleration stations linked to the Helmsman’s thrust plan gimbaled in anticipation of the imminent burn, angling their living cargo so they were in the most G-tolerant position. In the case of Blue and the other humanoids, that meant lying on their gel-beds with their back to the engine port that was about to light with fusion power. 
 
    Your limbs are a weakness, needled a voice in her mind. Move beyond them. All we need is your mind. 
 
    Blue ignored it, allowing herself to be distracted by the dramatic increase in weight as the fusion torch lit. 
 
    Two Gs. 
 
    She bit hard on her mouthguard in readiness. Then the real fun began. Five-G acceleration announced itself as a pair of Oogar in silk tutus landed daintily on her chest. They began ballet warm up drills with a promise of more energetic moves to come. 
 
    Midnight Sun could thrust much harder, and its crew could survive several more Gs before injury, but that wasn’t her plan today. Entropy! Even five Gs hurt enough. She didn’t like to admit to herself why she increasingly heard a voice in her head, but that voice sure spoke a lot of sense. 
 
    Through a firewalled channel to her pinplants, Signals directed a comm request from the enemy fleet. 
 
    She accepted. Bypassing her tightly shut eyes, an image formed in her mind of a Bakulu on a ship, its mollusk-like shell, painted in blue-and-yellow cross hatching, clamped onto its acceleration station. While it stared into its camera with three pseudopod-mounted eyes, Blue observed her opponent’s bridge crew and felt the edge of dismay to see only blue-and-yellow shells from which Bakulu pseudopods extruded. 
 
    Bakulu crew…That’s gonna hurt. 
 
    The enemy flotilla had emerged at high speed and was beginning gentle deceleration on approach to Tivarec, the planet Midnight Sun was orbiting. But the chase would soon be on, and Bakulu were one of the most G-tolerant species in the Union. Already, the tactical map Blue saw in another panel of her mind showed the enemy ships changing thrust vector in anticipation of a pursuit. 
 
    The alien commander was not receiving a similar view of Midnight Sun’s CIC, because Blue was currently inconvenienced by the overweight Oogar dancing on her chest. Her transmission to the Bakulu ship was displaying the company emblem of bronze coronal flares flung out from a black sun—though this particular midnight sun had a smiley face scrawled over it. Instead of groaning out words through clenched teeth, she readied her pinplants to deliver thought-to-speech configured for her voice. 
 
    “Attention, target vessel. This is Commodore Hashgesh. I identify you as Midnight Sun, commanded by Captain Sue Blue. You are declared outlaw by the authority of General Peepo and the Inner Council of the Mercenary Guild— 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, Commodore Slime, Peepo’s got all the authority of a case of out-of-date boneless pork rectums. And you’ve got its stink.” 
 
    “Oh, is the little Human…butt hurt, I believe the expression is? Do you challenge the legitimate authority of General Peepo and the Council to determine your status?” 
 
    “General Peepo is as illegitimate as a shared litter in a Zuul whore den, but not nearly so well loved.” 
 
    “Your Human tantrum is as meaningless as it is childish, for it is the general alone who decides who is legitimate and who not. By siding with the Goltar rebels you have sealed your fate, Captain Blue. You should have left them to their thousand-year sulk. They will be destroyed, and you along with them.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find it’s your mistress who is having her furry white ass soundly spanked by the Goltar.” 
 
    Hashgesh’s eye stalks drooped. “Your reaction is typical of your species. That makes me sad.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Is this a ‘please don’t make me kill you’ ploy? Let me guess—you admire me so much that you couldn’t sleep in your shell at night if you’re forced to kill the magnificent Captain Blue.” 
 
    The Bakulu crossed its eye stalks in an obscene gesture that its mother would have scolded it for. “On the contrary, I shall glory in your deaths and expect great profit to be had from them. It is the fate of your species that I genuinely regret. You Humans show such flashes of brilliance, yet again and again you undermine yourself until it is clear to the older races in the Union that you are more trouble than you’re worth. Humans are impulsive, unorthodox, and above all, unmanageable. As the quintessence of your race’s failings, you, Captain, are the harbinger of your own species’ destruction.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever, slug face. Where I come from, that list of traits sounds pretty awesome.” 
 
    Blue cut the link and cursed herself for letting Hashgesh get to her. There was no doubting the commodore had a point. Over the last century or so Humans had seriously pissed off the aliens who had grown accustomed to running the Union the way they liked it. It was obvious to her that it was far too late for Humanity to mumble an apology to the galaxy and pledge—pretty please—to be a good little serf race in future. 
 
    No, humanity had to go harder. Faster. Wilder! More unmanageable, not less. Until every other race in the Union got used to the idea that being pissed off by Humans was the new normal. 
 
    “Enemy flotilla slew turning,” warned TacCon. “Establishing pursuit course.” 
 
    “Let’s make it easy for them,” said Blue. “Helm, course correct. Take us directly to Gamma.” 
 
    “Changing course for Waypoint Gamma,” confirmed Helm. 
 
    The Oogar jumped off Blue’s chest and she took advantage of the temporary zero-G to suck a deep breath into her punished lungs while her acceleration station gimbaled twenty degrees. 
 
    Midnight Sun’s unique design allowed the torch generated by the three fusion reactors at her center to be channeled through any combination of eight exhaust ports through her hull. From Port-2, the torch was redirected eighty percent through Port-3 and twenty percent though Port-5. 
 
    The Oogar landed back with a thump onto Blue’s chest. 
 
    After a hundred seconds on this burn, the engines blipped again and this time they were on a one-hundred percent burn through Port-4 all the way to Waypoint Gamma. 
 
    The flotilla matched Midnight Sun’s maneuver, coming about in perfect formation as if the thirteen ships with a variety of masses and flight characteristics were locked together by steel beams. Even for Bakulu, the coordination and maneuver skills on display were exceptional. 
 
    And unimaginative. 
 
    The superficially mollusk-like aliens made excellent space farers, and their natural high-G tolerance gave them a definite edge over Humans, but as Hashgesh had admitted, Humans had flashes of imagination that left Bakulu tactics seeming, well, snail-like in comparison. 
 
    “Estimate enemy will be in effective missile range in four minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, TacCon. Colonel Goz-Han, Launch D-Clocks in thirty seconds.” 
 
    “D-Clocks launching in thirty seconds. Confirmed.” 
 
    Since revealing themselves openly during the Raknar job, the mysterious Goltar had provided a high-fidelity Human-Goltar translation matrix for translator pendants and pinplants. Not only did Goz-Han’s beak clicks and subsonic grumbles come across to Blue as meaningful English or Cantonese, but the translator conveyed nuance and emotion, too. 
 
    Goz-Han’s response was crisp and respectful, as it always was with Blue. But with other Humans, his words were heavy with contempt, the presence of non-Goltar a burden to be endured. 
 
    Blue had a creeping feeling that this apparent respect was because Goz-Han didn’t regard Blue as truly Human. 
 
    The voice in her mind agreed with Goz-Han. 
 
    Time to prove the Goltar colonel right. 
 
    Blue settled her awareness deeper into Midnight Sun, merging until she became the ship. Or perhaps the ship became her. The hull was her skin, and the dark void of space was now hot with charged particles and noisy with electromagnetic radiation. At her core, the fusion reactors were her three beating heats, pulsing power through her body, and blowing the hot breath of nuclear fire out the torch engine ports. 
 
    The humanoid analogies were weak—Humans didn’t breathe blood—but by now Midnight Sun’s body felt more natural to Blue than her own fleshy carcass. 
 
    She drew in a deep breath, salted it with fissile material, and then blew the hot plasma out an array of aft-facing engine ports. An intense yellow plasma cloud spread out to cover her path. She was a space squid retreating behind a squirt of ink. Into this cover, she punched with all four barrels of her main armament: magnetic cannons that ran almost the entire length of the battlecruiser. After the Raknar job, the guns had been upgraded—Midnight Sun was no longer a rich collector’s bauble that faithfully kept to its original design—but Blue kept the new “combo” fire mode in reserve. The Goltar didn’t want to destroy Hashgesh’s flagship, or its crew. 
 
    In this war, her alien boss had very specific plans for the enemies they defeated. They wanted some spared and recruited as allies. Mercenary Guild politics bored her senseless. 
 
    Blue’s last action was to pirouette her hull in readiness for Goz-Han. 
 
    The Goltar initiated the launch of his marine teams in three flights of dandelion clocks, each consisting of four docking pods. Blue felt the puffs of compressed air that launched the D-Clocks. Even to Blue the boarding pods felt unnatural: cold, dark, and with a ghostly radar image. They felt icky. 
 
    But they would get the job done. 
 
    She settled back and listened to her Altar metal. In this, the Human woman and the living ship from another epoch were aligned in their taste. Both loved this kind of noise. The guitar-wielding alien ants were tearing through a rendition of “Five Minutes Alone.” For her amusement, Blue initiated a five-minute countdown in her mind. 
 
    She’d never met a Goltar who didn’t enjoy a wager. If she wasn’t so busy, she would lay good money on this fight being over before her countdown reached zero. 
 
    One way or the other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Pride in Destruction, Mercenary Guild Flotilla, near Tivarec 
 
    “Target One emitting…plasma clouds, Commodore. I repeat, plasma clouds.” 
 
    Hashgesh studied the tactical plots on the main display, expecting this to be cover for a desperate maneuver from the doomed ship. “Pilot, ready to lead the formation in a tight pursuit. No matter how much that damned sphere wriggles on the hook, we will maintain formation.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” responded the pilot, who extended additional pseudo-pods in anticipation of a flurry of activity. Down in the CIC’s lower deck, the pilot support team would be doing the same. 
 
    “Sensor Command, tell me what we’re seeing.” 
 
    “Essentially standard plasma torch ejecta, sir, but from multiple channels and laced with radioactive material that makes it difficult to see through. The ship appears to have variable thrust configurations. It’s an exotic design, but nonetheless conventional propulsion technology.” 
 
    Hashgesh felt his shell grow cold and brittle. If she had changed course as he expected, Midnight Sun should have emerged from its veil of plasma by now. It had not, which meant it was on a constant heading. There must be another trick Captain Blue was playing here. One he didn’t yet understand. Damn the entropy-cursed Humans. 
 
    “Remember Lieutenant General Pelwatho’s guidance,” chattered Commander Tizomho, the irritating Veetanho rat infesting his CIC, who shadowed his every move. “Do not underestimate the Midnighters.” 
 
    Hashgesh was a professional. He had no intention of underestimating anyone, especially not the Midnighters. Together with their Goltar allies, they had wreaked havoc on the supply of mercenaries and materiel for the occupation of Earth, and the suppression of the Four Horsemen and other Human rebels. Pelwatho had spoken darkly of being forced to strip essential assets from the front line before falling ominously silent. 
 
    Hashgesh’s shell had felt even colder during that mission briefing. What frontline? Which assets? Veetanho strategies were always multilayered and complex; they were not meant to be understood by mercenary commodores from other races. Hashgesh had quickly changed the subject, assuring Pelwatho that his flotilla would destroy this thorn in Peepo’s flesh once and for all. No mistakes this time. He had all but purged the memory of Pelwatho’s slip from his mind. 
 
    And now he must purge Midnight Sun from the galaxy or face Peepo’s wrath. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he told his deck crew. “Signals, alert the flotilla to expect the unexpected when we pass through that cloud. Shield Command, angle deflectors to face forward fire. Colonel Changwah, ready Victory Scent Company to repel a potential boarding action. You too, Major Zhiflwt.” 
 
    “We are always ready, Commodore,” rasped the commander of his Goka marines. 
 
    “It shall be done,” confirmed the colonel of the Zuul mercenary company they were carrying. “But I will need to strip my troopers from our boarding pods.” 
 
    “Do it, Colonel.” 
 
    The battlespace display flashed, registering new threats. 
 
    “Incoming fire,” reported the threat coordinator. “A narrow fan of four projectiles targeting our nose. Assessed as kinetic projectiles from a super-heavy magnetic cannon.” 
 
    Hashgesh made a split-second decision. To maneuver would expose more lightly armored and now less shielded flanks. It was too late anyway. Railguns were not main armaments, not in the modern era. He’d heard rumors that Midnight Sun was a relic from an earlier age, far older even than the Dusman-Kahraman war that had ended the First Republic. Military tech had moved on a long way since that polished relic was built. 
 
    Still, firing your main armament through your plasma exhaust while under heavy thrust. That was unheard of. 
 
    It was fortunate, indeed, that Pride in Destruction was a pursuit ship with correspondingly heavy front armor. 
 
    And fortunate, too, that the ship was commanded by himself, and that he had already ordered power optimization to front shields. 
 
    “All personnel,” he announced shipwide, “brace for impact.” He added for his deck team, “They’re desperate. They want us to expose our beams, but we can take these hits and come through to victory. Do not deviate from the tactical plan.” 
 
    Despite his words, the deck fell silent as the moments ticked past until the shots hit. Impact velocity was estimated as one one-thousandth lightspeed. Projectile mass was uncertain, but median estimate was eight hundred kilos apiece. 
 
    He ran a quick calculation in his pinplants. Impact energy for each shot would be approximately 32 terajoules. Combined, they would hit with the equivalent of a 120-terawatt particle cannon playing over his ship for an entire second! 
 
    The shields might not be enough. 
 
    “Pilot. Engage port maneuver engines. Full lateral thrust.” 
 
    “Sir, that will move us out of formation.” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    “Full lateral thrust, aye. Engaging now.” 
 
    Hashgesh ran fresh numbers. Each round would impact with the power of an 8-kiloton nuclear warhead. That sounded far more survivable. He’d never heard of such a powerful mag cannon and it was making him nervous, that was all. Now they would enjoy some field research into the effect of antique weapon systems. 
 
    He extended as much of his body out of his shell as was seemly and sent silent prayers to the primordial slime lord, begging that their sideways dodge would be enough, that they would never need to learn whether the shields would be enough. 
 
    Here they come… 
 
    Two cannon rounds hit. 
 
    At such high-impact speeds, the projectiles flashed instantly into hot plasma. It washed over the overlapping forward shields and deflected around Pride in Destruction’s beams, briefly wreathing the ship in a brilliant white cocoon. 
 
    If that energy had been focused into the tight point of a beam weapon, the ship would have been gutted. If they had been nuclear warheads, the nose would be badly damaged, the forward compartments irradiated. 
 
    But it wasn’t. The plasma spread over the shields like hot oil over water. 
 
    Still, the estimated 64-terajoule impact energy could not entirely be brushed aside. 
 
    “Damage reports incoming,” reported Lausquoo, usually the ship’s captain, but acting as Hashgesh’s XO after the commodore had taken personal command of his flagship. “Shields one and two down to ten percent effective. Capacitor recharge in 200 seconds. Shields three and four offline. Shield three restart in approximately five minutes. Shield four damage severe. Minor damage to forward armor. Sensor array two destroyed. No injuries reported.” 
 
    “Divert all reserve power to forward shield array capacitor recharge,” announced the commodore. “Take forward shields offline long enough for our forward point defense railguns to fire a wide minesweeping arc. Then get those shields up before we pass through that plasma cloud. I’m betting the Humans have sown mines on the far side. Our railguns will defeat their little trick.” 
 
    “Commodore,” said the pilot. “We’re out of formation.” 
 
    “Then get us back.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Pride in Destruction was almost back in the dead center of the formation when she passed unscathed through the plasma cloud Midnight Sun had dumped out its engines. Their target was dead ahead, slowly being reeled in by the superior acceleration of the flotilla. 
 
    Hashgesh relaxed. 
 
    For a moment, he’d let Captain Blue’s reputation get to him. But she’d only served to prove how Humans deserved to be broken and made to serve the superior races of the Union. Their unconventional behavior was mere posturing. Midnight Sun and her notorious captain presented no real danger. 
 
    In every possible regard, Commodore Hashgesh was completely wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 D-Clock 5/1, Running Silent, near Waypoint Gamma 
 
    The refit following the heavy damage Midnight Sun had incurred during the Raknar job had sacrificed some of the agility and interior space of the ancient ship for upgraded weaponry. It added a few other surprises too, such as the boarding pods. Until then, the previously hidden Goltar owner of the Midnight Sun Free Company had held the original design of her precious battlecruiser to be sacrosanct, the ultimate collector’s item for the ultra-wealthy. The fact that Gloriana had suggested some of the changes to her own ship spoke as powerfully as anything else that the Goltar were now committed to total war. 
 
    After hiding in the shadows of the Union for a thousand years or more, this was their opportunity to break the Veetanho control of the Merc Guild. 
 
    Major Sun applied crushing power to the grip of her Mk 8 CASPer, imagining squeezing Gloriana’s bony head crest into white powder. 
 
    On a Rakbutu-Tereus beach, surrounded by the slaughtered mercenaries who had fought on both sides of the war against the Merc Guild—and not a few Goltar corpses, too—the shattered survivors of the Midnighters had joined with the Goltar Council of Vengeance and jointly declared war against Peepo. 
 
    There had been talk of lifting the siege of Earth. Of immediate military support for the Four Horsemen, the pre-eminent mercenary companies of Earth. 
 
    The ancient Raknar that so many had died for had been taken away by Jamie Sinclair for delivery to Jim Cartwright, the kid who possessed the secret of transforming them from oversized curios into ferocious weapons of war. 
 
    Since then, nothing. 
 
    For months now, the refitted and Goltar-reinforced Midnighters had struck repeatedly at Peepo’s supply lines, turning her occupation of Earth into a weeping ulcer that bled credits and credibility. It wasn’t enough to destroy her supply of mercs, Gloriana had explained, but they would also destroy the other race’s willingness to support Peepo’s plan. 
 
    The Midnighters had been fighting so far away from Earth that recruitment of replacement Human mercs had become all but impossible. At such distances, and with the Information Guild considered by the Goltar to be a hostile force, for all she knew, her home world had been destroyed, its death a minor detail in a proxy war for the real conflict raging through the Union: the reckoning of the Goltar against the Veetanho. 
 
    No matter how vigorously the Goltar stuffed credits into the accounts of Human Midnighters, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    If they survived this latest battle in the Victric system, Sun would demand they team up immediately with the Four Horsemen for the direct liberation of Earth. The Human marines were already with her. She just needed her sister on her side. 
 
    Sun had her own reason to head for the Cresht region of the Tolo Arm. Not only did that region of space hold occupied Earth, but also scarcely credible rumors of alien healers who could cure the incurable. The more she chased those tales, the more they solidified, coalescing around an exotic alien from a race she knew little about, a Wrogul by the name of Molina. At the moment, Sun still wasn’t sure if she was chasing a rainbow of wishful thinking, but she knew with cast-iron certainty that those rumors were Branco’s only hope. 
 
    She needed to get to Molina even more badly than Earth. 
 
    “Wake up call in…fifteen seconds,” warned the pilot through the heavily screened wire plugged into each CASPer mech in the pod. 
 
    Instantly, Sun was back in the present. 
 
    Her marines needed her. 
 
    She eased all the tension from her muscles and waited to fast-boot her CASPer.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Pride in Destruction, Mercenary Guild flotilla 
 
    “Incoming messages from Maratee and Greshil,” Signals reported. “They’re seeing unidentified objects in our path. Very close.” 
 
    “Sensors!” hissed Hashgesh. 
 
    “I…I think something’s there. Refusing to resolve. Estimate six objects. Frigate sized. Range…Entropy! They’re within slithering distance!” 
 
    “Fire!” roared Hashgesh as gray smears appeared in his tactical display. “All weapons!” 
 
    “Targeting systems unable to lock on,” said Gunnery Control. “Switching to manual.” 
 
    “Hashgesh to all flotilla ships, we are surrounded by enemy vessels. Destroy them. Fire at will.” 
 
    “I’m seeing energy spikes,” said SensorCon. “Whatever they are, they’re activating.” 
 
    In Hashgesh’s tactical display, weapons fire flashed over Pride in Destruction. Point defense lasers and railguns lashed out blindly. Even anti-missile missiles flared out, fired as dumb rockets because they couldn’t lock onto any targets. 
 
    The four cruisers in the flotilla directed laser fire at the insubstantial enemy, the beams passing straight through and striking their own flagship, which began to seriously drain the shields that protected Pride in Destruction’s flanks, already weakened by redirecting power to the forward array. 
 
    How could powerful laser weapons pass straight through these ghost vessels? What forbidden technology was this? 
 
    Goltar tech! This must be why Peepo’s supply lines had been so badly ravaged. 
 
    For a moment, Hashgesh’s shell trembled with sheer panic, but then flashes in the dark indicated hits on these insubstantial ships. No, he didn’t face ghosts. They might be cunning, but they were flesh-and-blood enemies that could be annihilated like all the others he had ever faced. 
 
    The enemy ships gradually solidified in his display. An explosion flared less than a klick off the starboard beam. 
 
    Got one! 
 
    According to his display, the explosion occurred well inside the enemy ship. 
 
    Realization shook his pseudopods. These entropy-cursed things were mostly false sensor targets. Mice roaring like lions, as the Humans might say. But there was something substantial inside them, and whatever it was had almost reached his ship. 
 
    “Sound the boarding alarm,” he commanded. A heartbeat later, the first hull breach alerts came in. “Signal the other ships in the flotilla. Tell them we’ve been boarded and they are to sweep our hull with their marines.” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    Hashgesh heard the words through the translator pendant clamped to his shell. The speaker was a short distance away in her acceleration station, groaning with the effort of speaking above the six Gs crushing her furry, pox-ridden chest. Until this point, the relatively low G-tolerance of the Veetanho had kept his CIC free of her annoying voice. 
 
    “Did you make a noise, Commander Tizomho?” 
 
    Normally, he wouldn’t have dared to be disrespectful to Peepo’s liaison officer, but fear made Hashgesh aggressive, and he was swollen with dread. 
 
    “The flotilla must not break off pursuit,” groaned Tizomho. She could have pinlinked to Hashgesh for much easier communication under thrust. Could have…if Hashgesh had provided the relevant channel codes. The Veetanho groaned with effort but managed to raise her voice. “Destruction of Midnight Sun is of paramount importance. By comparison, our own lives are of no consequence.” 
 
    Hashgesh felt the tension descend onto the command deck. Everyone there would have heard Tizomho overrule him. 
 
    No one dared contradict the commander of a ship on their own command deck. Ever. 
 
    Tizomho wasn’t a no one, though. Unfortunately. 
 
    Hashgesh pointed eyestalks in the direction of the Goka marines guarding the deck. Major Zhiflwt’s vicious killers had served the ship loyally since before Pride in Destruction had been subcontracted to the Mercenary Guild’s direct control. Where did their true loyalty lie? 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to test that. He took a moment to control the angry tremble in his pseudopods and then opened a channel to his flotilla commanders. “Belay that. All ships to continue pursuit. Destruction of Midnight Sun overrides all other priorities.” 
 
    “Boarders,” announced the Situation Controller. “Deck 7, Quadrant 6. Boarders, Deck 9, Quadrant 5. More incoming.” 
 
    In Hashgesh’s pinview, ugly red sores marked the boarding points on a wireframe diagram of the ship. 
 
    “Colonel Changwah, Victory Scent Company will repulse all boarders.” 
 
    “Commodore, it will be difficult for my troopers to operate under these high-G conditions.” 
 
    Hashgesh silently cursed the pathetic, whining Zuul. “Acknowledged, Colonel. It will be difficult for our boarders, too. Major Zhiflwt will provide an independent reserve, and his Goka are far more G tolerant. Now, do your job and keep those invaders away from the vital areas of my ship.” 
 
    As he cut the connection, Hashgesh noted the pilot was giving him a funny look with one of his eyes. The officer was looking back at Hashgesh’s Veetanho affliction groaning in her acceleration station. Then the pilot looked inquiringly at his commander, and Hashgesh realized what he was silently trying to convey. 
 
    Humans were weakling fleshbags. Put them under hard thrust, and they popped like overripe fruit. Veetanho were only a little more robust. 
 
    Hashgesh opened a direct comm link to the pilot. He was about to include his marine forces in his plan but thought better of it. Colonel Changwah would only howl in protest, and Major Zhiflwt didn’t need to know. Of all the merc races, Goka were the most effective across all environments. They’d survive what he planned. 
 
    “Prepare to increase thrust to twelve G once the boarders have committed themselves,” he informed the pilot. “Order the flotilla to be ready to do likewise, but do not confirm verbally, and use Command Channel D in all communication.” 
 
    Let’s see how those Humans enjoy being crushed inside their damned mech suits. 
 
    Crossing all three of his eye stalks, Hashgesh sneaked a look at Tizomho. The Veetanho was lying face down on her acceleration couch, her fat tail squashed flat against the gel between her legs; already it looked bruised. He looked forward to hurting her a whole lot more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 D-Clock 5/1, Making Boarding Run 
 
    Blue had renamed the Corvus-class boarding pods as Dandelion Clocks—D-Clocks for short. For once, Sun thought her little sister had been spot on the money. 
 
    In appearance, the boarding pod resembled a Goltar. An armored tube terminated at one end in a red-painted beak, while from the rear flared a fan of tentacle-like appendages that would whip forward on contact with the target hull and lock on while the beak cut through. More distinctive still were the tufts that sprouted out of the pod after deployment, spreading across a volume fifty times that of the pod itself. The gossamer tufts absorbed any emission from the already tightly sealed pod, whose hull temperature was set to that of background radiation. Most sensor pulses hunting the pod would pass straight through the tufts, and any that would have rebounded off the pod were instead diffused around it by the tuft cocoon. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey!” announced the Goltar pilot, name of Washington as far as her squad mates were concerned, though she was Tiribai-Ali on her TO&E. 
 
    Sun hit the fast-boot on her mechanized suit. Status lights and fast-start diagnostics told their story in the holographic Tri-V display that wrapped around the inside of her canopy. Mostly, though, her Tri-V showed the other occupants of D-Clock 5/1’s hold readying to board. 
 
    Five of them were also inside Mk 8 CASPers, clamped by their backs to the overhead and upper bulkheads. This gave the option of rapid un-assing using their jumpjets, soaring head-first out the beak like heavy metal superheroes. 
 
    Sun, meanwhile, was secured in the harness netting on the deck with 5/1’s two non-Human marines, a Zuul named Kenngar and an enormous Tortantula who’d been named Betty by her Flatar partner, a piece of work called Tatterjee. The double-crossing Flatar was no longer on the payroll, having been eaten by Betty, but the impact of the malevolent little alien’s betrayal was still working its way through Betty’s psyche, threatening to shatter it at any moment. 
 
    The pod engines flared into violent action, throwing Sun hard against the harness inside her CASPer, and her CASPer against the netting web. 
 
    “Call out,” she ordered, when her radio finally came online, and she discovered to her annoyance that the rest of the squad was already registering as fully integrated into the squad net. She was last online due to her fragile suit comms. All the CASPers were desperately in need of an armorer’s loving attention, but most of the onboard armorers had died in the attack on Midnight Sun when they’d had to wake Branco, and the squad hadn’t seen their supply base on Tau-Rietzke for over a year. 
 
    “Status green,” barked Kenngar, Sun’s pinplants translating his Zuul chuffs. 
 
    “McNeil, green.” 
 
    “Ripper, green.” 
 
    “Ready for anything,” reported Plunger. 
 
    “Weapons jam,” said Berenice “Turnaround” Chappelle. “Auto cannon won’t cycle. Reckon Plunger’s been borrowing my fuel cell again to power his artificial rack buddies, cause it’s not enough to power my laser rifle.” She snapped twin sword blades out of her CASPer’s arms. “Guess I’ll have to go old school.” 
 
    “Radio discipline,” snapped Sun, who was also receiving status reports from the other D-Clocks. Most enemy fire was passing harmlessly through the dandelion clocks, but D-Clock 4/2 was not registering, presumably destroyed. “Turnaround, stick with me. Betty, status?” 
 
    “Hungry,” replied the Tortantula. It wasn’t quite what Sun had asked, but it was close enough. 
 
    “Jex, green status.” The Midnighters’ newest hire, Sergeant Obadiah Jex, switched from the squad channel to a private link. “Major, I had already performed squad status checks before you came online. As the senior NCO on this little tub, that task falls to me. You hired me to do a job. Let me do it, and you’ll be freed up to do yours.” 
 
    Before Sun could blast back a response, there was a blinding flash of light as the single-shot X-ray lasers in the beak fired into the target’s hull, followed a split second later by the slam of hard deceleration. 
 
    A sudden six Gs sent her crashing into the starboard bulkhead, her arms flailing inside her haptic suit. This was the consequence of attaching sideways-on to a spacecraft that was under hard thrust. 
 
    The metal arms of the CASPer read the haptic feed from her whirling arms and smashed a dent into the bulkhead that forced Kenngar to dodge out of the way and Betty to snap a warning. 
 
    Above her and to her right, four other CASPers remained clamped to the overhead while Turnaround de-clamped and fell onto the bulkhead, absorbing the impact by bending through her Mk 8’s knees, unlike Sun’s graceless tumble. 
 
    “Jex, secure the breaching point.” Sun was still fuming at the sergeant’s words, but he had a point. In the initial phases of the Raknar job, she had commanded two companies of marines. Now she had just Betty, Kenngar, and eighteen Humans, plus a squad of Goltar made to serve under the Human major as a humiliating punishment for voicing problematic opinions. As the only surviving officer amongst a team now outnumbered 10:1 by Goltar marines, she’d caught herself acting like she was one of the guys, reverting to the opinionated trooper she’d been when she’d started her career, as a CASPer pilot providing security for a smuggler’s ship tramping through the Spine Nebula. 
 
    She hoped she wasn’t doing this to feel closer to Branco, because that would be so weak. 
 
    Sun allowed the irritating Englishman to do his job while she checked in with Lieutenant Colonel Batir-Lek, the assault team commander, and the three other pods under her command in D-Clock 5. Out of twelve boarding pods, one had been destroyed by enemy fire, losing the reserve commander, and three were either damaged or simply unable to maneuver into a breaching position. 
 
    “Midnight-One, Rage-One. I will lead reserves to Objective Alpha. You are to proceed to Objective Beta with all speed. Over.” 
 
    “Copy that, Rage-One. Over.” After he’d lost half the pods of the two Goltar flights, Sun wasn’t surprised that Batir-Lek had decided to unify them in his assault on the CIC. 
 
    “Remember, Midnight-One. Maximize morale shock. Our objective is not to conquer the ship so much as to conquer its crew’s willingness to resist. Over.” 
 
    “Understood, Rage-One. Over.” The damned squid was telling her to do her job over the general channel again. Sun wondered how much of her anger was being communicated by the Goltar translators. Hopefully, a lot. 
 
    “Make sure you do, Midnight-One. Those metal suits you sit inside are so plodding that I fear they encourage a plodding mentality. Prove me wrong. Out.” 
 
    “That there pollywiggle’s got it all arsey varsey, ma’am,” Jex pointed out. “We’ll show them how it’s done.” 
 
    “If I’d understood half what you just said,” replied Sun while she watched the pod’s beak melt, bite, and melt the hull again, “I suspect I might agree.” 
 
    “Midnight-One, Midnight-Two-One,” thundered First Sergeant Albali over the radio. The Top was in command of D-Clock 5/2. “Hull breached. We’re inside. Position clear.” 
 
    “Breach imminent,” said the pilot of Sun’s own pod. 
 
    “D-Clock 5/4 is through,” reported a Goltar that Sun presumed was its commander, Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    “Midnight-Four-One, any sign of the enemy? Over.” 
 
    “Negative, Major,” replied a series of clicks and rumbles that Sun was now certain emanated from Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    “This is D-Clock 5/3,” said Sergeant Kruse. “Contact.” 
 
    “Set your beacon, Kruse,” said Sun. “We’ll link up at your entry point and press on from there. Remember what the boss said, make a splash, and do it in the blood of our enemies.” 
 
    “Don’t forget,” said Jex over the squad channel. “There’s six Gs pulling us to starboard, which means we’re coming out on the wonk. If anyone isn’t confident to fly through that, crawl out that beak. I won’t laugh at you until later. Anyone wants to hit ’em with the old Suffolk punch, on me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Midnighters’ newest recruit, Obadiah Jex, was a mystery man. His VOWS scores were adequate, and his guild record solid, but Sun had wanted references and those Jex could not provide, claiming everyone who knew him was either dead or in hiding from the Guild occupation of Earth. The closest thing to a reference had come from Top. The big Spaniard had once seen Jex win a CASPer climbing event some of the European Merc companies had set up during cross-training exercises in the Atlas Mountains. He’d told her that Jex could use his jumpjets to soar as gracefully as an eagle. Not bad for the metric ton Mk 7 CASPer Jex had been flying. 
 
    Sun had been so desperate for recruits that she’d taken on Jex anyway, and this was his first chance to prove his worth in a combat mission. 
 
    With deft footwork, he de-clamped from the overhead, half twisted in midair, and sailed through the beak of the boarding pod. He smoothly arced into a vertical ascent up the ladderwell they had broken into. 
 
    McNeil, Ripper, and Plunger followed suit. They were experienced troopers, but lacked the fancy flying skills of the Englishman from Suffolk. 
 
    McNeil overcompensated for the six G of pseudo-gravity and hit the port side of the beak, almost crushing Washington as she flew past the Goltar pilot. Ripper and Plunger managed the exit, but then crashed into the ladder like flies hitting a clean glass window. With an effective weight of five metric tons apiece, the ladderwell seemed to suck them down in the direction of the engines, but they soon radioed that they had grabbed hold of the ladder and were climbing up. 
 
    “Six Gs demands respect,” Sun reminded her squad. “It ain’t pretty, but where we can, we crawl.” She paused as Betty scampered over McNeil and clambered up the footholds to either side of the ladder as if climbing under six Gs was as easy as riding a bouncy castle to the nine-legged Tortantula. It wasn’t lost on Sun that those holes looked purpose-designed for Tortantula. “You crawl, too, Betty. Those snails driving the ship can up the thrust at any time. Even you could be hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Major,” replied Betty. “Big G makes my feet tingle and leaves a bad taste in my mouth, like eating rotten Goka, but I can still make glorious slaughter.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Jex reported. “Betty and I are in a passageway one deck above you. No signs of life. It’s wide, too. We can fit two CASPers across.” 
 
    “Secure your position,” Sun ordered as she crawled out the beak and contemplated the short leap to the ladder. “Kruse’s D-Clock 5/3 is under fire on that deck and about 200 meters toward the ventral side of the ship. We’re going to link up with our Goltar squad and bust them out.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jex replied. “What about Top?” 
 
    “His team boarded two decks above you. He’ll take a little time to join us.” 
 
    “At least Top’s squad is climbing down,” said Turnaround, who was now climbing up the ladder just below Sun. “They’ve got it easy.” 
 
    Sun wasn’t so sure. A CASPer had no problem at all operating in six Gs, but for the Human woman inside, it soon became too difficult to contemplate coordination of the four D-Clock squads. Grasping the next rung on the ladder, one step after the other, was all she could think of. Blood had drained to her boots, leaving a fuzzy gray window in her mind through which she concentrated on the next rung, and the next. 
 
    If it weren’t for the pinplants nudging her along, she felt sure she would lose her grip and fall. But as hard as climbing the ladder was, descending under such a strong downward pull was surely even more difficult. 
 
    Suddenly fearful that Albali’s CASPers were going to drop from above, she looked up, and felt an agonizing pain in her neck as the acceleration threatened to rip her head from her body. She would have snapped her vertebrae if not for the nanite hardening and the CASPer support harness. 
 
    “Major. Major! Stop climbing.” 
 
    The high pitch of Turnaround’s shouting voice brought Sun to her senses. 
 
    She’d climbed past the passageway, overshooting by several rungs. She dropped back down and let Jex pull her down into the passageway. 
 
    On her hands and knees now, her head was on the same level as her heart and other organs. G-forces were much easier to resist. She allowed herself a few seconds to recover while Betty watched the corridor ahead, the big alien’s laser rifles at the ready and fangs slavering with neurotoxins. 
 
    “Call out,” she said over the squad channel while she got a fix on the other D-Clock squads. “I want to know how you’re standing up to the Gs.” 
 
    They had all safely made it to the passageway having found the going as tough as Sun, but also finding that operating prone or on hands and knees was going to be much more practical. 
 
    She already knew the Goltar were adapted naturally—and further nanite hardened—to withstand rapid pressure changes as they dove and ascended the oceans of their worlds. It seemed to make them acceleration resistant, too. Washington had locked down the boarding pod and joined them, jumping from the inward-facing ladder to the one facing out to the hull so he could overtake her Human and Zuul squad mates. Once out in the passageway, she took on a strange upright posture like an old wooden clothes peg, though with two of her seven limbs holding pistols. 
 
    Kenngar reported a similar story to the Humans. The high Gs had robbed the Zuul of his sense of smell—which Sun knew from experience would make him edgy—but not before he had detected the odor of other Zuul on this ship in significant numbers. 
 
    It was the first good news Sun had heard since boarding. The battlecruiser would carry mercs—probably had its own company of marines, too. In these thrust conditions, she would much rather face Zuul than Tortantula. 
 
    She checked the status of Top’s squad and was disappointed to see it had slowed severely. They were now one deck above Sun’s position, but even stimmed to the eyeballs on extra CASPer candy, Top worried that his troopers would black out and plummet down the shaft. Reluctantly, Sun ordered Top to get out on the deck above and move directly above Kruse’s position. They had enough breaching charges to punch down through the deck, and enough jump juice to drop through the hole without smearing themselves onto the deck below. 
 
    Kruse’s position was worse. The veteran sergeant had set his beacon to sound out loud and clear, but the signals from the CASPers in his squad were being jammed. Sporadic transmission fragments were getting through to her, though, which proved at least some of them were still alive. Beyond that, she knew nothing. 
 
    Sun’s team set off as fast as they could on hands and knees. It wasn’t fast enough for Betty, who acted as scout, slicing the pie to check around intersections where normally Sun would deploy drones. It wasn’t that Sun considered her Tortantula trooper to be expendable, but she was tough, and the drones her squad was carrying weren’t up to the task of operating under these high Gs, simply dropping to the deck and refusing to budge. 
 
    If any security cameras had survived the EMP grenades they’d rolled down the passageways ahead of them, the view must look ridiculous—a squad of wheezing mechs advancing into the ship on their hands and knees. But it was no joke. Sun was breathing hard, and her lungs, throat, ribs, neck…hell, her everything was bruised and sore. 
 
    When she’d signed up with her first outfit, no one had taken the time to explain that during a high-G assault, a vise would clamp around her bladder, closing with every forward shuffle along the deck, until it was left with the capacity of a rubber thimble. 
 
    She checked the medical status of her other CASPer pilots. Heart rates were red zoned across the board. Lactate buffers exceeded. Before joining an Earth-based merc outfit to look out for her wayward sister, she been a professional ultra-endurance runner, which meant she recognized these signs. Her team was soon going to hit the wall like marathon runners who set off too soon and crashed in the final mile. 
 
    “Take a two-minute break,” she told her team. “Rehydrate and take some candy. It’s no use reaching Kruse just in time to pass out from exhaustion.” 
 
    As the other CASPers groaned to a halt, some collapsing flat-out prone on the deck, she sipped from the water tube and stuffed a tab of CASPer candy into her mouth. The stim took the form of gum. Supplies being down to the last few boxes, they were into the “experimental” flavors the techs had thrown together. Hers was tarragon and rum, which worked surprisingly well, especially when she felt the supercharging effect burning through her mouth and boiling into her veins. 
 
    “Midnight-One, Midnight-Three-Delta, do you copy? Over.” 
 
    Midnight-Three-Delta? That was the Goltar pilot from Kruse’s breaching pod. 
 
    “Midnight-Three-Delta, Midnight-One. Copy good. Over.” 
 
    “We’re pinned down by Zuul mercs, unable to secure the breach point. I’ve had to EVA onto the outer hull of the pod to get through the signal jamming. We’ve taken three casualties, including the sergeant. Corporal Oranjeklegg is in command. He thinks the Zuul have paused their assault to lure you in.” 
 
    “Can you hold out?” 
 
    “For now. They appear content with keeping us pinned down. May I offer an alternative explanation for the Zuul tactics?” 
 
    “Go ahead, and don’t ask permission next time.” 
 
    “Zuul cannot operate effectively in this thrust environment. They’re even more exhausted than you Humans.” 
 
    Sun took a painfully deep breath through her punished lungs and allowed the anger to build a little. The pilot meant no malice, but she merely expressed the common Goltar view that Humans were unimportant…as unimportant, as she suspected, as they considered the cause of Earth’s liberation from Peepo. “I know we’re exhausted, Midnight-Three-Delta. Our advance is slow, but we’re steadfast, and we will relieve you. Tell Cleggy that advancing through this ship is like our trek through the jungles of Rakbutu-Tereus. It’s hell, but we will reach our destination, and we will have the victory.” 
 
    “Of course, Major. I meant no offense. I know many of my people are yet to be convinced by Humans, but we under your command have learned the value of both you and your race, Major Sun.” 
 
    “You ain’t seen nothing yet, Midnight-Three-Delta. Out.” 
 
    “Rest time’s over,” she told her squad. 
 
    Betty sprinted back down the passageway to her crawling squad mates. “I’ve made contact,” she told Sun excitedly. 
 
    “Focus, Betty. Specifics!” 
 
    “It’s the pollywiggles.” 
 
    “The what? Oh, you mean Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk’s Goltar squad.” 
 
    “Yes, the pollywiggles. That’s what I said. Hurry up now, Major. We don’t want to miss the slaughter.” 
 
    The two squads soon united, the upright Goltar bobbing along stiff limbed in the middle of a CASPer sandwich, able to fire over the crawling Humans in their metal suits. 
 
    Just one junction later, Betty caught a laser shot deflecting off her exoskeleton as she cautiously turned the corner as she’d been trained. 
 
    She was unhurt. In fact, she was so eager to kill, that she began bobbing up and down in frustration at the slow advance of her comrades behind her. “Zuul,” she reported. “Lots of tasty Zuul waiting behind a three-tiered barricade. Twelve in all, with laser rifles.” 
 
    Destroy their will to fight, the Lieutenant Colonel had ordered. Sun’s tactical preference was for ambushes and sneak attacks to catch her opponents unawares before they even knew they’d lost the fight, but there were exceptions. The need to relieve the pressure on her people in 5/3 was one. “Execute frontal assault against lasers,” she ordered. 
 
    “You heard the boss,” yelled Jex in his peculiar accent. “Time to grease up, boys and girls. We’re doing the Slippery Shield Maiden. Ripper, you’re with me in the front rank. McNeil, Plunger, second rank, ten yards behind. Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk, kindly ready your team to mount up.” 
 
    Lieutenant was only a temporary rank for the Goltar officer while he was on secondment under Sun’s command. Upon completion, he would return to his position as second-in-command of Midnight Sun’s marine force. Everyone knew the real reason he was serving under Sun was as punishment for speaking out too often that the code of the Goltar demanded they should honor their pledge to directly support the Four Horsemen and Earth. 
 
    The former lieutenant colonel and the Human major had taken advantage of this “secondment” to train together and innovate new combined tactics. 
 
    Such as the Shield Maiden.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Obadiah Jex allowed his elbows to twist out and knees to slide back until he dropped to the deck, grunting with relief. The prone position lessened the crushing weight on his back that threatened to slice his flesh through the cockpit harness and smear patties of Suffolk meat over the inside of his fancy Mk 8. 
 
    The deck felt so inviting he wanted to just lie there forever. What insanity was this to fight on hands and knees under heavy gravity? 
 
    Midnight madness, Obadiah. That’s what. And you lead Midnighters now, so best get used to the insanity, boy. 
 
    “Shield maidens!” he bellowed. “Grease up and check you have disabled your rear jets.” 
 
    At his pinlinked command, grease designed for Midnight Sun’s deck gimbals oozed out of pouches on his CASPer’s front. Meanwhile, the other maidens confirmed the rocket motors in their feet were active and those mounted on the backs of their CASPers were not. 
 
    Major Sun had originally suggested piggybacking Goltar on top of the CASPers as an aerial assault tactic, but the sea-alien Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk had experience with heavy-G combat and added in this messy floor variant. 
 
    While the belly of Jex’s CASPer was becoming as greasy as the inside of a Saturday-night kebab van, the haptic suit he wore conveyed the sensation of two monsters from the briny deep slithering onto his back. 
 
    He’d seen plenty of aliens in his career. Killed a lot, too. He’d earned and spent a small fortune as a result. He’d never seen these pollywiggles before, though. Goltar, they were properly called; never heard of them. 
 
    And they were a proper merc race? 
 
    The weirdest thing was the eyes at the top of their elongated, bony heads, which peered out at you through round viewing windows in their helmets, like an old-time deep-sea explorer looking out through a submersible’s portholes. The way they stared made him feel as if he was the deep-sea monster. 
 
    “All set, Sergeant Jex,” said Mishkan-Ijk. This was the first time he’d taken orders from an alien. 
 
    “Right you are, sir. Shield maidens, present shields.” 
 
    Jex and the other three maidens raised their forearms in the air and activated the laser shields mounted there. He reversed the view on his Tri-V goldfish bowl and satisfied himself that McNeil, Plunger, and Ripper also had their shields deployed and their cargo of slithering monstrosities were ready. 
 
    “Midnighter shield maidens,” said Jex, “and, err…passengers. On my mark, twat the bastards…Punch it!” 
 
    “Punch it!” echoed the others, but Jex barely registered his old unit’s battle cry as he tapped his jumpjets and taxied around the corner into full view of the Zuul position. Throttling forward, he rocketed toward them with mere moments to assess what he was up against before they collided. 
 
    It was a bloody wedding cake, that’s what. 
 
    Three tiers of a portable armored bastion blocked the passageway. On each level, four Zuul mercs were firing laser rifles through loopholes at him and Ripper. 
 
    Deadly laser beams reflected off the shields, scorching the passageway and frying a slate set into the port bulkhead. 
 
    Fire suppression sprinklers emerged overhead and rained down murky water. 
 
    Just like a wet afternoon in Ipswich, Obadiah. 
 
    The sea monsters on his back raised tentacled limbs above the shields, and fired their little pistols made from bone or coral, or some such alien nonsense. Jex was no weapons-tech boffin, but little pop guns like that looked pointless against Zuul mercs armed and armored for Oogar. 
 
    As he sped along the floor like a living torpedo on a waxed tea tray, the Zuul got wise and lifted their aim, bringing a strangled cry of pain from one of the alien marines Jex was carrying. 
 
    The pollywiggles didn’t stop, tapping shot after shot at the enemy. 
 
    Most of it ricocheted off the shiny armor, but there were Zuul yelps of pain and anger as the coral pistols placed shots through the holes and dented rifle barrels. 
 
    “Well, tie me to a tree and call me Brenda,” Jex muttered, impressed by the incredible accuracy of the Goltar. 
 
    “Sarge?” queried Ripper. 
 
    “Just commenting, boy. You ready for takeoff?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “And…lift!” 
 
    Jex increased the angle of the forward nozzles on his jumpjets and boosted their thrust to the maximum. There was a pop as his grease seal broke, and he lifted off the deck. “Punch that, mother—” 
 
    Before he could finish his war cry, Jex’s CASPer smashed into the upper tier of the Zuul defensive “cake.” 
 
    The position was probably constructed from super alien tech clever at absorbing explosions and bullet impacts, and reflecting and ablating laser shots, but what it lacked was good old-fashioned mass. 
 
    Over a ton of Midnight mass—comprised of CASPer, Suffolk beef, and North Sea monsters—smashed through the upper tier of armor, easily bending it back. 
 
    A split second later, Ripper smacked into the upper tier alongside him, snapping it off entirely. 
 
    The seconds that followed were discombobulating to say the least. Jex was knocked arse over tits by the impact, sharing the space with flailing Zuul, one of whom was now a head lacking a torso. To add to the confusion, a couple of tell-tale explosions of laser rifles came from below him, blowing up in their wielders’ snouts—thanks to the damage taken from the uncanny accuracy of the pollywiggles. 
 
    Talking of which, the Goltar marines had careened through the air with him. 
 
    The deck forcefully reminded Jex of the reverence demanded by six Gs. He landed with a thump and skidded, thoroughly winded, across the deck until he crashed into a bulkhead. 
 
    “Up!” he shouted. “Up and at ’em!” 
 
    He got to his knees. Both his laser shields were smashed, but it didn’t matter because from his angle he could see the remaining Zuul lying prone with rifles trained on McNeil and Plunger, who were just about to slam into the barricade. He put a burst of fire into the Zuul with his arm-mounted auto cannon. 
 
    Then the second wave of maidens hit and reduced the shiny armored cake to a tangled mess of metal, blood, and limbs. But the Zuul weren’t giving up; one popped its head out of the smashed-up heap. Its helmet gone, it glared at him with its matted fur dripping wet from the hissing sprinklers. 
 
    Jex’s targeting reticle hovered over the alien snout. The Zuul was lifting its laser to shoot back. 
 
    Jex fired first. 
 
    And missed, triggering a warning in the Tri-V that told him what he’d just worked out for himself: using his CASPer as a battering ram had bolloxed up his targeting. 
 
    Jex continued firing, panning the channel of destruction his cannon was wreaking to the Zuul. 
 
    Too slow! 
 
    The Zuul’s laser rifle emitted its deadly beam. 
 
    And also missed! 
 
    “Teach you to use something made in Essex,” he taunted as his cannon fire exploded the Zuul’s torso into blue mist. 
 
    Jex cut his fire, lost for a moment as the cannon cycled clear. He panned his viewpoint left, just in time to see Ripper fall backward, a smoking hole through his canopy, right where the Human pilot’s head would be. It was a small hole, and water dripping from the sprinkler slid toward the breach, steaming in the heat residue from the laser’s enormous power. 
 
    The status icon for Ripper’s vital signs went black. 
 
    “No!” Jex got to his feet, screaming defiance at the heavy Gs pulling the blood out his head. “Not again!” 
 
    He wanted to rip the Zuul’s head off, but it was already too dead. Instead, he grabbed the bottom of the twisted pile of wreckage and lifted. Servos whined and hydraulics pumped as the CASPer interpreted the motions of the Human pilot pulling with all his might inside his haptic suit. 
 
    Buried deep in modern CASPer DNA was a common ancestor shared with cargo load lifters. When times had been tough for his old unit, the Suffolk Punch CASPer pilots had kept themselves from destitution by using their mechs to load freight containers at the Felixstowe docks where they were based. 
 
    The passageway filled with the screech of tormented metal and crunching bones, topped off with the tinkle of the sprinkler’s rain. Through it all was Jex’s amplified cry of rage and loss. 
 
    His CASPer lifted the defensive position and pushed it onto its side. 
 
    Bodies thumped and screamed within the mess of torn metal and fur. 
 
    Jex punched down, activating his sword blade as he swung. A meter of titanium-edged composite snapped out of his forearm mount and stabbed through a hole in the wreckage where he’d seen movement. 
 
    When he pulled it back, the blade was slick with blood and fur. 
 
    Blades from the other CASPers were also stabbing down. The nimble tentacles of the pollywiggles darted between the swords, firing their bone guns into the cracks. 
 
    It was over in moments. 
 
    The Zuul didn’t beg for quarter. Or if they did, Jex didn’t hear. 
 
    “On! On!” urged a voice in the translator pendant around his neck. “The slaughter’s just around the corner. I mean…let’s rescue our friends.” 
 
    Betty was beckoning them from farther up the passageway with two of her massive limbs. 
 
    Jex came down from his high and took a moment to take in the scene. One of the Goltar was dead and several were slicing off damaged limbs. Weird. 
 
    Ripper was the only casualty from his squad. 
 
    “Check your weapons and ammo,” he ordered. “Let’s finish this.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mishkan-Ijk rolled the spy cameras to the end of the passageway. The Goltar devices looked like marbles, but the Zuul around the turn in the passageway weren’t playing games. 
 
    The bulkheads echoed with the demonic pop, pop, pop as the crew-served magnetic cannon pulverized the cameras and tore chunks out of the bulkhead. Smoke billowed from whatever equipment had been unfortunate enough to be down range. A desultory volley of hypervelocity darts and laser beams followed, adding their collateral damage to the ship. 
 
    “Will you cut that out?” Jex yelled into the Zuul-controlled corridor. “When this ship surrenders to us, I’m making you pay for the repairs.” 
 
    Sun expected jeers and taunts from the Zuul, but there was nothing. Maybe they were so exhausted from the strain of operating under the big Gs that they had nothing else to give. She knew how that felt. So far, only two of her four squads had combined forces, and already her CASPer pilots were at the limits of their endurance. 
 
    Jex had a point, she thought, as she reviewed the curtailed camera footage. The Zuul mercs were equipped for assault operations, not ship defense. A battlecruiser this size would have its own marine complement, which meant there would be other defenders lurking who wouldn’t damage their ship so readily, but they would know every nook and cranny of their home territory. 
 
    Twenty meters up the contested passageway, she saw a smoking CASPer among a heap of a dozen dead Zuul. This marked D-Clock 5/3’s breaching point. The red beak was visible, having bitten through the outer hull. 
 
    Fifteen meters farther up the passageway from the beak, three Zuul served a heavy magnetic cannon, supported by more Zuul bearing laser rifles and portable coil guns. 
 
    Almost directly opposite the beak, but offset a few meters, the barrel of another heavy magnetic cannon covered the corridor from an open compartment. It didn’t quite have the angle to rake the inside of the boarding pod with lethal fire, but she could see now why Kruse’s team hadn’t made it out. 
 
    Cleggy’s team now, she corrected herself. 
 
    The Goltar eyeballs had given her what she needed, confirmation of what Cleggy thought they would be facing. 
 
    “Are you ready, Corporal Oranjeklegg?” 
 
    “Cleggy’s always ready, ma’am,” he replied. At this close range, his radio signal carried only a slight fuzziness from the jamming. 
 
    “Execute when ready. Good luck.” 
 
    “It’s the Zuul who will need luck, ma’am. Out.” 
 
    She gave the “get ready” hand signal to her team waiting near the turn in the corridor. The Humans were in the vanguard, on hands and knees. 
 
    She had to stifle a laugh when Jex lifted his CASPer’s hand off the deck and gave her a thumbs up. 
 
    The sergeant looked as if he’d been mud wrestling in molasses. 
 
    Branco would have found the whole battering ram idea funny. 
 
    Her laugh died at the thought of Branco. She hadn’t thought of him since they’d boarded. Guilt attempted to stab her, but she’d armored her heart too well. There was a reason she couldn’t let herself think of him, and that reason was comprised of the twenty-four individually precious components of her assault team, thirteen of which were about to move into action. 
 
    The awkwardness was broken as a rocket roared out of 5/3’s beak. 
 
    It was followed by a bang of impact, heavy Zuul fire, and even more energetic Zuul yaps of alarm. 
 
    If all had gone to plan, Sergeant Kruse’s empty CASPer had made one last ride, its jumpjets remotely triggered to fire it face-first out the boarding pod’s beak, through the heap of Zuul corpses, and then steer it to the compartment opposite containing one of the heavy cannons. The CASPer was adorned with a necklace of K-bombs. 
 
    The explosion was enormous. 
 
    Her CASPer reduced the gain on the audio pickup, but she felt the shuddering vibration through the deck, and it set her internal organs shaking. 
 
    She was hoping the surviving Zuul would turn their fire on 5/3’s beak, expecting Cleggy’s team to assault. 
 
    The Zuul opened up with heavy fire, but Sun didn’t see it impact the bulkhead in front of her. The plan had worked. Cleggy’s team were hiding at the very back of their boarding pod. They weren’t making the attack. Her team was. 
 
    “Punch it!” she yelled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jex lobbed a brace of smoke bombs into the passageway. Clouds of stinking smoke erupted, impenetrable to laser beams, eyeballs, and sensitive snouts. 
 
    The instant they went off, he led the CASPers charging into the danger zone on their hands and knees. Then he stood up. 
 
    The mech’s motors worked hard, but it was the man inside who suffered most from the maneuver. His overworked heart couldn’t pump against the force all the way to his brain. Before he’d even got fully upright, his head was swimming, but he needed the height and his new team needed him. He wouldn’t let them down. 
 
    He pointed his left arm at the Zuul thirty-five meters down the corridor, still firing at the beak. His other arm stretched out behind him, his CASPer hand gripping two K-bomb sleeves lashed together, which held a total of eight K-bombs. If the K-bomb was the CASPer grenade, this lash-up was either the CASPer shuriken or the CASPer discus. He never could make his mind up, but he did know it worked. 
 
    Of course, he said to himself, I’ve never tried throwing inside a starship under thrust. 
 
    These Mk 8s were nimble compared to the earlier models he was used to, but they still couldn’t twist into the discus stance he’d known well as a college athlete. So, he made do with bending his trailing leg and whipping the CASPer’s arms into a release. 
 
    The bomb had good spin as it sailed up the passageway toward the Zuul. 
 
    He was unable to focus his eyes on the damned thing. 
 
    Lights flashed on the status board overlays. Too much information. He couldn’t hold it all. He was being shot at. The warnings were probably telling him something about that. 
 
    Jex wobbled inside his retaining straps as he peered after his discus bomb. 
 
    Then he remembered the gray smoke clouds. He couldn’t see because of the smoke, that was his problem. But the smoke seemed to have penetrated his mind…everything had turned gray. 
 
    “Oh, bollocks,” he muttered. “I’m supposed to be proof against this sort of thing.” 
 
    Jex’s head fell forward. The sudden pull of his head brought excruciating pain to his neck, but he passed out anyway.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Under cover of the billowing smoke and the suppression fire from her CASPers on the deck, the Midnight Sun Free Company’s newest recruit showed his mettle by spinning like an arthritic superheavyweight discus thrower and launching his bomb up the passageway. 
 
    She’d never heard of such a thing. Why would she? This was a job for a missile pod, but the company was completely out of CASPer-compatible missiles, still awaiting a long overdue resupply. 
 
    “Keep firing!” she shouted at her team, who were now beginning to take heavy fire. 
 
    She itched to pull them back, but she wanted the enemy worrying about keeping their heads down, not about shooting down Jex’s crazy exploding discus. 
 
    A heavy cannon round slammed through the overhead just above the top of Jex’s cockpit, followed by the distinctive pop of the heavy Gauss weapon. The Devil’s fart was how Branco described the sound, and he wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Sparks from the brutalized overhead showered over Jex, his CASPer motionless. She registered the warning sign on her display telling her Jex was unconscious. The Gs had got to him. 
 
    When Jex had thrown his contraption, she’d set a five-second countdown—the maximum K-bomb fuse delay—and it reached zero. The discus had failed, and her people were being shot to pieces for no good reason. 
 
    It was a struggle to think, to breathe, to stay alive in all this noise and smoke and, above all, the relentless crushing weight, but some thoughts were so routine as to be almost automatic. Sun assigned fire zones to her CASPers that would avoid accidental friendly fire while allowing Kenngar and the Goltar to press the assault up one side of the passageway, and Cleggy’s squad up the other. Meanwhile, she forced herself up into a crouch, ready to leap through the fire and onto her sergeant’s CASPer to tackle him to the ground where his heart wouldn’t have to work so hard to supply his brain. 
 
    You’re not a trooper, Sun Sue, she reminded herself. It helps no one to act like one. “Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk, pull Sergeant Jex to a safe location and lie him horizontally.” 
 
    “I obey,” replied the alien. Two Goltar advanced on Jex with their peculiar stiff-legged march that looked weird but was more effective than the Humans in these conditions. 
 
    Jex’s double bomb exploded. 
 
    Son of a bitch. He’d said something about optimizing the fuse. 
 
    The Goltar moving toward Jex were knocked off their…tentacles. Panels and cabling fell out of the overhead which also bathed the passageway in strobing light from shorting power cables. 
 
    Her CASPers were merely rocked from the blast. 
 
    “Oranjeklegg, advance! 5/1, advance. Betty, you take point.” 
 
    Satisfied the Goltar would take care of Jex, she joined her troopers in their assault of the enemy position, shuffling on hands and knees through the smoke, debris, and blood. There was so much blood… 
 
    The advance was pitifully sluggish except for one trooper. Pulled down by six Gs, Betty had slowed, but only to a fast walking pace. If either of the Zuul heavy cannons were still operational, even the Tortantula’s armor wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “Midnight-One, Midnight Two-Two-Zero. We’re fifty meters behind you.” 
 
    Top, at last. “Can you see my location, Two-Two-Zero?” 
 
    “Yes, Major.” 
 
    “Advance to my current position, then assess. I’m expecting this to all be over by then.” 
 
    “Roger that. We’re moving as fast as we can.” 
 
    Frantic yapping snapped out from the position the Zuul were defending. The extreme Gs had tried to pull Sun’s heart down through her rib cage. The sound of the Zuul made it sink still farther. The alien mercs were excited about something, and that did not bode well. 
 
    Then the translation came into her mind. 
 
    “We surrender.” 
 
    Sun crawled out from the smoke and finally saw what she was up against. 
 
    The bomb had landed on the far side of the heap of Zuul corpses, blasting them into blue paste. Further along the corridor, the remaining Zuul stood groggily with their hands up, coated in the blood and entrails of their comrades. 
 
    “Please, we surrender.” 
 
    Some of the Zuul mercs looked nervously at the weapons they’d dropped onto the deck, then back at Betty striding purposefully toward them. They barely registered the CASPers of Cleggy’s squad crawling out of their beak. 
 
    “I am Major Sun of the Midnight Sun Free Company. I accept your surrender. Identify yourselves.” 
 
    “I am Captain Towgrix of Victory Scent Mercenary Company.” 
 
    “What is your current contract?” 
 
    “Space assault. We are to seize your vessel. Is this Tortantula under your command?” 
 
    “She is. Betty, if any of these Zuul carries a weapon, you have my permission to eat them. Otherwise, do not harm them. You know the SOP.” 
 
    “Yes, Major,” Betty answered. “Don’t eat Zuul. Don’t eat Humans. Don’t eat tasty Selroth. Don’t eat MinSha.” She sighed like a Human, something Branco had taught her to do. “But Betty can eat—” 
 
    “That’s enough, Trooper,” Sun warned. 
 
    Towgrix licked a long tongue around his lips. He didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “You have my word,” Sun told him. 
 
    “But you are Human. Many Humans have no honor, and you Midnighters are known pirates. I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “You have my word, too,” said her Goltar commander, tottering up the passageway to stand alongside Sun. Man, it sucked to be crawling along the ground like an Altar. “I am Lieutenant Colonel Mishkan-Ijk of high family and standing,” he lied—sort of. That’s who he had been before falling afoul of his superior officer. “This Tortantula will not harm you unless she sees weapons upon you. Be aware, her eyesight is sharper than yours and mine.” 
 
    “The Goltar, we know of old,” said Towgrix. “We trust your word.” 
 
    The surrendering Zuul hurriedly divested themselves of concealed knives and sidearms while glancing nervously at Betty. Some of them looked as if they would remove the teeth from their muzzles if they could, just to be on the safe side. 
 
    “Colonel,” said Sun, “please secure the prisoners.” 
 
    “Roger that, Major,” replied the disgraced Goltar officer. 
 
    With the Goltar taking control of the scene for the moment, Sun let her head drop to the deck like a thirsty dog and rested for a few moments. 
 
    But there was to be no timeout for her. A thumping noise from the overhead made her angle up her Tri-V view. Cracks appeared in the panels—damn thing was about to collapse. Hell, this assault was turning out to be every bit as exhausting as trekking through the jungles of Rakbutu-Tereus. 
 
    She started to warn her people, “Beware…” 
 
    Then the overhead exploded, and dark shapes dropped like bombs from the sky, lashing out with wicked blades as they fell. 
 
    “Beware! Goka!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, Pride in Destruction 
 
    “Missiles primed and ready,” reported the TacCon. “Firing solutions opening in fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Hashgesh slithered in anticipation, all three eye stalks focused on the holo-image of the Midnight Sun. The destruction of the ship that had tormented Lieutenant General Pelwatho for over a year was now imminent. And it was he who would claim the honor of the victory. 
 
    “Commodore, we’re facing heavy assault on Decks 14 through 17,” reported Colonel Changwah. Hashgesh supposed the Zuul was doing his job, but the enemy’s attempt at boarding was a distraction of little importance now. “My troopers are being overcome by combined arms operations. Goltar, Tortantulas, and the Humans in their accursed mech suits. It’s too much.” 
 
    “Keep them occupied,” said Hashgesh. “And stop them damaging my ship. They will surrender soon enough when their mothership is destroyed. Out.” 
 
    The commodore tried to put the Zuul commander’s concerns from his mind so he could enjoy his victory without distraction. The trail of devastation the boarders had already dealt out would cost a lot of credits to put right. The death benefits he was liable to pay Victory Scent were building, too. Assaults on his operation’s profitability were utterly unacceptable. He keyed in a channel to Major Zhiflwt. 
 
    “How close are your reserves to the invaders?” 
 
    “Right on top of them, Commodore. Some are already engaged.” 
 
    “Very good. Kill them all.” 
 
    “Our pleasure. Consider them exterminated. Zhiflwt out.” 
 
    The Goka-Bakulu translation matrix was so well developed that malice oozed out of the comm channel and stank up Hashgesh’s station. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    Colonel Changwah said he’d first heard of the Goltar in ancient clan poems recited during his coming-of-age hunting expeditions but had never realized this mythical mercenary race was real. Hashgesh had never heard of them at all, and the newly released GalNet information on the species was sparse, grudging, and probably false, although surprisingly it claimed that all these years, there had always been a single Goltar representative at the guild headquarters on Capital Planet. 
 
    When he’d asked Major Zhiflwt what he knew about this mysterious race, the Goka’s reaction was evasive in its detail but rich with loathing for the Goltar. Something had transpired between the two races long ago, and it had never been forgotten. 
 
    He shook himself inside his shell. There would be plenty of time to quiz the Goka major after the Goltar on his ship had been slaughtered. 
 
    On the cusp of ordering the flotilla to launch an armada of missiles against the target, Hashgesh hesitated, and took the time to take care of details on his flagship. After all, the honor of eradicating the Midnighters was important, but so, too, was getting paid. 
 
    “Gunnery, hold fire on the missiles. SigCon, ready the flotilla to execute two simultaneous commands upon my mark. They are to boost acceleration to twelve Gs and immediately fire a combat spread of missiles. All tubes.” 
 
    Hashgesh brought up the security monitors and observed his Goka marines dropping into action against the boarders. He waited for the critical moment to switch the gentle six G acceleration into an unrelenting pressure that would threaten to pull him from his shell. 
 
    That level of thrust would be painful, but could be endured for extended periods by Bakulu, unlike those fleshbag weakling races such as Zuul, Humans, and…Veetanho. He snaked an eyestalk around the back of his station to get a good look at his Veetanho liaison officer. Commander Tizhomho lay groaning in her station. Hashgesh relished the prospect of upping those groans to screams of utter agony. 
 
    With any luck, within a short time, Hashgesh would not only be enjoying the honor of victory and the resulting flow of credits, but the furry, goggle-eyed bitch who’d ridden his shell ever since taking this contract would be crushed to death. 
 
    This day was proving most excellent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Pride in Destruction, 5/3 boarding point 
 
    “CASPers, get to your feet. Back to back,” shouted Sun as the vicious alien fighters dropped from the overhead, a few using their wings to arrest their fall, but most not bothering. 
 
    Her people knew the drill and were already pushing themselves upright against the ferocious gees and buddying up. 
 
    Goka were like space armadillos crossed with cockroaches. Their shells were so tough they were impervious to beam weapons and could even operate in vacuum for short periods without the need for a suit. They were tough, tenacious, and savage. 
 
    One landed on top of her canopy. Her Tri-V showed it firmly attached, with limbs pulled tight under its shell and yet somehow managing to find a secure hold on every nook, cranny, and surface detail of her CASPer hull. With its knife arm, it pried into every crack and seal, seeking weak points to tear into and stab down at the pilot inside, or drill them new holes with a laser pistol. 
 
    To civilians, it sounded ridiculous that an alien bug could take on the metal might of a CASPer and win, but Goka were efficient killers. In recent months, she had lost more pilots to Goka knives than anything else. 
 
    Whimpering in fear, she pushed her arms up against the relentless Gs. Her CASPer responded to her haptic instructions, lifting its huge arms in an attempt to brush the horrible thing off her. She couldn’t get a grip, though. CASPer fingers were too clumsy, and poorly positioned, the Goka shell too perfectly smooth, and its grip too tight. 
 
    Two more of them scurried up her legs and started hacking at the back of her knee joints. 
 
    She screamed. During the Raknar job, she had stoically held her cool during an attack by a Tortantula army, but there was something different about Goka that got right under her skin. 
 
    Fucking bugs. 
 
    “Turnaround!” she yelled. 
 
    “On it,” Turnaround answered. “Stand still.” 
 
    Sun put a lid on her roiling Goka terror. She still couldn’t dislodge the alien trying to stab through the top of her canopy. A caution light warned her that one of the servos in her left knee had failed, sliced through by a Goka blade. She left the pair trying to hamstring her to Turnaround and did something useful instead. 
 
    While the surrendered Zuul looked on, Goka continued to drop onto the Goltar in the passageway. She activated her MAC targeting system and positioned the red targeting reticle over a dark shape falling from the overhead. She made a punching gesture with her right fist. The magnetic accelerator cannon mounted on her right arm blasted the Goka out of sight, but its shell deflected most of the round’s force. 
 
    Damned bug would probably just pick itself up and start stabbing again. 
 
    Behind, she saw Turnaround wielding her sword arm like an axe, chopping the Goka away from the back of her legs. They fell to the deck and sprang right back onto Sun’s legs. 
 
    At least their attack been interrupted. Sun used the respite to pick off another Goka as it fell from the overhead. This time, the targeting system refused to engage. 
 
    Damned high-G boarding action. 
 
    It was no use, her heart couldn’t pump enough blood to her head, and her haptic controls and pinplants were failing as a result. 
 
    “Plan B,” she muttered to herself. “Brute force and ignorance.” 
 
    She set her MAC to full-manual mode while she still could and blasted away at the overhead, setting off a channel of sparks, carapace chips, and sprays of blue Goka blood. 
 
    A black serrated blade punched down through the top of her CASPer and into her cockpit. Sun stared at the tip quivering just an inch in front of her eyes. 
 
    “Major, keep still,” urged Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    “I second that, ma’am,” said Turnaround. She fired a burst of MAC rounds at the Goka behind Sun’s knees. 
 
    Tri-V suit status warnings flared amber and red as leg servos failed. Damage was accumulating to the lower legs as Turnaround’s fire ricocheted off Goka shells. But the Goka had been smashed. She felt blue gore enter her CASPer and soak her legs. 
 
    She checked the status readouts for the other CASPers in her squad. They were showing minor damage or none at all. 
 
    The Goka had probably singled her out as the commander and so the highest priority target. 
 
    “At least that’s something,” she whispered, as the Goka on top of her withdrew its blade and readied to stab down again. 
 
    If this was one G, she would be ducking and diving like a boxer to make herself a difficult target, but at six Gs, even holding her head up straight was becoming a near impossible task. 
 
    Stand still, the team had told her. 
 
    She trusted her team. At this point, she had very little choice. Sun closed her eyes and waited to die. But the killing strike from above didn’t come, because Mishkan-Ijk had climbed up her CASPer and was wrestling with the Goka. 
 
    The alien bug lopped off the tip of one tentacle and stabbed another, but Mishkan-Ijk had four of the Goltar bone pistols in play and was firing them into joints and cracks in the Goka’s shell, trying to blast open weak points just as the Goka were doing with the CASPers. 
 
    “See how you like it, bedbug.” 
 
    The Goka twisted a knife as the bug tore it out of the lieutenant’s limb, but the Goltar was fast and shot off its knife hand. 
 
    Blue blood dripped down Sun’s CASPer, and when Mishkan-Ijk followed up with round after round fired into the hole the knife arm had emerged from, it took only a few seconds before those rounds breached the shell. 
 
    The Goka’s insides exploded back out the hole, smearing her CASPer in blueberry jam. Its empty shell fell to the deck minus several of its limbs, which were still gripping Sun’s canopy. 
 
    Swaying inside her haptic suit from lack of oxygen to the brain, Sun used the last of her strength to check the battle space. It was a Goltar versus Goka wrestling match with knives and laser pistols on one side, and bone pistols on the other. It looked as if the Goltar had the upper hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she told the Goltar commander. 
 
    “We know the Goka of old,” he told her. “Once, we fought in mechs much as you do, but they were not enough and the Goka destroyed our first home world. Our pistols were designed to break their charge. Please tell your CASPers to get down before you start passing out.” 
 
    He was right, of course. CASPers were no use if the pilots inside were unconscious and being crushed to death. 
 
    With Mishkan-Ijk walking back into the melee with the stiff upright gait, she threw her arms forward to topple down to the deck. 
 
    As she dropped, the universe shifted. 
 
    The relentless crushing grip of six Gs suddenly became far worse, an unremitting vise that threatened to pop bones and melt her organs. 
 
    Even Mishkan-Ijk felt it, his limbs splaying out like a peeled banana. 
 
    Sun’s CASPer hit the deck hard, denting the floor panel and slamming her head against the inside of her canopy. 
 
    The pain was intense, but only joined the universe of agonies as the intense acceleration crushed the life from her. She felt both shoulder joints pop out. Her neck felt like it would snap at any moment. Blood streamed from her nose, her eyes. 
 
    The inside of her CASPer was a sea of critical warnings. Then the sea washed away to be replaced with a single overriding message. 
 
    Warning! Effective gravity 12.1G. This personal assault system is not rated for extreme acceleration. Please exit the vehicle and enter an acceleration pod rated for these conditions. Thank you. 
 
    No matter how much Sun wanted to curse the jerk of a Binnig system tech who’d written those words, at twelve Gs, even that was impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, Midnight Sun 
 
    Hundreds of missiles fanned out with a thousand-G thrust. Then their engines cut out and they coasted at a velocity that would overtake Midnight Sun in less than a minute. 
 
    “Cautious little snail, aren’t you, Hashgesh? Began to think you wouldn’t take the bait.” 
 
    A rare moment of disharmony cut between Captain Blue and her ship. 
 
    Midnight Sun wanted to race still faster, or to turn and swat the impudent missiles from the black. The former tactic would crush her crew to death. The latter was far beyond even Midnight Sun’s ability, but neither mattered much to the ship. It had drifted, abandoned and forgotten for countless millennia. It wanted a chance to test its muscles. 
 
    “Not this time,” warned Blue. “We’ll get our chance, just be patient. Entropy! There was a young Human gentleman called Jamie who had the cheek to call me unhinged. He should take you out on a date next time, see what the haggis sniffer makes of you.” 
 
    She felt the ship’s frustration burn deep within her soul. When plugged in, she was the ship in ways she didn’t fully understand and could no longer deny. What she was also coming to understand was that it worked both ways. Not only was she the ship, but the ship was her. It didn’t express itself in words—well, maybe it did; it was difficult to identify the voices in her head sometimes—but Blue knew that it was severely pissed. 
 
    “Shush, dear. We nearly judged it to perfection, but we’ve come in a little fast and are overshooting.” 
 
    They’d arrived at Waypoint Gamma. 
 
    Blue cut engines and allowed herself a wonderful moment of zero G in which she imagined her Human form reflating from a squashed pancake to that of a devilishly beautiful young woman. Then she reignited the plasma torch, though this time directing her exhaust to Port-5 at 1G of thrust. In other words, she lightly applied the brakes. 
 
    The pursuing swarm of missiles would register the maneuver and make minor re-calculations to the intercept portion of their flight programs, where they would reignite engines and close the final few klicks at maximum speed. On a Human scale, the missiles were coming in so fast it seemed the maneuver would make little difference to the ship’s imminent destruction. 
 
    Except a short distance earlier, Midnight Sun had passed through an area of space lush with radiation. Her Human senses had registered the zone as hot and humid, strange though that would seem to others of her race to describe an area of space. But Blue no longer thought of space as a vacuum. Instead it felt like regions of very low matter density. For her, the fuzziness in the area sloughed away and revealed itself as the Goltar interdiction fleet. She suspected the snails in the pursuing flotilla hadn’t yet found the Goltar vessels, wrapped as they were in vast clouds of dandelion seed head-fakery. 
 
    Scores of high-power laser batteries lanced the missile swarm, rapidly shifting from one target to another. The missiles reignited engines, spiraling randomly to evade destruction. They rolled their bodies, deliberately varying their rotational velocity in unpredictable ways to limit the time they presented the same surface to the lasers. 
 
    The destruction of missiles slowed, but the Goltar fleet had already saved Midnight Sun. The guild flotilla’s missile spread had been fired at extreme range, and their delta-vee budget had no allowance for such extreme maneuvering. 
 
    The Goltar ships continued firing anyway. They had a point to make. So, too, did Midnight Sun. It fired its modest offensive laser batteries at a few of the nearest missiles. 
 
    Blue was happy to let it blow off steam with its long-range fire. She waited until the Goltar carrier began pouring thousands upon thousands of drones into the battle space, and then she hailed Commodore Hashgesh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Deck 14, Pride in Destruction 
 
    Jex woke, fighting for breath. Choking. 
 
    He couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “I don’t need to,” he whispered. 
 
    He blinked and noted the warning in his CASPer informing him that it wasn’t liable for pilots operating the suit at 12G. 
 
    12G! That was pretty spicy. 
 
    C’mon, Obadiah. Stop panicking like a kid crabbing on the breakwater who’s knocked over his catch bucket. 
 
    He stood up. Very carefully. 
 
    Despite the warning, so long as he kept his movements slow and was very careful not to overbalance, his CASPer could operate in this extreme heavy gravity environment. He walked up the passageway where an unidentified savior had left him in safety. 
 
    The feet of his CASPer thumped down crushing blows that dented the decking. 
 
    And that gave him an idea. 
 
    The other CASPers were on the ground, the vitals of their pilots showing they were winking out of consciousness one by one. Even Betty’s legs were splayed. 
 
    But Jex was made of sterner stuff. Inside his body were auxiliary hearts, reinforced internal organs, specialized high-G nanite hardening, and a little internal rebreather tech adapted from the prototypes developed by the North Sea oil industry. It was ironic he’d passed out earlier. His augmentations only cut in with the really serious Gs. Thanks to his uncle’s idea that his least favorite nephew would enjoy a lucrative career in Ipswich Speedway, Jex had so much machinery inside him, he was worth a small fortune as scrap. 
 
    “All right then,” he declared through his external speakers as he turned the corner. “Here comes the fucking Suffolk cyborg. What’s been going on—Oh, looks like you had a bit of a do while I was out.” 
 
    The overhead was on fire—those parts that hadn’t already collapsed onto the deck atop the heap of Goka and Zuul bodies. The pollywiggles were slithering over the ground like the heads from squidgy mops, but they were still fighting a slow-motion melee with the Goka marines, who were dragging themselves along the deck with knives out and laser pistols trying to squeeze blasts past Goltar laser shields. 
 
    “Space roaches,” Jex declared. “Only one way to deal with bugs: squash ’em.” 
 
    He took a few more steps toward the fight, flinging his arms out to avoid over balancing. He was swaying more than if he were ten pints of Old Growler down at his local with the lads and lasses. He gave up and pushed down on his throttle pedals. The jumpjets ignited and pushed him up and away from the deck, wobbling as uneasily as an early 20th century rocketry experiment. But Jex easily adjusted, leaning forward and pulsing his jets to push him along the passageway, hopping over the melee as gently as a baby sparrow. 
 
    On the far side of the fight, he stopped over the Goka leader issuing orders from the protection of his command squad. 
 
    Jex righted himself until he was perpendicular to the deck, his feet over his target, and roasted the Goka commander with his jets. 
 
    The enemy fired wild shots with their laser pistols, but they were pressed hard against the deck and couldn’t get a decent firing stance. A few shots defected off his canopy, scorching channels, but these were low-powered pistols optimized for shooting between cracks in armor. 
 
    Jex brought his knees up and cut his jets. Twelve gravities reached up and pulled him down to the deck with thundering force, simultaneous with Jex stretching out his legs. 
 
    The Goka commander exploded into a dozen pieces that dripped blue with Goka slime. 
 
    The alien marines came for Jex, stabbing with their blades, but they were too slow, Jex was already airborne once more. 
 
    He glanced at his jump juice status. Twenty percent remaining. 
 
    “Still got some stompin’ left in me, boys. Who wants to be next?” 
 
    He righted himself over the thickest patch of Goka and got ready to squelch more bugs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, Pride in Destruction 
 
    Commodore Hashgesh wanted to crawl inside his shell and wait for this to all go away. 
 
    Entropy curse the Goltar! It had to be them who’d emerged from a random patch of vacuum. How had they hidden here for so long? There had been no sign of them. No reports. No sensor returns. They must have lain in wait for… 
 
    Weeks. 
 
    The trap had been set and the bait that was Midnight Sun patiently dangled, waiting for Hashgesh and his flotilla to bite. 
 
    He counted three Goltar battlecruisers, a score of cruisers, a battleship, and the carrier that had already deposited an overwhelming quantity of drones into the battle space. 
 
    His flotilla didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    He looked back with all three eye stalks at Tizomho. Just as surely as the pitiful Veetanho was being crushed by the acceleration, her superior, Lieutenant General Pelwatho, would crush any who failed her, knowing full well that Peepo would crush her if Pelwatho failed. 
 
    “Sir,” said SigCon with calm that shamed Hashgesh. “Midnight Sun is hailing.” 
 
    “Put them through,” Hashgesh replied, dignity back in his voice and posture. 
 
    “Hello again, old snail,” came the voice of Captain Blue behind the logo of her merc outfit, the accursed Midnight Sun Free Company. “I propose a temporary truce while we negotiate.” 
 
    “I accept. Gunnery, hold your fire. SigCon, order all captains to hold fire. Set Truce Condition Two throughout the flotilla.” 
 
    “Let’s stop storming around the black like idiots. Cut your thrust, Hashgesh.” 
 
    Was this a ruse to swing the balance of the boarding operation away from Major Zhiflwt? Hashgesh considered the possibility, but it made little difference. If the Goltar fleet closed, Pride in Destruction would be destroyed anyway. “Complying,” he told Blue. “For now.” He relayed the orders for the flotilla to quench their plasma torches. 
 
    “That’s better,” said the Human. The company logo of the black sun faded away, replaced by a Human face. The Bakulu hadn’t much personal experience with the species, but he thought it odd that the Human’s head was completely hairless. It appeared such a delicate creature to wield such destruction. 
 
    “The Goltar fleet is moving to surround you. I would like you to surrender your ships rather than go through that tedious business of destroying you and killing you and your crew.” 
 
    “I am willing to discuss terms.” 
 
    “No, we are not,” screamed Tizomho. “Press the attack. Midnight Sun must be destroyed. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” said Blue. “I can’t see the pest, but I can hear you’re infested by vermin.” 
 
    “How dare you, Human.” The Veetanho added herself to the outward transmission. Hashgesh permitted the intrusion, for now. 
 
    “As I thought,” said Blue. “You’ve got rats.” 
 
    Tizomho hissed. “Your disrespect for authority is why the guild felt it necessary to take direct control of your home world, Human. Renegades such as yourself and the Four Horsemen only prove the wisdom of the guild’s decision.” 
 
    Idiot Veetanho. What was the wretched creature thinking? “Argue politics in your own time, Tizomho. We are discussing surrender terms.” 
 
    “No. I absolutely forbid it. Attack Midnight Sun, or I will relieve you of command and ensure repercussions for your clan and your family.” 
 
    “I command here,” roared Hashgesh. “You dare contradict me on the deck of my own flagship?” He paused. Even in the face of disaster, Hashgesh was looking for an angle of opportunity. What was it about Midnight Sun that was so important to the Veetanho? 
 
    And how might he profit from that? 
 
    With the Human captain looking on, Hashgesh probed his liaison. “Forgive me, Commander Tizomho, I spoke hastily. Midnight Sun is unusual, yes, but only a single battlecruiser. Her loss would not seriously limit the throw weight of the Goltar fleet. It makes no sense to sacrifice all for the destruction of one small battlecruiser.” 
 
    “Midnight Sun’s capabilities are unique and dangerous. Her destruction is worth the loss of this flotilla and all hands, including me. That’s all you need to know. Now, do the job you’re paid for, or those who survive you will face the consequences.” 
 
    Hashgesh formed a pseudo-pod that he wrapped around the laser pistol affixed to the inside of his shell. “I thought I warned you to never contradict a fleet commander on the deck of their flagship.” He shot Tizomho between the eyes. Her brains steamed out of the wound channel as she slumped forward. 
 
    “Pest control,” he said. 
 
    “I can see.” The Human bared her teeth, but the behavior analysis program in his pinplants interpreted this as a display of amusement. It was called a smile. “I believe we were discussing terms.” 
 
    “We surrender,” said Hashgesh. 
 
    “Not so fast.” 
 
    Hashgesh shrank his body. It seemed the Human had been playing with him all along. 
 
    “You have to understand,” said Blue. “I have authority to negotiate, but I represent the Goltar who can’t seem to break the habit of hiding in the shadows, even now. You yourself negotiate on behalf of your mercenary company, but you work for General Peepo. Peepo and the Goltar. They’re the ones at war with each other. We’re just the intermediaries.” 
 
    “Did you not understand?” pressed Hashgesh. “We surrender.” 
 
    “Oh, and the Goka and Goltar, too. The galaxy has such a lot of old grudges, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I would rather die with honor then be toyed with by a hunter tormenting its prey. I won’t make this offer again. We surrender.” 
 
    “What I’m trying to say,” said Blue, “is that whether I accept your surrender depends on what you mean by we.” 
 
    “My command. My crew and the mercenary companies we carry.” 
 
    “Which comprise of Bakulu and Zuul. What else?” 
 
    “Goka, Selroth, and Tortantula. And our Veetanho liaisons.” 
 
    “Then I am happy to offer generous surrender terms to yourself, your Bakulu, Zuul, Selroth, and Tortantula personnel, and associated mercenaries. You will not be harmed. You will not be ransomed. You will be paid at regular contract rates to sit out this period of hostility between the Goltar and the Veetanho. Oh, and between the Goltar and the Goka. Never forget the Goka. The Goltar certainly haven’t.” 
 
    “This is not how it’s done, Captain Blue. You cannot expect me to sacrifice my Goka marines and…” He glanced behind at the corpse of Tizomho. “Our liaisons.” 
 
    “Remember, Commodore, I represent the interests of the Goltar here, but in this I agree with you wholeheartedly.” Her face suddenly reddened, pulsing red blood channels like lightning bolts, transforming her into a demonic creature. His behavior analysis unit gave up and reported the captain he faced was simply inhuman. “You complain of me not playing by the rules,” Blue snarled. “General Peepo and the guild broke the rules when they occupied Earth under false pretenses, framed the Four Horsemen for crimes they did not commit…For the most part.” She smiled again, and this time it was the most frightening thing he’d ever seen. “And it’s not just the Merc Guild. Peepo’s corrupted the other ones, too. Even the Peacemakers seem to have gone into hiding for reasons only known to themselves. The guilds are broken, Commodore. Peepo saw to that. The most ancient law of all now prevails throughout the Union. The weak shall submit to the strong, and I have the power here, Commodore Hashgesh. Surrender on my terms, or not at all.” 
 
    Hashgesh shuddered. Much as he hated the Veetanho, he wished Peepo had moved more swiftly and acted more harshly against the Humans. The race was too dangerous to be allowed to live, but now they were loose upon the galaxy. If Peepo didn’t realize the danger they represented and extinguish their home world, the Humans would never be put back into their rightful place. 
 
    But for Hashgesh, his war with the Humans was over. 
 
    “Very well, I surrender the flotilla on your terms. I’ll pass you to Captain Lausquoo to discuss practicalities.” 
 
    He had more pressing concerns than the Human right now. Major Zhiflwt hailed him. 
 
    Hashgesh blocked his marine commander. For good measure, he also cut the Goka out of all ship systems and locked the CIC down in citadel mode. The two Goka guards by the main door glanced at each other nervously. They clearly didn’t know what was going on, or they would already be shooting, but they knew something was up. 
 
    Hashgesh looked mournfully at the laser pistol in his pseudopod. Against the Goka, it would be useless. How by the Five Stars was he going to survive his own guards? He’d just locked himself in with his own killers. 
 
    The brain augmentations linked to his pinplants were marvelous things. They could summarize multiple data and sensory inputs that would otherwise completely overwhelm the brain’s capacity to process information. It wasn’t foolproof, but sometimes his subconscious could draw upon his augments and feed ideas and information into his higher brain function. 
 
    An artificial memory forced its way to the front of his mind. A memory of a conversation he’d never heard involving the Tortantula trooper who had boarded the ship. 
 
    With one eye directed nervously at the guards, he used his implants to direct a message to the ruined passageway on Deck 14 where the boarders were licking their wounds in a scene of utter carnage. 
 
    “Betty, this is the commander of the ship. We have surrendered, but the Goka have not. I want you to rescue us from our Goka guards in CIC, which is on Deck 7, Frame 14. I’m sending a map.” 
 
    “Why should I help you?” asked the Tortantula. 
 
    “Because I have something juicy to take away the nasty taste of the Goka. I have fresh Veetanho for you to eat.” 
 
    The Tortantula’s response astonished Hashgesh. This Betty asked for permission from her Human commander to take up the offer. But Hashgesh needn’t have worried. Permission was granted and the hungry Tortantula came thundering along the passageways of the ship to his rescue. 
 
    What a day! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Outside CIC, Pride in Destruction 
 
    Betty enjoyed running at full speed along the wide passageway that led to the locked down CIC, feeling as light as a sucked-out carcass in the gentleness of 0.8G. She charged at the heavily armored portal, knowing even she could not batter through. This was either going to hurt a great deal or she would make a glorious entrance. Since the outcome was not under her control, there was no point at all in worrying about it. 
 
    The doors opened just in time. She burst through, stabbing the Goka near the door with one leg. 
 
    Stupid shiny carapace. 
 
    She didn’t get a clean strike and the bug pinged along the deck like a greased pebble on ice, headed for some frightened Bakulu at their stations. Betty powered through under her considerable momentum and belly flopped onto the next Goka. 
 
    “How are you going to squirm out of that?” she taunted the wriggling creature under her bulk. Taking professional care to keep the fidgeting creature pinned, she stabbed down with her mandibles, piercing the smooth carapace so she could tear off chunks. She’d seen Branco do precisely this to the shell of a hard-boiled egg, and she’d been dying to peel the shell of something more her own size. But the annoying creature was stabbing her with little knives that stung a helluva lot for such little things. So, she sank her fangs into the Goka and sucked at the juices inside. 
 
    It was an unpleasant business—Goka tasted foul—but she needed it dead. Goka were tricky little things, which made them fun to kill. 
 
    Where are you? she wondered of the other Goka when the first one stopped twitching. 
 
    She pretended to busy herself in consuming the peeled Goka, but all the while the band of eyes around her head scanned her surroundings, looking for the inevitable attack. 
 
    Sneaky cheeky! 
 
    The Goka was crawling along the overhead and had almost reached a point directly above her. It fired its laser carbine and then dropped, its stabbing knives out. 
 
    Betty was ready and lurched sideways just in time. The laser beam scorched her flank armor, and the Goka fell onto an empty space on the deck. It recovered quickly from its fall, but Betty was faster still. She pounced on it, stabbing down with three of her limbs onto the top of its shell. 
 
    This time the slimy thing didn’t skim away. Its carapace shattered, and its guts spilled over a wide splatter zone. 
 
    Betty looked around for more things to kill but could only see Bakulu, ready-served in their own shells. 
 
    “Is that it?” she said, half question and half cry of despair. 
 
    “Yes, Betty, ma’am,” said a Bakulu in a blue and yellow-painted shell. 
 
    Betty advanced on the individual and peered down at it with her detail eyes. She’d learned that sometimes when she did this, the creatures she stared at would start to tremble and shake. Then she would know they were lying. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very likely,” Betty told the Bakulu. “All that panic and for just two little bugs?” 
 
    “Ours is not a mercenary race,” said the Bakulu. “Which is why, as commander of this flotilla, I thank you for rescuing us.” 
 
    “You are Commodore Hashgesh. Correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You say yours is not a mercenary race, and yet I seem to find myself fighting you fat, juicy mollusks a lot. You even call yourself a commodore. Don’t you think that sounds a little bit military?” 
 
    “I assure you, ma’am, that we Bakulu merely perform a supporting service role for the glorious races accredited by the Mercenary Guild. Races such as yours, ma’am.” 
 
    The Bakulu’s eye-bearing pseudopods were shaking so much they were giving Betty a headache. The creature was surely lying. “I need something to take away the taste of Goka. You would do. Shall I eat you?” 
 
    “Captain Blue gave me a guarantee that Bakulu were not to be eaten. Or harmed. The same is so for Zuul and—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I know all that. I’m not allowed to eat you so I’m just enjoying your terror instead. But I think you are lying and that might need to be punished. However, I really am hungry, and Goka really do taste vile. I seem to remember a succulent snail mentioning a Veetanho?” 
 
    The Bakulu pointed several pseudopods at a bulkhead. Dumped there was a white, furry Veetanho with a hole burned through her head. 
 
    Betty looked at the Veetanho. Then back at Hashgesh. Compared to the mangy rat, the Bakulu looked so plump in its shell. Eating just one of them wouldn’t do any harm, but there was a principle at stake here. Betty was not an ill-disciplined feral. She was a professional mercenary who could be relied upon to obey orders. 
 
    She forced herself to walk away from the Bakulu commodore and sink her fangs into the Veetanho instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Midnight Sun 
 
    Sun punched the stud for Deck 13. She could have pinlinked her destination, but she craved physicality. Too many good people were being suckered into a virtual existence. 
 
    The elevator obliged by giving her insides a hefty jolt as it rushed to convey its occupant. 
 
    Sun frowned at a security camera above the deck buttons. Despite her reservations, she spoke silently to her sister using pinplants. It was faster and more secure that way. “Of the survivors from the Raknar job, I lost Ripper and Kruse today. I lost one of the new CASPer pilots, too, plus three of Mishkan-Ijk’s Goltar.” 
 
    “Ours is a dangerous business, sister.” 
 
    “We said we would fight alongside the Four Horsemen. For Earth. For the survival of our race. That’s worth dying for. What we did today…I don’t think it has anything to do with Earth. Soon the non-Goltar marines will all be dead, and for what? For an old grudge between two ancient races? We’re mercs, sis. I don’t mind choosing sides and fighting for pay, but we made our choice, and it wasn’t to fight for the Goltar. We should be with the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do about it? Let me see now. Oh, yeah. Same thing you always ask me to do. Go order Gloriana and the rest of the fleet to steam at flank speed for Earth and save the day. We’d be heroes for once. We’d be honored with statues, Tri-V dramas, and commemorative mugs. Our past would be forgotten and forgiven. Sorry, sis. This ain’t no fairy tale. I’m not in charge any more than you are. My name’s still at the top of the TO&E for now, but Gloriana owns the company. I can’t tell her what to do.” 
 
    “You don’t own the company, but you do have leverage.” 
 
    “No one can fly Midnight Sun like me. That’s all the leverage I have.” 
 
    “You’re more than just a damned pilot. You’re the ship’s symbiote. Isn’t that why I hardly ever see you anymore?” 
 
    “I’m seeing you now through the cameras. And we’re talking, aren’t we?” 
 
    “When did you last leave your command station, Blue?” 
 
    “This morning.” 
 
    Sun exited at Deck 13 and, ignoring the Goltar naval technicians swarming past, headed for the med-bay. “When did you last spend an entire day away from your post?” she said aloud when the passageway was clear. 
 
    Blue hesitated. “Three months,” she replied in Sun’s head. 
 
    Sun glared at the overhead. Blue would be watching her through cameras hidden somewhere along the recessed equipment channel that ran through its center. “What is it you do there? A ship shouldn’t have its captain on deck for every watch.” 
 
    “It’s never dull,” Blue said defensively. Sun could picture her little sister giving a defiant shrug. Somewhere inside, the battlecruiser’s captain was still an echo of the little girl she’d grown up with. “When we aren’t needed to run shipboard operations, we play simulations.” 
 
    “Simulations?” Sun frowned. This was news to her. “What simulations?” 
 
    “Space battles. I tell you, sis, I wish you could play with us too. Maybe we can link you in. By comparison, it makes the CASPer sim scenarios seem like throwing dice and moving cardboard counters around a sheet of unfolded paper. It’s such a blast.” 
 
    “In these space battles, are you always commanding Midnight Sun?” 
 
    “Obviously. We’re a team. But we command other ships too.” 
 
    Sun paused on the threshold of Med-Bay 13. She hated the obligation that drove her here, but she loved the man inside. At least, she’d loved who he’d once been. 
 
    “I realize this is going to make me sound like a hypocritical ass,” said Blue cautiously, “but I’m worried about your obsession with Branco. You have duties to the living. Your marines need you.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Sun pushed the access stud and waited for the door to slide open. “You do sound like an ass.” 
 
    The corpsman inside gave Sun a respectful nod and vacated the med bay. There was only one patient here today, and there was nothing he could do for Branco. 
 
    “You’re also wrong,” Sun said once the door had closed behind her. “My marines don’t need me. You should have seen Jex in action today. He’s got a little of your…unorthodox approach. Between him, Cleggy, and Top, that’s more than enough to look after our little band of survivors. 
 
    “If we’d moved closer to Earth after the Raknar job, we could have picked up mercs running from Peepo’s occupation. We could be fielding a battalion by now…Two. God knows we’ve enough funding. Instead, we’ve barely got half a platoon. And a half platoon doesn’t need a major.” 
 
    Branco was lying in a recessed medical bed. An hour ago, the walls of his self-contained unit had wrapped around him to cocoon him during hard thrust. Deep in his lower consciousness, had Branco known he’d been in a battle? Did he even know she came here whenever she could? Doctor DiMassi insisted that the best they could do for him was slow his metabolism as much as possible to delay his dying. It meant he’d slept through the whole battle, of course, but his body had been made to endure five Gs, same as everyone else. 
 
    She placed a hand on his blanket and gently felt the outline of his stumps, her pitifully inadequate way of sharing his pain. Mercs lost body parts. It happened. Often new ones could be regrown, or prosthetics added. If you had the funds—and Branco did—you could even get specialized prosthetics for CASPer pilots. None of that helped. A wasting disease had taken hold of him in the stinking jungles of Rakbutu-Tereus. All the doctors could do was fight a rearguard action while it rotted him away from the inside out, buying time for her to find him a cure. 
 
    She choked back a tear. 
 
    Branco was a merc. He’d known the risks of what he did. But by the end of the Raknar job, he’d been taking those risks because he thought he’d been fighting for Earth. 
 
    And it was closer to Earth that she’d heard rumors of a possible cure. 
 
    “Blue, listen to me! For the last time, we should be with the Four Horsemen. For Earth.” 
 
    “You’re the one not listening. And we all know why. I’m sorry Branco didn’t make it out of the jungle in one piece. It would have been better if he’d died there because he’s dragging you down with him, and I know he wouldn’t want that. Branco would understand what we’re doing, Sun. We are fighting for Earth. Here, with the Goltar.” 
 
    “No, we’re fighting for the Goltar.” 
 
    “We’re doing both, big sis. It’s efficient.” 
 
    “Don’t ‘big sis’ me,” she raged at the room. “I don’t know who you are anymore, but you’re not Sun-Yin Midnight.” 
 
    The lights flickered angrily. “In all the years since we left, you’ve never used my name.” Over the pinlink, Sun felt her sister’s rage building. “How dare you, Sun? We must leave no trail. It’s not just our sakes but we mustn’t let them get to Mamma. You say I’ve changed but look at yourself! Don’t you care about her?” 
 
    “Mamma’s dead.” 
 
    The lights went out. 
 
    So too did the myriad background noises of a working starship. The only noise was the fifteen beeps every minute from Branco’s heart rate monitor; the only illumination, the diagnostic readout over his head. 
 
    A hum returned as the air scrubbers spooled. Much of the med bay equipment had switched to local backup power, and she heard non-critical systems rebooting, the background hums and clicks of the ship. 
 
    “Blue?” she queried. 
 
    “You’re lying!” Blue’s voice thundered through speakers hidden in the bulkheads. “You’re trying to hurt me. I know you’re lying because you would have told me as soon as you heard.” 
 
    “I tried to,” Sun answered bitterly. “You weren’t listening. You shut me out, remember?” 
 
    Would her words push Blue over the edge? Sun began to fear retaliation. She’d never been frightened of her own sister before. 
 
    After a long silence, though, Blue pinlinked her reply, her words stripped of emotional nuance. “How did she die? Who? How do you know?” 
 
    “I’ve spies seeking info on…various things I wish to know. Things I can’t find for myself, kept away from Earth while we interdict Veetanho supply worlds. I was scared for her. Earth was an alien-occupied world, Blue. Weren’t you worried about her?” 
 
    “Swear to me that you’re not just saying Mamma’s dead to get me to jump to Earth.” 
 
    Rigid with fury and pain, Sun stared at the dying man and squeezed his hand. I’ve lost her, she mouthed at him. A tear finally escaped her eye. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Blue through the speakers. She seemed to realize she had gone too far. “Forget I ever asked that. Please, was it…starvation? Execution? Who do we need to kill?” 
 
    “There’s no one. No one except Peepo and the Guild. Mamma was just another civilian caught up in a shooting war; collateral damage during a battle in São Paulo.” 
 
    “Brazil?” 
 
    “Yeah. She sold everything after she was awarded our death benefits and bought herself a comfortable retirement in the warmth. You know how she always had a hankering for South America.” 
 
    “I want to see Earth,” said Blue. “I need to place flowers and say a prayer over her grave. But it changes nothing for the moment. We’re at war, and I think we are in the right place to free Earth.” 
 
    “And I think you’re being used. Me, Betty, Kenngar and the CASPers, we’re just a few stragglers who haven’t yet been claimed by attrition. It’s you they want. You and this ship. What’s so damned important about this ship?” 
 
    “Midnight Sun is a powerful and unique naval warship.” 
 
    “Bullshit. She’s all that and more, but that’s not why the Goltar treat you as a critical asset. There’s something else. Something specific the Goltar want from you both that they can’t get any other way.” 
 
    Blue didn’t immediately reply, and that suited Sun just fine. She shut down her pinlink to her sister and blockaded the PA speakers in Med-Bay 13. If Blue wanted to talk, she’d have to use the shipwide emergency address system. Or get out of her damned gel bath and come see her in person like a real Human. A real sister. 
 
    Sun heard movement from the med bay’s antechamber and turned, expecting to fend off a corpsman come to check on the power fluctuations. The being slithering toward her was not Human, however. 
 
    Aboard ship, the Goltar wore a stretched sheath that allowed them the flexibility of movement, while providing access for the suckers along the length of their seven limbs that their many forms of locomotion demanded. They appeared wholly uninterested in color, other than the redness of their beaks, which many of them enhanced with cosmetics. In fact, the uniforms of sheer, elastic fabric made them look as if they’d stuffed themselves into latex gloves, or “condom pants,” as Turnaround liked to put it. 
 
    Without color or insignia to distinguish rank and role, it took a long time for Sun to tell individuals apart. She learned to tell the differences between their bony head crests. If she was guessing correctly, this individual was Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    The alien clicked its beak and transmitted a low rumble through its legs. 
 
    “Is there danger?” translated the pendant around Sun’s neck. “Is anyone damaged?” 
 
    “A systems glitch, Lieutenant. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    The Goltar lifted itself up beside Branco’s bed and peered down at him through an eye heavily recessed behind a bony socket. “The damage is not yet repaired. This compartment’s communication system is compromised.” He adjusted his skull plates to regard both Branco and her simultaneously. “My apologies, Major Sun. I realize now that the communication disconnect is deliberate. You wish privacy with your loved one.” 
 
    “That is correct. I thank you for understanding.” 
 
    The alien shifted its bone structure again, now contemplating Sun with both eyes. It made no move to leave. 
 
    Sun frowned at this frank observation. Why was the Goltar here anyway? They rarely had a reason to be on this deck. “Just passing were we, Lieutenant? It is Lieutenant Mishkan-Ijk, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No,” the alien replied. “No, on both counts.” 
 
    “Okay, pollywiggle. That’s enough. State your identity and your business.” 
 
    The Goltar stuck out its fat tongue, which resembled a stumpy version of its limbs. It looked faintly disgusting but it was a Goltar show of amusement. “Pollywiggle. Some of Sergeant Jex’s Suffolk humor survives the translation matrix. I like this new Human. Major, I came here to see you in private, knowing that whenever you are reunited with this ship, you first visit former Trooper Branco. As for who I am. Forgive me, but I spoke unclearly. I am Mishkan-Ijk. My rank was returned to me a few moments ago, although I still wear the extra syllable in my name as penance for speaking my mind too openly.” 
 
    “Congratulations, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you. I have requested that you and your non-Goltar marines now report directly to me. My request was granted, and that makes what I’m about to say a little easier.” 
 
    He slithered a limb into Branco’s unit and curled it around his brow like a cold compress made from a plastic bag filled with chopped octopus tentacles. “We should be proud of our ability to manipulate the universe, Major. It is knowledge hard-won and long in the learning, yet we are not masters of the universe. Even my race has not conquered disease.” 
 
    “You can’t fix Branco. I understand that, sir.” 
 
    “Which is why you should revive him and tell him the truth about his status and his prospects.” 
 
    “Not yet, sir. There is a cure out there in the galaxy. It’s just a question of finding it.” 
 
    “I admire your optimism. But hope pushed too far becomes delusion, and that leads to poor decisions. Doubtless a cure exists, Sun, but the galaxy is large, of such size that even a member of an ancient race such as mine freely admits it’s barely comprehensible.” 
 
    Sun didn’t reply. Didn’t look at the Goltar. She just wanted the alien to go away. 
 
    “When I ask you to revive him, I prefer not to do so as your commanding officer, but as your respectful colleague.” 
 
    “Branco is on the books as a Class I Armorer, which means that until such time as we ever return to Tau-Rietzke, he reports directly to Captain Blue. If you want to end his life, it’s my sister you’ll have to persuade to revive him. But I warn you, if you do, it will be over my dead body.” 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk withdrew his tentacle from Branco and adjusted his position so all seven limbs were slightly bowed. Sun had seen Goltar do this before launching an attack. 
 
    “I have studied his file,” said the newly reappointed lieutenant colonel. If he was angry, the emotion wasn’t being conveyed by Sun’s translator pendant. “Saisho Branco is a brave and accomplished man. He is not to be preserved as a…how do you say it? As a vegetable until he slowly grows old and dies anyway. If Branco was of my race, he would wish to be revived, stabilized as best we can, relieved of the worst of his pain, and his star allowed to burn out brightly and briefly while it still can.” 
 
    “What do you know of the race called Wrogul?” 
 
    “That word does not translate. Describe them.” 
 
    “They are rarely seen. Aquatic, though I believe they can lift themselves out of water for brief periods. I have heard tales told of an incredible ability to manipulate objects around them. To—and I don’t fully understand, but their limbs or tentacles are able to…” 
 
    “Vibrate? To pass through physical barriers to reach inside in ways that seem impossible.” 
 
    “You do know of them.” 
 
    The color drained from the alien’s beak. Sun had never seen that before. “Nothing good can come of chasing that chimera. These Wrogul, as you call them, are dangerous. They will not help Branco. They will destroy him and you with him.” 
 
    “I have to try, sir.” 
 
    “No, you do not. I know you Humans. You won’t believe what I tell you. Your hope is too strong. So, let me put it a different way. Even if these Wrogul wished to be found, and even if they did not corrupt your soul worse than this disease has corrupted Branco’s flesh, you would still not reach them in time to save him. Let your mate live, Major Sun, I beg you. For his sake.” 
 
    At long last, Mishkan-Ijk turned and slithered away, but he had not quite concluded. “It is better that this choice comes from you,” he said as the door opened. Then he was gone. 
 
    “Is he right?” she whispered to Branco. 
 
    Old arguments surfaced in her mind. Many times, she’d wanted to revive him, to let Branco know his situation, to let him make his own choices. Just to hear his voice. But DiMassi had been clear: the stress of revival would significantly reduce his lifespan. As a guttering candle, he could eke out another year, maybe two. But wake him up, and he’d burn like a magnesium flare. 
 
    None of that gave her the right to decide for him. 
 
    She cupped his face in her hands and kissed his cool lips. “I can’t help being selfish,” she told him. “I want you back. To stay.” 
 
    “Major!” called Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    She hadn’t heard him come back, didn’t look up from Branco. “Forgive the intrusion, but you should reconnect with the ship. A freighter has just emerged carrying data traffic. It’s good news. The kind that should be celebrated…with one’s dearest friends.” 
 
    Sun removed her blocks and linked up with her sister. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “We won. The Earth is liberated. Peepo is fled or killed. And from what I could make out, a Goltar fleet followed Peepo’s elite reserves into Sol System, linked up with the Four Horsemen and Cartwright’s Raknar, and helped turn the tide of battle. We’re headed back to base, sis. Back to the biggest celebration party in Human history.” 
 
    “We won,” Sun whispered, her gaze never leaving Branco’s face. It didn’t feel like a victory, not yet, but she felt hope stir faintly in her breast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    General news. 
 
    Current affairs. 
 
    Articles on the latest gear and clothing fashions that subtly advertised products from megacorps. 
 
    Piggybacking these info slugs on the back of interstellar gate traffic was such an efficient form of information transmission that most people took it for granted. Indeed, it was a wrench when it was suddenly taken away—such as when you were shot down over a remote jungle planet and left for dead in the mud and slime. 
 
    Data packets addressed to specific individuals incurred much higher fees to transmit and receive. They also took longer to find their destination and pass through local cyber security screens. So, it was ten minutes after the news of Peepo’s defeat that a data packet addressed to Sun found her drinking a cup of chilled tea in her quarters. 
 
    The message came from Casselgux, the Zuparti investigator scouring the galaxy for a cure to Branco’s ailment, and charging a fortune to do so. Her team had been tracking a Wrogul surgeon by the name of Molina, but the trail had run cold for now. For a fat fee, Casselgux offered to initiate a second line of enquiry centered on a world called Azure. 
 
    With trepidation running down her spine, Sun checked the coordinates of this Azure, hoping it wasn’t the planet she knew of that name. 
 
    “For fanden!” 
 
    She laughed to be swearing in Danish. If Branco could hear, he’d double up at her pronunciation, but agree that it had all gone to the Devil. Sun knew Azure Colony. It was a Human colony. Why in the entropy-sucking universe would a mysterious alien race be linked to a minor Human world? 
 
    Most likely, they weren’t. Casselgux was probably stringing her along until the money ran out. Sun didn’t have to look at her yack to know that her funds had almost run dry. 
 
    “I tried, Branco.” Sun howled at the universe for taking him away within moments of realizing how much he meant to her. She threw curses around her quarters in a dozen languages. Then she locked down her tantrum and did something about his situation. 
 
    She pinged the chief medical officer. 
 
    “Go for DiMassi.” 
 
    “We’re returning to base. Going home to Tau-Rietzke.” 
 
    “I know. Wonderful news.” 
 
    Sun forced herself to smile as if the news was indeed good. The others deserved to enjoy this moment. “It is indeed, Doctor. I imagine there will be the mother of all parties.” 
 
    “Yes…What is it you’re concerned about, Major?” 
 
    “Branco. I want him revived. He fought for this victory, too. I want him to enjoy the party to the fullest, even if…” Sun swallowed hard. “Even if it kills him.” 
 
    DiMassi mumbled something but clearly wasn’t sure how to reply. 
 
    “Will it?” Sun asked. “Will it kill him?” 
 
    “Probably not. Major, if we revive him, I give Branco three months to live. If we keep him under, maybe a year or two. But you have to understand, I’m guessing wildly. If we wake him for the party, he might not last the night. Or he could last another year. But I am sure of two things. The last time we revived him and then put him back into hibernation, it almost killed him. So, if Branco wakes up, he stays revived until the end. The other thing I’m sure of is that he will last longer if he has a reason to fight hard for his life. I can’t give him that reason, Major. Can you?” 
 
    “I love him, Doctor. Hell, I’ll give him so many reasons to live, he’ll outlast all of us.” 
 
    DiMassi laughed. Sun admired her for that. Despite all the shattered bodies she’d tried, and often failed, to save, Decima DiMassi had never lost her deep belly laugh. “I think you’ve made the right decision, Major. We’ll wake Branco in time for the party. First round’s on me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Pride in Destruction. In Orbit about Myndiblehush, Goltar Prison World. 
 
    It had been a week since that hideous nine-legged monster had loomed over Hashgesh, neurotoxic slime dripping from its fangs and hatred burning in its band of eyes, fueled, in Betty’s case, by obvious insanity. 
 
    Since—to his immense surprise—Hashgesh was still alive, he couldn’t afford to dwell any longer on those nightmare memories of Betty. He had a responsibility to his personnel. 
 
    He extended pseudopods to pick up the slate he’d kept inside his shell and used the ability the Goltar had granted them to his access own ship’s systems. He was going to pierce his captors’ lies and get to the truth of the fate that awaited them. 
 
    The Goltar themselves said the captive mercs would be housed at a “luxury waiting facility.” They even claimed they would pay their captives standard merc rates for doing nothing.  
 
    But something didn’t ring true. The Goltar had been out of circulation in the Union for a very long time. Even so, surely, they must realize their lies sounded far too good to be true. The idea was ridiculous. The Goltar were clearly feeding them sweetened lies to keep their captives pliable while they were marched to the slave pens, or execution chambers. 
 
    Hashgesh used the slate to access an external camera view and observe their position in parking orbit around this prison world. The orbitals were heavily armed and military ships overflowed at their docks. For a destination the Goltar described as almost a luxury vacation resort, it was very heavily guarded. 
 
    According to the local map, more warships were being parked at nearby Lagrange points. Most of this modest armada weren’t Goltar ships at all, but the mercenary vessels the Goltar fleet had captured. 
 
    Strangest of all for Hashgesh, was that he was aboard his own flagship, the Pride in Destruction. Perhaps the Goltar intended to ransom the ships as well as the personnel. It was certainly a very strange form of internment. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hashgesh descended to the waiting facility on the last shuttle, the Zuul having been processed a few days earlier. 
 
    He shuddered to think what “processing” entailed. 
 
    His Bakulu personnel, cocooned in their transportation slings in the shuttle’s hold, had kept a dignified silence during the descent. Hashgesh had ordered them to prepare for anything and give no outward sign of resistance. Quietly, they would uncover the secrets of the Goltar setup. They would extend cautious pseudopods to any survivors of previous captures with a view to making a joint escape. 
 
    Some of his juniors had protested. After all, ransom was commonplace in the mercenary world. Dead captives brought no ransom, so the best strategy was to sit tight while the Goltar thought their lives still had a credit value, and hope company headquarters would pay the ransom fee. But Hashgesh would have none of that. This wasn’t a standard ransom. The Goltar were up to something else here. 
 
    Once the shuttle landed, they were escorted into a large geodesic dome. 
 
    He’d only caught a brief glimpse of the dome’s surroundings, but it appeared to be in the middle of a barren desert. Doubtless the zone around was mined and patrolled. But when he entered the main space at the center of the dome, Hashgesh began to doubt. 
 
    The noise hit him first. Excited shouting. Animated conversation. Laughter and shrieks. And from several races. Then the warm humidity washed over him, scented with the odor of a multitude of races, and laced with smells of fine foods and beverages. Only then did he start believing what his eyes were showing him. 
 
    Captive mercs were splashing around a heated pool surrounded on one side by a miniature patch of woodland and decking on the other. Mercs lounged there, gorging themselves, engaged in conversation and gameplaying. A trio of Bakulu were barreling through the water like torpedoes, keeping in perfect parallel formation. He recognized the shell adornments and realized with a shock that they were his people. A Selroth was shouting angrily at the trio for disturbing her swim. 
 
    It really was like a luxury vacation resort. 
 
    He looked again and counted the races. He saw Zuul, Bakulu, MinSha, Lumar, Maki, and more. No Veetanho, though. No Goka. Nor Tortantula or Flatar. Some of those missing races had provided marines in his flotilla. 
 
    “Commodore.” 
 
    He whipped his three eyestalks around to stare at the individual who had spoken. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, Lausquoo,” he snapped at the captain of his flagship. “You think the Goltar are telling the truth.” 
 
    “You have to accept; they’ve spoken truly so far.” 
 
    “Really?” Hashgesh moved to one of their Goltar escorts and waved a pseudopod at it. Hopefully not too aggressively. “I have a question.” 
 
    The Goltar peered at him through its deep eye socket. “You may ask anything, Commodore Hashgesh.” 
 
    “Why are there no Tortantula and Flatar here?” 
 
    “Would you enjoy a swim with a squad of hungry Tortantula, Commodore? The Tortantula and Flatar guests are enjoying a venue customized for their pleasure. They are safe and well treated but kept separate from other species. If you wish to be transferred to the Tortantula facility, I could arrange it.” 
 
    “No.” Hashgesh could smell Betty’s hot breath from that terrifying moment in CIC. “No, that won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “I get it,” said the Goltar. “You’re a tough shell to crack. This is too good to be true, right? Nobody does anything like this without expecting something in return. Is that what you’re thinking?” 
 
    “Well, I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    “In a way. There is a price we expect you to pay, though it’s not a heavy one. We merely wish to demonstrate to our friends in the Mercenary Guild that the conflict between the Veetanho and the Goltar is a matter between us alone, and we regret the inconvenience to our friends from the other races who have had the misfortune to accept contracts from the Veetanho.” 
 
    Hashgesh took a recount of the races he could see enjoying their stay. “So, the Bakulu, the Zuul, and the others here. We are all your friends?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Even the Selroth?” 
 
    The Goltar snapped its red beak angrily. Hashgesh had looked up everything he could find about the Goltar on the way here. It hadn’t been much, but he’d read hints of a rivalry between the two water-dwelling species. 
 
    “The Selroth are our…guests,” the Goltar said with obvious reluctance. 
 
    “Sir,” said Captain Lausquoo. “Don’t spoil this for anyone else. I mean, have you checked your yack?” 
 
    Hashgesh whipped an eyestalk around at the captain. “Explain.” 
 
    “We’ve just been paid. As soon as we came in. It’s…a lot of credits.” 
 
    “Call it a welcome bonus,” said the Goltar. 
 
    “The Veetanho and the Goka,” said Hashgesh, “including my marines. Were they paid a welcome bonus?” 
 
    The Goltar’s beak darkened from crimson to deep maroon. “They are not our friends.” 
 
    “Where are they now? Murdered?” 
 
    “Genocide would be illegal,” said the Goltar darkly. It declined to elaborate. 
 
    Hashgesh felt bad about Major Zhiflwt and the Goka marines who’d served in his flotilla. Worse than the guilt of his betrayal was the fear of how the Goka would view him if the true story ever got out. He needed to get his version of events out first. 
 
    “One last question,” he said hurriedly, sensing his subordinates were about to abandon him and race to join their comrades in the pool. “Can we communicate with home?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, we request that you record messages of how much you are enjoying your stay here. It is important you reassure your guild representatives that we are treating members of your race as honored guests until the unfortunate conflict between us and the Veetanho has been resolved. We are friends of the Bakulu. You may place your trust in the Goltar.” 
 
    “The guild. That’s it! You’re making a move on the Guild Inner Council. You want allies to support your coup. That’s what this is all about.” 
 
    The Goltar regarded him in silence while Hashgesh’s subordinates finally fled to the pool and the other attractions. 
 
    “Of late, we have studied the Humans closely,” said the Goltar enigmatically. “They are ill disciplined but should not be underestimated. They have a saying: War is the continuation of politics by other means. As always with Humans, they are insightful but not quite right. It is more accurate to say that politics is the continuation of war by other means…as the Veetanho will soon discover.” 
 
    Hashgesh didn’t believe the Veetanho would yield control of the Mercenary Guild as easily as this Goltar imagined. But for the time being, he decided, with one eyestalk watching his people drop into the water, he was happy to accept that his part in their war was over.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Station 5, Beta-Caerelis System, Spine Nebula 
 
    Blue fussed at the silver buttons of her navy greatcoat while she observed the huge orbital station in the shuttle’s main Tri-V. The last time she had come here, she’d arrived on the station wearing a bigger version of this coat, one she’d borrowed from its owner as a memento. Maybe she would find him here. It had only been a few years ago, but it felt like an age. 
 
    There was something else that hadn’t happened in a long time. 
 
    “It’s been a while since someone else flew me,” she told the Goltar pilot sitting beside her—if settling atop a cushioned punchbag could be called sitting. “You’re not a bad pilot, Gloriana, except for one glaring fault.” 
 
    The alien opened her beak to snap it shut angrily, but she thought better and stopped herself. “My skills are faultless, but I understand you well enough now, Captain Blue, to understand the hidden meaning in your words. You are about to state yet again your objection to our current destination. You wish us to return to Tau-Rietzke. I also wish to be on Tau-Rietzke. Unfortunately, the galaxy doesn’t owe either of us favors. It requires us to be here. You will shortly learn why.” 
 
    Blue wasn’t convinced. These Goltar had hidden in the dark places of the Union for millennia. Subterfuge and secrecy had become more than just a necessity, they had become a habit. No, more than that. Secrecy and deception had possessed them until they had become the core of their identity. She resolved never to play Goltar at a game of truth or bluff. 
 
    Their destination wasn’t one of the main entry ports to the station, but to Blunt Justice, the Goltar drone carrier moored at one of its largest docking hoops. 
 
    Blue only had eyes for the enormous Station 5. As an independent political entity, and the main trading and diplomatic hub connecting the Spine Nebula with the rest of the Union, the orbital was home for nearly two million citizens. Hundreds of thousands of visitors and contractors would also be living in the haphazard collection of modules that had sprouted out from its original boxy shape. Three huge parallel blades known as vanes descended from its central hub, each home to over half a million people. 
 
    She supposed the station needed to be big. It orbited Beta-Caerelis 6, a shattered world whose bleached bones still bore the deep wounds of a war so distant that the mangled debris from warships and their crews had formed a glittering ring system around the neighboring world of Beta-Caerelis 5. All the worlds of the Beta-Caerelis system had died in that war. And since dead worlds were unable to sustain the orbital, Station 5 contained its own farms and fisheries and a policy of self-sufficiency. 
 
    Of all places, why here, Gloriana? 
 
    The universe was forever casually tossing around minor coincidences. Blue wasn’t the sort to see destiny and symbolism in such randomness. She left that nonsense to poets, populist politicians, junkies, and the Jeha, who were forever telling her that the universe was a pattern with purpose, a symphony of creation that Humans were too deaf to hear. 
 
    In such matters, Blue regarded herself as a realist. The person whose philosophy she most admired was Venix, Gloriana’s spy whom Blue had come to appreciate, during the course of the Raknar job, as a loyal friend. Venix hadn’t survived that campaign, but his favorite Zuparti saying had stayed with Blue. What you don’t understand will surely kill you. 
 
    At first, she had dismissed that as typical Zuparti paranoia. But Blue had learned a lot about how the galaxy really worked since then, and there was a worrying amount she still didn’t understand. Why weren’t they on Tau-Rietzke? Why was Gloriana shuttling her in person when surely whatever meeting she’d arranged could have been conducted via pinplants? 
 
    But the question that was eating away at her so much that she could almost imagine whiskers twitching on her snout—just as Venix’s used to—was why here? To the infinitesimally small proportion of people in the wider galaxy who knew of its existence, Station 5 was the gateway from the Tolo Arm of the galaxy into the flyover irrelevance that was the Spine Nebula. To Blue, Station 5 was far more. This was where the Midnight Sun Free Company had been born; where Blue had taken on their first mission against impossible odds and delivered it with panache. 
 
    Venix hadn’t believed in coincidence. 
 
    Sometimes, neither did she. 
 
    Not big ones, anyway. And this was a whopper.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Blunt Justice, in Dock at Station 5. 
 
    Blue shrugged a query at Gloriana, but the alien made a cutting gesture with a pair of tentacle tips through the water and pinlinked a message to remain calm and respectful toward this exalted individual. 
 
    Fine, if that’s how you want to play it. 
 
    The other Goltar in the water-filled meeting space—the admiral Blue assumed she’d been shuttled here to meet—had made no attempt to acknowledge her arrival, it had just stared at her from behind the deep bony sockets over its eyes. 
 
    Some meeting this was turning out to be. 
 
    Blue swam closer until she was inches away from the Goltar jerk. She stared right back at it through her rebreather mask. 
 
    It made no reaction. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough, Admiral Squidward. Petting time at the Human zoo is over, and I demand answers. Why aren’t we at Tau-Rietzke? Or Earth, for that matter? My mercs fought for you. Most of them died for you. They deserve answers.” 
 
    The Goltar turned to face Gloriana. “I see what you mean. It is instructive to experience this individual in the flesh.” 
 
    “I asked you a damned question,” Blue demanded. 
 
    “Captain Blue is angry with you,” Gloriana told the other Goltar. “You should respect that.” 
 
    The admiral made a circling gesture with a pair of tentacles. “Forgive me, Captain. I have never met a humanoid in person. Cultural misunderstanding is inevitable, but I assure you I mean no disrespect or insult. Indeed, I hold great admiration for you.” 
 
    “And I,” Blue told it, “hold great admiration for the questions I just asked you.” 
 
    “You shall have your answers,” said Gloriana. “But I shall first remind you that while your mercs, as you describe my employees, have been fighting for the Goltar cause, they have most of all been fighting for money. My money.” 
 
    “They fought for Earth…and, yes, and money.” Blue sighed, trying not to think of how many had not only fought but died, too, whatever their motivation. “The humanoid portion of the company is a dwindling band. Either release them and become a fully Goltar company or treat them properly. By that I mean recruit replacements. Respect those who survived your war by allowing a visit to Earth for those who desire one.” 
 
    “Now, that raises a very important question,” said the other Goltar. “By the way, you are misinformed, Captain. My name is not Admiral Squidward, it is Grand Admiral Aru-Zzat, and I hold the military portfolio on behalf of the High Council of my people.” 
 
    “So, you’re the head honcho, the big cheese, the giant squid, the commander-in-chief?” 
 
    “My translation matrix is struggling with your nuance, but yes, I set tactical doctrine and provide strategic leadership for military operations.” 
 
    “Then it is an honor to meet you, Admiral. However, my inadequate Human mouth parts find Goltar words tricky, so with your permission I should like to use the honored Terran name of Admiral Squidward.” 
 
    “By all means.” Squidward bowed and performed an elaborate cat’s cradle gesture with his tentacle tips. Blue didn’t know how Goltar sexual identity operated, but she decided Squidward was definitely a he. 
 
    “Do you, personally, wish to visit Earth?” Squidward asked her. 
 
    Habit prompted Blue to scoff at the notion of returning to the planet whence she’d fled. But then she corrected herself and pictured her mother’s grave marker. “One time only. A brief stop and never to return. My sister, Major Sun, would give you the same answer.” 
 
    “If Gloriana released your non-Goltar mercenaries from their contractual obligations, and they chose to leave, what would you do, Captain? Would you stay if you were the only one left?” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t be just me, Admiral. It would be me and the ship. I’ll stick with Midnight Sun, come what may.” 
 
    The Admiral flailed his limbs in what had to be the Goltar happy dance. “Splendid,” he said once he’d settled. “You are here in person not only because I wish to meet you in the physical realm, but because I need my technicians to construct a more detailed matrix of your physiological, mental, and spiritual configurations. This will lead to greater fidelity with your new combat simulations. For that, we need equipment only available aboard my flagship.” 
 
    “Fine by me. Keep ’em coming. Not that I’m complaining about being given the ultimate gaming suite, but I don’t understand why you care so much. Wait, you haven’t wired me up for FTL telemetry, have you? When I’m running virtual combat simulations, I’m not really commanding a real space fleet somewhere else in the galaxy, am I?” 
 
    The two Goltar froze, evidently stunned by the concept. “That is a powerful idea, worthy of a great military visionary. Did you just dream that up?” 
 
    “Nah. It was in a storybook I read when I was a kid. Great book. I tell you, my boney Goltar chums, give me an imaginary galactic civilization with any set of technological constraints, and I’ll show you a library of stories Humans have written describing the optimum military strategy for that scenario.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” 
 
    Blue waited for more, but that was all Squidward had to say on the matter. Once again, the Goltar had completely ignored Blue’s questions. Blue wasn’t used to being ignored. 
 
    “I tell you something else about Humans,” she said. “We don’t like being kept in the dark, and yet that’s still all we ever get from you. I suggested turning the company fully Goltar, or replenishing personnel from other races. Let me give you a third option. We’ll buy the company off you, Gloriana, and run it as a Human company. And, yes, we’ll buy the ship, too.” 
 
    Gloriana set alternate arms trembling, a Goltar sign of amusement. “I pay you handsomely, Captain. But not that well. Cease this foolish line of thought.” 
 
    “Don’t seek bad explanations for our secrecy,” said Squidward. “We have remained hidden for far longer than is truly healthy. I assume you are aware of how the Veetanho usurped our position in the Union.” 
 
    “Sure. You were top dogs in the early Merc Guild. The Veetanho pulled off a coup that cast you to the shadows but couldn’t rid themselves of you altogether. So they used their influence with the Information Guild to suppress your existence from the GalNet. Worse than seen and not heard, you were unseen and never heard of. Quite the humiliation for a once-dominant race. You’ve been nursing your grudge ever since, accumulating resources over millennia, and now it’s payback time.” 
 
    “Thousands of years of secrecy are not easily abandoned,” said Squidward. 
 
    “Problem still stands, Admiral. Prying information out of you is like opening up a mussel with just fingernails. It’s a lot of fuss and bother, and the tiny thing inside just tastes like mucus.” 
 
    “We are studying you,” said Squidward. 
 
    “Oh.” Blue flashed the Goltar her sweetest smile. “Does that make me the humanoid poster girl? If I inspected the berths on your ship, would I see the bulkheads plastered with waterproof posters of me in flattering poses?” 
 
    “If so, then I am not aware of it. You are inventive and unconventional, Blue. You think in ways that we do not, and Midnight Sun has capabilities that are equally unconventional in modern war. We learn from you both. Tactical innovation can be a tremendous asset, and we like what we see. Would you like to command a fleet comprised of scores of warships modelled on Midnight Sun?” 
 
    Blue swallowed hard and hoped her little moan in pleasure hadn’t transmitted. “Yes,” she squeaked behind her mask. 
 
    “Then follow the scenarios we will soon be giving you.” 
 
    She collected herself and looked Squidward in his bone-shielded eyes. “I’m still responsible for the day-to-day operations of the company. Our non-Goltar marine mercenaries are handsomely paid, but they still need and deserve answers and direction. What is the point of retaining them when all you wish to do is watch my fancy flying? And what the hell are we doing in this dump, rather than returning to Tau-Rietzke?” 
 
    “We have a…crisis,” said Gloriana. “I know you served aboard Unlikely Regret under Captain Jenkins for two years, plying the Spine Nebula trade routes. You understand that the people of the spine have always been poor. They inhabit failed star systems cut off from the wider galaxy because the only gate access to the nebula is here in the system of Beta-Caerelis. A dark force has emerged. The worlds here are being suppressed. Crushed.” She flailed her limbs in a violent outburst. “Good people are being murdered!” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Blue when Gloriana’s spasm of anger had calmed a little. “But explain this: You Goltar are busy after emerging from hiding. You remember? Veetanho, usurpers, manifest destiny, rightful place in the Union and all that? Why the hell should you care about the Spine Nebula?” 
 
    “Commercial interests,” Squidward replied. The Goltar-Human translation matrix had progressed so far that Blue could detect nuance from the Goltar serving in her company. Thus far, Squidward had been impenetrable—perhaps he spoke in a different dialect?—but Blue had the sense that he had chosen his words with great care. Was he concealing something? 
 
    As if, Blue sneered at herself. Might as well ask whether the Pope poops in the woods. 
 
    Gloriana thrashed her limbs again and blew a stream of gas from her blowhole. “I am here due to personal interests. My former husband served here as Governor of the Infinite Flow. He was murdered by terrorists.” 
 
    “Councilor!” snapped Squidward. 
 
    “I failed my darling Xal-Ssap in life. I will not do so again in death.” 
 
    “Once my technicians are finished with you, Captain,” Squidward said hurriedly, “I shall return with the bulk of the fleet to the coreward systems. The Earth has been liberated for now, but it is becoming clear that Peepo’s occupation of your home world was merely one aspect of a wider plan that affects all of us.” 
 
    “And I,” announced Gloriana, “will lead a small element of two frigates deeper into the Spine Nebula to learn more of what is transpiring here. Meanwhile, Captain, you and Midnight Sun will remain docked at Station 5 while your personnel enjoy the rest and recuperation they deserve. Use this time to also recruit non-Goltar mercenaries. Initially, plan for two full companies, from which we will build multiple battalions as suits our timetable. Once the crisis in the nebula has been resolved, and the murderers exterminated, we shall return to Tau-Rietzke and see what state the galaxy is in at that point.” 
 
    “My personnel must be allowed to visit Earth if they choose. I want a guarantee written into revised contracts for all of them. Same goes for personnel still at Kuber Park Base on Tau-Rietzke. In the next year, they will be offered one guaranteed three-month liberty on Earth with transportation paid for.” 
 
    “I can guarantee a three-month liberty on Earth, but only within the next eighteen months.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Good,” said Admiral Squidward. “This encounter has been highly productive. Follow me, Captain. My technicians are eager to get their limbs on you, and there is great urgency to all our tasks.” 
 
    “Fine with me, Admiral. I love a good crisis, and Midnight Sun simply aches for them. Lead on, sweetie.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Ecliptic North Bar, Deck 12, Vane 3, Station 5 
 
    Jex was about to get to the good part of the story, the bit where he got away with his life, the girl, the bike, and fifteen tons of fresh Cromer crab, but his audience was defecting, casting their attention on something unseen behind him. 
 
    He twisted his stool around and saw Major Sun heading their way along with her bit of Danish bacon in a wheelchair. 
 
    He smiled a greeting, along with everyone else at the table who seemed delighted at who was about to join them. Nonetheless, Jex was still trying to figure this woman out. She was the most diminutive CASPer pilot he’d ever seen, but she drove a Mk 8 like she’d been born in one. She carried the scars of an eventful life on her pretty face. And she was pretty. In affairs of the heart, senior officers were as out of bounds as cheap hookers at the Pope’s birthday party, but he could see why Branco hadn’t been able to help himself. Jex had never seen Sun’s smile reach the dark pools of her eyes, but he was sure it would be one of the most wondrous sights in the galaxy. 
 
    Kenngar, the only surviving Zuul amongst the Midnighters, barked a happy greeting. “Hey, Sun. Good to see you back, Branco. You’ll never believe the half of what Jex has been telling us. Come on, Suffolk boy. Tell Sun and Branco how you managed to stomp around that battlecruiser at twelve Gs without passing out.” 
 
    Jex’s eyes lingered on the major. Top had warned him that the major had recently started acting like she was one of the enlisted troopers. The Spaniard had explained that all the other non-Goltar officers had died during the Raknar job, the sister she’d been inseparable from had disappeared into her CIC command station, and the man she loved had been kept in a coma for the past six months on her orders. Albali said to cut the CO some slack and act like it was normal. 
 
    Kenngar leaned over the table and slapped a hand down in front of Jex. “Let’s hear it, Suffolk.” 
 
    “The secret,” Jex told them when Branco and Sun had settled beside him at the table and ordered drinks from the robo-waiter, “is speedway.” 
 
    “Speedway?” Sun shook her head. “You mean sliding motorbikes around a dirt track?” 
 
    “Not anymore, um…” What was he supposed to call her? Sun? Major? “Boss. Bike speedway still exists, but it was already a tired old sport back when the aliens first showed up in orbit and everything changed. Imagine what it must have been like back then. The world was busy fretting over its usual problems when suddenly aliens and spaceships are all over the news. A stargate suddenly meant something more than an old telly show. You could bloody well go through one for real. Well, compared with that, watching a 500cc dirt bike going round and round no longer cut the mustard.” 
 
    He grinned at the man in the wheelchair. Branco didn’t strike Jex as a merc. Even stuck in that chair, he had a certain physical grace about him. A poise like a Danish James Bond. 
 
    “Branco knows about that, don’t you, mate? Ultra Speedway is even bigger in Denmark than in England. I raced at the Vojens Stadium a few times. Still watch Dansk Liga matches on Tri-V.” 
 
    Branco blinked, confused. He wasn’t bloomin’ 007 now. The poor bastard looked utterly lost. 
 
    “Branco is on some strong medication,” Sun informed him, her dark eyes narrowed. “The doctors are still experimenting with the best dosages. His memories before joining the Midnighters are severely clouded.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that, mate. But everyone is mad for Ultra Speedway in Denmark. Maybe I’ll swing by some time and we can watch some old cup matches together. Might help you reconnect with your past.” 
 
    “Maybe you should reconnect with your story,” warned Sun. 
 
    Jex cleared his throat. “So…Speedway. To add to the thrills, they upgraded the bikes.” 
 
    “They upgraded the bikes,” echoed Berenice Chappelle in a mocking voice. She went by the name of Turnaround, and Jex looked forward to learning why. She jumped around the table and squeezed between Branco and Sun so she could show them some Ultra Speedway footage on her slate. 
 
    Jex grinned as Sun’s mouth dropped open. He grinned even more when Turnaround gave him a wink. It was a damn shame being in the same team put her completely out of bounds. 
 
    “What are those things?” Sun asked, her gaze riveted to the slate. 
 
    “Officially, they’re called dirigible rockets.” Jex shrugged. “But that’s just fancy London-speak. We call them ultra-bikes, but they’re more like sand yachts with rocket engines and—just like the old speedway bikes—they ain’t got no brakes.” 
 
    Turnaround whistled, impressed. “That’s insanely dangerous.” 
 
    “That’s true. And so is mercing. Figured that instead of risking life and limb for a decent income on the bikes, I’d rather wear a mechanized suit and do so for some really serious coin. So here I jolly well am.” 
 
    Suddenly, Branco sprang to life, the confusion on his face suddenly replaced by mania. It was a look Jex had seen on the faces of men with nowhere left to run. “Hold fire on your story,” he told the Dane. 
 
    “Sorry, Jex.” 
 
    “No problem. I already know how it ends.” 
 
    Laughing, Branco wheeled himself over to the neighboring table where the team Tortantula stood alone and brooding. 
 
    It was Jex’s turn to let his jaw drop and allow the flies to escape, because Branco gave Betty a comradely slap on one of her foreleg joints, about the only place he could touch without impaling his hand on the needlelike hairs that covered her legs. “I’m sorry, pal,” he told the alien monster, “I suppose they’ve already told you that I’m dying.” 
 
    “Yes, Branco,” Betty replied in the clicking of Tortantula speech. “It is a bitter disappointment for me.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sucks for me, too. We had that crazy notion of us teaming up for a while. I would have tried it, too.” 
 
    “A Human rider,” said Betty. She patted Branco’s head with one of her palps. “We would have been unique.” 
 
    “We would. The slaughter would have been glorious. And the feasting better.” Branco winked at Sun as he whispered up toward Betty’s head. “I would never forbid you to eat those we vanquished.” 
 
    The Tortantula rumbled deep inside her abdomen. Was that laughter? “You are my favorite Human, Branco, which is why I wish to ask you a favor. One that would come into effect when you die. Tatterjee is inside me. I know you think I’m strange to say that. I ate and digested my Flatar partner long ago, but the bond between Tort and rider is deeper than you can ever understand. If I ate you, you would also remain with me in spirit after your flesh has gone.” 
 
    Branco slapped his friend’s leg again. “Of course, buddy. I’d like that. If you’re sure my illness wouldn’t make you sick, that is.” 
 
    The look of horror on Sun’s face suggested it wasn’t the kind of funeral arrangement she had in mind. 
 
    “You’re my friend,” said Betty. “You won’t make me sick.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” Branco wheeled back to the humanoid table. “Sorry, Jex, but that couldn’t wait. Carry on.” 
 
    How could Jex possibly follow that? “Mate, you just gave a Tortantula the okay to eat you.” 
 
    Branco shrugged. “I’m dying. Makes me do weird shit.” 
 
    “No.” Jex grinned; he decided he liked this guy. “Being Danish makes you do weird shit. I told you, I used to race in the land of Lego. You Danes are crazy.” 
 
    Branco didn’t join in the banter. Instead, a vacant look smothered his face once more. Maybe talking about Denmark was not good for the poor guy. Better switch away from their pasts on Earth ASAP, then. 
 
    “You asked how I kept going when the big Gs were crushing you lot onto the floor. Simple. My insides are filled with pipes and pumps so I can broadside round the bends of the track without passing out. Shame it only kicks in for the pro-level Gs. Didn’t even know it still worked.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” said Turnaround. Jex wasn’t sure he liked the sly look in her eyes. “I’m sure Jenkins could rig up a high-G centrifuge for you, Sergeant Jex. We could test the clockwork parts to make sure they still do what they’re supposed to.” 
 
    “Careful, Jex,” warned Cleggy. “Knowing Jenkins, he’ll rip open your chest and replace the gubbins inside with an upgrade of his own design.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, Jex included. “This Jenkins sounds dangerous. Who is he?” 
 
    “Alien super spy.” 
 
    “Special projects engineer.” 
 
    “Not what you want to find crawling under your prize cabbages.” 
 
    “A cobbler’s dream.” 
 
    “He saved all our lives,” said Cleggy. The others had snapped off their attempted witticisms so quick that Jex couldn’t tell who’d said what. Not so Cleggy. He’d spoken with feeling. 
 
    “He did,” agreed Turnaround. “He’s a canny Jeha, and I’m glad he’s on our side. The boss sisters recruited him on this very station when they took command of the company. His real name is all clicks and clacks, of course, so Captain Blue named him Jenkins after the free trader they’d served under before washing up on Station 5. One of her little jokes.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” said Jex, looking anxiously at the boss sister sitting beside him. She didn’t seem to mind being talked about, though. “What’s so funny about calling him Jenkins?” he asked Turnaround, though keeping an eye on Sun. 
 
    Sun replied. “It amused my sister to big up our former boss in the mind of our favorite millipede. She wove tales of this chivalrous hero, a warrior of the people who defended justice and mathematics, and all the other things our Jenkins admires.” 
 
    “Such as height,” said Cleggy. “Jenkins is very impressed by tall people.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Turnaround grinned. “I always pictured the real Captain Jenkins as an arthritic, pot-bellied, penny-pinching old lech. Is that a disservice, boss?” 
 
    Crossing her arms and leaning back, Sun sucked in the memories. “He was some of those things, Turnaround, though he was genuinely tall. He also hated Earth with a passion, said it was choked with too many rules emanating from the bloodsucking blob of bureaucracy. He wouldn’t go anywhere near the place.” She sighed. “Same as us, it seems.” 
 
    Her bitterness slashed away the good humor, leaving the table in silence. 
 
    “Let’s not talk of things we have no control over,” said Branco. He was sweating and his words were slurred, as if drunk. “Not on our day of celebration. All you need to know, Obadiah, my new friend, is that our Jeha is proud of his name. So if he ever mentions it, could you let drop that you’ve heard of the glorious exploits of his namesake?” 
 
    “Captain Jenkins?” Jex whistled in admiration. “What a guy! He was the hero that inspired me to go into space. As a kid, I had a 3D poster of him over my bed.” Jex half-turned toward Branco, ready to catch the swaying man if he fell out his chair. “Enough about this Jeha. It’s my turn to ask the questions. I’ve a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
    “For all his shortcomings,” said Sun, righting Branco against his chair back, “Captain Jenkins was always loyal to his crew. I want to put the record straight on that. Continue, Jex.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps you can help me, boss. I’ve been reading up on the records for our ship, sometimes named Midnight Sun. And sometimes…not!” 
 
    Sun grimaced, making Jex immediately regret his question. This was why the CO should be somewhere else when the boys and girls were chewing the fat. Back when he’d served with the Suffolk Punch, the Old Man had known when to lead the celebrations and when to retreat to officer country. 
 
    “Don’t stop now,” said Sun. “Tell us what you found, and then tell me why it matters.” 
 
    It wasn’t as if Jex didn’t know he was being lured into a minefield here, but he had no choice. So, he took his usual approach to such situations. He charged full steam ahead and trusted to good fortune. 
 
    “When the company was re-registered as the Midnight Sun Free Company, the ship was re-registered as Midnight Sun.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Sun’s eyes flicked sideways at the memory. “We washed up on Station 5 with just our kitbags and left aboard an ancient battlecruiser.” 
 
    “Six months later, the ship’s name changed to Midnight Blue.” 
 
    “S’true.” Branco cleared his throat. “It was Midnight Blue when I first met the Midnighters.” 
 
    “Sun and Blue,” ventured Jex. “The two boss sisters. What’s with the change of name? A dynastic struggle?” 
 
    “The darkness before the light,” Sun explained. “Our company motto. Midnight Sun wasn’t named after me, it came from our motto, and that came from our fight against the pirate scum of Endless Night. On a whim, Blue renamed the ship after herself. I let her because I saw no harm. But then I saw how she was becoming obsessed with the ship and told her to change it back. She is not the ship. Not sharing the same name helps her to remember that.” 
 
    “Maybe we should change it again,” said Branco. His eyes were closed, his words whispered as if dreaming. “Because it still is named after her, Sun-Yin Midnight.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Jex, but he did understand the flicker of fear that came over Sun’s face, because she clamped down hard, extinguishing all signs of emotion. 
 
    “Eh?” Branco opened his eyes. “What was I saying?” 
 
    “Forgive him,” Sun said icily. “The drugs make him confused. That name he spoke…it’s a very personal name he uses for me. Please don’t repeat it.” 
 
    The silence was broken by Branco’s snores. 
 
    Jex had to fight back the giggles, but it was Sun who saved him from himself. Her granite-hard face softened with concern for Branco. She started wheeling him around to leave. “We marines will have a proper celebration, I promise. Just as soon as Branco’s ready for it. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” 
 
    Once the pair left, Cleggy caught Jex’s eye. “In case it isn’t clear, when the major says please, she means that if you even think about disobeying her request, she’ll slice off your stones, mount them in her trophy cabinet, and feed the rest of you to her favorite Tortantula.” 
 
    Jex laughed. 
 
    No one else did. 
 
    “I’m not joking,” said Cleggy. 
 
    Jex could see he wasn’t. “Hell, after a few beers, I never remember what anyone’s said anyway.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” said Cleggy. “Just make sure it’s true.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about me, Cleggy. But I am worried about Branco. You’ve known him a while. What he was saying to Betty about eating him—was that the beer and drugs talking, or did he mean it?” 
 
    Cleggy looked away. “I don’t know, man.” 
 
    “I do know there is no cure for my ailment,” said Betty from her table. 
 
    No one knew what to say. Sun and Branco had appeared almost affectionate toward the monstrous trooper. Albali, too, to an extent, but Top was elsewhere, enjoying his liberty in other ways. 
 
    Betty ambled over from her table. The others shrank into their drinks and avoided eye contact. 
 
    Guess this falls to you, Obadiah, old fellow. Despite being the new boy in this team, he was the longest serving sergeant at the table. He stood and looked up into the forward eyes of the Tortantula. “Forgive me if I speak out of turn, Trooper. I know you lost your rider and that’s heartrending, but I’ve seen men lose their women, and women their men, and every other permutation. Many get through it and carry on to find other ways of living a fulfilling life.” 
 
    Betty snapped her fangs. “Make your point, new Human.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Tortantulas without riders.” Jex swallowed hard. 
 
    “Idiot. If you’ve seen singletons in a battle, they are ferals, simple creatures herded to the fight. Elsewhere, you may have seen specialist Torts on occasion. Couriers. Special operatives. If they’re tiny things, they’re males.” She spat out a gobbet of neurotoxin that slid down her fangs. 
 
    Jex watched it drip onto the floor where it burnt through the carpet no more than two inches from his boots. He wrinkled his nose at the chemical stench that rose from the wounded floor covering. 
 
    “I am none of those things,” said Betty. “My story is a tragedy, but ever since I bonded with Tatterjee a few days after I left the nesting carcass, I’d always had him to guide me through the twists and traps of my life’s path. Without him, I merely persist. I breathe. I eat—when the Humans allow me. I fight. Sleep. Converse with idiots. And I dream. But I do not live. Once bonded with a rider, we are never whole again without them. Sometimes I regret eating Tatterjee, because his spirit resides within me and prevents me from simply withering away. I cannot die.” 
 
    “You mean you’re undead.” 
 
    Jex instantly regretted his words. After a few pints he always played the bloody giggler, saying what everyone else was too smart to voice. 
 
    Jex looked up at the giant alien and added a new maxim to his personal list: Never wind up a Tort. 
 
    Humans often described Torts as supersized spiders with a narrow, waspish waist. Unlike the Earth creatures they resembled, Tortantulas were sheathed in natural exoskeletal armor and wielded fangs that could pierce hybrid ceramic battle armor. And that’s before getting to the venom sacks filled with a deadly neurotoxin. He began to doubt he’d ever get a chance to learn his new maxim. 
 
    Zombie Torts, though. What an idea! It would make the greatest Tri-V movie of the century. 
 
    “You do understand,” said Betty. 
 
    Now that was unexpected. Maybe he was being hasty, but Jex began to think he might survive his foolish words after all. At least long enough to order a last drink. 
 
    “Good Human,” said the Tortantula clicking her palps, the stunted arms that sprouted parallel to her fangs. “Yes, I am the undead Tortantula. I am alone in the galaxy. Unique.” 
 
    “No,” said Jex. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    Betty let out a banshee shriek and stumbled away. She started circling the bar, scattering tables, crunching chairs, which were unoccupied anyway. No one wanted to sit near a Tortantula. “Stay away from me,” she shouted. “Do not laugh at my pain.” 
 
    “I’m not. I meant what I said. You’re not unique. There’s another like you. They call her the Riderless Tort.” 
 
    Betty froze. “I’m…I’m not alone?” 
 
    “I don’t think you are. I’ve heard about the Riderless Tort too many times to think it’s just a made-up tale. The story goes that there was a Tort who lost her Flatar rider. She underwent a mental crisis but got through it. Now works for a Human merc company.” 
 
    She hurried over to Jex. “Which one? I wish to meet this Riderless Tort.” 
 
    “Ah…You see, that’s a problem. The story is inconsistent. Some say it’s Burt’s Bees, which personally I don’t believe. I’ve also heard it’s the Starfuries, Les Faux, Winged Hussars, or Ishaani’s Ironclads. I’m sure it’s one of the space-based merc companies because in the stories the Human mercs are always prancing around their liberty stations like stuffed Norfolk turkeys going ‘Oh, will you look at me? I’m not just a dirtside merc, I’m a fucking space marine.’ You know how the space-mercs get.” 
 
    “Wonderful news.” A shiver of excitement shot through Betty’s exoskeleton. “I must tell Branco straightaway.” 
 
    Turnaround shot to her feet. “Betty, no!” 
 
    “Too many people say no,” Betty clicked. “I do not like no.” 
 
    “Listen, sister. Branco’s clock is ticking. His time is running out, yeah? He and Sun will want to make the most of the time they have left. Together…” 
 
    Betty steamed back to the Human table and glared down at Turnaround through her detail eyes. “You mean Major Sun will be laying her eggs inside Branco?” 
 
    “Uh, huh.” Turnaround nodded vigorously. “More or less.” 
 
    “It is no problem, Berenice Turnaround Chapelle. I am good friends with both these Humans. They will be overjoyed to hear my news during their mating.” 
 
    This time, Jex kept his gob firmly shut as Betty turned and raced away, looking perkier than he’d ever seen her before. 
 
    Who knew? The Midnighters were such a weird bunch maybe Sun and Branco regularly enjoyed doing it while being watched by alien monsters. 
 
    “You’re not in Suffolk now,” Jex murmured to himself. He certainly wasn’t and that was exactly how he liked it. He’d found the right home with these Midnighters. 
 
    “Drinks are on me,” Jex announced. 
 
    His poor ears were deafened by the roar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Docking Pier 301, Station 5 
 
    “Who am I?” groaned Branco. 
 
    His bed felt like it was moving. Something was happening. Something bad? Was the med-bay under assault again? 
 
    He opened his eyes. He was moving, all right, but he was in a wheelchair bumping along the metal lattice floor of a corridor in maybe a quarter G. There was alien writing on the walls. 
 
    His pinplants should be able to translate, but they couldn’t break through the barrier of his blinding headache. Luckily, he recognized one of the common glyphs for the numeral five. 
 
    Station 5. He remembered now. Looked like he was in one of the docking piers. 
 
    He also remembered who was piloting his chair and looked up into Sun’s face. 
 
    “Branco,” she said firmly. “You’re fucking Branco. That’s who you are.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he snapped back. “Branco’s made up. Not real.” 
 
    “Listen to me! As Saisho Branco, you’ve lived and loved. You’ve made hard choices and you’ve shown your loyalty. That’s what being alive is about. It doesn’t matter to me if you got your start in life as a file in a Binnig industrial espionage department. You’ve become real.” She applied the brake and crouched in front, gripping his hands. “You’re real to me.” 
 
    He brushed back the jet-black hair from her face, marveling at the electricity as his fingertips made fleeting contact with the warmth of her skin. 
 
    The sparks spread up his fingers and into his head, popping like fireworks. The sight of her was bleeding away. He couldn’t lose her. He needed her. 
 
    “Solara?” 
 
    She pinched his lips together hard. Damn that hurt! 
 
    “Don’t use that name,” she growled. 
 
    The pain intensified, and then she released his mouth. 
 
    “Sorry, Sun. You’re right. We’re real. We’re together. We shouldn’t look to our pasts because there’s nothing good there.” He smiled. “All I want is in the future.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement, but her expression remained grim. 
 
    “What? Don’t want to talk about our future? I might not live long, but that’s why we’ve got to make the most of the time we have. And that’s why I’ll talk to Doctor DiMassi in the morning. The drugs keep the pain at bay, but they’re screwing with my head. Robbing me of who I am. Robbing me of you, Sun. I can’t love you when I don’t remember my own damned name. I’ll take the pain any day.” 
 
    “Your medication is not just for the pain, Branco. It slows the spread of the disease.” 
 
    He laughed. “I have a feeling I’m going to sound like your sister, but…let me be, Sun. Let me be who I am now. Your sister’s growing into her new self. Let me, too.” 
 
    Sun kissed him full on the lips. She tasted of sweet fear. “I’ve got your back, Saisho. Always.” 
 
    He took deep breaths with his eyes closed. Lucidity returned, but he didn’t know how long that would last. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he gorged on the sight of her. The dark sapphires of her eyes twinkled, and she gave him a shy smile under his brazen attention. He adored the way her rare smile pulled down the scar that ran from above her left eye down to behind her ear. It seemed to be winking at him. 
 
    Sun-Yin Solara. 
 
    He sighed with delight. Her birth name was as beautiful as the rest of her. He loved her mixed up humanity, too. Malaysian Chinese, Somali, New Brunswicker, and Texan: she had all that and more within her, and look where she had taken it. Sun had commanded marines from many species, and now her superior officer was an alien equally at home breathing water as air. Her sister was the company commander who happened to be merging with the insane ancient heart of a living battleship. Humans were so effortlessly adaptable. The best ones, anyway. 
 
    Branco knew his own story was nearing the end of its telling, but humanity’s…Hell, no! Humans would thrive so long as there were people like Sun. 
 
    “You’re the future,” he whispered. 
 
    “Are you delirious again?” 
 
    “No. I’m being poetic.” 
 
    “Don’t. It’s only a form of delirium.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You don’t have an artistic bone in your body.” He laughed. “I don’t suppose there was room.” 
 
    “Are you mocking my small stature, mister?” 
 
    “No.” He licked his lips hungrily. “But now you mention it, I’m thinking of taking advantage of your hollow bones—albeit nanite-hardened ones.” 
 
    “No one takes advantage of me.” 
 
    “Well let’s swap out take advantage…” He reached for her, lifted her by her pert little ass, and deposited her over his lap. “And replace with enjoy the pleasure of.” 
 
    She considered him with mock sternness, then gave a delicious wriggle. “I find that revision acceptable.” 
 
    A crewman approached on his way to Midnight Sun. A Human. He averted his eyes. 
 
    Branco felt Sun tense. And that made him grind his jaw. He wasn’t under her command any longer. Their relationship was no longer a secret. 
 
    He heard her swallow hard. Her lithe body still tense, she kissed him. Noisily. In full view for the first time. 
 
    Branco had felt so bad all that time stuck in med-bay, locked in a losing battle with his wasting disease. In his darkest moments he’d wondered whether there was any point in carrying on. 
 
    The answer was sitting in his lap, nestled in his embrace. Sun had fought for him, the least he could do was fight as hard. 
 
    He sighed. But the end was coming all the same, and there were things he needed to say while he still could. “The reports say it was close thing. The war between Peepo and Earth, I mean. Re-roll the dice and she could have crushed the Four Horsemen resistance and enslaved our race for eternity.” 
 
    She tugged sharply at his hair. “Don’t talk of that now, silly Danish man. Wheel us to my quarters.” 
 
    “We need to spread. Humanity. We can’t afford to concentrate so much on Sol System and Earth. Makes us too vulnerable to the next Peepo. We need multiple bases of power to survive and prosper. Multiple concentrations of Human power will lead to rivalry, even wars against each other in distant centuries. But they will be Human, and that’s what matters.” He held her head in his hands and bored his gaze into her. “I only ask one thing of you when I’m gone, Sun. We need another Human stronghold in the stars. To spread. Will you work toward that?” 
 
    “Yes.” She attempted a smile, but he could see her shrinking from his words on the inside. “Saisho, talking about…endings. Of a time after we are gone. This does not work for me as foreplay.” 
 
    “Just clearing the decks in my mind.” 
 
    “Then that is well. You are very sweet, Saisho, but you are only a man, and it is firmly established that men can only think of one thing at a time.” 
 
    “You are an unreconstructed sexist, Major Sun, but you happen to be right. There is one thing prominent in my mind.” 
 
    Branco wheeled for all he was worth, Sun in his lap, laughing so hard that precious tears streamed from her eyes. 
 
    As he slowed for the docking collar, he decided he must be losing his marbles again, because he imagined hearing the sound of a charging Tortantula. 
 
    “Umm…Branco?” Sun frowned, pointing at something behind him. She looked bemused rather than angry. “I think someone wants to talk with us.” 
 
    “Major Sun!” shouted Betty in her clicking voice. “Friend Branco! I bring news.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Docking Plaza Agate, Station 5 
 
    Corralled by their tourist guides, the Jeha party occupied a large table overlooking the viewing windows near the customs channel exit. So many limbs scurried excitedly over its surface, on the deck below, and across the couches and seats surrounding it, that even the Jeha chief engineer of Midnight Sun couldn’t tell how many of his kind he was observing from the small table nearby. 
 
    Zarbi sat beside Jenkins. She crushed her empty cube of resin nougat and gave it a polite lick to show she had appreciated the treat from her superior. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “But I don’t understand why you brought me to this place. Docking Plaza Agate appears to be a minor commercial zone, designed to relieve arrivals coming to Five coming through Docking Ring 7 of their credits.” 
 
    “It is,” he replied. “Now stop clicking. I want to hear this disagreement.” 
 
    One of the guides had caught a pair of youngsters trying to sneak away from the group. She had lifted the front half of her body to vertical, but the pair were showing no sign of apologizing. 
 
    “The danger is very real,” she admonished them. 
 
    “But we need the restroom,” protested one of the rascals, though Jenkins found his antennae unconvincing. This reprobate was looking for illicit thrills. 
 
    “You will have to wait until the next supervised visit,” said the guide. “Only two years ago, one of our party left unattended and never came back.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I bet the others believe that kind of crap, but we’re not so dumb.” 
 
    The guide clicked her mandibles irritably. “Look it up and learn who’s the dumb one here. The guest’s name was Tk’ch’kl’l. 
 
    Beside him, Jenkins felt his junior flinch. Zarbi was so astonished, she pinched a manipulator limb with her mandibles to check she wasn’t hallucinating again. 
 
    “You are not imagining this, little one,” he reassured her. “That Tk’ch’kl’l and your esteemed superior and mentor are one and the same individual.” 
 
    “You’re my—No, never mind. Really? You were—” Her mandibles fell open when she saw a robo-vendor bringing the group not only resin nougat but ice cream, too. “You were part of a luxury vacation tour?” 
 
    Jenkins buzzed with laughter. “I was indeed, Zarbi. In fact, I was in such a tourist group when I encountered Captain Blue and Major Sun. At that time, those august personages were nothing but a pair of humanoid space bums who had literally just walked off their last ship and were seeking a new berth.” 
 
    “Station 5 does not strike me as the place one comes to spend one’s vacation.” 
 
    He circled his antennae with amusement. “You have a lot to learn, little Zarbi.” She was so irritated at his put down that she stamped numerous feet like a hatchling. 
 
    Realizing that maybe he was winding her up a little too much, he assumed a serious demeanor and explained. “This system, in fact this space station, is the gateway to the Spine Nebula. If you had grown up in the nearby region of the Tolo arm, you would have been raised on salacious and carapace-curdling tales of life within the dark nebula. Whipped up by whispers of unseen perils from the tour guides, visitors congregate in the viewing galleries where they can almost reach out their antennae and touch the danger of the nebula. In their overwrought imaginations, the background buzz of the station air scrubbers transforms into the throbbing resonance of debauchery that sends pleasurable tingles up their limbs. Their lungs struggle to process the air, so heavy is it with exquisite scandal.” 
 
    Zarbi’s mandibles quivered. Her breathing was suddenly labored. 
 
    But she was ever the scientist. She mastered the thrills flushing her little body and placed the tourists enjoying their tasty treats under observation. “I should dearly like to hear more of these tales one day. I researched the region during our hyperspace transit, naturally. The Spine Nebula is an intriguing region. It consists of fifteen systems, and all travel in and out is choked through the gate near Station 5. There should be tens of thousands of jump routes to the inner systems of the nebula, but there are none. Something must be causing the nebula’s seclusion, but what? And is it a natural phenomenon or by design? The stars within the nebula also possess erratic signatures. A lesser mind would think the two matters were connected, but Science Guild researchers have never found an answer. This region is most stimulating.” 
 
    “I agree. The nebula is an economic backwater, hence to the less cerebral races, it is of little interest. But to you and me, Zarbi, it is wondrous. One day, I should like to explore its uniqueness with you. We could write papers and develop theories, but I fear the party we can see here will not aid us in our understanding. They are simply here to be thrilled by the nebula’s reputation for danger.” 
 
    “Is it?” she said, ironically. What was amusing the silly creature now? “Dangerous, I mean.” 
 
    “When I came, yes, it was. An evil criminal organization was the scourge of the place. They were named Endless Night. A cannibalistic Goka pirate called G’Zyoulk was their leader, and he struck fear into all sentients in the region.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    Jenkins drew himself erect. “Captain Blue happened to him.” Instead of being impressed, Zarbi drooped her antennae in a most disrespectful fashion. “Out with it, irritating hatchling. Why are you amused at me this time?” 
 
    “Don’t you think those individuals at the table are foolish? They came here for the danger, not to marvel at the natural phenomenon.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “You were a tourist, sir. Did you come for the danger?” 
 
    “I…did not,” he replied, but she instantly saw through his denial. The truth was, his great friend, Professor K’Shkk’Zt, had remarked one lunchtime in the research institute canteen that proximity to danger could stimulate sexual desire in females. Before returning to his labors that afternoon, Jenkins had booked a short vacation tour to Station 5. 
 
    He regarded Zarbi. He would prefer to have his legs pulled off and used as Besquith toothpicks than admit that secret to his favorite junior. 
 
    The image of being hung from a hook at a Besquith dental supply stall was so intense that Zarbi was already advancing on the tourist group before he noticed. 
 
    “Zarbi! What are you doing?” 
 
    “Having some fun,” she replied. “Follow me, grandpa, and make like you’re a tourist. Which in your case, shouldn’t be difficult.” 
 
    “Why, you…” 
 
    Jenkins dropped to the ground and followed. In this, as in more technical domains, Zarbi had the most daring ideas. She was a little genius. One day, if he remained sparing with the praise she so richly deserved, and if he kept her hungry to better herself, Zarbi would grow into one of the finest minds in the galaxy. Superior even to his. 
 
    But that was decades away. 
 
    Which left plenty of time for fun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zarbi waited until the tour guides were engaged arguing with a robo-vendor over its demands to be tipped, then she hurried into the heart of the group on the table. 
 
    “I’m getting too old for this,” Jenkins mumbled, but he was tingling with excitement as he leaped onto the table, bumping into a large individual as he landed. 
 
    “Pardon me, madam,” he told her, with his antennae lowered apologetically. “We’ve been visiting a gift kiosk.” He quietened his clicking. “Unattended.” 
 
    “No harm done,” the tourist replied. She indicated one of the guides. “Don’t let her find out. She’s so strict. Keeps saying the company lost one of its charges once. A foolish male walked off with a Human and was never seen again.” 
 
    Jenkins clicked something unintelligible. This wasn’t a topic he wanted to dwell on. 
 
    “A Human, you say?” Zarbi acted excited by lifting alternate pairs of motor limbs. “They are a ferocious species.” 
 
    “I know,” said another in the group. “I’ve seen some, here on the station. This place is so adorably perilous!” 
 
    “In that case, perhaps we should employ a mercenary company to defend us from their depravities. If we pool all of our resources, we may be able to afford a contract.” 
 
    The suggestion came from a young female with polished mandibles and such a divine smoothness to her carapace that Jenkins hissed, annoyed at the galaxy’s cruelty. Every time he encountered a female with an outward appearance of loveliness such as hers, she tended to have rotted leaf mulch for brains. 
 
    Zarbi egged on this female. “What depravities do these Humans commit?” 
 
    The female touched antennae to Zarbi and clicked in low tones, “They eat Jeha. For breakfast.” 
 
    Zarbi let out a scandalized shriek. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. It’s well documented. They inject you with a paralyzing agent.” She faked a stab at Zarbi with a motor limb. “Then they smother you with herb-infused oils and roast you on your back.” She closed her mandibles with a pistol cracking snap. “And when you’re good and cooked they break apart your carapace and eat you right out of your shell.” 
 
    “Entropy,” muttered a male next to Jenkins. “Does your companion actually believe any of that crap? Tell me she’s paying you to escort her. I don’t want to believe anyone could actually accompany such a brain-dead retard through choice.” 
 
    Jenkins rounded on the male, gripping one antenna so tightly that if the lout moved as much as an inch, the organ would snap off. “For your information,” he said, clicking quietly so Zarbi couldn’t hear, “my companion is a genius with greater intellect than everyone in this group put together, including my own considerable brainpower.” 
 
    “Sorry. I guess I shouldn’t judge on first appearances.” 
 
    “Indeed not,” Jenkins stated fiercely. “Only the shallowest dullards would do such a thing. Now go away.” 
 
    He released his pinch grip and the oaf fled. 
 
    Zarbi gave him a most peculiar look, but before she could comment, the tour guides swept the party away. 
 
    “Stay very close,” said the leader of the guides. “Do not converse with sentients outside of our group. Stay well away from mercs. Stay even farther away from Humans.” 
 
    “What if we meet Humans who are also mercs?” called Zarbi. 
 
    “Pray.” 
 
    “Pray you can run faster than the individual beside you,” Zarbi replied, laughing. 
 
    Her words provoked a stampede, and the two of them took advantage of the panicked chaos to hide on the underside of the table. 
 
    The naughty little escapade had proceeded perfectly, with one exception: they weren’t the only ones clinging under the table. 
 
    Jenkins rolled his gaze over the beautiful female who’d spoken earlier. “Aren’t you going to follow the rest of your party, madam?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” she replied. 
 
    “You really should, you know,” added Zarbi. “You heard the guide. If you don’t stick close to her, you’ll be eaten by space pirates, or roasted in your shell.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” said the female. “We all appear to have made assumptions that reflect badly on our observational abilities. I thought you two were foolish tourists.” 
 
    Jenkins noticed she was addressing him, almost ignoring Zarbi. His carapace felt inexplicably warm. 
 
    “However,” she said, reaching out to him with her antennae, “I now perceive you are something altogether more…interesting.” 
 
    “My Human friends call me Jenkins.” Why he said that was a mystery. Jenkins felt very peculiar. 
 
    “Hey, I’m here, too.” Zarbi wriggled a number of legs in protest. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, you are, and you’re very annoying. Are you his paid concubine?” 
 
    Zarbi dropped to the ground, hissing like a pressure system about to blow. 
 
    “I perceive you are not,” said the female. She dropped in front of Zarbi and lifted herself into an aggressive stance, fore-segments raised and mandibles flared. “Then you must be his mate. Know this, rival. I am not daunted by your youth. I exceed you in wisdom and experience, and your mandibles are barely curved. I shall fight you for mating rights to Jenkins.” 
 
    Zarbi snapped at the air in front of her challenger. “I tell you what, you festering husk, I’ll gladly fight you, but not for the right to do anything with anybody. I’ll rip your legs off for the heinous insult of assuming that I would ever mate with that cantankerous old flesh bag.” 
 
    “Oh.” The female froze. Then she curled into a cylinder and wouldn’t come out until Zarbi tapped on her shell and told her she was sorry for shouting at her. 
 
    The female uncurled slightly and explored the air with her antennae. Meanwhile, from his vantage point under the table, Jenkins looked on interest. He’d learned many years ago never to intervene in dominance battles between females. Besides, they were rather stimulating to watch. 
 
    “I’m very sorry,” said the female. “I’m not good with people. I’m better with math. Numbers are my only friends.” 
 
    Jenkins cooed. He’d never heard anyone say such a sweet thing. He was so overcome with admiration that he lost his grip and fell onto this epitome of grace. “I’m sorry, umm…” 
 
    “Kl’Kz’Ht,” she answered. “But you have such adventurous names. I should like a Human moniker of my own one day.” 
 
    “Hopper,” said Jenkins instantly. 
 
    “Hopper…? You mean, like a flea?” 
 
    “No, madam. After a Human woman of great intellect who was also named for her grace.” 
 
    “I would be honored to carry such a name.” Hopper uncurled a little more and offered Jenkins a teasing flick of her antennae before pointing them at Zarbi. “Sorry, but I am very poor with social cues. Would you please explain your relationship with this glamorous male?” 
 
    Glamorous male! Jenkins’ segments felt constricting as he swelled with pride. Well, he was glamorous. He was a daring spy and adventurer. Why, Captain Blue had named him after a great Human hero. No wonder females found him so irresistible. 
 
    Zarbi stroked Hopper until she relaxed fully out of her cylinder. “Jenkins and I are comrades based off a merc ship. According to the organization chart, Jenkins here is my superior. The reality is that I stroke his ego and bring him cups of hot nectar to keep him awake while I do the hard work.” 
 
    “Is this true?” Hopper asked Jenkins, who was entranced by the allure of her mouth parts. 
 
    As he always did in moments of crisis that demanded extremes of valor, he shook his spine in the hope he could summon the courage to channel Captain Blue. He practiced this frequently, and slipped easily into the mentality of his violent, thrill-seeking captain. “Why don’t we go somewhere private and talk equations?” he clicked at Hopper. “Then you can decide for yourself whether I’m the buffoon Zarbi describes.” He brought his head close to hers. “Or whether my mind is as sharp as my fighting mandibles.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Hopper’s mouth was trembling. “Jenkins, you’re such an animal!” 
 
    Jenkins reared up and tried his best to roar. He landed on his many feet and marched away, lifting his carapace high off the deck. 
 
    After a few seconds, the doubts started chopping away his confidence. The nearby patrons looked curiously at the prancing Jeha. He wasn’t really a vicious Human, just a silly old engineer making an ass of himself. 
 
    Hopper hurried over and marched alongside him in lockstep. Jenkins sighed inwardly. Everything about the universe was perfect. 
 
    In the background of his attention, Zarbi was saying something about needing to vomit. Jenkins left her to resolve her medical issues on her own and scurried off into the depths of the station with his new paramour. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Gymnasium, Marine Country, Midnight Sun 
 
    A grunt escaped Sun’s lips as she pulled the weighted bar down behind her neck. The sound had nothing to do with exertion, and everything to do with the exasperation brought on by the overgrown millipede eager to boast of his sexual adventure during her gym time. 
 
    Jenkins was inhumanly persistent. There had been times when his unrelenting determination had saved lives, hers included. She didn’t want to suppress that, which meant it was her duty to take this one for the team. 
 
    “The things I do for this company,” she muttered. Sun released the weight and set the exercise machine to safe mode. 
 
    “What was that, Major?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just a Human thing. You may continue your boasting about what you got up to with this Hopper of yours.” 
 
    “Boasting? No, ma’am. I have merely been setting context.” 
 
    “You mean your story is only just beginning?” 
 
    “Correct. When I awoke with our legs entwined, I felt as if we were two minds bonded into one, a sum greater than our considerable parts. Any future that did not include us working together seemed dull, a criminal waste of potential. My pinplants replayed the equations she had screamed during the apex of our union, and when I listened to them again, I felt an elegance to them that made my heart pound with excitement all over again. Hopper was probing the deep secrets of the universe. I wished nothing more than to do so alongside her. Naturally, when I felt her stir beside me, I indicated my admiration for her work and enquired whether her research facility was here on Station 5. Would you not regard that as respectful behavior, Major Sun?” 
 
    “For a Human? Sure. Look, Jenkins, I want to help, but if you want a…carapace to cry on, we’ve several Jeha on Midnight Sun, and we’re docked at a station stuffed full of them. Go talk to one of them for advice.” 
 
    “No, I am quite sure it is you I must confide in, Major. Well, back to yesterday morning. I thought I was being respectful making polite enquiries of her work, but Hopper told me that I was a horrible male and not to mention her or anything we’d spoken about to anyone. She seemed afraid of me. Terrified. Then her fear morphed into anger, and she nipped at my legs with her mandibles. It really hurt. She chased me out of her quarters as if I had done something heinous. It was horrible. I thought…I thought she loved me.” 
 
    She patted the alien’s head. Poor little guy. “Jenkins, my guess is that you made Hopper very scared indeed, but it wasn’t really you she feared. I think she realized she’d divulged secrets to you that she should have kept hidden.” 
 
    “I concur. Naturally, I don’t say that through guesswork. In the two days since, I have surrounded the area of the station near her quarters with surveillance devices, and I have made use of my infiltration surgery to follow her in person while in disguise. Hopper can’t so much as scratch the gaps between her segments without me knowing about it. Impressive, don’t you agree, ma’am?” 
 
    “You mean you’ve been stalking her? That’s—Jenkins, how could you?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jenkins felt his segments curl with anxiety because he felt sure he’d heard anger in the Human’s voice. Major Sun had always been businesslike, almost emotionless. Lately she had begun acting more like her sister, and Captain Blue terrified him. “I don’t understand. I thought you would be impressed with my initiative. Are you angry at me?” 
 
    “You can’t go around stalking females that take your fancy.” 
 
    “But you haven’t seen the luster of her carapace. The curve of her mandible.” 
 
    “Jenkins!” she yelled. “Stop that right now, mister.” 
 
    He had to shake several shapes down his spine to build up the courage to respond; Jenkins had been a secret agent on the Raknar job, working a mission of the utmost danger and importance. Besides, hadn’t Captain Blue herself nicknamed him after a Human hero she admired greatly? 
 
    He raised his antennae to the fearsome Human and clicked quietly, “I didn’t do any harm.” 
 
    “But you did. You invaded her privacy.” 
 
    “Oh, I see the misunderstanding. I did no such thing. Hopper didn’t even know I was there.” 
 
    The Human gave a little growl and closed her eyes. When the major hadn’t opened them for several seconds, Jenkins assumed she had fallen asleep. So, he poked her shin with one of his manipulative limbs. 
 
    His intervention clearly worked because Sun came to life again and spoke. “Why are you telling me your sordid tale, Jenkins?” 
 
    “Because I wasn’t the only one covertly watching her, and, unlike me, I do not think her other observers were benign. For a start, they were a Goka and a Zuul. I hardly think they were admiring the sheen of her segments.” 
 
    The major opened her eyes and looked up at the overhead for some reason. These Humans were bewildering. “Why me?” she sighed. 
 
    “Because the XO is busy in command of the ship, and the CO has been in a meeting with Gloriana for some considerable time.” 
 
    “And I was the third best option.” 
 
    Jenkins lifted his antennae. “I’m so glad you understand, Major.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s talk this through. It sounds to me like the Goka and the Zuul think your Hopper is valuable. Why? What’s so special about her? And don’t mention her carapace’s reflective qualities or the curvature of her body parts.” 
 
    “Her mind is brilliant.” 
 
    “Well, I think your assistant is a genius, but the only praise you give Zarbi is that you think she has performed adequately. I’ve never heard you describe anyone as brilliant…anyone other than yourself, of course. You mentioned she’d revealed equations that were presumably meant to be secret. What was the topic?” 
 
    “She is researching trans-dimensional engineering.” He shook his head in wonder. “Stabilizing n-plane bridges. Dimensional reflation over 3-2-3 dimensional channels. Obviously, that leads to information attenuation, but her objective is to channel energy, so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “That means nothing to me. Remember, Jenkins, I’m just a dumb ape with a gun.” 
 
    “Duly noted, ma’am. Trans-dimensional engineering is cutting edge but has been for thousands of years. There must have been a million research projects on the topic, and every single one has failed. And yet, the tantalizing prospect of what should work keeps attracting brilliant minds back to the topic like—” 
 
    “Jenkins! I’m a dumb ape with a big gun and very limited patience. Speed this along.” 
 
    Jenkins took a few moments to compact what he needed to say into concise and simple words. “Our spacecraft pass through gates into what is colloquially known as hyperspace. In reality, it’s an orthogonal dimension to conventional spacetime, and it’s widely assumed that there are other orthogonal dimensions that may function as additional levels of hyperspace. In the modern era, no one admits to fully understanding how the gates work, but clearly matter, energy, and information can travel through hyperspace, and, from the perspective of conventional spacetime, this travel takes place faster than light. It doesn’t, of course. Hyperspace just provides a shortcut.” 
 
    “You mean the laws of physics are never broken, but they are thoroughly cheated.” 
 
    “Exactly. Like I said, no one admits to fully understanding how the gates work today, but clearly their original designers did. If we could reacquire that understanding, we might, for example, create FTL information transfer. Imagine instead of piggybacking data transfers on ships physically transiting between systems, we could beam information anywhere in the galaxy within hours.” 
 
    “Is that what the girl with nice pincers was working on?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Human commenced an aggressive hissing, so Jenkins added rapidly, “Hopper was working on a new idea for a trans-dimensional energy pipe.” He hesitated. That wasn’t strictly accurate. Hopper admitted she hadn’t come up with the idea at all. Her backers had stumbled across the basic concept and hired scientists to develop a theoretical foundation of how it might work. Jenkins decided that such minor details were not important enough for Sun, who struggled to grasp any concept that didn’t involve violence. 
 
    “You mean,” said the Human, “Hopper was working on a stargate for power?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Theoretical, of course, but brilliant. Imagine a tiny throat to a hyperspace bridge placed inside a star. Raw energy would flood out the other end of the bridge.” 
 
    The Human blinked. Now she got it! “You could mine the entire galaxy. Limitless power sourced from the universe’s natural fusion plants. Stars.” 
 
    “Exactly. I must say, Major Sun, you are surprisingly cogent for a dumb ape.” 
 
    “I’m just getting started. If you could open a hyperspace bridge between any two points in the galaxy, you could create a weapon. Connect the local sun to an enemy battleship in a star system you’re defending. Boom!” 
 
    “You Humans…So warlike. Always.” 
 
    “Or how about this? Connect your enemy’s star to a black hole. You would kill it in time, sucked to an abyssal doom. Long before that, you could make it flare with enough instability to wipe out all life in its system. Your girlfriend’s energy pipe could be a star killer.” 
 
    “Major! Only you could sully Hopper’s magnificent concepts with your violent Human thoughts.” 
 
    “Jenkins, if I have these thoughts, so will others.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” Jenkins shuddered. “Only Humans think this way. Veetanho plan and scheme, careless of those who die. Besquith rend as much as they trade. Oh, I could go on. Violence is not unique to your race, but only a Human could turn a theory of unlimited energy supply into a xenocidal weapon within moments.” 
 
    The Human shrugged. “What can I say, Jenkins? Earth had a violent history pre-contact. It’s who we are. It’s what we’re good at. And the rest of the galaxy had better take note.” 
 
    “They already have, ma’am. Which makes me think that whoever the Zuul and Goka were working for probably also employs Humans. Humans who think like you.” 
 
    Sun mulled over his words. Probably trying to decide whether he’d been praising her race. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she said, and he noticed some of the fire had left her dark eyes. “We’re talking theoretical science in an area of research that has thwarted the best minds of the Union since its formation. I don’t think we have to worry about starkiller weapons in our lifetime. But I don’t like the idea of your girlfriend in trouble with these thugs. We’ll look into it, as a team.” 
 
    Jenkins was so relieved that he flopped limply onto the deck. Finally, his companions who enjoyed aggression would take over and rescue this magnificent individual. But…Hopper and her observers needed themselves to be observed. And that would require an individual of exquisite stealth and intelligence. “Will I lead this team, ma’am?” 
 
    “No, I will. Actually…” She sucked in her lips, a disgusting Human habit. “I’ve a better idea. Branco will. You said you have been working on mobility solutions for him, and he has a burning need to have a purpose. We’ll keep your girlfriend out of trouble and have ourselves an adventure in the bargain.” 
 
    Jenkins trembled at her choice of words. He’d had adventures with Major Sun before. While he thanked the Human using his speech organs, he pinlinked a message to Zarbi. “I’m being assigned to a secret mission with a high likelihood of my sudden and violent death. Cease your current activity immediately. We must use this opportunity to review my succession planning while we still can.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betty came to a halt in a wide intersection and stared at the Zuul she’d been watching with her rear-facing eyes since descending to the underbelly of Vane 3 that was Deck 21. 
 
    “You smell old,” she told him. 
 
    “I prefer to think of it as an aroma of wisdom.” 
 
    “Think about it however you like, old dog. Young. Old. Wise or foolish. You’re flesh and blood and bones to me. Give me a reason why I should listen to you before eating you whole.” 
 
    She turned and faced the Zuul head on. 
 
    Tatterjee would have been proud of her cunning. She wasn’t really interested in a mangy bag of bones like this creature, but her words made the Zuul weak with fear. 
 
    “I heard you were interested in the Riderless Tortantula.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Yes!” said Betty’s heart, but her cunning mind forced other words from her mouth. “Perhaps, but only in a previous time. At present, my interest is in acquiring dinner.” 
 
    The Zuul nervously licked its little row of fangs. “I think that if you were really that hungry, I would already be inside you.” 
 
    Betty snapped her jaws at the little creature, but he stood his ground. “You’re as crafty as a Flatar, old dog.” 
 
    “Thank you. I have information. A trail for you to follow to the one you seek.” 
 
    “Is she here on the station?” 
 
    “No. The people who have seen her are, however.” 
 
    “Take me to them. Now.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together. “Of course. But this information comes from a third party, and they have their price. As do I.” 
 
    “Name it. I have credits.” 
 
    “Keep them, my friend. You will need them on your quest. No, my associates request payment of a different kind. They require a certain someone on the station to be scared away so they do not interfere in matters where they are not wanted. Can you do that?” 
 
    Betty linked her palps together in the Tortantula equivalent of a smile. “No problem. Do I get to eat this certain someone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No? Entropy-ridden no! Why is the answer always no?” 
 
    The Zuul backed away, his hands warding off the Tortantula. As if he ever could. “My associates have a complicated relationship with the target,” he yapped. “They wish him to remain unharmed, but to stay well clear of Station 5. The target will, however, possess guards and associates. You may eat as many of those as you wish.” 
 
    Under the cover of allowing her neurotoxins to drip from her fangs, Betty thought about loyalty and duty. Would Major Sun think Betty was doing something wrong if she took on this task? The major said Betty needed to find a way to come to terms with eating Tatterjee. For a Human, she was very wise, which meant she would understand. Betty decided that meant the major would approve. 
 
    “It is agreed,” said Betty. She licked her maw and this time it was not cunning concealment but raw hunger. “Who is the target?” 
 
    “He is a Human. Does that concern you?” 
 
    “Not at all. Humans are delicious.” She hesitated. “You mustn’t tell anyone I said that. Does the target associate with other Humans?” 
 
    “He does. There are many of them on his ship. He skippers a freighter named Unlikely Regret. His name is Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins.” 
 
    “Jenkins, you say? Why, that is a delicious amusement. I know a little snack of a Jeha who shares the same name.” 
 
    Betty’s palps shook with amusement. Then a thought struck her, and her palps stilled. This might not be a coincidence at all. Someone had once told her the story of how Jenkins had gotten his name. Captain Blue had named him after her former skipper. And she’d done so in the Spine Nebula. On this very station. 
 
    Betty reassessed. Try as she might, she couldn’t make herself believe that the major would approve of her terrifying her former captain and eating her former comrades. 
 
    “Pity.” 
 
    “Why? What’s the prob—?” 
 
    Betty bit off the Zuul’s head. Quickly, she sucked on the bones and lapped up the blood and fur and teeth to conceal the killing. 
 
    There was still blood pooled on the deck. Betty tried wiping her thorax over it but only smeared it around worse. She began to wonder whether having her body coated in blood would look suspicious. 
 
    To distract herself, she thought of the tasty Humans she would have eaten if she’d gone along with the Zuul’s offer. But Major Sun was a good leader who looked after her. 
 
    “Keeping a good commander is more important than enjoying a good meal,” she told herself all the way back to Midnight Sun. 
 
    By the time she’d reached the main docking collar, she almost believed her words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Total Immersion Suite, Blunt Justice 
 
    Midnight Sun screamed out of the emergence point and immediately lit her plasma torch for a sustained 6G burn. In formation around her Snap, Crackle, and Pop—the three Hellburner ships—were already pushing for the mission target at 7G. 
 
    An endless sea of lethal dots stretched out before them. There were clear paths marked with armed nav-buoys flashing red. Unlit—stealth shielded, in fact—the cleared routes were also ringed with bands of defensive bastions hollowed out from asteroids. Blue’s sensors couldn’t detect them, but she’d run this scenario enough times to know never to go down those channels of death. 
 
    Instead, she nosed her formation down, avoiding the marked channels and directly into the thickest concentration of dots. 
 
    She’d thought they were mines when she’d first played this sim, but they were far worse. Drones. Millions of them. Tens of millions. Armed with lasers, nukes, cyber warfare suites. Some of the pinpricks of light were massive magnetic accelerator cannons when they got up close and personal. Individually, they might not defeat active shields, but if your shields were already weakened, these super MACs could punch through hull armor. 
 
    Which she knew from personal experience. 
 
    The sim suite on Blunt Justice didn’t punish her body in the way real high-G combat would, but the pain of losing was very real. 
 
    Via Midnight Sun, she ordered the three Hellburners to roll out to get a wider spread of fire. 
 
    This wasn’t the only scenario, but it was clear by the way the Goltar techs kept running it that it was of special interest. 
 
    Only this one featured Hellburners, and these lightly armed battlecruisers were very strange. For a start, she couldn’t order them directly. Unlike other scenarios, she couldn’t even give them instructions in advance of pushing through the emergence point. The only way she could communicate with them was via Midnight Sun itself. And given they were capable of sustained 20G burns, they clearly weren’t crewed by people. 
 
    Robo-ships, then. 
 
    Although, there was one completely different explanation for why the Goltar wanted her to run this scenario more than the others. She never won. With all the other sims, she’d found a way to beat her opposition, but after 53 attempts, every one was a total team kill. 
 
    Yeah, it was probably some Goltar psycho-bullshit. In order to become truly great, a leader must first learn defeat. That kind of thing. 
 
    Here it comes. 
 
    Snap, Crackle, and Pop hit the drones like a piledriver hitting pack ice. 
 
    The small enemy craft stung with their lasers. They bit with cannons, hurled missiles, and scratched at the Hellburners’ minds with EMP claws. 
 
    The Hellburners were only light battlecruisers, but they were sturdy machines of war. Shields brushed aside the laser volleys, defensive fire disabled the missiles, cannon fire rattled off armor, and they appeared deaf to EMP and cyber-attacks. Defensive laser arrays lashed out from cupolas that covered the Hellburner hulls like a bad case of warts. Their fire was uncannily accurate and could switch targets within microseconds. Instead of wasting the fusion power that fueled the lasers by destroying the drones, they were knocked out with cold efficiency. Laser emitter lenses were scored, barrel tips melted, and sensors melted, rendering the drones ineffective. 
 
    The Hellburner vanguard sent shockwaves through the drone pack as they attacked, still accelerating hard for their target, the gravity well of Planet-3. The mission success criteria said at least one Hellburner must reach the lower atmosphere of the planet to earn the name Blue had given then. Like the 17th century Hellburners of Earth’s seas and ports, they were mobile bombs, packed with incredible explosive power. 
 
    Amazing though they were, even Snap, Crackle, and Pop couldn’t fend off such overwhelming drone numbers. That’s where Midnight Sun came in, following behind, playing the sweeper. 
 
    Drones washed around the Hellburners, turning their attacks on their lightly defended rears. 
 
    Midnight Sun took them out with railguns and defensive lasers of her own. They weren’t as effective as the Hellburners, but it was enough for now. 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    Crackle lost power to two of her engines. The two remaining torches took up the slack, but she fell out of position. 
 
    “Tell Crackle to maintain constant heading. All other ships break left.” 
 
    Under Midnight Sun’s instructions, she and the two other Hellburners peeled away. 
 
    Blue put ten seconds of distance from the stricken ship, and then issued its final order. 
 
    “Sayonara, Crackle.” 
 
    The Hellburner blew up. 
 
    Even at this distance, Midnight Sun’s shields flared with brilliant colors as they dissipated the ferocious energy assault from Crackle’s explosive exit. Blue felt a massive boot give her flank a savage kick. 
 
    Explosions in space were usually pretty puffs of nothing. With no medium to travel through, there could be no pressure wave. If you were within a few tens of meters, you might experience a warm exhalation of gas. If you were that close then being hit by flying debris was a far bigger hazard, but at the distance Midnight Sun had already put between her and Crackle, shrapnel was not an issue. Space was just too big. 
 
    Something about these bombs was wildly different, though. She would hate to be near a Hellburner going up in real life. 
 
    It might not be a pressure wave, but a zone of destruction expanded out from Crackle’s corpse, silencing drones. 
 
    They were halfway through the drone pack now. For all the tens of thousands of drones they’d taken out, many more still survived. 
 
    On the far side of the drones were the battleship-led flotillas thrusting to block Blue’s path. And beyond that were the orbital batteries. 
 
    But she was Captain Blue. She always found a way to bring home the mission in the end. 
 
    “Pop. Go long.” 
 
    In real life, Midnight Sun was docked a short distance away on Station 5, but the remote connection of the sim suite on Blunt Justice was so slick that the ancient warship fitted just as snugly into her mind as it did back home. It wasn’t only her running these scenarios. Her teammate was with her, too. 
 
    The ship relayed her command, and Pop’s fusion torch flared to new extremes. 
 
    Pop sprang forward under 20G thrust. No maneuvering, just raw speed barreling through the last waves of drones. The Hellburner lashed out with her defensive fire as efficiently as ever, but when she’d arrived in the Planet-3 scenario system, the four ships had given each other mutually protective fire. Now she was on her own and taking damage. 
 
    Snap and Midnight Sun were hurting, too. 
 
    Blue pushed her torch up to a 7G burn. It was the fastest this scenario would allow, and then only for a maximum of 150 seconds. 
 
    Laser fire penetrated her shields, searing her flesh. Her sensors screeched with alarm when a particle beam began to scalp her. 
 
    It was no use. She had to break off. 
 
    Telling Snap to leave her and accelerate to ramming speed for the planet, she rolled and jinked, threw out clouds of salted plasma to confuse the targeting lasers trying to paint her scorched hull. 
 
    She bought enough respite to take stock of the battlespace. 
 
    Pop was almost through the drones, but about to be cut in two by the battleship rolling to present a fuck-all big spinal mount weapon. 
 
    So close, but not near enough. 
 
    “Arrivederci, Pop.” 
 
    Pop exploded. Drones died in her wake. The battleship ripped open like the petals of a metal flower on fire. 
 
    The last Hellburner pushed onward, through the drones now. Blue borrowed Snap’s viewpoint and saw Planet-3. The target of this bombing mission was close enough that through the gaps in the red clouds, Blue could make out details: smears of urbanized land, the bright contrast of the polar ice against a gloomy world, even the silver thread of an elevator cable lifting from an equatorial island up to its orbital tether. 
 
    Blue roared with anger. This was the closest she’d made it yet, but it wasn’t going to be enough. Pop had taken out a battleship, but there were more ships in the flotilla, with another one nearly in range. And then there were the orbitals. 
 
    The detail on Planet-3 was stunning. Why had the Goltar put so much effort into its design when they hadn’t put much thought into its name? 
 
    They hadn’t imbued the other scenarios with this much detail. 
 
    Was Planet-3 a real location? 
 
    Snap fell black. Comms were lost. 
 
    The scenario ended when the last Hellburner was destroyed. As she batted away attacks and hid behind her plasma shield, Blue seized the last few moments of the simulation to figure out where the hell she was. 
 
    Six planets were close enough to detect, and another three former planets were slowly transforming into debris rings around a star that was…weird. 
 
    It glowed like a red coal, yet it was neither a red giant nor the red dwarf she’d always assumed. It bore all the signs of a typical main sequence star except for a lack of high energy blue light. Ultraviolet was nominal, but blue…It was as if it had been deliberately stripped out by some kind of artificial filter. 
 
    A Dyson shell? What race had the audacity to build such a megastructure? 
 
    She shook away the thought. Midnight Sun hungered for battle, and to do otherwise would attract attention from the simulator techs. 
 
    Screaming battle cries, she charged through the last of the drones. 
 
    She survived three seconds before her world went black. 
 
    A few moments later and the universe illuminated once more. She was back in her bubble of amber sweet liquid, like scented olive oil. 
 
    With the Planet-3 scenario, she usually came out angry, still full of fight. This time, she was stuffed with questions. 
 
    Suppose the Planet-3 system was a real location? Why would anyone want to strip high energy blue light from a star? To mine it for energy, she supposed. 
 
    That would leave the planets of that star system in perpetual ruddy gloom, though with plenty of UV for photosynthesis and its analog processes. 
 
    She was no planetary scientist, but wouldn’t daylight on the surface of Planet-3 be a permanent dark sunset? Any species that evolved there would be dazzled by the light of other stars. 
 
    A race of albino packrat moles came to mind. Everybody’s favorite archenemies always wore googles to protect their sensitive eyes. Was she wargaming a strike on the Veetanho home world? 
 
    The ship had nothing to say on the matter, but her alien personnel were forever telling her Humans had a serious weakness for seeing patterns that weren’t really there. She shouldn’t jump to dangerous conclusions. 
 
    But the knots twisting her guts refused to release. 
 
    The last time she’d come to Station 5, she’d arrived as a bum and left commanding an ancient battlecruiser. 
 
    She hadn’t been lucky. 
 
    She’d been groomed as a suicide bomber! 
 
    Now the ship reacted. Not only did she sense agreement, but excitement at the prospect of making this suicide run for real. 
 
    Abso-fucking-lutely awesome. 
 
    “I think you made a mistake, sweetie,” she told the Goltar technician she knew was listening in. She was desperate to hear her own voice. “You meant to give me ultra-hard mode but left it on impossible by mistake.” 
 
    “Real life is extraordinarily difficult,” replied the disembodied voice of the Goltar. “Are you saying victory cannot be achieved in this scenario?” 
 
    “No. I’m just saying I understand now why you bone-squids needed me so badly. Only the very best can win this game, and that’s exactly what I intend to do. Restart. I want to replay.” 
 
    The Goltar laughed. Blue had spent so much time around the species that she could picture it wriggling alternate tentacles in amusement. She’d also spent so much time in these simulations that Midnight Sun could crawl unseen along the fat data feeds and sneak into the simulation controller. 
 
    “We’re not ready,” said the Goltar. “We need to complete data capture and recalibrate before going again. Get some rest.” 
 
    Blue laughed. “That’s exactly what I was intending to do.” 
 
    Silly Goltar. Didn’t the bone-squid know who it was dealing with? Nothing relaxed Blue more than going places she was not supposed to go. She piggybacked on Midnight Sun’s trespass into the Goltar data arrays. 
 
    It was time to find out what was really going on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Chaxnax Bar, Deck 20, Vane 2, Station 5 
 
    Sun decided it was better to smile at Branco through the recreational fumes that choked the bar rather than let her irritation show. 
 
    He grinned back. 
 
    It had been her decision to put him in charge of this group, after all, and he did seem to be returning to life. 
 
    Unfortunately, the new lease on life she’d desperately wanted for Branco had led to him mentioning to Betty that Sun was scheming to put an adventure team together to give him something useful to do. Naturally, Betty assumed any escapades involving her favorite Humans included her too. 
 
    She had been clingy with Sun ever since Tatterjee had died. While Branco had been under sedation, she’d often asked whether her Human friend was going to get better. 
 
    A needy Tortantula. 
 
    It wasn’t what Sun wanted, but how could you tell a giant killing machine that you didn’t want her on your team? Besides, gigantic killing machines had their uses. 
 
    Drinks in hands, or analogous manipulative organs, the group was ready to get down to serious business. Branco appeared about to kick off the proceedings when the bar erupted into yapping, cheers, and enthusiastic howls as the patrons showed their appreciation for the act leaving the stage. The others—Jenkins, Branco and Betty—joined in. 
 
    Sun didn’t get it. 
 
    Kenngarr had recommended the Chaxnax Bar for its live performances. The Zuul act that had just been on was a cross between stand-up comedy and dancing that was presumably erotic—if you were the kind of being to enjoy prominent displays of surgically enhanced Zuul hindquarters, and roiling clouds of alien sexual pheromones. Given the diverse clientele thronging the bar, plenty of beings did. Including all of her companions, although Betty had probably regarded the Zuul as a dancing dinner. 
 
    “Okay, seeing as I’m in charge, apparently,” Branco winked at Sun, “I call our band of adventurers to order. Our first business is to decide on a name.” 
 
    “Truth seekers,” suggested Jenkins from atop his long stool. 
 
    Branco tried out the name. “The Truth Seekers.” He shook his head. “Sounds like a series of children’s books. We need more grit.” 
 
    Jenkins shot his antennae up with excitement. “We should be the Thunder Strikers. Do not oppose us, for you will surely be thunderstruck.” 
 
    Sun laughed. “I take it you’ve been listening to ancient Earth rock music again.” 
 
    “I have no choice.” Jenkins drooped. “Your sister makes me.” 
 
    “Nice try,” said Branco, “but I’ve got a better one. Betty’s Bitches.” 
 
    “Yes, I like that name,” said the Tortantula, who wasn’t so much sitting at their table as occupying the nearby area of the bar, casting an exclusion zone of at least ten meters. “And since you’re my bitches, I shall tell you my plan.” 
 
    Sun took a long sip of her whiskey. This would be amusing. 
 
    Betty shifted her head to regard Jenkins with her detail eyes. “Our little snackling says his Hopper-mate is defended by guards. You’re probably thinking we should march over there immediately and eat them, but Betty is wiser than that. We must be disciplined and first learn who has employed the guards, then we kill both employer and guards. If we only slaughter the underlings, Hopper will not be free of danger. Also, we get to eat more people this way.” 
 
    “A good plan,” said Sun. “What do you say, Branco?” 
 
    Branco wheeled over to the Tortantula and reached up to high five one of her palps. “You are indeed wise, Betty. We’ll go with your plan. We surveil Hopper’s guards and let them lead us up the chain. You’re the expert spy, Jenkins. How do we do that?” 
 
    Sun lifted the glass to her lips again to cover her mouth-splitting grin at Jenkins lifting his fore-segments off his couch. Being called an expert spy was very much to the Jeha’s liking. 
 
    It must have been tough on Hopper to be taken by dangerous people, but the operation to free her was working better than she’d dared hope. It was just the tonic Branco needed. 
 
    Suddenly she registered the unexpected strain the constant smiling was placing on her cheek muscles. 
 
    Clearly, Betty’s Bitches was good for her, too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jenkins’ prosthetic carapace segments completely altered his appearance in the eyes of other Jeha. To fool other species, he adopted the persona and uniform of a Station 5, Vane 3 life support technician, senior class. Jenkins clicked a tuneful melody to himself as he walked the corridors of the luxury cabin sector of Deck 8. In front of him, he pushed a low trolley of legitimate maintenance equipment, among which were some creations of his own. 
 
    Even when he passed the horrible Goka loitering nearby, he didn’t curl his segments. Didn’t even falter in his tune. 
 
    Branco had called him an expert spy and he wasn’t going to let the Human down. 
 
    As he made his way down the corridor, he sowed miniature surveillance devices into the thick carpet. 
 
    When he reached Hopper’s door, he stopped just outside and had to fight against the urge to caress it with his antennae. 
 
    The memory of his encounter with Hopper was so intense, his mind insisted he could smell the cabin on the other side of that door. Jeha themselves gave off very little odor, but her room smelled of warm bark lightly scented with dying flowers. He thought of it as her scent. 
 
    Such foolishness won’t free her. Grow a backbone. 
 
    Hopper hadn’t emerged for two days. If she wasn’t able to get out, Jenkins would have to find a way to get through to her. His attempts to access her cabin through ventilation shafts and bulkhead crawlspaces had been foiled by impressive levels of physical security, so he’d have to go through that door. 
 
    Checking that he was unobserved, he fixed his door cracker device to the bulkhead. 
 
    “I haven’t abandoned you,” he murmured. 
 
    His tuneful clicking sped up as he got the hell out of there, sowing more eyes and ears into the carpet as he fled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Revised search running,” announced Jenkins. “Search criteria narrowing target cohort to…eighty-one candidate craft.” 
 
    Branco crossed his fingers and leaned back in his new chair, regarding the excited Jeha. 
 
    The alien’s “voice” consisted of clicks and scratches, which were translated into English—or Danish when it suited him—by the pendant around Branco’s neck; the pinplants he normally relied upon for translation hurt too much for him to use. There was an option to add nuance and emotion to the pendant’s voice, but he found it untrustworthy and switched it off. He preferred to rely on his observational skills instead. 
 
    Normally super-focused, Jenkins was forever interrupting his work to satisfy an urge to circle around his workstation couch like a dog settling for the night. His antennae flicked constantly with nervous energy. Translation: the Jeha was completely stoked. 
 
    Jenkins was in his element, all right. Problem-solving was better than sex for the Jeha ladies’ man, as his friend had once let slip in an unguarded moment over fermented nectar. Branco wasn’t so sure that held true anymore, not since this Hopper had gotten under his Jeha friend’s carapace. 
 
    “Eighty-one, eh?” said Branco. “Don’t worry. We’re just getting started. Now that we’ve got your search intelligence working, it’s just a matter of refining the parameters. And that’s where I come in.” 
 
    The door to the office suite opened and a decidedly non-metaphorical presence came in. 
 
    Under the name of Betty’s Bitches, they’d rented a workstation in one of the office suites on Vane 3, Deck 14, Sector 3. The ultra-high spec slates that came with the hire fee were optimized for tunneling through layers of encryption while covering tracks. Essentially, the office was a venue aimed at hackers-for-hire, but of the forty workstations, all but one was vacant thanks to the Tortantula who checked on progress in person every half hour or so. 
 
    “Well, bitches?” 
 
    “We’re getting there, boss.” Branco tossed Betty a salute. 
 
    Jenkins looked away from the slate display and waved antennae in her direction. “We’re building up a surveillance picture of Hopper’s guards but haven’t yet made a connection to anyone else. Meanwhile, our other task proceeds well. Between my genius for mathematics and stealth coding, and given Branco’s talent for sneakiness, our work has been exceptional.” 
 
    “That is well,” Betty replied. “You must complete your tasks quickly.” 
 
    “Something happened?” asked Branco, the every-present pain between his eyes intensifying. He’d always thought this playtime escapade was too good to be true. “Has Gloriana returned? Are we moving out?” 
 
    Betty fixed him with her detail eyes. “Branco, it is good that you are my friend, or I would hurt you for being so stupid. No, nothing is new. The requirement for urgency was already clear. Jenkins must find his Hopper so that he stops annoying me with his agitation, and you need to go on an adventure with Major Sun because your mating is long overdue. But before you mate, I need you both to run an additional search pattern. I want you to find the Riderless Tortantula.” 
 
    “You can bank on us, boss.” Branco regarded the Tortantula. What went on inside that complicated brain? Whatever it was, it was very strange. 
 
    It felt weird to admit it, but Branco was glad Sun wasn’t here. His head was a throbbing mess, his legs itched ferociously, and his lungs burned with fire. 
 
    Whenever he allowed the truth of his pain to escape, Sun would flinch but say nothing. If the aliens noticed, they either didn’t care or he was blind to their reaction. He could be himself with Jenkins and Betty: the dying man in pain who could nonetheless accomplish plenty that hale people could only dream of. 
 
    “Just to be clear,” he said to Betty. “You think Sun and I are overdue on doing what, exactly?” 
 
    Betty’s palps flung out, knocking mounted slates off the bulkheads. “Stop! No details! When I eat aliens, I like to drink their flesh and suck their bones dry. I do not like to think of the disgusting bodily functions that my food has performed. Even talking about such things makes my fangs sting. I do not want to know the sordid details of your biology. However, I am Major Sun’s best friend, and it has been clear to me for some time that she wishes to lay her eggs in you. Now that you are dying more quickly, Branco, you both need to hurry up. Am I the only one who can see this matter in front of your stupid Human faces?” 
 
    “So…” Branco rubbed thoughtfully at his chin. “You think the spiciness of a dangerous adventure will get the major…in the mood.” 
 
    “Yes.” Betty spread her palps—a Tortantula shrug as far as Branco could work out. “Tatterjee explained how this worked. He explained many things I did not want to know.” 
 
    “And you think Sun wants to…lay eggs?” 
 
    Betty snapped her jaws. “I told you to stop it. The details are disgusting. I don’t want to know them.” 
 
    “Fine. Because frankly, boss, I don’t want tell you.” 
 
    “That is good.” 
 
    Branco wrenched his attention away from the Tortantula and back to Jenkins. “Narrow the search to return only cargo haulers that have never been registered with a cargo worth more than two hundred thousand credits.” He cleared his throat. Under Betty’s looming presence, his words didn’t want to come out. “Also, it must have Goka and Zuul in its crew.” 
 
    “Although, there is the birth,” said Betty. “I should like to see that.” 
 
    Branco stared into the extra-large eyes at the front of Betty’s head. The detail eyes as she called them. He flinched, but it was nothing to do with Betty and everything about the tightness in his head that clamped like a vise whenever he used his pinplants. He feared using them more than the prospect of pissing off Betty. The Devil, but I need stronger meds. 
 
    “You’re weird,” he told Betty. “No way. Jenkins, target ship’s crew needs to be at least twice the size of a typical ship of its class. Needs to have been docked at Station 5 for at least four weeks and with no registered departure date, and…see if you can find one formerly registered to a government of one of the local worlds in the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    “But it is such a beautiful thing,” Betty insisted. “It would be a wonder to see Major Sun’s hatchlings as they emerge from your nesting carcass, Branco. Your diseased flesh would be reborn into a new generation. It is a wonder of nature.” 
 
    Branco snapped his jaws in imitation of Betty’s gesture of irritation. “I tell you what. You take it up with Sun. If she’s okay with you being there when the hatchlings arrive, it’s okay with me.” 
 
    “Thank you, friend Branco. It is a shame you’re almost dead, because I would have liked to have you ride on my back. Now, work faster, both of you, or I shall bite.” 
 
    “No need, Boss Betty,” said Jenkins. “We have succeeded. Our latest criteria have narrowed the search to a single vessel. It is a Jei-Lin-class corvette registered out of McPhereson’s Star, and currently at Docking Bay 8-B. Originally a system defense boat, it’s now an independent trader.” 
 
    The Jeha raised his rear segments, lifting five legs and drawing them together so their feet touched. 
 
    “What’s it called?” asked Branco, leaning out of his chair to smack his palm against the alien’s legs in an inter-species high five. 
 
    His pendant translated Jenkins’ clicks and scratches into the Crazy Notion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jex was firmly of the opinion that the best way to get to know the truth of a place was to visit its dark underbelly, the kind of sinkhole dignitaries only hear about in reports of riots and murders. The area junkies and vagrants are too proud to visit. There was always such a place. It was the explanation for Southend-on-Sea. 
 
    In the case of Station 5, the dark bowels of existence festered in the lower decks of Vane 2. Along with the usual dross in such places, Deck 27, Vane 2 boasted itinerant pharmacists, Caroon fighting pits, people-smuggling franchises, oiled Jakota walking mannequins, and unlicensed gaming whores. 
 
    All very interesting, for sure, but none of them were quite what Jex was looking for. They’d been on the station for two weeks now and already he could feel himself getting surly. He needed to let off steam, and he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Flanked by Kenngar and Turnaround, they found what they were looking for in one of the vending halls. All they did was walk in through the access corridor and the citizens of Station 5 fled before them. 
 
    “Must have been your manly perfume, Jex,” Turnaround suggested. 
 
    Jex stood, hands on hips and watched the crowds ebb away. “Nah, reckon they heard you were here on the pull, Turnaround. You’re too much for this sorry lot to handle.” 
 
    Kenngar made a chuffing noise—the Zuul equivalent of rolling his eyes—because it was already apparent that the emptying of the area had nothing to do with the three Midnighters. 
 
    Like the tide going out to reveal rock pools, a knob of people was left behind. 
 
    Walking over to join them, Jex saw four Jivool kneeling on the deck, being threatened by three strutting Zuul armed with metal bars. The ring of onlookers seemed torn between fleeing, watching the spectacle, and jumping in to start a brawl. 
 
    “These fools didn’t kneel quickly enough,” proclaimed one of the Zuul, while the other two snarled at the onlookers. “None of you have our permission to leave. You need a reminder of how to respect your betters.” 
 
    Now this is interesting, thought Jex. He’d fought Jivool mercs before. They were powerfully built aliens like hunchbacked bears with overlong arms and big muscles. One-on-one, Jivool mercs were more than a match for Zuul. He supposed the ones on their knees weren’t fighters, though. 
 
    And the Zuul? They wore a uniform of blouson jackets in bright yellow leather, with an emblem he didn’t recognize over their breasts. 
 
    A metal bar smacked wetly into the side of a Jivool head. The alien grunted in pain, but the others on their knees merely bowed their heads as they waited their turn. 
 
    The crowd had gone deathly silent. Jex didn’t reckon any of them had the guts to get involved. 
 
    “Why don’t they fight back?” Jex hissed to the others hanging around at the back of the crowd. 
 
    “They’re not afraid of the three thugs,” Turnaround replied. “They’re shitting themselves at offending who’s behind them. I say we teach them a lesson of our own.” 
 
    “It’s not our problem,” whispered Kenngar. “This is not Midnight Sun business.” 
 
    “No,” Jex agreed. “This is our entertainment. Turnaround, are you still up for it if Kenngar sits this one out? They are his people, after all.” 
 
    Kenngar snapped his jaws. “These yellow jacket thugs are my people in the same manner Adolf Hitler was one of yours. No, I merely wished to clarify that we aren’t being paid to do this, which means we aren’t covered for medical and death benefits.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Jex. “Right then. Let’s go punch some bad guys.” 
 
    The three Midnighters quietly pushed their way to the front of the crowd. Luckily for the Jivool victims of this “reminder,” the yellow-jacketed Zuul were enjoying drawing out the spectacle. 
 
    When the second blow connected with a Jivool head, an onlooking Oogar growled. All it took was one Zuul to flash the emblem on his jacket and the Oogar bowed his head and backed away. The emblem was a black flag with silver infinity symbol—a Mobius strip. It meant nothing to Jex. 
 
    Who were these people? “That makes this a fact-finding mission,” he mumbled to himself. “Vital reconnaissance. Entirely justified.” 
 
    “What’s that?” One of the Zuul pierced Jex with a stare as he bared stained fangs. 
 
    The onlookers peeled away from Jex, making room for what might come next. 
 
    “Have you something to say, Human?” The Zuul smacked the bar against his palm, leaving a bloody smear. 
 
    “I was just admiring your jackets,” Jex said in a loud voice. “They make you look like such cute little doggies. If it were down to me, I’d tie a yellow ribbon to your heads and bring you back home for the Somerleyton Orphanage kids to play with. But…you know how it is? Suffolk’s really strict about the rabies quarantine.” 
 
    The Zuul lashed out with his bar. 
 
    Jex had been waiting for a wild swing to his head, but the attack came low and fast. Jex barely managed to stumble away, losing his footing and ending up on his butt. He looked up helplessly at the Zuul over him, the metal bar high above his head and ready to smash down. 
 
    Jex tensed to roll away from the weapon’s arc, knowing he would be lucky to do more than deflect its force somewhat. 
 
    But the bar stayed where it was, frozen above the gang member’s head. 
 
    Jex nearly laughed himself into a hernia as his attacker’s eyeballs rolled up in his head and stared at the huge Oogar who had grabbed his bar. 
 
    Oogar and Zuul locked gazes for a couple of seconds, then the Oogar smashed his fist down, and it was lights out for the Zuul. 
 
    Everyone’s attention had been sucked into the contest between Human, Zuul, and Oogar. Everyone except for Kenngar and Turnaround. Each tackled one of the remaining Zuul to the ground. Turnaround pummeled her opponent with knuckledusters while Kenngar bit his opponent’s ears off with his bare teeth. 
 
    The crowd joined in, punching, kicking, and spitting at the Zuul bullies. 
 
    Much as Jex wanted to bloody his own fists, he soon stepped in to break up the violence. 
 
    To the authorities, a brawl in a place like this was just the underclass letting off steam, like Friday night chucking out time on Colchester Head Street. Killings were another matter entirely. 
 
    The mob allowed itself to be shoved away to reveal the three bloodied hoodlums. One was unconscious, another was bent double with hands staunching the blood welling out of the gaps where its ears had once been. The last one paused in its licking of its bloodied muzzle and pointed a finger at Turnaround. “I remember your scent. You’re one of those fucking Midnighters.” 
 
    Turnaround went pale for a moment. Jex didn’t blame her, but she recovered quickly, giving the battered Zuul a wry smile. “That’s right. You got your ass handed to you by the Midnighters. Achievement unlocked. Congratulations. I would award you a sticker but they’re in such high demand we’ve run out.” 
 
    Jex stood over the Zuul. “If you’ve recognized her, maybe we should kill you to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” The Zuul’s words were aggressive, but his ears were back and his posture drooped submissively. 
 
    Jex crouched down and thrust his face into the gangster’s snout. “Why don’t you get the hell out of here before I make my mind up?” 
 
    The Zuul fled, dragging their unconscious comrade with them. 
 
    Once they were out of sight, the Jivool who’d been set up as victims tentatively thanked their rescuers. They acted as if it would have been better that their heads had been pounded by blunt instruments. 
 
    “Is it true what that dog said?” asked one of the bloodied Jivool. “Are you the darkness before the light?” 
 
    “Eh?” Jex scratched his head. “Is this a religious thing? I don’t do alien religions.” 
 
    “I think you’re forgetting something, Sergeant Newbie.” Turnaround grinned as she drew out a challenge coin. Beneath the Midnight Sun corporate logo were the words The Darkness Before the Light. 
 
    “Challenge coins!” yelled Jex, examining the metal disc. “No one said anything about challenge coins. Why don’t I have one?” 
 
    “Ask the boss,” said Kenngar. “Guess you’ll have to wait till we get back to base at Tau-Rietzke.” 
 
    A Jivool took the coin and held it aloft reverently. 
 
    The mood of the crowd shifted. They were still fearful, but the coin was a talisman of hope. These were people prepared to fight back against this lowlife gang. 
 
    “Whose arses did we just kick?” he asked the Jivool. “And what the hell’s going on with you and that bloody coin?” 
 
    “They are Endless Night,” explained the alien. 
 
    Turnaround sucked in a deep breath. “Nasty lot. They were a big pirate outfit who spread their tentacles across the Spine Nebula. Never used to have the uniforms, nor the fancy logo. Last time we were here, we gave them a serious kicking.” 
 
    “Not hard enough,” said the Jivool. 
 
    “Is G’Zyoulk still around?” asked Turnaround. “He must have a serious hard on for revenge against Captain Blue.” 
 
    “No,” said another Jivool. “The Goka king is dead. Midnight Sun wiped out the core of the pirate fleet. The remainder scattered and splintered…hid. Then, about eighteen months ago, in your Terran time, the rhythms of the nebula changed abruptly. No one knows why. The dying embers of the Endless Night found a new fuel and flared back into life.” 
 
    “A new leader?” asked Kenngar. 
 
    “Perhaps. If so, this new leader hides from view. But I think it is simply that they have thrown off the shackles of their previous existence. Endless Night used to be limited in the crimes they permitted themselves, and in their choice of victims. They had many lucrative opportunities they refused to take. Some said that there was another power, lurking even deeper in the darkness, telling them what they could and could not do. If that was true then, it is not true now. So far, they are few in number on Station 5, but their old reputation still holds great power.” 
 
    “Bollocks,” Jex groaned at the news. “I came looking for a little aggro, not real trouble. Seemed to me those Endless Night thugs were surprised to hear any Midnighters were on this station, but they sure as hell know now. C’mon, let’s get back to the ship. We have to report this to the major.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jenkins opened Hopper’s door and walked through. 
 
    It wasn’t as easy as depressing a door-release button. The door’s security had been so tricky to crack that he’d had to bring Zarbi in to help. And to get here in person, he’d donned his persona of a super-rich crime magnate to walk past the guards patrolling the exterior, timing it just right so they would be out of sight when he pinlinked to the door’s control system and ordered it to swish open. 
 
    She was there. 
 
    His heart melted with relief. He hadn’t been sure she was still alive. 
 
    He scampered across the carpet toward her, slowing in horror as he saw the many dents disfiguring her beautiful segments. She’d been beaten! 
 
    Hopper screamed, picked up her delicate galactic orrery, and held it up as a weapon. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Jenkins.” 
 
    “Liar. You look nothing like him.” 
 
    “Do not hurt me. I will prove it.” 
 
    He replaced his prosthetic carapace segment with his natural one. 
 
    “It’s you! Really you!” 
 
    Jenkins shook a suave s-curve into his shape. “Did I not mention I’m a fearless spy?” 
 
    “Oh, Jenkins. You brave, brave fool. You must get away. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Agreed. But I had to know you were okay, Hopper. And…” He gently placed an antenna on one of her carapace dents. “I can see you aren’t.” 
 
    “I thought they were my security,” she explained. “Here to keep me safe.” 
 
    “And this…” Jenkins looked around the exquisitely apportioned cabin. “This is your research lab?” 
 
    “Yes.” She sounded disappointed in him. Of course, she didn’t need a lab. Her work was theoretical. 
 
    “It was a game really,” she said. “I wanted to slip away past their observation and journey to the docking plaza, where I might indulge in a little fun. When they found out, they hurt me. I told them nothing about you because I didn’t want them to hurt you too.” 
 
    “I would like to see them try.” He shuddered at the thought. The truth was that he wouldn’t like that at all, but with Betty nearby in reserve, he felt almost brave. “Better if we don’t let them, though. Grab what you need, my love. You’re being rescued.” 
 
    “When they hurt me, it was a disagreeable reminder of the grossness of the physical universe. But after a couple of days, I lost myself again in my theoretical work.” 
 
    Jenkins clicked nervously. Why wasn’t Hopper surrendering to his care and fleeing? 
 
    “The brutes thought they were punishing me by forbidding me to exit my quarters. In reality, it was the key to locking in my final burst of concentration. My progress in solving the final equations today has been remarkable. I can’t be disturbed now.” 
 
    The surveillance devices outside fed a view of a Goka walking by. Jenkins had seen it earlier picking at its nails with knives. Even with Betty on standby, he didn’t like the prospect of leaving now. He decided the exit window was shut for the time being and concentrated instead in debating some sense into the one he’d come to rescue. 
 
    “They hurt you, Hopper.” Jenkins snapped his mandibles. “I should like to snip off their soft parts. Do you know who they are? Their names? Their organization?” 
 
    “Fhuut, Ryndax, and Nole are their names. I don’t know who I’m working for, but they bear a recognition symbol tattooed into their fleshy parts or painted onto their shells. It is a Mobius strip on a black background. What that means, I do not know. Someone read my research paper on 3-2-3 dimensional transformations and contacted me directly with an offer of work. The money was exceedingly good, so I assumed this was genuine.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it is. That doesn’t mean their motives are pure.” 
 
    “But the mathematics are, my lover.” 
 
    Lover. Jenkins trembled. 
 
    She gave him a cold stare. “I expect you think I’m foolish to stay here.” 
 
    “Well, I…” Jenkins stomped his feet in frustration. This wasn’t how he imagined it would play out. “Yes. You are being a fool. They hurt you, Hopper. That’s all the data you need. Come away with me. Now!” 
 
    She dropped her gaze to the carpet. “The applied research is about to begin. It was to be conducted from Station 5, but my guards have been disturbed. They whisper something about an old enemy discovering them. They want to relocate me to a darker place, away from observation. Where I can complete my work in peace.” 
 
    “Once they have you, they will never let you go. Once you are no longer useful, then they will kill you.” 
 
    “I know. But the opportunity to apply this research. I can’t let it go easily.” 
 
    “The owner of my company is fabulously rich. I mean, so rich, there aren’t enough zeros in the galaxy to express her wealth.” 
 
    “Talk seriously, Jenkins.” 
 
    “My apologies. She is obscenely wealthy, and she could fund your research. Do you know when you are to be moved?” 
 
    “No, but I suspect it could be very soon.” 
 
    “Then I shall engineer your exit immediately. Whether you are willing or not.” Jenkins commed Betty. “I need help bringing in Hopper. Are Branco and Sun back yet?” 
 
    “No. Still on Crazy Notion, and I’m not about to disturb the love bugs.” 
 
    “I think the term is lovebirds.” 
 
    “No. Definitely love bugs. Whereas you and Hopper are love snacks.” 
 
    “I do wish you wouldn’t keep referring to me as food.” 
 
    “You are oversensitive, Jenkins. Some of my best friends are food.” 
 
    Jenkins broke the link. Aliens were so undependable sometimes. He would just have to use his power of persuasion on Hopper. 
 
    “If you stay with them, I’ll never see you again.” He drooped. “I’ll never…assist you in your work. 
 
    “You would do that for me?” she clicked in wonder. “You would be my assistant?” 
 
    “I would,” he lied, though he did long to be Hopper’s equal partner. He’d never considered anyone his equal before, not yet even Zarbi. 
 
    The door started to open. 
 
    Both Jeha fled into the sleeping annex. 
 
    “They mustn’t see you,” she cried softly. “Quick, under the bed.” 
 
    The bed was high off the ground, in the Jeha fashion. He clambered up and hung onto the underside of the mattress. Unhelpful memories flashed in his mind of the ecstasies he’d enjoyed on the other side of this bed. 
 
    “Where are you, brain bug?” asked a Goka voice. 
 
    “In here, sir,” Hopper replied. 
 
    From his hiding place, Jenkins saw the lower half of Goka legs walk into the annex. 
 
    Brain Bug? A bit rich coming from a brainless bug like you. Just wait until Betty sinks her fangs into you. 
 
    “We’re shifting location. Tell us what’s in this cabin that you need for your work. Anything we don’t take is left behind for good, so think carefully.” 
 
    Endless Night. 
 
    His pinplants supplied the answer to the question Who were they? he’d been asking subconsciously ever since Hopper had talked of the Mobius strip tattoos. Commander Flkk’Sss had issued a ship-wide security directive about them only the day before. Security wasn’t Jenkins’ specialty, so he hadn’t wasted his valuable time reading it. 
 
    The Endless Night. Jenkins had encountered them once before. Killers. Pirates. Murderers. Slavers. He’d encountered the heinous gang three years ago at the same time as meeting the two sisters. The memory petrified him, making him curl up inside. He screamed inwardly to keep calm, but he couldn’t help himself. Cowardice was deep in his nature. 
 
    His manipulative limbs began to peel away from the mattress, folding away inside his carapace as he curled up. One by one. 
 
    He lost his grip and fell to the ground, rolling out from under the bed until he came to rest against Goka feet. 
 
    “Well, well,” said a Zuul voice. “Who’s your little friend, brain bug?” 
 
    “My lover.” 
 
    Jenkins almost fainted with delight at Hopper’s words. Then he curled so hard in fear that he couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “Kill it!” 
 
    Jenkins squealed. 
 
    “No. We’ll take him too. If you don’t come up with the good ideas, brain bug—or if you misbehave again in any way—we’ll hurt your lover real bad.” 
 
    “I promise,” pleaded Hopper. “Just don’t hurt him. Please. He’s harmless.” 
 
    “We won’t…So long as you behave…” 
 
    Jenkins felt himself being carried away. He was still curled up, but he summoned an unexpected reservoir of resolve, because Hopper depended on him being brave. He couldn’t unwrap himself, but he uncurled his mind and used his pinplants to link to Betty’s comm unit. 
 
    The waves of terror made complex thought impossible. He managed to transmit only a single word before succumbing to mind-scrambling dread. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betty was bored. 
 
    Tortantula minds were complex organs capable of extending into far more avenues of cognition than most people realized. Betty had often surprised herself with what her brain was capable of, especially after she’d eaten Tatterjee and had to operate on her own. 
 
    There was a gulf of difference, though, between what Betty was capable of when pushed and what she wanted to do. 
 
    Sitting in an empty compartment monitoring comms was the kind of mental activity that should rightfully be left for a Flatar. Or a Jeha. Or a Human. Anyone but her, really. Even though she’d been forced to acknowledge to the rest of her team that she was best suited to act as reserve on this mission. 
 
    It didn’t mean she liked being stuck here. 
 
    Perhaps she should do a little commanding and coordinating while she still could. 
 
    Yes, that sounded better. 
 
    When Endless Night had been discovered on Station 5, Sun felt compelled to explain their little gang’s fun to Mishkan-Ijk. They’d been trooped in front of the Goltar commander. Betty assumed they were to be executed for disobeying some silly rule, but Mishkan-Ijk told them to take precautions and finish the business and leave the Endless Night to him and Top. 
 
    The way he’d spoken made no sense to Betty. It was almost as if Betty’s Bitches were Mishkan-Ijk’s idea in the first place. 
 
    Then the Goltar had taken Betty aside and said he held her personally responsible for the safety of Sun, Branco, and Jenkins. Mishkan-Ijk explained the consequences that would follow if she failed, and he painted a picture of a very unpleasant death. 
 
    Life was so much simpler when it had been Tatterjee and her in their original assault company. 
 
    She realized that simplicity was gone forever. 
 
    Branco was supposed to be in charge of this adventure to rescue Jenkins’ little wriggly girlfriend, but his head no longer functioned correctly. So, Sun acted like she was in charge. But they were Betty’s Bitches, and she was Betty. 
 
    And Mishkan-Ijk had told her that she was the responsible one. 
 
    Which meant Betty was boss. 
 
    She commed the major, “Sun, report your status immediately.” 
 
    “We’ve tightened our grip on Crazy Notion’s surveillance systems but haven’t seen anything yet. Branco and I are alone in the hold with our exfil options all green. How about Jenkins? Is he in yet?” 
 
    “The snackling entered a short while ago. No reports yet.” 
 
    “Don’t make me tell you again, Betty. He doesn’t like you calling him that. It frightens him, and when Jenkins is scared, he can’t do the useful things we need him to with his mind.” 
 
    “I shall take it under advisement, Major. In fact, he’s pinging me now. I’ll ask him. Oh…” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    Betty erupted out the door and charged along the short length of passageway separating her from Hopper’s quarters. On the way, she reached into her equipment pouch and brought out the complicated device Jenkins had given her. It was to trick the portal into opening. The difficulty was in remembering how to use it. 
 
    For once, though, the universe smiled upon her and the door iris opened of its own volition. A Goka emerged, followed by a Zuul and a Blevin, each carrying a curled-up Jeha. 
 
    Betty flipped the Goka up and stabbed a leg through it in midair, spearing it into the bulkhead. She pulled her leg free and used the still-stuck Goka corpse as a club to beat the Blevin into a bloody pulp. 
 
    The Zuul escaped, scampering away down the passageway. 
 
    Betty ran off in pursuit. A short while later, she leapt at the Zuul, knocking her over and biting through her spine as they fell to the deck. 
 
    The female was young and healthy, and Betty had worked up a monstrous hunger. Now that she felt unhurried and unthreatened, Betty gorged on the Zuul’s juices, toying with her food so she left behind a single piece of deflated hide on the deck. Perhaps someone would mistake it for a garment and try it on. 
 
    Then she remembered the Jeha she was supposed to be rescuing and marched back to Hopper’s room, cursing the annoying Goka who was making her gait sound all wrong because its stupid corpse wouldn’t come off her leg. 
 
    The two Jeha were still there, unharmed. Still curled up, though not as tightly as before. 
 
    Betty blinked at them, trying different combinations of eyes, but it was no use. Stupid Jeha. They all looked the same to her. 
 
    She snacked on the Blevin while pondering her conundrum. She was supposed to be rescuing Hopper, but how could she when females were undistinguishable from males? Tortantula were far more practical in their distinctions between sexes. No one could mistake her for a puny Tort male. 
 
    Betty walked back to the least curled Jeha and dipped her head until a detail eye was almost touching. 
 
    “Come out please,” she told it. 
 
    The alien extended scores of limbs and backed away. 
 
    Betty decided the results were inconclusive. It could equally well be Jenkins or Hopper. Neither of them seemed capable of speech. 
 
    The other Jeha was curled up into a cylinder again. Betty gave it a gentle tap with one leg, which sent it rolling along the deck until it hit the bulkhead with a cracking impact. 
 
    “Jenkins, are you in there?” she shouted at the tube of chitin. 
 
    It didn’t speak. Maybe she’d tapped it too hard? Other than a clever mind and wriggling antennae and legs there was no substance to the silly things. 
 
    “Jenkins?” 
 
    It unrolled only slightly, but then she felt a comm ping in her head. “Betty, save Hopper.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Your crunchy fancy is—Entropy!” 
 
    Betty had been so focused on Jenkins that she hadn’t noticed the other one scamper away. Her rear-facing eyes saw Hopper disappear around a turn in the corridor. Betty scooped up Jenkins with one leg and ran after the other snackling. 
 
    It wasn’t easy. One of Betty’s legs had been bitten off during the Raknar job, one was booted with a Goka corpse that kept banging into her neighboring limbs, and one was occupied carrying Midnight Sun’s chief engineer. Betty was unbalanced. In any case, her prey had many more legs than her. 
 
    She breathed deeply into her lung and stretched every sinew and coupling in her exoskeleton until she caught the pesky little thing. Hopper slowed to turn a corner, and Betty seized the moment, lunging at her target. The Jeha dodged away, and Betty slammed into the bulkhead. 
 
    Hopper crawled up and around the overhead, heading back in the direction of her quarters. 
 
    Betty flung herself around and meant to give chase, but she was already too late. She snapped her jaws at the sight of Hopper’s rear segments disappearing into a ventilation shaft. 
 
    Stupid small things. Jeha were forever disappearing into holes where Betty couldn’t follow. Almost as annoying as elSha. 
 
    She put Jenkins down and gave the engineer a few moments to unwrap himself. 
 
    “We need to save Hopper,” he told her. 
 
    “She went into a hole. Betty can’t follow.” 
 
    “She’s screaming for help. Can’t you hear that?” 
 
    Betty tilted her head and reassessed the noises in the corridor. “Oh, that. I thought I was hearing bubbles rattling a pipe.” 
 
    Now that she had the sound prominently in her head, the direction was clear: down the starboard spray of passageways heading aft. 
 
    She thundered off in pursuit, the Goka corpse still stuck onto one leg. Soon, the rattling grew louder. Then she heard other sounds: thumping feet, shouted orders, weapons charging. 
 
    There was something else too, in the air. 
 
    Besquith. 
 
    Her palps touched together into a smile. This was more like it! 
 
    As she turned a corner, two laser beams tried to burn a hole in her, but they deflected off her exoskeleton armor. She pounced, ripping the head off the four-armed Gliboonian who’d fired both weapons. 
 
    Beyond, Hopper was caught in the grip of a male Besquith who turned and snarled at Betty. He turned away briefly, just long enough to throw the Jeha into the waiting hands of a gaggle of smaller humanoids. 
 
    Betty ignored the latter. For the moment, it was all about her and the Besquith. 
 
    Her enemy was wearing hardened hybrid ceramic armor from head to toe. It was high quality equipment. On each shoulder was a black emblem bearing a Mobius strip. 
 
    Endless Night. 
 
    The Besquith fired a burst of shots with a handgun that stung her exoskeleton fiercely. 
 
    She feinted a strike with a foreleg, whipping it back just before connecting with her opponent’s arm. But the Besquith was very fast, raking fearsome claws down her leg and drawing blood and pain. Betty spun about, waving the ragged Goka corpse in front of the Besquith. Her opponent was confused for an instant. 
 
    It was all she needed. Following through with her spin she pushed off the deck and into the Besquith, toppling him over and landing on him with the enormous meat of her thorax. 
 
    He roared and raked her underbelly with wicked claws. 
 
    She shrieked her pain and anger. 
 
    Her victory was inevitable. Her vulnerable underside was horribly exposed, but the Besquith was pinned beneath her weight. His armor was tough, but Betty bit into a patch on his upper thigh with fangs powered by meter-long muscles that delivered two tons per square millimeter at their tips. 
 
    There was no contest. 
 
    With the Besquith still gouging her belly, his armor gave way with a high-pitched squeak. She reached her fangs inside to bite off one leg. Without waiting to empty her venom sac, she bit off the other. 
 
    Besquith arterial spray liberally redecorated the passageway. 
 
    Her opponent made more raking attacks, but they were weak and getting weaker. 
 
    Betty sank her fangs inside her prey’s lower torso and sucked out some juice to restore a little energy. Then she left her food to die and charged after Hopper. 
 
    The remaining Endless Night rabble and their captive had escaped the warren of luxury cabins and made it into an inter-deck atrium. Its Tri-V décor wove an illusion of being inside thick pink and yellow clouds churned by gentle winds. 
 
    Her prey wasn’t racing for the ramps or elevators. Her prey wasn’t acting as prey was supposed to. 
 
    They had advanced twenty meters into the atrium and then turned, taunting her. 
 
    It was a trap. 
 
    Whipped on by her fury, she threw herself even faster at her prey. 
 
    She flinched as she felt tapping on the top of her head. She tried looking up with her peripheral eyes, but there was nothing there. Nothing alive. 
 
    Betty knew who it was. It was the ghost of Tatterjee rapping her head with the grip of his XT-12 pistol, as he often had when she did something he thought particularly stupid. 
 
    It was a trap. 
 
    She skittered, slamming on the brakes. 
 
    A pressure door slammed down into place, sealing the atrium off from the passageway. 
 
    Betty smashed into the barrier headfirst, her momentum lifting her thorax up to slap against the sturdy barrier. 
 
    The door barely dented. 
 
    As she lay there, stunned, she heard a tiny clicking voice. “Are you all right?” 
 
    It was Jenkins, trying to navigate a passage along the port bulkhead that didn’t require stepping in Besquith blood. He kept his antennae pointed at the previous owner of that blood who lay on the deck, still rattling his way to the afterlife. 
 
    “Of course I am not all right,” Betty snapped back. “My prey has evaded me. For now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betty ceased her futile banging on the reinforced portal and tilted her head to regard the little Jeha through the eyes on the left side of her head. 
 
    With Hopper stolen from under her palps, Jenkins thought their mission a failure. It was merely a setback, though an entropy-cursed annoying one. Were they not named Betty’s Bitches? She was Betty, and they would prevail. 
 
    “Keep the faith, bitch,” she told the foolish little creature. “I have a plan.” 
 
    The Jeha had no answer to that. No matter, Betty contacted her infiltration team. 
 
    “Major, good news.” 
 
    “Wait…” The Human went quiet for several seconds. “That’s better. I needed to get deeper into concealment. Go ahead. What’s your news?” 
 
    “Endless Night has seized Hopper and is removing her to an unknown destination.” 
 
    “Endless Night?” Major Sun spat out a flurry of curses Betty’s translator could make no sense of. “How is any of that good, Betty?” 
 
    “Because if we are right that Hopper is connected with Crazy Notion, then they may bring her to the ship. A ship you are currently aboard and keeping under close observation. If you are able to verify the connection, then we can bring a team of CASPers to smash the heads of Crazy Notion’s crew. Only then can we return Jenkins to his regular level of anxiety so he may locate the Riderless Tort.” 
 
    “Betty, you know…that’s actually brilliant.” 
 
    “Damn right, bitch.” 
 
    “Don’t push it, Trooper.” 
 
    “Sorry, Major. Should I inform the captain?” 
 
    “I doubt the captain will be interested.” 
 
    Major Sun was one of Betty’s favorite Humans, but she was becoming an irritant. First she’d told Betty she was brilliant, now there was an unmistakable sourness to Sun’s words. What was wrong with the Human? Ah… 
 
    Betty understood. Tatterjee had explained the ways of Human females. It was the mating urge. 
 
    “You can’t delay any longer, Major. You can’t wait for Branco’s disease to claim him. You must kill him. The need to lay your eggs is clouding your judgement.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to pretend I never heard that. Although…maybe in your weird Tort way, you’re right.” 
 
    “I know I am.” 
 
    “We need this time for ourselves, Branco and I. Stay close, Betty. We’ll call you if we need assistance. We aren’t in danger.” 
 
    “I know you can take care of yourself, Major. We still have the damsel snackling to rescue, though. I still think it’s best to alert Midnight Sun and send a team to kill everyone on Crazy Notion.” 
 
    “Relax. We know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Very well. I shall relocate to the docking area. I will stay close and alert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sun reappeared into Branco’s sight, passing through the row of stanchions as if nothing had just happened. 
 
    “Did you have any signal problems when you were talking with Betty?” he asked. 
 
    She frowned. “Yes. It was patchy. Kept dropping out. Enough to have a conversation, but something was wrong. Why?” 
 
    “Keep to this side of the stanchions and watch me.” 
 
    She did as he asked, and he throttled forward in the replacement chair Jenkins had presented to him the day before. The two large wheels had been replaced by six smaller ones with active suspension and independent drive motors, though Branco could still crank the wheels if the hydrogen cell ran out of juice. There were rockets mounted in the arms, too, though this wasn’t the right place to try them out. 
 
    He deliberately rode over some coiled tethering cables to test how maneuverable the contraption really was. It rode over them with ease. Jenkins was a marvel.  
 
    His stomach suddenly lurched when, instead of his chair climbing over the obstacle in front of him, he passed right through it. 
 
    Because it wasn’t really there. 
 
    When Sun had sought deeper concealment to talk with Betty, she had disappeared. This was why. He was inside some kind of advanced concealment field. That last coil of cable was likely a Tri-V projection, an advanced one too. No doubt there were other ways in which this area of the hold was sealed off from outside observation. Probably there were several sections concealed by this technology, but someone had forgotten to switch this one off. 
 
    He looked around briefly. The area was empty except for a stack of small cargo crates fixed against one bulkhead. 
 
    Even they might be an illusion. 
 
    He motored smoothly over to the crates, impressed by the near-silent ride, and touched one of them. 
 
    It was cold metal. It felt real enough. 
 
    “Neat tech,” said Sun behind him. “As soon as you moved in here, you disappeared from every sensor. I couldn’t hear you or smell you. Nothing. We never had anything like this on Unlikely Regret.” She narrowed her eyes. “Not that the skipper let on about, anyway.” 
 
    The surveillance equipment Branco had set up when they sneaked aboard the ship indicated movement near the main airlock. He steeled himself and leaned into the storm of pain that lashed him whenever he used his pinplants. It wasn’t quite as horrendous as he expected. The new meds he’d sourced from a Bugitar trader on Vane 1 seemed to be helping. In the pinview that overlaid his natural vision, he watched a scene caught by a security camera near Crazy Notion’s main airlock. 
 
    The image was fuzzy and stuttering. Some of that was hash from the noise of pain washing through his pinplants like an EMP attack, but more would be due to his data source. He wasn’t using a software hack. Instead, he was hooking into the radiation spilling out from an unshielded section of security feed cabling. He’d followed telltale signs of rodents until he’d found patches where the cable shielding had been gnawed away. Mice and rats—even if Peepo had wiped out life on Earth, and humanity at large, other Terran mammals were firmly establishing themselves throughout the Union. 
 
    A lumbering Jivool with a laser rifle passed beneath the camera, followed by a Lumar carrying a curled-up Jeha in its four arms. 
 
    “It’s got to be Hopper,” Branco whispered. “They’ve brought her on board.” 
 
    “That’s the intel we need,” said Sun. “Let’s get out of here and come back loaded for Oogar.” 
 
    She looked around at the concealed section of hold. “I’d love to know how this works. But another time, after we’ve taken this ship.” 
 
    They made their way to an auxiliary maintenance airlock. Compared with a frontline warship, an old tub like this was leaky with portals. Even if this had been a system defense boat at one point in its life, out here in the nebula, that signified nothing more than a barge with a gun. 
 
    Branco hit the EVA switch on the control panel glued across the arms of his chair. Within milliseconds, a pressure bubble sealed him into his seat, and the rebreather unit in its base activated. Once he was out into the vacuum, Jenkins had even provided reaction thrusters to boost him to safety—and Jenkins had called this only a stopgap. He assured them Version 2 would be much better armed and armored. Nice work. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” said Sun. “Stop admiring your ride and speed it up.” 
 
    Branco listened in on the monitors he’d set in a perimeter to the hold’s inner entrances. He got a much higher fidelity signal than from the security camera, even though he’d set self-disposing units that would dissolve into fine powder in a few hours. 
 
    “I regret there has been a change of plan,” said one of the approaching people. The voice was of a Maki, a member of an alien race with big-eyed faces that had the cuteness of a lemur. Their attitude, though, was anything but cute. “We will be making an unscheduled departure imminently. How long will it take for your people to load the cargo?” 
 
    “Ten minutes to get it aboard,” replied a Human male. “We’re very good at moving at speed. And additional time once we’re underway to secure it in the hold.” 
 
    “We leave in fifteen,” said the Maki. “Therefore, you must answer within five minutes.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then we will put you safely on the far side of the docking bay, and you will not be offered this chance again.” 
 
    “And you’re still bound for Rho-Gaudi?” 
 
    “Where I believe your ship is docked, yes.” 
 
    Branco’s pinplants made a voice match between the Human and persons of interest. A name appeared in his pinview. 
 
    “It’s Captain Jenkins,” he whispered to Sun. 
 
    She made a strange noise in the back of her throat. “No! It can’t be.” 
 
    “He’s negotiating a contract. But this ship is bugging out in fifteen. We’ve got to go, Sun.” 
 
    “I want to hear what Jenkins is up to.” 
 
    “Me, too. If we’re lucky, we might still get a signal from the far side of the hull.” 
 
    She grabbed him by the shoulders. “There’s no time to summon CASPers. We can’t take the ship. But I want to eavesdrop because I think Jenkins is the key to this mystery.” 
 
    “You could be right, but this is getting dangerous.” 
 
    “So?” She arched an eyebrow. It was a small gesture, but her face transformed into a look of pure challenge that beamed out of an untamable spirit. 
 
    Branco gasped. He’d only encountered one other person who looked like that. Her sister. 
 
    “Sun,” he hissed. “What’s come over you?” 
 
    “I’m tired of being the dependable one. I want—I need to kick off, too. I’ve spent so many years looking after my sister, I’ve forgotten how to do much else. Help me, Branco.” 
 
    Footsteps pounded toward them along the hold deck. 
 
    “But it’s not safe,” he said. 
 
    “Face it, Branco, what have you got to go back to?” 
 
    Her honesty stabbed him with its brutality. What did he have waiting for him on Midnight Sun? A long journey to a party back on Tau-Rietzke. The long faces of his friends as his body’s decay accelerated. Then death. 
 
    Sun was offering him a chance of something else. A last hurrah on their own terms—his own terms. 
 
    There was a minute softening to Sun’s face. Her look of challenge became one of playful teasing. “Well?” 
 
    Branco laughed. There was the sister he loved. He kissed her. She was a marvel! 
 
    Jenkins and the Maki were almost in sight. If they were to go, it was now or never. 
 
    “Let’s get under cover,” he said. He drove his chair back into the concealment field. 
 
    Sun whispered aloud for his benefit. “Betty, we’re following Captain Jenkins, my old skipper. Crazy Notion’s about to cast off and we’ve decided to stay here and see where the voyage takes us. Sometimes—Look, we’ve all served the company long and well, Betty. Sometimes we deserve the chance to follow our hearts. We’ll meet up further along the path. Sun out.” 
 
    With the warmth of her arms around his shoulders, they waited in silence as Jenkins and the Maki came into view. 
 
    Through the deck came a powerful hum as the fusion reactor boosted its output, readying to feed the ship’s fusion torch, and transport Branco and Sun into the unknown if they didn’t get off this ship real soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    At seventy-one, Captain Jenkins was proud that at an age that would have rendered him a decayed fossil in an earlier era, he could hold his own in a brawl, enjoy company at bedtime, and still boast 20/20 vision. 
 
    The spectacles he wore were not to correct his sight, they were to peer through the old smuggler’s tricks he often employed himself. 
 
    Infra-red. 
 
    Electrical emissions. 
 
    Sources of magnetism. 
 
    The intelligence inside the eyewear applied simultaneous observation strategies to defeat a host of concealment techniques. 
 
    So far, the Endless Night ship had been exactly as it at first appeared. 
 
    Until he’d come to the hold. The section they were standing next to was wrong. 
 
    It was an unused empty space with lashing cables coiled around a row of stanchions, ready for its next cargo. But his glasses insisted that something about it was not right. Was there someone hiding inside? A person? Why? 
 
    Jenkins made a show of inspecting the other side of the hold. “What if you’re raided, Shurough-Yub?” he asked the Maki captain. “If we throw in our lot with you, your lackadaisical security could get me killed.” 
 
    “We have hidden compartments and exquisite concealment zone projectors. Some of them are active and yet you showed no sign of noticing. I regret that’s the only demonstration you’re getting. We’re out of time.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’ve seen enough, Captain.” Jenkins contemplated the Maki. “But I’m still not sure. I ran a regular shipment for the old power that went twelve years without a hitch. They were never caught. I was never caught. I never knew what I was shipping or even who I was working for. Everyone was happy.” 
 
    “And they will be again, Captain Jenkins. The question is whether you are going to be one of the happy ones.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Everything’s changed. Makes me nervous.” 
 
    “Which is why I will offer a triple bonus, paid up front for the first ten shipments. I understand it appears to be extra risk for you, Captain Jenkins. It is also well known to us that in times past you had no liking for Endless Night.” 
 
    Jenkins scowled. “Still don’t.” 
 
    “Which is why no one will suspect you carry our shipments. It is also why I ask you to keep away from Station 5 while we…attend to business here.” 
 
    “Are you worried I’ll run from the nebula?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Jenkins rubbed at his scruffy beard. “But I like Station 5. The rest of the nebula’s a shithole. I know. I’ve lived there for thirty years.” 
 
    “Did I say triple bonus? I meant to say quadruple.” 
 
    “I can’t keep my people locked up in the nebula forever. How long would I need to keep away from the station?” 
 
    “Until we say so. In any case, no more than two Terran years.” 
 
    Jenkins released a heavy sigh. “I’m still not sure. But what I do know is that I have a crew, ex-wives, and a lazy son to support who would all tell me the same thing—a credit’s a credit.” He spat into his hand and held it out. 
 
    Captain Shurough-Yub shook it with his paw. 
 
    Jenkins spoke into the collar of his greatcoat. “We’re taking this job. Start loading the cover cargo. Double sharpish, Miss Brakshi, if you please.” 
 
    As the Maki hurried off, the alien asked over his shoulder. “Do you need assistance?” 
 
    “No need. Leave me here. It’s a Human failing, but I want to spend a little time here to contemplate how we’ll…” He let his words drift away. The Endless Night captain was already through the hatch and heading for his bridge. 
 
    A series of impacts thudded against the ship’s hull as mooring lines were released and sucked back into their recesses. 
 
    “Little fella’s in quite the rush,” he said to the active concealment zone. “While I, on the other hand, have 170 hours and ten minutes to kill.” He crossed his arms, keeping his wrist slate prominent so he could read the detailed analysis sent by his spectacles. “I find a little mystery helps to pass the time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bespectacled man stood, hands on hips, staring through the concealment field where Branco hid with Sun. 
 
    The intensity of his gaze wasn’t directed at the two hideaways but somewhere behind them. Branco felt like he was sitting in the front row of a theater watching an actor project to the back row. 
 
    Suddenly, the man’s mouth curled into a smile, the softening of his expression amplified as his silver-stranded beard rustled. 
 
    Branco touched Sun. “I think he knows we’re here.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure. He always was weird. Talked to himself a lot.” 
 
    “Did you know him well?” 
 
    “I thought I did.” Sun narrowed her eyes. “Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins.” She shook her head. “The man I served under would never do deals with Endless Night.” 
 
    Concentration wrapped around Captain Jenkins once more. He held an arm in front of his face and made frequent glances at his wrist slate. 
 
    Branco’s fingers twitched over the chair’s controls. Activating them could alert Captain Jenkins, so he did what he’d been trained to do: observe, assess, and refine his plans. 
 
    Sun’s former captain was tall and broad shouldered, with a middle-aged paunch that was only partially obscured by his heavy red greatcoat with high upturned collar and thick epaulets. Bulges over each hip suggested pistols but could be more innocent equipment. 
 
    Deep crow’s feet lining his African face gave the surface impression of a man who knew how to laugh, to enjoy the pleasures of life. But his deep brown eyes were wells of manic sadness. Here was a man who’d experienced pain and loss. Some of it recently. 
 
    There was a crumpled nobility to Jenkins that suited a captain of a Spine Nebula tramp freighter. Here was a man people would follow, but you wouldn’t stay captain out here for long without a sharply honed ruthless streak. 
 
    Which meant Jenkins was also a dangerous man. 
 
    Branco stretched his hands out, marveling at the absence of trembling. The new meds were holding up brilliantly so far. Then he reached under his seat’s control panel and removed his pistol. 
 
    “If we all survive the next few minutes,” he whispered to Sun, “we’ll have to unpick the confusing mess your sister made with this man’s name. There’s a surfeit of Jenkinses.” 
 
    “If he’s dealing with Endless Night then he doesn’t deserve the name. We used to call him Skipper, anyway.” 
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
    The captain cleared his throat theatrically and spoke in a deep bass rumble. “Your sister walked off with my best blue greatcoat. I want it back, Sun. If she wanted a memento, she could’ve taken a lock of my hair or a photograph, like a normal person would. I mean, for Pete’s sake, the damned coat must drown her. I want it back.” 
 
    Branco itched for action, but Sun shook her head at him and pressed a finger to her lips. 
 
    Jenkins planted his hands on his generous belly and laughed like a space Santa. “Sun, you’re hiding a man in a damned wheelchair. I know you’re there. Give me some credit.” He sobered into a slight grin. “Funny, this is the kind of escapade I would expect of your sister. Oh, my goodness, Sun, it’s good to see you. I never expected I would.” 
 
    “And I never expected you to be dealing with the Devil.” 
 
    “Endless Night. Hmm.” He spat on the deck. “Still don’t like them. The situation is not as simple as it seems. Your sister, is she well?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. She was a wild one, but I was immensely fond of her.” 
 
    “Fond? Is that what you call it? She was your mistress.” 
 
    “Hah!” He doubled over with uncontrollable laughter choked with phlegm and tobacco, before recovering enough to wipe tears from his eyes. “That’s a good one. Blue was my mistress? No, Sun, I was her—” He shrugged. “I don’t know what you call the male equivalent, but that’s what I was. Your sister sucked me dry of entertainment and knowledge, and then she walked off my ship never to come back, taking my best coat with her. You followed her, if I remember. Meekly, as you always did.” 
 
    Sun replied with a furious silence. 
 
    Jenkins took a step closer. “Being your sister’s lover was like riding a tiger. I’m glad I got off before she dashed me to death, but it wasn’t just a thrill ride for me. I cared for her, and it takes a lot to unlock my tired old heart. Tell me straight, is she dead?” 
 
    “She’s merging with a ship mind. She’s become its living pilot, and it was you who taught her to fly.” 
 
    “I did. But the desire was in her all along. That’s what she is, your sister. She’s an elemental of desire. A singularity sucking in whatever she wants. Making it hers.” 
 
    With a cough from his chair as its exhaust ports cleared, Branco drove across the deck, feeling a ripple through his body as he passed through the concealment curtain. He swerved to a halt in front of the captain and offered his hand. “Sounds like you know Captain Blue well.” 
 
    Jenkins shook hands. He had a grip like an arm-wrestling CASPer. “Captain is she? Hah! She’ll be Admiral Blue by next week. And who might you be?” 
 
    “Major Sun’s temporary lover. Saisho Branco.” 
 
    Jenkins shook his head. “Sorry, son. I’m a little too old and remote for modern Earth talk. You’ll have to explain temporary.” 
 
    “It means I’m dying.” 
 
    The man looked from Branco to Sun’s approximate position and back while stroking his beard. “I’m sorry to hear that, Branco. I’ve seen a lot of people die and nearly all didn’t see it coming. At least you know to make the most of every second you’ve got. Me? I can’t shake the idea that I’ve lived too long. It’s a terrible affliction. One that’s led to me to committing a cardinal sin I’ve resisted all these years. I’ve finally acquired a conscience.” 
 
    “That sounds unlikely.” Sun emerged from cover, taking a position a little to Branco’s right. 
 
    “Endless Night?” Captain Jenkins sighed heavily. He sounded exhausted. “They aren’t the scourge of the nebula they once were. Their remnants have stumbled across a trade more profitable than piracy and extortion, which they’ve claimed as their own. No, there are bigger concerns than them.” 
 
    “Clearly.” Sun raised an eyebrow. “Such as your need to earn the credits to support your feckless son and two ex-wives.” 
 
    “Did I ever mention them to you?” 
 
    “Once or twice.” 
 
    “Well, we’re up to three ex-wives now. It was a setup; a Talgud perfume trader’s daughter on Cattelatta Prima. I didn’t even realize we’d gotten married. I thought I was just being polite.” 
 
    “Spare me the details.” 
 
    Jenkins spread his arms and raised his gaze to the overhead. “Does associating with bad people make me a villain, too?” 
 
    It sounded like a genuine question to Branco. One he suspected the man had been asking himself a lot lately. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Branco soothed. “Depends on your actions. We’re here looking for a brilliant Jeha scientist kidnapped by your new business associates. Help us rescue her before Endless Night decides she’s surplus to requirements.” 
 
    The captain rubbed at his chin. “I know nothing about this. I do know the Crazy Notion’s casting off from Station 5 a week early. Something’s spooked her captain.” 
 
    “That would be us,” said Sun. “It all fits. She’s on board. We’re on board. What assets do you have, Skipper? Can we take the ship?” 
 
    “Not with just a small loading crew. I’m sorry about your missing genius, but—” 
 
    “Not missing,” Branco snapped. “Enslaved. Made to work for Endless Night.” 
 
    Jenkins stepped back as if slapped. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “I didn’t catch it,” Sun replied. “We call her Hopper. Her specialties are in higher dimensional physics and energy transference.” 
 
    “When Crazy Notion docks next, I’ll keep watch. I’ll see if I can tell where they’re taking her. I’ll keep an ear open too, see if I can learn why they would want Hopper. That’s all. I’m sorry. Really. But there’s a lot more at stake here than your genius and my ex-wives.” 
 
    “Including our survival,” said Branco. “Why are you on this ship, Captain?” 
 
    “Endless Night is going to restore a regular trade route that ran dry recently—one I was once a part of. The one that kept my ship afloat for the past dozen years and once paid your wages, Sun. Naturally, we will do a semi-legit trade to cover my presence here. My pinnace is clamped to Crazy Notion’s hull. When we arrive at Rho-Gaudi we’ll transfer the cargo Captain Shurough-Yub has squirreled away somewhere.” 
 
    “Will you let us aboard your pinnace?” asked Sun. 
 
    “No.” He shrugged. “I’ve ensured that surveillance is not working in this part of the hold, but they’ll be watching. I’ve heard of the Midnight Sun Free Company, and I know you’re connected to them, Sun. Endless Night will recognize you, and they want revenge for what you did to them a few years ago. If you try sneaking across to the pinnace, we’ll all die. No, I’ve a better idea…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Docking Plaza Agate, Station 5 
 
    Betty blended the view from an arc of detail and peripheral eyes to appreciate the majestic scene through the viewing windows of the docking plaza. The light of Beta-Caerelis glinted off the freighter thrusting to join the formation of starships waiting for the stargate’s next activation. 
 
    The ships were near the stargate in the L5 Lagrange region. That was much too far away to see unaided, but the window was configured for a close-up view of the stargate. Even so, the freighter seemed like a tiny box of metal and gases, an insignificant speck in the ocean of ephemeral green and violet gas clouds that was the Spine Nebula.  
 
    Until she’d come to this station, traveling between stars had been a dull practicality of Betty’s life. But now? That people inside the ship could dare to journey across such vast distances felt so audacious it made her exoskeleton quiver. 
 
    Crazy Notion that speck was called. It was a good name. Betty wished she were aboard. 
 
    Until this point in her life, Betty had wished for little more than to kill and eat things, preferably in pleasant company. 
 
    Her time with the Midnighters had changed her, left her yearning for more. Now she desired to explore the immensity of the galaxy, to nourish her sense of wonder by discovering new beings to savage and devour. 
 
    “They are in danger,” said Jenkins. 
 
    “Sun and Branco? No, they are questing together.” 
 
    “Really? Did the major tell you that?” 
 
    “She did. Report to the officer of the watch on Midnight Sun. Let them know what’s happened.” 
 
    Jenkins lifted his feelers toward Betty’s head. “You’re not coming back either. Are you?” 
 
    She peered down at her wriggly companion through her detail eyes. “The two Humans will return soon enough, although I suspect Branco will return as a nesting carcass. It grieves me that I won’t have the chance to see the major’s hatchlings emerge from my friend’s corpse. Jenkins, will you film the event and forward the recording on to me?” 
 
    The Jeha gave an untranslatable buzz before responding, “Yes, of course, Betty.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m foolish?” Betty asked, guessing at the reason for his awkward answer. She realized she would miss Jenkins, too. 
 
    A wild idea shot through her like lightning. Jeha were good at holding onto things, and beneath their crunchy exterior was such a small amount of flesh that weighed about the same as a Flatar. Perhaps Jenkins could take Tatterjee’s place as her partner and rider? 
 
    Jenkins placed his antennae on her leg, very hesitantly. He was such a scared little thing. No, she was being foolish. Jenkins was no warrior, no rider. 
 
    “I think it’s important to have a goal,” said Jenkins. “I don’t think you’re foolish at all. It has been…an experience to have known you, Betty.” 
 
    Hydraulic fluids pumped through Betty’s exoskeleton as she swelled with pride. Her legs straightened, which made her tower even higher over the little alien. Who, to her surprise, didn’t run away. “Other than Tatterjee, that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever told me,” she said. “Except for Major Sun. And Branco. And Top.” 
 
    “Umm. You’re welcome?” 
 
    “In a little while, I should also like you to report to Midnight Sun that I left to track Sun and Branco. There will be less stain of dishonor that way, although I imagine Captain Blue will guess what I have done anyway. She understands me. We are alike in many ways.” 
 
    “If you stay longer,” said the Jeha, “I may be able to track down this alleged Riderless Tort. Or at least establish a confidence level on, you know, her actually being real.” 
 
    “No doubt you could, little snackling, but I have learned unexpected wisdom by associating with you aliens. Branco told me once that sometimes the journey is as important as arriving at the destination. I almost sank my fangs into him for saying such a stupid thing, but now I see he had a point. No, Jenkins. I do not require your assistance, after all. This is my moment to move on. Tracking the spoor of this Riderless Tort is what I need to do.” 
 
    When Jenkins didn’t respond, Betty snapped her fangs at him, chasing him out of the docking plaza. 
 
    Alone, she watched the blocky shape of Crazy Notion give a last burn of its plasma torch on final approach to the stargate. 
 
    Her friends winked out of existence and out of Betty’s life. 
 
    Emotion choked her lung. She couldn’t breathe. 
 
    By the time the moment passed, she was so giddy that her legs threatened to splay out. 
 
    She didn’t care if anyone was watching, though, because to her astonishment, she didn’t feel the rending absence of her friends. Branco and Sun were still with her, inside. Like Tatterjee, who still whispered his mix of teasing insults and wise advice. 
 
    In fact, a memory of Sun rose to the fore and repeated the Human’s last words. I’ve decided to stay here and see where the voyage takes me. Sometimes we deserve the chance to follow our hearts. 
 
    The more she considered the major’s words, the more Betty decided they had been meant for her all along. 
 
    There was no need for guilt at deserting her place with the Midnighters. Why, Major Sun had all but ordered her to go on her quest. 
 
    “Thank you, Major,” said Betty, and hurried away to obey her final orders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Branco played his flashlight over the heap of supplies, taking an inventory of what Captain Jenkins had left inside their cargo crate: four drums of potable water, a crate of emergency ration packs, spare flashlights, blankets for warmth and cushioning, anti-bac spray, and—he shuddered—large, empty hermi-seal canisters. 
 
    “We’re stuck here for a week,” said Sun. “Even with those waste canisters, it’s gonna get real ripe in this damned box.” 
 
    “Skipper said the seals over the air holes will mask our odor.” 
 
    “Doesn’t help me if your stink has driven me insane, Branco.” 
 
    “It’s going to get cold, too.” Branco threw Sun a blanket. “Best get these on now.” 
 
    “I’ve an idea.” He caught a hint of her sister in Sun’s words. “Switch off your light.” 
 
    Branco complied, plunging the cargo box into total blackness. 
 
    When the captain’s loading crew had boxed them in, the hold had been illuminated. If light wasn’t getting in through the air holes, he hoped that meant their flashlights were not showing outside. 
 
    Sun made a rustling sound. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Grabbing more blankets.” 
 
    She settled onto his lap, wrapping a blanket over them both. 
 
    Branco intended to wrap her tightly in his embrace, but he snatched his hands away in surprise. 
 
    She was naked. 
 
    He licked his lips and placed his hands over some interesting locations. 
 
    “Warm me, Branco.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Total Immersion Suite, Blunt Justice 
 
    Arms spread wide, Blue floated in a spray of cables. She was warming to Gloriana’s suggestion of having gills surgically implanted, because if it weren’t for the need to sleep in air, she would happily sit inside this hot sticky goop for weeks on end. 
 
    There was something truly liberating about the buoyancy of the viscous liquid under her body. Of temporarily leaving the burden of her command responsibilities in the capable limbs of Commander Flkk’Sss. Of doing away with clothing, for that matter. Nudity could be fun in its own way, of course, but this was different. Blunt Justice was an all-Goltar vessel, and it wasn’t as if the half-coral, half-squid creatures were exactly interested in peeking at her. In fact, the more she thought on it, it was the complete absence of Humans that she found most liberating. Here she could be whatever she wanted. 
 
    And she wanted to be invincible. 
 
    She talked to the ship through the remote link to Midnight Sun. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked. 
 
    The ship didn’t reply with words, but the sense of eagerness spoke clearly enough. 
 
    “Planet-3 Scenario,” announced the Goltar tech. “Run one thirty-two. Execute simulation!” 
 
    Blue took a sharp breath through her rebreather and blasted through the emergence point. 
 
    The lethal, multi-zone defense was waiting, as it always was, but for the first time the scenario was different. The Goltar had removed the acceleration limit that kept Midnight Sun from crushing its living crew. Now she could keep up with the robo-ships that her forays into the Goltar simulation data had confirmed as unmanned. 
 
    She’d also learned that the Goltar didn’t call them Hellburners, which was a shame. She liked that name, but their true classification was Keesius-class world-killers. And whoever had built them, they certainly didn’t look like any other Goltar vessel. 
 
    She didn’t allow herself time to dwell on the implications. There was plenty to occupy her attention in the fight to come. 
 
    “Form spear,” she ordered. 
 
    They’d exited the emergence point line abreast. Now Midnight Sun instructed the Keesius ships to form up behind her line astern, though staggered slightly to avoid interrupting their own firing cones. 
 
    Midnight Sun herself became the tip of the spear. 
 
    In previous attempts, she’d tried finesse, deception, and even to flee the planet altogether and detonate the Keesius inside the peculiar star whose blue light had been stolen. 
 
    None of that had worked. 
 
    This time she would drive a spear straight through the heart of Planet-3. 
 
    She charged forward at 20 Gs, her head spinning with the giddiness of this raw acceleration. 
 
    Much faster than in previous attempts, she slammed into the thick drone clouds, creating a clear passage with her super-heavy main cannons and flickering lasers and railgun barrages. 
 
    Drones scattered before her, but they were fighting back hard, hurting her badly. 
 
    Without letting up her attack, she ducked and weaved through the drone cloud, peeling them off in their pursuit of her. 
 
    As the Keesius ships powered through, she spiraled around to their rear, allowing them to pick off the drones swarming her. 
 
    She took up at the rear of the formation, bruised and leaking atmosphere, but still in the fight, as determined as ever. Having taken the brunt of the drone fire, Snap, Crackle, and Pop were less damaged than in previous runs. 
 
    “Lead the charge,” she told Snap. “Don’t tell Jim Cartwright I said that.” 
 
    She laughed—almost choking on immersion gel—when she imagined Midnight Sun passing on her unedited command to the robo-ship. 
 
    Snap redlined her plasma torch, and then pushed harder still. 
 
    C’mon, Snap. Keep it going…just a little longer. “Fire one!” 
 
    The Keesius unleashed the power of whatever the hell kind of munition earned it the sobriquet “world-killer.” 
 
    The three surviving ships in the spear hurtled through her debris cloud and pressed on, still thrusting harder than any ship crewed by living beings could manage. 
 
    Midnight Sun’s shields were failing. She was badly wounded but not yet mortally. 
 
    “Your turn, Crackle.” 
 
    They shot out of the drone pack, earning a brief respite from the pain of the enemy fire, but now the big guns from the battle flotillas opened up, with the orbitals nearly in range beyond. 
 
    But Crackle was moving so fast, the battleships couldn’t bring their spinal mounts around to bear quickly enough. 
 
    The second Keesius exploded, ripping the heart out of the defensive flotillas and sending a blast of charged particles that made the near side of Planet-3 light up with brilliant aurora. 
 
    “Seal the deal, Pop.” 
 
    The final Keesius burned hard. 
 
    Their velocity was so extreme that it shrank the final defensive zone, not through relativistic effects but simply the rate at which they ate distance. 
 
    Midnight Sun played a crucial support role, screaming lies into the listening orbitals, confusing their brains during the critical firing window they had on Pop. 
 
    The Keesius ship tore a burning hole through the planet’s atmosphere…Where it exploded. 
 
    It was unlike anything Blue had experienced. Even when the other Keesiuses had gone off, they hadn’t produced such a powerful blast of energy. Despite the cocoon of vacuum around the simulated Midnight Sun, Blue felt her teeth hum with power as the entire planet burst into an expanding ball of angry energy. 
 
    She was vaporized. 
 
    The simulation ended. 
 
    In its own way, the real Midnight Sun was still screaming with the thrill of victory, but Blue couldn’t. She’d just destroyed an entire world, and herself in the process. It might have been a simulation, but this was clearly no game. 
 
    Was this really an attack planned for real against the Veetanho? It was obvious who the Goltar hated most in the world, but she needed to be sure of the true identity of Planet-3. 
 
    She was on the brink of reaching out to access data on the Veetanho home world, but stopped short, as she had many times before. 
 
    This is not a game. 
 
    Undoubtedly, her GalNet access would be monitored. She didn’t trust her pinplants to be discreet either. Not with so many Goltar cables linked to her head. This was not a question to ask lightly. 
 
    For the first time in several days, her mind stretched back to her crew aboard Midnight Sun. She needed someone to conduct covert research on her behalf. Someone she could trust. Her sister, perhaps. Or Jenkins. 
 
    As her pinplants became aware of her unspoken desires, they supplied her with the duration of her time on Blunt Justice. 
 
    With a shock she realized it had been several weeks. 
 
    She started to panic. 
 
    She cast her mind to Midnight Sun. To her sister. No response. 
 
    Jenkins. No response. 
 
    Her heart fluttering, she looked through cameras onto Midnight Sun’s CIC. It looked calm. Her MinSha XO was sitting in the command station. 
 
    “Commander Flkk’Sss, status.” 
 
    “We’re at Security Level Three. All other conditions nominal.” 
 
    Blue was proud of the big alien. Her captain had disappeared for weeks, and she’d answered concisely without the slightest indication of surprise. 
 
    “Recruitment of CASPer pilots and support personnel is proceeding well,” Flkk’Sss continued, “though we are awaiting Major Sun’s return before we recruit officers.” 
 
    “Sun’s gone?” 
 
    “Yes. She took Saisho Branco with her.” 
 
    “Gone where?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t say or didn’t know. My information comes from Chief Engineer Jenkins who claimed to be relaying much of it from Trooper Betty before her unauthorized absence. His demeanor has been highly irregular. They were on liberty and apparently, ‘what Betty’s Bitches do in their own time is up to them.’ It seems they sought amusement by embarking on an escapade to chase a civilian Jeha to whom Jenkins is romantically connected.” 
 
    “Jenkins. Our bug has a girlfriend?” 
 
    “So he claims.” 
 
    “And Betty’s disappeared. How did you lose a Tortantula, Commander? They don’t exactly blend into the background.” 
 
    “I have followed your orders to monitor Betty’s psychological state since the Raknar retrieval contract. I think this is a manifestation of her search for identity.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Tortantula minds are complex and capable of far more than is demanded by the roles they are bred for. Betty’s history and behavior are highly unusual, but not completely without precedent. I am less clear about the behavior of the Humans. Jenkins reported that Betty is alleged to have let the major and Branco go so they could enjoy their adventure together.” 
 
    “Adventure? What do they think this is? A fucking children’s story book?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Captain. I was hoping you would be able to explain it to me, but we have a more pressing issue. Endless Night operatives are here on the station.” 
 
    “In strength?” 
 
    “Enough to set security protocol three.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Good? I don’t understand why this is good.” 
 
    “I’ve spent—apparently considerably longer than I realized—stretching my martial muscles. Have you ever seen me spoiling for a fight, Commander?” 
 
    “Constantly, Captain.” 
 
    “Well, you ain’t seen nothing yet. We’ve helped our bone-squid allies. We kicked Peepo in her supply chain butt. Now we’ll finish off Endless Night. At least this will be a fight I can understand.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Unlikely Regret, in Orbital Dock over Rho-Gaudi 
 
    Getting off Crazy Notion called for some slick slight-of-hand logistics, but Captain Jenkins was the best in the business, and his loading crew knew all the tricks. 
 
    Their crate was merged in with cargo Endless Night was paying him to ship. 
 
    Once they’d been transferred to Unlikely Regret, along with the rest of the cargo, Jenkins had offered Sun and Branco a VIP stateroom at a generously discounted rate. It boasted a spacious shower with unlimited hot water. After seven days locked in a box with no sanitation, they both agreed this was the ultimate luxury. 
 
    With Unlikely Regret cruising at a comfortable 1G from the emergence point to orbital dock over the planet Rho-Gaudi, they sat together at one corner of the cubicle of rubberized tiles and enjoyed the warm flood sluicing away their stink. 
 
    The door chimed. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” offered Sun. She switched off the shower and padded, dripping, across the compartment. 
 
    Branco enjoyed the view, but it wasn’t enough to distract him from the itch in his stumps and the tightness returning to his head. If he didn’t score the right meds soon, he’d be right back to being a burden on Sun. 
 
    He’d rather die. 
 
    Sun open the door and a humanoid with brown leathery skin walked in carrying folded clothes. 
 
    “Laverna?” Sun smiled. “Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Sun,” said the alien. 
 
    Branco couldn’t place the species at first. Its hissing speech and reptilian eyes put him in mind of a HecSha wearing a mask sewn together from ancient dragon wings. 
 
    “You’re a Blevin,” he blurted from the cubicle, deciding he’d rather sit there than display his lack of mobility and crawl into the compartment. 
 
    “And you are both Human,” said Laverna. She peered at Branco, narrowing her eyes to slits. “Your legs are truncated. Why do you not regrow them?” 
 
    “Too much tissue damage. Docs say I’m a hopeless case.” 
 
    “Branco needs advanced medical treatment,” Sun insisted. “We’re still looking.” 
 
    “What I need are some more pain meds.” 
 
    “That could be arranged.” 
 
    Sun shot them both a dirty look. 
 
    Her disdain lashed at him, making him determined not to feel sorry for himself. Branco scooted out of the cubicle, telling himself it wasn’t humiliating. “What have you got for me? The captain’s castoff clothes?” 
 
    Laverna looked away. “No, they were Commander Rachid’s.” 
 
    Sun looked up from buttoning her fresh shirt. “Is he dead?” 
 
    Laverna licked a long tongue over her flat nose. “He left…suddenly. Skipper won’t say why, but he’s not been the same since. A lot has changed since you left us, Sun. Does your sister still live?” 
 
    “She’s alive but being seduced—absorbed—I don’t know what the right term is. She’s sinking into an ancient living battlecruiser.” 
 
    “I see.” Laverna seemed to find the news about Blue unsurprising. She went about her business, dropping a pile of clothing in front of Branco: baggy brown leather pants, a padded white shirt, and a green jacket covered with embroidered buttonholes. He half expected an eyepatch and a fake parrot for his shoulder. 
 
    “Is this a pirate ship we’ve joined?” 
 
    It was meant as a joke, but Laverna tensed. “We have not joined Endless Night.” She looked at Sun. “Though we deal with those scum now.” 
 
    Sun shook her head. “I still don’t get it. ‘Things have changed.’ That’s all I get from the skipper. When I left, the only thing he hated more than Endless Night were the Earth tax authorities. What’s changed?” 
 
    The Blevin backed away to the door. “Everything.” 
 
    “Can we trust him?” asked Sun. 
 
    “The skipper? Always. Well, if you were still a member of this crew. But you, yes, you can trust the skipper.” 
 
    Having put on his borrowed underwear, Branco started on the leather pants. Even though no one had thought to shorten the legs, with pants on he felt confident enough to get things started. He pointed to the pistol at the Blevin’s thigh and what looked like grenades hanging from webbing over her chest. “Everyone is armed on this ship. I spotted a crate in the hold half-filled with drums of auto cannon ammo. Everyone’s watchful and nervous. Was it always this way, Sun? “ 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “No. This is new.” 
 
    “If it weren’t for a lack of merc races aboard,” said Branco, “I’d say Unlikely Regret is headed off on an unlicensed merc contract. The Merc Guild’s in crisis. I wouldn’t blame you. Dangerous work, but highly paid.” 
 
    “We are not mercenaries.” Laverna stated. 
 
    “But you are going to war.” 
 
    “The Spine Nebula is a troubled place.” 
 
    It was all Laverna was prepared to say. She nodded at Sun. “I am glad to see you well, my friend. We’ll be docking at the main orbital station above planet Rho-Gaudi in fifty minutes. Crazy Notion is currently on course to orbit the same planet. We cannot say what its intentions are, but I know you are interested in that ship. Skipper says you’re welcome to leave.” 
 
    Sun hurried to the door, blocking Laverna’s exit. “I’m more interested in what the skipper is not saying.” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him yourself. Although…I think he would prefer if you did not leave.” 
 
    “We’re the captain’s guests?” Branco laughed. “On a smuggling ship? That doesn’t sound likely. I can think of only one thing Sun and I have that would be of interest to your skipper. Military experience. You are going to war, aren’t you?” 
 
    “A pretty theory,” hissed the Blevin. “Step aside, Sun, and let me be about my duties.” 
 
    “No.” Sun’s defiance didn’t slacken, not even when Laverna inched a six-fingered hand toward her pistol. “You would never shoot me. Your debt to me is too great.” 
 
    Laverna withdrew the hand. “I can call security. As your male says, the crew is…trigger happy.” 
 
    “Tell us what’s happening first,” said Sun. “Do that, and your debt to me is paid off.” 
 
    The Blevin hissed like a whistle, considering her options. 
 
    “I saved your life twice,” Sun pointed out. 
 
    “I know. The debt is a heavy burden.” 
 
    “A little information? It seems like a bargain repayment. It’s not as if we are your enemies.” 
 
    “No, you are not. But the skipper…” 
 
    “All hands,” Jenkins himself announced over the intercom. “Change of plan. We’ve had word that the Scythe are launching a campaign on Thananya. We are on the front line this time, people. It’s about to get very real.” 
 
    “I accept your offer,” said Laverna hurriedly. “I choose to repay my debt.” 
 
    “We are readying a two-G burn to get to the gate in time. You’ve got three minutes before the extra G hits. Jenkins out.” 
 
    “Summary first,” said the Blevin quickly. “Detail later. Unlikely Regret formed a mutual protection consortium with other interested parties.” 
 
    “You mean a militia?” said Sun. 
 
    “That word translates well. Yes. We are called the Spine Patriots. We fight the Scythe. The explanation for the latter is too complex for this time.” 
 
    Sun stepped aside and allowed Laverna through. “Who leads this militia?” she called after the Blevin. 
 
    “And what race are they?” added Branco. Gloriana had spoken of Goltar interests in the Spine Nebula. He’d place a million credits on them being behind these Spine Patriots. 
 
    “The skipper,” said the retreating Blevin. “The Spine Patriots are his idea.” Her long tongue flicked out. “Mostly.” 
 
    Sun was helping Branco to strap into the acceleration alcove built into the bulkhead when the captain’s voice returned to the speaker over their heads. 
 
    “Dear guests, I guess it’s time for an explanation. This is going to shock you, Sun.” He guffawed. “I’ve gotten myself messed up in serious shenanigans again. I might have need of your experience in a little war of my own.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve already paid Laverna for that much info. What can you tell me about the Scythe?” 
 
    “Not much. Strap yourselves in; we’re on an armed fact-finding mission to find out a whole lot more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Secure Briefing Room, Midnight Sun, at Dock at Station 5 
 
    “I can’t go,” said Blue. “Sun’s not back yet, and I need her. She sent a terse message to say she’d just arrived at Thananya and was trying to get back, but for now she was stuck there. Probably too busy having fun chasing pirates and missing Jeha to get back soon. A short adventure vacation would do her a universe of good, but I need her back now.” 
 
    The non-verbal comm analysis suite in Blue’s pinplants read the alien perched beside her in the briefing room. It drew a high-confidence conclusion: Gloriana was seriously pissed. No surprise there; it had been telling her the same thing since the Goltar had shuttled across from her frigate, Uzhan. 
 
    Gloriana smacked a tentacle down onto the table. “We must move without her. In Human terms, the Veetanho have a thumb pressed against the neck of our financial supply route. They are doing to us what we have done to them. It is they who are behind the many troubles of the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re saying that the Spine Nebula is a key part of your Goltar moneymaking machine? No, I don’t buy it. The worlds here are dirt poor. I served two years in this pit, don’t forget. It’s just a flyover sector. Hell, it’s not even that. The only traffic in and out is via Station 5 and Beta-Caerelis. The nebula is a dead end.” 
 
    “This is how we wish the Spine Nebula to appear to the rest of the Galactic Union. Nonetheless, it is a source of wealth. This is why my former mate was posted here in a position of great honor and importance.” 
 
    “I think you’ll have to read me in on this.” 
 
    “I pay your wages to carry out my orders. You are not paid to understand the reasoning behind them.” 
 
    “One of the reasons I succeed for you, Gloriana, is because I’m curious. It gives me an edge; it allows me to do the unexpected. Here’s what I think—No, here’s what we think—the ship and I—you’ve got big plans for us.” 
 
    “Do not antagonize me. I have just informed you that you will accompany frigates Uzhan and Tagoz deeper into the Spine Nebula where we shall exterminate the Veetanho operations. That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the nebula. I’m thinking of the simulations. I’m easily distracted by a good time, but the ship isn’t. Ship’s been around a long while.” 
 
    “Mostly as a drifting derelict.” 
 
    “Not as derelict as you thought. Nor as deaf and blind. She told me all about the Keesius ships you’ve stashed away.” 
 
    Instantly, a bone knife was at Blue’s throat. The muzzles of Goltar pistols were thrust against her belly, chest, and the back of her skull. Gloriana had moved so fast Blue hadn’t even seen her draw the weapons. 
 
    “Be serious for once, Human, and think for your life.” She yanked back Blue’s head. “Answer me, what do you know?” 
 
    Blue desperately needed to swallow before she choked, but she was too scared of ripping her throat out on the knife. “Relax, Gloriana, my friend,” she gasped. “We’re still on the same side. I hate the Veetanho as much as—well, maybe not quite as…much as you do…but…” 
 
    Gloriana loosened her grip on Blue’s head a little, allowing her to clear her throat. “But to deliver the world-destroying strike against their home world would be glorious slaughter indeed.” 
 
    Blue stared through her employer’s bone sockets, trying to lock her gaze with the eyes hiding within. They were too deeply shadowed for that. The mood checker in her head drew a blank in its efforts to read Gloriana emotionally, though the knife and pistols had to be a good clue. 
 
    “You don’t need to hide the truth from me,” Blue said, and she meant it. “If you want us to guide these Keesius hellburners through the Veetanho defenses, you need my willing cooperation, because let me make one thing absolutely clear—I think best when I’m having fun. Deceit and lies from you are not my idea of pleasure.” 
 
    Blue’s breathing came in stolen rasps. She was still very aware of the knife against her throat, but the pressure of the pistol ramming into her belly had overtaken it in intensity. She wasn’t just playing a dangerous game but a painful one. Did Gloriana realize everything Blue had just said was eighty percent guesswork and fifty percent bluster? 
 
    The Goltar holstered her weapons. 
 
    Bingo! Blue wins again. 
 
    “It is not the sole source of Goltar wealth,” the alien explained, “but the Infinite Flow, as we call our Spine operations, is the greatest of them.” 
 
    Get away, thought Blue. But she was too busy breathing sweet air into her lungs to waste any on speech. 
 
    “Your complete silence is the price for my candor,” Gloriana stated. “Breathe a word of what I am about to tell you, and I will kill you. I will kill every member of your crew. I will torture your sister to death. We will destroy Human colony worlds. As for Earth? Even your Four Horsemen could not prevent a Keesius attack, which the more I think about it would be a useful demonstration to the wider galaxy of Goltar power. The Union has forgotten the terror of the world killers. Let them remember the power of an antimatter bomb and be afraid.” 
 
    Antimatter? Shit. Shit. Shit! What had she gotten into? Hell, she already knew those Keesius ships were ultra-powerful bombs, but they must have been the same nightmares that wiped out half of galactic civilization during the Great War. And now she had three waiting for her to lead them out on one last mission of annihilation. 
 
    Even the Veetanho had held back from wiping out Earth. 
 
    “You Humans understand the logic of nuclear deterrent. Mutually assured destruction. The logic only works if each side believes the warheads can get through. The first step is for the Goltar High Council to believe the Keesius could get through.” 
 
    “So that’s what the Midnight Sun Free Company has been about all along.” 
 
    “Was it?” Blue’s pinplants flagged Gloriana’s amusement. “Why would I risk you in the dangerous missions I sent you on?” 
 
    “Because you needed to test us. We—me and the ship—we need to be blooded and blooded together.” 
 
    “And you performed magnificently. Contracts were fulfilled every time. Every time. Imagine a contract to destroy Lytoshaan, the Veetanho home world itself. Imagine that. What greater contract could there be?” 
 
    “What contract? We’re talking of bombarding a planet with antimatter weapons launched from above the universal ten-mile exclusion zone. It breaks pretty much every Merc Guild law except the use of AIs.” She felt a nudge from the ship. “Of course. The Keesius are run by AIs. Oh, great. It’s literally as illegal as it can possibly get.” 
 
    Recollections swamped her. 
 
    They weren’t hers. 
 
    Her mind morphed into damp blotting paper onto which Midnight Sun’s past was sketched. The memories weren’t hers, but she carried their pattern. 
 
    The ship was designed to lead swarms of AI-controlled vessels. Its need for a mortal pilot and partner was the failsafe that would prevent the ship from turning against its creators, but they hadn’t accounted for Midnight Sun’s lust for violence. It had driven the ship insane, and that insanity had spread not only to its pilots but to the AI craft it led. Ships that had gone rogue. 
 
    In the end, Midnight Sun was towed out into interstellar space and cast adrift. 
 
    At first, Blue assumed the ship had been built during the Great War that brought down the First Republic, but maybe this had been during an even more ancient conflict. 
 
    The galaxy had been fought over for a very long time. 
 
    Midnight Sun was a living thing. Of that she was certain, but whether it was artificial, or a kind of natural machine intelligence, it neither knew nor cared. But it cared very much that it would be used for the purpose that was etched into its every cable, reaction feed pipe, and missile tube: destruction. 
 
    All this washed through Blue like a flash flood. 
 
    Some of it she’d guessed before, but not in a way that linked together into a complete story. A story that told of a powerful warship that had become a dangerous liability. 
 
    And if Gloriana ever got wind of it being so unstable… 
 
    “Blue, the guilds are at war. Do not be naïve. We make our own rules now. Goltar and Humans together will be the new power in the galaxy. We shall define the rules of what may and may not be done by mercenary companies. And it will be you who will—as you like to put it—seal the deal.” 
 
    “Yeah, and bring in the ultimate contract. Okay, we’ll do it. If you level with me about the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    An impenetrable mask came over the alien as she considered her response. That suited Blue. It gave her time to process the mad words that had spilled out of her mouth. 
 
    Offering her a chance to lead a Keesius charge was like waving the deeds to a busy distillery in front of a functioning drunk. However electrifying the prospect, though, it wasn’t worth a one-way trip. She was stalling the Goltar so she could figure a way out. 
 
    Wasn’t she? 
 
    Gloriana’s eyes surfaced at the tops of her bone sockets, observing Blue carefully. “Have you considered an attack on the Lytoshaan would have low survivability?” 
 
    Blue shrugged. “It would be a suicide mission.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “But not far off. Yeah, the ship and I got that. She wants to go out with a bang, and she wants those Keesius AI ships as her Valkyries. I’ll tell you what I want, Gloriana. I want trust funds, payments to dependents, and a metric fuck load of credits.” 
 
    “It shall be yours. If we restore our finances from the Infinite Flow.” 
 
    The alien ground her beak together. Spilling the beans wasn’t easy for her. “Do you remember the contract you took on Cap-Soufre? There was a research operation.” 
 
    “Sure I do. It was the job where we took Saisho Branco captive, and he…captivated my sister. At Cap-Soufre they were supposedly researching F11 synthesis, but it was just a facade.” 
 
    “No. The research was real, backed by Goltar money. As are scores of similar F11 research initiatives, together with countless distribution corporations, refining, futures trading, illegal smuggling, and extraction facilities. Don’t bother looking for traces of Goltar involvement, because it’s buried so deep that even I couldn’t prove our involvement. That portfolio of F11-related assets is the true facade. It hides the output of our own secret F11 production facilities that we quietly pump into the galactic economy. I’ve heard that we control about twenty percent of total production, but no one knows for sure.” 
 
    “Of course. Every fusion reactor in the Union runs off F11. Every starship, manufactory, and industrial complex would grind to a halt without it. No wonder the Goltar credit account has so many zeroes in its balance.” 
 
    “And our production facility is inside the Spine Nebula. It must be restored to Goltar control.” 
 
    Blue admonished the Goltar with a wagging finger. “Not so fast. F11 is only produced in the cores of super dense gas giants, and those aren’t easy to hide. I worked the Spine Nebula. If there was a potential F11 mining site, I’d know of it.” 
 
    “Our F11 is synthesized.” 
 
    “What? How? Really?” Blue began to suspect she was being trapped in a web of deceit. “The best scientists have been working on that problem for tens of thousands of years and never solved it. You’re telling me you have?” 
 
    “The inaccuracy of your statement pleases me. It is part of how we have kept this secret for so long. The truth is that many successful methods of F11 synthesis have been invented, logged into a dusty Science Guild server and forgotten. The problem is that none of them are remotely viable. In our synthesis plant, the amount of energy input required is fifty times greater than the energy value of F11 produced. Our unique advantage is that we have discovered a source of power so vast that it is effectively infinite.” 
 
    Gloriana tensed, but Blue guessed enough beans had been spilled out of her red beak that there was no point holding back on the last few. 
 
    “It’s why we call it the Infinite Flow. So long as we’re not discovered—so long as no one reveals our secret—the flow of energy never ceases and so neither does our lucrative flow of F11.” 
 
    The story sounded incredible. But there had been so many weird phenomena in the Spine Nebula that it was actually something of a relief to hear that maybe there was an explanation behind some of it. Like the nebula having only one hyperspace entry route via Beta-Caerelis. As far as Blue knew, that was unique. And the stars in the nebula that were all unstable in similar ways. It sure was a weird-as-hell place. 
 
    “Your Captain Jenkins played a part,” said Gloriana. “Like a good smuggler, he didn’t ask questions. Never knew he was one of the captains shipping synthetic F11 for us, and didn’t want to know. Then he delivered me something even more precious; he brought me you.” 
 
    “I brought myself.” 
 
    “Did you? Who taught you how to pilot a ship?” 
 
    “Captain Jenkins.” 
 
    “And who brought you here to Station 5, soon after I had disposed of the failed candidate pilot who preceded you?” 
 
    “But I…” She growled. “Jenkins.” 
 
    “Do not think of him badly. We Goltar remain deeply hidden in the Spine Nebula, as elsewhere in the galaxy. We work through others who in turn work through others. To this day, I doubt Captain Jenkins even suspects the existence of the Goltar race, and yet he brought me you.” 
 
    “You damned squid bitch. I hate being played.” 
 
    “So, it seems, do the Veetanho. They have finally gotten wise to the operations of the Infinite Flow, and they must be destroyed. I offer a ten million credit bonus to you and your sister, whether she is present for this campaign or not. Fifty thousand credits to every non-Goltar member of the Midnight Sun Free Company. Payable if we restore the operation of the Infinite Flow. Once successful, if you are ever called upon to make the Keesius strike, I will pay double that if you make it back alive. But if you died following a successful attack on Lytoshaan, the death benefit would be five hundred million credits. Your sister has sacrificed much to look after you—” 
 
    “And now it’s my turn? Yeah, I get that. I don’t need my crew.” It was a secret she’d been hiding. They gave her options and they gave her purpose, but she didn’t need them to fly in battle. She wouldn’t risk their lives on a suicide run. 
 
    “I know. Before the last jump they would be evacuated. It will be you and the ship and the Keesius. Think about it. When Captain Jenkins took you on, you and your sister were vagrants, running far away from Earth under false identities. If we call upon you to make a strike, you will wield the most power ever unleashed by a Human. Does that not thrill you?” 
 
    Blue purred. She was probably supposed to feel guilty, but the excitement was too intense. “You know damned well it does.” 
 
    “And your death benefit would make your sister, or whoever you nominate, by far the richest person in the history of your species. She wishes to find a cure for her lover and that would require a lot of money.” 
 
    Five hundred million credits. The incredible thing was, she hadn’t doubted for a moment that Gloriana was good for the money and would honor the payment. You could buy planets for that much. Buy a whole bunch of them. Literally. She felt a shudder of excitement run through the ship, but then realized it was only echoing her own. 
 
    “Richest Human ever. Richer by far than any man. Yes, I like that. Let’s go restart your Infinite Flow, my Goltar friend. Sun’s in the Nebula somewhere having her own adventures. I have a feeling we’ll bump into her along the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Over Point Clear, Thananya 
 
    After the jungle slime of Rakbutu-Tereus and the endless chill of the black, Thananya was a revelation. As they shuttled down to the coastal region of the Slaughshall Peninsula, pristine blue skies gave Sun a clear view of lush plains sweeping down to shallow coastal waters sheltered by white-crowned reefs. The shuttle from the Unlikely Regret landed at the rudimentary starport just outside Point Clear, the peninsula’s main port that served the Bazenn Sea as well as space traffic. 
 
    Point Clear Starport looked like a typical frontier world facility, comprised of a dozen pads connected by service roads that fed stores and maintenance buildings, and a combined passenger and freight terminal that resembled an oversized cattle shed with an armored roof. 
 
    That was the one thing that marked Point Clear Starport as distinctive: most of the buildings had a heavily shielded roof to protect them from the violence of the planet’s tortured star. 
 
    Having toured the Spine Nebula previously on Unlikely Regret, Sun knew the stars of the region were afflicted by a mysterious instability that led to intense convulsions of coronal mass ejections, throwing streams of star matter at the surrounding planets like a bombardment by ultra-high energy particle cannons that overwhelmed the natural shields of the planetary magnetic fields. The results were bursts of massive meteorological disruption and deadly levels of radiation. True it might be, but Sun found it difficult to imagine the world as anything but a natural paradise, every bit as idyllic as the pleasure worlds of Halcyon and Awaltonia. Better, in fact, because Thananya lacked the corporate credit grabbing of those lucrative tourist destinations. 
 
    “The people here hold tight to their hope,” said Branco as they left the startown—the narrow strip bordering the starport in which local laws did not apply. While the loading teams were busy with the shuttle, Jenkins was taking Sun and Branco into Point Clear. 
 
    It was the first time Branco had spoken since they’d boarded the shuttle. He’d secured a new supply of pain meds while aboard Unlikely Regret. He wouldn’t say what he was taking, but whatever it was made him alternate between sullen silence and something like his old self. Sun watched him like a hawk, trying to see how he was medicating himself, but he was far too good at covering his tracks, and she didn’t know how to raise the topic without driving him away. 
 
    Sun threw away her thoughts of his medical treatment. That was for another time. “I agree, Branco. I’ve seen worlds of the Spine Nebula filled with hunched-over people who are reluctant to look you in the eye. Beaten people. Here, though, the locals look as if they have a purpose. They’re headed somewhere, and they won’t give up their ambitions lightly.”  Branco nodded approvingly. “They glance about nervously, though, as if they expect someone to take their dreams away. That someone, I presume, being the Scythe, Skipper. Are you going to explain who they are?” 
 
    “In good time.” The captain looked out to sea. “There’s something I want to show you first.” 
 
    The shields? Sun wondered. A shuttered metal canopy stood on poles over the land side of Point Clear’s lagoon. It was like living under an enormous bus shelter, though the open shutters bathed the port in bands of light alternated with deep shadow. 
 
    Branco must have been thinking along the same lines because he said, “Do the people here realize they’re living on a giant barcode?” 
 
    “Oh, they know that, all right,” replied Jenkins. When the driver made a gurgling in his throat, he added, “Though it’s only on land that people won’t stray far from the roof shields. Under the sea, the water protects against the ionizing radiation.” 
 
    Their truck took a circuit around a lagoon that dominated the center of the small city. At several of the road intersections, ramps led toward the water. 
 
    “Most of Point Clear is inside the lagoon,” Jenkins explained when he caught Sun boggling at a line of sealed vehicles driving into the water as they waited at the lights. 
 
    “What proportion of Thananya’s population lives underwater?” Branco asked. 
 
    “Dunno.” Captain Jenkins tapped the driver on the shoulder. “Skuilher-Dour?” 
 
    “We’re sixty-forty, water breathers to air suckers,” replied the truck driver. “Most of your sort work in the water but crawl out onto the land to sleep every night, as if their lungs were some kind of godsdamned evolutionary advance. That’s knuckleheaded wherever you are in the galaxy, of course, but it’s doubly wrong on Thananya. 
 
    The driver was himself a Selroth, wearing a rebreather to allow him to breathe out of water. A tube ran from his mask to a detachable water tank under his seat. 
 
    They parked at city hall, which was in a plaza on the seaward side of the lagoon, just before a broad pier that ran over the reefs to the marine docks. No grand municipal building, this; it looked the same as the dockside warehouses in the distance, though it was bedecked with the flag of the Spine Patriots. 
 
    Branco shook his head in wonder, and Sun guessed why. The architecture of Point Clear resembled a newly settled frontier world peopled by refugees, not a regional capital that had stood for over a thousand years. 
 
    Sun started following Jenkins out the truck, but the old man shook his head. “No, Sun. You and Branco get the scenic tour from Skuilher-Dour. You need to understand what we’re fighting for.” 
 
    After another five minutes of driving through backstreets and then onto the pier, Skuilher-Dour brought them to a diving shack. Like many of the buildings facing the sea, it proudly flew the Spine Patriot flag: a circle of fifteen white stars—one for each system in the Spine Nebula—set against the background of red, blue, and green clouds that was visible in every nighttime sky in the nebula. 
 
    “The owner dreams of this being a tourist destination one day,” said Skuilher-Dour as he helped Sun retrieve Branco’s chair out of the trunk. 
 
    “Will it?” asked Branco. 
 
    “That depends on whether we ever free ourselves of the Scythe,” replied the Selroth. 
 
    “Do you think you can?” said Sun. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour scratched at his ears, looking from Sun to Branco and back. “If Captain Jenkins is to be believed, that depends on you two. Come on, let’s dive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For the Devil! It’s like the Bahamas.” Branco twisted the motor float he held in front of him and enjoyed his body corkscrewing through the mob of colorful fish darting through the waving coral. The fish parted effortlessly for the Human diver. 
 
    “Ah, the Bahamas,” echoed Skuilher-Dour knowingly. Underwater, the gurgles and hoots that passed for speech from the Selroth driver-turned-tour guide sounded completely different. Yet the voice in Branco’s translator pendant sounded just the same. 
 
    “You know the Bahamas?” Sun queried. She was floating over the coral, marveling at the varied shapes and lurid colors of the living rock. 
 
    “Sure. Skipper’s mentioned the Bahamas. The Bazenn Sea is far superior.” 
 
    “Because of this coral?” Branco suggested. “It’s so vibrant here. So healthy. Unlike Earth.” 
 
    “No. In case you haven’t recognized the habitats of your own world, ours is transplanted Earth coral, and it is indeed far superior. Many of the fish and other creatures who shelter on the reef are native to my own home world, or that of Thananya itself. The coral was not, however, what the skipper had in mind when he said Thananya was superior.” 
 
    “Taxes.” Sun looked back at Branco from inside the school of yellow tang fish brushing past her. Her voice chimed with amusement. 
 
    “Yes, of course, taxes,” the Selroth agreed. “Thananya has a flat tax of two percent of estimated wealth per annum, or five percent of income. Whichever is the lower. We find it’s an incentive to succeed when too many in the nebula have given up. When the skipper told me of the overbearing interference of Earth authorities and their tax rates, at first I thought he was joking.” With a lazy flick of his naturally webbed feet, Skuilher-Dour speared through the water and came to rest on the coral looking straight up into Sun’s face. “Frankly, I’m still not sure whether he’s joking.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour flicked a webbed hand against a blank section of coral that was devoid of polyps. The rock, the water, and even a grazing shrimp suddenly vanished, revealing themselves to be falsehoods, moving camouflage pictures drawn by the skin of the creature Skuilher-Dour had spotted. 
 
    “It’s an arno-khu,” said the Selroth, “an ambush predator from my home world.” The creature was a stack of toroids, its camouflage so effective that it made the animal almost invisible to the Human eye and—more importantly, Sun supposed—to the fish sheltering and feeding on the reef. 
 
    The arno-khu repaired its camouflage and once more became indistinguishable from the surrounding coral. An unfortunate clownfish bumped into the outside of the ring stack. They watched as the arno-khu phased back into visibility, launched off its rocky base in a plume of air bubbles, and landed on the fish. 
 
    Luckily for the clownfish, it darted away at the first sign of strangeness, but a cylindrical alien eel with hairy, blue skin investigated the disturbance in the nutrient rich water, darting inside the arno-khu’s ring. Instantly, the ring closed and for a brief moment the watchers could see the fish inside being pulverized by constriction. The camouflage engaged once more, and the arno-khu—consuming its meal—vanished, once more replaced by an unremarkable patch of coral. 
 
    “I hope the dive boss is right that our wonderful seas will attract tourists one day,” said Skuilher-Dour, “but that’s not what the coral’s for. Rather, it’s a refuge and a breeding ground, the foundation and booster stage for food chains from seven worlds.” 
 
    “You farm the fish?” Sun pointed at the yellow tang who had dispersed to their individual tasks after the arno-khu’s attack. “They’re very pretty, but not much meat on them.” 
 
    “They support predators,” said Branco. “And I bet there are young fish here in the reefs and atolls who will push on into deeper waters when mature.” 
 
    “Who, in turn, support still larger predators,” said Skuilher-Dour. “Good. So you do understand. You Humans have come at an important time. Our first off world shipment of fish is due to go out this week. Fifty tons of yellowfin tuna and thirty tons of copper tip oohobo, another predator from our home world.” 
 
    “No wonder everyone seems so buoyant back in the town,” said Branco. 
 
    “And that’s why the Scythe’s here,” said Sun. 
 
    “Yes.” Skuilher-Dour emitted a piercing shriek that made Branco clap hands to his ears. “Always, the entropy-cursed Scythe keeps us down. Makes us weak. Poor. Whenever anyone in the Spine Nebula lifts their head up to the heavens and reaches out for a better future, they come to stomp those heads back down into the mud. Why? Nobody knows. They were so good at keeping to the shadows, we didn’t know of their existence for centuries, until a trader called Olvanjie pieced it together. Countless generations thought the Spine Nebula was forever cursed to be unlucky.” He growled. “Now we have learned the truth. Luck was never a factor.” 
 
    A sensation of cold, tingling slime smeared up Branco’s spine. The color leeched out of the coral scene and the heat left his wetsuit. 
 
    Dark ops running over centuries, in which the puppet masters never reveal themselves to the wider galaxy… 
 
    Gloriana had said the Goltar had a critical secret operation running in the Spine Nebula that had recently gone off the rails. It could be a coincidence, of course, and when Branco had probed Jenkins, the man said he had no knowledge of the secretive race that owned the Midnighters. 
 
    Were the Scythe being run by the Goltar? 
 
    He glanced across at Sun. She’d gone rigid and was staring right back at him. Yup, she was thinking the exact same thought. 
 
    “Have you ever captured one of the Scythe?” Branco asked, dreading what Skuilher-Dour might say. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Selroth replied. “We’ve had a few skirmishes in recent months, but we only capture foot soldiers. Most of them know nothing. And on the rare occasion we get ahold of somebody who does, they activate suicide implants. Whoever runs them must have a lot of money and a lot of leverage.” 
 
    For the Devil! What had they stumbled upon? 
 
    Skuilher-Dour swam beneath Branco. “Maybe this time we’ll find out who the Scythe really are. They landed last week on Stromsay, an island just thirty miles from here, and began attacking the fishing fleet. This time, we’ll fight back.” He clapped his webbed hands together. “Show’s over. Time to hit airside, Humans. The others will be ready for us now.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Dusk was approaching by the time they swam back to the dive shack. Already, the party was in full swing with sizzling food and crowds mingling between firepits spread across the pier. 
 
    There were watchers, too, with binocs trained on the seas. Partially hidden under flapping pennants and sailcloth at either end of the pier, a pair of crew-served coil guns waited for targets. 
 
    Sun followed Branco as he drove his chair into the excitement; it energized him. She hadn’t seen him like this since the Raknar job. Beer, peppery pan-fried grains, whiskey, deep-fried fish, fruit-infused demi-gin, curried shellfish, and fermented seaweed wraps: he helped himself to a little of everything, and the Patriots…not only did they let him, but they all seemed to regard him as a hero. 
 
    What had Captain Jenkins been telling these people? 
 
    It wasn’t just good food and drink that had changed the attitude of the forty-odd Unlikely Regret crew members who arrived after another shuttle run. Like most of the people partying on the pier, they wore four-inch diameter badges on their breasts bearing the 15-star circle of the Spine Patriots. The darkening skies above them reflected the same glorious cloudscape of the nebula that was the backdrop for the Patriot emblem. 
 
    Minute by minute, the Unlikely Regret’s crew merged with the locals and the crews of a dozen other ships who’d thrown in their lot with the Patriots. When she asked them why they were here, most of the spacers made it plain that it was out of self-interest. A commercially vibrant Spine Nebula would provide rich trading routes, and while they hadn’t been given official merc contracts or anything like merc pay rates, the Patriots were enriching them with generous “expenses.” 
 
    They might have convinced themselves they were in it for the money, but Sun wasn’t buying it. They were just as fired up by their cause. Bloodied by skirmishes that had already been fought against the Scythe, they were eager to strike a serious blow against the elusive enemy here on Thananya. 
 
    “They’re good people,” boomed the captain’s voice as he crouched down to drop an arm around Sun and Branco, “but they need all the help they can get.” 
 
    She regarded the big face whose scars and craggy lines told of a long life, richly lived. From the padded shoulders of his red greatcoat, through the silver running through the beard jutting from his chin, to his nine-barreled volley gun he’d left on an upturned oil drum next to his plate of food, Captain Jenkins oozed character. Here was a man who inspired people to follow him, many of those people being aliens. 
 
    Sun herself was a leader, but she was renowned for cool calculation. Respected, not revered. 
 
    Was she jealous? 
 
    She mulled the question for a moment before deciding she didn’t give a shit. She got good results with the Midnighters, and that was all that counted. What Jenkins had done building the Spine Patriots, she could never have done. 
 
    “We would have hired the Midnight Sun Free Company to rid us of the Scythe, if we had the credits,” said Jenkins. “But since you’re here for the moment, we would at least appreciate a little advice and resupply. At mate’s rates, naturally.” 
 
    “We’ll offer advice where we can,” Sun replied. “It is a fight with purpose that my mercs would—” 
 
    She took a deep breath of the smoky night air. For a moment, she’d forgotten that they weren’t her mercs anymore. Other than the Goltar, there weren’t enough of them left to be much of anything. “Regrettably, we need urgent resupply and reorganization ourselves.” 
 
    The captain’s face deepened into a frown. 
 
    “We have funds,” Sun said hastily, “and a well-supplied base, but it’s several jumps away from the Nebula.” 
 
    “And we’re only here to recover our missing Jeha,” said Branco. “Let’s not forget that, Sun.” 
 
    Sun joined forces with her former captain in scowling at Branco. What was wrong with him? 
 
    He regarded her coolly and then drove off into the shadows. 
 
    Sun tried to ignore him. “Do you have CASPers for us?” she asked her former captain. 
 
    “Not as such. There are three Mk 6s on Unlikely Regret. None are operational. Parts supply has been too expensive since the Mercenary Guild decided to help itself to Earth and its manufacturers. We have parts on order, but for now we do things the old-fashioned way, with flesh and bullets.” 
 
    She looked behind her, but Branco had been swallowed by the shadows. 
 
    Jenkins chuckled. It was the sound of an old man. “Your lad seems easily offended. Go to him, Sun.” 
 
    Now she was really worried. Branco wasn’t the sort to storm off. Not unless the drugs were screwing with his head again. 
 
    She followed him to the back yard of a domestic fuel store with signs in many languages guaranteeing all its products were fit for use both above and below water. 
 
    “It’s not our problem,” he hissed. “Your old boss, and these patriots with their flags and their hard luck story—it sucks for them. We both know it does. I hope they win, but it isn’t our fight. You’re a major in a merc company, Sun. We got cut off from our unit, but now we need to find our way back.” 
 
    “I’ve given everything to my sister, and then to the company, for years.” Sun was surprised at the bitterness in her own voice. “They can survive without me—” 
 
    She had been about to finish with “for a little while”’ but wasn’t sure whether or not that was true. Blue was forging her own destiny now, with no need for her big sister. And between Jex, Albali, and the disciplined ranks of Goltar… 
 
    Her mind settled on this maddening man in the motorized chair. He was the only one who truly needed her. And with her search for the apocryphal Wrogul healers drawing blanks, he hadn’t much time left. Damn, but his face looked so haggard in the gloom. 
 
    “Then there’s the Oogar in the room.” Branco opened his hands to emphasize his point, but she only saw the shake in them. “Who’s really behind the Scythe? What if it’s the Goltar?” 
 
    “Maybe they are,” she soothed, “and maybe not. But Gloriana’s people won’t be here in person. We, on the other hand, are.” She grabbed him behind the back of his ears and bent down to place her face in front of his. “It will be a fun vacation. Just what we both need.” 
 
    “You’re mad.” Branco grinned, despite his words. “A holiday war? Really?” 
 
    Sun pressed her head against his, relishing the warmth flowing between them. For the first time since she was a little girl, the tears ran freely down her cheeks. “Branco, I think we should make the most of every moment. I’ve never enjoyed beach world vacations, theater, or sitting on my couch watching Tri-V. I don’t want to blow my credits on fine dining or art. I’d far rather pilot a CASPer into a nest of murderers and perform a pro bono community killing service. Skipper said he might have a Mk 6 for me.” 
 
    They held each other tight. 
 
    “Don’t say another word,” said Branco. 
 
    “Why? Do you think I’m wrong?” 
 
    “No, you silly muffin. I think if you say another word, I’d love you so much my heart would burst. Let’s do it. Let’s kick these Scythe asses. Fight for a cause I can understand in my belly for once, and then earn our passage back to Station 5 before our friends give up on us.” 
 
    Movement! 
 
    Sun whipped her head around and saw a nine-barreled rifle poking around the back wall of the yard, followed by a large man in a red greatcoat. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” said Jenkins. He did a double-take and burst into laughter. “Nice to see you all loved up, Sun. I guess I’m not the only one who can change.” 
 
    Sun ignored his words. “We made a decision; we’re joining the Spine Patriots.” 
 
    “Temporarily,” Branco insisted. 
 
    Sun grinned back at him, but her good mood died when she saw his hollow eyes. 
 
    Temporarily was all Branco had left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Kobbister Atoll, Bazenn Sea, Thananya 
 
    Over the neighboring atolls, delta-winged birds swooped over warm seas painted a thousand perfect shades of turquoise. Through her binocs, Sun could see fish thrashing in the aerial hunters’ talons as they were borne aloft. 
 
    They weren’t really birds, of course. These local equivalents were poresano, hollow-boned reptiles that looked like a cross between bats and pterosaurs, but their preferred prey were genuine tropical Terran fish, and the warm seas that offered crystal-clear views of vibrant coral gardens were perfect vacation islands that could have been the Maldives in their heyday. 
 
    This, though, was a vacation with guns. 
 
    Which suited Sun very nicely. 
 
    Not that it looked as if she were going to fire any. She had a C-Tech GP-90 pistol and a pair of throwing knives. She didn’t think any of them were going to leave her belt today. While the Spine Patriots assaulted the Scythe base at Stromsay, she and Branco were stuck here as advisers, ten miles away on a little atoll called Kobbister. 
 
    It was an artificially constructed island paradise, the former pleasure home of an Endless Night lieutenant before the Battle of Station 5 in which she and her sister had given the pirates a thrashing. She didn’t want to think what the minor Bakulu crime lord had gotten up to in his abandoned palace. Despite being largely stripped out by looters, it still retained excellent connectivity and made a good spot for their command post. 
 
    After the battle, she could relax in a hammock stretched between the trunks of the coconut palms or dip her toes in the warm lagoon water. You couldn’t do that in space! She told herself to make damned sure she took plenty of photos to show off to her sister stuck at Station 5. 
 
    “Captain Yendel reports he’s in position and moving to assault.” Branco looked up at Jenkins from his comm station. “Do you want me to put it on the speakers?” 
 
    Jenkins grabbed at the lapels of his coat and loomed over Branco. “Are you able to perform competently?” He spoke as if delivering an accusation. Did he know about the pain meds? 
 
    Branco didn’t hesitate. “Yes, Skipper.” 
 
    “Then I rely upon your analysis. Update us through the screen.” 
 
    With a cheeky grin on his face that Sun hadn’t seen since they’d broken into Crazy Notion, he activated the Tri-V battle map. Sun’s heart leapt. He was using his pinplants again without pain. Maybe his meds were for the best after all. 
 
    The display came to life over the portable emitter on the bare floor. It showed the island of Stromsay, from its mountainous peaks down to the underwater village that now housed six Scythe submersibles. They were colored red to indicate they were hostile and hatched to show their placement was based on the previous day’s recon mission and not live data. 
 
    Stromsay had been a fishing island until the Scythe had shown up in their dropships. About two miles across, it was the largest of a chain of impact craters from an ancient war. Within a horseshoe of obsidian ridges, wide beaches of fine, white sand had formed, and it was at the farthest end from the narrow inlet that the Scythe had made their base. 
 
    The Spine Patriot assault advanced through the shallow waters of that inlet. The Zuul commander, Captain Yendel, was in overall command and would personally lead the land forces. The underwater team was led by Lieutenant Pegnodella, a chef in her regular life. She was a Cartar, a member of an aquatic race that resembled a Goltar stripped of its natural bone armor with a recessed toothy anus for a mouth rather than the Goltar red beak. Sun found it hard not to stare whenever Pegnodella spoke. 
 
    Jenkins turned his attention to Sun. “Can you record and replay everything with your pins?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good, because I want you to observe, learn, and then tell us what we can do better next time. We’ve harried the Scythe across the nebula, but this is our first real stand up fight, and it won’t be the last. We need to up our game.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Sun itched to be in command—to do this right. But she bit her lip and held her advice. It would do no good to be a remote back seat commander from afar. If Jenkins trusted his frontline commanders, so must she. 
 
    This time. 
 
    She brushed away her frustrations and observed the events as they unfolded. 
 
    To avoid detection, the air breathers had swum in just above the seabed or been dragged underwater to their assembly zones by Pegnodella’s aquatic Patriots. 
 
    Branco’s battle map showed the first Patriots to emerge from the water were a dozen Vaga, brilliantly jeweled beetle-like aliens the size of manatees, whose prodigious strength gave them employment throughout the nebula as heavy manual laborers. 
 
    At the beachhead, observation drones were thrown into the air, allowing Branco to augment his map with real-time windows onto the battle. 
 
    The polished head mantels of the Vaga were always impressive, but dripping wet under the clear skies, the brilliance of their iridescent yellow and green carapaces was a marvel of the galaxy. 
 
    Their watery sheen soon flashed to steam as Scythe sentries in the obsidian hills fired down on them with lasers. 
 
    Vaga mantles were not merely beautiful, but they made excellent reflective armor. The laser volleys achieved only light pitting. 
 
    The Vaga stood tall and advanced up the beach. 
 
    An assault team of humanoids commando-crawled beneath the bellies of the Vaga, ducking out to fire at the sentries on the hills. 
 
    The Vaga themselves were unarmed, marching bravely on in their role as living armor. 
 
    The Patriot recon mission had spotted the Scythe position guarding the inlet and noted their laser rifles, but the Scythe had other weapons, too. Grenades rained down from the hillside. 
 
    Branco’s Tri-V panels were obscured by the spray of sand thrown up by multiple explosions. When the air cleared, it revealed the ruined corpses of one Vaga and the Human who had sheltered beneath. The other Vaga still survived, but one was swaying on its feet, its head armor cracked. 
 
    A laser beam made visible by the sand hanging in the air lanced through the crack in the alien’s armor and sliced into its insides. It wrought a terrible carnage on the alien, but the laser beam was like a finger pointing back to the firer. A fusillade of Patriot weapons retaliated, silencing this, the last of the Scythe guards. 
 
    Steam boiled out from the dead Vaga who collapsed to the sand. Just in time, the Blevin sheltering beneath rolled sideways to safety. 
 
    “That’s Laverna!” Sun cried. 
 
    Jenkins corrected her. “It’s Sergeant Laverna when she’s wearing the fifteen stars.” 
 
    It took Sun a moment to process that. The Laverna she’d known was a de-security specialist, meaning she took something that was secure—such as a sealed vault—and made it not secure at all. She had always left the violence to others. 
 
    “Turns out that our Sergeant Laverna is quite the marksman,” said Jenkins, the pride ripe in his voice. 
 
    On the map, Pegnodella’s underwater team advanced rapidly up the inner lagoon, while Yendel pressed along the shoreline, running parallel with the obsidian hills on a course for the main Scythe concentration. 
 
    “Where is their response?” worried Sun. “Why aren’t they putting up a stiffer resistance?” She tapped Branco on the shoulder. “Can you see what their dropships are doing?” 
 
    Branco grimaced as he put a further load on his pinplants. 
 
    “Yendel has redeployed a pair of drones to head straight for the dropships,” he grunted, adding drone’s-eye view panels showing rapid travel over the sand. 
 
    Suddenly, he hissed. “For the Devil!” 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    The Tri-V windows from the drone feeds and the main battle map shut down, and the blue dots of Yendel’s team started turning black. Branco hooked a link to another drone and the explanation became all too clear. 
 
    The Scythe had mined the beach. Deadly plumes of sand sprayed high into the blue skies, taking whoever was nearby with them. The danger zone seemed to stretch from the obsidian ridge all the way across the beach to the lagoon. 
 
    “Yendel is dead,” said Branco. “So is his deputy. Incoming message—” 
 
    “Wurgitar here,” said a frightened voice over the speaker set into the Tri-V projector. “I guess I’m senior now. What the hell do I do?” 
 
    “Pull back,” Sun told the Jivool. 
 
    Wurgitar hesitated. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Major Sun. I’m in command now. Right, Captain Jenkins?” 
 
    “She’s right,” he confirmed. “Do as the major says, Wurgitar.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m pulling everyone back to the inlet. No—Entropy! I can’t. Sergeant Laverna has taken her squad into the hills…said she wanted to command the high ground.” 
 
    “She has good instincts,” said Sun. “Let her be. Pull the rest of your land forces halfway back to the beachhead.” 
 
    “Roger that. Wurgitar out.” 
 
    “Branco, can you get hold of Laverna for me?” 
 
    He nodded. A few moments later a Blevin’s voice came over the speaker. “Go for Laverna.” 
 
    “It’s Sun. Give me your squad’s numbers and armament.” 
 
    “Fifteen Patriots. A couple of them are lugging a long-barreled Gauss cannon. The rest of us have laser carbines.” 
 
    “Excellent. Can you fire on the minefield from your position?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here. Sorry. Yes, Sun. We have good cover, though if they fire kinetic rounds this obsidian will shatter like…well…glass.” 
 
    “Here’s what you need to do. I expect the Scythe to send something to pursue Wurgitar. Maybe hovercraft. Blast the hell out of whatever they send, and then retreat a hundred yards back to the inlet before they can return heavy fire.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “Pegnodella, report.” 
 
    “We’ve laid charges on one submersible,” said the Cartar commander assaulting the enemy base from underwater. “The place is practically deserted, and we see signs to confirm there were four submersibles docked here. Three are missing.” 
 
    “Finish the job, then retreat to the center of the lagoon. I’ll need you to either support a counterattack by Patriot land forces, or cover their retreat off the beach.” 
 
    “It’s Major Sun I’m talking to, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sun bit her lip, expecting trouble. But Pegnodella wasn’t interested in playing a seniority pissing contest. “Thank the Divine Heavens. We need you, Major. I will comply with your orders. Pegnodella out.” 
 
    Friendly drone views showed Scythe forces pouring out from concealed structures buried in the sand. They were riding dune buggies bristling with guns. Behind them, two dropships extended turrets from their upper hulls and began firing shells at Wurgitar’s retreating Patriots. 
 
    Sun would have loved to call a missile strike or artillery barrage down upon the dropships, but she had no such assets to call upon. 
 
    Scythe drones launched, fighting a machine-to-machine air war with their Patriot opposite numbers. The view rapidly became patchier, and then failed completely as the last battlefield drone died over the enemy base. 
 
    The only remaining Patriot drone hovered near Wurgitar himself. It showed a wave of sand heading his way as the column of buggies raced across the beach. 
 
    The bombardment from the dropships was terrifying Wurgitar’s Patriots, but Sun reckoned they had lucked out. “Wurgitar, tell your fighters to keep in open order; don’t bunch. Those shells coming down are armor piercing, not anti-personnel. You need to hold your ground just long enough for Laverna’s team to hit those Scythe buggies hard.” 
 
    The buggies bothered her more than the artillery. Were they going to drive right over the minefield? 
 
    “Branco, I’m guessing those buggies are broadcasting friendly IFF codes. Do we have means to jam them, corrupt them, or read them for our own use?” 
 
    “Maybe with the drone. But lose that and I’ve got no way to—Wait, they aren’t using IFF codes. Watch.” 
 
    He brought the drone forward and focused its view on the dune buggies. They’d come to a halt on the far side of the minefield and were exchanging long-range fire with Wurgitar’s Patriots. 
 
    Then the beach levitated! 
 
    It took a few moments for Sun to realize what she was seeing. The buggies had parked on buried hover barges, the kind of levitating platforms you would see at waterfront construction sites or used as harbor ferries. 
 
    “They baited this trap good and proper,” Sun growled. “They must really want to kill your Patriots, Skipper.” 
 
    There were three enormous barges, each carrying fifteen heavily armed buggies. Four enormous ducted fans at each corner lifted the barges six feet. Smaller tilt fans mounted front and rear whirred into action, pushing them onto the minefield. Sun just had time to see angled armor shields deploy in front of the barges before they started a rolling barrage of smoke that quickly wiped out her view. 
 
    “Laverna, you still got eyes on the target?” 
 
    “You bet, Major. Smoke is to the front.” 
 
    “Fire upon the front engines only.” 
 
    The Blevin was on the cusp of protesting. Then she got it. “Righteous. I like your thinking.” 
 
    When the barges were halfway across the minefield, Laverna’s team opened up on the front lift fans. With the armor facing only to the front, the volleys of laser fire perforated the fans, which the heavy Gauss cannon shattered into scrap. 
 
    Sun could see none of this, relying on Laverna’s concise commentary. There was plenty to hear through the dense smoke, though. The screams of panic, the return fire seeking targets in the hills, and the beating drone of ducted fans out of phase. 
 
    The middle barge dipped its nose suddenly, digging into the sand, flipping it over. Sun saw dune buggies being flung out of the smoke like buckshot. Then the barge itself came pinwheeling out into clean air. By the time its upper surface impacted the ground and activated the pressure sensitive mines, the barges to either side had already been shattered by multiple mine explosions. 
 
    “The enemy’s taken heavy punishment,” Laverna reported, “but they’re rallying already. There’s a detachment pushing up into the hills to flush us out.” 
 
    Sun keyed to the general channel. “Time to bug out, Laverna. All units, secure the beachhead and get ready to withdraw.” 
 
    “But we have them on the run,” Wurgitar protested. “Let’s finish this. Forward to Victory.” 
 
    “Negative. Laverna’s flank attack bought us time. That’s all. Our mission was to make a surprise attack to wipe out the Scythe. We failed. It looks like their main assault force wasn’t even there. Our priority now—” 
 
    A grinding noise from outside the command post ripped the words out of Sun’s mouth. Something heavy was crunching its way through the coral reef that ringed the beach. 
 
    “Situation update,” said Captain Jenkins, who was peering out the window. “I think we just found one of the missing subs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Patriot Command Post, Kobbister Atoll 
 
    Branco had to lift himself out of his seat to see out the window. The sight that greeted him was of a shitfest about to explode. 
 
    A Scythe submersible was beached on the reef. Soldiers boiled out from its bulbous rear compartment. They formed up in the shelter of the sub, a first line swimming through the shallows while a second line knelt and put bursts of rifle fire into the handful of Patriots guarding the approach to the pleasure-palace-turned-command-post. 
 
    The attackers didn’t have it all their own way. Two Scythe soldiers were hit by the Patriot defenders, blood darkening the pristine tropical water. He didn’t recognize the species, but the aliens bled if you shot them. That was all he needed to know for the moment. 
 
    The answering screams of the defenders were pitiful. 
 
    “They’re getting slaughtered,” said Branco. “We’ve got to help.” 
 
    “My new friend—” Jenkins drew alongside him at the window, “—it’s too late for the Patriots out there. We need to secure this building if we’re going to keep Sun safe for as long as we can.” 
 
    Branco glanced behind him, a little surprised Jenkins placed such store in her. Sun was watching and listening to them. She had her throwing knives in her hands, but she didn’t falter in issuing her orders to the fighters withdrawing from Stromsay. 
 
    The attackers bounded past their front line and splashed ten meters forward to allow the line behind to take a knee and fire, cutting short the suffering of the Patriot wounded. 
 
    Shit. It was a lovely place to die, but Sun didn’t have Branco’s death sentence. He had to save her. But how? 
 
    He stared out at the attackers, desperately seeking a weakness in what he saw. Their fire and movement tactics were rudimentary, possibly ill-advised when they had the numbers to storm the island, but they were well rehearsed. These were disciplined troops. 
 
    But what were they? 
 
    Mouths filled with teeth extended from faces covered in tough-looking, jet-black hide. Collars of burbling water attached to tanks on the backs of what was obviously a water-breathing species. Natural spiked armor pierced the back of their clothing, as did long boney tails that ended in flat paddles. When his head stopped hurting, he ran through his augmented memories to look for matches, but he felt sure he would find nothing on this mystery race. 
 
    A laser weapon lanced out from the top of their building, sizzling the seawater into vapor, and then it angled up and sliced through the port beam of the submersible. 
 
    Scythe laser rifles responded, slicing at the upper roof, but they couldn’t get the angle and the heavy weapon kept up its punishing fire on the submersible. The sub itself made the fatal reply; a turret popped up from its upper deck and twin chain guns lashed out. 
 
    The laser didn’t fire again. 
 
    The turret barrels dropped, hammering twin tracks of devastation across the outside of the wall in search of Branco, Sun, and Jenkins. The noise alone was enough to make Branco want to tear his ears off. 
 
    “Get down!” he screamed at Sun. She was crouching at the center of the room with the absent look of someone concentrating on her pinplants, oblivious to the heavy fire that would be streaming through the window in moments. 
 
    He knew he was too late, but he gunned his chair and raced for her anyway. 
 
    The firing stopped, replaced by a silence so sudden it hurt. 
 
    Out on the reef, a muffled explosion suggested why the turret had stopped firing. 
 
    Branco chanced a look out the window. The Patriot laser had done its work after all. A second explosion inside the sub blew off the turret, releasing a column of greasy smoke. 
 
    The respite was momentary. The Scythe invaders in the water sent bullets and laser beams through the window, passing an inch or so over Branco’s head and pitting the far wall. Jenkins sank to his knees. Holstering his brace of laser pistols, he crawled back to Sun and the heap of equipment at her feet. 
 
    “Hurry up,” shouted Branco. He backed away a little and swapped out mags on his HP-4 pistol for 13mm armor piercing rounds. With a relaxed two-handed grip, he readied to engage anything that appeared in that window. 
 
    Suddenly, polished green metal erupted to cover the window, plunging the room into darkness lit only by the Tri-V battle map left frozen when Branco had abandoned it. 
 
    Branco looked wide eyed at Jenkins. “Did you do that?” 
 
    The big man grabbed his nine-barrel volley gun off the floor. “No. Did you?” 
 
    In perfect unison, they turned to Sun. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at them. “Unlike you men, I can multitask. While I was organizing the withdrawal from Stromsay, I was also exploring this building. I just deployed the blast shields over all doors and windows—” 
 
    “Then we’re secure?” asked Branco. 
 
    “Over all doors and windows on the lower floor. Unfortunately, the power’s out to the top two floors.” 
 
    “Then we are royally screwed,” said Jenkins. 
 
    “I expect so,” she said. “But we have a possible advantage. We are, after all, inside a Bakulu love shack.” 
 
    “So?” Branco frowned. “Come on, Sun. You’re not normally this annoying. You’re not your sister. What’s special about being in an alien sex den?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were a man of the galaxy, Branco.” 
 
    Jenkins nodded his understanding. “This place is riddled with love tunnels.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Branco looked at Sun curiously, wondering how she knew so much about Bakulu sex? 
 
    Sun smiled sweetly. “Jealous, sweetheart?” 
 
    Jenkins laughed uproariously as he activated his volley gun. “Sun was good friends with one of my marines. A Bakulu called Sevig Rhu. He had boundary issues when discussing his amorous adventures.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sun agreed. “Boundary issues, as in he didn’t have any boundaries. Branco, I want you to activate everything that Jeha Jenkins put in that chair of yours and aim it at the door. Skipper, I think your overcoat with the shoulder pads will have to sit out the rest of this fight because you’re going through the love hole.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The problem with youngsters today,” mused Captain Jenkins as he crawled through the tube hidden in the thick outer wall of the building, “is that they’ve no respect for their elders.” 
 
    He hesitated before a turn in the tunnel. “If a loved-up Bakulu can get through that in their shell,” he told himself, “then it’s no difficulty for a mature Human gentleman such as myself.” 
 
    He pushed his Nock Niner around the bend and wriggled headfirst after it. 
 
    “The cheek of asking me to take my coat off. I can still crawl through a Bakulu sex den with it on as easily as I could thirty years ago.” 
 
    Except he couldn’t. His back was locked up in a spasm, his legs were numb, and his broad shoulders—broadened further by his red coat—were firmly wedged against the sides of the tunnel. He looked down, trying to see the cause of the blockage while illuminating his predicament with his wrist slate. It was a disastrous mistake. He couldn’t reach his slate to activate it, and for good measure he banged his head on the tunnel roof. Now he was even more stuck than before and panic welled up inside of him. 
 
    He shut his eyes and thought about where he was. 
 
    Over the years, he’d traded with a few rich Bakulu. Their dirtside homes were always the same; mirroring their natural shell, the mollusk-like aliens built homes buttressed by thick walls pierced by narrow doors and slitted windows. For a wealthy Bakulu, their home was very much their castle. 
 
    That much was obvious to everyone, but if you didn’t know the Bakulu, you might not realize that the more ensconced a Bakulu felt, the more randy they became. He had set up the command post in the thickest walled portion of the building, and knowing Bakulu architecture, that made this the orgy room. Bakulu took voyeuristic delight in watching others enjoy their pleasure. Tunnels wide enough for a Bakulu shell wormed through the walls with one-way viewports allowing them to spy on the party fun. Occasionally the passages widened enough to allow a pair of Bakulu to indulge in shell-to-shell action. 
 
    Jenkins shuddered at the thought of what had gone on in the tunnels he was squeezing through. His disgust made him shrink in on himself. Suddenly the curve in the tunnel was easy to navigate. 
 
    “I still got it,” he murmured and pushed on a few more yards until he reached what he had been hoping to find. It was an alcove with a voyeur’s viewport, but this one looked out the exterior surface onto the beach by the main door. 
 
    He spied a medieval reenactment scene with a cast of water-breathing aliens. Under the watchful eyes of the few sentries, the Scythe had sliced through some coconut trees with their lasers and lashed them together with vines to make crude ladders. They were about to use them to scale the sheer walls of the Bakulu fortress-cum-sex den. 
 
    It bothered him that he didn’t recognize the species. He’d worked the Spine Nebula for over thirty years and never seen this horrible lot. There was something unmistakably aggressive about them. They looked as if they were sea skeletons animated from dark bones of pebble-smooth stone. An armored fan swept back from bulbous heads to protect the exposed vertebrae of their back. The long, skeletal tails terminated in a sharpened tip. They seemed to sense their environment through a mix of wet sniffs and flicks of their long tongues. If they possessed eyes, he couldn’t see them. 
 
    They looked nothing like Besquith or Tortantulas, but they shared the same aura of extreme viciousness. These were killers, through and through. 
 
    And it was down to him to stop them. 
 
    He activated the smart fluids sandwiched inside the fabric of his greatcoat, and cycled his Niner into ready mode, which chambered explosive caseless rounds in each of the nine barrels. Then, praying the tightness in his back from all the stupid crawling around didn’t turn into full-on spasms, he quietly unlatched the viewport. 
 
    About seven feet below him on the sand, the Scythe aliens hissed excitedly as they ran two ladders up against the wall and began to ascend. 
 
    Jenkins pushed aside the viewport and poked the barrels of his Niner outside. 
 
    “Hey! Fish uglies! On me!” 
 
    Scythe faces looked up at the sudden sound, weapons turning on him, but the skipper still had what it took—he fired first. 
 
    The Nock Niner volley gun was not what you would call a precision weapon. It was all about delivering as much short-range shock as possible while falling just short of tearing its wielder to pieces with the ferocious recoil kick. Accuracy was for other people. 
 
    Jenkins aimed at the line of sentries, panning the weapon inward as he gave them all nine barrels over the 1.5 second firing sequence that spread out the recoil. All the while, he kept the stock tight against his coat’s shoulder pad. The garment was more than just eye-catchingly stylish. The thickening fluids in his shoulder pads absorbed part of the recoil and transmitted much of the remainder around the rest of his coat. His shoulder still felt as if he was being kicked by a bad-tempered Oogar, but it remained in his socket, which meant it was good enough to— 
 
    With targets going down from his first volley, he threw himself out the portal. 
 
    Bullets and beams raked the alcove where he’d been standing, but only two bullets found him. The great coat caught most of the impact, but not all; he was wounded. Now he really needed his other coat back from Blue, damnit. Still, he was lucky they hadn’t fired lasers. 
 
    His descent was more of a belly flop than a controlled jump, but his coat absorbed enough of the shock for him to drill the stock of his gun into the sand and fire at the mass of Scythe troopers at the base of the ladders. 
 
    With the targets bunched together, this time the result was spectacular. The air erupted with the splatter of alien blood, scales, and bones. Hoses supplying breathing water to the enemy were perforated. Many of the aliens clutched at their throats, their gills—or whatever they used to breathe—gasping for oxygen that was no longer available. 
 
    He fired again into the press of alien bodies, then a fourth and final time, immediately scooting away around the back of a wall buttress to win temporary cover. He had spare ammo tubs in his pockets, but reloading was an awkward business that took a couple of minutes. His Niner was customized, though; he wasn’t finished with it yet. 
 
    He flicked a switch and the top of the ornate brass decoration elongated and slid down the hot barrels, locking into a ring near the muzzle that might have held a bayonet on an ancient rifle. 
 
    But he was Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins. The Skipper. He didn’t do bayonets. Wasn’t his style. 
 
    A round ricocheted off the stone buttress. Alien feet pounded the sand, moving toward him. 
 
    “Branco!” he shouted as he folded the stock into the extended position. “Where in blazes are you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Captain’s final volley was the signal. 
 
    The armored shutters over the front door rolled back and Branco thundered forward. Jeha Jenkins had described his tinkering with Branco’s wheelchair as “temporary upgrades until he could think of a better solution.” Tinkering! As far as Branco was concerned, his wheelchair was now an armored fighting throne. 
 
    A peaked canopy of armor plate protected his head and torso. The Jeha engineer had widened and extended the chair arms until they were metal walls that housed four rockets on either side. 
 
    He unleashed a flight of four rockets into the trio of aliens stalking Jenkins, who he assumed was sheltering behind the buttress to his right. A fireball scorched him as the rockets boosted the short distance to the enemy, tearing them apart in an explosion that made Branco’s chair sit up on its rear wheels. 
 
    A laser tried to burn through Branco’s face, but the three overlapping laser shields Jenkins had installed deflected the beam harmlessly away. Branco retaliated with a rocket from the left chair arm. 
 
    He missed, the warhead exploding harmlessly out on the reef. The aquatic alien dropped its laser and reached for its sidearm, but Branco didn’t give it the chance, sending another brace of rockets into the enemy, obliterating it. 
 
    He took more fire from his left flank, bullets this time. They smashed dents into his armored shroud but didn’t penetrate. A ricochet did, however, crack his front laser shield. 
 
    A pistol roared three times from behind his chair and the enemy gave a strangled cry. It fell into the sand. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Sun. 
 
    Another rifle barked ahead of him. Bullets thudded into his chair, hitting where his lower legs would have been. 
 
    “Ten o’clock,” Branco advised, skimming his chair around to put his armor between the two of them and the rifle. 
 
    The chair motor managed a quarter turn before all power failed. 
 
    As bullets pounded his armor and the chair beneath him, he fumbled for the HP-4 pistol he had slotted into a holder between his thighs. He couldn’t, though. His sweating hands were shaking too violently. Branco’s world swirled around his head. He shut his eyes and willed the shakes to leave him alone so he could get on with the job at hand. 
 
    But his hearing worked fine, and he heard Sun step from behind the cover of his chair and fire her GP-90. 
 
    The pistol cycled, but no shots came out. 
 
    “Damn!” screamed Sun. “Never had a C-Tech do that on me before.” 
 
    “Take mine,” said Branco. “I can’t see straight anyway. Give me a moment, and I’ll hand it to you.” 
 
    “No need, sweetheart.” 
 
    There was a faint whisper in the air behind him. A moment later, he heard a brief gurgled cry followed by the sound of a body splashing into shallow water. 
 
    Branco risked leaning forward out of his shroud to see. 
 
    Beneath a tree whose broad roots anchored in the sea, an alien lay in the water with two knives sticking out of its throat. 
 
    “Always carry a knife,” said Jenkins, striding into view. “Who taught you that?” 
 
    “You did, Skip.” Sun was grinning as she took Branco’s pistol and checked it was ready for use. “See? I was listening.” 
 
    Branco rubbed his eyes, not sure if he was hallucinating or whether Jenkins was real. 
 
    Despite the heat, the big man was wrapped in his bright red coat, which was now torn and leaking green fluid. In his hands, his volley gun had somehow transformed into a polearm. The brass ornamentation, which had previously decorated the breech like gothic flying buttresses, had transformed into a mace head. 
 
    “Skipper!” cried Sun. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    One of the enemy had been playing dead and had rolled onto its side, pivoting its rifle up at Branco. 
 
    With one swing, Jenkins smashed the alien’s weapon away. With the next, he staved in its skull. 
 
    “This fella won’t trouble us again, kids.” 
 
    With her borrowed HP-4 ready, Sun moved from one Scythe body to another, checking for any signs of life. 
 
    “They bother me,” she said. 
 
    “Me, too,” said Jenkins. “Who the hell are they? Never seen their like before.” 
 
    “I have,” said Sun. “Or rather my sister has. It was Midnight Sun’s first contracted mission, and one I had to sit out due to…reasons. It was supposed to be a simple escort job, transporting a Merchant Guild representative to negotiate the admission of this race into the Union. Tyzhounes they’re called.” She sighed. “Nothing to do with my sister is ever simple, though. In the end, the Tyzhounes chased us away, sealed off their world, and said they wanted nothing more to do with the Union.” 
 
    “So? They’re bad-tempered brutes.” Jenkins shrugged. “I could have told you that just by looking at them. Looks like a few bad ’uns got off planet and signed up as unlicensed mercs. So long as I can kill them, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Branco. His shakes were gone now, but he was not at all calmed by what Sun had said. “You had CASPers and a battlecruiser. How did a pre-Contact race chase your sister away?” 
 
    Sun looked him straight in the eye. “With surface-to-space missiles. I’m assuming they weren’t homegrown. Someone had already armed them before we got there. Someone with an agenda they could slot the Tyzhounes into. Sound like anyone we know?” 
 
    “For the Devil!” Branco contemplated the dead Tyzhounes. Their exoskeletons were dark like wet jet rather than ivory bone, and their head crests were flatter and swept back to protect their spines, but—damnit! They even looked a little like Goltar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Branco sat helplessly on the beach, stranded in a chair that had spilled its mechanical guts over the sand. It was ruined beyond repair, but it had done its job well. And so too had Branco. 
 
    He might be immobile for the moment, but he’d finally proven he could still be useful. 
 
    Still was useful. 
 
    He panned his binoculars over the sea, looking for anything incoming from this side of the island. Captain Jenkins kept watch from the top of the command post building while Sun searched the Scythe corpses. 
 
    They had already completed the grim task of checking for survivors amongst the other Patriot defenders. All were dead. 
 
    It wasn’t looking any better with the Tyzhounes. Sun was ripping their clothes apart with a knife, stripping them in her search for something to give the Patriots a clue to who they were working for and why. Other than simple slates sewn into the inside of their collars, she’d found nothing. Maybe the slates would reveal something, but he doubted it. 
 
    He watched her for a moment, the petite Human woman stripping corpses of sea monsters twice her size, from their head to the paddle on the end of their bony tail. And they looked like monsters. Where their bodies had been cut open from his rockets and Jenkins’ crazy volley gun, their tough hide had burst open to let the blood and guts pour out, the same as any animal from Earth. But in the undamaged sections, their bodies looked like they were made from smooth stone, complete with a line of stalagmites running along their backs. 
 
    He’d encountered some weird looking aliens, and some supremely dangerous ones, but there was something about these Tyzhounes that was just plain nasty. 
 
    Muttering a curse, Sun threw down the last corpse in disgust and walked back to him. “Pickup’s due in six minutes,” she said in a loud voice so Jenkins could hear. “It’s time to get our fallen comrades down to the beach. There will be room for them on the boat.” 
 
    Branco nodded and returned his vigilant gaze to the water. 
 
    Then looked back at Sun. 
 
    She was wearing a borrowed work shirt with a faded yellow print. It was about three sizes too big for her and far too thick for the warm day, which was why she had undone half the buttons. 
 
    His eyes roved. His lover’s face was wonderfully scarred from the work she did, but by some miracle, her throat and the regions further south were as smooth as silk. 
 
    “I gave you a job to do, mister.” 
 
    Branco felt his cheeks heat with shame and returned his attention to the water. 
 
    Sun gasped. “What the fuck…?” 
 
    To the Devil! Branco sucked in a sharp breath. Sun was holding a small box covered in sand that should have been safely secure inside one of his chair’s storage compartments. Specifically, the secret one. 
 
    She was looking inside at the blisters of yellow pills. Busted! 
 
    “The medication the doc gave me wasn’t strong enough,” he explained. “You’re looking at di-cloxorin yellows.” 
 
    Emotions warred over her face. Anger. Pity. Fear. Her eyes grew moist and she visibly steeled herself before speaking. 
 
    He didn’t blame her. Unboosted di-cloxorin was a widely prescribed pain medication, but the boosted yellows were illegal across Earth, and with good reason. They were ferociously addictive, but that had been his calculation to make: a race between the effects of addiction overwhelming him and the wasting disease he’d picked up on Rakbutu-Tereus killing him. He’d accepted that his time was limited, but he wasn’t convinced Sun had. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he told her. “Not sorry for taking them, but I should have told you.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have. And I should have made it easier for you to do so.” She pursed her lips and gave a decisive nod. “You made the right call.” She stuffed the box of pills into his jacket pocket. “Let me know if you need help getting more.” 
 
    Branco was speechless. He just looked at Sun, stunned. 
 
    Suddenly, a blinding flash obliterated the sky. 
 
    Branco tried to blink back the after image. Sun clambered into his ruined chair, hugging him so they could both shelter under the intact armored canopy. 
 
    The sky cracked, and a powerful wind blew hot. The trees bent over and the sand flew across the alien corpses on the beach, softening the scenes of death. 
 
    Still half-blinded by the flash, Branco looked out to sea. To the northwest, about ten miles from the Slaughshall coastline, an expanding sphere of white water that had to already be a mile across erupted from a roiling sea. A circle of dark debris seemed perched on top of the water bubble like a crown. 
 
    “That’s Desire Atoll,” shouted Jenkins, incredulous. “It’s the biggest, richest coral reef on the planet. And they’ve just gone and nuked it. The Scythe have just fucking nuked this world.” 
 
    Sun scrambled free of Branco’s chair. “We gotta shelter from the fallout. Get inside. You too, Skipper. The walls will shield us.” 
 
    “No,” insisted Branco, his binocs trained on the blast wave that was now sending a column of water miles into the sky. “Skipper, I could do with a hand to join you on the roof. There’s a big wave coming for us, and it’s already on its way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Point Clear, Slaughshall Peninsula, Thananya 
 
    The Spine Patriots sat inside the hold of an unremarkable freighter anchored in Point Clear harbor. They watched the Tri-V feed beamed from Linkesh, the brave Bakulu swimming over the seabed three miles north of the nuclear explosion from two days’ earlier. 
 
    Despite its powerful beams of illumination, the underwater drone camera shadowing Linkesh struggled to pick out any details through the white suspension thickening the water. It was composed of powdered coral, particles of shattered seabed, and the atomized remains of other sea creatures caught near ground zero. 
 
    Linkesh barreled along through the murk, his pseudopods extended from the opening in his shell and rotated like a natural propeller screw. He ceased his propulsion and drifted for a few moments while he extended a pair of limbs over his shell and wiped the worst of the white muck away to reveal a blue shell sporting a circle of fifteen white stars. 
 
    The Bakulu were naturally radiation resistant. The Terran coral and the myriad creatures that sheltered, fought, preyed, and bred within its shelter were not. 
 
    This close to ground zero, the coral had survived the initial blast, but the lingering radiation had killed it. In the brief moments when the water had cleared a little, the drone feed showed bleached coral half-buried beneath a white sludge, and the bloated corpses of fish. 
 
    “This is how it has always been,” said Jhast, rubbing her thumb nervously over her snout in the HecSha way. She was the head of the Slaughshall Fishing Guild and the architect of the fishing deal with the conglomerate outside of the Spine Nebula. 
 
    “The Scythe could have aimed their nuke at Point Clear itself,” she said. “They could have sneaked their subs into the harbor and knifed us in our beds. They chose to terrorize us instead. And it worked! Who now would dare to set up trading routes to the worlds outside the Spine Nebula? Who now can afford to dream? My life is ruined.” 
 
    “Get a damned grip,” Branco snapped. “If you want tales of woe, I have them aplenty. Look at yourselves! Call yourself Spine Patriots? I say you’re Spineless Patriots.” 
 
    Jhast rose to all four limbs, flicking her tail, which whipped into her neighbors and provoked angry cries. 
 
    “The seas were nuked, stupid Human!” 
 
    “Sure they were. And what was the casualty count?” 
 
    Jhast peered at him through the beady eyes sunken into her flattened head. “Four dead. Thirty-eight hospitalized for radiation poisoning; most are expected to survive. But the coral is burned! The fish are dead.” 
 
    “The sea’s a big place, Jhast. We lost a few good people and a lot of fish. We can’t get either of them back, but the people of Point Clear and the peninsula will carry on and thrive. So will the fish.” 
 
    Branco looked from face to face. Jenkins was pulling at his beard. Sun was wearing her poker face, and Jhast was radiating contempt, but at least she was sitting down again. Tough audience. 
 
    There was only one person listening to him with interest. That gave him a boost because she was Doctor Tronia Miller, the head aqua-biologist and coral-planter-in-chief. 
 
    “There was an atoll in Earth’s Pacific Ocean,” he said, trying not to sound too confrontational, “not unlike the waters off Point Clear. Bikini Atoll was used for nuclear weapons testing. The place was shunned for decades afterwards. No one lived there. No one fished. No one went near it. Funny thing happened, though. Within a decade, the coral was back and the fish were thriving on it. There’s a reason water is used in nuclear shielding. The neutron radiation was absorbed by the water, locking it into harmless heavy water isotopes. It was the salt in the water that was the problem, particularly the sodium-24 isotopes. A century and change later, during the time of the great coral diebacks, the groundwater in the atolls near the blast was still too radioactive to drink, and the coconuts that grew there too dangerous to eat, but the coral was the healthiest on Earth. Isn’t that right, Doctor Miller?” 
 
    She nodded. “The yield in the explosion two days ago was a small fraction of the devastating forces unleashed at Bikini.” She shuddered. “And the trigger is cleaner, too. We shouldn’t underestimate the need to check for contamination of soils near the blast, but the long-term effect on the coral ecosphere will be negligible.” 
 
    “Which means,” said Branco, “that if we can limit this blast to a one-off incident, it shouldn’t screw up your fishing contract, Jhast. Obviously, you’d have to ensure any fish you supply isn’t irradiated, but that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Sun stood. “It’s not that simple. I would not buy fish I knew was sourced from a nuclear blast site.” 
 
    “Precisely.” Branco badly wished he could stand to emphasize his point. “Nor would I, if I knew.” 
 
    Jhast got to her feet again, the nictitating membranes flickering over her eyes. “Who would have thought it from a Human? But he’s right. If we can defeat the Scythe, then the only barrier remaining to our success is one of marketing.” 
 
    “I agree wholeheartedly,” thundered Jenkins. “But the Scythe will be waiting for us, and I don’t fancy taking on those dropships.” 
 
    “That’s why you brought me in as military advisor,” said Sun. “I don’t think we can take out that base on Stromsay without suffering terrible losses. So let’s not try. Jhast, when are the official celebrations to mark the first off-planet shipment of fish?” 
 
    She rubbed her snout, confused. “They were to have been in two days’ time. But they were cancelled after the explosion.” 
 
    “Then un-cancel them. If you will forgive the mixed metaphors, we’re going to use that fish as bait to set a honeypot trap. And there’s no time to lose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 City Plaza, Point Clear, Thananya 
 
    “Midnight-1, this is Tentacle-3. Two dropships and two submersibles just set off, headed for Point Clear.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Tentacle-3,” Sun replied. “Wait two mikes, then make your assault.” 
 
    “Assaulting in two. Good luck, Major. Tentacle-3 out.” 
 
    A flutter of fear and excitement pounded in Sun’s chest. There were a lot of unknowns here, and an entire world counted on her to have made the right calls. Her sister found this sort of thing easy, but she never had. Doubts choked her. She swallowed hard and drew strength from Branco, who was chugging down his pint of fake beer in the company of Captain Jenkins and Laverna. 
 
    He caught her attention, smiled, and mouthed at her, “You got this.” 
 
    But she didn’t. She gave a desperate shake of her head. 
 
    Her pinview showed an incoming message from him. Only that morning he’d told her that accessing his pinplants felt like scratching his brain with blunt needles. “If you don’t got it,” said his message, “then act like you do. You know whom to channel.” 
 
    She did indeed. 
 
    Sun stood and shook some swagger into her shoulders, imagining she was a bald thrill addict who liked to steal captains’ greatcoats. 
 
    Lifting her glass of tea in celebration, she shouted a toast that cut through the reveries in Point Clear’s modest version of a town square. “To the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    “The Spine Nebula!” echoed a score of voices. 
 
    She took a long sip of her tea, wishing it was the whiskey it was meant to resemble. 
 
    “Keep calm, everyone,” she said over radio comms. “The enemy’s on their way. Jhast, make sure the last of the civilians are escorted out of town. Patriot fighters, I know that in normal life you’re deckhands, drivers, bakers, fisherfolk, and accountants. Today you are warriors defending your home and the dreams and hopes of your children, hatchlings, and progeny. The Scythe will have spies and cameras trained on us. Don’t spook them by acting like you know what’s coming. Let’s celebrate. Make some noise, people!” 
 
    Arms out, she spun slowly around, taking in the view of the square decked out in flags and colored ribbons. She made sure to make direct eye contact with each fighter in turn and a nod of support and belief. 
 
    A stage had been built in front of city hall. Microphones awaited the dignitaries who would mark the momentous establishment of trade links outside the nebula. 
 
    Those dignitaries were evacuated an hour ago and the fish shipment packed behind the stage in freezer crates was fake, the real shipment safely cached a hundred miles away. 
 
    She’d only gone looking for her chief engineer’s Jeha girlfriend to give Branco a route out of his funk. But it had led her here to a group of brave fighters who believed in her. 
 
    She believed in them too, dammit. When did this become real to her? 
 
    Jenkins walked over and put an arm around her shoulders. “Come have a fake beer in our final minutes. That was a pretty speech, but right now, you need to radiate calm. Beers are on me.” 
 
    She laughed. How had this become real? Captain Jenkins—the Skipper to those who followed him—probably had a lot to do with it. 
 
    She accepted a glass of diluted fruit juice, with a fake beer head of powdered egg white and lemon juice, and sat beside Jenkins, Branco, and Laverna—her friends, new and renewed. 
 
    “Tell me, Skipper,” said Branco. “A sudden and profound change came over the Spine Nebula in the recent past, sometime after Blue and Sun defeated Endless Night. Everyone tells us that, but whenever we ask you about it, you evade. I think it’s time you told us what you’re hiding.” 
 
    “You pick your moments, Branco.” 
 
    “Thank you. I was trained to.” He indicated the decked-out city square with its almost thirty Patriots. “I think we’re all in this together now, so why hold back any longer?” 
 
    “All right,” Jenkins muttered. His brow beaded with sweat. “Sounds crazy, I know, but when I told you we know nothing about who is running the Scythe and why, that’s absolutely true. And yet I do know that we took out whoever had been running them a few months ago.” 
 
    Sun frowned. “How can you kill someone when you don’t know who they are?” 
 
    Jenkins closed his mouth. 
 
    “I think I understand,” said Branco. “Let’s get this clear. You don’t know the who, what, or why about your enemy, but you know they’re dead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You hired an assassin, didn’t you?” He gasped. “A Hunter?” 
 
    Jenkins’ gaze darted to all the shadowed areas of the square. He could face the imminent arrival of a Scythe attack without showing fear, but the memory of this assassin terrified him. 
 
    “We tried to hire a Hunter. A Depik, he called himself. We put the word out around the nebula, but we couldn’t raise sufficient funds to offer a contract. Somehow, he knew anyway. He told me the reason I still lived was because the strangeness of the Spine Nebula was unexpected knowledge, and that was payment in compensation for the insult of the derisory fee we’d offered.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t make the offer,” said Sun. 
 
    “We didn’t.” Jenkins shuddered. “A Hunter assassin isn’t someone you contradict. The Hunter vanished—literally disappeared—leaving us grateful we still possessed our lives, but I suspect he was more curious than he let on. Who was the mastermind behind the Scythe? I think that mystery drew him in, and he did not like what he discovered. Whoever was behind the Scythe, as far as I can tell, the Hunter killed them all.” 
 
    “What price did he claim?” asked Branco “There’s always a price.” 
 
    Jenkins nodded. “Weeks later, he appeared on the bridge of the Unlikely Regret. Just…appeared out of thin air after we came through an emergence point, washed himself for a bit, and then said he was welcoming us to our negotiation. Negotiation, he called it. Hah!” Despite the heat of the day, the man shivered at the memory. “The Hunter conducted the negotiation by prowling the banks of deck stations, blinking his eyes and enjoying our gasps as he disappeared and reappeared at will.” 
 
    “Rachid,” Sun exclaimed. “That’s why Rachid disappeared suddenly.” 
 
    “Enslaved.” Jenkins sighed. “Taking the sigil, the Hunter called it. Said he’d been watching and understood that Rachid was the real financial brains behind my operations. He was right, of course. For some reason, the Hunter wanted Rachid to go willingly, and he did. Rachid said he’d pay that price any day of the week.” He forced a laugh. “He’d been dreading retirement. He said he wanted one last challenge in his life and not to be dropped off at some godforsaken port and left to rot. And now…here was his opportunity. That may be so, but Rachid was a braver man than I’ll ever be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Flight Deck, Dropship Hunter-1 
 
    “We are two minutes out, sir,” said the Selroth copilot. 
 
    Grenshal looked at the real-time Tri-V as the port of Point Clear rushed toward them. It looked peaceful. Smug. Unprepared. 
 
    He growled deep in his Zuul throat. It won’t stay peaceful for long. 
 
    Around him, Hunter-1 hummed with power. These Maki-built Hunter-class dropships were not subtle transportation devices. They moved you fast and furious. The uprated variant he was flying packed a punch, too. 
 
    By the gods, he would make the arrogant Spine dwellers pay for what they’d done to his command. “Commanders, report.” 
 
    “Green Company in position,” said the Selroth commander in one of the two submersibles lurking in the harbor. 
 
    “I am in position, too…with Blue Company.” The Tyzhoune commander’s report was grudging, but she had fifty troopers in her unit who had been swimming to their target over the past couple of hours. 
 
    Grenshal ground his jaws. Chaos and confusion had reigned in the system for months now. No one knew for sure what was going on. The only reason the Tyzhoune and Selroth commanders still acknowledged his authority was because each would rather obey him than be under the authority of the other. 
 
    “Hunter-2, report.” 
 
    “Weapons free and eager to acquire targets,” replied his deputy in the other dropship, fifty feet off his port bow. 
 
    “Let’s rip the throats out of these fishing scum and remind them to be afraid. Execute the assault.” 
 
    The Hunters came in low over the harbor, churning the water in their wake as they passed over the Tyzhounes clambering unopposed onto the pier, and the Selroth submersibles breaching the water. 
 
    He left the amphibious assault troops to it, gripping hard onto his seat arms as the Bakulu pilot flew Hunter-1 over city hall and down into the square beyond. The pitiful savages had actually decked the place with flags. What arrogance! 
 
    The gunner—a Zuul once from a respectable clan—howled with delight, spitting twin lines of destruction into the square from the two belly turrets, each with twin coil guns. 
 
    The civilians had fled, but they couldn’t have gone far, and Grenshal’s plan made sure they wouldn’t get any farther. Hunter-2 circled around the outside of the square, ready to shred anyone trying to flee Hunter-1’s fire. 
 
    “You will die,” Grenshal roared, broadcasting to the Spiners outside via external speakers. “You will die so others will remember this day. No one has the right to dream in the Spine Nebula. Your place is to cower in the dirt and be grateful for your pitiful lives.” 
 
    His roar was empty, though, because the attack so far was disappointing. Where were the screams? The scent of blood? 
 
    Then he spotted something in the Tri-V that made his long lips curl up into a toothy smile. “Gunner, in front of city hall…See those crates? Inside is the fish they are so proud of. Destroy it all.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    The pilot assisted by spinning around at the center of the square to face the target. The wash from the dropship’s eight ducted fans caught hold of flags, tables, glasses, and assorted detritus of celebration, blasting it all into the edges of the square like dry leaves in the fall. 
 
    The guns acquired the shipping crates and lashed them with fire. 
 
    The targets fitted the profile of Galactic Union Size O/Z transport containers. Grenshal had seen the same attachment points for standard cargo brackets and straps on a thousand shipments, but he’d never seen an O/Z container withstand concentrated fire. Hypersonic darts ricocheted off the containers, coating them in actinic flashes. 
 
    Grenshal snapped his jaws. “Pilot, get a safe distance from those crates, then take them out with a hellfire missile.” 
 
    “Roger that.” The pilot banked sharply, heading for the far corner of the square to avoid the shockwave of their own missile. “Coming about to destroy perfectly good fish.” 
 
    “Damn you, Bakulu shell slime. Just obey my orders.” 
 
    “Orders have more authority when personnel are paid on time,” bitched the Bakulu, but he knew better than to disobey. 
 
    As they maneuvered, he noticed the crates behaving strangely in his Tri-V display. Their fronts fell open. He couldn’t see what was inside, but it didn’t look like fish. 
 
    Missile lock alerts flared! 
 
    “SAM launch! SAM launch!” shouted the Selroth copilot. Grenshal saw missile boosters spout flame. 
 
    “Four launches…six launches.” 
 
    The pilot might be a surly bastard, but the instant the alarm blared, he had Hunter-1 boosting out of the square in a cloud of defensive munitions. Grenshal’s gut was thrown about in ways the gods had never intended as the dropship hopped over the nearest building, then dropped into the street below. 
 
    The Spiners’ missiles passed harmlessly overhead or slammed into the other side of the building Hunter-1 was sheltering behind. 
 
    “ECM shroud active and effective,” said the Selroth, calmer now. 
 
    “Hunter-2, come in,” snapped Grenshal. 
 
    “Sir, we are inside our ECM shroud,” pointed out the co-pilot. “We can’t get a signal out.” 
 
    A fireball erupted behind the dropship, throwing out a hot shockwave that funneled through the narrow street, making Hunter-1’s rear buck wildly. A fan duct was carried along by the shockwave. It was followed by the torso of Grenshal’s deputy. 
 
    With debris from the destruction of her sister ship clattering against her hull, Hunter-1 side-swiped the wall it was sheltering behind, partially collapsing the building. But the dropships were tough. The pilot steadied the craft and accelerated away. 
 
    “We’re taking fire,” said the copilot. 
 
    The insulting rattle of small arms fire impacted against the port side. Hunter-1 accelerated away, oblivious. 
 
    “Pitiful,” said Grenshal. “If the Spine scum had more SAMs they would have fired them by now. We will retreat and support the harbor assault. Even if they did have more SAMs, they would not stop the Tyzhoune and Selroth attacks.” 
 
    “Um, sir,” said the gunner. “They weren’t just firing rifles. I think there must have been lasers, too. Both belly turrets are showing critical failure. What do we do now?” 
 
    “Do I have to repeat my orders? Take us out to sea, we will support Blue and Green companies with our missile fire.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The gunner stank of fear. “It’s just…with all the changes with the System, we haven’t been resupplied for months. We only have one missile left.” 
 
    “It will have to suffice,” Grenshal growled. 
 
    Ten seconds later Hunter-1 was re-engaged with the battlespace over the harbor. Greasy smoke poured from the wreckage of the two Selroth submersibles that looked to have been taken out by missiles. The Tyzhounes were hugging every mooring post, low wall, and pebble in a desperate search for cover. They faced tripod-mounted automated cannons lined up on the seafront behind sandbag walls. His troops had taken out four of the gun emplacements with grenades, but there were six left that he could see, and their assault had stalled. 
 
    “The only way out is forward,” he hissed. “Stay there and die.” 
 
    “Do you want me to deactivate the ECM shroud?” asked the co-pilot. 
 
    Grenshal held his answer as a pair of Tyzhounes dashed forward under cover of a curtain of exploding grenades fired by their comrades. 
 
    The auto-fire cannons weren’t fooled. Tracking camera stalks popped out of the sandbags at randomized locations. They spied movement in their programmed fire zones and five of the auto cannons lifted out of cover on their hydraulic mounts and blasted away at the approaching attackers. 
 
    When the automated guns dropped back down a couple of seconds later, the charging Tyzhounes had been chopped into mincemeat. 
 
    Grenshal weighed the usefulness of planting his last missile along that formidable line of cannons. At best, he calculated he could take out two of them. 
 
    He spotted crouching humanoid shapes rushing from the shadows into the back of the gun emplacements. They carried ammo drums on their backs. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do here,” Grenshal said. The words tasted like ash, like a justification for cowardice. Perhaps they were, but they were true, nonetheless. 
 
    “Maintain ECM shroud. Abort mission. Pilot, return to Stromsay Base.” 
 
    Who the hell supplied this rabble? It had to be a merc company the fisherfolk had paid. That wasn’t supposed to be permitted. The whole damned nebula was out of control. 
 
    They put a mile of open water between them and the hell of Point Clear before they deactivated the shroud. It was another mile before they received worse news. 
 
    “I have a response from Stromsay Base,” said the co-pilot. 
 
    “Finally! What are they playing at there?” 
 
    The co-pilot hesitated, and Grenshal knew the answer would be grim. “The base has been destroyed. Survivors are rendezvousing at the northern reef. They request immediate extraction.” 
 
    “How many survivors?” 
 
    “Six confirmed, sir.” 
 
    Grenshal’s jaw dropped, and his tongue wanted to drop out submissively. His mission had failed. He had failed. But he could still unleash a world of pain on these filthy fisherfolk who had brought him down. “Leave them. Take us back to orbit, pilot, and dock with the mothership.” 
 
    “Incoming communication request,” announced the co-pilot. “Origin unknown.” 
 
    Grenshal growled. “Put them on.” 
 
    “Is this the Scythe commander?” asked a voice. His pinplants identified it as a Human female. 
 
    “Who are you, merc? You will regret taking this contract.” 
 
    “I am Major Sun of the Spine Patriots. We are not mercs, Zuul, we’re the defense force for the Spine Nebula, and we will destroy you.” 
 
    “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.” 
 
    “You know what? I don’t think you do either, but I suspect I know more about who pays your wages than you do. What I don’t know yet is why. Return to Point Clear and answer our questions. I give you my word as a Patriot officer that you will leave unharmed and be offered safe passage off planet.” 
 
    “Your word is worthless. You Spine Nebula scum have no honor, no dignity. You’re nothing more than savages. Enjoy your victory while you can, Human. You will not live long enough to enjoy it.” 
 
    Grenshal gestured to cut the comm link. “Get me the mothership.” 
 
    “Deltue Actual,” came the reply from the cruiser in orbit. 
 
    “Prepare to transition out-system as soon as we dock,” he told the Deltue’s Cartar commander, Captain Umlk. 
 
    Umlk had an annoying habit of delaying before answering. If she didn’t approve of your actions, she hesitated longer. He pictured her gurgling to her deck crew in their water-flooded bridge. Damned aquatics! 
 
    “Roger that,” replied Umlk eventually. “And Hunter-2?” 
 
    “Won’t be coming back.” Grenshal took a deep breath. He wasn’t precisely sure what he was about to unleash, but the desire for revenge against that disgusting Human was too great. “Activate revenge system.” 
 
    It was a request as much as an order. Most star systems in the nebula had a revenge delivery system for use only in extreme circumstances, such as planetary insurrection against the iron rule of the System, or the Spine scum hiring serious merc opposition. It needed two sets of codes to activate, and Umlk possessed the only other set in the Thananya system. 
 
    “I concur,” said the Cartar with surprising swiftness. “You’ve screwed this up so badly, Grenshal, that we’ve no other choice. Give me your code.” 
 
    Grenshal bit his lip at the aquatic’s arrogance. The blood flowed freely, matting the fur on his muzzle. But still the desire for revenge overcame everything else. “Three…Seven…Delta…Blue…Seven.” 
 
    “Revenge system activated,” reported the Cartar. “Select target.” 
 
    “Point Clear.” 
 
    “Target accepted. Target Acquired. Weapons launch successful. Entropy! Do you even know what we’ve just done, Grenshal?” 
 
    He did not. But he wasn’t about to admit it to the octo-squid. “Enough chatter. Get ready for transition back to Prime Base. Grenshal out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The seas were calm. Thananya was, once again, the perfect undiscovered vacation destination. Only the distant smoke on the horizon rising from the successful assault on Stromsay marred the view through Branco’s binoculars. Though if he put them aside and looked around where he sat on a chair at the harbor front, he would see the corpses of the Scythe attackers chopped into small pieces by the automated defense guns. 
 
    “Hey, Skuilher-Dour. You beat the Scythe. How does it feel to regrow your cojones, my friend?” 
 
    Branco’s Selroth companion ceased his reconfiguration of the auto cannon and answered with a gurgle in his rebreather mask. 
 
    Cross-species idiom was a tricky business at the best of times. Branco didn’t like that gurgle. He had to hope that Skuilher-Dour was still going to reprogram the gun into anti-air mode and not into anti-insulting Human mode. 
 
    “I imagine it feels much as you would if you ever regrew your limbs,” Skuilher-Dour answered. “Especially having long thought such a thing to be impossible. I thank you for your help in regrowing my people’s cojones, as you put it, and I regret I cannot help you in turn.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t do much,” Branco replied through gritted teeth. “I just sit on my ass and look through these—” he tapped the binoculars, “—while everyone with the correct number of limbs does the hard work.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour laughed in the Human way, though it was through the water in his mask. Branco’s translator pendant helpfully supplied a, “ha, ha, ha,” laughter track. “I think there are better things to look at closer to shore,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Skuilher-Dour, my fishy friend. But I have a job to do.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour pushed Branco’s binoculars down. “There’s nothing coming,” he said. “Even if there were, it would come beneath the water so these—” he took away the binocs, “—are pointless.” 
 
    He placed two webbed hands over the sides of Branco’s head and guided his Human friend’s gaze to the small motorboat investigating the wrecked sub floating near the jetty. 
 
    Sun was leaning over the side of the boat, shouting orders through the open hatch to the team inside. Captain Jenkins, meanwhile, sat near the bow, watching the proceedings while providing booming commentary. There was a redness to the end of the old man’s nose, and a hand went to a pocket of his scarred greatcoat and brought something up to his lips. 
 
    “What exactly am I looking at?” Branco frowned. He hadn’t figured Selroth out yet. His experience with them was limited, but despite their inability to breathe air, they struck him as one of the most humanlike of the many alien races he’d encountered. 
 
    “Do you really have to ask? You lack your legs. Did you lose your rutting fringe, too?” 
 
    Branco shook his head, and then wondered what that gesture meant to a Selroth. “I’m not getting it, Skuilher-Dour. Translation problem.” 
 
    “I mean did you lose your…cojones. Your mating logistics. You should stop feeling sorry for yourself and appreciate what you have earned, my air-sucking friend.” 
 
    The fish-humanoid made a good point. Branco took a moment to appreciate the view. Sun was wearing a borrowed pair of children’s stretch pants and a sleeveless top emblazoned with the logo of a Point Clear competitive fishing club. Though she would feel ten times better wearing her Mk 8 CASPer waiting for her back on Midnight Sun, Branco had to admit she looked mighty fine in her temporary fighting attire. 
 
    But he had a job to do, whatever Skuilher-Dour might say. He grabbed back his binoculars and returned to scanning the horizon. 
 
    His friend made a cooing noise Branco had never heard in a Selroth before. His translator pendant offered nothing. “You don’t seem to appreciate Major Sun,” he pressed. “If you don’t, give way to someone who will.” 
 
    Branco dropped the binoculars and stared into the liquid amber of the Selroth’s eyes. “Are you shitting me? Do you have a thing for my girlfriend? For a Human?” 
 
    The Selroth nodded. “I do. And if you weren’t incapacitated, I would challenge you for her.” 
 
    Several strong emotions fought for supremacy in Branco’s heart. He settled on incredulity. “Damn! Who knew?” 
 
    “Like others of your kind, you call me a fish man. That is inaccurate and stupid. My people are not derived from fish, but from land-dwelling humanoids very similar to you who found the wisdom to return to the bosom of the seas. We are more mermen than fish-humanoids, and, yes, Major Sun is a magnificent woman in so many ways. I will not undermine you, Saisho Branco, but if you take her for granted, I shall pledge my troth to her.” 
 
    Branco shook his head. “Damned galaxy never ceases to amaze me.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour blew bubbles in his rebreather mask. “Don’t tell me you haven’t been eyeing up the females of my kind. I’ve seen you.” 
 
    Branco bit his lip, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from laughing. He’d almost spilled into mirth at “pledging troth.” Now he laughed until the tears ran freely. Eyeing up the hot Selroth girls? Until he’d started re-engaging with his pinplants, he’d had no idea whether individual Selroth were male or female, or something else. 
 
    He calmed a little and contemplated the best way to phrase, “No offence, Skuilher-Dour, but I’d rather wrestle an Oogar than get naked with one of your kind.” 
 
    The Selroth’s gurgling grew louder. “My dear Branco. Promise me we shall stay friends. It gives me enormous amusement to wind you up. You are very easy to manipulate for entertainment purposes.” 
 
    The sky cracked. But it wasn’t with thunder. 
 
    “Though I was not entirely making it up when I said your mate is very intriguing.” 
 
    “Be quiet.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that. It’s true. I look at the major and sometimes I wonder—” 
 
    “Shut up and look skyward!” 
 
    Through his binoculars, Branco tracked lines of fire high in the sky—dozens of them. At first, he thought they were missiles, but they lacked engine plumes. They were dropping through the atmosphere like meteorites except there were too many. Too parallel. Too tight a formation… 
 
    Too aimed… 
 
    “Shit!” said Skuilher-Dour. “What in the godpit of Alundel are they?” 
 
    “Orbital bombardment,” Branco said. Then he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Orbital bombardment!” 
 
    An eerie silence fell over the harbor for a few seconds. Everyone looked up at the approaching doom. 
 
    Branco closed his eyes, embraced the searing pain, and activated his pinplants. 
 
    Identify incoming objects, he thought at them. 
 
    Kinetic harpoons. Target: your location. Advisory warning: flee. Estimated time to impact: 217 seconds. 
 
    “Evacuate the town!” Branco shouted. “Into the water. Get away. Get away! Incoming!” 
 
    “Put your arms around me,” said Skuilher-Dour. 
 
    He crouched in front of Branco and boosted him into a piggyback. The alien sprinted for the water and was still picking up speed as he put his webbed hands before him and dove into the sea. 
 
    The Selroth swam so fast that Branco was breathing bubbles and foaming water, desperately trying to lift his head into clean air. Skuilher-Dour tore through the water like a torpedo, aimed at Sun’s boat. 
 
    They hit its side with a wet thud. Spluttering, Branco felt himself simultaneously lifted by webbed hands and pulled by child-sized ones with an inhumanly strong grip. 
 
    He found himself coughing up water, popped onto his back on the boat, looking up at Sun. 
 
    “Kinetic torpedoes,” Skuilher-Dour bellowed. “Let’s move out.” 
 
    “We rescue who we can first,” Sun insisted. 
 
    Jenkins stood with one foot on the gunwale and shouted into the floating submersible alongside. “Evacuate now! We’re under bombardment. Water breathers, take one air sucker with you. No, wait—First four air breathers are with us on the boat.” The Patriots understood; there were more air- than water-breathers in the sub. 
 
    A few seconds later, the hatch was bracketed by two Cartar and a Selroth who, between them, threw two Humans, a Zuul, and a Zuparti into the boat before putting further air breathers onto their backs and swimming for it. 
 
    The boat revved its engines and sped away. 
 
    In the final seconds, the streaks of fire plummeting through the air appeared to separate a little as they struck the little city. 
 
    It was the fist of God pounding His vengeance upon the land, unspeakable violence that made the ground tremble in submission. 
 
    Only one torpedo struck the water, pulsing waves that tossed the boat around like a toy. 
 
    Eventually, the waves settled, and the seas and the land calmed. But underneath the dust cloud, the ruins of Point Clear burned. 
 
    He’d seen destruction before—he’d wrought some himself—but there was something different about orbital bombardment that chilled him to his core. Kinetic harpoons were nothing more than long poles of superhard material. Once launched, there was no defense against them but the deepest reinforced bunkers. Shields were useless. Anti-missile defenses were inadequate. No point defense could protect them. You stood no chance. 
 
    The only defense was to take out the launch vehicle before the weapons were deployed. 
 
    His face purple with anger, Jenkins rounded on Sun and flashed his wrist slate at her. “Use your pins to connect me with this comm node. It’s time to deploy the Patriot space navy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Deltue Bridge, in Orbit above Thananya 
 
    The kinetic strike was spectacular, even viewed through the Tri-V column affixed to her command post. The harpoons striking home against the Spiners’ little seaport were clearly visible from space. 
 
    The Deltue was in low orbit, 600 miles high, well above the legal 10-mile limit for any form of bombardment. This was seriously illegal. Even within the remote region of the Spine Nebula, it might attract the attention of Peacemakers. But Captain Umlk’s ship hadn’t launched the bombardment. She didn’t even know where the missiles had come from. It wasn’t as if she commanded a warship. Deltue was an old bucket-of-bolts freighter on the outside. The inside had many upgrades that gave her bite and armor, but her designation as a cruiser was a marketing exaggeration more than a statement of military capability. 
 
    Orbital bombardment, though…it was a heady, taboo thrill. She wanted to launch again. 
 
    Across the command deck, the signals commander waved a tentacle in consternation at whatever she was hearing. 
 
    Were Peacemakers here already? No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    Her comm chimed, but it wasn’t the signals officer. 
 
    “Umlk, it’s Grenshal. Hunter-1 is safely docked. Time to get out of here.” 
 
    “Just the one strike?” Umlk queried. “We’ve already broken Galactic Union law by commanding an orbital strike. Our crime would be no more severe if we struck again and gave these Spiners a harsher reminder of who their betters are.” 
 
    “One strike is a weapon of fear,” replied the Zuul. “More would make them weapons of war. Though, I wonder—” 
 
    Umlk’s comm buzzed with an urgent incoming message alert. The signals officer was waving all his limbs at her. “Wait one, Grenshal.” 
 
    “Four frigates have detached from Orbital Station Atchen,” the signals officer informed her. “They are en route to escort us to the stargate.” 
 
    Umlk shook her limbs violently, but she couldn’t shake sense into the message. “Frigates? What frigates?” 
 
    “They’re telling me they were activated by a…revenge system? I don’t know what that means, but they are transmitting IFF codes that identify them as friendlies.” 
 
    “Now hear this,” Umlk announced to her bridge crew. “Our exit will be escorted by four frigates. Tactical, assume they are friendly, but I want weapons free and firing solutions on them in case they are not. We don’t trust them until we are safely in hyperspace.” 
 
    She re-established the link to the Zuul commander still inside his dropship in the hold. “It seems we’ve picked up an escort.” 
 
    “Good,” said Grenshal, who, as ever, seemed unable to take much interest in developments that weren’t dirtside. “How soon before we leave orbit?” 
 
    Umlk examined the live updates while Helm calculated a revised course that would allow the escorts to give them maximum protection. “A few minutes.” 
 
    “Then we have time to make one more launch strike,” said Grenshal. “Do you concur?” 
 
    “I do.” The Cartar shivered in excitement. “State target.” 
 
    Grenshal supplied fresh coordinates… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Bazenn Sea, a Mile off Point Clear 
 
    “What do you mean we don’t know?” thundered Jenkins. 
 
    The face of Commander Gadzo in Jenkins’ wrist slate retained its composure as he weathered his captain’s anger. “We have freighters, scows, and scavenger ships,” Gadzo responded. “Our proud Patriot Navy possesses no real warships. On the Unlikely Regret, we could well have the best sensors in the fleet, but they’re not nearly enough. We’re scanning all orbits and the principal moons, but we have no idea where that orbital bombardment came from. That’s the problem. It’s not like a missile launch with a fat thermal launch signature. With the right equipment, you could make an accurate launch with nothing more than a short puff of compressed air.” 
 
    Damn! If they didn’t fix this quickly, the Scythe could bombard the planet into submission. How could you say no to an enemy who could strike anywhere at any time and with absolute impunity? All the bastards had to do was press a button, and several minutes’ later their target would be destroyed. This wasn’t the kind of negotiation Jenkins relished. 
 
    Although he had considered the Spine his home for a long time, he’d nonetheless traded outside, too. He was used to planets with orbital defense sensors, merc or government system defense forces, and proper warships. Those could have sniffed out the source of the bombardment, but military grade sensors were expensive, and here in the nebula they would attract unwelcome attention. 
 
    Gadzo is right, damnit. Which meant none of the other ships would be able to find the harpoons either. He couldn’t see a way out of this. 
 
    Gadzo’s eyes glanced over. The first mate of the Unlikely Regret didn’t have pinplants, but he did have an earpiece and whatever message was coming through them was making his face pinch in dismay. 
 
    “Fresh strike, Skipper. We can see point of entry to the atmosphere. The launch could have come from anywhere. Could be coming from deep space for all we know.” 
 
    “Target?” The captain’s question was barely audible over his grinding teeth. 
 
    “I’m calling it Stromsay Island,” said Gadzo. 
 
    It made sense. The Scythe was the kind of organization who preferred a scorched earth approach, killing any survivors of their base in preference to leaving evidence pointing back to them. They were probably hoping to catch the attackers looting the base too, but the Patriot assault force was already regrouping at another one of the atolls. 
 
    “Standby,” said Gadzo, whose face had shifted from dismay to irritation, and then split into a grin. “Looping in Endeavour.” 
 
    “Jenkins, this is Holshak of the Endeavour. We found the source of the orbital strike.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It’s a satellite. Local catalogue number J-37 Beta. Just a standard comm sat, been in orbit for centuries.” 
 
    “Don’t think I’m not grateful, Captain Holshak, but can you explain why you’ve fingered this particular satellite before I start blasting the planet’s communication network to slag?” 
 
    “My ship was commissioned by the Science Guild to study stellar anomalies in the Spine Nebula. Funding was cut suddenly. The project unexpectedly found itself with massive debts, which meant that scientists and crew had to sell themselves out on indentured contracts, and I picked up this ship for a song. It’s not fast, and it’s hold is small, but its sensors are the best in the nebula. I have the video now. Transmitting.” 
 
    It was an unremarkable communication satellite. A small, functional cuboid with Union-standard docking ports and communication arrays. There were scores of such satellites around a billion worlds in the Union. They were as unremarkable as the water running in pipes under a city, like the power grid that fed electricity to homes and businesses. They were always there, and always ignored except on rare occasions when they went wrong. 
 
    The only thing to mark out satellite J-37 Beta was a bulge over its base. 
 
    Branco watched as the bulge extended and two launch sheaths eased out, each with a cargo of a dozen metal darts. An analysis overlay selected one of the launchers, flagging its length with a list of numbers in a wide variety of notations. The Human measurement was 12.7 meters. 
 
    There was a silent puff of flash-frozen reaction gas and the kinetic harpoons were away, slowly but inexorably propelled to their target at the bottom of the planet’s gravity well. 
 
    “I’ve a little more data on the satellite,” Gadzo said. “It’s an active node in the planetary comms network and has been since its launch. I’m seeing standard resupply missions but not anything big enough to carry harpoons. Could have been carried out entirely off grid, of course, but my team is telling me the most likely explanation is that those harpoons were in that satellite before it was deployed.” 
 
    “And when was that?” 
 
    “Let’s see…” Gadzo took a sharp intake of breath. “Looks as if that weapon system has been in orbit since about the time our ancestors were picking up the pieces after the First World War.” 
 
    “What’s the oldest satellite in the network?” 
 
    “According to the records, the entire satellite network was replaced over a period of ten years. The harpoon launcher was one of the first.” 
 
    “Then we have to assume every satellite in orbit around this planet is hostile. Commander, I am formally activating the Patriot Fleet. Unlikely Regret is the flagship, and you are its acting captain. Take the bulk of the fleet with you to interdict the stargate at highguard position. Don’t challenge shipping because I don’t want to antagonize the Cartography Guild if I don’t have to. I want to make any Scythe survivors think twice before running. Your other objective is to take out every satellite. Every single one. Then we’ll figure out what the hell to do with the two orbital hubs and every other star system in the Spine Nebula. For all we know, they’re hostile too.” 
 
    “We’ll take out J-37 Beta, but the rest will have to wait, Skipper. It looks as if the Scythe have just activated their fleet, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Bridge, Deltue 
 
    “Deltue, this is Guardian One Actual, we are detecting an explosion. Looks like a comm sat that’s been taken out by a missile. Any idea why?” 
 
    A comm sat? Umlk mused briefly on the implications. Could that satellite have been the source of the orbital bombardment? Maybe, but the less admitted on that topic, the less of a trail there was for the Peacemakers to follow. “Guardian One, I’m not interested in riddles. The entire system can explode as far as I’m concerned. Just get us out of here.” 
 
    “Relax, you’re safe with us. We will form up on you within two minutes.” 
 
    “Good. I’m expediting our stargate transit so it will activate as soon as we arrive. Are you coming through with us?” 
 
    “Yes. Our cover here is blown. We’ll return to Prime Base. Is that your destination?” 
 
    “I cannot speak of such matters.” 
 
    Her pinplants conveyed an urgent message from the sensor officer. He was concerned at the sudden increase in ship activity. Everyone seemed to be making for the gate. Particularly worrying was a group of a dozen ships that had undocked in a suspiciously well-choreographed sequence from the orbital on the far side of the planet. They were blasting through space on what could be interpreted as an intercept course. 
 
    “I expect those ships have been spooked by the orbital explosion,” said Guardian One. “You also let off a nuke, remember? Such things make people skittish.” 
 
    “It was only a small one. A tactical, low-yield device sent as a precision message, not a continental obliteration.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, you crossed the line for some people, even more than you did with those kinetic harpoons. We are tracking all ship traffic and we see no warships.” 
 
    Umlk examined the latest data on the four frigates who claimed to be escorting Deltue. When they’d first announced themselves, they had looked like armed freighters, much like Umlk’s own ship. Since then, they had discarded faring coverings from their hulls to reveal multiple weapon hardpoints and shield generators. Compared to the barely spaceworthy hulks with strap-on missiles and underpowered laser turrets that traipsed around this back of beyond, the four frigates were so superior they may as well be battleships. The only threat she faced came from the frigates, and if they wanted to wipe out Deltue, there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    Umlk shook the tension out of her tentacles and gave herself permission to relax. She even gave fleeting consideration to updating that flea-ridden Zuul stewing in Hold-1, but she thought better of it. Nominally, Grenshal was in command, but this was her ship. Out here in the dark, her word was law, and it was a long way to the stargate at L5. 
 
    Once they were away from Thananya orbit, the frenetic movement of the local ships eased off into a steady burn for the gate. A burn that matched Deltue’s. Relative positions were locked in, which worried her. If she captained one of those freighters in Deltue’s wake, she would be coasting to the gate to save fuel. It would mean having to wait for another activation, but her bottom line would thank her for it. 
 
    Perhaps they feared being left behind as stragglers. 
 
    An hour into the journey, the freighters began maneuvering. 
 
    “Set Condition 1,” she ordered. 
 
    But as she watched the other ships in her Tri-V, she understood what they were doing. Smaller ships were matching vectors with larger ones, and then clamping on. The increased mass would reduce F11 consumption during hyperspace transit. Their behavior made perfect sense. After fleeing Thananya in panic, they’d now had enough time to calm down and figure out how to save costs. Exactly how a freighter captain should behave. 
 
    “Belay that last order. There’s nothing to see here. Set Condition 3. XO, you have command. I have to stroke that Zuul’s fur to find out what he’s going to do when we reach Prime Base. Then I’ll grab some sleep. If anything’s going to change, it won’t happen until we get to the stargate, and I want to be fresh. I will resume command three hours out from the gate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Umlk studied the Tri-V tactical plot displayed in the tube that rose from her command station. They were nearly at the gate now and the Spiner ships hadn’t changed vector in hours. 
 
    Two groups had followed Deltue out from Thananya, remaining in what could be construed as flanking positions if you were suspicious. The dozen ships clustered a thousand klicks off her port quarter had originally been docked on the far side of Thananya from Deltue. Unlike the ships to starboard, who were clumped together to save fuel, only one pair had joined together. 
 
    Why hadn’t the others? 
 
    With the firepower of the guardian frigates pledged to Deltue’s protection, she didn’t need to know why, but still it worried at her. 
 
    The two joined ships separated. 
 
    As eleven plots became twelve, they boosted their plasma torches, thrusting hard. The tactical display calculated revised course projections. They were on an intercept course with her ship! 
 
    Deltue was already on the highest alert condition. Even so, a sudden sense of excitement and tension passed through the water of her bridge. 
 
    “Guardian One,” she called. 
 
    “We see the threat, Umlk. We are accelerating to come between you and the potential hostiles.” 
 
    “Potential? They look pretty damned ill-disposed to me.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Maintain course. We’re meeting the threat.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” To her own crew, she said, “Tactical, what in Entropy’s pits are we facing?” 
 
    “They’re all armed freighters. Largest is the Honest Profit, registered to a Zuul company on Kappa-Whemel; it’s been working the Spine Nebula trade routes for 415 years. Unlikely Regret, free trader with a Human captain. Trading for 36 years in the nebula.” 
 
    “Don’t give me a trade almanac. I want to know what military threat they present.” 
 
    “The ships have all been here for decades. Some of them for centuries. They’re just Spine Nebula merchant shipping. It’s not as if they’re a—” 
 
    Umlk and the rest of the bridge crew watched in silence as the merchant ships launched a spread of thirty missiles at Deltue. “Not like they’re a Spine Nebula navy? Is that what you were going to tell me, Tactical?” 
 
    Although she huffed through her gills, Umlk kept her posture dominant and relaxed for the benefit of the crew. The truth was her insides trembled with excitement. “Launch countermeasures. Helm, evasion course. Tactical, divert power to port shield array.” 
 
    “Umlk, I told you to maintain course.” 
 
    She ignored Guardian One. Her Tri-V flickered as Deltue re-routed power through electrical systems that often struggled to cope cleanly with her many hidden upgrades. 
 
    Nonetheless, the refresh to her port shield capacitor throbbed with additional power. Pressure waves reflected through the water in the bridge as Deltue’s high-powered maneuvering engines shook randomness into her vector. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Deltue,” said Guardian One Actual. “I told you to maintain course.” 
 
    “Are you blind? We are under attack.” 
 
    “Maintain course, Deltue. Guardians Three and Four are escort frigates. They can’t protect you effectively while you are undergoing hard maneuvers. Maintain your vector.” 
 
    Umlk’s maw irised open and closed as she thought. She could hardly say she placed any trust in her escort because she didn’t even know who they truly were, but it didn’t appear she had any choices. “Helm, belay that maneuver order,” she said on a local channel, “but be ready for evasive maneuvers in case those escorts turn on us. Tactical, ready point defenses and keep manual targeting trained on our escorts.” 
 
    “Returning to previous course, aye,” Helm acknowledged. “Revised ETA to gate, seven minutes.” Umlk watched the tracks update in his Tri-V column as Guardians One and Two raced ahead under hard gees to close on the rebel rabble. Guardians Three and Four held back, to protect Deltue’s port flank. They fired a barrage of anti-missile missiles that transformed most of the incoming ordnance into a flurry of explosions. The resulting curtain of fire and radiation temporarily obscured the battle between the other frigates and the Spiner fleet. 
 
    The two escort frigates fired their lasers at the incoming missiles that had survived their first line of defense. One by one, the surviving missiles blew into fresh and ever closer explosions. 
 
    All but one. 
 
    “One missile still inbound,” reported the tactical officer. “Firing port laser. No effect. Our escorts report they’re firing, too. No effect. Missile must have some serious ablative armor. Point defense batteries firing. Shields raised to maximum.” 
 
    It was the crude point defense battery with its high volume of tungsten dart fire that saved them, raking the final missile until it burst into a fireball, the shockwave washing over the Deltue harmlessly. 
 
    “Gate ETA five minutes,” Helm reported. 
 
    As they emerged from the field of explosions, Umlk’s Tri-V column flashed to indicate it was updating with revised data now that the sensor suite had a clearer field of view. To Deltue’s port side, the blue dots that represented Guardians One and Two had vanished. 
 
    That was bad, but worse was happening to starboard. 
 
    “Gate-bound traffic burning hard to come about,” reported Tactical. 
 
    Those ships weren’t running for the gate. They were flanking Deltue. “Mark them as hostile.” Umlk’s Tri-V flickered and suddenly the three surviving blue ships were surrounded by a sea of red. 
 
    “Hostiles are firing at our escorts,” Tactical reported. “From all sides. Do we return fire?” 
 
    “Negative. Keep power in reserve for shields. Allow our escorts to do their job.” 
 
    Umlk swapped a tactical map for real-time images. The enemy fleet was concentrating its fire on Guardian Three, whose shields flared in the dark of space with high-energy radiation and a sparkle of exotic particles. Guardians One and Two, meanwhile, as far as the computer could guess, were now two of the larger debris fields glowing faintly off the port quarter. 
 
    “Hard burn, Helm. I want 7Gs all the way through the gate. Signals,” she had to wait a moment as the sudden increase in pressure across her body made her internal organs ripple into new positions. “Contact, the gate master.” 
 
    The stargate was maintained and administered by a small team led by a split-trunked chubby Sumatozou in a module attached to the gate itself. These representatives of the Cartography Guild maintained strict guild neutrality when fighting broke out in or around the gates, as it often did. Freedom of navigation must be maintained, was one of the guild’s public mantras, though there was nothing “free” about the gate network. Still, few dared threaten the operation of the stargates and risk incurring the wrath of the Cartography Guild. 
 
    Strict neutrality was the public facade, but it was obvious to Umlk that the primary mission of the Cartography Guild was not to maintain the gate system and register planetary licenses, but to maximize their profits. And the guild’s senior employees took that guild mission to heart. It was not a play you took lightly or often, but sometimes, the gate master could be bribed or threatened. 
 
    The face of the Sumatozou appeared in Umlk’s Tri-V, twitching its bifurcated trunk. 
 
    “Gate master, I wish to accelerate our transit schedule.” 
 
    “I have already expedited your transit,” replied the gate master. “I cannot do so again. You must decelerate or the gate will not be active when you pass through.” 
 
    “Expedite our transit again, gate master. I know you have the capability to do this.” 
 
    “Technically…perhaps. Though I neither confirm nor deny.” The Sumatozou scratched at its dusty mottled skin with stubby fingers. “But it is not my interest to do so. If we were unreasonably flexible with you, Captain Umlk, everyone would expect such flexibility, and where would be the profit in that?” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    The guild master didn’t even hesitate. “Fifteen million credits.” 
 
    Umlk’s maw irised, but she didn’t have time to be angry. “That is outrageous. I will offer—” 
 
    “Sixteen million. Insult me again and the price will rise once more.” 
 
    “No, gate master. You will not charge me a single credit.” 
 
    The alien snorted down its trunks. “And why is that, Captain?” 
 
    Umlk waited several valuable seconds until some of the alien’s arrogance had boiled away. If you couldn’t buy off a gate master, occasionally you could threaten them. Umlk knew she was on very dangerous ground. She was about to play a wildcard she didn’t fully understand herself. “You will do this because the Infinite Flow passes through your gate.” 
 
    The alien’s trunk paled several shades at once. “The gate will activate for you.” The gate master made an angry rumble at the back of its throat. “There will be no additional charge.” 
 
    As Guardians Three and Four fell behind to protect Deltue’s rear, Umlk reassessed the battle zone. They faced not only armed freighters, but orbital scows, pinnaces, and shuttles armed with bolted-on lasers and missile tubes, although there were no signs of further missile attacks, having presumably fired their entire arsenal. How Guardians One and Two had succumbed to such a paltry foe was a worrying mystery, but they were two minutes from the gate now. She couldn’t see that they were in danger. The escorts would be enough. Just. 
 
    The two largest Spiner ships hadn’t engaged with the Guardian frigates and were still thrusting hard to reach the gate before Deltue. Umlk’s pinplants automatically supplied data in her pinview about the Honest Profit and Unlikely Regret, but they couldn’t answer the most important question of all. “What are they doing?” she murmured. 
 
    Both ships extinguished their plasma torches and then spun about to face her ship head on. “Take them out,” she ordered the tactical officer. 
 
    Deltue’s forward laser and belly turret engaged the enemy, but the energy pumped into them dissipated around their shields. 
 
    “Keep firing. Reroute all power to lasers.” 
 
    “But, sir,” retorted the tactical officer, “our enemies surround us and are armed with lasers. We can’t cut power to shields.” 
 
    “Don’t question me. Our enemies are engaged with the escort frigates and the shield capacitors will provide enough power until we are through the gate. It’s those two that worry me. What in entropy’s dark curses are they doing?” 
 
    Honest Profit and Unlikely Regret were both of a simple tube design with underhanging bellies for cargo holds, and the forward doors to the holds were opening. 
 
    “Concentrate fire on the largest,” Umlk shouted. “Everything on a single point. Let’s tunnel though those damned shields.” 
 
    “Concentrating fire on Honest Profit,” Tactical confirmed. 
 
    “One minute to gate.” 
 
    Umlk blinked at the piercing flash of light as Honest Profit’s shields failed and Deltue’s lasers burned through into the ship’s belly, lighting it up in a violent flash that split the ship asunder. 
 
    Triumphant, she threw out a pair of limbs to splash through the deck water. Several others around her did likewise, but not the sensor officer. 
 
    “Energy spike from Unlikely Regret,” he reported. 
 
    “Concentrate fire on Unlikely Regret.” 
 
    “We are, sir.” For the first time, a note of fear entered the tactical officer’s voice. “She has overlapping shields. We can’t punch through.” 
 
    “Unlikely Regret’s shields are shifting frequencies. She’s about to fire.” 
 
    “Repurposing auxiliary targeting lasers to detect frequency gaps in enemy shield configuration.” 
 
    “We’re taking fire. Upper shields degrading. It’s a particle cannon. Entropy! Estimate 500 megawatt.” 
 
    “Roll and yaw,” Umlk commanded. “Present lower shields. All power to shields. All of it!” 
 
    Lights dimmed and several stations failed as power was re-routed while Deltue spun behind the protection of her boosted shields. As she did so, Umlk noted Unlikely Regret’s strange motion. It appeared to be nodding. 
 
    It was Umlk’s last thought. 
 
    Almost the entirety of Unlikely Regret’s cavernous holds had been refitted to carry a particle cannon with its own dedicated fusion reactor. 
 
    The weapon’s particle beam lanced through Deltue’s bridge, instantly vaporizing the water that filled the space, along with the crew, their equipment, and anything in its path as the beam continued through to the outer hull and beyond. 
 
    Unlikely Regret sliced the ship vertically with an up-and-down motion, like a plasma torch cutting up scrap metal, though this scrap ship was still disgorging atmosphere and bodies. 
 
    Parts of the Deltue successfully made it through the jump gate…and passed straight through to the other side. 
 
    Corpses could neither pay bribes nor make threats; the gate remained inactive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Bridge, Unlikely Regret, near Thananya Stargate 
 
    Commander Gadzo watched as many of the Spine Navy ships that had been comrades in arms moments before, now transformed into competing salvage teams. 
 
    “Shall we join them?” asked Lieutenant Abebe. 
 
    “What are we, a charity mission? The skipper would have our guts for garters if we didn’t try.” Gadzo checked the tactical plot. “Launch Arnie and Sparrow. You have the salvage mission, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Abebe was grinning. Arnie and Sparrow, formally known as Pinnace-1 and Shuttle-2, had much less inertia and so had a fighting chance of picking over the last of the pieces. They’d have to shift, though. The grin left Abebe’s face as he realized this, and he ran off the bridge, issuing orders as he went. 
 
    “Good luck,” Gadzo whispered, and then he sent a general message to the fleet. “Unlikely Regret to all ships. While we’re grubbing through the spoils in these debris fields like the lowlife rogues we know ourselves to be, let’s not forget we are at war here. Intel on the Scythe is more valuable than scrap and treasures. It needs to be shared for all our sakes.” His message was replied to by a handful of agreements; he also received rather more reminders that the arrogant Human should mind his own damned business. In general, he was mostly ignored. The other ships had heard, though; that was the important thing. 
 
    Nonetheless, Gadzo threw curses at the scavenger scum. Like Honest Profit and some of the other larger ships, Unlikely Regret had sacrificed Hold-1 to house not only the enormous particle beam weapon, but its coolant, spares, and power conduits. Hold-2 was filled with the fusion reactor that powered the cannon. Hold-3 was all they had left to earn their profits. 
 
    Abebe pinged him, the message metadata reporting his current location as riding the Aft-2 elevator. “I’ve been reviewing the real-time map, sir. We’ll never make it to the enemy ships before the others, and we’d burn good fuel just to try. Do you think—” He cleared his throat. “I have to ask…should we pick over the bones of Honest Profit?” 
 
    Commander Gadzo sucked in a sharp breath. He’d already dispatched the other pinnace to look for survivors, but that mission was a formality. The fusion reactor powering the Profit’s particle cannon had blown and blown hard. No one would have survived. 
 
    If the situation had been reversed, and the Profit’s Captain Looshah had looked out on the wreckage of Unlikely Regret, she wouldn’t have hesitated to loot the corpses of her friends. To many of their Spine Patriot allies, turning a profit had become more than a self-enriching act, it approached a patriotic duty. 
 
    Abebe couldn’t stomach it, though. It was only pure chance that meant the Scythe ship had concentrated their fire on Looshah and not him. 
 
    “No, Lieutenant Abebe. Not this time. We’re the only ones on a close enough vector to Honest Profit to reach her easily. Let her debris field spread and cool. Helm, turn us back and make for the enemy ship. By the time we get there, there won’t be anything left worth credits, but there might be something valuable for the war.” 
 
    It wasn’t an unrealistic hope. An advantage of the beam weapon over a missile strike was that it carved up the ship with minimal damage and less chance of explosions. 
 
    As it was, they found three Cartar prisoners in a pressurized, water-filled compartment. The dropship that had tried to take out Captain Jenkins down on the planet had also survived intact, floating freely inside a spreading cloud of frozen atmosphere. 
 
    In that dropship they found a slate. It took three days for the finest code hackers amongst the Patriots—and they were as fine a bunch of code pirates as anywhere in the galaxy—to break the encryption. But once they did, they found it belonged to Captain Grenshal and contained detailed records of inventory resupply and gate transits. There were personal notes, as well. 
 
    It would take months to fully analyze, but two secrets revealed themselves within hours. 
 
    Firstly, there were references to something called the “Infinite Flow.” The Zuul himself didn’t know what that was and had been trying to piece it together. Grenshal had considered the Infinite Flow to be highly important. 
 
    Of more immediate and practical use was the location of the Zuul’s base. Whether or not it was the main base for the entire Scythe operation was unclear, but the Patriots were done with reacting to Scythe outrages. Now they could take the offensive. They headed for the Aneb system. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    CIC, Midnight Sun, Scapa Prime 
 
    Missiles streaked past her port quadrant, confused by her last-minute shriek of ECM lies. 
 
    “Point defenses could have taken them out,” Commander Flkk’Sss reminded her. 
 
    Blue cut the comm channel to the MinSha First Officer and the rest of her CIC team, slipping further into the acceleration cocoon of her command station. They didn’t need the crew. 
 
    She, Blue reminded herself. She didn’t need the crew. 
 
    All she needed was the ship. 
 
    She shut down her plasma torch and spun her outer shell around, blowing salted plasma ejecta from exhaust ports three and four while jiggling her backside to spread the plasma plume into a cloud fat enough to hide behind. 
 
    Behind the concealment of the high-energy haze, she relit her torch and directed it out of port eight. 
 
    Midnight Sun lunged forward into a 7G burn. 
 
    Via the ship, Blue became aware of the crew’s pain and anger at the unexpected hard thrust. 
 
    Protocol said she should have warned them that extreme maneuvers were imminent, but the ship blew away her foolish concerns with soothing calmness enriched with millennia of experience. 
 
    A stressed crew was like working up a sweat, the ship suggested. It was a natural sign of vigorous activity. An indication of robust health. 
 
    They tore back through the plasma cloud, surprising the enemy ships on the far side at point blank range. 
 
    Everything else fell away. 
 
    It was her and the three enemy craft. 
 
    Timing and accuracy were everything. 
 
    Inside her cocoon, Blue grinned. It was the snarl of a predator closing on her kill. 
 
    She hurled a one-ton bolt from one of her main cannons. 
 
    Spin. 
 
    Fire again. 
 
    Spin. 
 
    She faced a final opponent head on. 
 
    Time slowed. 
 
    Space contracted. 
 
    Her shields flared from the enemy’s nose laser. 
 
    It burned. She relished the fiery sensation, like the pleasurable peaty heat from a cask-strength whisky. Blue breathed in the moment, capturing it with every sensor at the highest fidelity. 
 
    Then she blew three ship-killer missiles across the short distance to her opponent. 
 
    Time rebounded into its proper shape. Midnight Sun swooped through the exploding ship and soared away into the black, leaving the three spreading debris clouds in her wake. 
 
    She replayed the final seconds of her triumph, freezing at the moment just before she fired the missiles. 
 
    The enemy continued to disappoint her. 
 
    Gloriana frequently insisted that the disruption to the Infinite Flow through the Spine Nebula was the result of Veetanho interference. That after assassinating her ex-husband, they were going to ground in the remoteness of the nebula like the rodents they were. 
 
    With her three missiles frozen the instant before impacting the ship, their target didn’t look like a Veetanho warcraft. It looked more like an old freighter taken by pirates and reconfigured as a gunboat. 
 
    She saw some kind of insignia on its nose. She isolated the image and blew it up for closer detail. 
 
    It resembled an ancient Earth flag, crudely painted. Fresh, too, because it was barely weathered. On a multicolored rectangle was set a circle of fifteen white stars, no doubt one for each star system in the Spine Nebula. Its resemblance to Earth flags unsettled her, its symbolism the same as the old European Union flag and the American Betsy Ross, too. 
 
    The concept was obvious, she tried to tell herself. A design that must have been used across thousands of worlds. 
 
    Yet she couldn’t shake the sense of humanity from it. 
 
    In any case, it wasn’t the Mobius strip emblem of the Endless Night, and it didn’t feel like a Veetanho design. 
 
    The rats were happy to let others fight for them when it suited them, but with every engagement in this campaign, the grubby takeover Blue was fighting across the nebula felt less like a Veetanho operation. 
 
    “Back up,” she ordered Flkk’Sss. “Examine the debris field. Search for survivors and other intel. I particularly want to know whether we can make any connection between those ships we just atomized and the Veetanho.” 
 
    She tried to relax, to ease herself away from control of the ship. Instead, her body went as rigid as cold stone, her teeth grinding, but she forced herself to permit her crew to take the ship away from her and pilot her under their own direction as they came about to inspect the battlezone. 
 
    “Report,” said a voice in her pinplants. 
 
    She took a moment to recognize it as Gloriana and recall that the owner of the Midnight Sun Free Company was down on Scapa Prime, overseeing the ejection of the supposed Veetanho forces from their dirtside bolt holes. 
 
    “We won,” Blue answered. “Did you encounter Veetanho, Gloriana?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t think there are any behind this. We wiped out pirates here. That fifteen-star circle emblem was on one of the ships. Fifteen star systems in the nebula. Whoever they are, they’re claiming to be local forces. Do you have firm intel that they are Veetanho?” 
 
    “The Veetanho will employ the lowest scum in the universe if they carried out their wishes for the right price. It means nothing.” 
 
    Gloriana’s logic was flawless, but Blue remained unconvinced. 
 
    Momentarily, the idea that Gloriana was lying pushed Blue toward confronting her mistress, but another part of her warred against her curiosity and pushed it aside. 
 
    Not because Gloriana was to be trusted, but because she gave them what they craved. 
 
    Danger. 
 
    Battle. 
 
    Victory. 
 
    So what if those battles were fought under false pretenses? If Gloriana thought they cared who they fought against, then the more fool her. 
 
    “Whoever they were,” said Blue, “we’ve swept them from the Scapa system. Where is the next confrontation?” 
 
    “I hear reports of suspicious activity on Aneb-4.” 
 
    Aneb! 
 
    “I wager the Veetanho will strike there next. We must jump there without delay.” 
 
    Aneb… 
 
    Blue emerged from her acceleration cocoon, dripping buffer gel onto the deck. She watched her bedraggled figure through a security feed and wondered how much she stank. 
 
    Then she severed the link to the ship. 
 
    She blinked, the sudden gaping hole in her psyche leaving her lonely and afraid. Cold and hungry, too. Wondering where the hell her sister was. 
 
    They had been a time when it had been her sister’s absence that would have left a cavernous hole in her heart, not the ancient warship’s. That memory felt more distant by the day, but its echoes still resonated. 
 
    Sun’s last communication had come from Aneb-4. 
 
    “We are alive and safe for the moment,” the message had read. “We are seeking passage to return to you at Station 5. We anticipate extended periods where we may be unable to communicate. But we shall return home. Sun.” 
 
    Her sister’s message had been simple text. Why no video? 
 
    What was Sun hiding from her? 
 
    That Danish snake! He’s corrupted her. 
 
    Blue bit her lip until the blood merged with the gel-slime on her face and flowed hot down her chin. 
 
    Danish snake? Was that her speaking or was it Midnight Sun? 
 
    Blue blockaded her pinplants, cutting her off totally from her ship. 
 
    Around her, the CIC crew were flicking guarded glances at her peculiar behavior. 
 
    “Commander Flkk’Sss, you have command.” Her voice sounded raw, unpracticed. When had she last used it? 
 
    “I have command, aye.” 
 
    She straightened her posture and walked off to her quarters with a head filled with thoughts of her sister and Saisho Branco. 
 
    She thought she’d come to accept her sister’s lover. Perhaps she had, but the ship hadn’t. Didn’t matter. They were going to Aneb, and, if Sun’s message was to be believed, she would be making her way back to Station 5. When this was all over, they would eventually meet up at a Vane 3 bar to boast about their respective victories and adventures. 
 
    “I need you back,” she declared to the empty passageway, not caring that Midnight Sun would hear and know whom she was missing most. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” she demanded. “I still need her.” 
 
    An answering note of disapproval rang clear in the background hum resonating through the corridor. 
 
    She bit her lip again, until the pain woke her to her responsibilities. She was the captain, dammit. She had a ship’s crew and a mercenary company who looked to her for leadership. In theory, at least. She doubted that was true of the Goltar companies. 
 
    She released her pinplant blockade and began to absorb the reports flooding in of resupply status, intelligence analysis, details of the operations dirtside on Scapa Prime. There were casualties on board ship too. Not from enemy fire but from her aggressive maneuvering. 
 
    It was too much information. 
 
    Overload. 
 
    Her body began to tremble. 
 
    Or was it the deck? 
 
    She looked down and saw her bare feet had left wet prints. 
 
    Where were her boots? 
 
    She fought hard to control the shakes as a pair of deckhands approached along the passageway. She returned an unsteady salute, let them pass, and then sought refuge in the nearest compartment. 
 
    It was an avionics access space. You couldn’t swing an ElSha in here, but it would have to do. 
 
    Immediately upon locking the door, she collapsed to the deck, curled into a ball, and allowed the shakes to claim her body. 
 
    Tremors passed through her flesh, accompanied by waves of sweat. Behind it all lurked an overwhelming sense of absence, a loss that threatened to drive the sanity from her mind. 
 
    Was this the loss of the connection to the ship or to her sister? 
 
    The dim light in the overhead grew brighter and began to swirl in greens and reds. The ship whispered to her through the drone of the air scrubbers and the hum from the reactors at the ship’s core. 
 
    You are deceived. Weak. Outlawed. Gloriana’s fool. 
 
    Why are you captain? You never earned your place. 
 
    She wouldn’t scream. She wouldn’t cry out. During the Raknar job, her crew had dragged her screeching from her station once, but that wouldn’t happen again. She was stronger now. Better. 
 
    Her gut lurched as the tiny compartment spun around, accelerating. Faster. Out of control. Faster. Faster. 
 
    She retched violently. 
 
    The sharp taste of bile sobered her little. Enough to let her climb to her hands and knees. 
 
    She contemplated the mess she’d splattered. It wasn’t much. She hadn’t taken on solid food for…a while. She felt better for her purging, nonetheless. 
 
    Gradually the room unwound, and she was able to get to her feet. 
 
    How long had she been in her command station? 
 
    The pinplants wouldn’t tell her. She had to fight them. It was like peeling back a scar, but she won the data in the end. 
 
    Seven days. 
 
    It felt like she had only taken her station that morning, but she must have been lying to herself. 
 
    Seven days? 
 
    “Commander Flkk’Sss, I need you to organize a cleanup crew to compartment 14/31/17. I’ve left a small mess, which is why I’m taking a 20-hour rest. Contact me only in extreme urgency.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. I’m very glad to hear you say that, Captain.” 
 
    “Once we reach hyperspace, assign control to Lieutenant Konchill. You know how ambitious the little snail is, and we need to give him a chance to step up. Meanwhile, you and I, Flkk’Sss, will need to work on some command protocols so I don’t overstay my watch again.” She flicked a blob of vomit from her uniform. “I seem to have developed a problem.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, Midnight Sun, Aneb Emergence Area 
 
    She fell through the emergence point with weapons hot and a hunger for action. Preferably Veetanho rat extermination action. 
 
    There was a familiar jolt as she appeared in normal space, a flip in her stomach. But this time…this time her stomach kept on turning. 
 
    Instinctively, she flailed her arms in the gel cocoon of her command station. She was falling…sinking…but she didn’t know why. 
 
    “All stations, report,” she growled. 
 
    She tried to remember the coping strategies her instructors had given her when she’d first experienced zero-G, but she had acquired her space legs years ago. This was an altogether different trauma. 
 
    The crew reported an entirely safe and uncontested entry into the system, with Gloriana and the two Goltar frigates formed up behind as expected. 
 
    She relaxed. 
 
    Letting her guard down opened up a fresh assault on her guts. It was coming across the space from the main settled world of this system: Aneb-4. 
 
    Something was wrong with Aneb-4. 
 
    She winced at the immense and sickening power of the planet. It felt like fingernails scraping across an unpainted bulkhead and then amplified a hundredfold by an alien high priest of the Cult of Sadism. 
 
    “Sensors,” she gasped. “Probe Aneb-4. I’m detecting…” 
 
    What was she detecting? That the planet gave her tremors? That the planet made her want to throw up? After the episode above Scapa Prime, that wasn’t something she wanted to admit to. 
 
    “I can’t see anything out of the ordinary,” she pin-whispered to Midnight Sun. “Is there really something there?” 
 
    “I can’t either,” said the ship. 
 
    Blue gasped, gulping a mouthful of the oxygenating buffer gel. 
 
    These weren’t thoughts and feelings she was picking up from the ship, half worrying she was inventing voices on the edge of her sanity. This was the ship talking to her directly for the first time. 
 
    Why now? 
 
    “We both felt it,” she told the ship. “So why can’t we see anything?” 
 
    “Because that thing,” the ship said with disgust, “is threaded through cracks in reality. It’s hiding. With great effectiveness. But not from us.” 
 
    “Some kind of hyperspace bridge?” 
 
    The ship replied with a sense of negation. Whatever had enabled or encouraged it to form words had eased off. 
 
    A hyperspace bridge? Where had the idea come from. Her? The ship? 
 
    No, she realized. It was Jenkins. Her sister had gone on a jolly vacation jaunt supposedly to search for Jenkins’ mystery girlfriend, but really to stop Branco’s incessant whining about his imminent death. 
 
    What had the Jeha talked about? Something about an energy tunnel. 
 
    Gloriana would know. The big Goltar secret. The Infinite Flow. Gloriana had told her the key was a limitless supply of energy. Last time Blue had checked, there was still no such thing as a free lunch. But something had gotten the Goltar thinking there was, and it was down there on Aneb-4. 
 
    She opened a channel to Gloriana’s frigate, the Uzhan. 
 
    The Goltar responded. “Do you detect our Veetanho foe, Captain Blue?” 
 
    The damned Veetanho! Gloriana was always so eager to remind Blue of their involvement. 
 
    She was lying. There were no Veetanho here. The Midnighters were operating an extended contract to defend the Goltar Infinite Flow from whoever those people were with the flag of fifteen stars. 
 
    “Blue? Answer me.” 
 
    Why was Gloriana lying? It had to be something to do with what was down there on Aneb-4. 
 
    Which meant Gloriana was the last person to ask about it. 
 
    “My apologies, Gloriana. Just processing fresh sensor data.” 
 
    “I see. And what have you detected?” 
 
    “Standard commercial traffic. Nothing remarkable.” 
 
    “Very well. We shall take up orbit around Aneb-4. Dispatch two companies to the coordinates I am transmitting. They are to assess the defenses they find there and bolster them. Our ships shall maintain combat readiness and you shall remain vigilant. Our enemy will try to take this place. It is possible they are already here.” 
 
    “Roger that, boss.” 
 
    Our enemy is already here, she mused. I don’t know about that, but I’ve just found someone of interest. 
 
    The docking manifest for Aneb-4’s main orbital included the ship Crazy Notion. Blue had never entirely got to the bottom of the Betty’s Bitches games her sister had played, but that was the ship Sun had left to pursue. Maybe she was aboard now? 
 
    Blue issued orders to comply with Gloriana’s wishes. But that only required her surface mind. She put most of her energies into figuring out how to get inside Crazy Notion without getting caught. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Control cut-off established, came the message in her implants. 
 
    Removing simulation restrictions. 
 
    What she was about to do was insanely dangerous… 
 
    Connecting simulation to live systems. 
 
    Which was why it felt so damned good. 
 
    “Commander, is your override active?” she asked Flkk’Sss. 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I can shut down your station and assume command any time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that won’t be necessary, for all our sakes. You did remember to use the bathroom before you came on deck, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I am ready to perform my function,” came the MinSha’s deadpan reply. She adored Blue’s sense of humor, really. Probably. “And Lieutenant Konchill stands ready to relieve me if necessary.” 
 
    “This course of action is unwise,” said the ship. 
 
    “I’m a thrill addict, sweetie,” Blue replied. “That’s why you love me.” 
 
    Her eyes wild with the joy of the thing, she released control of Midnight Sun to the Goltar simulation and rose out of the command station. She nodded to Flkk’Sss and turned to leave the CIC. It was weird, but the guilt she felt was from failing to formally hand command over to the MinSha commander, not because she had relinquished control to a simulation of herself intended to fly ancient antimatter bombs. 
 
    Dammit. Stop calling it a simulation, it’s an AI. 
 
    Behind her, her command station folded over itself and assumed the configuration of the acceleration cocoon. 
 
    Her stomach flipped. She hadn’t ordered it to close, but it was too late to turn back now. She glanced at the MinSha she trusted to keep an eye on the AI. 
 
    The alien’s enormous ruby compound eyes regarded her impassively. She was the only one who did. The rest of the crew were trying hard to not notice something strange was going on. Strange, even for their eccentric captain. 
 
    What would Sun say about this plan? Blue no longer knew. 
 
    She marched out of CIC and hurried the short distance to her rarely used ready room. With every step she took, the sense of guilt that she was forcing her crew to be co-conspirators in an illegal act was replaced by the ecstasy of adventure. 
 
    The simulation suite she frequently hooked up to now took up half of Deck 12. 
 
    The Goltar had underestimated the combination of Blue’s will to meddle and explore where she was not supposed to go. Even when the sim suite had been aboard Blunt Justice, Blue and the ship had sneaked themselves out through the data feeds to look around the simulation system. 
 
    Now that the suite was aboard Midnight Sun, it was a little easier. Allied with the enormous talent of the ancient warship, together they had tiptoed around Goltar security walls, dissolved encryption protection, and collapsed multidimensional quantum computers whose task it was to thread vast quantities of data into a handful of slugs of vital information. 
 
    On its own, the ship was unfocused, like a device operating in safe mode. That was why the Goltar had recruited her. Only Blue could bring the crazed ancient warship to its full potential. But Midnight Sun could do more than fight battles in physical space. She was as much a cyber warrior as anything else. 
 
    When Blue had wormed out of Gloriana that the most common scenario was for a Keesius hellburner assault to obliterate the Veetanho home world, the Goltar assumed Blue would stop there. But Blue never stopped at anything. Her only direction was onward, deeper into uncharted unknowns. 
 
    There was one thing in particular that had bugged her. If she was such a valuable asset for the Goltar, why did they allow her to fight battles in the Spine Nebula? 
 
    She was completely amazing, but Blue acknowledged that even she could be killed. 
 
    It took a change of perspective to realize the answer. 
 
    While she and the ship were learning to defeat the Veetanho, the simulation was learning how they thought and fought together. This system wasn’t just a wargame simulator, it was also learning to simulate its players. 
 
    Which explained why Blue and the ship were becoming dispensable. 
 
    Gloriana had spoken of fleets of ships based on Midnight Sun. 
 
    At first, she had scoffed at that. How would anyone simulate Midnight Sun? How, for that matter, could anyone be like her? 
 
    AI-powered ships. That must be how. 
 
    If you kept a strategic reserve of ancient AI-powered antimatter ships, you were already harboring a deadly secret. Why not go further? Why not build a new AI fleet? 
 
    That was why Midnight Sun’s Deck 12 was heavy with the computing power Gloriana had brought on board, and why Midnight Sun delivered such enormous encrypted data packets at regular intervals. 
 
    Blue gave a feral grin as she opened a makeup pack and painted eyebrows onto her hairless skin. 
 
    Using the Goltars’ own simulation against them. That was delicious. 
 
    She opened a storage locker and contemplated the wigs on display. Electro-lash midnight blue topknot? Jet black bob? Or the big hair option—a blonde bubble perm straight out of the late 20th century. 
 
    “I’ll ask the simulation to choose,” she said with a laugh, but she thought better of it just in time. 
 
    The simulation had a job to do. It would command the ship while impersonating Blue. As far as everyone outside of CIC was concerned—and most especially Gloriana herself—they had to believe Blue was still inside her acceleration cocoon, because she was skipping school. There was something down on the planet Gloriana didn’t want her to know about. 
 
    Blue fixed the big blonde wig onto her head. She took out a scent spray and pumped liberal quantities over her neck and hair, then lifted up her shirt to spray underneath. This was not a decorative perfume but a concealing one. It was as natural a Human scent as could be—just not hers. 
 
    She pulled her cap low over her big blonde hair and looked at herself in the mirror function of her wrist slate. 
 
    It wouldn’t fool anyone who knew her well, but to the crew they’d recently recruited on Station 5—especially the aliens for whom Humans all looked and smelled pretty much the same—her disguise was complete. 
 
    Keeping to the less-frequented corridors of Midnight Sun, she made her way to Marine Country and CASPer Armory 3. There she was met by a trio of recent recruits: a pair of four-armed Lumar from the ship security branch, and a Zuul wearing the sword and hammer insignia of an armorer. 
 
    “About time,” the Zuul snorted. “We’ve been ordered to gear you up and escort you to your company planetside.” He took a step closer and sniffed her neck, but it was just common Zuul behavior. Her scent didn’t seem to mean anything to him. “Are you the right person? You seem too small to pilot a CASPer. Do you have an identification label?” 
 
    “I’ve got a name, if that’s what you mean, Fido. It’s Mary Jane Garbo.” 
 
    The Zuul bared his fangs. “Less of your attitude, Mary Jane Garbo, or your CASPer’s waste system might develop an embarrassing critical failure.” 
 
    Blue shrugged, wondered whether she should apologize, but decided that the persona of someone who apologized was too big a stretch for her to maintain. “Suit yourself,” she said instead. “But can we get moving, please? I want to get in my mech straightaway, so I don’t miss the dirtside party.” 
 
    The Zuul stared at her through keen yellow eyes that looked as if they’d been smeared with sulfur. “What exactly is this…party? The more I know, the better I can configure your loadout and other options.” 
 
    “How should I know?” Blue replied. “I’m Private Garbo, not Admiral Garbo. They don’t tell me shit.” 
 
    The Zuul relaxed and beckoned her to follow. “Shame,” he said. “The boss made it clear this was strictly need to know, and it seems you’re no higher up the food chain than we are. Come with me, little Human, you’re in luck. There’s a Mk 8 configured for smaller Humans. By the time I’ve finished, you’ll fit right in. Almost as if it was built for you.” 
 
    Blue grinned. If only he knew. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilots often said the canopy of a modern CASPer was like being inside a goldfish bowl, the curved interior usually displaying wraparound Tri-V images fed from the CASPer’s external cameras. But on her journey to the Romalin factory, she’d set the Tri-V input feeds to the fore and aft cameras of the D-Clock dropship as it journeyed beneath the water to join 3rd Company. 
 
    As soon as they’d arrived in orbit around Aneb-4, Gloriana had told Blue to dispatch two companies to bolster the defenses of the island facility of Romalin. 
 
    She hadn’t volunteered what the facility’s purpose was, or why it was so important. 
 
    Blue didn’t ask. 
 
    She didn’t need to; she’d traced the twisted violation of nature in the system down to Aneb-4 and Romalin Island. It had to be the wellspring of the Infinite Flow. 
 
    Aneb-4’s surface was thirty percent land, but most of that constituted a continent far away on the other side of the planet. The land here was mostly made up of ancient volcanic islands, and the floating towns and harbors that surrounded the most important ones. 
 
    Such as Romalin Island. There was a five-mile exclusion zone around the island through which only authorized personnel were allowed to pass if they didn’t want to be shot up by the armed motorboats that prowled the perimeter. 
 
    Other islands had similar “Keep out!” policies, but Blue knew Romalin was different. 
 
    Now that she was away from Midnight Sun, she no longer felt the abnormality of the place, but the memory of narrowing down the source of the perverse emanation was so visceral that this close approach made her sick to her stomach. 
 
    This made the underwater goldfish bowl a useful distraction. A mile beyond the perimeter, she began to see underwater townships of water-breathing species mixed with military redoubts. Most of the races going about their daily business resembled squid and octopus from Earth, but others had canopies like jellyfish from which dangled gripping appendages. Others propelled themselves through the water by throwing S-shapes like a water snake. It worried her that her pinplants couldn’t identify any of these races. 
 
    The aft view was weird, but also strangely calming. The seven tentacles the D-Clocks used to spread decoys in space now pulsated hypnotically in the pearly illumination of the underwater highway, bunching together then squeezing pulses of compressed water behind the craft. 
 
    It was the same form of motor propulsion the Goltar used themselves. It was an unreal experience to hitch a ride inside a dropship that she had to use words like fluid and graceful to describe. 
 
    The mission objective Gloriana had given her and the Midnighters was to bolster the defenses around Romalin and other key points on the planet. She had assumed those defenses would mean a perimeter of armed security guards underwater to match the boats on the water’s surface, but what she found was a small army. 
 
    She saw gun emplacements and missile tubes not quite concealed behind netting and underwater foliage. It was difficult to be sure, but she guessed the intent was to deliberately allow trespassers making it past the perimeter to glimpse the weapons. Any potential thieves and pirates would be scared away rather than forcing the defenses to reveal their true strength. 
 
    And, of course, as a lowly CASPer private, she didn’t have the authority to demand access to the planet’s true defensive deployment. 
 
    All the same, she was surprised Gloriana was so adamant the Midnighters needed to shore up these defenses. Everything she’d seen so far told her the local forces had no need of bolstering. 
 
    Two miles out from the foothills of Romalin, they passed through the first large town, which consisted of concentric rings of geodesic domes with most of their volume buried beneath the seabed. It was impossible to tell how extensive the underground buildings were. She’d never visited an underwater settlement before, but it seemed to her that she was viewing an old town, well established. 
 
    Citizens moved between the domes using ducted fan rafts. She watched the scene outside a market stall where jellyfish analogs haggled over fresh fish. 
 
    Her pinplants still couldn’t identify any of the aquatic species. Most people thought the brain augments carried universal knowledge, but Blue knew more than most that they only knew what the Information Guild wanted to be known via GalNet. Her pinplants hadn’t even been able to identify Goltar until Gloriana had announced they were returning to an active role in the galaxy. Now GalNet carried a few crumbs about the Goltar, but not as much as Blue had figured out for herself. 
 
    She was relieved to finally see a race she recognized when she spotted a party of Selroth digging a trench in the seabed. 
 
    Or so she thought. 
 
    As they drew closer, she wasn’t so sure what they were. 
 
    The laborers were humanoid and clad in wetsuits that sealed at the neck to leave the head bare…kind of. The waving seaweed-like hair that grew from the crown of their heads progressively stiffened as it fell around their faces to form a grille-like structure, which glinted with flecks of mineral. It was as if a Human deep-sea diver from an earlier age, wearing the classic bronze helmet, had merged with their diving outfit and become a permanent underwater denizen of Davy Jones’s Locker. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    Stranger still was that her pinplants unexpectedly identified these aliens. There was no translated Human word for them, so she named them herself as the Ghost Divers. They had been admitted to the Galactic Union on a probationary basis five centuries ago, but for some reason had never opened up trade and were never seen off-planet. 
 
    Just like the Tyzhounes Blue had encountered on her first real mission for the Midnight Sun Free Company. 
 
    They were thriving here, though. 
 
    A little farther on, the town traffic was stalled to avoid a party of what seemed to be school children being led between buildings by a pair of adults. 
 
    What she guessed was the teacher was another jellyfish, but the children…Holy hell, the children! 
 
    She magnified the display and did a double take. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    The children were humanoid with a long, bony tail and little spikes on their backs. If she added a long swept-back crest to their skulls, then this was a species she had encountered once before. 
 
    Tyzhounes. 
 
    She thought of the display alcove in the bulkhead of her Midnight Sun quarters where their most sacred religious artifact was displayed. It was possible they were still peeved about her taking that trophy. 
 
    Tyzhounes. Here! 
 
    Which meant…oh, crap. On their home world of Tyzhou, she’d encountered a mysterious third-party meddling with the accession of the Tyzhounes to the Galactic Union. Those meddlers must have been the Goltar. 
 
    Of course it was. Always the damned Goltar. 
 
    Gloriana was right. Her people had been in the background of Blue’s life for years. Manipulating her. Grooming her. 
 
    A knuckle rapped on her outer casing. She switched the Tri-V back to the view inside the dropship’s troop compartment. 
 
    “Everything okay in there?” The Zuul gave her a curious sniff. “Your vitals just spiked.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Blue replied. “I was just imagining a sexy threesome between me, you, and our pilot.” 
 
    The armorer flicked his ears. “They warned me that you Humans are weird, but…seriously? With the pilot?” He snuffed. “Just keep it in your pants, Private Garbo, until you’re out of my charge. We’re nearly there.” 
 
    “No problem, Specialist—” her pinplants brought up the Zuul’s name, “—Specialist Lexrath. Maybe I’ll look you up later.” 
 
    Lexrath stepped back, his ears flat against his head. “You will do no such thing. Filthy Human. Entropy! The beings I work with for the credits.” 
 
    “Docking in one minute,” announced the Goltar pilot. 
 
    Blue put aside thoughts of Zuul, Goltar, and, for the moment, the implications of why the Goltar had recruited the Tyzhounes to act as…what? A secret army to defend this underwater fastness? Even that question she put aside. She was going into a potentially dangerous situation.  
 
    Long ingrained habit made her run a final set of equipment checks to be sure she was ready to meet it. 25mm auto cannon right arm—diagnostics green. Both ammo drums registered full 3,000-round loads of AP cut with tracer. Underwater seals—status green. The underwater maneuver pack on her CASPer’s back—status green. Snapblade, left arm—sharp. 
 
    Satisfied she was ready for whatever the universe could throw at her, she returned her Tri-V goldfish bowl to the external dropship view. The tentacles now hung loosely behind the craft as it drifted through the water into a powerful floodlight beam. The beak that she’d seen used to open up breaching holes in enemy hulls was now aimed directly at a line of underwater docking hatches. One opened, and the beak slipped into a sealed hatch bringing the dropship to a cushioned stop. 
 
    The fit between the dropship and the hatch was perfect. Whatever the hell this remote island complex really was, on this obscure world in a dead-end nebula, this section at least had been designed and built for the Goltar. 
 
    Blue wasn’t leaving until she understood why. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Spread out,” Jex ordered the squad. “But no more than two signal repeaters between you and the next CASPer. Get to know the lay of the land. Bolt holes, weak points, possible access points through 360 degrees. Don’t forget up and down—check a full threat sphere, people. I don’t trust the map I’ve been given, but I do trust what my gut tells me.” 
 
    Under their squad leader’s orders, the CASPers assembled in the water-filled hall began to radiate out to the side passages. 
 
    “What’s your gut saying, Sergeant?” asked Private Carnobene, one of the new pilots they’d picked up on Station 5. 
 
    “That there’s going to be killing work here very soon, and the better we know our ground, the more killing we’ll be doing, and less dying.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll finally find the Golden Rat, Sarge,” suggested Plunger. The squad laughed so hard Blue thought she saw some CASPers rocking with laughter. 
 
    “Golden Rat?” she queried. 
 
    “Our latecomer speaks,” Jex chuckled. “Yes, Private Garbo. The Golden Rat. The Human boss says the Veetanho are behind the enemy we’re fighting here. If one of them space rats is really running this show, then I’m the King of Spain’s daughter. Veetanho, my backside! The only reason we’re here is to safeguard whatever dirty credit-making operation the pollywiggle boss has squirrelled away in the arse end of nowhere.” 
 
    “Did the boss take a bad contract, then?” Blue asked. She noticed that within a few moments, only she and Jex would remain in the hallway. She hurried for the nearest exit. 
 
    “Hold still,” Jex bellowed and jogged through the water to her. “Don’t you worry about Captain Blue. She spends so much time with her peachy royal ass locked up in her CIC station that she has no idea whether it’s a bad contract or not. Probably couldn’t tell you what day of the week it is.” 
 
    He grabbed a device from a utility pouch and waved it over the knee joints of her CASPer. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Does the Captain really think the Veetanho are behind this?” 
 
    “What? How the hell should I know what the captain thinks?” 
 
    Jex grunted and replaced the device in its pouch. “Let me restate, Sarah Jane Garbo.” 
 
    “It’s Mary Jane.” 
 
    “So you say, Private. You know, it’s right peculiar strange what this here depth radar thingamajig’s telling me. Reveals the woman inside the suit, if you like.” 
 
    “And you like what you see, Sergeant?” 
 
    “No, I bloody well don’t. I see one of the daintiest little CASPer pilots around. The only Midnighter pilot I know of that small is our sorely missed Major Sun—whom we hope to welcome back into the bosom of our hearts as soon as possible. But you aren’t acting like the major, which leaves me with a tiny CASPer lady with a name I’ve never heard before and a faked service record. And she’s been assigned to my squad on faked orders that make no sense at all. So, I ask again, Private Garbo, does the captain in her royal CIC cocoon believe the Veetanho are running our opponents in the Spine Nebula?” 
 
    “Not anymore, she doesn’t.” Blue sighed with delight. “Which is why she sent Private Garbo to take a look see on her behalf.” 
 
    The risk of being discovered always gave her a special fluttering in her stomach, but there was another slice of deliciousness all of its own when her disguise was penetrated, and she was revealed. She should get out and do this more often. 
 
    “Ma’am. So far, we’ve been reviewing the defensive outer walls of the island. On our next sweep, we’ll head directly inside. Maybe you’ll find something there? My map only covers the outer half klick or so of the island. My guess is that the entire interior has been hollowed out and turned over to whatever they produce here.” 
 
    Entropy! Jex could be right. But the island was as large as…Her pinplants understood her request and drew out the nearest analog that made sense to her. Cuba. An operation the size of Cuba? No wonder there was a city outside with workers to operate it and a hidden underwater army to guard it. 
 
    “If you’re correct, Jex, that would take the entire Midnighter company weeks to do even a basic check of the place. No, keep your squad on mission and leave it to me. I have an instinct for trouble. A superpower of sorts. Just ask my sister. Keep your squad in this zone and I’ll rejoin you when I’m done.” 
 
    “Oh no you won’t. Boss, you can’t wander off into this vast alien factory all alone. What would Top say?” 
 
    “Top won’t find out. Will he, Jex?” 
 
    Jex said nothing. It was interesting he’d called it a factory. Smart boy. She assumed this was the F11 synthesis plant, but Jex didn’t know any of that. 
 
    There was something industrial about the place. The throb of power transmitted through the water-filled tunnels, the vast functional scale of the place. On the other hand, she saw no signs of the logistical operation that would feed in raw materials, warehouse the output, and freight it up to orbit. Maybe the F11 was made someplace else. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” said Jex finally. 
 
    “Duly noted. It’s time I got my royal peachy ass out of its cocoon and got it dirty.” 
 
    “At least leave a repeater trail. Here”—Jex picked up his own repeat units and stuck them to the utility panel on her CASPer—“If you get out of range, I’m telling Top. I swear.” 
 
    “Are you seriously afraid of First Sergeant Albali more than me?” 
 
    “Damn right, ma’am.” 
 
    “I see. I really have been stuck in my cocoon too long. Very well, Jex. I’ll lay repeaters. Now, do your job and learn the lay of the land, because I’m sure you’re right. There will be killing work here soon. I just haven’t decided yet who we’ll be killing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blue soon pushed past the outer skin of the island complex and delved deeper within, speeding her progress through the water-filled passages by picking her CASPer’s feet off the ground and making good use of the turbine attachment on her back. However, the increase in speed wasn’t matched by increased maneuverability. Twists and turns and dead ends mostly involved slamming against the walls with her 800 kilos of advanced metal and carbon fiber alloys, with a woman inside burning up with curiosity. The impacts released clouds of hardened dirt and pulverized bivalves, but the hexagonal tiling that covered walls, floor, and ceiling shrugged off her impacts without so much as a scratch. 
 
    While the outer tunnels were largely empty, and any equipment she’d seen was Galactic Union standard, now that she was deeper inside it was becoming very different. 
 
    Inert access points were recessed into wall alcoves at regular intervals. They had flat screens, multiple holes that she guessed were for inserting hands or tentacles, and what she suspected were power and data ports, but not shaped to the ubiquitous Union standards. 
 
    She passed banks of heat exchangers releasing bubbles and warming the water, then through a chain of what she guessed were superconducting hoops, thankfully unpowered. 
 
    Ten minutes after the first access point, she saw her first gun. 
 
    Without thinking, she cycled the auto cannon mounted on her right arm and pushed her turbine motors to the max, but the gun, she realized, was no threat. 
 
    It was a tube enclosed by fat metal bands and encrusted with minerals and ancient clusters of shellfish. She would have classified it as a coil gun, but the barrel flared out like a blunderbuss, which made no sense to her at all. 
 
    Blue cut her turbine and sailed through the baffle of a defensive position, where the corridor zigzagged with more gun ports built into the angled wall. There was a matching gun on the other side of the passage. She hadn’t realized it at first because its barrel had snapped off long ago and was half-buried beneath silt that had piled up against the embrasure. 
 
    After making it to the far side, she slowed to a halt and pushed through an open blast door behind one of the embrasures. Under the stark illumination of her CASPer’s flashlights, the interior glinted with extensive mineral build up but told her only that this place had been abandoned long before. 
 
    Beyond this defensive checkpoint, openings began to feed off the corridor. They were sealed with fleshy orange bulges. She passed several before she halted by one that was marked differently. 
 
    The wall here was covered in the same crust of mineralized shells and dirt as the rest of the corridor, but a symbol had been carved into it. At least, that’s what she thought at first, but on closer inspection, she realized that the symbol hadn’t been carved. The crust had built up over the wall but hadn’t attached itself to the symbol. 
 
    It resembled a Venn diagram with three circles and the tiniest of intersections between them. 
 
    “Let me guess,” she told the deserted corridor. “This represents the three types of people who think they know what the hell is going on in the Spine Nebula, and that little dot in the middle, that’s all the people who really do understand. That’s where I’m gonna be.” 
 
    She contemplated the opening beneath the three-ringed symbol. 
 
    Like the other exits, it was sealed by inflated sacks attached to the outer wall, which left a central aperture like the vertical slit of a cat’s eye. A network of veins pulsed silently in the plump lining, giving it an organic aspect. In fact, she decided, it looked like inflated Besquith scrotums stitched together. Maybe they were. She’d encountered stranger shit in the nebula. 
 
    The opening wasn’t big enough for her Mk 8, but Blue guessed this was an access passage. An airlock perhaps? There should be a way through. And Besquith were robust, right? 
 
    “You know what they say,” she told the uninviting opening. “You should try everything once.” 
 
    She walked to the opposite side of the corridor and then ran at the opening. At the last moment, she leaped forward with mech hands stretched out before her, adding a short burst from her underwater maneuver pack to push through the opening and out to the other side. 
 
    In her mind, she imagined performing an agile underwater glide, but CASPers, it turned out, were even less graceful under the water than above it. The hands she placed in front of her didn’t link up like a high board diver, instead they acted more like brakes, and the aperture itself was tight and would not yield to her. 
 
    With her CASPer’s feet barely inside the opening, her progress stalled. She was stuck. 
 
    She tried gripping the sides of the opening and pulling herself through. It worked…for about two meters. Then the opening began to secrete slime and she couldn’t get any purchase. She slithered and fought but she only managed to squirm in place. 
 
    She forced herself to calm and cease moving. Passive awareness sensors in her chain of signal repeaters reassured her that the signal strength connecting her to Jex remained strong. But she didn’t want to risk pulsing a cry for help because the passive link would turn active and she might be discovered. 
 
    Besides, she didn’t relish the recordings that would go viral through Midnighter enlisted social channels. Footage of Obadiah Jex sticking his CASPer hands inside the aperture and delivering her slimy mech like a farmer delivering a calf…it would not be good. 
 
    She may have no choice though. 
 
    Suddenly, her haptic suit conveyed pressure on her lower legs. 
 
    Now she panicked. 
 
    The damn thing was trying to crush her! 
 
    The pressure was not coming from all sides, though. It pulsed from her feet to the top of her clamshell canopy, before repeating. 
 
    It was kneading her. Squeezing her…through the aperture. 
 
    She relaxed and marveled as the strange passage seemed to learn her shape and mass, pushing her with ever more efficiency through its length until a couple of minutes later, out she plopped, dripping with slime, onto a dry passageway. 
 
    “Eugh! Gross.” 
 
    After wiping the worst of the slime from her CASPer and checking to make sure her weapons and sensors were not impaired, she prepared to secure a comm relay, but found none was necessary. The signal back to Jex was actually stronger on this side of the weird airlock. 
 
    She stuck a repeater to the wall, anyway, while she assessed her new location. 
 
    The floor and ceiling had the same tiled surfaces she’d become used to, but the walls resembled the orifice she’d squeezed through, though harder, less pneumatic. The same green and blue veins cut through them, pulsing gently. 
 
    It was like walking through living curried brains. 
 
    The thought that this place was alive worried at her, but at least she was getting somewhere interesting now. 
 
    Alive? 
 
    Could the entire island be an enormous living being? She considered the idea as she marched deeper into the island, but it didn’t seem very likely. She had carted around some ancient Raknar, so she’d come face-to-face with the idea of things operating on an immense scale. But a living being the size of Cuba? That was a whole other level altogether. Gigantism reached a limit where bones can no longer support mass, where air was insufficiently oxygenated, and all that annoying laws of physics stuff Jeha Jenkins would explain at length if she let him. 
 
    Her pinview reported that a hot wind was blowing through the passage, carrying air so richly oxygenated that it warned of a serious fire risk from sparks and flames. 
 
    “Good thing I’m not packing a laser rifle,” she muttered as she continued along what could be an air passage in a breathing system. 
 
    She stopped at the first aperture that led deeper inside the island. It looked identical to the one that had fed into this air passage, except the three-circle symbol was much clearer here, etched in scar tissue into the wall above the aperture. 
 
    Scar tissue…? 
 
    Who was she kidding? This place was organic. It was, at least at some level, alive. 
 
    But if it wasn’t a living creature that had beached here—and she couldn’t bring herself to believe it was—then what did that mean? Had whatever lay inside been grown here countless ages ago? 
 
    “Let’s see if we can find out,” she told the aperture and pushed through. 
 
    A short while later, the connecting tube excreted her out into a water-filled channel. Alerts flared in her Tri-V. 
 
    She wasn’t alone. 
 
    Burbling through the water, she could hear voices. 
 
    Human voices. 
 
    The passage fanned out into three parallel tracks like the base of a trident, except the end of each passage opened into the same cross-running tunnel. 
 
    Blue couldn’t make out what the Humans were saying, because she wasn’t intercepting their signals; they were speaking to each other on secure links and her CASPer was picking up the vibrations their facemasks transmitted through the water. 
 
    Friend or foe? 
 
    She knew what Gloriana would say. Inside the exclusion zone around Romalin Island, the only races permitted were aquatic or amphibious. The Human Midnighters who were readying for possible defensive operations here should be the only air suckers in the place. 
 
    But Gloriana wasn’t here. Blue would decide for herself. 
 
    Since the voices appeared to be coming from the middle of the three passages, she picked the left and walked along it as softly as the 800-kilo mech suit would allow. She reached the end without alerting the intruders, and with each step she took, their words became clearer. They were talking about sabotage. A bomb. About how best to respond to the mercs who had suddenly arrived earlier that day. 
 
    Those were her people, the deaths they were planning. 
 
    “At least that makes this a whole lot easier,” she whispered inside her canopy. 
 
    She placed the last of her signal repeaters on the floor and backed away. 
 
    The repeaters were commonplace multifunction devices. Most commonly, they were used to extend a network of secure line-of-sight comms, beaming from repeater to repeater through mazes such as this, though in her case, if she squawked for help, she’d have to resort to short range radio comms for some of the links. 
 
    But they had other uses, too. Including a speaker rated for underwater use. 
 
    Once she was back at the base of the trident, she took the right-hand passage, jogging now because she desperately didn’t want the intruders to move away from their convenient ambush point. 
 
    Just before she reached the cross corridor, Blue pinlinked to the repeater and sent a message in one of the principle Selroth languages. 
 
    “Surrender immediately or be killed,” gurgled the underwater speaker. “Put down your weapons. Now!” 
 
    She burst into the corridor, looking right to confirm her flank was clear, then left at the intruders twenty yards away with their backs to her. They were waving small arms in the direction of the Selroth voice. 
 
    Three were Human, one Selroth. They were armed with a harpoon carbine, a pair of slug-thrower pistols, and an old coil-needler that would barely puncture skin but could easily rip through air hoses. Their equipment was too random, too underpowered, and too worn out for them to be professional mercs. 
 
    Then she noticed the Union-standard equipment crate at their feet and guessed that was the bomb they had been discussing. 
 
    Blue raised her right arm and readied her 25mm auto cannon. The gun was rated for underwater work for up to 40 atmospheric pressures. Though she’d practiced many times in underwater sims, she’d never fought in anger in this environment. 
 
    If she had, she might have anticipated the sound her cycling weapon made that transmitted through the water and alerted her targets. They scattered, turning in alarm to stare in horror at her CASPer. 
 
    If Sun were here, she would tell Blue to keep one alive for questioning. 
 
    Blue hesitated, but only for a moment. 
 
    These bastards were planning to kill her people. 
 
    They had to die. 
 
    Her targeting reticle centered over one of the Humans, a man waving the needler at her. 
 
    She readied the punching gesture that would chop him into minced shark bait as a bullet fired by a compressed air charge bounced harmlessly off her canopy. 
 
    “In the box is a bomb,” she had to tell herself, because if it weren’t for that, she wouldn’t be able to bring herself to kill this group. 
 
    They looked incapable of threatening an arthritic Jeha with extreme trench foot along both sides. In fact, the white-haired old man she was targeting looked as old as Father Christmas, with a girth to match. 
 
    Through his faceplate, she saw a frown of worry that looked familiar. 
 
    Very familiar. 
 
    She knew this man! 
 
    Knew him well. 
 
    “Holy hellburner,” she said on an open radio channel. “Captain Jenkins? Skipper?” 
 
    She was so astonished she didn’t notice the movement captured by her rear cameras as a man moved out from the alcove he was concealed within and fired a pressure gun at her back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hurry up!” Branco urged the carbine. It could throw a powerful pressure wave over a surprisingly long distance for such a short-barreled weapon, but the cycle rate was abominable. 
 
    Ignoring the pain, he used his pinlinks to activate the motors in his diving sleeve without taking his hands off his carbine. 
 
    The Scythe’s paymasters could clearly afford the best mercs because that was a Mk 8 CASPer he’d just shot. It was battered from heavy active use, but professionally maintained. 
 
    He gasped as the shockwave reflecting off the CASPer punched him in the lungs as it passed through him. He braced for more reflected pain as his weapon neared a full recharge. 
 
    On the far side of the mech, Jenkins was waving his arms. “Ceasefire! Ceasefire, Branco!” 
 
    The Scythe CASPer slowly drifted in the water, its pilot either stunned or playing a game with them. 
 
    Jenkins was far too trusting. 
 
    “We’ve been through this,” he shouted across the radio link. “I don’t like fighting Humans, but I did it on the Raknar job, and I’ll do it again here.” 
 
    The CASPer bounced off the wall, turning slightly to show a Midnight Sun emblem on its shoulder. 
 
    Branco gulped. He’d heard mercs were arriving, but not in his worst nightmare could he have imagined it would be the Midnighters. His people. 
 
    His carbine bleeped its readiness to fire again. 
 
    “We’ve chosen our sides,” he murmured bleakly. “No going back now.” 
 
    Saying the words was difficult enough. Following through on them was impossibly hard. He probably knew the person inside that CASPer. They probably didn’t want to kill him either, but once a merc took a contract, most of them saw it through to the end, however grim that might be. Midnighters were no exception. 
 
    His finger trembled over the trigger. 
 
    “Don’t you fire again, Saisho Branco,” demanded Jenkins. “Call me old-fashioned, but if you ever did the decent thing by Sun, then the woman inside this CASPer would be your sister-in-law. Much as we might sometimes be tempted, we don’t kill family.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” asked Sun, who was with Skuilher-Dour, steaming along the middle of the three channels to join him. “I could only catch scattered words.” 
 
    She had her grenade launcher out. He wished she didn’t. Unlike the shaped pressure wave of his carbine, setting off a grenade at close quarters would probably kill all of them except the pilot inside the CASPer. 
 
    “Skipper said—” Branco regarded Sun’s weapon with rising alarm. This wasn’t the kind of news Sun took easily. He cleared his throat and fessed up anyway. “He said I just shot your little sister in the back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Through the trail of breadcrumb relays that led to Captain Blue, a gurgling noise transmitted through to Jex’s CASPer. 
 
    It sounded like underwater pollywiggle talk. Or maybe Selroth. 
 
    “Surrender immediately or be killed,” said the translation. “Put down your weapons. Now!” 
 
    “Hell and buggeration,” cursed Jex as he activated the chain of repeater nodes into a fully active state, and brought Captain Blue’s CASPer into his squad net. “I knew this was a bad idea.” 
 
    To his relief, Blue’s status board was green. Vitals were fine. Suit undamaged. She hadn’t even fired a weapon, though her auto cannon was hot and free. 
 
    He was about to tap into her camera feed when the captain’s medical status flashed angry alerts. She was unconscious. An emergency medical nanite kit was automatically being administered by the suit. Her mech was damaged, too. 
 
    Dark misgivings growled in his belly and he keyed in Albali. “Top, we got a problem.” 
 
    “Better be good,” the Spaniard thundered back. Jex groaned. First Sergeant Albali was not gentle with those he felt had let him down. “I was in conference with Colonel Mishkan-Ijk.” 
 
    “Picture is worth a thousand words, Top. Stand by while I loop you in.” 
 
    Blue’s CASPer has suffered only a minor disruption and even those systems were rebooting. Jex quickly hooked into the front view showing on Blue’s Tri-V and pushed it as a feed to the first sergeant’s CASPer. 
 
    They were looking straight into the face of Major Sun. 
 
    “Hellfire, Jex. Whose CASPer am I looking out from?” 
 
    “Private Garbo, Sergeant.” 
 
    “I know what the suit identifier tag says on the feed. I can also read her medical state. If you’ve screwed up, Jex, I’m gonna rip you a new one. If you don’t tell me this instant what’s going on, I’ll rip you several more.” 
 
    Jex grimaced. Could he say this on an open channel? 
 
    He realized the people he was now hiding from where the Goltar, his comrades in arms. This was a rum old do indeed. “It’s our recon specialist, Top.” 
 
    “Our what now? Speak plainly, man.” 
 
    “You know the one. Our princess. Forever blundering ahead on instinct before her minders have a chance to tell her not to. I told her it was a bad idea.” 
 
    There was a dangerous pause. Jex could almost hear the lightning spark through Albali’s mind as realization struck. “Holy shit, Jex! You move ahead and retrieve our princess. I’ll be right behind you with a medical team and evac prepared. Hurry!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jex reached the danger zone ahead of the rest of his squad, slime still clinging to his CASPer from that last passage through the—he shuddered. He would need therapy to get over the memory of being passed through those fleshy orifices. Therapy in the form of a dozen pints of strong ale, but he had this mess to sort out first. 
 
    He emerged into a corridor that was hosting a freakish Mexican stand-off. Captain Blue was there with her auto cannon trained on Branco, of all people, who was wearing a jury-rigged motorized swim sleeve that had “Jeha side project” written all over it. 
 
    Among the three Humans and a Selroth he didn’t recognize, Major Sun stood between her sister and her lover, shouting at each in turn. 
 
    Sun looked up in alarm at his approach, and then glared at him through his CASPer’s canopy. “Who are you?” she said on an open channel. 
 
    “Sergeant Jex, ma’am. Are you the Golden Rat?” 
 
    “How dare you call me a rat.” 
 
    “He means a Veetanho, sweetie,” Blue pointed out. 
 
    Sun narrowed her eyes at Jex. “That’s much worse.” 
 
    “We’ve come to retrieve you, ma’am—I mean, Private Garbo.” 
 
    “Garbo?” Behind her faceplate, Sun rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re pulling that game again.” 
 
    “We’re taking you back, Garbo,” Jex said loudly. “Are we taking this lot with us as prisoners or guests?” 
 
    “Neither. But we are retrieving that equipment box by the feet of that slightly rotund gentlemen. And be careful with it. The bomb inside has a 200-kiloton yield.” 
 
    “You’re on the wrong side of a bad contract,” Sun snapped. “You can take this device, but we’re just the advanced recon team. There’s plenty more on the way.” 
 
    “Have you seen the armed city surrounding the island?” asked Blue. “How do you expect to get through that?” 
 
    “A city?” said the old man. “You mean underwater?” 
 
    “Yes, underwater,” said Blue. “You got in from above, didn’t you? You’ve no idea what you’re facing.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea what you’re about to face,” Sun thundered. 
 
    “A few infiltrators?” Blue scoffed. “Not a chance. You’d better pack your bags and leave.” 
 
    “No, I mean the Spine Patriot fleet. They should have come through the emergence point about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “The what now?” said Blue. 
 
    “The good guys in this grubby little war,” said Branco. “I doubt even Midnight Sun can stand up to the Patriot fleet. Especially not if her commander is absent.” 
 
    “But she isn’t,” said Blue. “I’m in the CIC as we speak.” 
 
    The rest of Jex’s squad arrived before anyone could question the latest of Captain Blue’s pronouncements that made no sense. 
 
    “Plunger, Turnaround, guard that box with your lives and shoot anyone who gets in your way. Everyone else, keep your weapons targeted on these unexpected guests of ours. If you think you recognize any of them, keep that thought buttoned up tight and mention it to nobody. If fired upon, don’t hesitate to return fire with lethal force, even if you’re shot by the toy pistols these jokers are carrying. We’re getting out of here and fast.” 
 
    A sense of relief eased the brittle tension. Everyone was now moving with purpose and alacrity. Sun’s people made no attempt to impede them. 
 
    Not so happily, that freed Jex up to update Top. 
 
    “I’ve secured our runaway princess, First Sergeant. She encountered a…long lost relative with…some dangerous friends on their way here.” 
 
    “Holy shit! An assault force? Headed here?” 
 
    Jex winced; he was trying to be subtle. Not that subtlety was a strongpoint for either of them. 
 
    Albali growled Spanish curses. “Let me guess. The two sisters are on opposite sides.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been around those two longer than you have, Jex. Which is also why I know we’re wasting time trying to speak in code.” 
 
    Jex looped Blue’s CASPer into the command net. 
 
    “Captain,” said Albali, “I assume you want to head back to Midnight Sun, so I’ve prepared a fast exit. Unfortunately, we will need to use Goltar pilots to get out.” 
 
    “Good work, Top. We’ll just have to chance it.” 
 
    “Ma’am…” Albali hesitated, something Jex had never heard before. “We are still on the same side, aren’t we?” 
 
    “You, me, Kenngar, Midnight Sun’s crew, and the CASPer pilots, yes. Everyone else? We’ve got until I get back to Midnight Sun to figure that out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment they disembarked from the suborbital shuttle after escaping from Romalin Island, it was obvious to Branco that he’d wheeled himself into an armed camp readying for battle. Grim-faced soldiers from a multitude of races were embarking on transport aircraft. They wore light combat armor adorned with the fifteen stars of the Spine Patriots. Equipment crates were towed by mini tugs around the wide apron of the starport. Beyond the sheer drop of a cliff face, in the maritime port area of Lhanganhoe, the activity was even more frenetic, because this was to be primarily a naval assault. 
 
    He’d had no idea the Patriot operation was so extensive. 
 
    He had to push hard at his chair’s wheels to keep up with Sun and Jenkins, who were steaming through the crowd toward a destination unknown to him. 
 
    “You want a push?” asked Skuilher-Dour. 
 
    Branco grimaced. The di-cloxorin yellows were working wonders at keeping his mind straight and his body usable—for now—but he was still tiring far more rapidly than before his disease. Penetrating the Scythe island of Romalin had left him shaking with exhaustion. 
 
    “Please,” he said. “Scotty is still working on a motor for this chair.” 
 
    His Selroth friend made no comment on Branco’s nickname for the Jeha mechanic who’d adopted him as his special project. Skuilher-Dour simply grabbed the handles and charged through the crowd, forcing Patriots to scatter out the way. 
 
    “I expect you’ve had enough surprises for one day,” Jenkins was telling Sun as Branco and Skuilher-Dour stormed through to join them inside a shadowed warehouse. “Hopefully this is a better kind of surprise.” 
 
    Captain Jenkins switched on lights that flooded one half of the warehouse. Branco’s mouth curled into a grin as he saw a mech resting in support clamps with its canopy open in invitation. Nine-feet tall and nearly two tons when you included equipment and a diminutive operator, it was a Mk 6 CASPer. 
 
    Sun had barely spoken a word since they’d escaped from Romalin and her sister, but now she cooed in delight as she walked toward the old mech. 
 
    “I told you we just needed a resupply of parts,” Jenkins said with a chuckle. “There are two more that should be ready by tomorrow. Coil gun on the right arm. Left shoulder, mounted rocket pack loaded with a mix of IR missiles and underwater torpedoes. It’s got full loadout except for jump juice. Can’t source any. Sorry.” 
 
    Tomorrow is too late, Branco thought, but he kept silent to avoid puncturing Sun’s good mood. She looked back over her shoulder at him and smiled. “It’s not just any old Mk 6,” she told him. She leaped up the access ladder like a mountain goat and hopped into the canopy. “She’s my Mk 6. This is Leona.” 
 
    Branco laughed to see her obvious delight, knowing it wouldn’t last. She’d already thrown her borrowed jacket to the dusty flexi-concrete ground. Clad in just shorts, tee, and boat shoes, she stuffed herself into the pilot’s suit hanging by its interface cables. Her legs wriggled effortlessly into the plastic of the haptic leg sheaths that were indeed the perfect fit for her, while her hands busied themselves initiating the pre-flight sequence. 
 
    “You named it?” Jenkins wondered. “Why Leona?” 
 
    Sun paused her boot up operations, her mouth clamped shut. From the Mk 6’s open canopy, her eyes swept over the two men like dark lasers. 
 
    Branco gave a theatrical cough without taking his eyes off Sun. “In many outfits, Captain Jenkins, it’s common practice for pilots to name their suits after their lovers.” 
 
    He was rewarded by a sight even rarer than Sun’s smile. She blushed. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Leona,” said Branco, “but now you’re reunited with Sun, what are we gonna do with you? It’s time we thrashed this out. Are we still going to take Romalin Island knowing we’re going to bump against our Midnighter brothers and sisters, in some cases literally?” 
 
    “And your sister told us about undersea defenses we haven’t taken account of,” said Skuilher-Dour. “Sun, do you believe her about this? She mentioned Tyzhounes. I’d never even heard of the race before they came calling back home on Thananya.” 
 
    The color drained from Sun’s face. “Yes, I believe her. It’s all starting to make sense. I don’t think the Tyzhounes who attacked your hometown were an isolated party. I think the Goltar have recruited the entire race to do their bidding. And before the Tyzhounes, possibly other races going back centuries. Maybe longer.” 
 
    Her face went blank as she finally confronted the question none of them had answered. But then a determined look reasserted itself. She fastened up her suit as she explained her decision. “The mission remains the same. We need to hit Romalin hard. We might not be able to destroy it, but we can hurt the Goltar operation enough for them to negotiate. And if our friends and family in the Midnight Sun Free Company get in the way…” She flinched, but then her eyes burned like black sapphires. “Then that is regrettable.” 
 
    “Fight it is, then,” said Jenkins. “We’ve got a river ferry hovercraft that will make a creditable CASPer amphibious assault craft, but…neither of you need to fight. No one will think the worse of you if you sit this one out, but I’ve no choice. I only wish I was up there, aboard Unlikely Regret in the captain’s chair where I belong.” 
 
    Sun ignored him, securing a helmet festooned with cables onto her head and easing limbs into the haptic suit’s armholes. 
 
    Branco didn’t ignore him. Jenkins had been part of this operation for decades, even if he hadn’t realized what was really going on. “Skipper, it’s time to come clean. Tell us everything you know about this place. Everything you ever suspected. It might help.” 
 
    Sun snapped a four-foot blade out of the sheath on Leona’s left arm, but the old free trader captain only had eyes for Branco. He tugged at his chin, looking disappointed at the younger man. “Our fleets are maneuvering in space for control of Aneb-4’s orbit, the Patriot attack forces are readying to assault Romalin Island, and you think this is a good time for a chat? Should I go all the way and order a cream tea with cookies and jam?” 
 
    “I’m a professional spy, Skipper, and you seem awfully defensive to me. You can hold the tea and jam, but if you want my help then you need to talk. Now.” 
 
    The bluster evaporated from the captain’s face. He aged several decades in seconds. With a huge sigh he said, “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’re mining red diamonds?” Branco’s mouth fell open. It sounded so…mundane. But it did explain a lot. 
 
    “Well, no…Sorry, Branco. Old smuggler’s habits die hard. It’s the official rumor, if you like. What those who think they’re in the know say about Romalin Island. Mind you, they also say anyone who gets too close a look doesn’t come back. That I do believe. Although you could say that about a lot of dark places in the nebula.” 
 
    “Rumor or not, doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Red diamonds make sense; small, immensely valuable, and something you’d want to keep quiet.” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s the thing. I paid for a geological survey of Aneb-4. There are no red diamonds here. Wrong geology. I never opened the freight boxes I was told to ship, but I did ask some careful questions of my fellow captains. I carried cargo pickup from all over the nebula to everywhere else; all of us in this trade did. But I tied it back here, to Aneb-4. I think I was a part of the Infinite Flow. I helped to keep the trade rolling that paid for the Scythe to cut down so many hopes and lives across the nebula.” 
 
    “You didn’t know that, Skipper.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that crap, son. I’m a part of this. Guilty up to my bushy eyebrows.” 
 
    Branco wheeled closer and put a comforting hand over the old man’s arm. “Cut that out, Skipper. Now that you know, you’re only guilty if you do nothing to make amends.” 
 
    “I tell myself the same thing. Words go out my mouth. They don’t go into my soul. For years, I’ve been dancing on a wire like an obedient little puppet, keeping someone else’s racket going. How’s that any different from the fighters they sent to terrorize the civilians? Hey? What’s the goddamned difference, Branco? I don’t see any.” He pulled his arm away. “Me and the Scythe, there ain’t no difference between us in the end.” 
 
    Branco knew better than to say anything. Inwardly he cursed. And all his curses were aimed at the Goltar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My sister is a filthy traitor.” 
 
    From within her CIC cocoon, Blue snarled. 
 
    At her sister. 
 
    At the Patriot fleet forming up around her. 
 
    At the ship for putting its malevolent thoughts into her head. 
 
    And at herself for allowing them in. 
 
    “Sun is just doing what she feels is right.” 
 
    “She’s a traitor. You know it!” 
 
    Was that the ship talking through her, or was that a voice in her own head? 
 
    “Sun’s done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “She stands against us. She must be destroyed.” 
 
    “Deserters will not be tolerated. Turncoats must be executed.” 
 
    “No,” Blue protested. “I keep telling you…Oh.” She realized she was now talking with Gloriana. The voices in her head could be so confusing at times. 
 
    “You thought I was the ship,” the Goltar stated. It was not a question. 
 
    “I don’t have arguments with the ship,” Blue insisted. “What do you think I am? Mad? No, I have arguments with myself.” 
 
    “You two argue all the time. Don’t waste my time, Blue. I can’t see inside your mind, but I don’t need to. I have the simulations that reveal everything.” 
 
    Suddenly, stuck inside the gel-filled cocoon didn’t feel like the safety of home. Blue felt trapped. “So, you know that I know about the simulations.” 
 
    “I do. And I can do something you can’t, which is to run them at an accelerated rate. When I do that, something interesting happens over time. You’re constantly battling the ship, fighting back against the wash of its thoughts and instincts, but in the end, you always lose. Midnight Sun wants to wipe your betrayer of a sister from existence, and you cannot resist that impulse forever.” 
 
    “She is a traitor,” said the ship. “Battle awaits, my pilot. Let us be what we were destined to be. Together.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    But the thrill of battle shot through Blue like a plasma arc and would not be denied. She felt Midnight Sun advance toward the center of the Patriot formation, the two Goltar frigates forming up on her flanks. 
 
    “Your simulation’s a steaming pile of dingo crap anyway, Gloriana.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and clenched her fists tightly enough to make her palms bleed. She thought of Daddy reading stories to his two little girls after tucking them in bed for the night, of overboiled cabbage and cauliflower, kittens, rotting garbage, and saying goodbye to her mother for the final time. None of those distractions overcame the need to let herself be. To revel in her true nature as the Valkyrie pilot of a living warship. 
 
    “No!” she screamed. “You’re wrong. You’re all wrong.” 
 
    “Dingo crap,” Gloriana mused. “Interesting. Are you referring to your clandestine visit to the world below? Your first officer overrode the simulation.” 
 
    “It’s an AI. Have the guts to call it what it is, Gloriana. If you squid monsters have guts, that is.” 
 
    “Your first officer overrode the simulation because the ship refused to cooperate with the false version of its pilot. That was a very important lesson for us. And, no, these are simulations and not AIs for all the reasons that AIs were declared illegal in the first place. They are incapable of self-actualization. We have much to do to improve upon them, Captain Blue, and we want your help to do so. Nonetheless we already have enough to give our Keesius attacks minimum viability. You are a valuable asset. Both of you. But you are no longer indispensable.” 
 
    Blue’s spirits sank low. By hiding behind the simulation, she thought she’d played a good hand, but it turned out she was just a card Gloriana was playing in her own game. 
 
    Defeated, she no longer resisted as they moved in to attack. 
 
    The enemy—these Spine Patriots that Sun and Captain Jenkins had involved themselves with—consisted of armed merchant shipping. They didn’t look like much of an opposition, but the Human Jenkins was every bit as resourceful as the Jeha one. Dangerous surprises would be awaiting them. 
 
    The ship concurred. It would be easy to underestimate the forty or so ships arranged like a concave dish, with Unlikely Regret and some of the larger freighters on its outer rim. 
 
    “She’s not there,” the ship told her. “Your sibling is still on the planet.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I’ve been watching. She is a traitor, but if she means so much to you, I will help you shield her. First, however…” 
 
    The ship’s thoughts regressed back to a state too incoherent to form words, but there was no need. Blue felt a burning pit of desire in her stomach to assail this foe, to transform them into hot gas and radiation for daring to defy her. The call to battle was irresistible. 
 
    “Get ready to follow my path,” she ordered, simultaneously transmitting her thoughts to both the crew of Midnight Sun and the frigates Uzhan and Tagoz. 
 
    It was a simple plan. They were headed for the center of the enemy formation as if expecting them to scatter like the rabble they appeared to be. But as they closed, they would yaw about and burn hard for a new vector that would take them to the edge of the enemy’s formation. There they would blast through Unlikely Regret and its neighbors before spinning about and raking the enemy’s rear. 
 
    After that? Any survivors would be pursued and destroyed at will. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Midnight Sun burned her plasma torches as close to the maximum her mortal crew would allow and charged the enemy. 
 
    My sister left us. Deserted. Sun’s mind has been corrupted by that Danish snake. Turned against her own sister and commander. 
 
    “Stop it!” Blue shouted. “Get out of my mind.” 
 
    They spun and burned, freely expending delta-V until they were headed for Unlikely Regret. 
 
    Missiles swarmed at her, but she batted them away with lasers and ECM. The Goltar frigates behind them took out more of the irritants. 
 
    The loaded cannons that ran through her core were pregnant with destructive potential. She yearned to release. 
 
    Do it. 
 
    Do it! 
 
    Fire! 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Blue held her breath…and then flipped through 180 degrees, blowing salted plasma out of her backside as she decelerated and began to reverse course. 
 
    The Goltar frigates broke off the attack, their sensors temporarily blinded by Blue’s plasma cloud as much as the Patriots. 
 
    “Mutiny!” screamed Gloriana’s voice, pinlinked with Blue’s head. “I have Goltar marines on board your ship, Human. You command only on my sufferance. Have you forgotten you swore loyalty to me?” 
 
    “I haven’t betrayed anyone. Not yet. Not if I can help it.” Blue flew back to her starting position, but the desire to return and fight was burning through her very soul. She couldn’t resist the ship’s urgings forever. “We shouldn’t be fighting these people, Gloriana. I’m trying to do what’s right.” 
 
    “You are a mercenary. You are not paid to decide the morality of your contracts. You either accept them or you reject them. And if you reject them, I shall reject you! You fight for me, and I say destroy my enemies.” 
 
    Blue’s pinplants thrust a security camera view of CIC into her attention. 
 
    Goltar mercs were flowing into the CIC oblivious to the 3G acceleration. Their red beaks snapped, and bone pistols covered the crew. A pair was making directly for her station. 
 
    With her growl filling the inside of her cocoon, she made a scratching motion across her chest, like a monkey rubbing away a flea itch. 
 
    The Goltar marines collapsed. All of them. 
 
    Their hearts had stopped. 
 
    Somehow, she knew that, because she had stopped their hearts. 
 
    “What have you done?” asked Gloriana. 
 
    “Do not threaten my Human pilot.” 
 
    For a painful moment, neither Human nor Goltar spoke. Then the Goltar soldiers came to, gasping. 
 
    “Umm…did I just tell you not to threaten my pilot?” Blue asked Gloriana. 
 
    “No, Midnight Sun did.” 
 
    “Okay. Just checking. It’s difficult to be sure which voice is which.” 
 
    “What is it you really want?” Gloriana asked. 
 
    “Time to pause and reflect,” Blue answered. “To negotiate a way out of this fight.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you, Human.” 
 
    “I desire to deliver my purpose,” said the ship. “Violence. War. Destruction.” 
 
    The ship’s main weapons wrenched themselves from Blue’s restraint. Targeting systems sought firing solutions. 
 
    Blue deactivated the huge Gauss cannons, and then fought to keep them locked down against the ferocity of the ship’s will. Her entire body went rigid with the exertion. 
 
    “You cannot resist forever…” 
 
    Blue knew Midnight Sun was right. The ship’s implacable desire was burning her, weakening her grip on the weapons. In the physical plane, Blue’s ribs were popping with the strain, but she had to keep holding on, for Sun’s sake. If she let Midnight Sun free, the fight would pass through space and continue down to the planet, sweeping her sister up in the pursuit, no matter Midnight Sun’s talk of shielding her. The ship was amazingly powerful, but it could be amazingly dumb sometimes. 
 
    “I have a stubborn streak, too!” she screamed. “Just ask my sister. Ask Venix. Ask Colonel SantoPietro and the Condottieri.” 
 
    “Captain! Captain Blue!” 
 
    She blinked at a sudden pulse of light and looked up through the open canopy of her cocoon into the ruby eyes of her first officer. 
 
    “Captain, there’s a development.” 
 
    Midnight Sun wrenched back control of the main armament. Blue gasped, beaten, as the ship came about, ready to attack. 
 
    “TacCon,” said Flkk’Sss. “Status summary.” 
 
    “Our drone swarm reports a fleet has come through the emergence point and is headed for Aneb-4. Two battlecruisers and ten frigates registered to Spinning Shield, a Maki space merc company. They’re escorting three troop transports registered to Kaznet-Shu, a large Selroth company specializing in underwater assaults. A smaller fleet has appeared in its wake. Lightly armed. Looks like they’re the clients who’ve hired the mercs.” 
 
    “Any idea who they are?” 
 
    “Their identification is shamelessly fake, but the vessels are bearing the Mobius emblem we saw on Station 5, ma’am. It’s Endless Night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The air attack alert screamed through the water, electrifying Gun Master Kryanzi’s stinging arms, but he kept his composure and made his announcement with pride swelling his jelly-like bell. 
 
    “Turret-7 activating. Standby for emergence. Call out gun status.” 
 
    “Reactor feed secure.” 
 
    “Targeting array on standby.” 
 
    “Weapons lock released.” 
 
    Kryanzi’s bell dented with excitement as he felt long-dormant engines throb into life from deep within the mountainside. 
 
    This was it! The service that countless generations of Lennek gunners had trained for was finally about to happen. 
 
    The outer shroud of dirt, rock, and foliage folded away, scattering stones onto the beach far below. Seabirds screeched at the disturbance to their nesting sites. Animals scurried in panic or were cast away with the falling mountainside to their doom below. 
 
    The film protecting the outer skin of the turret bubble chemically burned away. Turret-7 pushed its way out of the mountainside until it reached its stops. It was now a giant bubble of water, gunners, and a 200-megawatt particle cannon pointed into the blue skies. 
 
    “Acquiring targeting data.” 
 
    “Shield array online.” 
 
    “Cannon fully charged and ready to fire.” 
 
    From her station deep within the island citadel, the battery commander confirmed his gun’s target zone and released control of the cannon to Kryanzi. 
 
    The battle zone display showed forty Selroth dropship submersibles screaming down from orbit. Dengie-class. Big enough to carry a platoon each, and well-armed. Already they’d reached the stratosphere. But they would get no further. Gun Master Kryanzi pushed out the dent in his bell mantle. With his hearts racing, he painted the target selector over the closest dropship in their zone. 
 
    “Vape ’em!” 
 
    The Selroth had no intention of being defenseless prey. Before the lead gunner could fire, five heavy lasers lanced out to pierce the gun bubble. 
 
    The double layer of overlapping micro-shields flared as it dissipated the laser energy. An aperture opened in the shield array for half a second, just long enough for the particle cannon beam to spear out and slice clean through the nearest Selroth craft. 
 
    The camera monitor showed bodies and water splashing out and then freezing in the frigid regions of the upper atmosphere. They would not be the last. Kryanzi painted the next target while the cannon’s capacitor recharged. 
 
    The gun bubbles were just one of the many layers of defenses that protected Romalin. Entire fleets and armies could hurl themselves against the island bulwark, but all they could ever achieve was to dash themselves into oblivion. Romalin would always prevail. 
 
    Suddenly, Kryanzi felt himself flung through the water by an unexpected pressure wave. The rear blast door had opened from the interior of the mountain. He pulsed his bell, propelling himself back to his command position, readying to lash out with his stinging arms at any intruder. 
 
    But it wasn’t the Selroth enemy who had somehow infiltrated the island. It was a squad of marines, soldiers from the new race that was everywhere. Tyzhounes. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he demanded. “Our work is glorious and not to be disturbed.” 
 
    To his astonishment, the Tyzhounes ignored his angry challenge and swam through the turret to his gun crew. “Stop this immediately!” 
 
    Professional to the end, his gun crew remained at their posts, ignoring the rude intrusion, concentrating instead on readying the weapon to destroy its next target. 
 
    And at their posts, they were slaughtered. 
 
    Kryanzi always regarded the Tyzhoune tail as an aberration, assuming its excessive length and bony structure was an ugly form of sexual display. 
 
    How wrong he was. 
 
    The Tyzhounes whipped their long tails through the water turret and sliced the sharpened bone tips through the upper tentacles of his crew. Without hesitation, they swept them down and cut deep gouges through his gun team’s bells, spilling the life-fluids of his crew into the turret water. 
 
    Then the Tyzhounes came for him. 
 
    “Why?” he demanded of the one who came forward to dispatch him. 
 
    “This asset is ours now,” answered the murderer. 
 
    Kryanzi tensed in readiness for his final battle, but the Tyzhoune appeared to be in no hurry. It pointed to its bulbous bone head. “Look into my eyes, Gun Master.” 
 
    “But…but you don’t have eyes. None of your people do.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The creature bared its fangs at him. “And that is why we shall thrive in the Endless Night.” 
 
    The Tyzhoune slashed with its tail, but Kryanzi was now wise to the tactic and dodged down, though his enemy’s tail-tip cut a channel through the edge of his soft bell. 
 
    Kryanzi came at the Tyzhoune, gripping with the tentacles that fringed his bell and flinging his long stinging arms over it. He oozed every drop of venom into the vile creature. 
 
    The Tyzhoune only grinned back. “You’ll have to do better than that, jellyfish.” 
 
    Kryanzi no longer knew what to do. The venomous stingers were his only attack. He had nothing left. 
 
    He clung there pitifully as the Tyzhoune whipped its tail over its head and speared down through Kryanzi’s brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The swarm of drones crested the trees and fed Jex a view of the Selroth dropship that had landed on a swath of beach to the southwest of Romalin, disgorging a platoon of Selroth mercs into the crashing breakers. 
 
    The Dengie-class was a peculiar-looking craft. In fact, it resembled nothing so much as the flying saucers of the 1950s. He wasn’t stupid enough to underestimate it, though. Not only had more than half the dropships survived the anti-air defenses, but they had immediately plunged beneath the water to attack the undersea ones. Now this one was showing off its versatility by supporting an amphibious landing. 
 
    It lashed out at the drones with an upper turret laser. Fire also came from laser-armed Selroth who’d established a defensive perimeter around the craft while their comrades advanced up the beach. 
 
    The drones started dying. Quickly. 
 
    But they provided a great distraction. 
 
    “Right then,” Jex told his squad. “Light them jets.” The ground burst into flame as the eight troopers of his squad ignited the controlled explosion of their jumpjets. They soared above the narrow band of trees that hugged the foothills of the Romalin Mountains. 
 
    He ignored the Selroth troopers and pumped rounds from his magnetic accelerator cannon into the top of the landing craft. 
 
    Beside him, Turnaround acted as wingwoman, shooting any Selroth who had a bead on him and flicking her laser shield out to protect them both. 
 
    The plan was simple. Jex, Plunger, Stix, and Bolland would take out the craft with their MACs while the other half of the squad kept them alive long enough to do so. 
 
    Bolland went down at a blast from the laser turret, but the concentrated MAC fire paid off when an explosion blew the turret and the top of the dropship high into the air. 
 
    “Missiles!” shouted Jex as he fell toward the beach. 
 
    The troopers armed with missile packs on their shoulders fired a volley at the smoking wound in the Selroth craft, but Jex was too busy concentrating on the enemy on the beach to see the effect. 
 
    He came down on two Selroth digging a foxhole into the sand. He deflected a laser blast from one with his shield before emptying the last of his MAC into it, but then his shield succumbed to the bullets of the other. 
 
    Turnaround finished that one off with a burst from her autocannon. 
 
    He landed heavily in the sand, spraying it into the air and coating some of his sensors. 
 
    A terrific explosion announced the final death throe of the Selroth craft and the imminent arrival of a cascade of seawater that would hopefully wash off the sand. 
 
    “Just like a summer’s day on Southwold beach,” he announced, jumping into the half-constructed hole to reduce his profile while his empty MAC changed to the secondary drum on his back. 
 
    Turnaround joined him in the pit, covering his rear and servicing targets with liberal application of 15mm rounds. 
 
    Around them, CASPers were firing, stomping, and slicing through the aquatic mercs, following his tactics of getting as close as possible now that they’d taken out the heavy support of their assault craft. 
 
    His status board flared a warning: ammo feed jam. His MAC was useless. 
 
    “Sarge, forget about your MAC,” Turnaround told him. “There’s a fragment of Selroth assault craft embedded in your feed pipe.” 
 
    “Damn. Thanks for the warning. I’ll just have to show these sea devils some good old-fashioned Suffolk steel.” 
 
    Sparks burst over his right arm as a pair of Selroth charged him, firing pistols in one hand and using the other to hold the sticky bombs Cleggy’s squad had warned them about. 
 
    The Selroth drew back their throwing arms. 
 
    “Jump!” Jex shouted at Turnaround, pumping his jets. 
 
    But she was ahead of him, already in the air and firing down at the Selroth. 
 
    Jex kept low to the ground, merely leaping—barely—over the thrown sticky bombs. He landed in front of the Selroth trooper Turnaround had missed. 
 
    The humanoid face split into an evil grin as it raised its carbine. 
 
    Jex realized that Turnaround hadn’t missed at all. This had to be a heavy trooper, with powered armor able to resist her fire. 
 
    On instinct, he flicked out the switchblade on his left arm and aimed at the pipes that ran up the alien’s back. He leaned in for a CASPer body check. The titanium-edged, woven carbon steel blade sliced open the alien’s water supply, making it jerk in shock. Its laser fire went wide, cutting off Jex’s CASPer hand, but that left plenty of mech and angry Suffolk man to slam forcibly into the suffocating Selroth and bulldoze it to the ground. 
 
    Jex lifted his CASPer’s leg as high it would go and stomped down with all his amplified strength, driving the Selroth’s torso three feet into the sand. The pit he created filled rapidly with bloody water. 
 
    A new array of gyro warnings flashed over his Tri-V, telling him that his stomping action had left his CASPer in a state of critical imbalance. 
 
    It was falling over. 
 
    He touched his jumpjets again, skimming low across the sand and skidding to a halt on his knees. 
 
    “Damn, that’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “We won’t tell, Sergeant,” chorused Turnaround and Plunger as they hooked hands under his arms and helped him to his feet. 
 
    They were laughing. The melee was over, and no Selroth remained to surrender. 
 
    “Watson, Blackhawk, Plunger, watch the water. The seas are not our friend. Turnaround, sensors peeled on the land and sky. Stix and Frontpage, check we’ve accounted for all the Selroth.” 
 
    Jex contemplated the scarred beach, littered with Selroth bodies, and one Mk 8 CASPer that had been caught by a heavy laser. He drew closer to Bolland’s mech. It had fallen on its back, and although it had been severely damaged, several systems were still functional, including the medical suite that confirmed its pilot was dead. 
 
    He had to check for himself, though. He magnified the view through the wounds cut into the CASPer’s shell and inspected the interior. Illuminated by flashing warnings of his medical state from his own Tri-V, the man was very dead. 
 
    “Sorry, Bolland.” 
 
    Jex rolled over the mech and drew out Bolland’s personal effects canister from its back, securing it to his own CASPer. They would try to retrieve Bolland and his Mk 8 later, but events were still running hot. 
 
    “Colonel Mishkan-Ijk,” he reported to his superior inside the island, “scratch one Dengie-class dropship and a short platoon of Selroth. We lost Bolland and got beaten up quite a bit, but we’re still operational.” 
 
    “Did the Selroth have allies?” 
 
    “No. Allies? Why would they have allies?” 
 
    “Colonel Goz-Han has been locked out of the command network. It could be the island defenders don’t want us confusing their operation, or it could be we’ve already lost the underwater battle, though we don’t see how that could be possible. Either way, the colonel says we are to combine all Midnighter forces. Return to Staging Post Delta. Wait one—Unholy depths! I think you just fought off a feint attack. I’m getting reports of five Selroth assault craft beaching on the northeast side of the island.” 
 
    “Five? Sir, we took out one, five is too much.” 
 
    “You won’t be alone. Colonel Goz-Han and Force Commander Batir-Lek will stay here with the command squad and try to establish links with the existing defense force. I will meet you with a Goltar force at Staging Point Epsilon with Oranjeklegg’s squad. Expend jump juice freely, Sergeant Jex. We need to get a wriggle on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jex thrust the handless right arm of his CASPer around the flank of the burning Selroth light tank. He’d lost his hand and his MAC, but he still had wrist cameras. 
 
    Unfortunately, the view it gave him was worse every time he looked. 
 
    The problem was the three Selroth dropships on the edge of the waves, and the heavy supporting fire they provided. They were flanked by two wrecked craft, but the Midnighters hadn’t the means to destroy any more. 
 
    The long beach fed up through dunes into a cliff face, and at the top of the cliffs stood two access buildings that fed into the tunnel network that riddled the island. Three CASPers, Mishkan-Ijk, and another half-dozen Goltar sheltered behind the nearest of these access points, trying to place fire onto the second access building a couple of hundred yards further along the cliff. Selroth mercs were swarming around the building, trying to win it as a route down into the island. 
 
    Led by Turnaround, another four CASPers and ten Goltar were stuck between the two buildings, sheltering behind the wrecks of more Selroth armored vehicles. 
 
    If Turnaround’s team could flank the second access building, they could push the Selroth off the cliff face. But they were being shelled by the Selroth assault ships, and if they moved to assault, they’d be cut down by the turret lasers in the same damned dropships. 
 
    “I’ve got no choice,” he concluded. “I’ll have to draw their fire.” 
 
    “That’s suicide, Sergeant,” said Turnaround. 
 
    “Look, Berenice. I’ve got no ranged weapons. My jump juice is out. You staying put is the real suicide tactic because those shells are whittling you down.” 
 
    “Sergeant, I will not order you to do this,” said Mishkan-Ijk, “but I agree with your assessment. You will have the honor of counting down to our action. Good luck, Sergeant Obadiah Jex.” 
 
    “Okay then. On the count of four. One for the money. Two for the show. Three—bloody hell!” 
 
    Explosions rippled through the three Selroth dropships. 
 
    “What the—” Jex stormed out of cover, drawing rifle darts that nicked his flank armor, but the big guns on the Selroth dropships remained silent. 
 
    The water churned white beneath the waterline as the ships sank, holed from below. 
 
    Silhouetted by the late afternoon sun, a heavy metal figure strode out of the waves, covered with seaweed and dripping with water. 
 
    “Bloomin’ ’eck,” cried Jex over the general channel. “It’s Moby bloody Binnig. Don’t stand gawping, m’lovelies. Up and fuckin’ at ’em.” 
 
    The clifftops burst into frantic motion. Covering fire poured from Mishkan-Ijk’s party by the access building, while those who were sheltered behind the wrecked light tanks bounded or slithered across the ground to flank the Selroth-held position. Three of the CASPers used their remaining jump juice to attack from the air. Frontpage took a burst of fire that set his CASPer status flashing amber in Jex’s squad status board, but Frontpage would survive. 
 
    The Selroth, not so much. 
 
    The mech striding up the beach added its fire, shooting rockets into the Selroth party and spraying them with its coil gun. It was a battered old Mk 6. Not Midnighter kit, then. 
 
    The Selroth fled into the trees. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk sent a squad of Goltar in pursuit, ordering the CASPers to reorganize and hold the beach while he paid his compliments to this mysterious Mk 6. 
 
    The Goltar lieutenant colonel dropped off the cliff, easily absorbing the impact by bunching his seven tentacles. He ran up the CASPer, climbing it in moments, and seemed to glue himself to the top of its canopy. 
 
    A few seconds later, a new node appeared in the squad net. 
 
    “Radio check,” said a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Loud and clear, Major Sun!” cried Jex. “Ma’am, you have quite the talent for making a dramatic entrance.” 
 
    “So it seems. Jex, Cleggy, Mishkan-Ijk, I know there’s been a nightmare screw-up that’s left us with confusing allegiances that might appear to conflict. I’m fighting for the Spine Patriots today, but we find ourselves in temporary alliance with the Goltar and the Midnight Sun Free Company. Let us worry about any disagreements between us for another day. Let us fight this battle together.” 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk dropped down and flattened himself along the sand. What was that? Some kind of bow? 
 
    “Major,” said the Goltar. “I yield command to you.” 
 
    “Very well, I accept. But—Wait, that was far too easy. Why, Mishkan-Ijk?” 
 
    “Major, the nebula is changing. There are many who feel the asset we Goltar have clutched to our crests for so long has become tainted with shame. The Goltar under my command will fight today on behalf of the people of the nebula, as I believe you do.” 
 
    “Mishkan-Ijk.” Jex could hear the incredulity in Sun’s voice. He didn’t blame her. When things seemed too good to be true, they usually were. “Let’s get this straight. Are you a mercenary offering to fight for free? In the name of the common people? Are you secretly an idealist working for the Marxist Guild?” 
 
    The Goltar commander snapped in anger. “Careful,” he raged, “lest I change my mind. We are Goltar. We are the consummate mercenaries. We do not fight for free. We fight for the redemption of our honor, and honor is priceless.” 
 
    “That I can understand and accept,” said Sun. “Before we formulate a plan, I need to know your status.” 
 
    “Wait one,” said Mishkan-Ijk, and looped Jex into a command-level conversation. “Colonel Goz-Han, we can’t leave you inside the island. We’ve been reinforced by a local militia.” He glanced up at Sun’s CASPer. “It includes mech support. You just need to hold out until—” 
 
    The Goltar fell silent. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Jex muttered. 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk slumped to the ground. He remained there immobile for a couple of seconds. Then he pumped himself back up. 
 
    “The island is lost,” he declared. “I’m trying to arrange immediate evac. The colonel and his squad will delay the enemy, buying us a little time.” 
 
    An underground detonation shook the beach. 
 
    “That would be the delay.” 
 
    “But how?” Jex queried. “I thought we’d beaten the Selroth.” 
 
    “We have become ensnared by an intelligence failure. The Selroth aren’t our only foe.” 
 
    The whine of high-powered motors came from the coast to the north. A trio of motorboats hove into view, firing rockets into the water. Larger craft appeared behind. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Sun. “They’re Spine Patriots. They’re with me—oh shit! Trouble!” 
 
    She bounded up the beach toward the cliff face. “Help me! I want two CASPers to grab me by the arms and lift me up. Mishkan-Ijk, set a watch on our rear and any routes up from underground. Everyone else, take cover and face the beach.” 
 
    Jex hurried to help out with his good left arm. He didn’t need to ask what she meant, because boiling out the sea came nightmare creatures of washed black stone flicking long tails. They had no eyes, which gave them a hideously demonic appearance. 
 
    CASPers took them out easily enough with MAC fire and auto cannons, but not for long. They were all low on ammo. 
 
    “They’re called Tyzhounes,” said the major as she jumped up into the waiting clutches of Jex and Turnaround. “And there’s an army’s worth of them.” 
 
    This new enemy was armed with projectile weapons that spat explosive rounds. The penetrating power was low against Goltar armor, and even less effective against the CASPers, but there were already thirty on the beach, and more were emerging from the waves every moment. The volume of enemy fire had already taken its toll in damage to the CASPers. 
 
    Automatic projectile weapons opened up to the rear of the Tyzhounes emerging from the waves. The attack came from the three motorboats that had swept around the back of the Tyzhoune advance and were now conducting small arms broadsides. The Patriot fighters on the decks were an unruly mix of Selroth, Zuul, Cartar, Humans, and more. 
 
    The Tyzhounes didn’t seem to have a response and were cut down in droves from the crossfire between the boats and the Midnighters on the cliff. 
 
    However, some of the first wave of Tyzhounes had found good cover in the wrecked dropships and armor from the failed Selroth attack. Their fire was steadily punishing the Midnighters. 
 
    “Turnaround, Plunger,” ordered Jex. “Keep firing on the fresh wave coming out the sea. Everyone else, keep the heads down of those behind cover.” 
 
    “I’ve lost two fighters,” Mishkan-Ijk reported. 
 
    “We’re getting whittled down, too,” said Jex. “Major, our ammo is very low.” 
 
    “Don’t let up,” Sun urged. “When the Patriots get on the beach, they’ll soon take out the last Tyzhounes.” 
 
    Suddenly, the sea erupted into explosions that sent broken bodies and boats high into the air. 
 
    The motorboats were shredded, the survivors tumbling into the sea to be met by Tyzhoune warriors slicing at them with whiplike tails. 
 
    Simultaneously, the larger Patriot boats that had taken station just offshore launched depth charges into the Tyzhoune force still making for the beach. 
 
    What a mess. Hitherto, Jex’d only had theoretical understanding of the ramped-up power of explosions in underwater combat. From the shattered bodies of the Tyzhoune sea devils tossed high by the depth charges, the bad guys were delivering all the practical experience Jex needed. 
 
    One of the Patriot vessels—it looked like a bulk carrier, perhaps a grain ship—picked up speed, the water churning in its wake as it made for the beach. 
 
    Boiling with frustration, Jex watched all this from behind the cover of one of the access points to the underground tunnels. His MAC was out of action and he couldn’t get his fat CASPer fingers to fire the captured Selroth weapons. He itched to get down to the beach and introduce those Tyzhounes to his sword blade. 
 
    He itched even more when the Tyzhounes on the beach shifted orientation to concentrate their fire on the grain ship coming in on fast approach. 
 
    “Damn!” He had a clear line of fire at the back of one of their bony heads. He called to one of the pollywiggles sharing his cover. “Oi, mate!” 
 
    The Goltar turned his head toward him. 
 
    Their battle net systems weren’t integrated yet so he couldn’t paint the target. Instead he pointed with a CASPer finger. The Goltar seem to understand. It pushed itself up on its multitude of limbs, aimed its carbine that looked as if it had been grown out of coral, and put a round through the back of the Tyzhoune’s bulbous head. 
 
    There wasn’t much of an entry wound, and no sign of exit at all, but the Tyzhoune twitched and slumped over the tracks of the ruined tank it had been sheltering behind. 
 
    “Nice one, pal.” 
 
    He found these pollywiggles difficult to figure out. Rather than acknowledging Jex in any way, or even ignoring him, it tilted over instead and stared at the ground beneath its tentacles. 
 
    A dangerous rumble came from underneath. 
 
    Then the building exploded, taking chunks of cliff with it. 
 
    Jex was blown back onto his CASPer’s backside. Bricks, dirt, and shattered rocks filled the air and pummeled his armor. 
 
    The shockwave passed through him like the Ipswich to Colchester bullet train. The sandwiched layers of composite armor, and the padding of his harness took the brunt of the overpressure. The Goltar he’d been speaking to wasn’t so lucky, as it was sliced and smashed, and then hurled around the clifftop like a discarded heap of unwanted sushi. 
 
    As he tried to check the status of his squad, Jex saw Tyzhounes spewing out of the hole in the cliff like oversized termites boiling out of a disturbed nest. 
 
    “You know,” Jex told the sea devils as he got his CASPer to its feet, “I really don’t like you lot.” 
 
    Sword out, he charged the Tyzhounes, but halted suddenly, with his gyros working overtime to maintain his balance as more fierce tremors shook the ground. 
 
    “Oh, for pity sake. What now?” 
 
    The cliff collapsed. 
 
    On instinct, Jex hit his jumpjets, but half of his exhaust ports had been damaged in the explosion and he had only a thimbleful of fuel remaining. He spun around like a child’s plastic windmill planted on Southwold beach. 
 
    His jump juice flashed empty. With a combination of skill and probably rather more luck, he squeezed out the very last drops of jump juice to right himself and fall onto the beach in the middle of the melee. 
 
    Confusion reigned supreme. 
 
    There were Patriots from a dozen races on the beach. Tyzhounes. Goltar. And CASPers, too. There was even a man in a red greatcoat swinging a bronze headed mace. A proper brawl. 
 
    The grain ship thundered up the shore, deliberately beaching itself in a banshee squeal from the protesting keel. Patriots abseiled down the side of the hull as their comrades provided covering fire from the deck. 
 
    Three feet in front of him, a Tyzhoune emerged from cover behind a twisted spar of metal, blasting its weapon at him on auto. 
 
    Jex’s status board was already mostly amber and red. He didn’t have time to examine the details, but it was definitely turning redder. Fast. 
 
    As the Tyzhoune swapped mags, Jex ripped the devil’s rifle from its grip and beat it around the head with its own weapon, snapping it in two. As the alien tottered on the sand, Jex brought his left arm around in a wide arc and beheaded it. 
 
    “Where the devil did you spring from?” he asked the collapsing torso. As it fell across the spar, its image pixelated and disappeared. 
 
    “Bugger. I’m going blind.” 
 
    “All units to the beach,” ordered Sun. “Extraction is inbound.” 
 
    A burst of fire from behind him took out an actuator in Jex’s left knee. 
 
    Jex couldn’t see his enemy. His rear view was completely dead. 
 
    He hobbled around, readying his sword to jab. Instead of a Tyzhoune sea devil, he saw an octopus-squid creature wielding several shock-prods whose tips sparkled with electrical arcs. 
 
    The Tyzhoune lay dead before it. 
 
    At least, it acted dead. Jex hacked off its tail and a leg to make sure. “Nice one,” he told the alien. At first, he thought it was a Goltar, but its body was too wet and rubbery and it had a water rebreather system. Must be a Cartar, then. 
 
    “The ferry’s coming in,” said the Cartar, pointing out to sea. 
 
    Jex frowned, trying to figure out what the alien was jabbering about. 
 
    In the end, he gave up and turned around. He needed to anyway, to get some situational awareness. He could hear fighting all around him, but his vision was limited to a narrow cone directly in front of him. 
 
    Bullets hit him. He had no idea where the fire was coming from, but then it stopped. He ignored it. Amid the chaos of the melee, there was nothing else he could do. 
 
    Out to sea, a flat vehicle ferry came into view, the kind that took your car across to the opposite bank of a big river. It looked terribly vulnerable, but the Patriots from the grain ship were charging up the beach in numbers, and the statuses of his squad seemed to be turning red at a slower rate. 
 
    He decided to let the turmoil in the water take care of itself for the moment and tracked around to locate some of his squad. He spotted Plunger, Stix, and Watson standing back-to-back in close quarter combat with a crush of Tyzhounes. 
 
    “Are you coming with?” he said, addressing the Patriot Cartar. He guessed the aquatic was still nearby but was out of his field of vision. Without waiting for a response, Jex charged across the sand to his comrades, yelling the old Suffolk Punch battle cry: 
 
    “Punch it!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Contact with the defenders of the Infinite Flow had ceased. Reports from her planetside mercs was sporadic but told of losses against a powerful foe. 
 
    When Colonel Goz-Han had first reported his assessment of the Romalin defenses, he had described a defense so numerous that Gloriana had almost felt embarrassed to be reinforcing it with a mere two companies. It seemed Xal-Ssap’s mission to keep the source of the Infinite Flow in Goltar tentacles had succeeded more than she had imagined possible. 
 
    This redoubt should have repelled the invaders with ease, and yet the fighting continued. 
 
    And now she was being informed that Endless Night was behind all this. 
 
    The catastrophic mess that was the Goltar operation in the Spine Nebula was becoming clearer. It was not, however, looking any easier to resolve. 
 
    Three Goltar juniors had worked for her dear Xal-Ssap, secretly directing the Infinite Flow under the snouts of the Spine Nebula’s citizens. By some barbaric outrage that had yet to become clear, all four had been killed at the same time. Without their direction, control of the Infinite Flow had drifted. Underlings had grown restive and had thoughts above their station. 
 
    Damn Peepo to all five hells. If her invasion of Earth hadn’t soaked up so much Goltar attention, the trouble in the nebula would have been corrected faster, and perhaps she would have delivered justice to Xal-Ssap’s murderers. 
 
    Endless Night had played a clever game. They hadn’t dared to make an appearance in the Aneb system until now, but they must have worked out it was the source of the shipments flowing out of the nebula. Knowing that, they could interdict the trade flow, stealing the shipments for themselves and reconnect the Infinite Flow out of the nebula to new buyers. This time, though, the pirates would be the beneficiaries. 
 
    But their plan was doomed. 
 
    Endless Night might have seized the F11 flowing out from Aneb, and if somehow their attack here was successful, they would also gain the production facility on Romalin. But they neither controlled nor understood the slow shadow game the Goltar had played for a thousand years that left them with a significant share of the galactic F11 trade, all laundered under the noses of the Union. 
 
    It couldn’t be long before the major F11 corporations and the Trade and Merchant Guilds sniffed out something was wrong and followed the trail that would lead them to Aneb-4. 
 
    She regarded the planet she orbited, a spinning bauble in a blackness tinted with the greens and violets of the nebula’s immense gas clouds. For so long it had been the secret wellspring of Goltar wealth. Now it was a liability. The Peacemakers, the conglomerates, even the Merchant and Trade Guilds would be united for once in their condemnation. There would be many who would look upon these operations in horror and pin the blame firmly on the Goltar. 
 
    Her instinct was to withdraw to the shadows, but it was too late now. After her long tenure on the High Council, the Goltar would both emerge from the shadows and lose their greatest source of wealth. But emerge they had, and the energy factory on Romalin was far too dangerous to leave in non-Goltar hands for long. 
 
    The best she could hope for was to allow Endless Night to war upon the Patriots and the defenders of the Infinite Flow. Their forces would wear themselves out. If the Goltar Reserve Fleet could be brought here in time, it could unleash destruction upon this world and either seize control or destroy the evidence. 
 
    A communication alert pinged in her pinplants, rousing her from her plotting. It was the upstart Human who piloted her ship. 
 
    Gloriana cracked her beak, unable to control her anger. 
 
    Several members of the crew curled their tentacles in distaste at this loss of control. Her shame calmed her. 
 
    She would like to coil her tentacles around Captain Blue’s neck and squeeze until her head popped from her silly little body. But, for now, there was still no one better to lead a Keesius attack on Lytoshaan. The bigger the disaster Romalin became, the more likely they would need the option of destroying their greatest foe’s home world. 
 
    She accepted the link and the Human’s image appeared in her pinview from a camera looking into the open canopy of Blue’s cocoon. 
 
    “I’ve got someone wants to talk with you,” said the Human. 
 
    Tantalizing fantasies nourished Gloriana. This Human featured prominently because she would lead an antimatter bombardment to eradicate Lytoshaan. Furry Veetanho bodies would be ripped instantly into plasma. Their deaths would be too swift to bring pain, but those in the moon stations and further afield would witness the horror of what had happened to their world in the brief moments before the energy shockwave hit them, too. 
 
    “Gloriana? Are you there?” 
 
    And then on to the true target of the Goltar revenge: the cockroaches who had destroyed her own world. Burnt to the ground and seeding the soil and the oceans with poison. With the Veetanho weakened, the Goka would know the meaning of vengeance. 
 
    “Gloriana? I have the Spine Patriot leader on the blower. He wishes to discuss a temporary truce.” 
 
    “Put him through,” snapped Gloriana. 
 
    It was another Human. Of course, it was. This one was male with more hair, darker skin, and greater mass than Blue. Whatever the overt differences, Gloriana knew immediately that this man was every bit as troublesome as the two sisters. Gloriana’s implants offered an identity. Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins of the Unlikely Regret. 
 
    It just had to be him. 
 
    “My name is—” 
 
    “Jenkins. I know who you are. State your plea.” 
 
    “My plea? Don’t get ahead of yourself, madam. Endless Night and their allies have launched an invasion. They know about the Infinite Flow and they want it all for themselves.” 
 
    “Infinite Flow! Who told you that name?” 
 
    “It was a Zuul, in fact. One of your jackbooted, thuggish underlings we call the Scythe. I don’t think Grenshal ever understood what the Flow really was, but we’re the Spine Patriots, Gloriana. We represent the entire nebula through which you’ve been running this operation for centuries. Probably longer. We had all the pieces of the jigsaw, but the Scythe cut so low that it’s taken until now to piece them together. Your secret is out. You can no longer maintain operations without our consent. Either join forces and together we’ll defeat Endless Night, or we’ll sit back until the fighting’s done and then take it for our own.” 
 
    Gloriana twisted her face into a frown. Probably the Humans were incapable of reading her expression, but they were cunning and could see through much that was supposed to be hidden. In truth, she was delighted with the offer from Jenkins. It just suited her to appear reluctant. 
 
    “The Patriots and Midnighters can unite,” suggested yet another Human voice. “Unified, we’re stronger.” 
 
    Her pinplants identified the voice, although with difficulty as she appeared to be speaking through crude amplified speakers. 
 
    “Major Sun?” she queried, knowing full well who it was. As a hostage of the Goltar, Sun could provide excellent leverage against Blue. 
 
    Jenkins moved his wrist slate, angling the camera at one of the Human mechs—a CASPer. It looked larger than normal. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. It’s Major Sun, suited up, and ready for action.” 
 
    “You Humans never cease to impress me,” said Gloriana, flattering the deep belief in their specialness that was the race’s greatest weakness. “Tell me what you propose…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Any change?” Gloriana asked of Ferikik-Irk, Uzhan’s captain. 
 
    “No, Councilor. Reports show the Maki are keeping a secondary force on highguard near the emergence point. Meanwhile, the main force is on the opposite side of Aneb-4 from us, guarding the Selroth landings. They are making no aggressive moves, and the fact they have declined to destroy our drones makes me think they are signaling an intention not to engage us unless forced to do so.” 
 
    “A wise decision on the part of the Maki commander.” Gloriana reminded herself not to be suckered into believing that the alien leader thought the same way she did. Nonetheless, she would have done the same. The Maki contract would be to escort the Selroth troop ships and protect them while they made the drop from orbit. What happened to the Selroth once they entered the atmosphere of Aneb-4 was not the Maki’s problem. She suspected their commander thought they could win against the combined Midnighter and Spine Patriot fleets, but the losses they would suffer would be heavy. Better to forego combat bonuses than to lose valuable ships and pay a hefty figure in death benefits. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” said Blue, radioing from Midnight Sun. “It’s not like we’re holding geostationary orbit. The Patriot ships are expending a lot of fuel to keep station and avoid crashing into one another. They can’t keep it up for much longer, and I don’t want to. There’s fighting raging all along Romalin. The Patriots won’t sit tight in orbit while their compatriots fight dirtside.” 
 
    “Captain Blue, I require you to keep your Patriot friends here just a little while longer.” 
 
    “I think we should attack while the Patriot ships still have enough fuel for battle maneuvers. There can be no fancy tactics this time, Gloriana. We can charge around the planet and take out the Maki on the other side. They’ve got the weight and the experience, but we’ve got the numbers.” 
 
    “I forbid it! There is no need to engage the Maki. I repeat, no need. The Selroth attack doesn’t stand a chance. I expect to hear of their surrender at any moment. We do not need to engage with the Maki today.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Gloriana. Because if you’re not, the Patriots will attack anyway, and I won’t sit back and let them do so without Midnight Sun in support.” 
 
    Gloriana ground her beak. Such Human impudence! Her last attempt to quell this rebellious underling had failed. In truth, Gloriana didn’t know how to enforce orders over Midnight Sun. It was an intolerable situation but not one she could resolve immediately. 
 
    She blocked the link to Midnight Sun. If the Human wished to contact her again, she could do it through the correct Uzhan command chain. 
 
    She calmed herself. Her emotional outburst had almost obscured the important data Blue had inadvertently revealed about the Patriots. 
 
    Gloriana’s plan had been to wait for the Selroth surrender. Then she could contact the Maki commander with the intention of hiring her fleet to wipe out the Spine Patriots. If the Spine Patriots were to attack early, it would be better to make the offer to the Maki now. 
 
    Her pinplants anticipated her desires and queried whether she wished to establish the link to the Maki, but she hesitated and wiped away the option. Doubts still wore away at her. 
 
    Not only had the announcement of the Selroth surrender not yet reached her, she wasn’t receiving updates from the Romalin command at all. 
 
    Things went wrong in the chaos of battle. And when you were a secret commander controlling your forces through invisible threads, problems were inevitable. 
 
    If, for some unimaginable reason, the Selroth assault had somehow succeeded, then she would need the Patriots as allies. 
 
    No, she couldn’t risk even a hint of her devious calculations getting through to the Patriots. Not until after the Selroth surrender. 
 
    Why was that taking so long? 
 
    “The Maki are moving,” announced Ferikik-Irk. 
 
    Ah, at last. This must be it, the Maki readying themselves to exit the system after a completed contract. 
 
    “Their highguard force near the emergence point is moving closer to Aneb-4. There’s movement toward the gate. Entropy! Our drone feed is destroyed.” 
 
    “Analysis, Captain.” 
 
    “I cannot say. Their movement makes no sense. Which means there’s an element to this engagement we do not yet understand.” 
 
    “This has gone on long enough. I need to know what’s happening on Romalin. I’m going to order the Tagoz to fly down into the atmosphere and make a reconnaissance pass.” 
 
    “Patriot fleet is moving, Councilor. Captain Blue has an update. Shall I put her through to you?” 
 
    Gloriana pinlinked an affirmative, and into her mind came the transmission from Midnight Sun. 
 
    “It’s a fubar fuck up,” declared the Human. “The island’s lost. We’ve been routed. The Patriot ships with the capability are flying down to pick up survivors. I’m taking Midnight Sun with them. Request Uzhan and Tagoz cover us as we go in.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Blue, this must be a mistake. The Selroth force was very powerful, but it was nowhere near enough to overcome the defenses on Romalin. They can’t possibly have won.” 
 
    “The Selroth didn’t act alone, Gloriana. They had allies. An underwater army. The one you brought all the way from Tyzhou.” 
 
    Gloriana went rigid with shock. Tyzhou. It had been Xal-Ssap, her former husband, who had argued to bring them here so quickly after contact. The other races they had recruited had undergone generations of indoctrination to ensure their loyalty before posting them here. He’d seen their natural talent for warfare and dreamed of unleashing it across the Union under the direction of Goltar commanders. It was a necessity, he’d argued, because the Veetanho had been making preparations for war. 
 
    Oh, Xal-Ssap. What have you done? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventy-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Branco flinched when a burst of Tyzhoune fire ricocheted off Jex’s left flank armor, spraying bullets into the Patriot cargo shuttle keeping level just above the surface of the sea. 
 
    Gripping hard on the cargo strap, he leaned out the open door and pumped the last four rounds from his HP-4 into the patch of water he thought they’d taken fire from. The situation was so fluid, though, that the bullets could have come from anywhere. 
 
    Even for an extraction under fire, their exit from Romalin was confusing. Not to mention bizarre. 
 
    While Branco swapped out mags, the shuttle bobbed lower, skimming off the waves a couple of times before slowing down to just twenty knots. Ducted fans blew the ocean into a dense cloud of spray. 
 
    Into this watery maelstrom, Jex dangled from a cargo hook, his CASPer’s legs ploughing twin white furrows into the sea. With his CASPer’s weapons systems inoperative, Jex had insisted he was the one to be dangled into the water like bait. 
 
    Goltar bait. 
 
    Survivors from Mishkan-Ijk’s team still in the water swam for the bait, clambering up Jex’s CASPer and through the wide rectangular door of a shuttle still configured for carrying livestock to orbit. 
 
    Through the deafening pandemonium of the air-sea rescue, Branco thought he heard the Pop, pop, pop of their guardian angel firing her MAC, though it was just as likely to be his imagination. 
 
    The shuttle passed beyond the extraction zone and lifted twenty feet clear of the water, leaving three Goltar still thrashing in the sea, firing their pistols beneath the swell. 
 
    “One more pass,” said Jex. “We’ll pick up the major, too.” 
 
    Branco realized that Jex was speaking aloud for his benefit. He was all right, that Obadiah. 
 
    “There she is,” said Skuilher-Dour, pointing into the water. 
 
    Branco followed the Selroth’s finger through the curtain of spray. He saw Sun circling the remaining Goltar like an ancient champion commanding the battlefield from her chariot. Except in Sun’s case, the chariot was a river ferry with bays marked out for passenger vehicles. At its center stood a huge auto-dispenser filled with drinks and snacks for a score of races. Sun had braced herself against this as the hover vehicle bumped along the water’s surface. 
 
    “Get out, Sun,” Branco urged as the overburdened shuttle came about for one last pick up. 
 
    But Sun didn’t eject from her Mk 6. Instead, she fired her MAC down into the water at unseen targets. 
 
    The ferry exploded. 
 
    There was no warning. It suddenly cleaved in two, belching flame and propelling Sun’s CASPer into the sea. 
 
    The Patriot shuttle was only seconds away from picking up the three Goltar remaining in the water, but they dived down after Sun. 
 
    So did Mishkan-Ijk and another Goltar, diving twenty feet straight out the side of the shuttle, punching through the surface of the water like missiles. 
 
    The shuttle descended, bullets raking her belly, but the fusillade of return fire from the Patriots and Midnighters stuffed inside the shuttle was fearsome, though hampered by the need to avoid hitting their own people in the sea. 
 
    Nonetheless, the Tyzhoune fire slackened. 
 
    Another Goltar brushed against Branco’s shoulder and dropped into the water. 
 
    Branco joined him. 
 
    The impact as he hit the water was a shock, but Scotty’s swim sleeve kept him warm and mobile. Branco checked that his rebreather mask fit tightly, then he kicked up his tail and pushed down beneath the sea. 
 
    He sensed a splash beside him. Someone was diving alongside him. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour. 
 
    “You’re crazy, Human. Anyone ever tell you that?” 
 
    Branco chuckled beneath his mask. His pendant translated the underwater gurgling of his Selroth friend without a problem. Human speech wouldn’t pass back so effectively, so he gave a thumbs up and pushed on, deeper, searching for Sun. 
 
    The ghostly silhouette of her Mk 6 was sinking far below them. The clamshell canopy was open. She’d bailed out. 
 
    A wave of shapes flew at them from the depths, too fast to be Human. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Skuilher-Dour warned. “They’re Goltar.” 
 
    Branco had been so intent on chasing after Sun, he hadn’t thought things through. He’d left his HP-4 pistol on the shuttle. He reached behind and felt the reassuring shape of his pressure cannon. He snapped it off its mounting and readied its charge. 
 
    “Sun!” he cried as the person he cared about more than anything in the universe sped past, her face blue, but shooting up like a torpedo in the clutches of her Goltar rescuers. 
 
    Of course, she didn’t hear. Didn’t even know he was there. 
 
    Below her, more figures were rising in pursuit. 
 
    They were dark and sleek, their silhouettes bony with long skeletal tails. Dozens of them. 
 
    Branco fired at the center of the Tyzhoune swarm, the pressure pulse visible as it passed through the water and scattered the aliens like bowling pins. Bullets from Tyzhoune return fire tunneled through the water, seeking revenge, but failed to find their targets. 
 
    Branco evaded, thrashing his tail and putting on a burst of speed with his turbine. The pressure cannon was a powerful weapon, but it took five seconds to recharge, and its charge pack could only deliver three shots at that power. 
 
    Skuilher-Dour fired his harpoon rifle, but it was little more than a gesture. His four-shot weapon was only really effective at close range. 
 
    The Tyzhoune attack seem to have stalled, though an advance party of three of the underwater horrors were swimming for Branco, their tails high and twitching. 
 
    He shuddered at recent memories of what those tails could do, slicing through Human flesh. 
 
    His cannon bleeped the completion of a charge cycle and he fired at them. 
 
    This time he was rewarded with a direct hit, and the shockwave shattered the lead Tyzhoune, exploding bony fragments like shrapnel in all directions. The other two Tyzhounes tumbled into the depths, apparently unconscious. 
 
    The main mass of Tyzhounes gave them a wide berth, working around them to come at their objective, whatever that might be. 
 
    Branco waited for his cannon to cycle again and fired his final shot at them. 
 
    Without waiting to see the results, he struck out for the surface. 
 
    He breached the waves and found himself inside a wild tumult of noise, wind, and spray. He lifted his mask to see better. 
 
    Branco looked through the cargo door of the shuttle in the moments before it closed shut. Sun was there, coughing up water, but she was alive. 
 
    The shuttle sealed its doors and lit its thrusters, boosting for orbit. 
 
    Branco was blown along the surface of the sea like a leaf in a pond. 
 
    By the time he’d steadied himself and stopped choking on the water, the Patriot shuttle was a grey rectangular box atop a column of fire and smoke propelling it high into the sky. 
 
    Similar columns were lifting off from Romalin Island and the surrounding seas. Some pushed all the way into space. Others terminated in debris plumes. 
 
    “She’ll be back for you,” said Skuilher-Dour. “You do know that, right?” 
 
    “I—” Branco shook his head. This wasn’t happening the way it was supposed to. “I haven’t much time left, Skuilher-Dour. All I wanted was to spend it with her.” 
 
    “Like I was saying,” said Skuilher-Dour fiercely. “Sun will battle through massed legions of mercs and pirates to get back to you. Which is why she’s going to be severely pissed off if you get your stupid ass killed before she gets here.” 
 
    Branco was too stunned to answer, and he stared at his Selroth friend blankly. 
 
    “If you want to live,” said Skuilher-Dour, “then here’s our situation.” He pointed to Romalin Island just over a mile away. “As far as we’re concerned, that is now the island of death. There’s an ocean between here and the next slice of land big enough for you to crawl out of the water and make like you’re something special because your ancestors gave up their gills. Luckily for you, my people are natural ocean dwellers. Now, are you coming with me, Branco? Or are you going to sink into your despair and die?” 
 
    “Scotty claims the power cell for this swimsuit is good for eight thousand miles and a thousand hours. You think Sun will be pissed if she returns and finds me dead? Imagine how pissed that Jeha will be if I don’t test the endurance of his creation.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour gave a keening noise that Branco’s pendant translated as laughter. 
 
    “In any case,” said Branco, warming to the task ahead, “we’re Spine Patriots, right? It’s our job to raise an army and kick those bony Tyzhoune bastards off this planet.” 
 
    “Let’s concentrate on staying alive first,” said Skuilher-Dour. “First thing we need to do is get away from Romalin.” 
 
    Skuilher-Dour dipped beneath the waves and swam away. Branco took one last look at the island. Columns of smoke lifted from a dozen fires. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Branco slipped beneath the surface and activated his turbine in maximum economy mode. 
 
    There was a long swim ahead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gloriana regarded the gleaming golden ball ploughing furrows of fire through the upper atmosphere of Aneb-4. 
 
    That ship was so beautiful. 
 
    And so very many credits had gone into her. 
 
    She steeled her resolve and ordered Uzhan and Tagoz to abandon Aneb-4 and make for the gate at flank speed. 
 
    Immediately, missiles set out to pursue them. 
 
    “Gate Mistress, I need expedited access.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said the Sumatozou wrapped in fine fabrics. 
 
    In her communications with the representatives of the Cartography Guild, Gloriana had always wreathed herself in darkness and cloaked her voice in electronic trickery, but now she provided a clear camera view and revealed herself in her glory to the gate’s controller. “The Infinite Flow passes through your gate and pays you and your guild very healthily. You will do this.” 
 
    “That is not correct,” said an alien voice. Human. 
 
    The gate mistress stepped aside and a Human and a Pushtal came into the camera view, both wearing Endless Night emblems stitched into military-style jackets. 
 
    “We enable the Infinite Flow,” said the Human. Tattooed stripes across his face mirrored the pattern of his companion’s fur. “Endless Night owns the Spine Nebula now.” 
 
    “How dare you, Human! It is we who own Endless Night.” 
 
    “Not anymore, you don’t. Our spies in the Spine Patriots have taught us a lot. You created us, Goltar. We were part of your operation to keep the people of the nebula so cowed that they never looked up and saw what you were doing. Well, now that we know, the Infinite Flow will make the nebula rich and Endless Night will grow fat on the profits. While you…? You’re finished, Goltar. Goodbye.” 
 
    Gloriana’s universe exploded in light and noise and a violent, wrenching motion. 
 
    Hissing. Grinding. Shearing. Crumpling. A second explosion shook the deck plates and extinguished the lights. 
 
    “No.” Panic seized Gloriana. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    Emergency lighting switched on. It colored the CIC water chlorine green. 
 
    “Councilor!” 
 
    She snapped out of her horror and saw an officer talking to her. It was the Sensor Officer. Lieutenant Diyar-Dir. “Councilor, you must escape.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Gloriana allowed herself to be pulled out from her station and escorted along a corridor already choked with smoke and noise, then pushed into an escape pod with Diyar-Dir and a security trooper. 
 
    The pod punched out hard from the stricken ship, leaving it in a trail of dizzying explosions as the little bubble of metal and water spun out into the black. 
 
    A final explosion eclipsed all the others as Uzhan’s reactor blew. 
 
    Then the ship was gone. 
 
    The pod’s spinning slowed enough so Gloriana could seek the Tagoz, the proud Goltar frigate who would avenge Uzhan and rescue the escape pods. 
 
    The realization hit her hard. In the direction of Aneb-4 lay another hot debris cloud, the same size as Uzhan’s. 
 
    There would be no rescue. 
 
    Gloriana reached out a tentacle to the porthole above her head. She could see the stargate glinting in the sunlight. It was so close it felt like she could reach out and touch it. 
 
    She had failed. 
 
    A frigate came for them. 
 
    It was dirty, belching smoke, and the front of its starboard nacelle had been replaced by a crudely welded plate. But against even this fourth-rate ship, they were doomed. 
 
    “We cannot be captured,” she said and drew a bone pistol. “My every sinew yearns to fight to my last breath, to take as many of the Endless Night scum with me as I can, but we cannot risk being captured.” 
 
    “We must endure the dishonor of self-termination,” agreed Lieutenant Diyar-Dir, who bowed in respectful acquiescence. 
 
    The security trooper made no such acknowledgement. 
 
    “Do you disagree?” Gloriana challenged the trooper. “Do I need to shoot you myself?” 
 
    “That will be unnecessary, Councilor. I shall end myself as you have ordered. But I, Hametkal-Ryz, disagree with your statement. The shame of self-termination is nothing compared to the stain on our honor caused by our actions in the Spine Nebula over many generations. These pirates are our creation. It is justice that our ship was destroyed by the consequences of our own mistakes.” He flicked a tentacle at her in disdain. “There are many who think as I do.” 
 
    Gloriana raised her other pistol and aimed at the trooper. She would take out this disruptive renegade as her last act. 
 
    “Wait!” called the officer. “What’s that?” 
 
    Lieutenant Diyar-Dir set the porthole display to magnify a region of space behind them. 
 
    It showed a gleaming metal sphere heading their way. 
 
    Midnight Sun had survived! 
 
    Fire belched from her three main gun ports. 
 
    The Endless Night frigate spun on its axis, turning to thrust on a new bearing. Too late. 
 
    Its aft shields flared briefly all the way into ultraviolet. A one-ton projectile fired by her battlecruiser would have been slowed by the shields but not stopped. The small fortune spent on upgrading the cannons had not been wasted. 
 
    The pursuing frigate exploded. 
 
    “Captain Blue,” Gloriana whispered. “You impress me. Genuinely.” She gloated at the renegade trooper. “Yes, Endless Night is our bastard creation, but she—” Gloriana waved a tentacle proudly at Midnight Sun, “—she is my creation.” 
 
    All three looked on in dismay as the ancient battlecruiser burned past their tiny escape pod without slowing as it headed for the gate.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The CASPer blade rammed through the Blevin’s guts and kept going until the bloody tip stood six inches out of the alien’s mouth. 
 
    His foe still skewered on his left blade, Jex pushed back against the deck, unlocked the mag clamps on his feet at the last moment, and hurled himself against the bulkhead. 
 
    There was a satisfying liquid explosion leavened with crunching bone as the Blevin behind him popped. 
 
    Eyes wild in sudden panic, Jex checked his rear view for damage to the station—the Cartography Guild might not take kindly to denting the control module of one of its stargates—but his rear vision was too impaired by alien blood. 
 
    “That’s the last of them, Sergeant,” Turnaround declared. 
 
    “Anyone seen any Cartographer civilians?” Jex asked. 
 
    The response throughout the boarding team was negative. There was just one compartment left to search. 
 
    A couple of breaching charges later, and they were inside the main control room for the gate, which was actually on an extendable gravity deck that circled the command module. 
 
    Jex’s spirits soared. At last, something had gone right. The gate master was there and alive. 
 
    Sumatozou were often compared to elephants, and indeed they had flexible snouts that branched out into two grasping trunks. The red and green striped skin wasn’t much on show, concealed behind silken robes, but it looked tough as hell. The stubby fingered hands would make a Besquith’s look dainty. 
 
    On the not so positive front, a Human pirate—or whatever the Endless Night were these days—stood beside the gate master with a pistol against her head. It looked like a piece-of-shit Glock-89, but at this range even a toy gun like that could blow out the gate master’s alien brains. Beside them, a Pushtal covered the advancing Midnighters with a laser rifle. 
 
    If Jex had been running this show, he’d have kept the more powerful gun on the hostage. 
 
    Amateurs. 
 
    Still, the Midnighters needed a quick exit out of the Aneb system, and that Glock-89 was seriously in the way. 
 
    “Here’s how this plays out,” said the Human. “We leave with Lady Jumbo, nice and slow. We keep her alive while we fly out of here. We’ll figure out the next stage of this drama when we reach our fleet.” 
 
    “That’s gonna be hard,” said Jex. “We kind of broke your ship getting in here.” 
 
    “Having a ship wouldn’t have helped you anyway,” Turnaround pointed out. “Not unless you’re a pilot. We killed all your crew.” 
 
    The Pushtal snarled, showing polished fangs. 
 
    “Easy, Binroo.” The Human set his tattooed face into a grim expression. “Then you’ll have to donate your ship and its pilot. If Jumbo dies, no one is getting out of the system through the stargate until a replacement gate controller arrives in system—a system we now control.” 
 
    Jex wanted to give the smug bugger a poke in the eye with his CASPer sword, but the man had a point. 
 
    Thinking about the sword reminded him that he was still carrying an unwanted passenger. He lowered his left arm and the skewered Blevin dropped to the deck. 
 
    The pirates watched in horror, but the gate master—gate mistress Jex corrected himself—must have been watching them. 
 
    The Sumatozou had a super-heavy build, but she moved like lightning, thrusting back two steps and then throwing her hands behind her as she fell backward into a controlled fall. 
 
    The Human fired his Glock, but his shot merely grazed the alien’s trunk. When the Sumatozou sprang back into the air and brought her heavy hands down to connect with the man’s head, they produced a satisfying cracking noise. 
 
    The Pushtal also fired and was instantly riddled with bullets that ripped it into strips of bloodied fur and didn’t do much good for the control compartment either. 
 
    McNeil screamed. Her status light flashed amber in Jex’s Tri-V. She’d caught the Pushtal’s laser. Leg wound. Serious, but her suit’s nano injectors were already at work, performing agonizing miracles. 
 
    “Plunger, check McNeil’s status. Her suit needs resealing at the upper right thigh. Stix, help the gate mistress to her feet.” 
 
    “That will be unnecessary, Human.” The gate mistress ripped the bonds from her wrists. “Does your comrade require medical assistance?” 
 
    “I think we’ve got it. Thank you.” 
 
    “No. The thanks are due to you from me, my staff, and the Cartography Guild. Or are you expecting payment?” 
 
    “No payment. I’m Sergeant Obadiah Jex and on behalf of the Midnight Sun Free Company based out of Tau-Rietzke, I’m happy to say that this one’s on the house. Wait, your staff? We didn’t see anyone else.” 
 
    The alien gave a deep rumble of a laugh. “They are safely hidden. We maintain the routes between the stars, Sergeant Jex. We are attacked more often than you might believe.” 
 
    “Good. And nice moves smacking that pirate, by the way. I guess I thought you gate mistresses sat at a console all day pressing buttons. Never realized you had such fight in you.” 
 
    “You do not ask for payment, Sergeant, yet I offer one freely. Yours is the latest in a long sequence of races to emerge into the Union telling themselves that their freshness makes them superior to the elder races. Underestimating those who have survived and thrived over millennia was a fatal mistake for many. You Humans interest me. Do not make the mistake of your predecessors. Underestimate successful Union races at your peril. We Sumatozou are capable of more than pressing buttons all day.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. I think I’m just beginning to work that out for myself with the pollywiggles.” 
 
    “You mean the Goltar?” The Sumatozou’s trunks retracted in on themselves. “You appear to be in alliance with them. This I advise you strongly against. I will say no more on the matter.” 
 
    Noting with satisfaction that the Human pirate with a bleeding head had a CASPer hand gripping his shoulder, Jex returned his attention to his squad. “McNeil, how bad is it?” 
 
    “Leave Lily to me,” Turnaround replied. “Nanites are hurting too bad for her to speak, but she’s going to be okay. Watson and I will make sure she gets back to the D-Clock.” 
 
    Meanwhile, the Sumatozou seated herself at a console and was now trumpeting with satisfaction. “The gate is off lockdown. Regular operation is restored. Return to your ship, Sergeant Jex of the Midnight Sun Free Company. You may travel through unmolested.” 
 
    “I hope so. There’s a Maki battle fleet that might have something to say about that, though.” 
 
    “Do not trouble yourself with the Maki. They withdrew from the gate and the emergence area. They wanted to be completely unassociated with the heinous crime Endless Night has perpetrated against the Cartography Guild in their assault on myself and my operation here. However, the Maki did not come to the aid of the Cartography Guild representatives. No, if you leave now, the Maki will not intervene, I shall make quite sure of that. Should you return to the system, however, any dispute you have with the Maki will be none of my concern.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Thank you for your assistance, Gate Mistress. I’ll give you a wave when I come back in-system. And we will be back. I may be new to the Midnighters, but I’d happily place twenty bob on that being real soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gun ports open, Blue watched the Maki fleet edging closer to the stargate, herding its opponents out of the Aneb system. 
 
    “The last Patriot ship is in position, Captain,” reported Flkk’Sss. 
 
    “Very good. Compliments to the gate mistress and inform her that we’re the last batch through the gate.” 
 
    Blue exhaled plasma through her front ports, accelerating her backward toward the gate with the main guns still trained on the Maki. 
 
    Contract fulfilled. That’s what Blue boasted at the end of every Midnighter operation. Even after the carnage of the Raknar job, she’d made a point of celebrating the fulfilment of another contract, though even she’d known to keep that a somber affair until the drink really started to flow. 
 
    But not this time. This time she’d failed spectacularly. 
 
    Sun was somewhere aboard, cursing that they’d left Branco behind in the confusion of their rapid bug out. 
 
    They’d left a lot of the people behind, but not Gloriana and the other survivors of the Uzhan for whom Blue had dispatched D-Clock dropships. They’d searched Tagoz too, but her wreckage zone had yielded no survivors. Gloriana was being given luxury treatment on Deck 12 with her simulation techs, guarded by Top and a squad of CASPers. 
 
    Some of the surviving Goltar mercs had been rescued by Patriot ships, as had four Midnighter CASPers. Scores of Patriots were aboard Midnight Sun. The situation was an unholy mess, but they would be stuck with it for the 170-hour journey ahead of them. 
 
    She had the feeling of a sudden jolt, like falling back off a high cliff. And then she was through the gate and into the bizarre realm of hyperspace. 
 
    Immediately, she felt the poisoned spikes piercing her from the energy machine melting away from her mind. Being free of it was like walking in fresh mountain air after choking in a pit of industrial smog while being shouted at by an irate Oogar. 
 
    She sighed. At least now she could think. 
 
    Her pinview reported a personal link request. 
 
    It was Jenkins. Her Jenkins. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait, Chief Engineer. I need to rest a moment.” 
 
    The Jeha conveyed an irritated clicking. “But, Captain, I have already been waiting until we reached hyperspace. You said I should not hesitate to contact you on matters of importance.” 
 
    “That’s true. I did.” She sighed again. “Is this the kind of all-important Jenkins crisis that involves choosing which kind of insect protein to sneak into the diets of my CASPer operators? Or is this the kind of Jenkins important that means if we don’t do something in the next five minutes, the ship will implode and suck the entire galaxy into a hell dimension?” 
 
    “Neither, Captain. I do wish you didn’t keep bringing up the incident with the insect paste. But your second option is the closest comparison.” 
 
    “Okay, Jenkins. I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Really? Fascinating. But there’s something even more interesting—I mean important. It’s about the device the Goltar have been operating on Aneb-4.” 
 
    “Their energy factory?” 
 
    “No, Captain. Energy factory? Interesting…is that how the Goltar think of it? If so, they’re profoundly wrong. Romalin isn’t an energy factory at all. The Goltar have no idea what they’ve been playing with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, they were all assembled in one place. Midnight Sun’s secondary briefing room hosted Gloriana, Sun, and Mishkan-Ijk, now commander of the Goltar mercs after Colonel Goz-Han and Force Commander Batir-Lek perished inside Romalin Island. The two Jenkins’ were there too—Human and Jeha—eyeing each other suspiciously. Also present, in Blue’s mind and soul via pinlink, was Midnight Sun itself. 
 
    “How can you even consider releasing Gloriana?” growled Captain Jenkins from his front row seat. “Do you fully understand the misery she’s caused?” 
 
    Mishkan-Ijk slithered across the second row of seats until he was directly behind the Human Jenkins. “The councilor owns this vessel and the Midnight Sun Free Company. She is not and has never been a prisoner.” 
 
    From her perch at the briefing dais, Blue reluctantly gestured at her former captain to cool things down. “Mishkan-Ijk is right, Skipper. We still need Gloriana, and she’s still my boss.” 
 
    “I must return to Tau-Rietzke,” said Gloriana. “I will summon more firepower.” 
 
    “And we need to resupply and refit,” said Sun. “We need to do it before Endless Night blockades Beta-Caerelis 6 and the only stargate out of the nebula.” 
 
    Captain Jenkins stood and walked over to Sun. “And who are we today, hmm? Midnight Sun and the Goltar, or the Spine Patriots?” 
 
    “That’s—” Sun clammed up. Blue wanted to step into this breach. She’d concocted a wild plan with her sister to put the Midnighters under new management, but that had to stay under wraps for now. 
 
    Sun looked for support from her little sister and was rewarded with a slap of powerful memories. She had forgotten what it was like to rely on someone other than the ship. 
 
    Blue stood and gestured for calm. “Keep it together, everyone. There are a lot of questions yet to resolve, but before we break out into hand-to-tentacle combat, there’s something we all need to hear first. Chief Engineer Jenkins, you have the floor.” 
 
    Jeha Jenkins scurried over and activated a prepared Tri-V presentation, which came to life in front of the dais. A column of abstract symbols swirled around each other like an animation of DNA replication. 
 
    “These are Veylias equations,” the Jeha explained. 
 
    Blue’s pinplants translated the concept, dumbing it down for her consumption. Veylias equations were an advanced fusion of high energy state transitions with theoretical notations of e-dimensional hyperspace. 
 
    Blue wasn’t sure the translation made things much clearer, but the two Goltar went rigid with rapt attention. 
 
    Jenkins chittered and clicked his mandibles and other mouthparts, as was the way of his people’s speech, but the translation she heard was of Jenkins singing the equations. 
 
    There was a definite hypnotic rhythm to his song. It reminded her of religious drone music. Like Gregorian chants overdubbed with drum ’n’ scratch. 
 
    “Your equations are indeed elegant, Jeha,” declared Gloriana, “but we need ships, particle cannons, and brave marines, not elegant theoretical physics. Why do you parade your equations?” 
 
    “They are not mine,” stated Jenkins. “Their beauty surpasses my ability. They come from the most desirable genius in the galaxy. Her name is Hopper.” 
 
    “You mean the Jeha they took aboard the Crazy Notion?” said Captain Jenkins. “You were reading out your crazy sex equations? This isn’t the time, err…Jenkins.” 
 
    “Please indulge him, Skipper,” said Blue from the front row. “When Jenkins says ‘desirable,’ he means ‘worth a billion credits in hard currency’ kind of desirable.” 
 
    “You are mistaken, Captain.” Jeha Jenkins rose to his modest height. “I was indeed referring to Hopper’s sexual allure.” 
 
    Sun shot to her feet. “Not now, Jenkins,” she said sadly. 
 
    “Forgive me, Major.” Jenkins bowed deeply. “We share the same wound to our hearts. My love was stolen by Endless Night to give them the secret to the great engine inside the island of Romalin. Now that I have taken measurements from orbit, and Councilor Gloriana has explained the Goltar use of the engine, I can now understand Hopper’s equations sufficiently to unlock the secret.” 
 
    “Our secret is already revealed, Jeha,” said Gloriana. “This is why we must discuss alliances, so that we are prepared when the wider galaxy also finds out.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Councilor. You have no understanding of Romalin Island’s construction, nor of its true purpose. You Goltar are like primitive sentients who have encountered a great starship half buried in the sand and squat within, unable to conceive of the ship’s purpose. To the ignorant, it is nothing more than a large metal hut. It was Major Sun who suggested Romalin’s true purpose. I made a theoretical statement some weeks ago, and she suggested the answer within seconds. Endless Night also have Humans. And their Humans will also rapidly understand the purpose of the Romalin artifact.” 
 
    “Sorry, Jenkins,” said Blue. “You missed the step where you explain what Romalin really does.” 
 
    “The Romalin artifact is linked to the stars of the nebula through lower dimensional energy channels. Its energy sources are the fusion reactions at the heart of the stars themselves. You Goltar thought the energy was free, but as a great Human philosopher once said, ‘there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.’ The truth is that Romalin is a parasite feeding on the local stars, which is why they’re prone to bursts of radiation as the artifact sucks the heat from them momentarily. These energy bridges are highly energy intensive to maintain, and that is all that Romalin is doing, feeding on the stars just to maintain its own operation and its connections to those stars. The Infinite Flow was possible because you tapped into that power feed. The artifact’s true function is to draw power from those stars and use it to project an energy tunnel to far more distant systems.” 
 
    The two Goltar hissed at each other. 
 
    “Do you mean it’s some kind of remote energy vampire?” asked Mishkan-Ijk. 
 
    “No,” said Sun. “Think about it. The stars in the Spine Nebula are notoriously unstable, and that’s just a side effect of this Romalin thing leeching power to keep itself in standby mode. Imagine if it tried sucking really hard.” 
 
    “Then the star will explode,” said Blue. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Jenkins. “The galaxy recoiled in horror during the last great war when antimatter bombs were used to destroy entire planets, but Romalin is more than that. It’s a star killer. If I’ve understood Hopper’s equations correctly, it can strike anywhere in the galaxy at will and wipe out an entire star system. All at the touch of a button thousands of light years away.” 
 
    “We squatted inside the greatest weapon in the galaxy for a thousand years,” said Gloriana. “And we’ve just abandoned it to Endless Night and the Tyzhounes.” 
 
    Blue lifted her hands in the air, unsure of a way forward. “What the hell do we do now?” 
 
    She looked from one face to the other: Human, Goltar, and Jeha. There were gross differences in their physiology, but her pinplants interpreted their body language in exactly the same way. They were all too stunned to reply. 
 
    All, bar one, whose reaction was not of confusion but absolute, cast-iron certainty. 
 
    “What do we do next?” thundered Sun. “There’s only one thing to do. We gather our strength, force our way to Aneb-4, and we fucking take it back.”  
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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    Excerpt from “A Gulf in Time:” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?”  
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
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Excerpt from Overture: 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    May 21st 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof. 
 
    A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis. 
 
    “You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense. 
 
    “Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred. 
 
    “We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied. 
 
    “I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said. 
 
    “Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff. 
 
    “Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast. 
 
    “Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope. 
 
    Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times. 
 
    In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean. 
 
    The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated 10 times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond. 
 
    On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range. 
 
    The flash had incinerated everything on the other side. 
 
    The physical blast, travelling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 
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