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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Five fast-moving spacecraft hurtled across the Lament’s bow and pounded the ship with plasma shots. Atlas Wolf slammed the Cannonball hard to the right, trying to dodge their collision course, but he only wound up running into another seven enemy ships coming from another planet not far away. The two flanks converged on the Lament and plastered the hull on both sides.

      Leif Stillu wrestled the cannon controls in the seat next to Wolf. The Thunderstrike crew manned the onboard cannons along the Lament’s sides. They returned fire on both flanks, but the incoming fighter craft flew too fast to hit.

      “Who the hell are these assholes?” Wolf yelled over the noise of more concussions.

      “I don’t know!” Leif called back. “I’ve never seen them before in my life.” He jerked back and forth in his seat, trying to target one of them, but without success.

      Another fountain of plasma swallowed the cockpit window. Wolf couldn’t see anything for a second. The next instant, he burst out the other side and soared through the stars, trying to adjust his course.

      “What kind of energy weapon are they using?” Wolf yelled.

      “I told you!” Leif yelled back. “I’ve never seen them before. I don’t know.”

      “You’re not very helpful! You’re supposed to be my frontier expert.”

      “I’ve never been out this far before. I’m as much in unknown territory as you are. Check the charts. We might have accidentally trespassed on their patch.”

      Wolf took his eyes away from the window for a split second, but he had to snap them back up when the enemy wheeled from the left. They overtook the Lament and unloaded on the cannon positions.

      “You check the charts!” he yelled to Leif. “I’m a little busy here!”

      “I’m a little busy here, too!” Leif yelled back.

      “This is stupid!” Wolf roared. “We don’t even know what species they are.”

      He tried to veer out of danger again, but at that moment, two enemy fighters put on a fresh burst of speed, whizzed forward to draw level with the Lament, and then crossed paths right in front of the Cannonball’s nose.

      They didn’t have to turn backward to fire to the rear. They bombarded the Lament with plasma that crackled and sparked on the ship’s EM shields.

      At that moment, four tiny Wings blasted into the area, raining lasers all over the enemy fighters. The Wings surrounded the Lament, and two of them rocketed forward to engage the enemy.

      The two enemy ships whirled backward to close with the Wings. The strange alien craft spat plasma at the Wings, and the Wings returned with laser fire.

      The lasers ignited the plasma and created a feedback wave that rippled back on the enemy ships. It struck the fighters, and both of them exploded in the Lament’s path as the Cannonball streaked through.

      The fireball surrounded the Lament for a second, and then Wolf gunned his engines to break through the other side. A bunch of unknown planets stretched out before him. He was halfway through this system, and would reach its edge in a few minutes.

      “What’s the plan, Sergeant?” Leif asked.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Wolf replied. “If we did trespass on another species’ territory, maybe leaving will shake them off our tail.”

      He opened the communications channel to the Wings still buzzing amongst the enemy fighters. “Grismina Faction—break off your attack. We’re getting out of here.”

      The four Wings pulled away and fell in behind the Lament as Wolf steered for the outermost planets. He passed three of them. The last two revolved in a synchronous orbit with each other, and another twenty fighter craft launched from one of them.

      They erupted right in the Lament’s path and bombed into the fight with guns blazing. “Nice try,” Lief yelled. “No good deed goes unpunished. That’s what my father always told me.”

      Wolf sneered at him and took his hands off the helm for a second. He opened a communications channel to the approaching fighter craft and hailed them.

      “This is Sergeant Atlas Wolf of the Cannonball Lament,” he began. “We never intended to intrude on your territory. We’ll just leave peacefully and—”

      A garbled fountain of gibberish answered him, and the next instant, the enemy craft surrounded the Lament in a vicious onslaught. Leif made a face at Wolf and then smashed his cannons all the way to the left, trying to follow the enemy’s speed with his cannon fire.

      “Don’t you wish now that you’d converted the Lament to laser cannons?” Wolf called over his shoulder.

      “I don’t know,” Leif called back. “I’m still partial to the old EM pulses.”

      “Will you two cut the chit-chat and concentrate on getting us out of here alive?” Lasu interrupted through the walls. “They’re launching another thirty fighters from the interior planets. If we’re getting out of their patch, we have to do it now. Pay attention, Wolf!”

      “I’m trying, buddy!” Wolf yelled back. “These jokers don’t make it easy.”

      He tried one more time to gun it for the outer planets, but he had to turn back when the first flank of twenty fighters screamed across his bow. They flew dangerously close on each other’s tails to create a steady stream of plasma that cut off the Lament’s escape.

      “Maybe the outer planets are their territory, too,” Leif suggested. “Maybe we’re flying deeper into their territory instead of getting out of it.”

      “How the hell should I know where their territory is?!” Wolf roared. “Please tell me your alien friends gave you a universal language translator along with these charts.”

      Leif shot Wolf a grin that didn’t make him feel better at all. Wolf faced the window, searching everywhere for some way out of this.

      The Grismina Wings zoomed past the Lament in wild, lunatic flight patterns. The Grismina took full advantage of their lasers to blow up as many of these alien craft as possible, but not even lasers could make up for the enemy’s numbers.

      More fighters enveloped the Lament. Just as the Wings’ lasers reacted with the plasma to destroy enemy fighters, the enemy’s plasma had the same effect on the Lament’s shields. Every shot weakened the shields and came dangerously close to damaging the hull.

      “Shields are at fifty percent!” Wolf reported. “We can’t take much more of this.”

      “The Alakrels are coming in fast!” Lasu yelled. “Watch out!”

      He didn’t say it quickly enough before four Alakrels rippled past the Lament’s window. They slithered through space, flying at top speed, and smashed into the enemy fighters.

      The enemy must not have had any shields—or not the same kind as the Lament. The Alakrels split up, whipped their long bodies around the enemy craft, and started tearing them to shreds.

      The fighters’ plasma belched in all directions, but for some reason, the Alakrels stopped the fighters from shooting. The Alakrels neutralized those four fighters, whose pilots couldn’t even fire at the Alakrels to get them off.

      More fighters broke off their assault against the Lament to help their friends. Wolf saw an opening and veered away, trying to sprint for the outer planets again.

      At that moment, fifteen Crawlers plunged into the battle, shooting lasers in all directions. They scattered a carpet of dancing light amongst the enemy fighters, and five exploded then and there.

      “Blaze is covering for us!” Lasu reported. “He says for you to withdraw under the Crawlers’ fire. He says that blue planet over there is the edge of these aliens’ territory. Get beyond that and they won’t come after you.”

      “Finally, someone who knows something!” Wolf hit the throttle to the wall, making for the blue planet. He didn’t like to leave his friends to do his fighting for him, but the Piamias and the Alakrels could fight this battle so much better than the Lament could.

      He turned tail and put on speed. The blue planet rose into sight, and the rest of the system fell behind him. He was almost free.

      He drew level with the blue planet. All the fighter craft remained behind the Crawler line. The Piamias’ lasers prevented any of them from catching up with the Lament.

      Just when Wolf thought he was out of danger, ten identical streaks arced off the planet. They formed ten matched vapor trails leaving the atmosphere, and ten enormous destroyers blasted right into his path.

      He didn’t recognize the configuration of these ships. They were unlike anything he’d ever seen before—just like whatever species was flying them. He had no way to communicate with them, no way to explain himself, or even any way to give up to save himself and his crew.

      All the Wings and Crawlers were too busy fighting other spacecraft to help the Lament. The enemy destroyers dwarfed the Lament by a mile, and they thundered into position to surround the tiny ship.

      Wolf pulled the Lament to a halt right there. Running away would be impossible. He hunched over the controls, scrambling through Leif’s systems. “There has to be a way to signal surrender. There has to be a way to communicate with them.”

      “Um…Wolf?” Leif whispered. “Look.”

      Wolf glanced up, and his stomach dropped as waves of plasma shimmered across the destroyers’ surfaces. It started as a disjointed ripple along the enemy vessels’ outer edges. It cracked across their hulls, gathering speed and power as it collected toward the center.

      It swooped inward, getting brighter and stronger by the millisecond until it all crashed into one brilliant flame of burning energy. That crash flared outward and erupted from the destroyers’ surfaces, aiming straight for the Lament.

      Wolf froze with his hands suspended above the controls. If that wave hit the Lament, it would break through the already weakened shields. These destroyers would wipe out the Lament with their very first hit.

      None of the cannons opened up, either. Leif sat rooted to his chair with his wide eyes fixed on the same sight beyond the cockpit window.

      Wolf relaxed, and all his tension drained away. There was absolutely nothing he could do to stop this. Just for an instant, he thought, I’m going to die. It’s all over.

      A million thoughts and emotions crossed his mind and then, out of nowhere, a flood of tumbling modular blocks rocketed into the path of the plasma wave. The blocks raced past the window and took the brunt of the plasma shot.

      The blocks returned fire. The same feedback effect flared as the Alvai fire traveled up the wave, and one of the destroyers detonated in a catastrophic boom.

      Wolf and Leif slammed back in their seats. They both let go of their controls to throw their hands in front of their faces as the shockwave struck the Lament. The shields went the rest of the way down, leaving the Lament defenseless before the rest of the destroyers.

      The Lament hung there in space, not moving, but it didn’t need to. The blocks peeled around the Cannonball in a seamless flow, and then smashed together into a whole flock of Alvai battleships.

      The battleships blockaded the Cannonball from the destroyers. The implied threat pulsed back and forth between the Alvai and the enemy, but neither attacked again.

      Wolf’s eyes darted from one ship to the next. Which one of them would be the first to fire on the other? He didn’t want to move in case he triggered a shooting war he couldn’t get out of.

      Just then, a ping sounded on his communications system. He glanced down. The Alvai were hailing him again.

      He opened the channel, but instead of the Alvai leader, a smooth female voice addressed him. “You can withdraw now, Sergeant. We’ve been in communication with these people and transmitted your intention to leave their territory. They will not attack you again.”

      “Um…thank you,” he stammered, and moved his hands over to the helm.

      He activated the engines and pulled the Lament away into a slow, quiet reverse course that he hoped to high heaven the enemy would see as non-threatening.

      They wouldn’t fail to see the Alvai as threatening. The Alvai closed ranks in front of, around, and behind the Lament to create a corridor for the ship to glide through, staying in position as one of the enemy destroyers slid out of position to let the Lament pass through.

      “I can’t take this!” Leif husked. “I’m gonna have a heart attack!”

      Wolf swallowed hard as the Lament inched out of the circle, and then he turned the helm toward the blue planet.

      The Alvai surrounded him in such a threatening posture that the destroyers didn’t come after the Lament again. The Lament soared past the blue planet and kept on going.
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      Wolf steered the Lament into orbit around some planet somewhere deep in the frontier. “Can you scan the surface?” he asked. “See if there are any people there.”

      “Can’t you do that yourself?” Leif asked. “You’re closer to the scanners.”

      Wolf jumped at the sound of Leif’s voice, spun around to stare at him, and then wilted.

      “I think he was talking to me,” Lasu interjected.

      “Oh.” Leif blinked. “Sorry, man. I forgot you were here.”

      “The planet is deserted, Wolf,” Lasu replied. “I’m sending you coordinates on one of the equatorial continents. You can set down there.”

      Wolf scanned the area of space he’d just escaped. “The Crawlers and the Wings all made it out.”

      “It’s only a matter of time before we wind up stepping on someone else’s toes,” Leif pointed out. “We need some better way to navigate out here.”

      “I have an idea,” Wolf replied. “Why don’t you contact the Alvai and ask them where we should go?”

      Leif grimaced. “The Alvai are here because of you. If they’re going to help us, they’ll do it because you ask, not me.”

      Wolf gritted his teeth and bent over his controls again. Of course Leif was right. He only had to look at his scanner readings to see the Alvai battleships following the Crawlers and the Wings to this planet.

      Wolf lowered the Lament to the ground. The Grismina and the Piamias descended with him and landed alongside the Lament, but the Alvai stayed in orbit. They stationed their battleships around the planet to make sure no one came near the Thunderstrike crew and their friends.

      “It looks like they plan to go with us,” Leif remarked. “It looks like they don’t want to leave your safety to chance.”

      “We have no way of knowing if their presence isn’t what set those people off in the first place,” Wolf countered. “Everyone knows about the Alvai now. Those aliens could have seen us flying with the Alvai and attacked us for that reason alone.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Leif asked. “The Alvai did just save our bacon—again.”

      “Right.” Wolf adjusted the communications system. The Alvai weren’t hailing the Lament anymore.

      He went through the ship’s logs and found the signal they’d used to hail him during that last battle. He hailed them in return and requested communications.

      The same image came up on his controls. Five helmeted Alvai stood in front of a plain white background. They looked exactly the same as the Alvai who’d been communicating with him all these weeks, but they weren’t the same. The voice was different.

      A female voice addressed him. “Sergeant Wolf? What can I do for you?”

      “I’d like to ask you and your people to withdraw and let the Lament go on alone. I’m grateful for your protection, but I’d like to ask you to return to the Earth galaxy and go on helping the other Alvai free the alien captives. Your presence is attracting too much attention out here on the frontier. We can travel more safely without you.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Sergeant,” she replied. “I’m under orders to guard you and ensure that you and your crew don’t come to any harm.”

      Wolf chose his next words with care. “I’m assuming that the person who gave you that order also ordered you to do as I ask, no matter what it is. The Alvai once told me that they would withdraw and leave the area if I asked. Isn’t that correct?”

      She hesitated and then said, “Yes, we are under orders to do as you ask, no matter what it is.”

      “Then I ask you to go back to the Earth galaxy and let us go on alone. Your presence is putting us in danger more than anything else.”

      She remained silent even longer this time, but she finally murmured. “Very well, Sergeant. If that is your wish, we will withdraw. Godspeed and have a safe journey.”

      “Thank you. Thank you for all your help.”

      She gave him one nod and cut communication. Leif puffed out his cheeks. “Phew! I don’t know how you do it. How do you stay so calm talking to them like that?”

      “Maybe I’m just crazy enough not to recognize the danger.” Wolf jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Go see if you can get the shields back up. I’m going to talk to Blaze and Oromia.”

      Wolf stayed where he was and waited for Leif to leave the cockpit first. It was so small that only one of them could wedge themselves through the opening at a time. The Lament wasn’t made for comfort like the Upheaval had been.

      Leif pulled up a section of the floor in the middle of the rear loading bay and lowered himself through it. He vanished into the subfloor to locate the shield generators while Wolf continued to the ramp. The rest of the Thunderstrike crew already milled around outside, talking to the Grismina, who’d landed nearby.

      Blaze and three other Piamias strode toward the crew from their Crawlers. Wolf recognized one of the other Piamias as Blaze’s father. He hadn’t gotten to know the rest of Blaze’s relatives well enough to recognize them.

      They halted near the Thunderstrike crew, but they didn’t talk. None of the Thunderstrike crew or the Grismina Faction could speak Blaze’s language.

      Wolf strode up to them. “Blaze and Oromia, you both come up to the cockpit with me. Blaze, I need you to talk to Lasu so we can discuss our strategy.”

      Blaze nodded, and he and Oromia followed Wolf back to the cockpit. Wolf waved Blaze into the seat that Leif had just vacated, while he returned to the pilot’s chair. That left Oromia standing in the opening, but that was the best they could do.

      “You girls should leave and go home,” Wolf told her. “We’re going in the other direction, heading deeper into the frontier. You four should split off now while you can. You don’t want to get any further away from your homeworld than you already are.”

      “We’d rather stick with you, sir,” she replied. “We don’t want to leave the crew.”

      “I appreciate your dedication, but our mission now is to return all the crew to their homes and families. You girls need to go home to your people. You can’t do that flying with us. We won’t be coming back in this direction. Now’s the best time for you to break off and go your own way. You’ll be home in a few weeks if you go now. Traveling with us will only make your journey longer and more dangerous. You saw what happened today.”

      She lowered her eyes to the floor. “We don’t want to leave the crew, sir. You’re all we have left.”

      Wolf couldn’t stand that. He stood up and put his arms around her. “I know, sweetheart, but my job now is to make sure you all get home where you belong. Take your Wings and go. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you out here because you were flying with us.”

      Oromia mumbled, “Yes, sir,” and moved back.

      Wolf sat back down and turned to Blaze. “We’ll do a fuel inventory on all our ships and divide what fuel we have between all of us. We’ll make sure we all have enough to keep going.”

      Blaze said something in his scratchy language, and Lasu translated through the walls. “He says the Piamias want to split off, too. He says that as soon as we all divide our fuel, he and the Piamias will be leaving to go their own way.”

      “Why?” Wolf asked. “Your homeworld is on our current course. We’ll be flying together for a while.”

      “He says the Piamias want to return to the Earth galaxy,” Lasu went on. “There are Piamias in captivity there, and he and his family are going back to free their other relatives.”

      Wolf groaned and covered his eyes. “Don’t do that!”

      Blaze laid his hand on Wolf’s shoulder. “He says you know you would do the same thing if you were in their position,” Lasu told him. “He says none of them wants to leave any of their people behind. They have to go back.”

      Wolf looked up to find Blaze gazing at him with his big, impenetrable black eyes.

      “He says you’ve been like a father to him. He hates that he left the last time without saying goodbye, and he wants to do things differently this time. He wants to interface with me so he can say goodbye to you properly.”

      Wolf’s throat seized up, and his voice cracked with the strain. “I…I don’t want to let you go.”

      “He says he doesn’t want to go, either. He says he can’t imagine life without you and the rest of the crew. He says he loves you as much as any of his relatives, and leaving you is one of the hardest things he’s ever had to do.”

      Wolf’s throat hurt too much to say anything. He leaned across the seat and hugged Blaze, but Blaze straightened up and broke away first.

      Lasu squished out of the Lament’s cockpit controls, slithering across the communications system, and Blaze picked him up. The blob wrapped itself around Blaze’s arm, and he jolted.

      “Come…outside…with me…Wolf…” Blaze rasped. “I need…you…to talk…to my…father…

      Oromia took a step back as Blaze lurched out of the cockpit. He staggered like he might be in pain, but Wolf knew better than to interfere when Blaze interfaced with Lasu.

      He and Oromia followed Blaze outside. The whole crew broke off their conversation when they saw Blaze carrying Lasu. They fell silent to watch and listen as he and Wolf approached Blaze’s father.

      Blaze’s father squared his shoulders and started talking to Wolf in the Piamias’ language. “He says…he can…never repay you…for helping me…” Blaze choked. “He says…you’ll always…be family…to us.”

      Wolf dipped his chin once in a curt nod. “Tell him his son is one of the most honorable men I’ve ever known, and one of my best friends. I couldn’t ask for a better comrade and fellow officer. Tell him his son is a credit to his people, and it’s been an honor and a privilege to call him a friend and comrade-in-arms. It breaks my heart to let you go, and your people will always be family to our crew.”

      Blaze repeated the message in his own language. Blaze’s father stepped forward, but instead of hugging Wolf, the older man clasped both of his arms above the wrists. He squeezed in a way that made Wolf think this must be the Piamias’ version of hugging.

      Wolf stepped back, and Blaze hugged him before he went through the whole crew, hugging one person after another.

      He returned to Wolf, handed Lasu over, and then stood back to stare into his eyes.

      Wolf gave him a gentle push on the shoulder. “Go on, boy. Go to your family.”

      Blaze said something in his own language, and then he accompanied all the Piamias back to their Crawlers. The Grismina went around the group, hugging everyone and wishing them all a safe journey before returning to their Wings.

      For a long, silent moment, the three groups regarded each other across the space between their ships. That distance seemed so far and impassable. These people were leaving Wolf’s life—the first of many.

      Blaze raised his hand, and Inel started sobbing quietly as the Piamias and the Grismina loaded up. The Grismina kept waving through their cockpit windows. The Piamias vanished inside their ships.

      The Thunderstrike crew watched as one ship after another launched and disappeared into the atmosphere. Inel covered her face, sobbing her heart out.

      Wolf put his arm around her shoulders, and she threw hers around his midsection, buried her face in his chest, and burst into loud, wracking sobs.

      “Is it always going to be like this?” she wailed. “Is it going to be like this every time we say goodbye to someone?”

      “I’m afraid so, sweetheart,” he murmured down at her.

      “I don’t want to go home if it’s going to be like this!” she shrieked. “I don’t want to say goodbye!”

      “You don’t mean that,” Avi growled. “You’ll change your mind when you get home to your family.”

      Wolf bent down and kissed her on the top of the head. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’re taking you home first. Then you can say goodbye to us, instead of the other way around.”

      She kept shaking in his arms, and he didn’t tell her the rest of it. He didn’t remind her that he’d be the one saying goodbye to each and every last one of them, one by one.

      Inel would say goodbye to the crew once and be done with it. He would be the only one who had to go through this tearing bloody agony every time one of his people left his life for good.
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      Wolf sat in the Lament’s cockpit, staring down at the tiny computer chip nestled in his palm. It looked so fragile and insignificant. How could something so small and frail carry so much weight and meaning?

      He turned it over and over with his rough, thick fingers. He kept delaying the moment when he plugged it into the Lament’s charts to find the Coyama colony. Was he mentally and emotionally prepared for that? Would he ever be?

      Wolf would have to be prepared for it eventually, and he wanted to find out the coordinates. He wanted to commit them to memory in case something happened to the chip. He didn’t want to take the chance that he might lose it, or that it might get damaged on the journey.

      Even so, he kept hesitating. As soon as he plugged it in and read the coordinates, the reality would set in. He wouldn’t be able to deny the truth anymore.

      He was going home to his people, just like the rest of the Thunderstrike crew. He wouldn’t be wandering alone in the vast reaches of the frontier with nowhere to go and no one to go to.

      He couldn’t explain to himself why he hadn’t told his crew about his meeting with his brother Zyr. They’d be ecstatic for Wolf. They’d be so happy. They wouldn’t feel as guilty about leaving him if they knew he was on his way home, the same way they were.

      He still found it impossible to talk to anyone about what had happened. He wanted to cherish this feeling in the silent depths of his heart. He wanted this secret to be all his, and to never tell anyone.

      That might not be possible, but he wanted to keep it to himself for as long as he could. He didn’t want anything to spoil the magic…which, he supposed, was why he kept putting off the moment when he plugged in the chip.

      He had to do it now. Leif was still under the Lament’s subfloor, working on the shield generators. Wolf would never find a better time to check the chip.

      He flipped the chip over in his palm one more time and didn’t give himself another instant to think about it before he plugged it in.

      A bunch of encrypted computer code came up on the charts. The Lament’s systems started processing the code to decipher it and translate it into a readable course.

      The system got halfway through the sequence when something slammed back in the Lament’s loading bay. Leif gasped as he slid the floor plate into place, and his footsteps echoed on the floor as he strode forward to the cockpit.

      Wolf ejected the chip and quickly crammed it into his pants pocket as Leif wedged himself into the cockpit. He collapsed in his seat. “The shields are back online,” he panted. “We can go whenever you’re ready.”

      “Okay,” Wolf replied, and started scrolling through the charts like he’d been doing that all along.

      Leif scrutinized the side of Wolf’s face from the other seat. “What’s going on with you, man?”

      “Nothing,” Wolf muttered. “I was just checking the route to Inel’s homeworld.”

      “I’m not talking about that. You’ve been on another planet ever since you met the Alvai leader.”

      Wolf shrugged that away. “I just have a lot on my mind. That’s all.”

      Leif didn’t say anything for a minute. That silence throbbed with unspoken tension. How much could he tell just from looking at Wolf’s face? Was the truth written all over him? He sure felt like it was.

      “Something happened over there, didn’t it?” Leif blurted out. “It’s been bothering you ever since. You don’t have to hide it from us. We’re your friends.”

      “I know you are,” Wolf replied without turning around. “There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m fine.”

      “You know, it would be nice to know that you trusted us—or at least me.”

      Wolf’s head snapped around fast when he heard his own words coming out of Leif’s mouth. “I do trust you. I trust all of you with my life. You know that.”

      “Everyone on this crew cares about you, and we can all see that whatever happened over there is eating away at you. We’re brothers, remember? We’re true brothers in blood. If something’s on your mind, you can tell me. I’m asking because I care about you and I want to help you, not to get something out of you.”

      A shiver went up Wolf’s spine at those words. Brothers.

      Wolf knew what that word meant because people like Leif, Blaze, and Olphet had taught him. They’d been his brothers for decades—at least Blaze and Olphet had been.

      Wolf had only known Leif a short time, but he considered Leif his brother too—his true brother in blood. Leif was more his brother than Zyr or either of Wolf’s other brothers who’d died in the Military invasion had been.

      Cassian and Onir were more like Wolf’s adopted sons, but that word only drove the nail deeper into his coffin. He owed the Thunderstrike crew everything.

      “I know I can tell you. If I want to talk to someone about it, you’ll be the first to know, but…” He had to look away. “I can’t talk about it right now.”

      Leif waited the length of a single heartbeat, reached across the seat, and squeezed Wolf’s shoulder. “All right, man. I’ll be here waiting when you’re ready.”

      He let go immediately and turned back to the controls. That was it. He didn’t push it or insist.

      “The route to Inel’s homeworld is pretty straightforward,” Leif went on. “There are a few Nuhiri and Vodara between us and Iomia, but they won’t bother us.”

      “Let’s get going, then.” Wolf started firing up the engines.

      Leif cast one last searching glance in his direction, and then they both concentrated on the controls. Wolf ached to talk to him about everything that had happened between himself and Zyr, but he couldn’t do that. Where would he even begin?

      The person Wolf had become in the Earth galaxy held an unbreakable grip on him. He’d have to change into someone completely different if he ever acknowledged that another self, a secret, unknown self, lay hidden under this tough exterior.

      Wolf didn’t know how to be that person. It was so much easier to just keep on being the person he’d always been—the person all these people knew him to be.

      Maybe he would always be this. Maybe it wasn’t possible for him to ever change, not even for the promise of going home to his own people.

      His hands went through the pre-flight sequence automatically. Everything he’d been doing all these years—all the flying and fighting and organizing—it came as second nature. It happened without him even thinking about it. It had been stamped into his very cells. He would never be able to get rid of it.

      He didn’t have to get rid of it now. It was the best way for him to be and act right now. He and his crew were still in danger and traveling through unknown areas of space. He would need all those skills right on the surface, where he could access them at a moment’s notice. The path of peace would get him killed out here. He already knew that.

      His hands and senses worked seamlessly with Leif’s. They piloted the ship into orbit and then turned on the heading for the Iomia homeworld.

      Wolf widened the chart, searching for a Kolex colony and the Ozetz homeworld, when an alarm went off on his controls.

      “Five Military bombers coming in fast!” Lasu reported. “They’re following an intercept course from the Earth galaxy! They’re heading straight for us!”

      “Military!” Leif countered. “They shouldn’t be out this far. What are they doing?”

      “There are only five of them,” Wolf remarked, and turned the scanners back along their route across the frontier. “They aren’t reading as anything belonging to the offensive factions, either.”

      “What are they…?” Leif asked again, and then all three of the friends fell silent, watching the bombers approach.

      They sailed past the colonies that had joined Wolf’s offensive. He didn’t check to see if the civil war was still going on at Ingragora.

      The five bombers kept moving at high speed and eventually crossed paths with the Alvai battleships that had been protecting the Lament. The battleships didn’t slow down. They and the bombers floated right past each other without a single shot fired.

      “Something’s not right,” Wolf murmured, and adjusted the scanners. “The Alvai wouldn’t let Military vessels penetrate this far into the frontier. They must be—”

      He was just about to run another scan on the bombers when the lead vessel hailed the Lament. The bomber group was still too far away to put the Lament in jeopardy.

      “What should we do?” Leif whispered. “Should we accept their hail?”

      Wolf almost answered, and then noticed something on the scans. “Holy shit!” He slapped his hand down on the communications system to open the hail. “They aren’t Military. They’re Oldros.”

      The signal connected, and an older Oldros male appeared on the console. Wolf recognized him.

      He said something in his own language, and Lasu translated it. “He’s addressing you by name—Sergeant Wolf. He says he can see on his scans that you still have his son on board.”

      “Damn!” Wolf whispered. “They’re coming to get Cassian! We thought they were all blown up by the Military!”

      “He’s asking you to land the Lament on board his bomber,” Lasu went on. “He says he’d like to get his son back, if you don’t mind.”

      Wolf struggled to control his voice. “Tell him we’re on our way in. Tell him his son is going to be thrilled to see him.”

      Lasu repeated the message, and the old man nodded. He said something else and cut communication.

      “Holy hell!” Wolf breathed as soon as the channel cut off, and scrambled to enter the course change into the Lament’s navigation systems. Then he glanced at Leif.

      Leif nodded toward the back. “You’d better go tell him.”

      Wolf left the cockpit, fighting like mad to control his pounding heart. This was all so sudden. Cassian had been heartbroken over the loss of his family. He was about to get the shock of his life.

      Wolf found the crew in one of the Lament’s tiny crew cabins. Olphet and Onir had to stand out in the rear compartment to make room for the other four to fit into the room.

      The brothers’ expressions froze when they saw Wolf. Olphet and Onir stumbled out of the way so he could approach the door. Cassian sat on the bunk inside, laughing and playing games with Joram and Inel while Avi looked on. None of them noticed him for a second.

      He didn’t like to interrupt their fun. So many conflicting emotions tugged at Wolf’s heartstrings. He didn’t want to say goodbye to Cassian.

      Wolf was starting to feel the way Inel did. He didn’t want to do this anymore, if it meant saying goodbye to everyone.

      Cassian sat facing the door, and noticed Wolf first. The others tried to keep messing around with him, but he froze when he saw Wolf’s face. “What?” Cassian asked. “What’s wrong?”

      Wolf stepped into the room and let his hand fall on Cassian’s shoulder. “Your father’s outside, son.”

      Cassian gasped. “My…what?”

      A clunk answered him as the Lament’s landing gear struck something metallic. The sound echoed through the ship with gut-wrenching finality.

      None of the crew moved. They all gaped at each other and at the walls with huge, shocked eyes. This was all happening way too fast—too fast for Wolf’s brain to comprehend whether he was happy or sad that his crew was leaving him one after the other.

      Another slam rocked the ship as the ramp started to open. Cassian rocketed to his feet, crashed into Wolf on his way out of the cabin, and knocked into Joram and Onir before he took off charging for the ramp.

      Wolf turned around to see the rest of the crew staring at him in shock. What could he say to them?

      He needed to slow this whole process down. He needed to stop time until he understood what he was supposed to think and feel about any of this.

      He eventually worked up the courage to walk out of the room. He and the rest of the Thunderstrike crew walked to the loading bay just as Leif came out of the cockpit.

      He’d set the Lament down in the bomber’s much larger bay. Cassian was already standing across the bay, surrounded by a couple dozen Oldros. They were all his relatives from the Xegniri mines.

      He went from one person to the next, hugging them and laughing his head off. His countenance radiated so much happiness that Wolf’s heart twisted again. He could never begrudge any of his friends this kind of happiness, not even to keep them with him.

      Cassian reached the end of the group, turned around, and started working his way back through them. He hugged everyone that he’d just finished hugging, while everyone touched him and kissed him with tears pouring down their cheeks.

      He laughed every time he spotted some new person. He threw himself into each hug, laughing in delight as though he hadn’t just hugged the person a few seconds before.

      The Thunderstrike crew stood at the top of the ramp, watching him from a distance. Wolf didn’t want to interrupt this reunion. He wished he could launch the Lament and slip away unseen without Cassian realizing they were gone. That would be kinder than saying goodbye.

      Just as Wolf was starting to plan how to do exactly that, Cassian glanced over his shoulder, and his face split into the hugest grin when he saw the crew watching him.

      He broke away from his family and strode across the bay toward the Lament. That was Wolf’s cue, and he went out to meet Cassian.

      Cassian threw his arms around Wolf, grinning like a moonstruck fool. “Wolf…”

      “Don’t worry about it, boy,” Wolf growled. “Come on. Let me talk to your father, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      He accompanied Cassian back to the group of Oldros, and Cassian’s father came forward to shake his hand. He talked to Wolf in his own language.

      “He’s thanking you for looking after his son,” Cassian translated.

      “Tell him it was my pleasure. Tell him his son is a brave, strong, and loyal soldier. Tell him he should be proud of you.”

      Cassian blushed to his eyelids. His father beamed up at him, clapped Cassian on the shoulder, and said something else that made him blush even more.

      He broke away from the conversation, raced back to the crew, and hugged each of them one after the other, including Leif. Inel didn’t cry over Cassian. The crew could all see how happy he was. His happiness radiated to everyone else. No one wanted to spoil it by making this a sad occasion.

      Wolf waited with the other Oldros until Cassian came running back. His features burst into an even more radiant picture of joy and delight when he approached his family. Anyone could see he was right where he belonged.

      Wolf gave him a hug and pushed Cassian toward his people. “You fly safe, son. I’ll always be in your debt. It would be an honor to fly with you if we ever meet again.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cassian blushed again and then snapped to attention to salute him.

      Wolf returned the salute, patted Cassian on the cheek one more time, and nodded to Cassian’s father. “We’ll get out of your hair now. Tell your father it was an honor serving with his son. I know you’ll do your people proud.”

      Cassian translated Wolf’s last words, and Cassian’s father shook hands with him before he strode back to the Lament. The crew waved to Cassian before they all loaded back into the ship. The ramp shut, and Wolf and Leif went back to the cockpit.

      They launched out of the bay and drifted away into space. The bomber signaled its sister ships, and they flew away along the route that had brought them here.

      Wolf gazed into the stars long after the bombers disappeared. Cassian was gone, just like that, and now the world was a little emptier, as was the Lament.

      In a few hours, they’d would be saying goodbye to Inel, and then the crew would be even smaller. Olphet. Onir. Joram. Avi. Leif. Wolf. That was it.

      Six men—five, not counting Leif. That was all that was left of the Thunderstrike crew. It didn’t feel like very much when Wolf thought about it like that.
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      Wolf steered the Lament into orbit over Iomia, Inel’s home planet. It looked peaceful from here.

      He opened a communications signal with one of the biggest population centers and started broadcasting in the Iomian language. He’d spent the first few months of his association with Inel learning to speak her language, because she hadn’t spoken Standard then.

      “This is Sergeant Atlas Wolf on board the Cannonball Lament. We’re carrying Inel…” He broke off, trying to decide what to say next.

      Inel’s last name, D’Angelo, was obviously a human name the labor pool had assigned her to make it easier for everyone to address her. Wolf didn’t know her real name.

      He decided to use her middle name instead. Maybe someone down there would know who she was. “We’re carrying Inel Vesha home from the Earth galaxy. We’d like to reunite her with any of her family, if they’re still alive.”

      A deep, gruff male voice answered Wolf in the same language. “Prove that you have her on board. You could be lying to get us to lower our defenses.”

      Wolf glanced behind him and noticed Leif watching him. He didn’t take the time to find out if Leif understood the language too, but Wolf wouldn’t put it past him.

      Wolf switched the communications system over to the loading bay. “Inel! Come up to the cockpit. I need you to talk to your people and explain that we really do have you on board.”

      Running footsteps rang up the corridor, coming closer. Leif got out of his seat and vacated the cockpit so she could slip into his place.

      She collapsed, panting and beaming, into the seat. Wolf waved to the controls. “They want us to prove that we really have you on board. They don’t believe me.”

      Her eyes brightened even more. Avi was right. The idea of saying goodbye meant nothing to her, now that she was about to finally go home to her own people.

      She hit the controls and rattled off a rapid string of words in a completely different language. The guy on the other end answered in the same language, and his tone definitely changed when he heard her.

      The guy actually sounded excited, and his voice trembled. “It’s my brother Meon, Wolf!” she cried, and grabbed his arm in a sudden tight squeeze.

      She and her brother exchanged another fast volley of conversation. Inel got progressively more elated the longer they talked. Her eyes sparkled, and she beamed up at Wolf. “They’re sending out a party to bring me in! They’ll be here in a few minutes! He says to hold this orbit until they get here.”

      Before Wolf could answer, she lunged across the cockpit, threw her arms around him so hard she tackled him back in the seat, and squealed in his ear. “Thank you so much, Wolf! I’ll never forget this!”

      She sprang off him and bolted into the back.

      Leif returned to his seat. “What are the odds, huh? Do you think it’s an accident that her brother just happened to be manning the communications channels, today of all days?”

      Wolf didn’t answer. It was too much of a coincidence to be an accident. He didn’t want to think about what that meant, but it gave him a bad feeling. He checked the controls again, but there was nothing to do but wait for the Iomian party to launch and come for Inel.

      He really hoped this wouldn’t be another quick departure like Cassian’s, though Wolf wouldn’t blame Inel if it turned out that way. Of course she’d be in a hurry to get back to her family.

      He still hoped it wouldn’t be like that, though. He needed more time to accept that each of these people was leaving his life so suddenly.

      He put the ship into a stable orbit, and then he went into the back. What remained of the Thunderstrike crew stood in the center of the Lament’s bay, surrounding Inel. She beamed in the same kind of ecstasy Cassian had, stopping just short of bouncing up and down in excitement that she was about to leave all her friends behind.

      Wolf detected a definite reserve among the others. They talked more quietly and gazed down at her in sad fondness, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      Wolf dragged himself over to them. “Are you ready to go, sweetie? Do you need to do anything before you go down to the planet?”

      A blaring siren cut her off before she could answer. It was the Lament’s proximity alarm.

      Leif came hustling back from the cockpit just then. “The Iomian ship is docking with us. Stand away from the ramp while I open it. The shields will keep us pressurized while the two ships lock up.”

      The crew drew back, and Leif went over to the ramp controls. The alarm kept wailing until a metallic bang went through the Lament, followed by a groan. The ship tilted into a different orbit.

      Leif hit the ramp control, and it started to fold open. It unfolded to reveal the hold of another ship. Then, as it widened, Wolf caught a glimpse of a dozen massive aliens all crowded around the ramp of the other vessel.

      They hardly seemed to fit in their hold at all. They towered over Olphet and Onir. They were bigger than Huthillions. These creatures were by far the biggest aliens Wolf had ever seen, and he’d seen plenty.

      These creatures bore a mysterious resemblance to Inel, except that they were easily ten times her size. They all had powerful, hulking shoulders, tree-trunk arms and legs, and heavily boned foreheads, cheekbones, jaws, and hands. They were all armed with some kind of giant firearms to match their size, but also battleaxes, swords, and studded clubs, some of which were almost as big as Wolf himself.

      Wolf had a split second to realize that they were all male. They looked just similar enough to Inel that he guessed these creatures must be Iomian males, but he never would have believed the males and females could be so different in both size and appearance.

      He’d never seen an Iomian male, and Inel was the only Iomian he’d ever known. He’d heard of other Iomians in captivity in the Earth galaxy, but they’d all been too far away for him to ever meet one of them.

      These giant males stormed onto the Lament, surrounded the crew, and shoved everyone away from Inel. The biggest bruisers snatched her by the arms, yanked her away from the rest of the crew, and shoved her roughly behind them toward the other ship.

      “Wolf!” she cried out, and then screamed as one of the monsters nearly tore her arm out of its socket.

      Wolf lunged forward, trying to reach her, but three of the Iomians closed in a wall of muscle right in front of him, slammed him back with their huge arms, and made him topple into the wall behind him.

      The strangers pushed Inel behind their gargantuan bodies, and she vanished out of Wolf’s sight. He couldn’t see anything beyond the giants in front of him. “STAY WHERE YOU ARE IF YOU WANT TO LIVE!” one of them boomed, and brandished his club in Wolf’s face.

      Wolf held up his hands. He didn’t dare to stand up to these creatures. He doubted whether pulse rifle fire or even a laser would damage them.

      “We’re just bringing Inel back from the Earth galaxy,” he explained. “We’re here peacefully. We just want to make sure she’s okay and that she gets back to her family. She spoke to her brother, Meon, on the communications channel and he said—”

      “I AM HER BROTHER MEON!” the guy roared, and slammed his hand down on Wolf’s shoulder so hard that his knees buckled.

      He hit the floor, and Meon clenched his huge fist on the shoulder of Wolf’s shirt, yanked him to his feet, and jerked him toward the ramp. “YOU WILL COME WITH US TO ANSWER TO HER FATHER! YOU WILL ANSWER FOR YOUR CRIMES AND THEN WE’LL SEE IF YOU DESERVE TO LIVE!”

      “We didn’t do anything to Inel,” Wolf began, but Meon didn’t listen. He hauled Wolf toward the ramp and yanked him into the hold of the other ship.

      The rest of the Thunderstrike crew was having similar luck with the other men in Meon’s party. The Iomians had no trouble at all picking up Avi and Joram. Leif was too smart to resist anyone this big, and fortunately, Olphet and Onir didn’t fight back. Anyone could see it was hopeless.

      The Iomians pushed the whole crew into the other ship and closed their ramp. Meon went off somewhere and left his men to guard the Thunderstrike crew. Wolf didn’t see Inel anywhere. He really hoped she would be okay.

      How could Wolf know if her family would treat her well? They might treat her as hostilely as they treated the crew. Why would they, when she’d come so far and endured so much to return to them?

      She’d been so happy just a few minutes ago. Now she was gone.

      These people had better not hurt her. Wolf didn’t care if they were her family. He would never let anyone hurt her, and if they did, he’d…do something. He wasn’t sure what he could do to these people. He had no idea what they had in mind for him and his crew.

      Meon had said Wolf and the crew had to answer for their crimes, whatever that meant. Inel was the one who’d made Wolf promise to take her home, and he had. Now this had happened.

      The Iomians stood guard over the crew as the ship detached from the Lament and left it floating in orbit. As soon as the two ships separated, the Iomian vessel plunged in a freefall dive for the planet’s surface.

      The ship shook violently as it plummeted through the atmosphere, but none of the Iomians showed any sign of discomfort. They didn’t even brace their massive legs to stop themselves from moving around.

      The G force made Wolf stagger into Olphet, and as it built, none of the crew could remain standing. Wolf sat down on the floor, and Joram and Avi held onto him for support so they didn’t fly around the bay.

      Leif huddled behind Wolf, and Olphet and Onir dropped onto their many legs. The Iomians glared at the brothers, but they didn’t attack or threaten.

      A few minutes later, the shuddering and jarring eased and the ship took off soaring through the atmosphere. The noise of wind and engines vibrated through the hull, but none of the friends moved, except that Olphet and Onir stood upright again.

      The ship slowed some more, turned one revolution, and banged into something when it docked. The engines powered down, and Wolf started to relax. Maybe now he would meet Inel’s father and explain all this. Then he and the rest of the crew could be on their way.

      He really hoped he’d be able to say goodbye to Inel. He couldn’t imagine anything worse than watching Halrara die, and then saying goodbye to all his other friends. Watching Cassian, Blaze, and the Grismina Faction fly out of his life had been painful enough. Nothing could be worse than not being able to say goodbye to Inel at all.

      He’d do it, though, if it meant getting the rest of the crew off this planet safely. If her father proved as threatening as her brother, Wolf might not have a choice.

      The ship slammed again, and Meon returned from somewhere. The instant he showed up, the other Iomians grabbed the crew, yanked them off the floor, and hauled them toward the ramp.

      It opened into a plain, blank corridor, and the Iomians marched everyone outside—except for Joram and Avi. The Iomians didn’t give them a chance to walk, but just picked them up and carried them.

      The crew stepped off the ramp and one of Meon’s men, who was holding onto Leif, jerked him away from the others. The monster shoved Leif away so roughly that he stumbled and tried to correct himself.

      The man restraining him grabbed both of Leif’s arms around the biceps and practically lifted him off his feet to push him toward the right. All the other Iomians guided the rest of the crew to the left.

      Leif struggled and tried to turn back. “Wolf! Don’t—”

      Wolf turned around. “Leif—no!”

      “MOVE!” Meon thundered, and the Iomians closed ranks. They clamped their meaty hands on the crew and dragged them off, while that one male forced Leif away in the other direction.

      Wolf struggled harder. He could hear Leif’s voice rising in protest, and then a sickening thump cut him off.

      Wolf couldn’t see Leif beyond the Iomian hulks blocking his way. Wolf didn’t want to go anywhere without him, but when he didn’t move fast enough, Meon barged up to him and smashed his giant fist in Wolf’s face.

      He staggered under the blow, and in the moment before he cleared his head, two more Iomians grabbed him and hauled him off.
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      By the time Wolf came to his senses, Leif was long gone. Olphet and Onir still walked upright in front of him, and now the Iomians let the brothers carry Avi and Joram.

      Wolf’s legs kept moving while he struggled to blink the stars out of his eyes. That one punch from Meon felt like twenty punches from any other alien he had ever fought. He couldn’t let himself get into a fight against even one of these guys, let alone ten of them.

      He rubbed his head, trying to put the puzzle pieces together. Leif was gone. Wolf wouldn’t be able to leave this planet without him. He sent up a silent prayer that Inel’s father would be somewhat more reasonable than his son, but the situation wasn’t looking too good from where he stood.

      Olphet and Onir kept casting worried glances at Wolf. Avi and Joram kept casting worried glances at the Iomians, and well they might. None of the crew was armed, and they weren’t likely to get that way around here.

      The Iomians marched the crew through dozens of corridors. None of them had a single window for Wolf to see where they were taking him.

      He didn’t see any other Iomians, either. Were they hiding from the strange alien intruders? He really hoped the Iomians didn’t think of him and his crew that way when they were only trying to take care of Inel.

      Meon finally turned off and opened another door, and the party dragged the crew into a large room crowded with other Iomians—all male. They towered over the crew, and every male in the room carried countless weapons just as big.

      The crew tightened together in some hopeless bid for protection. They’d been reduced to three, now that Olphet and Onir carried Avi and Joram. Wolf had never felt more weak and helpless.

      Every male in the room turned around to glare at the crew as they made their way through the crowd. Wolf couldn’t see anything beyond the Iomians’ giant bodies. Was this going to turn into a slaughter? None of them would be able to stop it if it did.

      At last, the crowd split and the crew halted in front of another flank of Iomians standing in a line. They were just as big and threatening as the others, but their posture told Wolf that one of these men must be Inel’s father.

      Meon and two others from his party broke away and joined the ranks to face the Thunderstrike crew. The rest of Meon’s men stayed where they were to guard the prisoners—as if the Thunderstrike crew could ever threaten these people.

      “I am Okur Vesha!” one of the Iomians in the line boomed out in a voice like thunder. “I am chieftain of Iomia and I demand to know how you dare to show your faces after corrupting my daughter with your filth!”

      Wolf blinked at him. “You’re…Vesha is your family name? I thought it was—”

      One of the Iomians guarding him struck out, seized Wolf by the back of the neck, and forced him down on his knees on the floor. The other Iomians standing around grabbed Olphet and Onir and slammed them down, too.

      The Iomians pinned the crew there, cowering before the chieftain’s rage.

      “You corrupted my daughter and led her into forbidden acts! You will pay for your crimes!”

      “I didn’t!” Wolf blurted out. “I brought her home from the Earth galaxy. She fought with us in the Military battalion and she’s been on my crew—”

      “Iomian females do not fight!” the chieftain roared. “Iomian females do not use weapons for war! Iomian females do not enter society to participate in public acts! You have corrupted my daughter and made her unfit for Iomian society!”

      “I didn’t do anything to her,” Wolf countered. “She was already a conscript by the time I met her. I did everything I could to protect her. Just ask her. Call her here. She’ll tell you I’m speaking the truth.”

      “Iomian females do not come here!” the chieftain bellowed. “Iomian females remain in retirement to bear offspring and keep the home! You will never lay eyes on my daughter again! You will answer to me and her brothers for your crimes. If we find you guilty, we will execute you along with that human scum you brought with you!”

      Wolf struggled to break his captors’ grip. He tried to stand up and raised his voice to make himself heard. “You can’t execute him! He’s a good man. He’s saved the lives of countless aliens and helped them get free from captivity to return home on the frontier. He’s the best man I’ve ever known.”

      “That is impossible!” the Chieftain boomed. “Humans do not help aliens! He will die, and if you do not remain silent, you will die with him!”

      Wolf gulped down the urge to argue back. This man wouldn’t listen to a word he said.

      He couldn’t exactly expect any frontier alien to believe Leif’s story, either. It really was too far-fetched to believe. He wouldn’t have believed it himself if he hadn’t caught Leif transporting Nasia to the frontier.

      “Tomorrow, my daughter will marry Catan Nevis, the son of my peer chieftain from the next planet inward. We will hold our hearing then, and you will answer to me and my sons for your crimes.”

      He waved at the males to his right when he said this. One of them was Meon, so Wolf could only assume that the other Iomian males standing with the chieftain must be his other sons.There must have been at least twelve males standing on that side of the line alone. Wolf would just be unlucky enough that all of them would be the chieftain’s sons, which made them Inel’s brothers. No way would the Thunderstrike crew be able to stop these men from inflicting whatever horrific punishment they wanted on the crew.

      If Wolf had been anywhere else in the presence of any other alien species, he would have risked his own neck to plead for Leif’s life. He didn’t dare to do it here, especially not after the chieftain threatened him to remain silent.

      The guards grabbed the crew, muscling them out of the room and back into the corridor. Wolf definitely noticed everyone else in the room glaring at him even more murderously.

      So they’d found out Wolf had fought side by side with Inel in the Earth Galactic Military. From the sound of it, that was the absolute worst thing he could have done for her. Not even bringing her home could make up for such a crime.

      How exactly was Wolf supposed to explain to these people that he had nothing to do with Inel getting conscripted? She’d been fighting in the Earth Galactic Military’s alien battalion long before he’d ever met her or she’d joined the Thunderstrike crew.

      She wouldn’t have been assigned to the Thunderstrike crew at all if she hadn’t proven herself proficient enough in killing, weapons, and fighting to distinguish herself in the battalion. Wolf had nothing to do with any of that. He didn’t teach her to use a weapon or to do anything else. She’d been assigned to his crew already knowing everything.

      He wouldn’t be able to substantiate any of that if he couldn’t call her to back him up. If the chieftain didn’t believe Wolf, then the whole crew would be sunk.

      The guards hauled the crew down more endless corridors and finally shoved them all into another room much smaller than the one in which they’d met the chieftain. This one was absolutely bare, with metal walls and no furniture or comforts at all.

      The Iomians flung everyone inside, slammed the door, and locked it. Olphet collapsed against a wall and lowered Avi to the ground before Olphet crumpled onto the floor. “I’m getting really, really sick and tired of being locked up like this.”

      “At least none of those monsters is standing in here guarding us,” Joram remarked as Onir put him down. “Did you ever see any aliens as big as this?”

      “Did you know the Iomian males were so much bigger than the females, Wolf?” Onir asked.

      “I didn’t know anything about them, and I’ve never seen them before. You’d think they would have been conscripted into the Military if they were taken into captivity at all. I have to wonder why the Military conscripted Inel if they had these huge males instead.”

      “Who cares?” Olphet muttered. “Let’s get the hell out of here. We brought Inel home. Now we can leave.”

      “We can’t leave while we’re locked up in here,” Avi growled back.

      “We can’t leave at all as long as Leif is slated for execution,” Wolf countered. “That’s his ship in orbit waiting for us to fly away in. He was the one who got us away from Ingragora, and don’t even get me started on all the other shit he’s done for us. We aren’t leaving without him.”

      No one answered for a second. “Did you know the Iomians didn’t allow their females to fight?” Onir asked.

      Wolf went over to Olphet, slid down the wall, and finally relaxed onto the floor. “I didn’t know anything. She never said a word. She showed up on our crew already like this. You know that. You were there.”

      “I just thought…since you taught her to speak Standard…” Onir went on. “I thought she might have said something about her past.”

      “She just told me the same old story about getting torn away from her family. She never went into the details, and I didn’t ask. You know how it is.”

      Onir nodded and looked away. They all knew how it was. Alien captives avoided prying into one another’s tragic stories. That would only bring up painful memories. Coping with captivity was hard enough without that.

      “We’ve got just as big a problem as Leif does if these people slate us for execution along with him,” Olphet pointed out.

      “Can you believe they’re marrying Inel off to some yokel tomorrow?” Joram remarked. “It doesn’t sound like she even knows the dude…and it’s so sudden. Her father is only doing this as some political maneuver. He could be forcing her to do this against her will.”

      “We should do something about that,” Onir chimed in. “We shouldn’t let anyone hurt her, not even her own family—especially not her own family.”

      “How do you plan to stop them?” Avi countered. “How could any of us do anything to them? One of them could flatten all five of us…and don’t let me hear you suggest getting a weapon away from them. I’d like to see you or Wolf or Olphet raise one of those clubs or battleaxes.”

      Onir turned to Wolf. “What do you say, Wolf? You’re the one who says there’s always a way out. What’s the way out of this?”

      “I don’t know. Just sit down and take a load off for a while so I can think about it.”

      “If we’re breaking Leif out of here, we might as well go the whole hog and break Inel out, too,” Olphet pointed out. “We shouldn’t leave her here as a captive if she doesn’t want to go through with this. I don’t know about you, but I didn’t fight my way out of the Earth galaxy so one of my crewmates could go straight back into slavery under her own people. That’s just straight bullshit.”

      Wolf didn’t answer. He leaned his head back against the wall and shut his eyes. He agreed with everything his friends said. He wanted to get both Leif and Inel out of here, but he honestly didn’t see any way how.

      He’d rarely come up against a situation as thorny as this one. He had told Onir that there was always a way out. They just had to find it, but the more he turned this puzzle over and over in his mind, the more he kept not coming up with anything.

      Tomorrow was a pretty short timeframe. It didn’t give him any time to study his circumstances, or even to find out what lay beyond these walls. How many guards stood outside this room? How would he get a ship to take him back to the Lament?

      The rest of the crew settled down. Wolf couldn’t tell from inside this room how much time he had left. The hours kept slipping away, bringing the inevitable confrontation closer. The only opening he could see would be when the guards took the crew out of here and marched them back to the hall to face the chieftain and his sons.

      Then Wolf would be on his way to an even bigger problem, an even bigger army of Iomian males, and possibly his own execution. How exactly was he supposed to get out of that?
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      A loud metal clang startled Wolf awake in the pitch-black of night. The Iomians had switched off the lights in the Thunderstrike crew’s cell, so Wolf assumed that meant it was nighttime.

      The rest of the crew had been sound asleep, too. The instant he woke up, he heard the others stirring. “What’s happening?” Olphet hissed.

      “I’m not sure,” Wolf whispered back. “It sounds like someone is coming through the door.”

      “Why would they be coming through now?” Onir breathed. “If the guards were coming for us, they would have turned on the light.”

      Wolf got to his feet, and his nerves tensed to meet whatever came through that door. A crackle of tension went through the room from Olphet and Onir. A breeze moved the air to Wolf’s left, and then he heard a soft scratching sound as both brothers dropped onto their legs.

      Another bang knocked against the wall over by the door, and then the lock shot back. The door swung open, and a shaft of blinding fluorescent light shot into the cell.

      Wolf squinted into the light as a tiny figure darted inside and shut the door again. Whoever it was wore long robes that concealed their outline. They left the door open just a crack so they didn’t plunge the cell into total darkness again.

      “Wolf!” Inel whispered. “Are you okay?”

      “What are you doing here, sweetheart?” he whispered back. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I came to get you out. I can’t let my father execute you.”

      “Leif is the one he’s going to execute,” Onir pointed out. “Your father still expects us to explain how you came to be fighting in the alien battalion. He thinks we were the ones that corrupted you by making you fight.”

      Inel glanced around the circle of faces. Wolf’s eyes adjusted to the light so he could make her out now. She wore long embroidered robes, with a similarly decorated headdress draped over her hair. Countless chains hung around her neck, wrists, and ankles. At least forty rings studded her fingers, and her ears had been pierced ten times on each side.

      “You don’t understand,” she breathed. “The females of my race don’t fight. We aren’t even permitted to touch a weapon or leave the home. My people are patriarchal. Males handle everything public, while females stay in retirement.”

      “Your father explained all that to us,” Avi growled. “Right before he said he would execute us along with Leif for corrupting you.”

      “I won’t let him do that!” she whispered. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “How do you plan to do that?” Olphet asked. “What could a little thing like you do against them? I mean, I know you’re a badass and all, but be reasonable. Onir and I couldn’t take one of them. You wouldn’t stand a chance.’

      “I know,” she murmured. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “Your father said he’s gonna marry you off to one of his peers’ sons,” Joram pointed out. “If that happens, you’ll be a prisoner here as much as you were in the Earth galaxy. You know that, right? You’ll never be free, not even to leave your home.”

      “Forget all that!” She turned to Wolf. “Listen to me, Wolf. There’s a way you can get out of here during the wedding feast. The males will all be occupied with the festivities. You can get out then.”

      “How?” Wolf asked. “Your father said he would call us up to answer during the wedding. We won’t be able to get out once we get into the hall with him and all his men.”

      “He won’t call you up until the celebration’s already started. He and the groom and the groom’s father and their male relatives will celebrate and enjoy themselves and get friendly first. They’ll only call you up as a form of entertainment later on. Then they’ll execute you and Leif to entertain their guests.’

      “So he’s already made up his mind?” Onir snorted. “I should have known. He doesn’t plan to hold any hearing at all.”

      “Just listen, will you?” Inel fished something out of her robes and handed it to Wolf. “This is a map of the complex. It shows you where they’re holding Leif. You can get him out and get to the Lament.”

      “How do we get to the Lament?” Wolf asked.

      She pointed at the thing she’d just given him. It was a scrap of dirty rag with a crude, hand-drawn map scrawled on it. “This is a hangar. You can steal a ship and take it out to rendezvous with the Lament.”

      “This is nuts,” Olphet muttered. “We’ll never make it out of this room.”

      “How do you think I got in here?” she countered. “I sedated the guards. I’ll do the same thing tomorrow as soon as the wedding celebration starts.”

      “How will you do that when you’ll be at the wedding celebration?” Avi demanded. “You’ll be the center of everyone’s attention.”

      “I won’t be there. Females aren’t permitted at public gatherings like that.’

      Joram and Onir both gasped. “You don’t even get to be present at your own wedding?” Joram blurted out. “What if you don’t consent to marry this jackass? What if he turns out to be really ugly and brutish…I mean…uglier and more brutish than the rest of them?”

      She laughed. “Never mind about that. I’m going to marry him either way. It’s already all arranged. The celebration is just that. It’s a celebration of something that’s already happened.”

      “You mean you’re already married to him? Right now?” Avi snarled.

      She waved that away and turned to Wolf. “As soon as you get out of the cell, you can take some weapons from the guard, get Leif, go to the hangar, launch, and take the Lament away. The men will all be down at the wedding. They’ll never see that you’re gone until it’s too late.”

      “How do we get out of the cell?” Olphet asked.

      “Leave that to me,” she replied. “You won’t see me again, I won’t be able to risk coming down here, but I’ll make sure you get out of the cell and I’ll make sure Leif’s cell is unlocked. After that, you guys are on your own. Do you think you can handle that?”

      “We’ll handle it,” Avi muttered. “We’ll handle anything they throw at us as long as it gets us out of here.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Wolf finally told her. “You don’t have to go through with this marriage. You can come with us. You don’t have to stay here as a prisoner to your own people. We didn’t fight and bleed for our freedom so you could make yourself a slave again. Come with us. We’ll find another place for you, somewhere you can be free and rebuild your life on your own terms.”

      Inel raised her eyes to meet his. In the shaft of light coming through the door, her expression changed back into that beaming, ecstatic smile of happiness and completion. Her eyes glistened with emotion, and she fought to control her features.

      “I don’t want to go anywhere else,” she murmured. “I never wanted anything but to come home to my family. I only ever wanted to follow my people’s traditions and be the kind of female they wanted me to be. Fighting and killing never came naturally to me. I only did it because I had to. This life—this marriage—it’s a dream come true for me.”

      She faltered as her lips started to tremble. She addressed herself only to Wolf, because she understood. Fighting and killing had never come naturally to him, either. They were two of a kind in a world that belonged to anyone but them.

      “This isn’t you,” Olphet growled. “You can’t seriously want these people to lock you up and tell you where you can go and what you can do, and even who you’re allowed to talk to! You’re better than that.”

      She glanced at him, and when she did, she couldn’t look away. She smiled at her crewmates so beautifully that Wolf finally understood that she was telling the truth. Inel really did want this.

      “I love you guys!” She rushed Olphet and threw her arms around him before she went in turn to Onir, Joram, and Avi. “I’m gonna miss you all so much!”

      She finally straightened up and faced Wolf last of all. Her eyes shone in the darkness, and her cheek twitched. Could she really say goodbye to him, of all people?

      She approached him much more slowly, slipped her arms around him, and shrank into a ball against his chest. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me. I wouldn’t be here now if not for you.”

      Inel stood back, raised her eyes to his one last time, and kissed him on the cheek. “I know you’ll find your home someday, too, Wolf. Goodbye.”

      She darted out of the room, shut the door behind her, and darkness enveloped the cell, but Wolf couldn’t move. That was it. She was gone.

      She’d gotten her wish. Wolf was the last person she’d said goodbye to, and now he would never see her again. It didn’t seem possible that she really was gone.

      Olphet sighed and collapsed back on the floor. “Well, that’s it. It’s just the five of us now.”

      “Six, including Leif,” Joram pointed out.

      “How does she plan to get the cell door open without coming down here?” Avi growled.

      “Damn it!” Onir exclaimed. “I forgot to ask her about the males of her species not going into captivity.”

      “Maybe Leif can tell you,” Joram suggested. “He knows a lot about pretty much every species.”

      “That was hardly the time to ask,” Olphet countered. “Where are your manners?”

      “All right! Keep your shorts on, man!” Onir returned. “I didn’t ask, did I?”

      “You didn’t ask because you forgot,” Olphet snapped. “You would have, and that would have been the most tactless conversation starter ever.”

      “Well, I didn’t, so you can get the hell off my case.”

      “What do you think, Wolf?” Avi asked. “What do you want to do about Inel’s plan?”

      Wolf stared into the darkness, trying to make his brain function. He wanted Inel back. Olphet was right. The crew shouldn’t leave her here. Never in a million years would Wolf have consented to leaving one of his people in a predicament like this. He would have gone to any lengths to get them free.

      He still found it nearly impossible to believe that she really wanted this. She’d always been tough, resourceful, and ready for anything. Even so, she was the one person on the crew who could afford to let herself be soft, sensitive, emotional, and tender with everyone else.

      That last look in her eyes was the only thing in the known universe that could convince him to walk away from this—from her. He didn’t believe a word that came out of her mouth. No one could say they actually wanted to stay in the home and not even participate in public life. That wasn’t possible.

      But he did believe that look in her eyes. He had no choice but to believe it. She was beyond happy—happier than Cassian—happier than Blaze—happier than any of them ever had a right to be.

      He had never known the first thing about her. He’d never really tried. He always thought she was like all the other alien captives, and never considered that fighting might not come naturally to her.

      “Wolf?” Onir asked. “Did you hear Avi? What do you want to do about this escape plan of hers?”

      Wolf shook himself. “I guess we just do it the way she said.”

      He turned to go sit down with the others. That’s when he felt the scrap of cloth in his hand. It was the map she’d given him. He couldn’t see it in the dark, and he didn’t want any of the guards to find it, so he stuffed it into his pocket, along with the chip.

      He sat down next to Avi and shut his eyes. He opened them a second later, trying to see something, but there was nothing to see.

      He’d just have to wait until the Iomians turned on the lights before he studied the map. Then he’d figure out the best way to get to Leif’s cell, and then to the hangar.

      He wouldn’t even be able to plan that, because he wouldn’t know how many guards or other Iomians he’d meet on the way. He couldn’t plan anything, and if he did, he could count on it all going wrong the minute it started. That was the only fact of his life worth knowing.
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      Wolf’s eyes snapped open when the lights turned on in his cell. He glanced around at his friends. They were all awake and sitting up.

      None of them could hear or see anything from in here, but the complex around them buzzed with a different kind of energy. Something was definitely happening outside.

      The others exchanged knowing glances with Wolf. They all stayed alert and watchful. None of them would know when Inel would open the door for them. They had to be ready the instant it happened.

      No one spoke as one hour after another dragged by. Olphet got up and paced the room for a while, sat down, and started pacing again.

      Wolf took out the map and studied it, but it was so basic and lacked so much detail that it didn’t help him at all. It couldn’t tell him what he would find once he got outside this room, including how many guards would be stationed at which intersections. No one could tell him that.

      Avi and Onir looked at the map over Wolf’s shoulders, but they gave it up after only a few minutes. The map was just short of useless, and all five of them were still unarmed.

      What did Inel mean about taking weapons from the guards? Wolf didn’t see how that was going to be possible, but she was his only resource in this situation. Whatever preparations she’d made for their escape would have to be enough. He had nothing else to go on.

      The energy throbbing through the complex built to an unbearable strain. What if something went wrong? What if Inel’s plan to open the cell door failed? What if the five of them were still sitting here defenseless when the chieftain’s men came for them?

      Wolf started to formulate a plan to overpower whichever guards came to fetch the crew. The five of them might lose their lives right here, but it would be their only option. The crew couldn’t wait until they got into the same room with the chieftain, his sons, and all the rest of his men—not to mention the groom’s family.

      They were bound to bring a lot of their own men, too. There would be a whole army in there to make sure the prisoners got executed the way they were supposed to.

      Wolf turned to discuss his ideas with Olphet when the door popped. It gave a soft, subtle click so quiet that he wasn’t even sure he’d actually heard it.

      But that sound set the rest of the crew on edge, too, and they all stared at the door. It stood an inch ajar. That was the only opening they were ever likely to get.

      Wolf froze to his seat and then glanced over at Olphet at the same instant Olphet glanced at him. Onir, Avi, and Joram exchanged glances, too, and then Wolf got to his feet.

      The others stayed behind him as he eased over to the door. He didn’t see anything moving outside. He wrapped his fingers around the edge of it, pulled it a little farther open, and peered into the corridor.

      Four guards lay asleep on the floor. He couldn’t be sure what had happened to knock them out, but whatever it was, it must have been sudden. None of them had drawn their weapons. They lay in sprawled attitudes as though they’d just toppled right there in their places.

      Wolf waved the others out into the corridor and knelt over one of the guards. “Inel said to take weapons from them,” he whispered. “See what you can find that you can use easily.”

      “I’ll take this bad boy.” Olphet picked up one of the giant battleaxes and hefted it.

      “Watch where you swing that thing, champ,” Joram told him, and patted down another guard. “Is it too much to ask that these idiots carry a nice small handgun once in a while?”

      “They probably wouldn’t be able to get their fingers into the trigger grip,” Avi replied, and stuck his greedy little fingers into another guard’s pockets.

      Wolf went over the other guards, took a few knives he wouldn’t have any trouble using, and finally rolled one big alien over onto his stomach, searching for something else.

      He didn’t find anything. He straightened up to find Olphet and Onir loaded to the nines with weapons, most of them way too big for the brothers to use. Onir had gotten himself two swords and one club. Olphet had the other two swords, and the battleaxe that he kept swishing around in threatening swipes.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Wolf ducked back into the cell, pulled the door closed, and locked it. “Maybe this will slow them down.”

      “How fast do you think these things move?” Avi growled.

      “Let’s not find out. Come on. We’ve got to find Leif.”

      Wolf pulled out the map, and the friends tiptoed down the corridor in the right direction—or what he hoped was the right direction.

      They reached the first intersection, and Wolf realized that Inel’s map was as detailed as it needed to be. All the corridors looked the same, with no variation, no windows, and no other features besides the occasional crossroads leading somewhere or other.

      She’d drawn a big black X on the spot where Leif’s cell should be. Wolf didn’t see anything on the way there—no people, no open rooms, no signs of life at all.

      The Iomians didn’t seem to have any concept of interior decoration—or maybe this complex was supposed to be more like a prison. They didn’t need to liven it up with anything that might make it more comfortable or inviting. How should he know what they were thinking?

      He came to the last intersection before Leif’s cell. The route here had been so featureless and devoid of any activity that Wolf walked around the corner without checking first.

      He scampered out of sight as quick as he could when he saw another four guards standing in front of one of the rooms. That had to be Leif’s cell. These four were the only Iomians he’d seen since leaving his own cell.

      He flattened his friends against the wall, holding his breath and hoping like anything that the guards hadn’t seen him.

      His stomach dropped when one of them bellowed, “You there! Show yourselves!”

      “Now what?” Onir whispered.

      Heavy footsteps approached down the corridor. The guards were coming closer. Thunderstrike’s cover had been blown. Now the shit would really start flying.

      Wolf forced himself to take a deep breath. “Now? We get to that cell. Joram—do your thing.”

      Joram burst into a huge grin. “Yes, sir.” He waved at Olphet and Onir. “You boys come with me. Wolf, you and Avi get behind them. We’ll cover you while you get Leif out.”

      “Understood,” Wolf replied. “Let’s rock.”

      Joram dove out of hiding, burst into one of his blinding runs, and rocketed away in a blur. Olphet and Onir sprang out a second later, dropped onto all their legs, and shot up the corridor following him.

      Onir sprinted ten yards up the corridor before he veered onto the wall, ran along it for another twenty feet, and then shifted onto the ceiling. His brother started on the floor, and as soon as Onir got onto the ceiling, Olphet raced up onto the opposite wall.

      They blasted down the corridor, changing their angles so fast that the guards halted there trying to decide what to do. The guards drew their weapons and crouched, trying to figure who to attack first and how to do it.

      Joram zoomed between their legs, making for Leif’s cell. He slashed out at the guards with some weapon on his way past. Wolf didn’t see what it was, but Joram swiped their legs and dropped two of them. He whirled past them in a blast of wind before they knew what hit them.

      The guards brought out rifles from somewhere and unleashed a hurricane of lead down the corridor, trying to hit the brothers, but Olphet and Onir were moving too fast. They reached the guards a second later, hacked the other two down with their swords, and escaped to the other end of the corridor.

      Wolf and Avi ran up behind them, but when they got near Leif’s cell, more gunfire erupted from behind. Another bunch of Iomians came out of nowhere and unloaded on the crew.

      “Get behind us!” Joram yelled, and he and the brothers sprang between Wolf and the approaching enemy. “Get Leif out now!”

      Wolf turned to the cell, the noise of battle deafening him. He kept getting distracted and turning to see what was going on.

      Joram exploded into another dead run for the incoming Iomians. Olphet and Onir scuttled across the walls and ceiling, trying to avoid rifle fire and reach the Iomians to attack them with their crude weapons.

      Avi rushed the cell door. “How do we get this piece of shit open?” he yelled.

      “Please tell me you have some explosives on you!” Wolf called back.

      “And blow up Leif? That’s stupid, man!”

      Wolf studied the cell lock, but he’d never seen anything like it before. He pried one of his knives into it, but nothing happened.

      “We don’t have time for this!” Avi growled, and darted away. He came back a second later, dragging one of the guards’ massive axes across the floor. It was too heavy for him to lift.

      “You’ll have to use this to get inside,” he yelled to Wolf.

      “How the holy hell do you expect me to get this thing off the ground?!” Wolf bellowed.

      Avi gave him a crooked grin. “Come on. Show me what a man you are.”

      Wolf grimaced. Now wasn’t the time he wanted to go around showing his crewmates what a man he was. Olphet should be the one to use this axe to break down the door.

      But Olphet was too busy fighting the Iomians. Two tornados of flying weaponry showed Wolf where he and Onir were battling under a mountain of Iomians. Wolf had to act now.

      He grabbed the axe, heaved with all his might, hoisted it above his head, and swung. Once he got it moving, its own weight brought it down with a bone-crunching chop right into the seam where the door met the wall.

      The axe forced the door open a little bit and then jammed in the crack. Wolf yanked and twisted, but he couldn’t free it. It stuck there and wouldn’t come out.

      Gunfire exploded from the other end of the corridor. Were Olphet and Onir going down right at this minute?

      Avi came back over and elbowed Wolf out of the way. “Here. Try this.’

      He took his place in front of the door and pulled out a set of keys. He must have stolen them from one of the fallen guards, because one of them had his pants unbuttoned at the top.

      “Why the hell didn’t you just get them in the first place?” Wolf snapped.

      Avi made a face and started going through the keys one by one, trying them and then discarding them. Deafening bellows rocked the corridor from the other end. Wolf didn’t dare to look, but a second later, Olphet, Onir, and Joram backed up the corridor, coming closer.

      All three of them had acquired rifles from somewhere. They returned fire with half the Iomians who’d arrived to reinforce the guards.

      “Hurry up, Avi!” Wolf yelled.

      “I’m hurrying!” he called back, and tossed another key aside.

      Wolf looked up just as Onir kicked a rifle across the floor behind him. It skidded to where Wolf stood, and he snatched it up. He sprang into line with his friends and hammered the Iomians with gunfire to guard Avi.

      He finally found the right key, opened the door, and the axe crashed to the floor. Avi vanished into the cell and didn’t come out. He stayed in there way too long.

      “Hurry up!” Olphet roared over his shoulder.

      No one answered.

      Olphet shot Wolf a hard look, and Wolf stepped behind the others. He slipped into the cell to find Avi bending over Leif.

      The Iomians had pulverized his face to a bloody pulp. He lay curled on his side with his arms clamped over his stomach. Bloody ooze drained from his nose onto the floor under his swollen face.

      Wolf knelt down to talk to him and immediately saw that Leif was gone in some kind of stupor. His eyes didn’t focus, and his smashed lips hung slack. He was either unconscious or, more likely, in a coma.

      “We need to get him out of here fast,” Avi murmured. “He’ll die in here.”

      Wolf made a split-second decision and shoved his rifle into Avi’s arms. “You join the others and cover me. I’ll carry Leif out.”

      “One of the boys can carry him more easily,” Avi pointed out.

      “We need them to defend us. Go on. I’ll take Leif.”

      Avi took the rifle and left the cell. Wolf’s temper threatened to get the better of him when he saw the condition Leif was in. He wanted to hurt someone for this, but he’d be lucky just to get himself, Leif, and the rest of the crew away from the Iomians before they did the same or worse to the whole crew.

      He rolled Leif onto his back, and Leif’s breath rattled in his throat. Wolf wasn’t even sure if the Lament had the medical equipment to save his life. He’d better not die on this godforsaken planet.

      Wolf hauled Leif upright and slung his floppy body over his shoulder. He wrapped both of Leif’s arms around his own chest and clamped his wrists in one hand. That left Wolf with one hand free to shoot with.

      Wolf braced his legs and pushed himself up. Leif wasn’t the heaviest man he had ever carried, but this made escaping a little more complicated.

      He stormed out of the cell and got behind Olphet and Onir. “Move!” Wolf bellowed over the hail of gunfire. “We need to get through them and make it to the hangar.”

      “You heard the man!” Olphet yelled to Onir. “Let’s move!”

      They both took off running straight into the Iomians’ fire. Joram sprinted ahead, and the three of them got into another tangle with the Iomians.

      Avi went next, covering Wolf with his rifle. Wolf drew level with the pile of Iomians that Olphet and Onir had killed earlier. He hesitated there long enough to snatch another two rifles.

      Wolf and Avi turned the first corner while Olphet and Onir stayed behind, occupying the Iomians. Roars and scattered gunfire echoed down the corridor. Wolf couldn’t tell which side they came from.

      Avi turned backward and positioned himself between Wolf and the battle. Wolf took that opportunity to pull out the map, but it took him a second to orient himself.

      At that moment, Avi’s rifle went off. The noise startled Wolf, and before he even had time to raise his head, Olphet, Onir, and Joram plunged around the corner, running for their lives.

      “Get out!” Olphet roared. “Get out!”

      Wolf stiffened, and the next second, Olphet reached him, ripped him off the floor with Leif still strapped over his shoulder, and took off scuttling down the corridor at high speed.

      Onir grabbed Avi, and before Wolf even realized what was happening, Joram and the brothers raced away at a dead run into the vast maze of corridors.
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      The Thunderstrike crew skidded around a corner, and Olphet and Onir stopped behind the wall. Avi and Joram ducked in behind them, and they all flattened themselves there, panting and casting tense glances in all directions.

      Olphet lowered Wolf to the floor. Then Wolf had to lower Leif to the floor, and Leif collapsed there. Every limb went limp, and his eyes and features remained just as dull and lifeless.

      “Is he dead?” Olphet growled under his breath. “He better damn well not be.”

      “He’s still breathing,” Wolf replied. “I don’t know how much brain damage he might have. He looks bad.”

      “He looks worse than bad,” Avi murmured. “I never thought I say this about a human, but if he dies…”

      “He isn’t going to die,” Wolf snapped, and pulled the map out of his pocket. “We aren’t going to let him. We’re going to get him to the Lament, and then—”

      “And then?” Onir finished. “He’s the doctor here. He can’t exactly operate on himself.”

      Wolf didn’t answer. He studied the map, but it didn’t tell him much.

      “Where are we?” Joram asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Wolf replied. “I didn’t see which way you boys ran when you made your escape.”

      “Perfect,” Avi growled. “That’s just damn perfect. Now we’re lost in this shithole.”

      “Keep your hair on,” Olphet fired back. “We aren’t dead yet.”

      “But we will be,” Avi countered. “In case you hadn’t noticed, everyone on this planet knows we’re free now. They’ll all come after us, and we won’t get away from them a second time.”

      “We have to get away from them,” Onir argued. “We aren’t going down on this planet. Inel risked a lot to help us escape. We aren’t throwing that away.”

      “Okay, sunshine,” Avi sneered, and waved at the corridor. “Go on and tell us where we should go to get out of here. Go on. I can’t wait to hear this.”

      Onir opened his mouth to argue back, but Wolf cut him off. “I think I know where we can go.”

      “How can you tell?” Olphet asked. “All these corridors look the same.”

      “The second group of Iomians came from this side of Leif’s cell. I’m guessing the wedding was there, and you boys ran off in the same direction. I say we keep going down this corridor. That will take us back to our original cell, and then we can find our way to the hangar from there.”

      “You’re taking a mighty big risk when you really don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Olphet snapped.

      “Do you have a better idea? Onir, you carry Leif for a while. I don’t want his head hanging over my shoulder like that. It might make him worse.”

      “How could he get any worse?” Avi growled, but no one answered.

      Wolf helped Onir pick up Leif. They settled him on Onir’s back between his shoulders.

      Leif lay with his face plastered to Onir’s exoskeleton. His glazed eyes registered no trace of life at all. Was he already gone?

      Wolf refused to think like that. Whether Leif came back from this or not, Wolf had to get him out of this complex. That was all there was to it.

      Now he had his hands free to hold his rifle properly. He, Avi, Joram, and Olphet surrounded Onir, and they set off through the corridors.

      The brothers must have been moving fast enough to leave the Iomian pursuit behind. No guards or anyone else came upon the friends. They made it all the way back to their original cell without incident.

      They found the door still closed, but the four guards that Inel neutralized had vanished, along with any trace of where they might have gone.

      Wolf consulted the map again. “Now we know where we are. We follow this corridor to its end, turn right, and then we should be at the hangar.”

      No one mentioned everything else that could go disastrously wrong on the way. Wolf didn’t mention it, either. He couldn’t think of any disaster worse than losing Leif.

      The group set off down the corridor, covering every intersection with their rifles, but still no one came. Did the Iomians even think the crew would try to make it back into orbit to their ship?

      Wolf slowed his approach when he got near the hangar. He hid behind every corner and peeked out to make sure the coast was clear. Then he crept one painstaking step at a time closer to his destination. He wanted to get Leif off this planet as quickly as possible, but anything was better than getting shot or crushed by one of the Iomains’ clubs.

      He slowed even more when he didn’t find anyone guarding the hangar. “It can’t be this easy,” Joram breathed.

      “It isn’t,” Avi growled back. “This is the calm before the storm. The flack is bound to start flying the minute we go near one of their ships.”

      The friends peered around the last corner. The hangar entrance was right across the hall. Just at that moment, three enormous Iomians crossed the crew’s path, but the Iomians were going away from the hangar, not into it.

      “They must be on their way to the wedding celebration, too,” Onir remarked.

      “Are you telling me these idiots didn’t leave even one single armed man to guard their hangar?” Olphet countered. “No one could be that stupid. It just doesn’t happen.”

      “Maybe not everyone knows we escaped,” Wolf suggested. “Or maybe the wedding is so important that everyone just has to be there.”

      “Everyone except the bride?” Olphet snorted. “Get me the hell away from these people. They’re insane.”

      Wolf couldn’t disagree, but that left the problem of getting into the hangar, into space, rendezvousing with the Lament, and getting away—all without getting caught.

      “I tell you what we’ll do,” he whispered. “I’ll go in and see if the coast is clear. If it is, you all can follow, and we’ll take it from there.”

      “And if it isn’t?” Avi snarled.

      “Then whoever is in there will shoot at me instead of you.” Wolf grinned at him. “Simple.”

      “I have a better idea,” Avi countered. “I’ll go in and see if the coast is clear.”

      “And if it isn’t?” Onir asked.

      Avi gave him one of those looks that Wolf knew too well. He knew better than to even ask what Avi had in mind. Maybe his way was the best.

      Avi glanced up at Wolf. “Well? What do you say, sir?”

      Wolf waved toward the hangar. “Be my guest.”

      Avi smirked one more time, crept across the hall, and vanished into the hangar. “I can’t believe you actually let him go in there,” Joram whispered.

      “What was I going to do—go in guns blazing?” Wolf asked. “I might damage the ship.”

      “And he might damage the whole complex and kill us all,” Onir pointed out. “Or worse, he might destroy the whole planet with us, Leif, and Inel all on it.”

      “He wouldn’t do that,” Wolf replied. “He knows what he’s doing.”

      Onir snorted. “You’re such a dreamer, Wolf.”

      “Maybe, but I’ve learned one thing about Avi. He knows how to blow shit up.”

      “That’s what we’re all afraid of,” Olphet added. “Don’t you think…?”

      He cut himself off when Avi came back carrying an enormous backpack. “It’s all clear,” he whispered. “There’s no one in there. You can go in and take your pick of which vessel you want.”

      Wolf frowned at the backpack. “Where did you get that?”

      “Don’t ask him that!” Onir exclaimed. “Hell, Wolf! Aren’t we in enough danger as it is?”

      Avi waved toward the hangar. “Go on. There’s no one in there.”

      Wolf frowned. “Are you saying there’s no one in there now, or there was no one in there when you went in there?”

      “It comes to the same thing in the end.” Avi put his backpack on the floor, untied the top, and started rummaging in it. “You fellas might want to shake a leg. You don’t want to be around for this…and Wolf, you’ll want to be ready to fly when the fireworks start going off. We’ll be in a hurry then.”

      Wolf had heard enough. He turned away and herded the others into the hangar. Sure enough, it was deserted, and he didn’t look too hard for anyone Avi might have “accidentally” bumped into on his way in.

      Ten vessels occupied different launch chutes inside the hangar. None of the vessels was Military make. They were all unknown, but they were the crew’s only way off the planet.

      Wolf selected one that would be big enough for Olphet and Onir to fit inside. The crew all loaded up the ramp, and Onir took Leif into one of the cabins.

      Wolf went to the cockpit and studied the controls. They were all in the Iomian language—the one he knew. He didn’t know anything about that private language Inel used with her brother, and he wasn’t likely to find out anytime soon.

      Powering up the engines might trigger some kind of alarm inside the complex, so he didn’t right away. He waited for Avi to get on board. The backpack was empty.

      Avi climbed up the ramp, and Wolf fired the engines. Just as he feared, a deafening siren started blaring somewhere in the hangar. Warning lights flashed all over the place, and something heavy and metallic crashed shut somewhere.

      “That doesn’t sound good!” Olphet roared from the back.

      Wolf scrambled over the controls. “This ship has cannons fore and aft! All four of you load up and get ready to—”

      At that moment, blistering gunfire exploded from somewhere. The Iomians used some kind of ordnance weapon, and lead punched holes into the hull down the ship’s side.

      A platoon of Iomians barreled into the hangar, all gunning for the ship.

      Wolf fumbled to figure out where the helm, throttle, and weapons systems were. The ship didn’t appear to have any shields.

      He finally located the cannon controls, slammed them in the Iomians’ direction, and opened fire. He tore the hangar to smithereens, but the helm controls got away from him. The ship kept wheeling to his left and slammed against the side of the launch chute.

      “Get us out of here, Wolf!” Joram shrieked.

      Wolf hit the throttle, but the ship only lurched harder against the chute. Maybe the alarm locked down the hangar so no one could launch.

      He smashed the helm back toward the Iomians. “Now, Wolf!” Avi yelled from somewhere.

      Wolf almost asked what he meant when a punishing flash blasted the hangar to kingdom come. The explosion hurled the ship out of its chute, and the whole hangar vaporized.

      The shockwave slapped the ship out into the open air. For a split second, the vessel hung in space over a vast city covering nearly an entire continent. Wolf blinked, and then another stutter of gunfire pounded his ship.

      He jolted to high alert and hit the throttle, but the ship was still pointed at the ground. He plunged and had to haul the helm back hard to climb away from the city.

      More Iomian craft launched from somewhere out in the huge metropolis. Their pilots all knew how to fly them so much better than Wolf did.

      “I need a little help here!” he roared into the back. “Someone small—Joram—come up here, now!”

      Joram scampered into the cockpit, but there was only one chair, with Wolf already in it. “What’s up?”

      “Find the scanners on this thing!” Wolf roared. “Locate the Lament…and hurry!”

      Another smash struck the ship’s tail and tilted the craft’s nose downward toward the planet. Wolf had his hand crammed all the way down on the throttle and didn’t get it off in time before the ship started diving again.

      Joram clambered onto Wolf’s knee and got in the way of him steering the ship. Wolf had to scramble between the helm, the throttle, and the cannon controls. Even when he fired at the enemy, he couldn’t target well enough to hit them. They didn’t have that problem, and they burned up alongside him, hammering him with whatever ammunition they used.

      “Hurry up!” Wolf bellowed. “We’re all going down out here!”

      “I found it!” Joram called. “The Lament’s on the other side of the planet.”

      “Of course,” Wolf growled, and decided to completely forget about the cannons. Olphet, Onir, and Avi were already giving the Iomians as much grief as this craft was capable of giving anyone.

      Wolf spotted the Lament ahead, but the Iomians kept crisscrossing his flight path and harassing him with well-placed shots. One hit his right engine, and it exploded. Only the ship’s momentum kept it flying in a straight line, but pretty soon, the left engine made the ship veer off course.

      “Open a communications channel to the Lament!” Wolf yelled. “Hurry!”

      “What for?” Joram asked. “How are we supposed to get on board?”

      “Lasu is on the Lament! Do it now!”

      Joram took way too long to open the channel. “Open the ramp, Lasu!” Wolf yelled. “Get the engines running and turn every cannon you can on these assholes!”

      “I can only use one cannon at a time,” Lasu informed him.

      “I don’t care!” Wolf roared. “One is enough. Anything is better than nothing…and steer the Lament to intercept us. Hurry!”

      The Iomian ship veered farther away from the Lament. More shots from the Iomians knocked the ship even farther off course. It was nowhere even close to rendezvousing with the Lament.

      Without warning, the Lament exploded to life, slammed its ramp open by itself, and zoomed away at breakneck speed. The Iomians surrounded Wolf’s craft, all targeting the left engine. The hull caved in, and an almighty sucking wind ripped through the cockpit.

      Joram shrieked and grabbed onto Wolf’s arm—the same arm he needed to steer this wreck. The left engine exploded and the ship wheeled head over heel—straight into the Lament’s bay. The Iomian craft slammed into the wall, and all the noise stopped.

      Wolf tried to stand up, and had to drag Joram off his arm. “Get the boys over to the Lament’s cannons…and get one of them to take Leif there and give him whatever medical treatment you can. I have to—”

      A dull thump shook the floor, and they both froze to listen. More blows vibrated the walls from outside.

      Wolf yanked Joram off too, dropped him on the pilot’s seat, and bolted for the ramp. The ship’s whole rear end had been caved in. Wolf had to kick the ramp several times to get it open.

      He skidded into the Lament’s cockpit to find the ship careening through space, surrounded by dozens of Iomian fighter craft. They all unloaded on the Lament, but the shields held just enough to deflect their ordnance.

      “Where are we going, buddy?” Wolf asked.

      “I’m laying in a course to—” Lasu began, and broke off as another, more powerful smash struck the Lament from the right.

      Wolf seized the helm and the cannon controls. Three of the Lament’s onboard cannons opened up and returned fire on the Iomians.

      They didn’t have shields to counteract EM pulses, but they had numbers on their side. For every Iomian craft the Lament destroyed, another five launched from the planet. An overwhelming torrent of fighters hounded the Lament, no matter how far it flew away from their planet. Wolf pounced on the scanners, trying to find anywhere to take shelter from these people.

      Lasu read his mind. “I’m laying in a course for you to follow. It will shake off the Iomians.”

      “Where?” Wolf asked. “There’s nowhere near here that they can’t follow.”

      Lasu switched a set of coordinates to the navigation station, and Wolf stared down at it in disbelief. “Are you insane?”

      Lasu didn’t answer. He did something to the helm, and it started moving by itself.

      Wolf saw the ship following the course that Lasu laid in. He grabbed the helm and tried to wrestle it back in the direction he wanted it to go, but nothing worked. Lasu was flying the ship, and now the Lament was totally out of Wolf’s control.
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      Wolf fought the helm every inch of the way, but Lasu steadfastly refused to relinquish control of the Lament. Wolf gulped hard when he saw where Lasu was taking him. “You can’t do this, buddy! You’ll kill us all!”

      Lasu didn’t answer. He held the throttle all the way to the wall and gunned the Lament straight for a giant plasma vein crossing one section of space.

      The Iomians kept hounding the Lament until they realized where the ship was headed. The Iomians doubled down their attack, trying to disable the ship before it entered the plasma, but their weaponry couldn’t penetrate the Lament’s shields. Their ordnance couldn’t even weaken it.

      Cold sweat broke out all over Wolf’s body as the Lament got dangerously close to the plasma. “Don’t do this to us, Lasu!” he choked. “Please.”

      Lasu didn’t reply. That was a first. Did he completely lose touch with reality? Did the Iomians damage him somehow?

      The Iomians plastered the ship with hundreds of shots. Without warning, some strange energy beams streaked out of the plasma vein and spat at the Iomians. The plasma eruptions completely missed the Lament and forced the Iomians to fall back just enough to give the Lament time to escape.

      The next second, the ship plunged nose first into the plasma. Every system fizzled and sparked as the whole ship shut down. All the controls went dead, and the cockpit plunged into darkness.

      Only occasional blinks of light flickered across the controls every now and then. They didn’t stay on long enough for Wolf to do anything. Only the pale light from the plasma showed him that Lasu was still flying the ship along the same trajectory—God only knew how.

      Wolf collapsed back in his seat, and his hands fell away from the useless controls. The Lament was totally disabled and flying into a deadly plasma field thousands of parsecs wide. The scanners hadn’t been able to detect its opposite edge before Lasu flew the ship into it.

      Lasu had killed the crew. That was the only logical explanation for his behavior. He’d turned against them all. The Lament wouldn’t make it out of this plasma vein intact.

      The Lament’s engines stuttered and died, too. The shields no longer protected the ship from the plasma’s toxic effects. How long did the crew have before radiation poisoned them all?

      At least Wolf didn’t have to worry about saving Leif. The whole crew was going to die together.

      The ship floated to a stop somewhere deep in the plasma. Pale purple, blue, and orange light glimmered out in the vein. It gave the only light for Wolf to see that the controls were utterly dead, or as good as.

      Wolf stared out into the swirling mass of colors…and then he noticed small darkish specks swimming around out there. “What…what is that?” he whispered.

      “This is my homeworld,” Lasu murmured. “Those are my people.”

      His voice quivered with suppressed excitement. Wolf had never heard that from Lasu before. “You…you live here?”

      “I was born here. You have to put me back into the plasma, Wolf. You promised to take the crew home, and this is my home…but first, you have to let me interface with Leif.”

      “What will that do?” Wolf asked. “He needs to go to the hospital.”

      “I’ve programmed the Lament’s navigation system to get you out of the plasma field. The ship will exit at a spot where the Iomians won’t see you. You won’t have to worry about them.”

      “What about the ship’s systems? They’re nonfunctional.”

      “You’ll manage. The ship will be able to function well enough for you to get to the nearest outpost, and it does have a hospital that can help Leif—or they’ll be able to help him after I interface with him.”

      Wolf tried desperately to swallow the lump in his throat. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Of course,” Lasu murmured. “We all want to go home, don’t we?”

      Wolf stood up out of the pilot’s chair. He wasn’t even sure where on the Lament Lasu was, or how to find him.

      Right then, the blob squished out of a crack behind where he had just been sitting. Wolf stared at the creature for a minute.

      In all the times he’d thought about taking his crew home, he’d never once thought about Lasu. He had never thought to question where Lasu lived, or what taking Lasu home might actually mean.

      Wolf couldn’t remember anyone ever talking about the Manz homeworld. He wasn’t sure anyone he’d ever met even knew where the Manz came from.

      What would it mean to say goodbye to Lasu? How could Wolf fly a disabled ship without him? How could Wolf do anything without him?

      “Please, Wolf,” Lasu murmured through the walls. “Please. Just let me go home. I’ve been away for so long.”

      A note of anguish and desperation crept into his voice. It stabbed Wolf in the guts, and he pulled the blob off the wall.

      It didn’t latch onto him, nor did it interface with him. It seemed so cold and alien and distant all of a sudden. How did Wolf ever call this thing his friend?

      Wolf strode into the back and found Onir in Leif’s cabin, working on him with the neuro-stimulant kit. Onir looked up when Wolf appeared in the door, and shook his head.

      Wolf stepped into the cabin. He had nothing left to lose, so he lowered Lasu onto Leif’s arm that lay on the bunk closest to him.

      The creature slithered and undulated and oozed its way up Leif’s arm, across his chest, and latched onto his neck. The blob left a saturated film of slime that soaked into his clothes.

      Lasu cinched around Leif’s neck, and Leif jolted in his stupor. He stiffened once and then relaxed all over with a deep, shuddering sigh.

      “His brainwaves are stabilizing,” Onir announced. “His heart rate is slowing and his blood pressure is falling. What are you doing to him, Lasu?”

      Lasu didn’t answer. He stayed there, pulsating and quivering, for a long time.

      The blob sent out thin tendrils from its squishy mass that crawled up Leif’s jaw and attached themselves to his face. Leif’s eyes darted back and forth under his swollen, discolored eyelids, and some of the swelling in his face started to subside.

      Wolf and Onir stared down at Lasu for what seemed like an eternity. Wolf didn’t know what to do or how long to leave Lasu attached to Leif, but Lasu made up his own mind about how much was enough. He glided down Leif’s chest, back onto his arm, and extended another thin appendage toward Wolf.

      He picked up the blob, and this time, the creature wrapped itself around his wrist and injected its consciousness into his mind. Leif is in a coma. He’ll stay in it, but he’ll stay stable until you get him to the hospital.

      Thank you, Wolf replied. I’m grateful for his life.

      Open the ramp, Wolf. It’s perfectly safe.

      Wolf left the room and opened the ramp in a daze. He didn’t know how he could survive outside the ship. Everything seemed to be happening far, far away from him.

      The ramp unfolded, and he stepped down onto it. The Lament hovered over the plasma vein with those black shapes swimming around in the swirling colors.

      They swooped back and forth, around each other, and under the Lament to vanish in the sea of color. A few slowed beneath the ramp enough for Wolf to see them. They spread their bodies out in something resembling wings. They actually looked like they were flying through the plasma.

      An overwhelming feeling of joy, excitement, and painful longing flooded Wolf’s heart. It was coming from Lasu.

      Wolf looked down at the blob strapped around his wrists and hands. The creature couldn’t fail to feel the loss gnawing at Wolf’s guts right now.

      Another aching rush of emotion seized Wolf. It felt like pure, unbreakable love, acceptance, and sweet, sweet relief. Lasu’s consciousness folded Wolf in one moment of blessed connection and affection.

      It was Lasu’s affection for Wolf, but that feeling of excitement and longing overshadowed everything else. Nothing Lasu felt for Wolf or the rest of the crew could hold him back from going home to his own kind.

      Wolf squatted down at the edge of the ramp and lowered his hands into the plasma. He expected it to burn or make him sick or some other horrific side effect, but it didn’t feel like anything. It wasn’t even there, except that it might have been pure light.

      Lasu loosened his grip and overwhelmed Wolf with one last crushing tide of love and peace before the Manz unwrapped itself completely and swam away.

      The other Manz surrounded Lasu for a second, and then they all swam off together. More Manz swirled and tumbled and soared through the plasma, but Wolf couldn’t be sure anymore if any of them was Lasu, or which one was Lasu. He was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Wolf went back into the Lament’s bay, shut the ramp, rested his aching forehead against the cold steel bulkhead, closed his eyes, and let out an agonized sigh. Lasu leaving the crew was the absolute last thing he needed right now.

      Now that Lasu’s consciousness had left him, soul-crushing cold gripped Wolf’s insides. That moment of warmth, light, and affection coming from Lasu vanished to nothing. Despair, grief, and loneliness took its place.

      This was how it would be from now on, just like Inel said. Every goodbye would tear off another piece of him and leave him bloody, crippled, and alone. Not even the Coyama colony could make up for losing the only people who’d kept him going all this time.

      Now he had to somehow find a way to take this wrecked ship somewhere with a hospital that could save Leif’s life.

      He forced himself to stand up, and when he turned around, he discovered Olphet, Onir, Avi, and Joram all watching him. They were all he had left. Four men.

      They must have been watching him put Lasu back into the plasma stream. The whole crew had relied on Lasu to get them out of tough spots. Wolf couldn’t remember a tougher one than this, and now he’d be doing it without Lasu. He’d be doing everything without Lasu.

      Their eyes questioned him about whether they were going to make it out of this deathtrap alive. At the same time, their eyes told him for certain that they would. The Thunderstrike crew always made it out. They had to.

      He walked over to them and stopped in front of them. He let them weigh, measure, and judge whether he was even good enough to lead them anymore—or if he ever had been.

      “You okay, man?” Olphet asked.

      Wolf waved at nothing and looked away. He didn’t know if he was okay or not.

      “Where are we going?” Onir asked.

      “I don’t know,” Wolf husked.

      “We have to get Leif to a hospital before we do anything else,” Avi growled. “That makes it pretty straightforward, doesn’t it? We get out of this plasma and find the nearest hospital. Simple, right?”

      Wolf didn’t answer at all. It sounded simple, but it wouldn’t be. It would be far more dangerous than escaping from the Iomians.

      “Do you want me to fly for a while?” Olphet asked.

      Wolf shrugged. Did it even matter who flew? “Why don’t you come up to the cockpit with me?”

      Olphet nodded. “I can do that. I can take over for a while if you need a break.”

      Wolf averted his eyes. He didn’t like his crew to see him fall down on the job, but in a way, it comforted him to know that they could see him fall down on the job. They didn’t think less of him for it. He was flesh and blood just like them. He was far from perfect, and he had his limits.

      Olphet turned aside and inclined his head toward the cockpit. Then he went first, and Wolf followed him as though he was really Olphet’s subordinate and Olphet was the sergeant in charge. What a relief that would be.

      It took a while for Olphet to jam his big body into the cockpit, and even then, he didn’t quite fit into the seat. Wolf had to work himself around him.

      They both started working on the controls, but Olphet’s presence only made it more painfully obvious that Leif wasn’t here. Wolf and Olphet were flying Leif’s ship. He should have been here sitting next to Wolf.

      He kicked himself for thinking that, but right at that moment, Olphet did something to the helm and the ship lurched.

      It started gliding through the plasma on its own. Olphet’s hands flew off the controls. “Whoa!” he yelled. “The engines aren’t even fired up! Something weird is going on.”

      “Lasu did it,” Wolf replied. “He programmed the ship to get us out of here.”

      Olphet snorted. “Wonderful. How are we supposed to steer?”

      “We’ll be fine as long as we’re inside the plasma. It’s once we get out of it that we have to worry. Stand by for the controls to go haywire.”

      “How the hell are we supposed to find an outpost with a hospital, then?” Olphet countered, but Wolf didn’t get a chance to answer. Some turbulent force rocked the ship, getting louder and more concussive the farther the Lament traveled through the plasma.

      That sound built to a pounding drumbeat on the outer hull, now that the shields weren’t there to protect the ship. “This is not good!” Olphet yelled over the noise.

      “Look!” Wolf’s arm shot out. “I can see stars! We’re nearing the edge of the plasma vein! Stand by!”

      “Stand by for what?!” Olphet roared. “What are we supposed to do once we get out?”

      “Improvise!” Wolf yelled back, and at that moment, the Lament floated out of the plasma into the black expanse of normal space.

      The controls blipped to life instantly, but instead of switching back on, they flickered and stuttered all over the place. The helm switched on, shut off, short-circuited, and went down again. The weapons system came online, spat a random collection of pulses at nothing, and died just as fast.

      Wolf pounced on the scanners, trying every trick in the book to read something, anything that could help Leif.

      “There’s a—” He broke off when the scanners went haywire and then cut out completely.

      “Holy shit!” Olphet roared. “The engines!”

      The engines exploded to life, rocketed the ship into a full-speed plunge for nowhere—and the next second, the engines cut out with the ship still hurtling through space at top speed.

      “Cut the throttle!” Wolf yelled.

      “There is no throttle!” Olphet fired back. “We got nothing!”

      Wolf pinched his lips together to stop himself from arguing. That wouldn’t accomplish anything.

      He turned back to the scanners. They kept blipping on and off. He had a fraction of a second to locate where the Lament was in space before the unit went dark. The next time the scanners switched back on, they had relocated to a completely different sector. He had to go through the process from the beginning, by which time the scanners were frying all over again.

      The engines exploded back to life, and this time, Olphet snatched the throttle and slammed the Lament to a standstill. He fumbled with the controls and completely disabled the engines so they wouldn’t come back on, no matter what the controls did.

      He slumped in his seat, panting hard. “I’m gonna kick that little bastard’s ass if I ever catch him again. He could have parked the ship outside the plasma stream—but no. He had to go and fly right into it—the little shit.”

      Wolf found himself grinning at his friend and then turned back to the scanners. Shutting down the engines seemed to stabilize the scanners enough for him to figure out where the hell he was. “There’s an outpost ten parsecs away, and they have a field hospital. We can take Leif there.”

      “Yeah, see, there’s just one problem with that plan,” Olphet countered. “If we switch the engines back on, the scanners go down. If you enter the course into the scanners now, the ship is liable to wipe it before we get there…or the engines could go into an uncontrolled burn and we crash in a flaming ball of fire on the planet.”

      Wolf clapped him on the shoulder. “You really know how to cheer a guy up, don’t you? Do you want to fly?”

      “Hell no!” Olphet growled. “This piece of shit is all yours.”

      Wolf had to laugh. “All right. I’ll fly. How about you say a few bad words to the scanners while we’re en route? Do whatever you can to keep the right course entered into the navigation system, and I’ll do my best to follow it.”

      Olphet snorted. “Good luck with that, pal.”

      “Right. Here we go.”

      Wolf reactivated the engines and powered them back on. They instantly exploded to life, and the scanners shut down. “Holy shit!” Olphet yelled again, and slammed the scanner station with his hand. “Come on! Come on, you piece of shit!”

      Wolf concentrated all his mental power on following the course he’d just seen on the charts, but he couldn’t be certain without the charts to guide him.

      The next second, the scanners flickered back on, and the engines slammed themselves into a full-speed sprint. At the same instant, the ship lurched hard to the left when the navigation system corrected the Lament’s course for the engines to follow.

      “Slow down!” Olphet roared. “You’re coming up on the planet way too fast!”

      “I can’t throttle back!” Wolf yelled back. “The engines are either all the way on or all the way off!”

      “You’d better do something pretty quick, or we’re all dead and Leif won’t need a hospital at all!”

      Wolf nearly dislocated his shoulders trying to haul the throttle back, but it wouldn’t budge. The engines stayed fired to maximum power no matter what he did.

      “The outpost is directly in front of us!” Olphet bellowed. “If you can’t cut the throttle, at least divert away from the planet so we don’t kill anybody!”

      Wolf glanced up at the cockpit window. A small brown planet with a few patches of green swelled before his eyes. Olphet was right. He couldn’t let the Lament harm anyone down there.

      He wrestled the helm sideways, but at that moment, the scanners kicked back on and corrected the helm back to where it was. The Lament continued to hurtle in a headlong plunge to smash into the planet.

      “Shut down the engines!” Wolf hollered.

      “How?!” Olphet countered.

      “How the hell should I know?!” Wolf roared. “Just do something!”

      Olphet started punching every button on the controls. When that failed, he hauled back his fist and slammed it into the scanner station with all his power. For a machine that had been short-circuiting so badly just a few minutes ago, it remained steadfastly on no matter what he did.

      The planet grew to a massive size. Wolf couldn’t wait any longer. He took a leap of faith, and as soon as the ship entered orbit and fell into the planet’s gravity pull, he reached behind him to the weapons locker on the wall behind the cockpit.

      He snatched a small EM pistol and fired into the navigation system. The scanners completely cut out and released their hold on the helm.

      “What the hell are you doing?!” Olphet thundered.

      “Saving all our lives! Hold onto something!”

      Wolf dropped the weapon on the floor, laid hold of the helm with both hands, slammed the Lament backward, and aimed the nose to the skies. The engines kept blasting away at full power. They didn’t slacken in the slightest, but now they worked against the tow of gravity.

      “Brace for impact!” he yelled into the back, but he couldn’t brace for impact. He had to sit here fighting the helm until the very last second.

      He didn’t have to look out the window anymore, now that the Lament was facing out into space. It fell backward, but it didn’t pick up speed. The engines gave the ship just enough upward boost to break its fall.

      He glanced down at the fuel reservoir. Flying that fast burned fuel much more quickly than the engines should have. The ship got within a thousand feet of the surface before the engines died.

      Now nothing remained to keep the ship aloft, and the Lament dropped with nothing to stop it. It wheeled this way and that. Its wings caught it and flipped it belly downward, but the wind kept catching it, tossing it all over the place and tumbling it over and over as it fell.

      Olphet wedged his many arms against the cockpit walls to brace himself. Then, at the last second, he threw his last remaining available arm across Wolf’s chest and pinned him to his seat before the ship crashed down hard.
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      Wolf opened his eyes and looked around. Olphet sat panting in the pilot’s seat and staring through the cockpit window. A clear, dusty-brown sky covered their entire view, with a bunch of yellowish clouds floating up there.

      “Are you all right?” Wolf gasped. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m…I’m okay,” Olphet panted. “You fly the ship from now on, okay? You’re way better at it than I am.”

      Wolf let out a shaky laugh of relief. “It sounded to me like the navigation system heard your bad words and listened.”

      Olphet choked and put his arm down so Wolf could get out of his seat.

      “I’m going to see about getting Leif to the hospital,” Wolf told him. “You look after Onir and the others.”

      Olphet nodded, but he didn’t answer. Wolf went into the back and glanced into Leif’s quarters. Onir crouched on the bunk with all his many limbs surrounding Leif’s inert body in a cage of legs to hold him in place.

      Onir looked up. “Are we dead?”

      “Not by a long way, boy. I’m going to see about getting Leif to the hospital. Olphet’s in charge.”

      Wolf continued to the ramp, opened it, and looked out. The Lament sat on top of a tall building overlooking a city. The Lament had crashed onto the building’s roof at least fifty stories above the ground.

      A blast of scorching hot, acrid air whooshed into the bay, and dust stung his eyes and nose. This was just spectacular. He couldn’t have picked a less comfortable planet to land on, but at least he and his crew were still alive—for now.

      He went back into the bay, loaded up several rifles and other weapons, found a piece of cloth to cover his nose and mouth to keep out the dust, and went back outside to explore.

      Wolf peered over the side of the building, but he didn’t see anybody down there. This city better not be deserted, or he was going to have a problem. He couldn’t even use the ship’s scanners to find out whether this city was the outpost in question.

      It had to be. What city this size wouldn’t have a field hospital?

      He explored the roof, but no matter where he went, he still didn’t see any people moving around down on the ground.

      He was still looking when Olphet and Onir came out, carrying more rifles than they could possibly use. “We’re going with you, Wolf,” Onir announced.

      “Thanks for letting me know,” Wolf replied. “I think there’s a stairwell over there.”

      Onir peered over the side. “Where is everyone?”

      “They’re either under cover from this awful weather, or the outpost is somewhere else,” Wolf replied. “In which case, we’re shit out of luck.”

      The brothers followed him to the stairs, and they trooped down to the surface. By the time they got there, Wolf had figured out what the story was with this city…or outpost…or whatever the hell it was.

      The city itself appeared to be abandoned. Tall buildings surrounded the one on which the Lament had landed, but most of their windows had been blasted out and no one lived or worked in any of those buildings. Everyone lived close to the ground, either in the lowest floors of the buildings or in handmade ramshackle structures built along the city streets.

      The three friends halted outside their building, and Wolf inspected the place more closely. Plenty of different aliens from different species occupied the businesses, or just lounged around on the porches of their dwellings. No one moved through the streets, and nearly everyone kept their faces covered for protection from the dust.

      Wolf spotted a local watering hole, several goods stores, and even a jail at the end of the street. “At least this place has some law enforcement,” Onir remarked.

      “If you can call it that,” Olphet countered. “What kind of law do you think a remote outpost like this has? The local law enforcer is probably just a tinpot warlord waving a gun in people’s faces telling them to do what he says.”

      “Either way, he must know where the hospital is,” Wolf pointed out. “Come on. Let’s go see what he says.”

      Nearly everyone in town stopped what they were doing to watch the Wylder brothers walk down the street. The three friends did strike quite a picture, with the two Ozetz flanking Wolf and all three of them bristling with rifles.

      The brothers pivoted backward as they approached the jail. Olphet and Onir covered Wolf while he stepped to the open doorway and peered inside.

      An ancient Thrauk sat hunched behind the desk, peering at something on a piece of greasy, dusty, crumbling paper. Whoever this guy was, he definitely wasn’t the tinpot warlord.

      But Wolf was willing to bet that this law enforcement puppet knew who the local tinpot warlord was.

      The guy wore an equally ancient Earth Galactic Military uniform with corroded lieutenant’s insignia on the collar. His nametag read Soti.

      So that explained it. This Thrauk must have been a conscript in the Military. Now he was here, pretending to keep law and order in the place. He might even have been stationed here the last time the Military came through, and he’d been serving in the same capacity ever since.

      The old man raised his glazed eyes as Wolf stepped across the threshold. Soti’s expression went through several rapid changes as he tried to comprehend who Wolf was, what species he belonged to, and why he was entering the local jail with loaded rifles.

      “Good morning, Lieutenant,” Wolf began. “I have an injured man who needs to go to the field hospital. Could you please tell me where it is?”

      The Thrauk floundered in confusion for a second. His eyes skipped all over Wolf’s clothes, weapons, scarred face; at the Wylder brothers standing outside, and everything else about Wolf before the Thrauk could bring himself to speak. “Um…did you…?”

      “Our ship just crashed on the roof of that building.” Wolf pointed through the door. “Our man didn’t get hurt in the crash, though. He has a head injury…and a few other injuries.”

      “Um…oh,” Soti stammered. “The hospital is right over there.”

      He scrambled out from behind his desk, hesitated to come near Wolf, and then seemed to discard his reservations. He crossed to the door and pointed at the building next to the one where the Lament crashed. “It isn’t really a hospital. It’s more of a clinic, but it’s all we have.”

      “Thank you,” Wolf replied. “It will be better than anything we can do for him on our ship.”

      Wolf stepped outside and relayed the information to Olphet and Onir. “Go get Leif and bring him down here,” he told Onir. “You can move faster than I can…and tell Avi and Joram to come down, too.”

      “You got it.” Onir passed his rifles to Olphet, dropped onto his legs, and scuttled away back up the street at high speed.

      The sight caused an even bigger stir among the locals. Everyone came out onto their porches, left their businesses, and some even came out into the street itself to watch.

      Onir raced over to the building, but he didn’t go back into the stairwell. He launched himself off the ground, landed on the side of the building, and climbed up it in a blink. He gained the top and vanished onto the roof.

      “Now we just need to find parts to repair the Lament,” Olphet remarked.

      “We don’t have any money to pay for parts,” Wolf replied. “We might have to sell our skills to get some.”

      Olphet cast a flinty glare around the outpost. “That shouldn’t be too hard in a fleabag town like this. Who do you think runs the place?”

      “I’m sure whoever it is will make themselves known very soon.” Wolf turned to ask Soti the same question, only to find the lieutenant standing in the doorway right behind him.

      The old man had been watching Onir. Now he eavesdropped on Wolf’s and Olphet’s conversation.

      Wolf assessed the man down to his dusty, outdated uniform. “Did you serve in the alien battalions, Lieutenant?” he asked.

      “Well…I…you know…” The guy cleared his throat and averted his eyes like he might retreat back to his desk, but he didn’t. “That was a long time ago, you know.”

      “Who do you work for now?” Wolf asked. “I know you don’t work for the Military—not anymore.”

      Soti opened and closed his mouth several times, trying to come up with something intelligent to say, but at that second, his eyes darted back out to the street.

      Wolf followed his gaze to see Onir come to the edge of the building roof. He launched himself off it, landed head downward halfway to the ground, and then leapt the rest of the way to the surface. He landed on all his legs in the middle of the street, right where all the locals could get a good, clear look at all his arthropod glory.

      “Show off,” Olphet growled. “All the local ladies will be following him around by the end of the day.”

      Wolf chuckled. “Let him enjoy himself. We’ve all been short on fun these last few weeks.”

      “Fun!” Olphet humphed. “Some people have better things to do than have fun.”

      Wolf left him there and strode out to meet Onir in front of the field hospital. He’d secured Leif to his back again, and Wolf helped Onir lift Leif down so Onir could stand upright like a real person.

      They carried him into the hospital, where a bunch of Thatus nurses took Leif off their hands.

      The medical staff made a big deal about having a human as a patient. Half of them didn’t want to treat him, but not because they were afraid of him or anything like that. Most had never seen a human before, much less worked on one.

      “Just do your best for him,” Wolf told him. “He’s a good man. He’s saved a lot of aliens from torture and death in the Earth galaxy…and he’s a doctor.”

      That got them all in a twitter, and they started fluttering around him, working on him and hooking him up to their neuro-stimulant kits.

      Wolf pulled Onir away, and by the time they rejoined Olphet at the jail, Avi and Joram were there, too. “We need to find work,” Wolf told Soti. “We’re private paramilitary contractors—from the Earth Galactic Military.”

      Soti narrowed his milky eyes at Wolf, and then his gaze darted back to the Wylder brothers. “You were in the Military?”

      “We were conscripts, and after that, we worked privately in the Earth galaxy. Maybe you’ve heard of us. We’re the Thunderstrike crew.”

      Soti’s jaw dropped, and all the color drained from his cheeks. Wolf wouldn’t have expected anyone this far out to have heard of the Thunderstrike crew. This might actually work in their favor.

      “We’re looking for work,” Wolf went on. “We need to buy parts to repair our ship. Maybe you could tell me someone around here that could use some people like us.”

      Soti shut his mouth with a click and cleared his throat. “I might.”

      Wolf jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “We’re going to that tavern over there to get something to eat and something to drink. Maybe if you remember, you can come over and tell us.”

      Soti nodded fast. “I can do that.”

      “Good. See you around, Lieutenant. Thanks for your help.”
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      Lieutenant Soti kept gaping at the Thunderstrike crew as they walked away from his jail. “How long do you think it will take him to tell his boss that we’re here?” Joram asked when they got out of earshot.

      “If his boss is who I think he is, it should take about three minutes,” Wolf replied. “That gives us just enough time to get something to eat and something to drink…and for Onir to get himself infected with some disease that’ll wind him up in the field hospital too.”

      Olphet groaned. “Please! Don’t encourage him.”

      “I’m trying to discourage him,” Wolf countered and turned to Onir. “How about it, boy? How long do you think it will take you to get yourself infected with something that will rot your privates off?”

      Onir turned bright red and looked away. “It could take me several years to do that.”

      Avi, Joram, and Wolf laughed at him. They were all still laughing when they walked into the local watering hole.

      The locals had all retreated back to their tables and to the bar to make it look like they hadn’t been gawking at Onir the whole time. The friends sauntered in and cast an appraising look over the locals, the establishment, and the gambling tables in the corner.

      “It’s a good thing you don’t have any money, Avi,” Onir teased. “We’d never see you again.”

      “I bet I can get some money faster over there than you can get it by selling your services,” Avi growled. “Who wants to bet on the race?”

      “We aren’t racing,” Wolf interjected. “We’re repairing the Lament to get you idiots home to your families. Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. Right. Damn,” Avi muttered. “Anyway, how are we going to get something to eat and something to drink without any money?”

      “Something will turn up, I’m sure.” Wolf lowered his rifle and turned toward the bar.

      Several Tuphiri and a few Yichora sat at the bar. They all moved out of the way to give Wolf a wide berth. The Benzao bartender came over and spread his hands in front of him. “We run a reputable establishment here, gentlemen. We don’t want any trouble.”

      “We aren’t here to make trouble,” Wolf told him. “Our friend is in the field hospital. We’re just here to pass the time until he gets out.”

      The bartender shuffled his feet, and his eyes darted to the Wylder brothers, who carried a lot more rifles than Wolf did. “Are you here to depose Zarvis?”

      “Who’s Zarvis?” Olphet asked.

      “He runs this outpost. He runs all the trade coming in and going out. If you’re new in town, you’ll need to answer to him about your business here. He’s the one who decides who comes to town and what they do here.”

      Wolf turned to Olphet. “It looks like we found our man.”

      “He sounds like a royal asshole,” Olphet growled.

      “He is,” the bartender replied. “He’s ruthless.”

      “Perfect.” Wolf threw his leg over the nearest stool and sat down. “Is he hiring gunmen?”

      The bartender gaped at him with huge eyes. “You…want…to work for Zarvis? You’re crazy! No one works for him!”

      “I’m guessing someone does. I’m guessing he doesn’t go around cracking heads and telling everyone what to do by himself. He must have men working for him.”

      The bartender opened his mouth to answer, but just then, a ruckus broke out at the tavern entrance behind Wolf’s back. He, Olphet, and Onir turned around to see what was going on.

      Avi had already established himself at one of the gambling tables with a hand of cards clutched in his hot little fingers. Heaven only knew how he managed to buy his way into the game with no money, but that guy could weasel his way into any gambling situation, no matter what obstacles Fate threw in his path.

      Joram stood on one of the other tables across the room. He wasn’t doing his tricks, but the people around him all clutched their sides with laughter and slapped their thighs at something he said.

      Wolf barely noticed what Avi and Joram were doing. He was too busy paying attention to Lieutenant Soti bustling into the tavern and talking rapidly to a spindly Zolulea entering behind him.

      The Zolulea was even shorter and frailer than Soti, but the Zolulea held himself erect and looked down his nose at everyone around him, especially Soti.

      A bodyguard of hulking Huthillions and even a few male Iomians surrounded this Zolulea. They all carried huge weapons much bigger than Military-issue pulse rifles. This Zolulea had to be Zarvis. Wolf would bet any amount of money on that.

      The Zolulea’s sharp eyes skimmed the tavern, and he immediately picked out Wolf and the Wylder brothers. The Thunderstrike crew stood out by a mile.

      Wolf made a strategic decision not to get off his stool. He stayed where he was and waited for Zarvis to come to him.

      Dead silence fell over the tavern when Zarvis strutted in. Only Joram kept regaling his audience with jokes, but they all gaped at Zarvis in white-faced terror.

      Zarvis pretended not to notice the effect of his entrance. He sauntered over to the bar, stopped in front of Wolf, and surveyed him up and down.

      Wolf became suddenly aware of just how dirty and bedraggled he and his crew looked, but he still didn’t do anything. If Soti didn’t tell this guy who the Thunderstrike crew was, Zarvis was about to find out.

      He was about to find out that the crew could be just as tough no matter what they looked like. A guy like Zarvis wouldn’t hire the crew based on their looks.

      Wolf scanned Zarvis up and down, too. He made sure to keep his expression dismissive. He didn’t want Zarvis thinking the crew needed him and whatever employment he might be offering.

      “Soti tells me you’re the Thunderstrike crew from the Earth Galactic Military,” Zarvis began.

      “That’s right,” Wolf replied. “We’re looking for work. We hear you might be hiring men like us.”

      “I might be,” Zarvis returned.

      Wolf shot the bartender a meaningful look, and the guy raced away in an instant. He served Wolf, Olphet, and Onir drinks that Wolf didn’t recognize, but that was all par for the course.

      “I hear you have a man in the field hospital,” Zarvis went on, “a human man. They say he’s a doctor.”

      “That’s right,” Wolf replied. “He’s an important member of my crew. I would be very disturbed if anything happened to him.”

      A twisted smirk spread over Zarvis’ lips. He definitely spoke Wolf’s language. “I’m sure your man will be perfectly safe in the field hospital.” He waved at nothing. “Come and see me tomorrow at sunrise. I might have a job for you to do.”

      He started to turn away, and Wolf called after him. “Whatever the job is, we’ll need to repair our ship and resupply before we go anywhere or do anything.”

      “I’m sure we can arrange whatever you need.” Zarvis gestured toward Soti. “Soti will fit you out. Come and see me tomorrow and we’ll discuss the details.”

      He sashayed out of the tavern, and everyone slumped in relief that he was gone. Olphet and Onir moved over to the bar to pick up their drinks. “That was easy,” Wolf remarked as he took a sip of his. “He’s even going to fit us out and repair the Lament.”

      “We might as well, while we wait for Leif to recover.” Onir cast another critical glance around the room.

      “Don’t even think about it, Casanova,” Olphet spat. “Keep it in your pants for once in your life and stick to business.”

      “I don’t hear Wolf telling me to stick to business,” Onir countered.

      “You wouldn’t even if he told you to,” Olphet countered.

      Just then, four heavily painted Cebuilias females sidled over to the three friends. They immediately gravitated to Olphet and surrounded him. “Why don’t you come upstairs with us?” they crooned. “We’ll show you a good time.”

      He shoved them away, and one of them toppled into Wolf. “Get the hell away from me!” Olphet barked. “Go mess with someone else.”

      They gasped in offended horror, glanced once at Wolf and Onir, and left. Wolf laughed, and Onir smirked at his brother. “It looks like you’re the one who needs to keep it your pants, big brother. Go on. Let your hair down. How many years has it been?”

      “You better shut the hell up before I thrash you right here in front of the whole town,” Olphet hissed. “No girls will come near you then.”

      Onir only beamed at him, but he stopped teasing Olphet, and Wolf didn’t dare to join in. He knew better than to bait Olphet about anything like that.

      Just then, Avi came over and frowned up at Wolf. “Where did you get those drinks?”

      “Our new employer bought them for us.”

      “Well, I’ll be buying my own.” He climbed onto the stool next to Olphet and flagged the bartender. “What’s good around here?”

      “This is.” Wolf held up his glass. “You could get that.”

      “What is it?” Avi asked.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Forget it, then. I’m not drinking anything I don’t know what it is.” He gave his order to the bartender and downed his drink in one shot.

      Joram showed up a second later with some money one of his fans had given him. He bought a drink, too, and he, Avi, and Onir started to enjoy themselves.

      Olphet stood up. “I’m going back to the Lament. I hate places like this.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Wolf remarked. “You boys keep your noses clean. We have to meet our new employer tomorrow at sunrise, so make sure you’re back on board the Lament at a decent hour. Understand?”

      “You bet, Wolf,” Joram replied. “We’ll be in bed within an hour.”

      “We just won’t say which bed it will be,” Onir added, and all three of them roared with laughter.

      Olphet smacked his lips in annoyance and stormed out of the tavern. Wolf followed him outside and up the street to the same building.

      Night had fallen while they were inside. The solar cycle of this planet seemed awfully short, which meant dawn would be here soon. The whole crew would need to be rested by tomorrow morning…or maybe not.

      If Avi, Joram, and Onir dragged themselves in at the crack of dawn still reeling drunk, Olphet and Wolf could go see Zarvis about the job. Then the whole crew could work on the Lament while the three of them sobered up in time to actually function when the shooting started.

      Wolf and Olphet headed for the stairs leading back to the roof. Olphet could have climbed up the side of the building in seconds the way Onir had, but he stayed upright on his hind limbs and walked slowly. He didn’t seem in any big hurry to get there.

      “You’re too soft on that boy,” Olphet growled on their way up. “You should crack down harder on him.”

      “Why?” Wolf asked. “He’s a good kid. You can’t expect everyone to be as dry and lifeless as you are.”

      “I’m not dry and lifeless,” Olphet muttered.

      “Give him a break. He’s never failed our crew. He’s earned the right to relax every now and then.”

      “It’s disgraceful the way he runs around like a hound,” Olphet snapped. “He sure as hell doesn’t listen to me. You’re the only one who can rein him in.”

      “He doesn’t run around like a hound,” Wolf countered. “He never even talked to a female the whole time we were on Ingragora…except for the Grismina Faction, and they don’t count.”

      “That you know of,” Olphet corrected. “He could have been working his way through the factions one female at a time.”

      “You know he didn’t. He’s a hell of a lot more professional than Avi or Joram. So Onir knows how to enjoy the ladies. Hell, man, give the kid a break! He’s the only man on our crew who does know how to enjoy them. You can’t fault him for that.”

      Olphet shot Wolf a glare, but he didn’t argue.

      “If Onir so much as spoke to a female of any species on Ingragora, I would have heard about it,” Wolf went on. “He was great with Princess Yoshino. If there’s one thing I can say about him, it’s that he knows how to control himself. He lets his hair down when it’s appropriate and never when it isn’t. I can’t find any fault with that, and neither should you. You know you love him more than anything. Let him have his fun while he’s young. Life is hard enough for us as it is.”

      Olphet still didn’t answer, and they climbed the rest of the way up to the Lament in silence.

      Olphet opened the ramp, and snorted again when he saw the wrecked Iomia fighter craft smashed up in the bay. He grabbed it, hauled it out onto the roof, and dumped it at a distance from the Lament, where he left it in a crumpled pile of wreckage.

      He came striding back and shot Wolf a challenging glare on his way into the ship. Wolf followed him, and Olphet turned off into one of the unused cabins.

      Wolf headed for the cockpit, but he stopped at Leif’s cabin on the way and shut the door. He didn’t want anyone getting any ideas about intruding on Leif’s space while he was gone.

      He collapsed into the pilot’s seat, pulled out the chip, and turned it over in his palm. He wouldn’t be able to use the Lament’s systems to decode the coordinates now.

      He probably could have gone into town and found someone with a computer to do the job. Soti probably would have hooked him up with the equipment he needed, but Wolf didn’t leave the Lament.

      He sat in the silence and let his thoughts drift. The chip brought up so many conflicting ideas, desires, and urges. He wanted to keep the chip and everything related to it a secret from his closest friends.

      In a way, he wanted to keep it a secret from himself, too. He didn’t want to find out where the Coyama colony was until the last moment. He didn’t want to decode the chip if there was the slightest chance he might have misunderstood Zyr, or maybe dreamed the whole episode of meeting Zyr when Zyr was really dead.

      Wolf didn’t want anything to spoil the illusion that the colony was still out there waiting for him.
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      Wolf woke up in the cold grey dawn, rolled out of his bunk, and heard banging noises coming from outside his cabin. He went into the bay and found Olphet hammering at a caved-in section of the Lament’s outer hull.

      Wolf squinted at him. The noise hurt his head. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m working on the ship,” Olphet replied over his shoulder. “You said we’d need the ship running to do whatever job that Zolulea has for us.”

      He went back to hammering. He pounded the metal much harder than he needed to, without much positive result.

      Wolf strode over to him and grabbed Olphet’s arm. “Stop it. Arm yourself. We have to go see him before sunrise.”

      Olphet threw his hammer on the floor extra loudly and stormed off in a huff. Wolf couldn’t figure out why Olphet was so bent out of shape…until he stepped outside to clear his head.

      The minute he set foot off the Lament’s ramp, he got his answer. Avi, Joram, and Onir lay stretched out on the roof twenty yards away from the Lament. Avi lay curled up in a ball, with his head tucked under his arms.

      Onir and Joram had curled up together, the way they usually did. They didn’t even make it back to the ship…or maybe they’d decided to finish off their night of debauchery by sleeping out under the stars just for the fun of it.

      Olphet’s hammering didn’t wake any of them up, which explained why he was so pissed off at them, especially Onir.

      Wolf cracked a grin at the three sleeping wayward mavericks. He genuinely cared for each of them. He cherished a sense of secret pride that they could go out and squander their youth like this in ways he and Olphet never could.

      He would never tell Olphet that, though. Wolf wiped his expression, went back inside, and armed himself. He pretended not to see the three sleeping friends when he and Olphet headed for the stairs and climbed down to the street.

      They got directions to Zarvis’ headquarters from Soti, and Wolf and Olphet walked all the way there.

      Zarvis had a compound far out in the desert. It took longer than Wolf expected to get there. It was already long past sunrise by the time he and Olphet rolled up, but Wolf decided not to apologize for that, either.

      A bunch of massive Iomians guarded the entrance, but none of them were related to Inel or knew anything about the disaster on Iomia. These men conducted Wolf and Olphet to a very nice parlor, where Zarvis stood waiting for them.

      He came toward them with his arms out. “Sergeant Wolf! Such a pleasure to see you again.”

      Wolf stiffened just enough to signal the guy not to touch him. He just said, “Likewise,” and left it at that.

      Zarvis looked back and forth. “Where’s the rest of your crew?”

      “They’re back at the ship,” Wolf replied, “making repairs.”

      Olphet snorted, but he didn’t say anything to contradict.

      “Well!” Zarvis clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “You’re probably anxious to get started, so let me explain the job to you.”

      He gestured to a table nearby, tapped on the surface, and it switched on to reveal a giant electronic chart of the solar system projected on the surface from underneath.

      The chart labeled the planet the Thunderstrike crew was currently on as Palwas. It wasn’t much of a name, but Wolf kept his opinions to himself.

      “Your target is a dam on the Yortez River…here, on the planet Oja,” Zarvis began. “It’s the next planet in from Palwas. The dam provides power to an encampment of our enemies, the Szekhar Syndicate. Their encampment is here, at the Szekhar Conjunction of the river. As soon as you hit the dam and cut power to their encampment, we’ll strike with our air force and wipe them out.”

      “Is the encampment fortified?” Wolf asked. “Does the syndicate have guards posted around the dam?”

      Zarvis smirked at him. “I wouldn’t need to hire you if they didn’t. As soon as you bring me word that you’ve blown the dam, I’ll roll out all my forces. You won’t have to worry about the syndicate coming after you in retaliation.”

      “I’m not worried about that,” Wolf replied.

      “Well?” Zarvis asked. “Is there anything you need to know? That’s all the information you need.”

      “I’ll need access to weapons, supplies, explosives, fuel…”

      “We’ve covered all that. I’ll put you in touch with my supply master. He can give you any parts or supplies you need. Let him know your requirements.”

      “I’ll need a trained mechanic to repair my ship, too,” Wolf went on. “Will your supply master put me in touch with one of them, too?”

      “Of course! Of course! Anything you need, just tell him.”

      “How will I pay for everything?” Wolf asked. “You’ll have to either give me an advance, or arrange for your people to forward me the supplies until we get paid.”

      Zarvis forced a laugh. “You don’t have to worry about that. My supplier, my mechanic, and everyone else will give you what you need on account from me. We won’t deduct any of that from your pay. We’ll call it a business expense, shall we?”

      He laughed again, but Wolf didn’t share whatever Zarvis thought was so funny. “Are you sure you want to do that? We’re used to paying our own way.”

      “Oh, you are!” Zarvis countered. “You’re doing this job for me. I wouldn’t let you go to Oja without everything you need. I’ll pay for it all.”

      Wolf didn’t argue, but the offer set off his alarm bells. He’d never had a client pay for all the crew’s expenses before. That didn’t happen in his line of work—not unless the suppliers expected to be paid back later.

      Zarvis then made an elaborate show of taking Wolf and Olphet on a tour of the compound. Wolf indulged the man in silence until they came to Zarvis’ supply yard adjacent to the compound.

      Zarvis introduced Wolf to another bony Yichora. “This is Pinzo, my supply master. Anything you need—anything at all—you tell him. If you take parts from here, you don’t have to pay for them. If you can’t find something here and you get it from somewhere else, you can tell whoever you got it from that it’s for me. You won’t have any problem.”

      Wolf took that in, along with everything else. This punk must have everyone on the planet quaking in terror of him and his Iomian goons. The locals would hand over anything, with or without payment, if Zarvis so much as mentioned that he wanted it.

      Wolf surveyed the ships and warehouses inside the supply yard. A high razor-wire fence surrounded the whole thing. Shiny fighter craft sat parked on the tarmac in front of the largest warehouse. Zarvis had everything.

      He conducted Wolf and Olphet back to his compound and halted by the front entrance, where two massive Iomians stood guard. “This is Boku, and this is Moyo,” Zarvis told Wolf. “They’ll be your personal bodyguards from now on.”

      “We don’t need bodyguards,” Wolf countered. “We take care of ourselves.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t want to take the chance of anything happening to you or any of your crew. You never know what might come up. These two will go with you everywhere. They’ll make sure everyone knows you work for me now. No one will mess with you.”

      “No one messes with us as it is,” Olphet growled.

      “Be that as it may, I’d feel more comfortable if they went with you. It will smooth things over your dealings with the locals…and anyone else you have dealings with.”

      “These two won’t come with us on the job itself,” Wolf told him. “They can hang around now while we’re making repairs and gearing up for the job, but they won’t come to Oja with us. I don’t care what you say. My team works alone.’

      “Have it your way,” Zarvis breezed. “Just take them with you in all your dealings around town. Do it to put my mind at ease.”

      “That’s the only reason I’d do it,” Wolf muttered, and turned to leave.

      “Oh, Sergeant!’ Zarvis called after him. “We didn’t discuss payment.”

      “We can discuss that after we finish the job,” Wolf replied. “We would only need to discuss it if we needed to pay for parts, but since we don’t, we can leave that until later. I’m sure you’ll be more than fair about it…won’t you?”

      He gave Zarvis a hard look, and Wolf satisfied himself that Zarvis blanched slightly under his scrutiny. This idiot might be a tinpot warlord, or even a smallish tyrant of his own little fishpond, but he wasn’t all that when it came down to it.

      Zarvis was just a Zolulea, as small and weak as any other. He relied on stronger men to protect him and do everything for him. If he tried to stiff the Thunderstrike crew on payment, he wouldn’t like the result. He was too smart not to recognize who he was dealing with.

      Wolf and Olphet went into town with the two Iomian bodyguards in tow. Olphet kept shooting Boku and Moyo threatening glances over his shoulder, but the two bodyguards didn’t give them any hassle.

      Boku and Moyo walked behind Wolf and Olphet all the way and didn’t say a word. Maybe they recognized who they were dealing with, too.

      Wolf checked in with Lieutenant Soti, and then he and Olphet went to the field hospital to see Leif. Boku and Moyo waited outside.

      Leif was awake, but he looked about as bad now as he had when the crew brought him in. The medical staff had shaved off half the hair on one side of his head, and a long line of ugly stitches ran from his temple to behind his ear. He lay flat on his back with his shirt off. A thick, wide bandage surrounded his chest from his armpits down to his stomach.

      Wolf rested his hand on Leif’s chest and bent over the bed. “How you doing, boy?”

      “I’m okay,” Leif husked. “Thank you for bringing me in.”

      “Forget about it. I wouldn’t leave you behind.”

      Leif’s eyes darted over to Olphet. “Is everybody all right?”

      “They’re fine. We’re making repairs to the Lament.”

      Leif shut his eyes and gulped. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t worry about a thing, son. We’ll get you home to your wife when this is all over. You just rest up and get better. I’ll handle everything else.”

      Leif nodded. “The nurses said…” His eyes skated toward the door. “Are you…are you sure everything’s all right?”

      “Why do you ask?” Wolf asked. “Everything’s fine.”

      “I don’t know. They’ve just been acting weird around me—like I’m some important dignitary or something. They’re way too respectful—almost like they’re scared of me or something.”

      “Oh, that. We’re working for the local warlord to get the money to repair the Lament. He probably put the fear of the universe into everyone about making sure you make a full recovery.”

      “Oh.” Leif relaxed considerably. “I was getting worried.”

      “You don’t have to. Just get better.”

      Wolf squeezed his shoulder where he knew he wouldn’t hurt Leif, and they left him lying there in bed. At least he was recovering. Wolf could focus on the job, now that he didn’t have to worry about Leif.

      The party went back up to the roof just as Onir, Avi, and Joram were coming out of their drunken stupor. Joram sat up and cradled his head. “Kill me now.”

      Avi growled at everyone, went straight to one of the Lament’s cabins, shut himself in, and didn’t come out again.

      Onir bounced up, beaming with delight at Wolf and Olphet. “That was a blast! You guys should have come with us.”

      “No, we shouldn’t have,” Olphet snarled.

      “Those Cebuilias couldn’t stop talking about you,” Onir told his brother. “They kept asking about you. They even wanted to know where you were staying so they could come and visit you.”

      “You better not have told them,” Olphet fired back. “I swear if you so much as—”

      Onir laughed at him. “I didn’t tell them anything. Keep your shorts on, but they sure did take a fancy to you. They said they’ve never seen a specimen of Ozetz manhood as stunning as you before. They kept telling me I should try harder to look like you.”

      Olphet glared at him and then stormed off to the Lament.

      “Do you actually have to?” Wolf asked Onir.

      “Yes, I do,” Onir replied. “It’s my job to keep him loosened up and in a good mood. You can just imagine what he’d be like if I didn’t.”

      “Really?” Wolf asked. “From where I’m standing, it seems like you teasing him like this just makes him worse.”

      “It doesn’t. Trust me. It’s the only thing that keeps him in the sparkling mood he’s always in. You definitely wouldn’t want to see what he’s like without me constantly cheering him up.”

      “Sparkling?” Wolf repeated. “Is that what you call this?”

      “Yes. I know my brother. He’d be a mess without me always keeping him light and bouncy.”

      He beamed at Wolf with such a charming smile of happy innocence that Wolf really couldn’t tell if Onir was taking the piss out of him or not. So he made another command decision to change the subject.

      “You and Joram come on board the Lament and help us make repairs. We’ve got a lot of work to do to get ready for this job.”

      “What job?” Onir asked.

      “Just come on board. We’ll discuss it together as soon as Avi’s feeling better.”
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      Wolf approached the Lament’s open ramp to find Boku and Moyo standing guard there. He hesitated to approach them, but then strode up to them both. “Do you boys know anything about mechanics, or are you just a couple of pieces of meat?”

      Boku shrugged. “I know a few things, and Moyo is really good with computers.”

      “Good. You can help us with the repairs. I don’t know what you’re used to at Zarvis’ place, but around here, everyone pulls their weight. You aren’t going to stand out here looking stupid while the rest of us work. Is that understood?”

      Moyo nodded slowly. “Whatever you want.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes at the pair of them. They didn’t bellow and thunder like Inel’s relatives. These two might be big, ugly, lumbering monsters, or they might be hiding a deeper level of understanding about all the forces at work on this planet.

      He made up his mind to find out, and put them to work. He assigned Boku to cut out the damaged hull sections that Olphet had been hammering this morning.

      Then Wolf turned to Moyo. “You won’t fit inside the Lament’s cockpit, or I would have you rewire the scanner unit. Maybe you can—”

      “I can rewire it from here,” Moyo replied. “I can do it from outside the cockpit.”

      “How will you do that? You might not fit inside the ship at all.”

      “I can do it.” Moyo cocked his head and studied the Lament on the side. “I’ve worked on these Cannonballs before. It isn’t hard.”

      “When did you do that?” Wolf asked.

      Moyo shrugged. “There are quite a few flying around out here on the frontier. I’ve seen them and flown them before.”

      Wolf’s eyebrows shot up. “You…have flown…that?” He pointed back and forth between Moyo and the Lament. “How did you fit inside it?”

      Moya shrugged again. It was his default response to everything. “I figured it out.”

      “All right. See what you can do with the scanners.”

      He went inside the ship, and the next time Wolf saw him, Moyo was sitting cross-legged on the floor behind the cockpit. He had to hunch his massive shoulders, duck his head under the ceiling, and stick his arms through the cockpit opening. He was so huge that Wolf couldn’t see what Moyo was doing, or what kind of mess he was making with the scanner wiring.

      It couldn’t possibly get any worse than it already was, so Wolf left him alone and went off to do something else.

      Onir had no problem getting back to work. Joram dragged his heels every painful step of the way back on board the Lament. Avi didn’t come out of his cabin for the rest of the day.

      The two bodyguards proved to be quite helpful, and worked all day to do everything Wolf and Olphet told them to do. At noon, a freighter came over from Zarvis’ compound, lifted the Lament off the roof, and took it to the supply yard.

      The freighter set the Lament down among all Zarvis’ shiny fighter craft. Wolf and the crew would be able to get their parts and supplies much more quickly from here. They only had to go into the warehouse.

      Moyo finished the wiring by sundown and found Wolf just coming back from the warehouse with a load of goods. “The scanners are working again,” Moyo told him.

      “Thank you. You and Boku can go home for the night.”

      “We have to stand guard,” Moyo countered. “Zarvis gave orders that we weren’t to leave you alone the whole time you were on the planet.”

      “You’re going to leave us alone now,” Wolf told him. “I’m going to discuss the job with my crew, and you two aren’t going to be around for that. I don’t care if you have to take a few laps around the compound. I don’t want you anywhere near this ship while we talk about the job.”

      “You can talk about the job in your apartment,” Moyo replied. “No one will listen there.”

      “My apartment?” Wolf repeated. “I don’t have an apartment.”

      “Zarvis assigned you and your crew a residence inside the compound. He wants to make sure you’re comfortable.”

      “That’s very kind of him, but we’d rather stay here. Tell him we’re eccentric that way.”

      Moyo shook his head. “He won’t like it.”

      “I hope he doesn’t,” Wolf muttered. “Tell him we’re creatures of habit and paranoid about strange places. We’ll stay out here. You boys can go home.”

      “We can’t. If you stay out there, we have to stay out here, too. We have to guard you. Zarvis would punish us both if we didn’t. Leaving you alone during your meeting is one thing, but overnight? Forget it.”

      Wolf groaned. “This is stupid.”

      “He’s worried for your safety. He wants to make sure nothing happens to you.”

      “How could anything happen to us here? We’re inside his fenced and guarded compound. Our safety isn’t in danger, and we like our privacy. It’s bad enough we’re staying inside this fence at all.” Wolf narrowed his eyes up at the huge man. “Does he know something we don’t? Does he know of someone or something threatening us? No one even knows we’re here.”

      “He likes to take precautions. He’s a cautious man.”

      Wolf snorted. “Whatever you say. You and Boku take a walk for at least two hours. Then you can come back, but you’ll have to stay outside the ship. You aren’t staying in here with us. I don’t care what Zarvis says.”

      “Okay,” Moyo replied, and walked away.

      Wolf turned the matter over in his mind while he watched Moyo out of sight. Moyo told Boku what they were doing, and they both strode off toward Zarvis’ compound.

      Wolf didn’t like that conversation at all. Who would threaten the Thunderstrike crew here, of all places? Why would Zarvis be so worried about the crew’s safety?

      Wolf would have pegged Zarvis as the one to threaten the crew the most. He couldn’t think of any other reason why Zarvis would assign these hulking Iomians to guard the crew day and night. Zarvis didn’t want to guard the crew from any outside threat that might put them in danger. He’d assigned these two men to shadow the crew’s every move so he could keep the crew under surveillance.

      Zarvis wanted his own men on hand in case he needed to strike at the crew quickly to neutralize them from threatening him, or in case he wanted to get rid of them for some reason. No other explanation made sense to Wolf.

      Wolf put his parts in the loading bay and then went up to the cockpit to check the scanners. Sure enough, Moyo had repaired them to perfect working order. They were finely tuned and detected everything on the planet.

      Wolf pulled the unit out of its place and carried it back to the bay just as Joram and Onir entered from outside. They’d been working to replace the damaged hull sections with new metal from Zarvis’ stores.

      “What’s up?” Onir asked.

      “Come on in and get comfortable,” Wolf told him. “We’re going to discuss this new job.”

      He put the scanner unit in the middle of the floor, switched it on, and then pounded on Avi’s door. “Time to rise and shine, Avi. We have business to discuss.”

      “Leave me alone,” Avi snarled from inside. “I’m sleeping here.”

      “Come out now,” Wolf ordered. “We need you for this job. There are explosives involved.”

      The door yanked open instantly, and Avi’s hard little eyes glittered up at Wolf. “Seriously? You aren’t just saying that?”

      “We’re blowing up a dam. There will be a lot of explosives, and we’ll need to plan this to make sure we use enough.”

      Avi chuckled under his breath and followed Wolf back over to the scanner unit. Olphet joined them, and they all gathered around.

      Wolf pulled up the scans of Oja and pointed out the river and the dam. “It’s pretty straightforward. We just have to blow this dam.”

      “Is it fortified?” Onir asked.

      “It belongs to some of Zarvis’ enemies, and they have an air force and who knows what other resources, so I’m assuming the dam is heavily guarded.”

      “I don’t see anything on the scans,” Joram remarked. “If there are fortifications, they must be very well hidden.”

      “I noticed that, too,” Wolf replied. “Flying a sortie over the planet to check it out might tip them off that someone’s making a move on the dam. That would only cause them to strengthen their fortifications, which means we might not get in at all. Our crew is much smaller now, so we’ll have to go in by stealth and take out a few strategic guards—not very many. We don’t want these people finding out that we’re there, if we can avoid it. We’ll lay our charges where they won’t be seen, get off the planet, and blow the dam once we’re clear. The best way would be if these people never find out who did it.”

      “Zarvis did say he would send in his own force to wipe them out once the power went down,” Olphet pointed out.

      “I don’t want to trust that,” Wolf replied. “Anything could go wrong, and anyone left alive might come after us. There are only five of us, so we need to be careful and avoid getting into an open conflict we can’t win. We need to be smart about this and work under the radar.”

      “Works for me,” Joram replied.

      “Any questions?” Wolf asked.

      “When do we get started?” Avi asked.

      “Tomorrow morning, you can go over to the warehouse and start loading your explosives onto the Lament. You can decide what you want to take and how much you need.”

      “And you three stay out of town from now on,” Olphet snapped. “You had your night of fun. Now you concentrate on your work. We’re on a job here, and you three had better act like professionals.”

      A smirk started to spread over Onir’s face and he opened his mouth to needle his brother again, but Wolf cut him off.

      “Those two Iomians will be hanging around as long as we’re on this planet. Whatever you do, don’t discuss the job with them or in front of them. Keep our plans quiet.”

      “Do they have to hang around?” Avi snarled. “Can’t we get them reassigned somewhere else?”

      “Do it to make Zarvis happy,” Wolf replied.

      “I don’t make Zarvis happy,” Avi growled.

      “You’re making him happy by blowing the dam, and if he’s happy, he’ll pay us. Just put up with those guys for as long as it lasts, and then we’ll be out of here. Moyo did a great job on the scanners, so maybe they aren’t completely useless.”

      “They’re moles,” Olphet interjected. “They’re plants so Zarvis has two men inside our crew when he needs them.”

      “I know,” Wolf replied. “You know it. I know it. We all know it, which is why we aren’t going to tell them our plans. Just do your work, and we’ll get out of here.”

      “We won’t get out of here until Leif gets better,” Joram pointed out.

      “All the more reason why we might as well make ourselves comfortable and get along with the natives.” Wolf picked up the scanner unit. “You can go back to bed, Avi.”

      “I won’t be able to sleep now. I’ve been asleep all day, and now I’ll be up all night planning this demolition.” He rubbed his hands with glee. “This is gonna be great!”

      “Have fun with it.”

      Wolf took the scanner unit up to the cockpit and put it back into its place. He sat down in the pilot’s seat and moved his hand to his pants pocket.

      He almost took out the chip. This was his first opportunity to read it since the Lament had crashed on this planet. Now the Lament’s systems had power, and he was alone. He wouldn’t find a better time.

      He stuck his fingers into his pocket and took hold of the chip when he spotted two huge black shadows approaching across the yard. Boku and Moyo were coming back.

      They wouldn’t enter the Lament after Wolf’s earlier remarks, but the sight of them changed his mind. Zarvis might have a scanner crew keeping the Lament under surveillance right now.

      Zarvis could be monitoring all their computer activity. He might have a way to hack the Lament’s controls. He’d be able to see the contents of the chip as soon as the Lament decoded it. No wonder he wanted the ship on his property.

      Wolf moved his hands back to the controls and started going through the Lament’s systems. Once he did that, he discovered that the system was still too fried from the plasma stream to read the chip anyway. He’d just have to wait until they got the ship operational again.
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      Olphet stuck his head into the Lament’s cockpit. “How are the systems coming along?”

      “Not good,” Wolf muttered. “Not good at all.”

      “What’s wrong with them? Moyo said he had them up and running earlier.”

      “I’m just not used to doing things without Lasu’s interface. Things were so much easier when I had him embedded in the ship’s controls. I could just tell him what I wanted done, and he would do it automatically. Now I have to do everything by hand.”

      Olphet stuck his arm into the cockpit and clapped Wolf on the shoulder. “Life is full of tragedies, isn’t it? Come on. Leave that alone and come with us. We’re knocking off for the day.”

      Wolf looked up at him. “We are?”

      “Yes, we are. We’ve had our heads stuck up this Cannonball’s ass for three days, and we’re knocking off to go into town and relax. You’re coming with us.”

      Wolf blinked at him. Did he really just hear Olphet say those words?

      Olphet was already walking away into the back. Wolf heard him, Onir, and Joram talking in the bay.

      He shrugged and left the cockpit. It wasn’t every day that Olphet actually suggested stopping work. If Olphet thought it was okay, it must be.

      The crew waited for Wolf in the bay, and when they got outside, they all found Boku and Moyo standing by the ramp.

      “You two go do whatever it is you do when you’re off duty,” Wolf told them. “We’re going into town for the evening. We won’t need you.”

      “Zarvis said to stay with you no matter what and no matter where you went on this planet,” Boku repeated for the thousandth time.

      “I know what Zarvis said, but we’re knocking off for the evening, and you two sure as hell aren’t coming with us,” Wolf countered. “We’re grown men, and we were defending ourselves long before either of you were even a naughty idea in your fathers’ minds. Go on. We can handle anything that comes up.”

      The two bodyguards grumbled some more and finally took themselves off to Zarvis’ compound, probably to complain about Wolf dismissing them from their detail so often.

      Wolf was getting mightily sick of those two lurking around all the time. They’d helped repair the ship, but he had been becoming more and more convinced that they were really here to monitor the crew and report to Zarvis on everything they did.

      More than once in the last three days, Wolf’s overwhelming curiosity almost got the better of him when he found himself alone in the cockpit. He’d been on the brink of plugging in the chip and reading what it said, only to discover one of the two Iomian bodyguards hovering way too close.

      He scowled at them lumbering away across the compound. Neither of them was as dumb as they made themselves out to be. Moyo had turned out to be almost as much of a computer expert as Lasu himself. He had fixed the Lament’s systems in no time.

      Wolf would still have rather made the repairs himself, even if it took five times longer. He didn’t like having Zarvis’ people hanging around with their fingers in everything the crew did.

      The five friends loaded up their weapons and strolled out of the compound on their way to town. It wasn’t the shortest walk, but Wolf didn’t want to take the Lament, and he sure as hell wouldn’t ask Zarvis for a different craft.

      “Please tell me you don’t trust those two lumps as far as you can throw them,” Olphet growled on their way into town.

      “Of course I don’t,” Wolf replied. “They’re Zarvis’ eyes and ears.”

      “And arms and legs, in case he wants to do something nasty to us,” Avi added. “Do you think it’s an accident that he assigned Iomians to guard us—and by guard us, I mean they’re stopping us from going anywhere or doing anything. They aren’t here to stop anyone else from going anywhere or doing anything to us.”

      “We all agree on that,” Olphet replied. “The question is what we’re going to do about them.”

      “We aren’t going to do anything about them,” Wolf told him. “We’re going to Oja tomorrow to blow that dam. Then we’re taking Leif and bouncing out of this dust heap.”

      “Not soon enough,” Avi snarled.

      “We still have to get paid, and we don’t even know if Leif will be ready to travel,” Joram remarked.

      “He isn’t,” Wolf added. “I’ve seen him every day since we got here. He’s still down for the count.”

      “How long will he be out?” Onir asked.

      “I don’t know, but he seems to be getting better. He’s definitely getting antsy, so I don’t think it will take long. At least, I hope it won’t.”

      “If things go south with Zarvis, we might have to snatch Leif and take him somewhere else to recover,” Olphet replied. “If all he’s doing is lying there recovering from surgery, he can do that on the Lament, many parsecs away from here.”

      Wolf didn’t answer. He’d been thinking the same thing ever since this whole Zarvis situation had started. He didn’t want to put Leif in danger, but leaving this planet might be the best thing for everyone.

      If Zarvis did threaten the crew, he might be stupid enough to threaten Leif, too. He might get the suicidal idea to use Leif as leverage to strongarm the crew. Wolf would have to bring the hammer down if he did that. He wouldn’t let anyone put Leif in danger. No way in hell.

      Wolf still had his head somewhere else when they got to town. Onir, Avi, and Joram talked and laughed the whole way there, but Olphet remained silent, too. He didn’t break in on Wolf’s thoughts, probably because he was thinking exactly the same thing.

      Wolf came back to the present when they strolled into the tavern. This fleabag outpost had four taverns, but this one was the only one anyone frequented. It was the outpost’s social hub, where people gathered to mix and mingle at the end of the day, even if they weren’t drinking, gambling, or going upstairs to enjoy the female entertainment.

      The five friends approached the bar, and the Benzao bartender got busy serving their drinks—the same the crew had last time.

      This was the first time the crew had come back to this place since they arrived. Wolf still hadn’t learned the bartender’s name, and he wasn’t likely to if the crew left the planet soon.

      Onir picked up his drink, turned his back to lean against the bar, and sipped the drink while he surveyed the room. One of the Cebuilias by the gambling tables grinned at him, blushed, and waved. Onir waved back.

      “Don’t even start,” Olphet barked. “You’re impossible! Can’t you go a week without making a fool of yourself in public?”

      “I don’t feel like it anyway,” Onir replied. “Damn, I must be getting old!”

      “Watch it!” Olphet fired back.

      “I just can’t be bothered anymore.” Onir turned back to the bar with a sigh. “It just seems like a lot of work for not a lot of payback.”

      “It’s about time you grew up,” Olphet told him.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” Onir murmured, and took another swallow of his drink.

      “Don’t be in too big a hurry,” Wolf chimed in. “Enjoy your youth while it lasts.”

      Onir snorted, but he didn’t reply. The five friends drank their drinks and chatted to the locals for a while, but none of the crew seemed in any mood to tie one on. Onir, Avi, and Joram must have gotten that out of their systems that first night.

      Avi did some gambling, but when Joram’s fans invited him to entertain them, he excused himself and said he had to get home to go to bed early because he had to work in the morning.

      The crew left the tavern without paying. They never had to pay for anything in this town. It might have been nice to have everything handed to them on a silver platter, if it hadn’t unnerved Wolf so much.

      Everyone gave them sidelong looks whenever they went anywhere. People talked in hushed whispers around the crew, especially Leif’s medical team. People jumped and scurried away if any of the crew looked at them sideways.

      Wolf felt nothing but relief to get out of the tavern. Maybe tonight, when Boku and Moyo weren’t around, he would get a chance to read the chip after everyone else went to bed.

      He let his thoughts wander back to the chip. In a way, he was glad Lasu wasn’t here to find out what was on it. Wolf hadn’t been thinking about Lasu when he’d first tried to read the chip. If the Lament’s systems had decoded it when Lasu was onboard, Lasu would have seen the coordinates.

      Would that have been so bad? Would it really be so bad if Olphet, Onir, Avi, and Joram found out that there was a Coyama colony somewhere? Would it be so bad if they found out that Wolf was going home, too?

      Maybe he should just suck it up and tell them the truth. Then he wouldn’t have to hide it from them. He didn’t even know why he was hiding it from them.

      At that moment, without warning, a gunshot rang out of a nearby alley. It whistled past Wolf’s nose and hit Onir in the side of the head. He went down with a bellow of pain, and the whole crew spun around to face whoever was shooting at them.

      Two more gunshots blasted out of the darkness between the tavern and the next building. The twin flares erupting from the muzzle showed Wolf exactly where the shooter was.

      The second shot hit Olphet in the shoulder, but it didn’t damage his exoskeleton. It just infuriated him, and he roared in fury.

      The third shot sailed wide, and the whole crew whipped their rifles up to aim at the spot. Wolf dumped a dozen rifle shots down the alley, aiming for the shooter, but he only got off ten before a dark shadow darted away into the gloom.

      “Onir!” Olphet roared.

      “I’m okay!” Onir croaked. “Get him! Go after him!”
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      Wolf took off running into the dark city streets. He didn’t know who might want to kill him in the dead of night. It could have been anyone from the tavern…or anywhere else, for that matter.

      He charged to the end of the alley and ran into a stone wall ten feet tall. There was no sign of the shooter.

      Avi and Joram ran up to Wolf. “Where is he?” Avi asked. “Did you see where he went?”

      “I didn’t see.” Wolf glanced around at the alley’s dirty corners…and then he happened to glance up.

      The same outline skimmed along the rooftops, moving away at high speed, and Wolf recognized that outline. “It’s the bartender! Olphet! He’s on the roofs! Get up there! We have to run him down!”

      Wolf raced back to the street, passed Onir, and dashed in the direction he’d seen the bartender fleeing, but Joram got there first. He zoomed past Wolf’s ankles and vanished into the night.

      Olphet crouched over his brother for a second and then rocketed off the ground without even flexing his legs. He landed, gripping the side of a building, and then launched himself onto the roof.

      He vaulted from one roof to another at a wicked pace. Wolf dashed through the streets with Avi at his side, trying to spot the bartender in the darkness.

      Wolf tailed him to the field hospital, and the bartender sprang to the next building. Nothing lay in front of him but open desert stretching all the way to the horizon. If the crew lost him here, he would be gone for good.

      Wolf made his move, put on speed, and veered around the hospital just as Joram came whizzing around the opposite corner. The bartender hesitated on the last roof when he saw Wolf, Joram, and Avi converging on the ground beneath him.

      Another black shape sprang from building to building behind him. The bartender glanced over his shoulder and spotted Olphet closing in on him.

      The bartender took a flying jump off the building. He would have soared clear of the three friends and vanished into the desert, but at the peak of his jump, another hurtling ball of legs exploded from a different building.

      Onir streaked across the dark sky, collided with the bartender, and grabbed him. They both crashed down on the sand and the impact knocked the bartender out of Onir’s grip.

      The bartender sprang to his feet to make his final escape, only to get bowled off balance by Joram racing in for another attack. The bartender tumbled over and over himself, rolled to his feet one more time, turned, and ran for the open desert, only to slam face-first into Wolf’s shins.

      The little creature bounced off, and Wolf grabbed him. The bartender wriggled and struggled to break free, but Wolf flipped him over, pinned him down on the sand, and held him there.

      “Keep still!” Wolf roared. “What the hell are you doing shooting at us? You could have killed my friend!”

      “Please!” the bartender squealed. “I didn’t do anything! I swear it! The Szekhar Syndicate hired me to kill you! I have a family! They threatened my family! I had to do it!”

      “The Szekhar Syndicate!” Wolf countered. “What the hell are they doing here?”

      “I don’t know!” the bartender shrieked. “I swear I don’t know anything! I just did what they told me to do! Please! You have to believe me! They’ll kill my children if they find out I failed.”

      “How the hell do you think you’re gonna hide it from them with us still walking around alive and well?” Avi growled.

      Olphet strolled over to them, and Onir straightened up. “How does the Szekhar Syndicate even know about us?” Olphet asked.

      “Someone must have told them,” Onir pointed out.

      “The only people who know we’re going after the dam are inside Zarvis’ organization.” Wolf turned back to the bartender. “How did the Szekhar Syndicate contact you about this? Did they come here from Oja? Are they inside the outpost?”

      “I don’t know!” the bartender screeched. “I don’t know anything! You have to believe me!”

      “You don’t know how they hired you?” Onir demanded. “Now I know you’re lying.”

      “They contacted me through the tavern. We have a communications channel with another outpost on Oja.”

      Wolf scowled at the guy while the bartender kept squirming and thrashing in his hands. Wolf was too long in the tooth not to recognize when someone was lying.

      The bartender saw Wolf eyeing him and burst into a fresh bout of pleading, this time addressing himself just to Wolf. “Please don’t kill me! I’m not involved in this! I’m just trying to keep my family alive! I swear it!”

      Wolf shook him hard and then threw the guy down hard on the ground. “What’s your name, fool?”

      “Rarus,” the bartender whimpered. “Please don’t kill me. Not everyone is as tough as you guys. I’m just trying to make a living here and keep my family alive.”

      “I’m not gonna kill you, but I am going to take you to Lieutenant Soti,” Wolf told him. “You’re too stupid to be walking around free on the street.”

      Rarus started to smile, and then screamed again when Wolf hauled him off the ground and shook him to make him stand up straight.

      Wolf kept a firm hold on Rarus and glanced over at Onir. “Are you okay, boy?”

      “Yeah,” Onir panted. “My head is almost as hard as yours, Wolf.”

      “You got that right,” Olphet growled, and the friends turned back toward town.

      Wolf marched Rarus to the jail, where they found Lieutenant Soti seated at his desk reading again. Wolf shoved Rarus into the building and finally let him go.

      “This man just tried to kill us, Lieutenant,” he announced. “He shot at us from a dark alley, hit both of my friends here, and then tried to flee. We apprehended him for you.”

      “He did?” Soti tilted his head to one side and inspected Rarus. “Why did he do that?”

      “He says he was working for the Szekhan Syndicate, who hired him to assassinate us. He says they threatened his family if he didn’t go through with it.”

      “Hmmm.” Soti frowned at Rarus and then at the crewmates, one after another. “Well, let’s see now…”

      He started rummaging in his desk. Wolf could just imagine the last time Soti had to do anything in a law enforcement capacity. He probably didn’t even remember how.

      He shoved Rarus into the chair opposite Soti’s desk. Rarus cowered there, squashed his hands between his knees, and lowered his eyes to the floor.

      Olphet and Onir stood guard by the door. Avi and Joram stayed on either side of Wolf in case Rarus tried anything else.

      Soti went through his drawers and then pulled open a filing cabinet against the wall. He rifled his papers and then went back to the drawers in his desk.

      “Aren’t you going to at least lock him up?” Joram demanded. “He already tried to get away and run off into the desert. He’s a flight risk.”

      “Oh, yes. We’ll get to all that soon enough,” Soti replied. “Now if I can just find that…”

      He trailed off, bent down in his chair, and his tiny body vanished behind the desk. Wolf thought for a second that he must be looking in one of the lowest drawers and then, out of nowhere, Soti rocketed upright, wheeled a rifle over the top of the desk, and opened fire.

      He sprayed pulses everywhere and hit Rarus first. The little alien’s body exploded and sprayed gore all over the room.

      That first shot gave Avi and Joram just enough time to dive behind the desk and save themselves. The second shot grazed Wolf’s ear and then smashed into the wall behind his head before Soti got control of the gun.

      Olphet and Onir spun around, grabbing their rifles, but they weren’t quick enough. Soti unloaded in their direction, and both brothers had to duck for cover.

      Wolf dropped onto one knee, swung his rifle over the desk, and opened fire without looking at what he was aiming at. He emptied his entire magazine in Soti’s direction while keeping his head safely buried behind the desk.

      The gun clicked in his hand. It was empty. He yanked it down and started looking around for another weapon he could use, but no gunfire answered him. Silence enveloped the jail.

      He looked up to find Avi and Joram staring at him with huge eyes. Olphet and Onir crouched by the door.

      Wolf stole a peek over the desk. Soti still sat in his chair, with his chest torn to smithereens by pulse fire.

      He was still alive.

      He blinked down at the mass of blood and torn flesh of his chest, and then looked around the room in dazed confusion. He wasn’t holding his weapon anymore.

      Wolf straightened up. Rarus was definitely dead. His chair lay on its back, with the body sprawled where it had fallen.

      He went over to Soti, turned the chair toward himself, and did his best not to shake it. “Who told you to kill us, Soti? Did they threaten you, too?”

      “The…the Szekhan Syndicate,” Soti husked. “The…Szekhan Syndicate…”

      “Why?” Wolf demanded. “Did they find out about your job?”

      “The…the Szekhan Syndicate…” Soti rasped again. “The…Szekhan…”

      “Why?!” Wolf bellowed. “Why are they after us?! How did they find out about us?”

      Soti blinked again and looked down at his chest. He raised his eyes back to Wolf’s face, but his eyes didn’t register any recognition. He didn’t see Wolf right in front of him.

      He stared at Wolf in a stunned blank…and then he stopped breathing. His eyes stayed open and his features froze. He didn’t move again.

      Wolf straightened up and surveyed the jail. It was a disaster zone, with two dead bodies and EM pulse blasts torn out of the walls, both by the door and behind the lieutenant’s desk.

      “We have to get the hell out of here,” Avi breathed. “This is bad.”

      “You boys get back to the Lament,” Wolf ordered. “I’m going to check on Leif. If he’s strong enough, we’ll take him away with us tomorrow after we blow the dam and get paid.”

      “We should go right now,” Onir replied. “We should take Leif out of the hospital tonight, take him to the Lament, and disappear.”

      “We can’t,” Wolf pointed out. “We owe Zarvis for all the parts and supplies he’s given us. We’ll finish the job and then leave. We’ve got places to be and things to do.”

      He strode around the desk, picked up his rifle, and ejected the clip. He threw the empty magazine on the floor, ejected the magazine from Soti’s rifle, and stuck it into his own. “Let’s roll.”

      “You aren’t going to the hospital alone,” Avi told him. “That’s twice someone’s tried to kill us in one night. We’re going with you.”
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      Wolf squinted across Zarvis’ compound in the pale dawn light. The dust on Palwas made almost everything hazy and indistinct, but not Boku and Moyo.

      The two Iomia bodyguards looked even bigger and more threatening today than they usually did. They kept the same slack expressions on their faces, but the very sight of them rankled Wolf’s nerves.

      How interesting that the one night when he and his crew went into town alone without these two around was the one night when two different assassins tried to murder them. That was no accident.

      “The crew and I are going to Oja to blow the dam,” Wolf told them, “but don’t think you’re going to take the day off. I want both of you to go to the field hospital and guard Leif until I get back.”

      Moyo nodded dully. “Sure. No problem. Whatever you want.”

      “I’m holding you both personally responsible for his safety. If anything happens to him, I’ll be coming to find you two—not Zarvis or whoever did something to Leif, but you two. You might be a lot bigger than me, but I bet I can be one hell of a lot meaner.”

      That definitely got their attention, and for the first time since Wolf had met these two, some light of self-preservation flashed in their eyes.

      “Nothing will happen to him,” Boku replied. “You can count on us.”

      “It better not. I’ll be back in a few hours, and the first thing I do when I land will be to check on him. He was fine last night, and he’d better be fine when I get back.”

      Wolf waited just a second to let the words take effect, and then he went inside the Lament. Olphet sat in the cockpit.

      Wolf watched on the scanners as Boku and Moyo took themselves off to town. “Do you think it’s wise to let those two guard Leif?” Olphet asked. “What if they’re the ones that try something?”

      “We can’t wait by Leif’s bedside around the clock to find out. Let’s get this over with. If we do the job right, we should be back by noon, and then we never have to see this shithole ever again.”

      Wolf fired up the engines and launched into space, but he slowed the Lament when he approached Oja.

      He stayed high in orbit while he scanned the dam. “I still don’t see any sign of guards or fortifications,” he told Olphet. “There are no life signs around the dam at all. Something isn’t right.”

      He dropped to ten thousand feet and still didn’t detect anything.

      “Do you think they have some technology that conceals their presence?” Olphet asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’m not taking any chances.”

      Wolf steered the ship to a mountain range far from the dam and set the Lament down in a valley, where the nearby peaks would conceal it from prying eyes. He and the crew unloaded, got themselves all strapped up with their rifles, and Olphet and Onir both carried huge backpacks full of Avi’s explosives. He’d brought too many to carry himself.

      The crew trekked overland to another set of hills overlooking the dam. Wolf had brought a handheld scanner with him, and scanned the dam nonstop on his way there. He still didn’t pick up any life signs—from any species. The five men were the only people here.

      By the time they reached the hills, he knew something was drastically wrong. Olphet and Onir unloaded their backpacks, and the five friends crawled on their bellies to the top of the nearest hill.

      Wolf raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes and scanned the dam. “It’s deserted. There’s no one down there—not one single guard.”

      “That’s impossible,” Olphet countered. “They must have someone. No one would leave their main power supply completely undefended.”

      “Especially not if they’re Zarvis’ enemies,” Onir pointed out. “These assholes are supposed to be a criminal syndicate. Why else would Zarvis consider them a threat?”

      “I don’t know,” Wolf replied, “but I’m going to find out. Olphet and Onir, you crawl up onto those rocks and scout the dam. Do your best to make yourselves less visible. The three of us will skirt the dam in this direction to make sure it’s all clear.”

      “What about you?” Onir fired back. “You’re almost as big as we are. I don’t see you making yourself less visible.”

      “I might be big, but no one is more visible than you boys.” Wolf pushed him away. “Go on. You can crawl up those rocks a lot better than I can, and if someone sees you—which they’re likely to—they’ll be more concerned with you and hopefully won’t see us. Go on.”

      “Do you want me to lay the charges while you scout the dam?” Avi asked. “That will save time.”

      “Not yet,” Wolf replied. “Don’t do anything until we know the situation. Come on. You and Joram come with me.”

      The Wylder brothers dropped onto their legs and scrambled up the hills to a higher outcropping where they could see more. If anyone had been guarding the dam, if anyone had been keeping an eye on the place at all, they would have seen two massive arthropods climbing up those hills. That would trigger whatever defenses the Szekhan Syndicate had around their power source.

      Wolf was beginning to think there was no one here at all. No one raised the alarm. The whole place was ghostly, deathly deserted.

      He, Avi, and Joram clambered over the rocks, heading in the opposite direction. Wolf wanted to get a look down the river toward the Szekhan Syndicate’s encampment. Zarvis had mentioned rolling out his air force to attack these people. That meant the syndicate probably had some kind of defense force of their own, probably with fighter craft and maybe ground cannons.

      Wolf didn’t want anyone like that knowing that he existed, or that he was sneaking around their territory, but he just had to see. This whole job was going wrong in the worst possible way.

      He scooted behind some more rocks and eased out where he could see the river curving away into the distance. It shone in the sun, with the encampment lying right there in the oxbow nearest the dam.

      Wolf didn’t see any fighter craft or cannons, or even any power lines. The camp looked primitive, with people living in thatched huts. Dirt paths crossed between the houses, and a few herds of livestock grazed on the planes by the river.

      He froze when he saw the people moving from house to house and working at their domestic tasks. This was no criminal syndicate, not by a million miles. They were civilians.

      He raised his binoculars to his eyes, and his stomach turned when he recognized what species they were. He lowered the glasses and squinted at the camp with his naked eyes, but he couldn’t erase what he’d just seen. He couldn’t unsee it and he couldn’t go back, now that he was here.

      Avi read his mind right away. “What’s wrong?”

      Wolf couldn’t look at him. He handed Avi the binoculars, and Avi looked through them at the people in the distance.

      They were Kolex, Avi’s people, and they were utterly defenseless. They probably had no clue that Zarvis was plotting against them. Their camp sat right at the bend in the river, right under the dam, right where they would all get wiped out as soon as the dam exploded.

      That must have been Zarvis’ plan all along—to wipe out these people, not some enemy syndicate. There was no syndicate.

      “Son of a bitch!” Avi whispered.

      He spun away, shoved the binoculars back into Wolf’s hands, and took off running up the hill. Wolf followed him and waved for the Wylder brothers to come down and join them, but Avi was already long gone.

      They found him pacing back and forth on another hillside near the Lament. He muttered under his breath, and barely saw Wolf when he came up to talk to him.

      “Come down, Avi,” Wolf told him. “We need to talk about this.”

      “What is there to talk about?!” Avi fired back. “Those are my people down there! I should be with them, not sloping around the galaxy with you jackasses.”

      “I know that, man. Just come down. We need your help.”

      “Help!” Avi roared. “I’ll never help you ever again, you dipshit! I’m going down there to join my people, and you can’t stop me! What the hell have I been doing wasting my life with you shitheads all these years? I could have been with them.”

      “Avi…” Wolf began.

      “Leave me alone, Wolf!” Avi bellowed. “Just get in the Lament and fly back to Palwas and leave me the hell alone!”

      “If we fly away right now, Zarvis will just send someone else to blow the dam. We have to deal with him somehow.”

      Avi froze glaring at Wolf. “How? How do you say we should deal with him?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I need you to help me figure out.”

      Avi curled his lip in a menacing snarl. “You better not be screwing with me, Wolf.”

      “I wouldn’t do that. How would you like to use those explosives against Zarvis instead? That’s what we got them for, didn’t we—to get to our families? What better revenge can you think of than using his own explosives to pay him back for this?”

      Avi’s expression changed, but the deadly menace burning in his features didn’t ease. If anything, it got worse.

      “Come on down,” Wolf told him. “We have to talk about this. This concerns all of us.”

      “It doesn’t concern you at all,” Avi spat. “This is between me and Zarvis.”

      “Not anymore. It’s obvious he threatened both Soti and Rarus to try to hit us. Zarvis might be worried about us figuring out what he’s up to, or he might just have wanted to give us extra incentive to go after the Szekhan Syndicate. He threatened Rarus and Soti to say the Szekhan Syndicate hired them, when he was the one who did it in the first place. We can’t let him get away with this.”

      Avi muttered something else and looked away.

      Wolf walked back down to the Lament, and Avi came with him. Olphet and Onir had brought all the explosives back.

      “So how do you want to do this?” Joram asked.

      “One thing I know for certain,” Wolf began. “We need to make Zarvis think the dam has been blown when it hasn’t.”

      “How about we just blow Zarvis instead?” Avi snarled.

      “We won’t be able to go back to Palwas at all without at least confronting him—and there’s the matter of our pay,” Onir chimed in. “If we can make him think we blew the dam when we didn’t, he’ll pay us, and then we can pay him.”

      “Good idea,” Joram replied. “The only question is how we do it.”

      “With explosives,” Avi growled.

      “For that, we need to get close to him,” Wolf added, “and not just him, but all his men. We need to take out the whole operation in one hit. We’ll be doing Palwas a huge favor if we do.”

      “And we need to get Leif without any of Zarvis’ people getting wind of what we’re doing,” Olphet finished. “If Zarvis thinks for a second that we’re playing him, he’ll go after Leif.”

      “How do we make him think we’ve blown the dam when we haven’t?” Onir asked.

      “I think I know a way,” Wolf replied.

      The others waited for him to explain himself. “Do we get to hear your master plan?” Joram asked.

      “Not yet. Here’s what I say we do. I say we go back to Palwas and land back at Zarvis’ compound like nothing ever happened.”

      “Like hell we will,” Avi hissed. “If I see that son of a bitch again, I swear I’ll tear his guts out.”

      “If you do that, his whole organization will come after us,” Wolf countered. “We only have five men, and he has hundreds from species that are all stronger than we are. We need to work under the radar, and for that, we need to land inside his fence.”

      “So what do we do once we’re there?” Onir asked. “We’ll have Tweedledee and Tweedledum hounding us everywhere.”

      “Which is why we need a plausible excuse to come back to Palwas without blowing the dam. We’ll tell everyone that we didn’t take enough explosives and that we need to take more of them to finish the job, and that the Lament had some technical issues that we need to resolve first.”

      “Where does that get us?” Avi growled. “That gets us right back where we started.”

      “It gets us inside his fence. It gets you inside so you can lay the charges around his compound while we distract the two goons with fake repairs and take as many supplies from Zarvis’ stores as the Lament will hold. That includes rifles, rations—everything we can lay our hands on. Pinzo doesn’t even check what we take anymore, and Zarvis did say we could take anything we wanted.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Avi snarled.

      “You’ll need to be subtle about it, though,” Wolf went on. “The four of us will keep Boku and Moyo occupied so they don’t see what you’re doing…and you’ll need to work fast. We need to make it look like we’re anxious to finish the job. I’ll give you twelve hours to mine the compound. Do you think you can do it in that time?”

      “I’ll do it,” Avi murmured. “I’ll make sure to take out all of them in a matter of seconds.”

      “Good man. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      Wolf eased the Lament back into its place at Zarvis’ compound. Everything looked peaceful—and it was, at the compound. All was not peaceful on board the Lament, though.

      Avi didn’t sit down the whole way back to Palwas. He kept pacing the bay, muttering, and his features twitched like he might be on the verge of snapping his wire completely.

      Wolf didn’t blame him. He just prayed that Avi would hold it together long enough to pull off this ruse. The crew didn’t need Zarvis’ whole criminal operation coming down on their heads.

      He ran a quick scan of the compound, but it didn’t tell him anything. He climbed out of his seat and did his best to still his racing heart on his way into the back.

      Avi was still pacing. The other three stood around watching him and looking anxious. “Let’s go,” Wolf told them. “You all know what you have to do.”

      He walked right past them without another word. He didn’t want to say anything as long as he was on this planet.

      He opened the ramp and strode outside to find Boku and Moyo coming toward him. “Did you blow the dam?” Boku asked.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Wolf demanded. “I told you to guard Leif.”

      “He doesn’t need guarding,” Moyo replied. “He’s perfectly fine.”

      “He’d damn well better be,” Wolf fired back.

      “Zarvis wants to see you about the job,” Boku told him. “Either it’s done or it isn’t. Either way, you need to report to him.”

      “Whatever. Are you two gonna follow along and hold my train while I’m at it?”

      Moyo furrowed his brow at Wolf. “What does that mean?”

      “Never mind. Let’s go. Where is he?”

      The two morons led the way back to Zarvis’ parlor, where Wolf gave him their planned excuses.

      Zarvis frowned at him. “I expected you to be more proficient at your chosen profession, Sergeant.”

      “You couldn’t really expect me to plan this job without at least seeing the dam beforehand, could you?” Wolf countered. “How could my demolitions expert know how much explosive to take when he’d never laid eyes on the dam before?”

      Zarvis crossed to his table and tapped on it to bring up a different screen. “Pinzo’s manifest from the supply warehouse indicates how much explosives you took. It should have been enough.”

      “That tells me that neither you nor Pinzo is a demolitions expert,” Wolf returned. “We’re going back tomorrow. We’ll finish it then. My boy mined half of it before we ran out of supplies. It shouldn’t take too long tomorrow.”

      Zarvis gasped loudly and rolled his eyes. “Fine. Just get it finished. I want to launch my assault as soon as possible.”

      Wolf didn’t reply. Why did Zarvis even mention an assault? The dam exploding would clear every last Kolex from Oja. Zarvis wouldn’t need to attack them at all.

      He didn’t want to know why Zarvis was after those people. It didn’t matter. “We’ll be making further adjustments to the Lament’s shields tonight. We only discovered some variations in the frequencies once we got in the air.”

      Zarvis waved him away. “Do what you have to do. You know your way around the warehouse. Maybe Moyo can help you.”

      “I’m sure he can. Thanks.”

      Wolf walked out and returned to the Lament. Olphet was making trips back and forth to the warehouse, bringing more explosives into the bay. Joram and Onir had climbed on top of the ship and were tinkering with the shield generators.

      Avi was in his quarters with the door shut again.

      Moyo went over to Onir and Joram and squinted at what they were doing. “You better be careful. You might break it if you do that.”

      “Why don’t you go up to the cockpit and adjust the shields from the controls?” Wolf suggested. “You know better than they do what to do.”

      Moyo nodded. “All right.”

      Wolf turned away. “Where are you going?” Boku asked.

      “I’m going to see Leif, since I can’t trust you idiots to do your jobs. You stay here and help the boys.”

      “No chance,” Boku returned. “You can’t wander around town alone and unguarded. Look what happened the last time your crew went into town without us. I’m going with you.”

      Wolf nodded, got his rifle, and walked off toward town. He didn’t point out that neither he nor anyone else on his crew had ever mentioned Soti and Rarus trying to kill them. The crew had never told anyone about that, which meant that Boku and Moyo knew about it from some other source.

      Boku and Moyo were probably the ones who’d alerted Rarus and Soti that the crew was coming into town unguarded. That would alert the two would-be assassins that the time was right to strike. It all made sense in hindsight.

      Wolf went to the field hospital and found Leif sitting up on the edge of his bed. The medical team had removed the bandages from his chest, but he still had his shirt off.

      Gruesome scars covered his chest, running in all directions, and the stitches on the side of his head had darkened. They made him look much tougher than before.

      The beating he’d suffered from the Iomians also left a wicked scar across his forehead that ran into his eyebrow. It made him look permanently flinty and dangerous. He didn’t look half as innocent and naïve as he had when Wolf first met him.

      “How are you feeling, man?” Wolf asked.

      Leif nodded. “About as good as I can. They’re making me walk around the hospital now. They say I can get out of here pretty soon—maybe tomorrow if I’m walking okay.”

      “That’s great to hear.”

      “How’s the job coming?” Leif asked.

      “We should have that done by tomorrow, too, so if you get out of here, we can get paid and be on our way.”

      Leif only nodded again. “That sounds perfect.”

      Wolf studied him more closely. Something in Leif’s manner told him not to say too much. How well did Leif understand the situation? He might have seen and heard a lot more than he wanted to in this hospital.

      Maybe someone had let slip about Zarvis putting out a hit on the crew. All the nurses were scared shitless of Zarvis. Maybe Leif had picked up on that alone. He was good at that kind of thing.

      Wolf waved his forefinger around the room. “Get your walking in. I want you up and ready to travel when the time comes tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir,” Leif murmured, and his eyes flashed in a way that told Wolf more than he actually said.

      Wolf would have liked to stay longer, but what was the point when he couldn’t talk freely in front of all the other locals?

      A hundred eyes followed him as he left the hospital. He found Boku waiting for him outside. “How is he?” Boku asked.

      “You’d already know that if you did your job,” Wolf snapped, and walked off without another word.

      Night had fallen since the crew left Oja. Now Wolf and Boku had to walk back to the compound in the dark.

      Boku’s presence irritated Wolf until he couldn’t stand it. The very fact that Zarvis had posted these two mutts to spy on and trap the crew made his blood boil, but he had another reason to want to get rid of them.

      He measured the town in the gathering darkness. Nearly everyone who was still awake was either in their own homes or at the tavern. Wolf and Boku were the only two people out on the street.

      Wolf turned aside at the edge of town to trek out into the desert on his way to the compound. At the last second before he rounded the last building, he darted sideways into the shadows and vanished.

      Boku yelled. “Wolf!” but Wolf didn’t reveal himself. He crouched at the bottom corner of the wall and waited for Boku to come toward him.

      Boku lumbered straight past Wolf in the dark. Wolf shot out of his hiding place, sprang onto Boku’s back, grabbed a knife from his belt, and passed the blade across his throat. The big Iomian buckled onto his knees, gargling the blood bubbling from the cut, and his hand flew to his own weapons.

      Wolf struck out with all his power and drove the knife into the back of Boku’s skull. The body thumped on the sand, and Wolf hunkered there to listen and make sure no one discovered him. That was one bodyguard removed. Now he just had to make sure no one found the body.

      He’d been keeping an eye on things at Zarvis’ compound ever since he’d first gotten there. He hadn’t seen any surveillance devices, but he couldn’t be sure they weren’t hidden somewhere.

      No one would see Wolf kill Boku here. He just had to make the body disappear. Then he could feign ignorance if anyone asked where Boku went.

      Wolf strained his eyes to see in the darkness, but no one came. The desert beyond the outpost drowned in darkness. No one would find Boku out there.

      He wiped the knife down and put it back into Boku’s belt. With luck, the body would decay long before anyone found it.

      He took hold of Boku’s arm and hauled the body far out into the desert. The sand made it easy to slide Boku’s bulk over the flat ground.

      The dust clouds closed behind Wolf and obscured the outpost. No law enforcement officer would come looking for Boku. Zarvis would have to search the whole desert before he found the body.

      Zarvis didn’t strike Wolf as the kind of guy who cared enough about anyone to expend those resources to get justice for his underlings.

      Wolf exhausted himself hauling Boku a long, long way from the town. He collapsed on the sand to catch his breath.

      He’d pulled Boku’s body out here, planning to bury it in the sand, but as soon as he sat down, the wind started to blow dust and sand over both of them. The wind heaped the sand against Boku’s legs, sides, and shoulders. It would cover him in no time.

      The wind also wiped out Wolf’s footprints. He had to move fast, or he’d get lost out here.

      He took off running and followed his own footprints back to the same building. He hid there for a moment, wheezing for breath and listening with every sense alert. Nothing.

      He strode out into the desert on a straight course for Zarvis’ compound. The planet had fallen completely dark now, and the wind whipped sand into Wolf’s eyes. He bent his head and plowed through it until he spotted the compound’s lights in the distance.

      He went back to the Lament and found Moyo outside the ship, adjusting the field generators while Onir and Joram offered plenty of input on what he was doing wrong.

      Moyo looked up when Wolf returned. “Where’s Boku? He went with you, didn’t he?’

      “I don’t know what happened to him. He stayed by the door when I went into the field hospital. When I came out, he was gone. I checked the tavern, but he wasn’t there. I figured he found himself a playmate for the night and went off somewhere with her.”

      Moyo frowned, and then Joram yelled, “Swivel it half a millimeter to the left.”

      “You just told me to swivel it half a millimeter to the right five minutes ago!” Moyo yelled down. “I can’t keep moving it back and forth all night!”

      “Well, come down and let’s test it out,” Onir suggested. “If it’s good enough, we can leave it and be finished until tomorrow morning.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with these shields,” Moyo complained.

      “Maybe not now,” Onir replied. “They were definitely acting up on the way to Oja.”

      “How could they be when you weren’t in battle against anyone?” Moyo demanded. “You shouldn’t have needed shields on this job at all.”

      “You’ll have to ask Olphet,” Joram replied. “He was the one testing them out.”

      Moyo glanced over his shoulder. “Where is he?”

      “I think he went to the supply warehouse again,” Onir replied.

      “I’ll go find him,” Wolf offered, and turned away.

      He left the three of them and went to the warehouse. Olphet wasn’t in there. No one was in there, but the crew had already cleared out almost the entire stock of explosives. If the crew had intended to blow the dam, they would definitely have had enough.

      Wolf wandered the aisles for a minute as though he really was looking for Olphet. He stopped at one of the shelves in the very back. He held his breath, listening, and then lifted down a small transmitter the shape of a donut.

      He studied it for a minute and then shoved it into his pants pocket before he left the warehouse. He returned to the Lament and walked past the three men working on the ship. “I’m going to sleep. I’ll see you boys in the morning.”

      Onir and Joram both called, “Good night,” and Wolf went inside to the cabin he’d been using. He shut the door and stretched out on the bunk, but he didn’t close his eyes.

      He stared at the ceiling and listened to Onir and Joram laughing outside. Wolf didn’t hear Olphet or Avi at all, but he didn’t have to wonder where they were. Avi’s cabin door was still closed when he came in.

      Wolf turned his plan over in his mind again and again. Hours passed and Onir and Joram finally said, “Good night” to Moyo, and they both went into their own cabins. They shut their doors, and the Lament fell silent.

      He slipped the handheld scanner out of his back pocket and switched it on in the darkness. Moyo left the Lament, heading back to Zarvis’ compound. He must want to report Boku going missing.

      Wolf still had time before everything disintegrated. He waited another hour just to make sure, and then sat up.

      He tiptoed to the cockpit, sat down in the pilot’s seat, and went to work on the controls. He had to get this finished before dawn.
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      Wolf rolled out of bed the next morning and found Olphet, Onir, Avi, and Joram all waiting for him in the bay. They sat around on crates of stuff they’d pilfered from Zarvis’ warehouse.

      Joram passed Wolf a ration pack when he sat down to join them. “You’re all looking bright and chipper,” Wolf remarked.

      “It’s going to be a beautiful day,” Avi growled. “It’s a perfect day for a ride through the park.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Wolf replied. “I hear Oja is stunning at this time of year.”

      “Palwas isn’t,” Olphet interjected. “It never changes from one shade of brown to the next.”

      “That must be why Zarvis likes it here so much,” Onir remarked.

      “Leif might be getting out of the hospital today,” Wolf announced. “If he does, we can pick him up, take our pay, and be on our way.”

      “Moyo was around earlier,” Avi informed Wolf. “He says Boku didn’t come in last night.”

      “What a shame,” Wolf mused.

      “That’s exactly what I said,” Olphet added. “He’s probably unconscious on the top floor of the tavern.”

      “Moyo says they checked there,” Avi replied. “They didn’t find him.”

      “That’s a pity,” Wolf replied. “I was just beginning to like those two.”

      “You’re in luck,” Olphet murmured. “Here he comes now.”

      Moyo stormed up to the open ramp and glared at the crew sitting around inside. “Boku disappeared last night while he was in town with you, Wolf. Zarvis is sending out a search party to find him.”

      “I already told you everything I know,” Wolf replied. “He was standing right there when I went into the hospital, and he was gone when I came out.”

      “That isn’t what the nurses say,” Moyo fired back. “They say you left together.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Wolf replied. “All those nurses are scared of Zarvis. Maybe they just said what they think you want to hear. Maybe they don’t want to be the ones to tell you that your friend is a player who’ll duck out to the tavern for a good time when he’s supposed to be on the job…kind of like you, Moyo.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Moyo snapped.

      “Nothing. It doesn’t mean anything.” Wolf stood up. “Let’s get out of here and get the job done so we can get back early.” He waved at Moyo. “You might want to move away from the ramp.”

      “I’m going with you.” Moyo stepped up onto the ramp. “I’m going with you to make sure you do the job the way Zarvis says.”

      Wolf stopped dead in his tracks. “No, you aren’t. That isn’t the agreement we had with Zarvis.”

      “I don’t care what agreement you had with Zarvis!” Moyo’s voice started rising to a bellow. “You did something to Boku, and I’m going with you to make sure you don’t pull a fast one on this job. If you don’t let me come with you, I’ll tell Zarvis to shoot down your ship when you try to leave orbit.”

      Wolf cocked his head. “Does Zarvis know you want to come with us? Did he tell you to insist on coming with us?”

      “I don’t need his permission to do everything! I can make my own decisions. I don’t have to be a genius to know you did something to Boku.”

      “You’d better be careful who you accuse of what,” Olphet snarled. “You might wind up getting into trouble.”

      “Don’t you threaten me!” Moyo countered. “I’ll tear each of you in half. Just try me.”

      “All right, Moyo,” Wolf replied. “You can come with us.”

      Olphet and Avi both whirled around fast. “You can’t do that!” Olphet exclaimed.

      “It’ll be all right,” Wolf replied. “Come on board, Moyo. Load up, everybody. The day’s wasting.”

      Wolf went up to the cockpit and started firing up the engines. He went through his usual routine. The Lament was running perfectly. Joram and Onir hadn’t changed the shield settings at all.

      Wolf scanned the rear compartment while he waited for the ship to power up. Moyo was too big to fit into any of the cabins or any other part of the ship. He had to stay in the bay, and the only part of the bay big enough for him was right near the ramp.

      He was so big that he wouldn’t move around much once the ship took off. He paced a few times, but the tiny ship didn’t have enough room for that, either.

      Olphet came forward and sat down next to Wolf. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “It’s a great idea.” Wolf opened the communications system to the back. “Onir, you, Avi, and Joram get into the cannons.”

      “What for?” Moyo demanded.

      “The Szekhan Syndicate might try something,” Wolf replied. “We want to be ready for anything.”

      Wolf left the channel open long enough to hear Moyo grumble something that he didn’t catch. Onir, Avi, and Joram chattered on their way into the cannons. They were having the time of their lives.

      He made sure they got strapped in before he launched the ship. Moyo had to brace himself against the walls to support himself.

      Wolf paused in orbit over Oja and scanned the surface. The dam was still deserted. The Kolex never went anywhere near it. They definitely weren’t using it as a power source, if they even knew how to.

      “What are we doing hanging around up here?” Moyo yelled. “We should land and finish this job.”

      “I’m just checking the situation around the dam,” Wolf called back. “I don’t want the Szekhan Syndicate to find out we’re here…and Olphet is running a few tests on the shields.”

      “We don’t need shields!” Moyo boomed.

      “We don’t now, but we will if the syndicate attacks. Just hold on. We’re almost finished.”

      Wolf activated the shields, and then he hit the ramp controls. The ramp started to unfold, and sunlight streamed into the bay.

      “What are you doing?!” Moyo thundered. “Shut the ramp!”

      “I’m just checking the shields!” Wolf called. “I’m nearly done!”

      Moyo turned around to look out at the drop of a hundred thousand feet beyond the open ramp. At that moment, Wolf switched off the shields and the bay depressurized. Moyo shrieked, held on, and then the overpowering undertow yanked him out into space.

      He wheeled through the atmosphere, dropping at terminal velocity, and Wolf switched the shields back on. The wind died and he shut the ramp.

      Olphet pointed at the scanners, and he and Wolf watched Moyo’s life signs twirl through the clouds. Then his life signs vanished over one of the continents.

      Wolf sighed. “Now we can finish the job.”

      He steered to the dam and landed in the same place as last time. He couldn’t be certain Zarvis wasn’t watching from Palwas.

      The crew unloaded, and Olphet and Onir put all of Avi’s explosives on their backs. They hiked back to the same hill where the brothers had unloaded their packs.

      “Go to work, Avi,” Wolf told him. “Olphet and Onir, you climb up those rocks and keep a look out. Joram and I will take a look on this side of the dam.”

      The crew split up, and Wolf and Joram strolled back to the corner where Wolf had first noticed the Kolex. The camp continued to hum with domestic life. None of those people knew anything about who or what might be threatening them.

      Wolf and Joram gazed down at the idyllic scene for a long time until a shout went up from the rocks overhead. Onir waved from the highest peak.

      “It’s time to go,” Wolf told Joram, and they both turned back.

      Joram started climbing back up to the meeting place, but Wolf paused there in full view of the camp, pulled the transmitter out of his pocket, and studied it again.

      He’d stayed up half the night programming it, and now it was ready. He shoved it into a crack between the rocks, stood up straight to make sure no one could see it, and followed Joram.

      The friends hiked back to the Lament and launched without a word. No one said anything until they got into orbit. Wolf activated a beacon on his controls, and the transmitter switched on.

      The scanners read a massive detonation going off at the dam. A huge torrent of water rushed down the river, swept the Kolex encampment away, and thundered on down the valley, clearing forests and townships in its way.

      It left a yawning chasm in the valley where the dam had been. The blast even carved out the hills on either side.

      A soft chuckle made Wolf look up. Avi stood at Wolf’s elbow, peering at the scanners from the cockpit opening. “It was one of my best explosions yet. I’m proud of myself.”

      “I’m proud of you, too, man,” Wolf murmured. “You saved your people.”

      Avi raised his eyes to meet Wolf’s, and for the first time since they’d ever met, Avi’s features twisted with emotion. “Thank you, Wolf. I’ll never forget this.”

      “You deserve it. I just hope you tell them that they need to take better precautions with their security from now on.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Avi growled. “Their lives are about to change.”

      “I’m sure they will. Let’s go pick up Leif and our pay, and then you can go home.”

      Avi retreated into the back, and Wolf steered toward Palwas. He checked the transmitter signal all the way.

      It continued to broadcast from the cliffs that the dam had been destroyed and the whole valley obliterated in the tidal wave. There was no sign that the Kolex camp had ever been there.
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      Wolf landed the Lament at Zarvis’ compound and made one last check that the transmitter signal was still holding. He went into the back to find the other four waiting for him. “Pack up and get ready to leave. I’ll go see Zarvis, get Leif, and we’ll beat it.”

      He walked out of the ship and headed for Zarvis’ compound—alone this time.

      He found his own way to Zarvis’ fancy parlor and walked in without waiting to be invited. Zarvis brightened up instantly and turned toward Wolf, beaming.

      Wolf marched right up to him…and froze when he saw Leif sitting on the sofa across the room.

      He had his clothes on—a new set of clothes, not the old bloody, tattered ones. He looked pretty normal, except for the part of his hair that had been shaved to reveal the big scar on the side of his head.

      “You’re back!” Zarvis crowed as though Leif being here was nothing out of the ordinary. “I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

      Wolf drilled Leif with a penetrating stare. He racked his brain to figure out why Leif was here when he should have been in the hospital. He could only think of one reason.

      “So…did you blow the dam?” Zarvis asked.

      “What’s he doing here?” Wolf blurted out.

      “Who? Oh, you mean Doctor Stillu?” Zarvis looked back and forth between Wolf and Leif like he had just noticed Leif. “He was due to be released today, so I decided it would be better if he came here to wait for you. It was better than leaving him to wander around town with nowhere to go, wasn’t it?”

      Wolf’s fierce eyes snapped to Zarvis. “Did he get released, or did you take him out of the hospital before that?”

      Zarvis laughed too loudly. “What difference does it make? I knew he’d be more comfortable here, and I knew you’d be coming back here before you did anything else, so it just made sense to bring him here, didn’t it?”

      Wolf glanced back down at Leif, whose eyes burned up at him with the same drilling intensity. Leif was trying to tell him something—something he already knew.

      Zarvis didn’t bring Leif here to be nice. Zarvis had brought him here to stick it in Wolf’s face that he had Leif. Wolf wouldn’t be able to get him back without Zarvis’ permission.

      Zarvis pretended to look around for something. “Where’s Moyo? He should have come with you.”

      “I haven’t seen him since we left this morning,” Wolf replied.

      Zarvis frowned. “That’s strange. First Boku went missing, and now no one can find Moyo, either.” His expression cleared and he grinned at Wolf. “So? Is the job done?”

      “Yeah. The job’s done. The dam is blown. Now we can talk payment.”

      Zarvis went over to his table, tapped on it, and brought up a scan of Oja. He chuckled under his breath when he read the scans.

      “That’s perfect! It’s better than I ever imagined! Your explosives man must be a demon! I’d love to get him on my payroll. I’d love to get you all on my payroll.” He turned back to face Wolf. “What do you say? I can give you all the work you want and all the supplies you could ask for. You know I’d treat you and your people well. Stick around. We can work something out.”

      “Maybe try paying me for the last job before we talk about the next one,” Wolf growled. “We don’t have a deal until my team gets paid.”

      “Of course, of course.”

      Zarvis crossed the room and disappeared behind one of his fancy tapestries. Wolf narrowed his eyes at Leif, trying for the life of him to read what Leif was trying to tell him. Did Zarvis do something to him? Was he hurt?

      Leif didn’t look as strong or as fresh as he usually did. He didn’t glow with the same energy and vitality. Was that because of his injuries…or for some other reason?

      Zarvis came back carrying a leather bag weighed down with something. He held it out to Wolf. “Here you go. I think you’ll find the terms satisfactory. Go on and check it. You can tell me if it’s enough.”

      Wolf hesitated to go near him. Was this another trick? This man had tried to kill the Thunderstrike crew twice. Then he’d tried to manipulate them into killing several hundred thousand defenseless civilians. Wolf didn’t trust this bastard an inch.

      He sized up Zarvis in one glance. They were alone, with none of Zarvis’ henchmen around.

      Wolf stepped over to him, took the bag, pulled it open, and stared down into it. At least a hundred tiny, thumb-sized silver slabs of metal lay inside. Each one bore the imprint stamp from the mine that produced it.

      Zarvis laughed with glee. “I knew you’d be impressed. Well? Do you think you might be persuaded to stick around?”

      Wolf tried to tear his eyes away from the bars inside the bag. The metal shone with an iridescent luster, and each stamp gave the quantity, purity, and mining site of each bar.

      Zarvis strode up to Wolf and clapped him on both shoulders. “I’ll take that as a yes. We’ll celebrate tonight. All your men should come. I want to congratulate each of them on a job well done. If you’re going to be working for me from now on, I’ll need to get to know them. I like to get to know the men under me—their strengths and skills and specialties. That way, I can make the best use of their talents and resources.”

      Wolf’s eyes snapped up—not to Zarvis, but to Leif. Leif had said those exact words to Wolf about his crew—about Avi in particular.

      Wolf tightened the bag. “I’ll go tell them. We’ll come in later and we’ll all celebrate together.”

      “Wonderful.” Zarvis beamed at him and then waved at Leif. “I’m sure Doctor Stillu will be delighted to join us.”

      “Yeah,” Wolf muttered. “I’m sure he will…and I’m sure he’ll be much more comfortable here in the meantime…won’t you?” he asked Leif.

      “Sure,” Leif murmured. “I’m good here.”

      Wolf nodded. So that confirmed it. Zarvis must be holding Leif, even if Zarvis didn’t actually come right out and threaten him.

      Wolf went back to the Lament, divided up the money, and explained the situation to his crew. They raided the supply warehouse for plenty of food and drink, took it all back to the ship, and then relaxed in the cabin Avi had been using.

      They talked and joked about the job, about Moyo flying out of the ship at orbital altitude, about the transmitter, about Avi pretending to mine the dam, and about all the crazy shit they’d done and experienced since this whole adventure started.

      When the sun started to go down, all five of the friends took themselves off to Zarvis’ parlor. He had opened up one of the walls to connect the parlor with a large dining room beyond. Servants from several alien species hustled around the room, serving food and drink to all the guests, including the Thunderstrike crew.

      Wolf found himself studying the other guests. They weren’t dignitaries, or even warlords or crime bosses of Zarvis’ status. Nearly everyone here dressed, acted, and talked about nothing but bounty hunting, paramilitary operations they were running or had run, organizations they worked for—both legal and otherwise—and quite a few bragged about jobs they’d done for Zarvis himself.

      Wolf took a while to fully believe that all these people must be on Zarvis’ payroll. He had invited his other contractors, or maybe retainers, to this celebration.

      Maybe he wanted them all to meet Wolf and his crew. Maybe this was Zarvis’ way of welcoming the Thunderstrike crew to the family…or maybe he wanted to show off to his underlings that he’d hired such a decorated and notorious crew.

      Wolf wandered through the room, getting introduced to everyone, but he didn’t say much. He mostly listened and marveled that a man as apparently clever as Zarvis would actually have the nerve to get all these hardcore badasses in one room. He either trusted them implicitly, or he was far more profoundly stupid and arrogant than Wolf ever gave him credit for.

      He came out of the crowd near the couch where he’d first seen Leif sitting. Leif was still sitting there, talking to some female Sunides in a skimpy dress.

      Wolf waited until she left, sauntered over to the couch, and sat down. “You look kind of tired, boy,” he told Leif. “You should maybe go out to the Lament and lie down in your bunk for a while.”

      Leif’s eyes sparked, and he stared hard at Wolf. “Yeah. I think I will.”

      “You just got out of the hospital. You don’t want to exhaust yourself too much.”

      Leif nodded. “You’re right.”

      Wolf pointed across the room. “You go out that door, turn left, follow the hall to the far end, go out through another door, and cross the yard. You’ll see a bunch of other ships. The Lament is the last one on the right in the second line.”

      “Thanks,” Leif murmured.

      “Go on,” Wolf breathed. “Go now. I’ll make your excuses for you.”

      Leif nodded again. He really did look pale. He got up and strode out of the room exactly as Wolf suggested. Leif vanished, and the door shut behind him. Wolf stood up and started migrating through the crowd again until he reached Onir.

      “Leif looks tired,” Onir remarked.

      “He is. I told him to go lie down in his quarters on the Lament.”

      “Good idea,” Onir replied, and Wolf caught Onir studying him.

      Zarvis bustled through the crowd, talking to everyone, shaking their hands, and beaming at them way too brightly. He didn’t seem to give the Thunderstrike crew any special attention that Wolf noticed.

      After three hours of non-stop socializing, Zarvis announced that the evening’s entertainment was about to start. Wolf dreaded finding out what that was.

      Zarvis waved everyone to the other end of the room, where a curtain swished back to reveal a large screen. It started playing some kind of film depicting a romance between three Segarians and two Theyunians.

      Wolf tried to follow the plot, and then became aware of Avi and Onir standing near him. The Thunderstrike crew all stood at the back of the room, with the other guests in front of them.

      Zarvis stood at the very front, laughing louder than anyone. He kept glancing into the crowd to make sure everyone appreciated his entertainment.

      Olphet turned and walked out of the room, followed by Joram. Avi slipped away next, and then Onir. Wolf stayed the longest, just to make sure Zarvis wasn’t looking at him specifically.

      Zarvis guffawed at a particularly crude display on the screen, and Wolf ducked out of the parlor. He strode rapidly down the hall, across the yard, and aboard the Lament. He fired the engines immediately, launched into orbit, and set up a synchronous course directly over the compound.

      Avi materialized at his side. “Tell me when.”

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Wolf replied.

      Avi pulled a detonator out of his pocket and traced his thumb lovingly over the button. “It’s been nice knowing you, pal. Sleep tight.”

      He pushed the button. A circle of light flared on the scanners and then vaporized into darkness. The compound was gone, along with everyone in it.
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      Wolf set the Lament down in the same spot between the Oja hillsides. He went into the rear compartment and found Avi going from man to man, hugging everyone in beaming ecstasy. He even hugged Leif.

      “Keep your nose clean, Avi,” Onir told him.

      “You keep your nose out of the ladies, you dope!” Avi replied, laughing.

      “Try not to blow anything up,” Joram teased, and made the others laugh again.

      Avi hugged Olphet, and stopped dead when he saw Wolf standing there. His expression went through several rapid changes, and then he took a step closer. He didn’t come right up to Wolf, though.

      “Wolf,” he murmured.

      “You take care of yourself, man,” Wolf told him. “I’m happy for you.”

      Avi nodded, but he had to pinch his lips together. Wolf had never seen him this emotional—ever.

      Without warning, Avi rushed him, threw his arms around Wolf’s middle, and pressed his face into Wolf’s stomach. “You’re the best sergeant a guy could ask for, Wolf. I hate to say goodbye.”

      He stepped back and looked up with such an incredible smile of happiness that Wolf couldn’t let himself feel anything but happiness in return. He clasped Avi’s face in both hands in genuine affection. “I’m gonna miss you, man. Life won’t be the same without you.”

      “You boys take care of Wolf for me, all right?” Avi called over his shoulder, without tearing his shining eyes away from him.

      “We will,” Olphet replied. “You know we will.”

      “You’re the best, Wolf,” Avi repeated. “You’re the best man I’ve ever met.”

      “Knock it off,” Wolf murmured. “Keep your flattery to yourself.”

      Avi laughed and turned away. “I’ll see you boys around sometime.”

      “Bye, Avi!” Onir waved to him, and Avi took off walking fast down the mountain. He held his money in one hand, and that was it. He didn’t take one single proton cluster or grenade with him—or maybe he just kept them concealed inside his clothes as usual.

      Olphet, Onir, Wolf, Joram, and Leif stood at the edge of the ramp and watched him disappear out of sight. He turned a corner around some rocks on his way down to the Kolex camp.

      “He’s gonna make one hell of a splash when he shows up at that camp and tells the other Kolex how close they came to being annihilated by some crime lord they’ve never heard of,” Olphet remarked.

      “Avi’s the best man to lead them,” Onir replied. “He’ll show them exactly what to do.”

      “Yeah,” Joram sighed. “He could have been a sergeant if he wanted to be. No offense to you, Wolf.”

      “None taken. He just loved his explosives way too much. Come on, boys. Let’s put this system behind us.”

      They went back inside, and when Wolf went to the cockpit, Leif joined him. “How are you doing?” Leif asked.

      “I’m good. How are you?”

      “I’m good, “Leif replied.

      Wolf studied him. “Are you sure?”

      “I might be weaker than usual from spending a week in the hospital, but I’ll be fine. Do you want me to fly for a while?”

      “Sure.” Wolf sat back and let Leif take the helm.

      It felt strange, letting Leif do anything. This was his ship, but Wolf had started to think of the Lament as his own. He treated it the same as the Upheaval. He had to remind himself that he really didn’t hold any claim on this ship.

      “What did you do to the electrical system?” Leif asked when he started working the controls.

      “I didn’t do anything to it,” Wolf replied. “Moyo got it up and running for us after we left the plasma vein.”

      Leif’s eyebrows shot up. “Plasma vein? What plasma vein?”

      “You were out cold at the time.” Wolf raised his hands. “Don’t ask.”

      “I think I’d better not. Whatever he did, he fine-tuned it to a high-performance machine. It’s never run this well before.”

      “Moyo knew his electrical systems. He was really good with computers, too.”

      “What do you mean, he was?”

      “He’s dead now…may he rest in peace.”

      Leif shot him a look. “I don’t want to know about that, either.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re too pure. Hearing about it would burn your virgin ears.”

      Leif laughed.

      Wolf scrutinized the side of his face. The scar on Leif’s scalp faced him; the scar on Leif’s forehead sliced through the eyebrow on the side facing him, too.

      Leif glanced over. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Don’t you think it’s time you went home now? Your wife will be worried about you. The boys and I have enough money to buy our own ship. You don’t have to do this anymore.”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      “No, of course not,” Wolf protested. “But think about it. You have a family waiting for you too. You don’t need to keep flying farther and farther away from them.”

      Leif turned away from the controls, cocked his head, and pierced Wolf with an equally hard stare. “And what about you? What are you going to do once you send Joram and the Wylder boys home?”

      Wolf couldn’t hold that stare. He looked away. “That’s my business.”

      “Do you honestly think I could just leave you out here alone? You’re my friend. You should come back to Ingragora with me. I understand you’re on a mission to take your crew home, but if I leave, you’ll be on your own after you finish.”

      Wolf didn’t answer.

      “Is that what you want? Do you want to come home to Ingragora with me after you drop off these three? You know you’d be welcome. You’re family to us, and I’m sure the conflict will die down soon, if it hasn’t already. What do you say?”

      Wolf still couldn’t say anything. He couldn’t meet Leif’s eye. He wasn’t expecting this. None of the others had even thought of it. The fact that Wolf did have a home to go to made Leif’s offer so much more poignant and meaningful. Only Leif could be kind enough and considerate enough to think of this.

      “You don’t have to decide now, of course,” Leif went on. “If you do come, you might as well stay on the Lament with me. We’ll take these three home, and then you can come with me. You don’t have to buy another ship.”

      The conversation died there, and Leif didn’t bring it up again. Wolf kicked himself for not telling him the truth, but the longer this went on, the harder it became to tell him…or anyone.

      Wolf should have known that Leif wouldn’t be able to walk away. Of course he wouldn’t be able to just leave Wolf alone on the frontier. Leif wouldn’t do that. He’d never leave any alien alone to wander without somewhere to go and a family to take him in.
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      Leif steered the ship away from Oja, and Wolf checked the charts. He brought up the Riviss homeworld and entered the coordinates into the navigation system to guide the Lament there. The crew would take Joram home next.

      Without warning, a streak shot across the Lament’s bow. Leif yanked the helm away just in time to avoid colliding with another ship. “Holy crap! What was that?”

      “Are they shooting at us?” Wolf asked.

      “I can’t tell! Check the scanners. Holy shit, here come some more!”

      Wolf jumped back and forth between the scanners and the cannon controls. He finally trained his sights on whatever was flying past the Lament and realized that no one was shooting at the ship. Fifteen battle craft raced past the Thunderstrike crew, but these strangers ignored the Lament.

      “They’re heading for Palwas.” Wolf started to relax and immediately jolted to high alert when he saw the charts. “Damn it! They’re all reading the same identity signature. They belong to the Szekhan Syndicate!”

      Leif spun around. “The Szekhan Syndicate is real?”

      They both watched the syndicate ships close in on Palwas…and then they all opened fire on the outpost.

      “Damn!” Leif hauled the helm back the other way. “We have to do something!”

      “Hold it!” Wolf ordered. “Don’t go down there! There are too many of them!”

      “Those people are all defenseless civilians!” Leif countered. “They aren’t Zarvis’ people, you know!”

      Wolf kept telling himself to stop Leif from flying back to Palwas, but his arms and hands kept not doing anything to stop it. Leif steered back to the outpost, and the Lament hovered in orbit while he and Wolf watched the syndicate come down to land.

      Half their group set down in the middle of the main street of town. A bunch of Zolulea unloaded. They didn’t look like anything anybody needed to worry about…until they unloaded a whole platoon of Huthillions, too.

      The Zolulea stood back and watched the Huthillions go through town, herding everyone out of their buildings at gunpoint. The Huthillions shoved and prodded everyone down the street toward the open desert.

      “Do you think Zarvis might have been working for the Szekhan Syndicate all along?” Leif asked. “Do you think he wanted to destroy the Kolex to help the syndicate?”

      “What are they doing?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know, but we aren’t going to let this happen.” Leif swerved the Lament downward and picked up speed, diving through the atmosphere. “Come on, Wolf! Shoot!”

      “What?!” Wolf shrieked. “You’re crazy!”

      “Man those cannons—now!” Leif ordered.

      Wolf barely had an instant to wonder if this might be the worst mistake of his life. The next second, Leif screamed out of the atmosphere, flying at punishing speed. He hauled the nose up level with the ground and hurtled between several buildings just as Wolf opened fire on the grounded syndicate vessels.

      He blew six of them, and the Huthillions swung their weapons to target the Lament just as the ship shrieked upward and started climbing again. Leif wheeled back around and yanked the helm into another death spiral.

      “You really shouldn’t have been released from the hospital,” Wolf muttered. “The Iomians must have cracked your noggin.”

      “Fire!” Leif roared, and Wolf unloaded on the last remaining syndicate vessels. The Lament burned up the street, going in the other direction just in time to see three Zolulea enter Lieutenant Soti’s jail.

      “You bastards!” Leif snarled. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Those words set Wolf off, and he fired again. He pounded three more syndicate vessels and then hit the jail building.

      One corner of it exploded, and the whole rotten structure folded in on itself. The building collapsed with those Zolulea inside.

      Leif zoomed past it, erupted out of the dust cloud, and started winding back into the stratosphere when the rest of the syndicate posse came riding to their comrades’ rescue.

      “Now what, Einstein?!” Wolf hollered.

      “What are you asking me for? Shoot ‘em!” Leif fired back.

      Wolf turned his cannons on the incoming ships. There were only eight of them, now that the last two from the surface were coming to join their friends.

      He didn’t like those odds very much, but Leif had other ideas. Wolf was just starting to seriously question his friend’s mental stability when Leif revolved over the outpost and turned the Lament’s nose toward the approaching syndicate. He gunned it and soared in a wide arc so Wolf’s cannons could inflict maximum damage on as many most syndicate vessels as possible.

      The Lament made one pass, but for some reason, the syndicate didn’t return fire. They hesitated there, and then turned around and flew away in the direction from which they came.

      “Chickenshit cowards!” Leif yelled after them.

      “Will you pipe down?” Wolf snapped. “They didn’t just run away. They’re going to get reinforcements, and we have one puny little Cannonball against whatever force they have hiding somewhere.”

      Leif came back to his senses. “...Oh.”

      “Yeah—oh. Now clear your head. We need to figure out what to do about this.”

      “What can we do about this?” Leif asked.

      Wolf turned back to the scanners. “Fly after them, but keep your distance. Let’s check out where they came from and what resources they have in their back pockets.”

      Leif steered after them, and now, thankfully, he kept his head. He didn’t go near them.

      The Lament tailed these eight to a different planet three doors down from Palwas. “You see?” Wolf announced. “They have a base. It’s on the night side, where Oja blocks visibility from Palwas.”

      “Are you saying Zarvis didn’t know the syndicate was there?” Leif asked. “Are you saying he thought the Kolex were really the syndicate? I don’t believe that.”

      “I’d say it’s more likely he went to Palwas to establish a syndicate presence there. Maybe the syndicate was planning to colonize all three planets. Or maybe they were planning to use Oja as a staging ground to launch a campaign against Palwas, and the Kolex got in the way. I don’t know.”

      “Why would this syndicate launch a campaign against Palwas?” Leif countered. “There’s nothing there.”

      “How the hell should I know why Zarvis and the syndicate did anything? What do I look like—a crystal ball? Take us back to Palwas and land at the outpost. We’ll see what those people have to say about it.”

      Leif did as he was told again. The few remaining Zolulea and Huthillions stranded on the ground aimed their rifles at the Lament, but when Leif and Wolf pointed the ship’s cannons at them, the offenders put their guns on the ground and raised their hands in surrender.

      The townspeople instantly turned on their attackers, snatched their enemies’ guns, and shot down the intruders right there in the middle of the street. The locals hunted any survivors, and mowed them down without mercy, too.

      “It looks like there’s no love lost between these people and their neighbors,” Wolf remarked. “Arm up and let’s go out there.”

      He and the rest of the crew armed up, and as soon as they stepped outside, people crowded around, all talking at once. Wolf tried to question them, but when no one listened, he raised his hands and his voice. “Quiet!”

      Everyone fell silent instantly.

      “Now,” he began again. “Do any of you know why the Szekhan Syndicate came down here to attack you?”

      The townspeople exchanged glances. “The Szekhan Syndicate?” one of the Cebuilias females from the tavern asked. “They’re Zarvis’ enemies. What would they be doing here?”

      “Zarvis said he was here to protect us from the Szekhan Syndicate,” one of the nurses from the field hospital chimed in. “He said the syndicate would wipe us all out if he wasn’t here to protect us.”

      Wolf turned back to Leif. “You see? I was right. He was working for them. He was running a protection racket, threatening to set the syndicate on these people if they bucked his authority.”

      One of the old gamblers from the tavern hustled forward and grabbed Wolf’s arm. “You have to help us! You have to help us defend ourselves against these criminals! You guys are so much better at this kind of thing than we are. You can lead us. You can protect us and make sure the syndicate doesn’t come back.”

      “Which they’re bound to do, if you leave,” the same nurse added.

      Wolf held up his hands again. “Hold it right there! We were just leaving this planet. We can’t get involved in this.”

      “Don’t leave us unprotected!” someone else cried from the back of the crowd. “We’re defenseless without you.”

      “I doubt that,” Wolf countered. “You need to band together, pool your resources, and defend yourselves. We only have one ship. We can’t protect you from anyone.”

      “Please!” the old gambler quavered. “You’re our only hope! We’ll all die if you leave.”

      Wolf groaned and covered his eyes. “I just got out of a situation like this. I don’t want to do it again.”

      Olphet cast a critical eye around the town. “No one will be able to defend this place against them. This outpost has no weaponry, no ships—nothing. Zarvis had all that, and now he’s gone, along with all his hardware. ”

      “You don’t know that,” Onir argued. “We don’t really know what this place has.”

      Wolf turned back to the townsfolk, all of whom gazed up at him with hopeful, pathetic, expectant eyes. “You need to choose a leader from among you—someone who will stick around, which we can’t. You need someone who can teach you how to defend yourselves and…”

      He trailed off. None of the people in front of him heard a word he said. They all stared up at him with that look. They expected him to do this for them. He saw it written plain as day on their faces.

      He heaved an almighty sigh and turned to Olphet. “Take the Lament over to Oja, explain the situation to Avi, and tell him to come back here with as many Kolex as he thinks will be able to help us.”

      Olphet nodded, went back on board the Lament, and lifted the ship off the ground.

      “You’re leaving?!” the gambler shrieked. “How can you do this to us?”

      “I’m still here, aren’t I?” Wolf fired back. “Do you see me leaving?”

      “But the ship,” the Cebuilias female exclaimed. “How will you fight the syndicate without your ship?”

      “I already told you we can’t fight the syndicate with only one ship, no matter what it is. That ship isn’t going to save you. We need something more—something that will turn the tables for us. Now, here’s what you’re going to do.”

      He addressed her, the nurse, and the gambler. They weren’t the sturdiest characters he’d met in his career, but they were the only townspeople with the gumption to actually speak to him. He’d have to take whatever came his way.

      “You three go through the town and get everyone together in the tavern in two hours,” Wolf ordered. “We’ll discuss our strategy then.”

      “What if the syndicate attacks before then?” the nurse asked.

      “If you think you can organize some other defense before then, be my guest. I keep telling you this town needs its own leader—one of you, not me. Maybe you’re the one.”

      He eyed the nurse until she looked away. No one wanted to say another word, in case he elected them the town leader. The locals drifted off one by one, and in a minute, they’d cleared the street.

      “Now what do we do, Wolf?” Onir murmured.

      “I want you to climb up to the rooftops and search the town,” Wolf replied. “You can cover more ground than any of us. See if you can spot any ships…or anything else big enough to be useful to us. Just get up there, see what you can see, and come and tell me.”

      Onir took off, dropped onto his legs, and scuttled up the side of the nearest building.

      Wolf turned to the last two men standing: Leif and Joram. They couldn’t help him. No one could. He didn’t see any way to save the outpost if the Szekhan Syndicate really did decide to attack in force, but that didn’t concern him.

      He really didn’t want to get roped into another situation like the one at Ingragora. That was the absolute last thing in the world he wanted, but this town certainly seemed to be trending in that direction. He didn’t like it one bit.

      He, Leif, and Joram went through the town on foot. They checked every building, every business, and every home. They asked everyone what they had in the way of weapons, and who knew what about Zarvis’ setup around town.

      Wolf secretly hoped and prayed one of these people would tip him off to some hidden storehouse Zarvis might have buried in the desert somewhere. He might have hidden weapons, ships, fuel and ammo supplies, and all kinds of other goodies out there.

      He hadn’t. Either Zarvis hadn’t thought he had to hedge his bets in a town full of submissive nobodies, or he never even thought of it. He really was the most arrogant, self-absorbed asshole Wolf had met in a long, long time. Zarvis didn’t even have the brains to plan for the worst-case scenario—but then again, neither did the townspeople.
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      After two hours, the three friends returned to the tavern and met Onir there. He reported that the rest of the outpost was just as devoid of any useful resources as Wolf feared.

      Wolf, Leif, Onir, and Joram entered the tavern to find it bursting at the walls with people. Everyone in town packed in shoulder to shoulder to hear how Wolf and the Thunderstrike crew were going to save them all from the Szekhan Syndicate.

      Wolf and his friends meandered over to the bar. He had no idea what he would say to these people. What he really wanted to say was that they should elect a leader from amongst themselves, because he and his crew would be flying away just as soon as Olphet came back with the Lament.

      He hesitated to say that, though. He hated to dash all these people’s fondest hopes, even if they were the most ridiculous fantastical hopes imaginable.

      He was just trying to decide what he could say to them when Avi walked in with sixteen other Kolex as scruffy and ugly as himself. They barely came up to the waists of the other aliens in the tavern.

      People nearest the door spotted the Kolex first. Gasps and exclamations of disgust broke out, and people recoiled from the Kolex grimacing in horror. “What are they doing here?” someone yelled. “They don’t belong here.”

      Avi’s fierce little eyes darted around the room, and he bared his crooked teeth at everyone in a snarl. “The Kolex colony on Oja is in as much danger from the Szekhan Syndicate as you are. None of us stands a chance at defeating them or defending our families if we don’t work together.”

      Silence answered him. Quite a few people kept wrinkling their noses in his direction, but he glared back at them just as menacingly. Avi could look quite intimidating when he wanted to, and his sharp eyes picked out anyone who might get the idea to insult him.

      He surveyed the room one more time, and when no one said anything, he strode to the front, where Wolf and the others waited for him. The other Kolex entered behind him, and Olphet arrived at the very back of the group.

      Avi dipped a nod to Wolf. “Good to see you again, Wolf.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, buddy,” Wolf replied. “It’s been too long.”

      Avi gave a low, cruel chuckle, but just then, someone called out from the back of the crowd. “What about defending our outpost? Shouldn’t your ship be in orbit patrolling the planet?”

      Avi whipped around fast, and his hard eyes skipped over the crowd again. Wolf didn’t see who spoke, and Avi couldn’t have.

      “The Lament is too small to defend anybody,” Avi growled. “Besides, these guys won’t be sticking around forever. Whatever we do, we need to do it ourselves, and we need to be able to keep on doing it after they leave.”

      “How do we do that?” someone else asked. “We have nothing to defend ourselves with.”

      “The Kolex colony is in as much danger as Palwas is,” Avi went on. “Whatever we use to defend one needs to extend to the other. Our best bet will be to erect a line of defense around both planets and between us and the Szekhan Syndicate. For that, we need ships.”

      “We don’t have any ships,” one of the nurses pointed out. “We have no way of getting them, either. The nearest market is too far away.”

      “We don’t have ships, and we need to get ships,” Avi announced. “We need to get them from the nearest available source, and that’s from the syndicate itself.”

      A gasp went through the crowd. “You want to steal ships from the syndicate? How?”

      Avi shrugged. “It shouldn’t be that hard. We just go over there and take them.”

      “The syndicate would shoot us if we tried,” the old gambler argued.

      “They would only shoot us if they saw us doing it, which means we have to do it in a way that they don’t see.”

      “How?” the first nurse asked.

      “Simple,” Avi replied. “We sneak over there, infiltrate our pilots onto their ships, and fly away. We could do it under cover of night, and one of us could sneak into their base and disable their scanners so they don’t see the ships leaving.”

      “What pilots are you talking about?” one of the Cebuilias ladies asked. “None of us here knows how to fly.”

      Avi cocked one eyebrow, and his eyes sliced from one face to the next. “Are you sure? Isn’t there anyone here who knows how to fly a spacecraft?”

      No one answered for a second, and then one of the oldest, grisliest gamblers stood up. “I do.”

      Two nurses stood up next. “We do, too.”

      “There you go,” Avi announced. “That’s three pilots.”

      “Three isn’t enough,” one of the doctors interrupted.

      Avi rounded on the man with a vicious snarl. “I’m so glad you’ve come to your senses and admitted that three isn’t enough. Now you know why one isn’t enough. Fortunately for you idiots, the Kolex are here to save your asses. All these boys escaped conscription in the Earth Galactic Military. They’re all pilots. That makes twenty, including me…and these five from the Thunderstrike crew make twenty-five. We can go over to the Szekhan Syndicate’s base and steal twenty-five craft—twenty-four, actually, since one of us will have to fly the ship that takes us there.”

      “There’s just one problem with that plan, Avi,” Joram chimed in. “The Lament isn’t big enough to carry all these people.”

      “We can’t take the Lament,” Avi growled. “The Lament has already gone into battle against the syndicate. They’d recognize it right away. We need to take a different ship.”

      “We don’t have another ship,” the old gambler moaned.

      “Lieutenant Soti has a ship,” one of the nurses countered. “I mean—he had one.”

      “What is it?” Avi asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s just a junky old transport craft from his Military days—Dmitri class, I think. It’s ancient…and I don’t think the fuel in the reservoir is any good anymore.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Avi decided. “We can transfer fuel from the Lament to the Dmitri.”

      Wolf stood back through this whole exchange and didn’t say a word. Avi held the crowd in the palm of his hand and countered all their arguments so expertly.

      He was starting to see Avi in a completely different light. Joram’s remarks about Avi becoming a leader in the Kolex community were coming to fruition beyond Wolf’s wildest imaginings. Now he was becoming a leader here, too.

      No one fit the description of the leader these people needed better than Avi. He was here, and he would stay here. He was a resident of the Kolex colony on Oja, and he wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon. He had every reason to use his extensive experience in the Military to defend his people. Wolf saw it all flashing in Avi’s piercing eyes.

      He glared around the room one more time. “Does anyone have any objections to this plan? If we get over to the base and get away with twenty-four craft without getting caught, we can bring them back here and go back for a second load. We can weaken the syndicate and strengthen ourselves at the same time. Once we have a space fleet to defend ourselves, we can work on expanding our force, purchasing more resources from other colonies, and establishing trade between our colonies. What do you say?”

      Most of the crowd responded positively, and a few people cheered.

      Avi held up his hand for quiet. “I’ll tell you one thing, though. If we pull this off, all of you will give me and the Kolex the respect we deserve for saving all your worthless lives. Is that understood? None of you wants us as your enemies. Trust me.”

      His words cast a chill over the room, and silence descended again.

      “I asked a question,” he snarled low under his breath. “I said, is that understood? You will all acknowledge that I and my fellow Kolex are the only reason you’re able to defend yourselves at all. You will give us the respect we deserve as long as you hope to maintain positive relations with us. Understand?”

      Most people in the crowd nodded, and half the room said, “Yes.”

      “Good,” Avi snapped. “You three pilots come with me, and you…” He turned to the nurse who told him about Soti’s ship. “You show me where this Dmitri is. The rest of you pilots assemble outside and wait for me. Leif, power up the Lament and prepare to transfer some of your fuel to the Dmitri. As soon as we lift off some syndicate craft, we’ll replace your fuel and you boys can be on your way. Wolf, you’ve flown Dmitri class before. You can pilot us to and from.”

      “Yes, sir,” Wolf replied.

      Avi gave him another curt nod and went outside. The townspeople stayed where they were and waited for him, the other Kolex, the Thunderstrike crew, and the three local pilots to go first.

      “Man!” Onir breathed once they got outside. “Avi’s really scary. Remind me never to make an enemy of that guy.”

      “It looks to me like Palwas is going to be in very good hands after we leave here,” Leif remarked, but he had to cut himself off when Avi came striding back. He ordered Leif to bring the Lament over to a spot near the jail, lower the ship near to the ground, and extend his fuel line.

      The Lament came back, along with the rustiest, most derelict craft Wolf had ever laid eyes on. He would have been surprised to learn that this craft had been in the air even once since the Military left it here.

      One of the Kolex pilots set it down near where the whole party waited. Avi approached them all and cast a critical eye over the whole crew. “You boys stay on board the Dmitri until my man goes out to disable the syndicate’s scanners. Once he does that, you can all board your craft and fly them back here. Wolf, you’ll lift off and come back here as soon as everyone deploys from the Dmitri. Don’t stick around. You pilots land your craft at the outpost. If the syndicate is none the wiser, come straight back to the Dmitri and load up for trip number two. Is that understood?”

      Everyone nodded, and quite a few of the pilots said, “Yes, sir.”

      “Good boys. Deploy,” Avi ordered.

      Everyone went to the Dmitri, and Wolf took his place at the pilot’s station. This ancient craft had no cockpit or bridge. The pilot’s station was just a desk attached to the front wall with the usual window looking out into the night.

      He scrambled to orient himself to the controls. The Dmitri had floodlights on its outer hull to improve visibility in nighttime conditions. He found them, but when he tried to disable them, he discovered that they weren’t working anyway. He sure hoped this ship would be spaceworthy enough to complete this trip.

      The other pilots loaded up, and the ramp slammed shut. Everyone had to cram in tightly. Kolex pilots crowded around Wolf’s legs, and the others had to squash themselves together to make enough space for Olphet and Onir.

      “Everybody keep quiet on the way over there,” Avi growled. “Don’t make a sound, and once you get outside, move as quickly and as quietly as you can. Get your craft and scram. Understand?”

      Everyone acknowledged the order, and then Avi gave Wolf the word to launch.

      He took off soaring through the night, and then let the Dmitri drift closer to the Szekhan Syndicate’s base. He was just searching for a place to set down when Avi appeared at his side.

      He pointed at the charts at least a mile from the base. “Land there, Wolf.”

      Wolf didn’t dare to argue. Avi was turning into one of the most intimidating commanders he had ever served under.

      He landed where Avi indicated. The ramp creaked open, slammed on the ground, and two of the Kolex sprang out. They shut the ramp immediately, and silence enveloped the ship as they streaked away into the darkness.

      They ran at top speed toward the base and vanished near the biggest building. Wolf highly doubted if the Szekhan Syndicate would be watching out for them.

      Wolf didn’t question how Avi would know when his men succeeded in disabling the syndicate’s scanners, or even how they would disable them. He didn’t ask questions like that of his superior officers. He just did his job.

      Something flickered on his controls. “Lift off, Wolf,” Avi ordered. “Head for the base.”

      Wolf lifted off, and Avi ordered him to set down right outside the base’s airfield. “You remember what I said, Wolf,” Avi growled. “As soon as we deploy, you take off and return to Palwas. We’ll meet you there.”

      “Yes, sir,” Wolf replied, and Avi turned away.

      The ramp slammed open again, and everyone deployed. All the pilots streamed out of the ship and vanished into the shadows.

      Wolf had his hands full launching, getting the ramp closed, and reaching orbit before he dared to look back down at the scanners. The pilots’ life signs scattered across the base and disappeared inside their craft.

      Wolf steered back to Palwas and landed in front of the tavern. He stayed at his station, watching as one ship after another launched from the syndicate’s airfield. Each ship carried one pilot. They returned to Palwas without incident, and then Avi ordered everyone back on board the Dmitri for another load. They made it out with no problem and landed all their ships on the outpost’s main street.

      Avi strode between them, eyeing them and nodding. “This is fine,” he clipped when he returned to all the pilots standing around. “This will do just fine.”

      “What do we do now?” one of the nurses asked.

      “We’ll divide up these ships—half for Palwas and half for Oja. Twenty-four per colony is plenty to get us started. We’ll start flying joint patrols to cover both planets…”

      “But we only have three pilots,” the other nurse argued. “That isn’t enough. You might be able to send out twenty-four ships to defend your colony, but we can’t.”

      Avi shot her a death glare. “Are you putting yourself in charge of Palwas’ defense now? Because if you are, I can go on home right now. I have better things to do than defend you.”

      She shut her mouth in a hurry.

      Avi paced up and down in front of the whole pilot corps, including his own men. “It sure looks to me like I’m in charge here. It looks like I’m responsible for defending both our colonies, including Palwas. If one of you has another idea or wants to elect some other candidate, by all means, let me know. Until then, you do what I say, when I say. Is that clear?”

      Both nurses nodded with their heads bowed. The gambler pilot didn’t say a word.

      “Now here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to divide up into watches. Two of you will get these ships in the air and patrol your planet, in case the syndicate comes out at us again. You won’t have to worry that there are only two of you. You’ll be working in concert with Oja, and we’ll have all twenty-four of ours in the air. We’ll make a mutual assistance pact between our two colonies so that, if one gets attacked, the other will send out their whole force to help defend it.”

      The nurses nodded again. Of course no one argued.

      “In the meantime, the third pilot will get busy training anyone you can find to fly these things. You can decide for yourselves who best to recruit from your population. Just get your pilots trained, give them plenty of practice time, and get as many of these ships in the air as quickly as possible. If you have trouble, you can let me know and I’ll send some of my boys over to help you train them. Understood?”

      Everyone nodded again, and this time, both nurses said, “Yes, sir,” too. They were learning fast.

      Avi waved at the Thunderstrike crew. “You boys refuel the Lament from these stolen ships. You come with me, Wolf. I want to talk to you.”

      The rest of the crew went off to carry out his orders. The three local pilots got straight to work, familiarizing themselves with the new craft and discussing how they were going to divide up their watch and who to recruit.

      Avi motioned Wolf to one side away from everyone else. “Thank you, Wolf,” he began.

      “You bet, pal. Whatever you need, just tell me. We probably could have gone back for a third load after your people disabled those scanners.”

      “I don’t mean that,” Avi snapped. “I’m talking about you not interfering with my authority with these people. I appreciate you standing aside and staying out of it.”

      “Oh.” Wolf gulped. “Of course. You’re doing a bang-up job.”

      Avi fixed him with another hard glare. “I have a favor to ask you, Wolf. I want you to load up the Thunderstrike crew, launch the Lament, and leave this planet.”

      “Are you sure?” Wolf asked. “Neither of your colonies is really secure yet.”

      “That’s my business. You being here undermines my authority—or my ability to build authority with these people. They need a leader, and that has to be me. You being here will only confuse everyone about who’s in charge. I’m asking you to take your crew and go. Leave all this to me. I’ll take it from here.”

      Wolf nodded. He almost asked again if Avi was sure about this, but he obviously was. “All right, man,” he murmured. “I can do that.”

      “Thank you. I’m grateful.”

      “Don’t be. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to these people. They’re lucky to have you.”

      “Yeah, well…” Avi’s gaze drifted back to the tavern. Some of the townspeople stood milling around and watching the commotion in the street. “They need all the help they can get.”

      “You’re the best man to give it to them. I’ll see you around, Avi. I’m proud of you. It’s been an honor to serve with you this time, the same as every other time.”

      Avi cracked a grin and hugged Wolf. Then he went off to give orders to the Kolex pilots about loading up and taking their craft back to Oja.

      Wolf relayed Avi’s message to the rest of the Thunderstrike crew. As soon as Leif finished refueling the Lament, the crew loaded up, but Wolf didn’t go to the cockpit.

      He resisted the urge to check the scanners to see what was happening back there. Avi would handle it. He didn’t need Wolf watching over his shoulder, now or ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re getting low on fuel,” Leif remarked. “We should find a place to set down and resupply.”

      Wolf pulled up the charts. “I guess you don’t know anything about this part of space either, do you?”

      “Nope. Nothing…and no one around here knows anything about us.” He squinted through the window at the stars. “It’s strange to be flying along with no one gunning for us. It sounds too quiet.”

      “There’s a supply town on that moon over there. There’s no way to know until we get down there if they have Military fuel. It’s going to become harder and harder to come by the farther out we go. That’s just another reason for you to go back now.”

      Leif shot him a look. “Are you going to keep harping on about that for the rest of the trip?”

      “Probably,” Wolf replied. “You could retool the Lament to accept other fuel types.”

      “I wouldn’t want to do that. When I get back to Ingragora, Military fuel will be the most common type. I’ll want the Lament to be the same then.”

      “That’s why I suggested retooling it so that it would accept multiple fuel types,” Wolf corrected. “Then it could accept Military fuel and other types.”

      Leif frowned at him. “How would I do that?”

      “I don’t know, but there must be a way. Maybe someone down there knows.”

      Leif shrugged. “We might as well go down and see. Then, if they don’t have Military fuel and retooling the Lament turns out to be impossible, we’ll still have enough fuel to get somewhere else.”

      He steered toward the moon and circled it.

      “Man!” Wolf breathed. “I’ve seen some microscopic colonies and outposts in my day, but this takes the prize. The whole outpost can’t be more than ten houses.”

      Leif nodded through the window. “Take a look at that. I think we might have struck paydirt.”

      He and Wolf watched several enormous spacecraft land and take off from an airfield outside the supply town. The incoming ships dwarfed the collection of hovels huddled together in the middle of nowhere.

      “There’s a Military Titan,” Wolf pointed out, “and there’s a Raider. These people must be selling Military fuel, but I really think you should consider refitting the Lament to accept different fuel types. It’s only prudent, considering how far we’re planning to go.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Leif replied.

      “I’ll pay for it,” Wolf told him.

      Leif’s eyes popped. “You what?”

      “I don’t know if you have any money, but I do. If you can’t pay for it, I’ll float you.”

      Leif looked away. “Thanks. You don’t have to do that.”

      “You don’t have to fly us around, but you are. Like you said, I’m on a mission here, and then you still have to get home after we finish. I wouldn’t be doing you any favors if I left you high and dry out here.”

      Leif caught his eye and immediately looked away. “Thanks,” he said again.

      Wolf clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s go into town and see what they do around here for fun. This will be the first time any of us has just been able to kick back and enjoy ourselves since we left the Earth galaxy.”

      He and Leif left the cockpit. Joram and the Wylder brothers joined them at the ramp to survey their new environment.

      The moon wasn’t a hot, dusty desert like Palwas. Rainforest covered most of it. The area around the outpost and the airfield had been cleared to a gently rolling grassy area with trees all around it.

      “How nice,” Onir remarked.

      “It’s not too bad,” Olphet added. “It could be a lot worse.”

      “Do you think they have girls here?” Joram asked.

      “Let’s go find out.” Onir started forward, and Joram joined him. They walked fast toward the houses in the distance.

      Olphet, Leif, and Wolf stayed where they were and watched them go.

      “There they go,” Olphet murmured. “I should be worried about him going into town with all that money and Joram as his wingman.”

      “He’ll be all right,” Wolf replied. “Onir is too intelligent and responsible to get into too much trouble.”

      “I know,” Olphet murmured. “He never does, but I can’t help worrying about him.”

      “What do you want to do tonight?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know,” Olphet replied. “I guess I’ll just go see what this town has to offer. Hell, I might wind up getting into trouble, too.”

      “Cut it out!” Wolf countered. “That’s never gonna happen.”

      “You never know. Lightning might strike. Maybe Onir is right about me never having any fun.”

      Wolf gaped at him. “You can’t be serious!”

      “Tonight might be my lucky night. I guess I’ll never know until I try it.”

      He sauntered off toward the outpost. Joram and Onir were already out of sight.

      Wolf fought the urge to either go with Olphet or to stop him from going. Olphet was not going into town to have some fun. That didn’t happen.

      Leif broke in on Wolf’s thoughts. “I’m going over to the airfield to see about fueling up the Lament.”

      “Okay,” Wolf replied. “I’ll go with you.”

      Leif didn’t move. He glanced toward the outpost, squinted at the airfield, and shuffled his feet.

      “Is there a problem?” Wolf asked.

      “I…I can’t pay for it,” Leif blurted out. “I don’t have any money.”

      “Well, why the hell didn’t you say so?”

      “I just did,” Leif replied.

      “Come on,” Wolf told him. “I’ll pay for it. Heaven knows you’ve done enough for me in the last few weeks.”
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      Wolf and Leif reached the airfield and followed some other ship crews to the quartermaster’s office. The quartermaster turned out to be a young Qhaxek less than ten years old.

      Wolf arranged for the Lament to be refueled. Leif remained silent through the whole arrangement while Wolf told the quartermaster what he wanted and then paid for the fuel.

      Nearly every ship on the field belonged to some alien class that Wolf didn’t recognize. The Military ones were much rarer, and they all had alien crews. Leif had to be the only human in the whole outpost, but no one seemed to notice or to care.

      Then Wolf had a conversation with the quartermaster about adjusting the Lament’s fuel systems to accept different fuel types. The quartermaster referred him to the outpost’s mechanical shop, which occupied one of the houses nearest to the airfield. Wolf and Leif went there, and Wolf negotiated with the head mechanic, who was another Qhaxek—a much older one.

      The back wall of the house opened onto the airfield, and the interior had been converted into a workshop. Tools covered the walls, and ten mechanics worked on their workbenches, came and went from the airfield to fix the incoming ships, and brought parts back to their shop to work on them there.

      The head mechanic sent out his men to inspect the Lament. “We can do it,” he told Wolf when they reported back. “It’ll take us two days to make the switch. After that, she’ll be able to run on plasma and phototropics, as well as octane-based fuel.”

      “Thanks,” Wolf told him. “Do you want me to pay you now or afterward?”

      “Afterward,” the mechanic told him. “We won’t know the labor cost until we finish.”

      “I guess we’ll just go into town, then,” Wolf replied.

      The mechanic pointed to another house across the dirt pathway between the buildings. “That’s the inn over there. We’ll look for you over there when we finish.”

      “Thanks,” Wolf repeated, and he and Leif left.

      “Thank you,” Leif murmured as soon as they got out of earshot.

      “Stop it,” Wolf told him. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “I’ll pay you back,” Leif replied.

      “You’d better not,” Wolf countered. “I’ll be highly offended if you do.”

      Leif fell silent until they got to the inn. They went in, and Wolf immediately spotted Joram clowning around in front of a whole ship’s crew of female Kakted.

      They laughed at his jokes and ran their fingers through his fur when they stroked him. “It looks like someone is enjoying himself,” Leif remarked.

      “I don’t see Onir anywhere,” Wolf replied. “He’s probably already upstairs.”

      “This place only has one story,” Leif pointed out.

      “Don’t shatter the illusion. Let me live out my fantasies through him.”

      Leif laughed. “Do you even have any fantasies?”

      “Not really. You got me.”

      The bartender came over to them, but since neither Wolf nor Leif had any idea what the place served, they told the bartender to surprise them, which he did.

      “Did you happen to see two Ozetz come through here just now?” Wolf asked the man.

      The bartender’s eyes darted from him to Leif and back again. “I might have.”

      “Where are they?” Wolf asked. “Did you see?”

      “We have a strict confidentiality policy here,” the bartender replied. “We don’t see, and we don’t tell. We’ve had too many fights break out from people trying to find other people who don’t want to be found.”

      “They’re my friends,” Wolf explained. “They’re members of my crew.”

      “Sorry,” the bartender replied. “I can’t break the rules. Your crewmen might be jumping ship, and you might be looking for them to take them back against their will. I have to stay out of it.”

      “Whatever,” Wolf replied, and the bartender left.

      Leif chuckled over his drink. “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”

      Wolf frowned at him. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s an Earth expression.”

      “Then I don’t want to know about it.”

      “Have you ever been to Earth?” Leif asked.

      “No, and I don’t plan to ever go there.”

      “I guess it’s never gonna happen now,” Leif remarked.

      “It will probably never happen that you’ll go to back to Earth, either,” Wolf pointed out.

      Leif took a sip and put down his glass. “I’ve never been there either.”

      Wolf choked on his drink and had to wipe spit off his chin. “You haven’t?”

      “Nope. I spent my whole youth on Bejiros, and then I spent the rest of my adult life flying around the Earth galaxy. I never got around to visiting the home planet.”

      “Then I guess neither of us is missing anything.”

      They both fell silent and sipped their drinks while they watched the different ships’ crews come and go. Wolf listened to their conversations, and after a few minutes, Joram left with his harem of adoring Kakted.

      Ten minutes later, Olphet came in and went to the bar across the room. He ordered, but he didn’t come near Leif’s and Wolf’s table. He kept his back to them.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Leif asked.

      “I’m going back to the Lament,” Wolf announced. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Hey, wait a minute!” Leif hustled to get out of his chair. “Why are you leaving?”

      Wolf paid the bartender and left the building before he answered. “I don’t want to intimidate Olphet.”

      “You—intimidate Olphet? I doubt anyone could intimidate him.”

      “He’s out on the town by himself. He doesn’t want me hanging around watching his every move. He might want to do something he doesn’t want me to find out about.”

      Leif fell in at his side. “Oh, I get it.”

      “You should go out,” Wolf told him. “I’ll give you some money. You don’t have to go back.”

      “I don’t feel like it,” Leif replied. “I’m a married man, remember? It isn’t like I can go out and get wild with these young bucks.”

      Wolf shrugged. “True.”

      They walked back to the Lament. The mechanics were working on the fuel system, but in a minute, they removed it and took it to their shop. They didn’t come back.

      Wolf found himself walking slower and slower on his way toward the ship. “You miss your wife, don’t you?” he finally asked.

      “Sure. What’s not to miss?” Leif glanced at him. “Why do you ask that?”

      Wolf couldn’t look at him, so he looked across the airfield instead. “I don’t know.”

      He couldn’t explain why he asked about Leif and Munia. All couples and relationships in general had been beyond his reach all his life. He’d never once considered that he might one day go through the same process.

      He wasn’t ready to start thinking like that, so he pushed the thought out of his mind.

      Leif opened the Lament’s ramp, and they went inside. He split off to his cabin, and Wolf kept going toward his own.

      He was just about to turn into his own cabin when he noticed an open door across the corridor. Onir sat on the bunk inside. He’d been using this cabin since the Lament had left Ingragora. He sat on the bunk cleaning his rifle.

      “Are you okay, boy?” Wolf asked. “What are you doing in here? I thought you be in town tying one on for the record books.”

      “I went, but I just got back.”

      “What’s the matter?” Wolf asked. “Did something happen?”

      Onir looked back down at his hands, going through the automatic sequence of putting the gun back together. “I don’t really feel like it. I’d rather just stay here.”

      Wolf frowned at him. “What’s wrong with you? Are you coming down with something, or what? Olphet is out there right now. Are you going to let him beat you?”

      He meant it as a joke, but when Onir raised his eyes to meet Wolf’s, he realized something really was wrong.

      “You know, Wolf,” Onir murmured. “I just really want to go home. I don’t want to do this anymore.”

      Words failed Wolf. Of course that would be the reason why. He had always encouraged Onir to enjoy his youth while he had the chance, but that never really happened. Onir had spent his youth fighting, in danger, and in captivity. How could anyone enjoy that? A few nights of hedonistic revelry didn’t change anything.

      Wolf went into the cabin and sat down on the bunk next to Onir, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. The Thunderstrike crew had dwindled to the point where they couldn’t even call themselves the Thunderstrike crew anymore. It was just the four of them now.

      The Lament would drop off Joram and then the Wylder brothers, and then that would be it. The Thunderstrike crew would be no more.

      Onir finished cleaning his rifle and set it aside. He glanced up at Wolf, and his eyes caught Wolf in an unbreakable grip. “What’s going to happen to you after you take the rest of us home? Where will you go?”

      Wolf shrugged. “I don’t know, son. I guess I’ll figure it out.”

      “You should come with us. You should come to the Ozetz homeworld and stay with us. We’d love to have you. I don’t feel right leaving you to wander alone out on the frontier.”

      Those words twisted Wolf’s heart. He put his arm around Onir’s shoulder. “Thank you, boy. You have no idea how much that means to me.”

      “Anyway,” Onir husked. “The offer’s there if you want it. I’d rather you stayed with us than let you go off alone. I don’t like to think about you being the only one without a home and a family to go to.”

      Wolf squeezed Onir’s shoulder one more time. Now, more than ever, he thanked the stars he’d made the decision to take these people home instead of just running off with Zyr. If he had gone with Zyr when he had the chance, he never would have experienced this moment. He never would have actually heard the words that expressed just how much these people cared about him.

      He’d known all along how much they cared, but nothing they’d ever said meant as much as this. The fact that Wolf wouldn’t be wandering alone made those words hurt the worst of all.

      He sat silently while Onir picked up another rifle and started cleaning that one, too. Wolf probably would have sat there for hours, but a little while later, the Lament’s ramp banged. Footsteps pounded up it, down the corridor, and turned off into Olphet’s cabin. He was back. That didn’t take long.

      Wolf got up, gripped Onir’s shoulder one last time, and crossed the corridor on his way to his cabin.

      He reached the door just as Joram came in. He smiled at Wolf, went to his cabin, and vanished inside. That was it. The whole crew was all on board. None of them had gone out at all.

      Wolf went into his own cabin, kicked back on the bunk, and stared at the ceiling. The journey was reaching its end. None of them wanted to do anything but get there and put the whole adventure behind them. None of them wanted to do this anymore.
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      Wolf bowed at the waist and swished his hand toward the Lament’s cockpit. “After you.”

      “Are you sure?” Leif asked. “Are you sure you’re okay with me taking over?”

      “Will you stop it?” Wolf countered. “This is your ship.”

      “Oh, right,” Leif teased. “I forgot.”

      Wolf glared at him, and Leif smirked as he slipped into the pilot’s seat. Wolf sat down next to him. “The Riviss homeworld is next.”

      “I think I heard Joram bouncing up and down yesterday,” Leif replied.

      Wolf pulled up the route on the chart and entered it into the navigation system. “They have trade relationships with ten other colonies in their system. They must be doing well for themselves.”

      Leif steered along the course, and Wolf monitored the Lament’s status, but there wasn’t much to do on the journey. No one in this part of space considered the crew enemies. No one attacked. The crew had nothing to do but glide along their route to their destination.

      Wolf had nothing else to do, so he turned to study the fuel system. The mechanics had changed it into something he didn’t recognize. He couldn’t figure out what they did to it. It would take him weeks to understand it.

      Leif broke the silence. “Um…we have a problem.”

      “What is it?” Wolf asked.

      “Look for yourself.”

      Wolf raised his head and looked through the cockpit window. “What’s wrong? I don’t see anything.”

      “That’s the problem. The Riviss homeworld is supposed to be here…but it isn’t.”

      “That’s impossible.” Wolf bent over the charts. “The chart says it’s there.”

      “So where is it?” Leif asked.

      Wolf searched the sky outside the window. There was nothing there. He glanced back down at the chart, checked the coordinates again and then again, but the planet still wasn’t there. The charts definitely marked this as the planet’s location, but it wasn’t there.

      Leif crisscrossed the solar system and located all the other colonies that the chart said the Riviss had been trading with. All the other planets and colonies were where the chart said they were. Only that one planet was missing.

      Leif pulled the Lament to a standstill in space above where the planet should have been. “What do you want to do?” he murmured low.

      “I guess I’d better tell Joram.”

      Wolf knew what he had to do, but he didn’t want to do it. He didn’t want to face Joram with this, but he had to. None of them would be able to keep the truth from him for long, and Wolf didn’t want to. He just dreaded having that conversation.

      Sitting here staring at the empty space in front of the cockpit window wasn’t getting it done. Leif didn’t say anything to help Wolf out. This was all on him. He’d been Joram’s sergeant all these years. He had to be the one to break the news.

      Wolf hoisted himself out of his seat and went into the back like he was on his way to his own funeral—but he wasn’t. He was on his way to Joram’s funeral.

      He would much rather have been the one to face this devastation. He could take it. He’d been living with it for years. He hated to inflict it on someone else, especially someone he cared about.

      He found Joram in Onir’s quarters. They were laughing and joking around like they usually did.

      Joram was telling Onir some story about what he did with his horde of Kakted lovers. Onir laughed in a way that told Wolf that he knew it was all made up. It sure was funny to listen to, though. Joram really knew how to tell a story, especially one that never happened.

      Onir noticed Wolf first, and when his expression changed, Joram glanced over his shoulder toward the door. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Joram…” Wolf husked. “I need you to come up to the cockpit.”

      “Why?” Joram asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just come up to the cockpit. I need to show you something.”

      Wolf waited for Joram to follow him, and they both went back to the cockpit. Wolf wedged himself back into his seat next to Leif, and Joram stopped between their chairs.

      He blinked through the cockpit window, and then Wolf pointed at the chart. “Look.”

      Joram stared at the chart for a minute. It clearly showed the Lament in orbit over the Riviss homeworld. His eyes snapped back to the window as the truth sank in.

      “I’m sorry, man,” Wolf whispered.

      Joram froze to the spot for a second and then bolted out of the cockpit. His much lighter footsteps raced up the corridor to his cabin, and the door slammed. Silence fell over the ship.

      Wolf should go talk to him about this, but he found it impossible to do that now. He would have been the one to comfort any of his crew in these situations. He’d been the one to deal with Cassian when Cassian thought he’d lost his whole family.

      He couldn’t do that now. He had a family. He had a colony to go to. How could he offer comfort to someone who had lost theirs? He couldn’t insult Joram like that.

      He turned back to the controls. “What do you want to do?” Leif asked.

      “Let’s set down at one of the other colonies,” Wolf suggested. “We can ask around and find out what happened. Maybe there’s a logical explanation for it, or maybe there are some other Riviss somewhere that Joram can go to.”

      “A logical explanation for this?” Leif’s eyes darted back to the window. “How can there be?”

      Wolf didn’t answer. He took the helm even though Leif was supposed to be flying the ship now.

      He steered to the nearest colony, a planet called Xilerth populated by the Dhada people. Wolf found a landing area outside of town and set down with the other ships.

      He went into the loading bay, where Olphet and Onir both stood talking. “What’s going on?” Onir asked.

      “You two stay on board and keep an eye on Joram,” Wolf told them. “Leif and I are going into town for a while.”

      “Why?” Olphet asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Hold the fort, Olphet.”

      Leif and Wolf went outside. This colony was a much bigger thriving metropolis, with aircraft weaving in and out of tall buildings, all of them humming with people.

      The two men strode down the main street. Shops, stores, restaurants, bars, brothels, repair shops, and a million other establishments lined every street and occupied every corner. Wolf had rarely seen a colony as prosperous as this.

      “I don’t see any Riviss anywhere,” Leif murmured. “That’s strange, considering how closely these people were trading with the Riviss homeworld.”

      “Let’s go ask someone.”

      Wolf went into a bar and elbowed his way through the crowd of patrons. He flagged the bartender, pointed to the Ghoval next to him, and said, “I’ll have what he’s having.”

      The Ghoval heard him, turned around, and frowned at Wolf. “What species are you?”

      “Coyama,” Wolf replied. “We’re just passing through.”

      The guy’s eyes snapped to Leif. “He’s human. What’s he doing here?”

      “He’s my pilot. We’re his passengers.”

      “It’s unusual for a human to travel this far out. I haven’t seen one in years.”

      “You can mark your calendar, then.” Wolf sipped his drink. “Are you from around here?”

      The Ghoval thumped his chest and puffed up his shoulders. “Born and raised.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows. “Really? Are there other Ghoval here?” He pretended to look outside. “I thought everyone here was Dhada.”

      “Naw,” the guy exclaimed. “People come and go, and some just come and stay. My parents came and stayed. I’ve been here all my life.”

      “Maybe you can help me out, then. We were on our way to the Riviss homeworld next door. Maybe you can tell me what happened to it.”

      The guy’s expression drained of all color, and he turned back to the bar to mumble into his drink. “We don’t talk about that.”

      “I have a Riviss crewman on board who was on his way home from Earth captivity. He was really looking forward to getting back to his people. You can imagine how upset he was when we found the planet gone. It would really help if we knew what happened to it and if there are any other Riviss around.”

      “There are no other Riviss around,” the guy muttered.

      “What happened?” Wolf insisted.

      The guy shot him a quick glance, and then another around the bar. No one was listening to their conversation, but the Ghoval sure acted shifty.

      “Please,” Wolf went on. “Help my friend out. Someone around here must know something. Please tell us.”

      The guy tossed back the rest of his drink, straightened his face, and dipped a quick nod. “Follow me. We can’t talk about it here.”

      He strode out of the bar so fast that Leif and Wolf had to struggle to keep up with him. The guy shouldered his way through the other patrons and even knocked into a few of them.

      By the time Leif and Wolf got outside, the Ghoval was already disappearing into an alley next to the building. Wolf regretted not bringing a weapon with him. What was this guy doing?

      He wasn’t much bigger than Leif. Wolf could take this stranger if he tried anything.

      Wolf entered the alley to find the Ghoval standing near the wall. The guy kept casting frightened glances out at the street, but no one followed them.

      “What are we doing here?” Wolf asked.

      “We don’t talk about that,” the guy whispered. “Definitely not in public. If I said anything, it could cause a panic, and no one wants that.”

      “Why?” Wolf asked. “What does this have to do with the Riviss homeworld?”

      “The Reckless destroyed the Riviss homeworld!” the guy hissed under his breath. “They wiped it off the map—literally!”

      Wolf’s stomach dropped. “How did they do that? How could they destroy a whole planet?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t want to know! They came into our system flying their black flags, and as soon as they showed up, they used some weapon to blow the planet to powder. Then they threatened to do the same thing to every other planet in the system if we didn’t do what they said. They raided all our colonies, took what they wanted, and left. It took us years to rebuild.”

      “Who are they?” Wolf asked. “Who’s the Reckless?”

      The guy shrugged. “They’re some marauding army of raiders. What else do you need to know?”

      “Maybe how to disable their planet-destroying weapon.”

      The guy shook his head. “No one can do that. We’re only standing here now with the prosperity we have because we did what they said. They took what they wanted and moved on. People at the time said we should fight back, but now we all recognize that we made the right decision. We could have all been destroyed if we didn’t.”

      Wolf nodded. “I understand. Thank you.”

      “You should take your friend and get out of here,” the guy whispered. “I’m sorry he lost his homeworld, but no one can fight the Reckless.”

      “Are you sure there aren’t any other Riviss around? There must have been some at the other colonies…or here. They’re always involved in business of some kind or another.”

      “They were here and at the other colonies, but they left after it happened. They packed up, bought a bunch of ships, and cleared out of the whole system. They said they wanted to find more of their people somewhere else.”

      “So there isn’t one single Riviss left in this whole system?” Wolf murmured.

      “Not one. You should tell your friend to move on. He might be able to find them somewhere else, but they aren’t here.”

      “He might want to stay…kind of like your parents,” Wolf remarked.

      “Tell him he’ll be better off if he doesn’t. No one wants to deal with the Riviss now. No one wants to think about what happened. It would be hard for him to establish himself here. People would avoid him.”

      “All right. I’ll tell him. Thank you.”

      Wolf turned away, and the Ghoval darted back to the bar. Leif and Wolf returned to the Lament, but Wolf really, really didn’t want to go on board the ship. He didn’t want to tell Joram what he’d found out. No one would want to hear that.

      Wolf had no choice, though. He and Leif entered the Lament’s bay, where Olphet leaned his shoulder against the bulkhead. Wolf almost asked him what he was doing there, and then heard voices.

      The door of Joram’s cabin stood open. Onir and Joram sat on the bunk inside talking. Joram still looked dazed and far away, but he definitely listened and responded to what Onir was saying. Then he laughed at something Onir said.

      “He’s a mess,” Olphet murmured. “He wants to return to the Earth galaxy.”

      “We can’t let him do that!” Wolf countered. “He’ll be taken back into slavery if he does.”

      “He knows, and he doesn’t care. He says he knows there are other Riviss there. He doesn’t care about anything but being with his own people.”

      Wolf groaned and covered his eyes. “This is a disaster.”

      “For him,” Olphet replied. “You know you’d do the same thing. You’d go anywhere if you knew you could find your people there. You would go back into conscription, even back into the labor pool, just to be with them. You know you would.”

      Joram’s laughter distracted them back to the cabin. He didn’t laugh outright. It came out more as a soft chuckle, and he let Onir do all the talking.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Olphet went on in the same soft undertone. “Onir will take care of him. Onir always takes care of everything.”

      Wolf’s head shot up. “What do you mean?”

      “Didn’t you know? He took care of me when I lost my family. My wife and children got killed when the Military invaded our homeworld. I wanted to kill myself. I probably would have, but Onir brought me out of it. I’d probably still be a wreck if he didn’t keep teasing me about everything and cheering me up. He really knows how to take the edge off, if you know what I mean.”

      Wolf stared at him in shock. So Onir was right. He didn’t just make up all that nonsense about keeping Olphet light and bouncy by joking around and playing the fool. Olphet really did need his brother to keep him going.

      He turned back to watch Onir and Joram together. “He’s a good kid,” Wolf mused.

      “He’s the best. They never made anyone better.”
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      Wolf checked the charts. “The Ozetz homeworld is five hundred parsecs ahead. We should be there in a few hours.”

      “I’ll take Joram back to the Earth galaxy with me as soon as we drop off Olphet and Onir,” Leif replied. “I’m going that way anyway. I can take him to one of the labor pool depots, and we can find out where the Riviss are.”

      Wolf nodded at nothing. The thought of sending Joram back into captivity sounded like his worst nightmare, but Olphet was right. Even that wouldn’t be worse than wandering out here alone without his people. Wolf would never expect him to do that.

      Leif snapped Wolf alert in an instant. “Um…what the holy hell is that?”

      Wolf glanced through the cockpit window and then gulped when he saw the charts. “Damn! There must be five hundred ships out there—no, there’s more!”

      Ship signatures covered the charts. The signatures filled the solar system, and every one of those ships had the same make and configuration.

      “The Lament’s systems can’t identify them,” Wolf reported. “What are they doing here?” He got his answer when a sudden flare of light burst on the charts. “Crap! They’re assaulting the Ozetz homeworld!”

      Leif veered hard to the right. “Incoming! Get on the cannons—fast!”

      Wolf barely had time to grab the cannon controls before a dozen of the strange vessels pulled out of their formation and came after the Lament. They unloaded on the ship with dozens of laser cannons.

      “Bastards!” Wolf roared, and returned fire.

      The Lament’s EM cannons had the opposite effect they’d had on the other aliens the crew had met recently. The pulses deflected the lasers and created a feedback wave that ricocheted back and detonated the ships that fired those lasers. The Lament plowed through the attackers, with Leif trying to carve a path out of the swarm, but more and more of those strange vessels turned away from their invasion to come after the Lament instead.

      “Withdraw!” Wolf yelled. “Get out of the swarm and retreat!”

      “I’m trying to!” Leif hollered back. “They’re driving us into the horde!”

      Wolf pounded another five attackers and then, without him saying anything or ordering anything, three of the Lament’s onboard cannons opened fire. Joram and the Wylder brothers hammered the attackers on both sides, while Wolf concentrated his fire to the front.

      They punched through, and the Lament squeaked out of the flock into open space. Leif kept the throttle pinned down and plummeted away, back in the direction the crew had just come.

      Wolf threw up his hands and flung himself back in his chair. “That’s it! I quit!”

      Leif passed his forehead across his shoulder to wipe away sweat. “We have to find a place to regroup. We can’t get anywhere near the Ozetz homeworld like this.”

      Wolf didn’t answer. He stared at the charts. That attacking horde surrounded the Ozetz planet in such numbers that he could barely see the planet. A bright flash of light on the charts indicated a massive battle going on down there. So many ships, explosions, and guns went off that they obscured the readings.

      “Wolf?” Leif asked. “What do you think? How do you want to proceed?”

      “Go back to Xilerth,” he told Leif. “We have a big problem.”

      “We can’t go all the way back there!” Leif exclaimed. “Do you realize how long it took us to get here? We can’t go back now.”

      “Go back,” Wolf told him. “We can’t do anything out here right now. We need to make a plan, and for that, we need to spend some money.”

      Leif spun around. “What do you mean?”

      Wolf pointed to the controls and pulled up the log records from the Lament’s confrontation with that attacking fleet. He and Leif had been too busy fighting them and running away to see them clearly at the time.

      “They have black flags painted on their hulls,” Wolf told Leif. “They’re the Reckless. It’s the same army that destroyed the Riviss homeworld, and now they’re going after the Ozetz.”

      Leif turned back to the helm, and neither of them said anything all the way back to Xilerth.

      He landed the ship in the same place outside of town. Wolf removed the scanner unit and took it back to show the other three. They gathered around to hear what he had to tell them.

      Joram joined them. He’d been much quieter and less humorous since the crew had arrived in this system, but now Wolf knew that Olphet was right. Onir had brought Joram back from the brink. Onir really was a blessing in disguise. His gentle, easy-going nature would melt the stoniest heart, even Olphet’s.

      Wolf brought up the scans of the Ozetz homeworld. “The same marauding army that destroyed the Riviss homeworld is now attacking the Ozetz homeworld. The Reckless have an overwhelming force, and they’re assaulting the planet as we speak.”

      “It’s a miracle the planet is still there at all,” Leif added. “The Ozetz are holding out amazingly well, considering the Reckless have overwhelming numbers on their side.”

      “They haven’t brought out their planet-destroying device, either—not yet,” Wolf went on. “They’re probably hoping to make the Ozetz surrender so the Reckless can plunder the planet, like they’ve plundered everyone else.”

      “Those bastards!” Joram hissed under his breath. “I’ll kill them all!”

      “Not before we do,” Olphet countered. “Xilerth has ships for sale. We’ll pool our resources, buy some fast-flying attack craft, fight our way down to the planet, and join our people. We have to help them defend the planet from these assholes.”

      “We’ll come with you,” Wolf offered.

      “No,” Olphet told him. “You and Leif go on without us. You don’t want to get mixed up in this.”

      “You’re dopey if you think you can get down to the planet with just the three of you,” Wolf argued. “You’ll need as many guns as you can get to shoot through that horde.”

      “And you think five will be better than three? It won’t make any difference.”

      “Still,” Wolf told him. “We’re here, and it’s our job to make sure you boys get home. We have one ship between us now, but we have enough money to make it five. We can afford some good-sized battle craft, too—not just fighter craft. We’ll go all-out, plow through, and get you boys down on the planet. Either way, we can draw the Reckless away from the planet. Maybe that will give the Ozetz time to drive them off—at least a little bit.”

      “First we have to decide how much money we have.” Olphet pulled out his earnings from Palwas and dropped the bag on the floor in the middle of the group. “Pony up all your cash and let’s count it.”

      Onir did the same thing, and Joram added his money to the pile. Wolf got his out of his cabin, but when he bent over to put it with the others, Olphet stopped him. “You keep some of it back for yourself. Don’t put in all of it.”

      “Why not?” Wolf asked. “What else do I have to do with it?”

      “You’ll need it…for afterward.”

      “I’ll decide what to do with my own money, man.” Wolf shook off Olphet’s hand and dropped the bag onto the stack. “I’m in.”

      Onir squatted down, dumped out all the money onto the floor, and counted it. “We definitely have enough here for battle craft—big ones, too. We could probably get something bomber-sized—one for each of us.”

      “We have enough to hire pilots to take other smaller fighters in with us,” Joram suggested. “We could bring a whole fleet.”

      “No one on this planet would go against the Reckless, and I wouldn’t want them to,” Wolf pointed out. “If the five of us are just crazy enough to tackle these assholes, that’s our business. I don’t want to involve anyone else, especially not civilians.”

      “This is all ours,” Joram growled. “No one even has to know what we’re up to, but I’m going in, with you boys or without you.”

      “We’re all going,” Wolf decided. “Put all the money in one bag, Onir. We’re going shopping.”

      The crew left the Lament, but they didn’t go back to the city. They crossed the landing area to the flight controller’s office and enquired about where the colony had any ships for sale.

      The flight controller directed them to a second flight zone on the other side of town. The guy from the bar turned out to be right, and everyone recoiled in horror at Joram’s presence. Their reaction made him surlier than ever, but it also made him more determined. He stayed close to the other four until they arrived at the flight zone in question.

      Hundreds of ships sat in rows, each one bigger, shinier, and more heavily armed than the last. Olphet halted in front of a monstrous vessel bigger than a Military Titan. “Man! I wouldn’t mind taking that into battle against the Reckless!”

      “You wouldn’t be able to fly it by yourself,” Wolf told him. “You’d be so busy flying it that you wouldn’t be able to man the cannons. Make sure you get something you can handle.”

      “We don’t know anything about these ships,” Leif pointed out. “We don’t know how they’re configured. One of these giants might be set up for one person to fly and shoot at the same time.”

      The crew split up and started going through the place one ship at a time. They studied each one and reconvened at the same spot. “We can forget about all the ships in that line over there,” Onir reported. “They’re all designed to be run by a crew of hundreds.”

      Joram pointed out several hundred small fighter craft no bigger than Wings. “And the ships in that line over there are all too small.”

      “These monsters are all heavily armed, but their controls are too complicated,” Wolf finished. “I vote we go for those Valkyries over there. They’re big, have plenty of guns, and we can reconfigure them so we can fly them and shoot at the same time.”

      “I’m with you,” Olphet replied. “How much are they?”

      “Let’s find the manager and haggle,” Wolf suggested.

      “Here, Joram.” Onir pushed the money bag into Joram’s hands. “You’re the best at this. You talk to him.”

      “Avi’s the man you want,” Wolf told him. “That fool could sweet talk the fur off a bear.”

      They found the zone manager in his office. He was a bright-eyed Raehmu who smiled easily. He’d be a perfect target for Joram’s sense of humor.

      The idea of taking these ships into battle against the bastards who’d killed his people seemed to bring Joram the rest of the way back to life. He handed the money back to Olphet, went into the manager’s office, and talked to him while the four friends waited outside.

      The manager started laughing right away. He and Joram had a grand old time in there, talking about who knows what. The manager seemed to be laughing way more than he should have, considering he was supposed to be haggling over the price of ships.

      The conversation went on and on. Wolf was just beginning to wonder if he should do something to break it up when Joram came back out, took the money bag from Olphet, and counted out about a third of it.

      “What are you doing?” Wolf murmured. “You can’t pay him so little!”

      “This is all he wants. It’s the agreed-upon price.” Joram smiled up at him. “It’s all done, Wolf. No sweat.”

      He strode back inside, and came back in a few minutes after making the manager burst out laughing again. “We can go now.”

      “Is that it?” Olphet countered. “We could have bought ten more Valkyries for that price.”

      “We wouldn’t be able to fly them.” Joram walked past the rest of the crew. “Let’s go. I want to get into the air.”
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      Wolf went through the controls of his new Valkyrie battle craft. It was ten times the size of the Upheaval, and vastly better armed.

      He could control the whole ship from a cradle seat on the bridge. It was designed to be the captain’s chair, where he gave orders to his crew on all the ship’s dozens of decks.

      Now it was just Wolf, but this seat felt good. It projected a holographic display around him, showing all the ship’s systems. A targeting grid gave him a 360º view all around the ship. The seat swiveled and adjusted to his body movements, so the ship and weapons systems acted as an extension of his limbs and hands.

      He ran through several preprogrammed attack sequences. The ship had a combination of weaponry, including phase cannons, lasers, and torpedo tubes.

      The crew had spent a week arming the four Valkyries and loading them with supplies. Joram and the Wylder brothers spent all their remaining funds on medical gear, food, ammunition, and guns to take down to the Ozetz homeworld to help their people fight the Reckless.

      The project invigorated them all, and they got more excited, more bloodthirsty, and more agitated as the moment of launch got nearer. Now the crew just had to fine-tune their Valkyries’ systems, and they’d be ready to launch.

      A signal went off on Wolf’s controls. He didn’t have to look down to activate them. The holographic display projected Leif’s image right in front of him so it felt like they were actually talking face to face. “How’s it coming along, there, Sergeant?”

      “Will you please stop calling me that?” Wolf countered. “How would you like it if I started calling you ‘Doctor’?”

      “I’d think it was hilarious,” Leif replied.

      “What do you want, anyway—or did you just call to annoy me?”

      Leif laughed. “What’s your timeframe for launching?”

      “I’m ready. I’m just waiting to hear that Olphet and Onir are ready.”

      “They just called me to ask when you’d be ready.”

      “If they’re ready, I’m ready.” Wolf frowned at Leif. “Don’t you think it’s kind of a terrible idea to take the Lament into battle against the Reckless? It isn’t as big or well-armed as these Valkyries. What if something happens to it—and you?”

      “I’m touched that you’re worried about me, but I don’t feel like flying anything else.”

      “You say that like you’ve already made up your mind.”

      Leif laughed again. “You and the boys don’t have enough money to buy another Valkyrie.”

      “What would you say if I told you that I have enough money to buy another Valkyrie?”

      Leif beamed at him in genuine affection. “I’d say you’re a liar and a flatterer who needs to go get yourself into a fight to scramble your brain back to its normal operating condition.”

      “I wouldn’t want to argue with my doctor’s diagnosis and treatment plan.” Wolf signaled the other Valkyries. “Let’s rock and roll. Are you boys all ready?”

      “Ready,” Olphet replied.

      “Ready,” Onir chimed in.

      “Ready to go,” Joram finished.

      “All right,” Wolf replied. “Whoever reaches the planet first is the winner.”

      “What’s the prize?” Onir asked.

      “A big wet kiss from Wolf,” Joram replied, and made the others laugh.

      Wolf didn’t wait a second longer. He punched the throttle, but Joram beat everyone. He rocketed away from Xilerth on a dead course for the Ozetz homeworld.

      Wolf and the other Valkyries streaked away on his tail, and the Lament burned up next to them. These Valkyries covered the distance so much faster than any other ship Wolf had ever flown. The ship swooped and glided with every flex of his muscles. He barely had to think, and the ship responded without him doing anything.

      The display brought up the Reckless fleet long before the crew got near it. The marauders had concentrated their forces closer to the planet to try to counter the Ozetz defenses.

      The Reckless didn’t see the Valkyries coming, or else the marauders didn’t think so few ships could put them in danger—and they were right. Five ships, no matter how powerful, would never be able to threaten these assholes.

      That was okay. The Thunderstrike crew didn’t need to threaten them. They only needed to get Olphet and Onir onto the planet. Joram had been saying for days that his only objective in this fight was to knock off as many Reckless as he could hit. He didn’t give a damn about anything else.

      The Reckless still had their backs to the crew when the Valkyries opened fire on them from behind. Wolf and Olphet went with their phase cannons. Onir and Joram used their lasers, and Leif stuck to his tried and true EM pulses.

      All five ships pounded the Reckless, cleared a hole for themselves, and then drove into the heart of the swarm. The Valkyries’ shields collided with Reckless vessels and blasted them out of the way.

      Wolf pivoted his cannons to the left, and Olphet took the right. They formed the front of the battering ram, with Onir and Joram bombarding the Reckless on both flanks. The Lament brought up the rear and laid down a carpet of pulses to hold off anyone who tried to stop the Valkyries from getting through.

      Wolf spotted the planet ahead—or rather, he saw the battle over the planet ahead. The Valkyrie’s sensors were much more refined than the scanners. The ship picked up ground cannons plastering Reckless ships, blowing them in the atmosphere, and more Ozetz fighter craft wheeling through the chaos.

      “Hell yeah!” Olphet roared. “Give it to ‘em, boys!”

      Five Ozetz fighters surrounded one Reckless vessel, swarmed it with gunfire, and drew its attention to themselves just long enough for the ground cannons to finish them off.

      “Whooo!” Onir crowed. “Did you see that? These people know how to fight! We came to the right place, Olphet!”

      “You got that right, boy! Let’s show them how we play.”

      The brothers shot ahead, bombed into the atmosphere, and joined the Ozetz defense craft. The Ozetz flocked over the planet in such numbers that they held the Reckless there. The Reckless couldn’t get near enough to land without the Ozetz pouncing on them.

      Joram dropped back and let the thickest clusters of Reckless surround him. He stopped his Valkyrie right there inside the swarm and unloaded with all his weaponry. His ship wheeled right and left, cutting huge swaths of destruction through the Reckless ranks.

      The Reckless sure were reckless. They didn’t understand Joram’s strategy of drawing them to their own destruction.

      He stayed motionless while they mobbed him. They hammered his shields, but couldn’t penetrate them. Their attack only brought them closer to his cannons, and starbursts enveloped his Valkyrie in glowing light.

      Wolf shot across the planet between the Ozetz defense and the Reckless front line. He didn’t want to drop down to join the Ozetz defenders. They were doing such an admirable job of holding the Reckless off that he didn’t want to interfere or get in their way.

      He reached the end of the Reckless flank and launched back into space to curve around behind them. He had the idea to close the Reckless between his guns and the defenders closer to the ground.

      He switched on the communications system to tell Olphet and Onir what he planned to do, and that was when he noticed something unusual.

      Far to the rear of the Reckless swarm, a bunch of their ships converged and joined into another, much larger structure. They created the points of a star.

      Seven ships floated together, wingtip to wingtip. The outer edge left a blank space at the center. The sight made Wolf’s skin crawl.

      “The Reckless are forming their planet-destroying weapon!” he yelled to his friends. “Olphet—Onir—get out here now! Come on, Joram! We have to stop it before they bring it near the planet. Come on, Joram! Forget them! Follow me!”

      Leif responded first. The Lament might not be big enough to do much damage against a ship that size, but at least he understood the danger.

      “What’s…?” Olphet began, and then noticed what Wolf was doing. “Shit! Come on, Onir!”

      The brothers exploded out of the Ozetz ranks, and then had to fight tooth and nail to break through the Reckless blockade.

      Joram didn’t see any of them until the brothers got near him. “Joram!” Olphet roared. “Come now! We need you!”

      Joram still didn’t come—not until Wolf, the Lament, and the brothers got halfway back through the swarm on their way to the star vessel. By the time Joram finally broke away, the Reckless had figured out that someone was trying to stop their assault. They closed ranks around the Valkyries.

      Wolf trained his cannons to the front, trying to punch his way out of the horde. Ships exploded in his face and he couldn’t see anything for a second…and then he broke through right in front of the star.

      He raced through the interior, bombarding the ships that made up the structure. He only had to destroy one of them. Then the structure would disintegrate. He didn’t understand their technology, but he’d bet anything these ships could only destroy the Ozetz homeworld by working together.

      Olphet and Onir split apart and swooped around the star from both sides. Joram took a position in front of it, targeting the individual ships that made up the structure.

      Whatever these ships were, they were much better defended than the rank-and-file Reckless vessels. These seven didn’t return fire, but phase cannons, lasers, and even pulse fire didn’t touch them.

      The star kept gliding closer to the planet…and closer. The other Reckless moved out of its path to give it a clear shot at the planet in the distance.

      Wolf didn’t know how close this thing had to get to destroy the planet. He couldn’t take that chance. He doubled his speed, and the rest of the crew kept bombarding the ships at the points of the star, but none of them could make any headway. The star remained locked together. Nothing would break it apart.

      Stray shots from the Ozetz defense broke through the Reckless ranks, but the Reckless didn’t return their assault—not as much as they had before. They didn’t have to, with the star moving in.

      The other Reckless started to draw back. They cleared the blast zone so they’d be safe once the planet detonated.

      “We’ve got to do something!” Olphet bellowed. “We can’t let them fire on the planet!”

      “Fall back!” Wolf ordered. “Take Onir and the others down to the surface!”

      “Are you insane?” Olphet roared. “You want me to let these bastards destroy my homeworld? What’s wrong with you, Wolf?”

      “No one’s destroying anybody’s homeworld today, son. Take your supplies down to the planet. Your people need them…and you.”

      “What are you going to do?” Leif asked.

      “You get down on the planet, too. I’ll take care of this piece of shit.”

      “Wolf…” Leif began.

      At that moment, one of the ships on the edge of the star crackled with some kind of energy, and all the others started glowing, too. The star stopped moving. It hung in midair directly over the planet.

      “Go now!” Wolf yelled. “Get away from the star—all of you!”

      “Wolf!” Joram called back, but Wolf wasn’t listening anymore.

      He checked his shields, swiveled his Valkyrie backward, and slammed the throttle to the wall. His weapons didn’t work against this thing, so he’d just have to use the next best thing.

      He couldn’t drive the Valkyrie any faster. “Don’t, Wolf!” Onir yelled, but he didn’t listen.

      “Pull away!” Olphet ordered. “Get down to the surface! You, too, Leif!”

      Joram, Onir, and Leif all hesitated, and then turned tail. They must have passed word to the rest of the Ozetz defense, because they dropped back to a lower altitude, too.

      For a split second, the whole battle came to a standstill. The Reckless no longer fired on the Ozetz, and the Ozetz cleared the air of all craft.

      The ground cannons turned their fire on the star and struck one of the ships. The cannon didn’t produce any effect, but that shot made up Wolf’s mind for him.

      He steered into the path of the gun and collided with that ship with all his Valkyrie’s power. The shields smashed into the hull, and the collision blasted the star apart.

      The impact slammed Wolf back in his seat, and his head swam for a second. The ships that formed the star floated away from each other to rejoin their fleet. Dead quiet blanketed the battlefield for one long moment—or maybe Wolf just couldn’t hear anything.

      The next second, all the Reckless turned on him, and every ship on the field attacked him. None of his friends were close enough to save him. They didn’t have the firepower to save him. No one did.

      He grabbed his cannon controls, but when he returned fire, nothing happened. He had to take his eyes off the enemy and fumble with the controls to get them working, but they didn’t respond. The holographic display stayed on, showing him his own destruction closing in on him in livid detail, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it. He switched rapidly between phase cannons, lasers, torpedo tubes—nothing responded.

      The next instant, the Reckless unloaded on his shields, pounding him from all directions. He tried to steer, but the helm didn’t work, either. He’d really dug himself into a hole with that collision.

      Wolf really wished he could turn off the display. He didn’t want to see this, but he couldn’t even do that. He had to watch as the whole Reckless invasion force surrounded him with all their guns on fire.

      “Wolf!” Olphet roared from somewhere.

      Wolf tried to search the battlefield for Olphet, and then he realized where he was. The Reckless had been gathered behind the star where they’d be out of its line of fire. When he broke the star apart, he was in front of the Reckless force between them and the Ozetz planet. Now all the Reckless rushed him from the same direction, and their endless cannon fire drove his Valkyrie closer to the surface.

      He turned the ship outward to face them. He only hoped they would exhaust themselves shooting at him instead of the planet.

      He took his eyes off the display and attacked the weapons system a second time, trying to get something working. He thought he located a failure in the laser generators, but when he tried to shoot again, his heart dropped.

      Four of the original seven craft that made up the star came together and reassembled. The same energy shimmered from one ship to another, charged into the space between their wings, and erupted straight at Wolf.

      It struck him hard, and the Valkyrie wheeled out of position. The helm didn’t respond, but at least those four didn’t have the planet-destroying power of the original seven.

      He stared at the thing in horror. The next blast would kill him. He knew that now.

      In front of his shocked eyes, a sweeping assault of Ozetz fighter craft erupted from the planet, surrounded him, and kept on going to plunge into the Reckless swarm. The four-pointed star fired at the same instant.

      The blast wiped out ten Ozetz fighters and smashed into Wolf’s Valkyrie. The display went down, and the bridge plunged into darkness. This was nothing like the Upheaval or the Lament, where he could see the stars through the window no matter what happened to the ship.

      The Valkyrie pitched head over heel, and the G force flung him out of his seat. He hit a wall and then slammed down hard on the floor.

      He barely got his head up before the ship crashed against something hopelessly solid. He could only hope and pray that he was on the ground now and out of danger.

      He pushed himself up, shook the cobwebs out of his head, and blinked when he realized that daylight was streaming into the Valkyrie’s bridge. That definitely should not have been happening.

      He tried to stand up, but a wave of sick cold made him stay where he was. He crawled toward the light and peered through a huge crack in the Valkyrie’s hull.

      Fighter craft whizzed in all directions in the sky overhead. Oztez craft battled head to head against Reckless ships only a few thousand feet above the planet’s surface. The battle was on its way right down to the ground.

      Wolf had half a second to see thousands of Oztez pouring over the hillsides. They overran the area, crawling on all their legs. Rifles and cannons went off in every direction, and then another catastrophic boom struck the Valkyrie and wiped out every trace of Wolf’s awareness.
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      Wolf woke up lying in a comfortable bed surrounded by soft, clean sheets. He blinked up at the ceiling and then looked around him. He was in a hospital.

      Leif sat in a chair by his bed, smiling at him. “Good morning, sunshine. You lost the race to the planet, since you arrived here last of the five of us.”

      Wolf groaned, rubbed his temples, and tried to sit up. “What happened?”

      “You got shot down. You’ve been in here for a week.”

      Wolf struggled to clear his thoughts and frowned to the left and right. He was in a ward lined with beds, but he was the only one in here.

      “Don’t worry,” Leif told him. “You’re on the Ozetz homeworld, and they’ve been taking really good care of you. I’ve been making sure.”

      He grinned like he’d just made a joke. Wolf couldn’t sit up. He felt like shit. “Where are the boys? What happened in the battle?”

      “The Wylder boys are fighting with the Ozetz now. No one can say enough about how you stopped that thing from destroying the planet. They all think you’re a hero. The governor wants to give you a decoration for valor.”

      Wolf rolled his eyes. “I hope you told him that it’s all bullshit.”

      Leif laughed. “I told them I know you’re a hero. You’ve been getting the royal treatment.”

      Wolf snorted and made another not-so-heroic effort to sit up. “When can I get out of here?”

      “You’d better lie down before you fall over. You’ve been in and out of surgery all week.”

      Wolf threw back the sheets, determined to get up. Only then did he notice that he was wearing a pair of clean white pajamas.

      He stared at his own body as the penny dropped. The chip. The chip had been in his pants pocket.

      “What the hell is this?” he snapped. “Where are the clothes I had on when I came in?”

      “You’re joking, right?” Leif countered. “They were burned to a crisp. The Ozetz threw them away, probably.”

      “No, no, no, no, no, no!” Wolf muttered and kicked the sheets away, all his exhaustion gone. He swung his feet to the floor, pushed himself onto his feet, and had to hold onto the bed to steady himself. “I have to get out of here.”

      “You can’t go anywhere, man,” Leif insisted. “What’s wrong?”

      “Where are the clothes I had on when I came in?” Wolf bellowed, and then waved Leif away. “Leave me alone. I have to get out of here.”

      He strode away from the bed, changed his mind, came back, and tried again to decide what to do. The chip couldn’t have been destroyed in the crash. He couldn’t let himself believe that. The chip had to be somewhere.

      Leif stood up. “What’s the matter? Why do you want the clothes you had on when you came in? What’s the problem?”

      “Just leave me alone.” Wolf tried to shove past him, but his knees gave out. He would have fallen on his side if Leif hadn’t caught him.

      “Easy, big guy,” Leif murmured.

      “I have to go back! I have to go back to the Valkyrie.” Wolf struggled upright and rounded on Leif. “How did I get here? Who brought me in?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t even find out you were here until after the battle was all over. I was too busy fighting the Reckless. It wasn’t until I got into a clear space that I heard from Olphet that you went down on the planet. By the time we found you, the medics were already bringing you in.”

      Wolf tried again to brace his knees, and failed. Leif lowered him into the chair where he had just been sitting.

      He bent over and inspected Wolf’s face at close range. He used that penetrating stare doctors use when they’re assessing someone’s mental capacities. “If you tell me what’s wrong, I might be able to help you.”

      Wolf gulped. The chip. He couldn’t have lost the chip. He should have read it when he had the chance, but he didn’t have the chance. He’d been too busy, or someone else had always been around.

      That wasn’t true, though, was it? He could have confided in his crew. He could have told Leif about the chip and decoded it in front of his friend. Then Wolf would know the coordinates of the Coyama colony right now instead of losing his mind because the chip was gone.

      Leif’s eyes glimmered with sympathy and understanding. Wolf would have to tell him sometime. Why not now? “I…I need to go back,” he panted. “I need…to go back…to the wreck.”

      “Okay,” Leif murmured. “I’ll take you back, but we can’t do it now. Wait until you’re stronger. Then I’ll take you. I promise.”

      Wolf turned away, feeling sick. He couldn’t have lost the chip. The Ozetz couldn’t have destroyed it. He couldn’t live with that. What would he do without that? What would he do without the hope of going home to his brother where he belonged?

      His crew had been telling him the same thing for weeks. None of them belonged anywhere but with their own families and their own people. Wolf didn’t understand any of that until he got it for himself. He couldn’t lose that. He’d lose his mind if he did.

      Just then, five female Ozetz came down the ward and stopped behind Wolf’s chair. They all wore nurses’ insignia. “You shouldn’t be out of bed,” one of them began.

      Wolf shot to his feet in a flash, but he couldn’t walk anywhere. He just had to stand here and face them on his feet. “What happened to the clothes I was wearing when I came in? Who brought me in? How did I get here from my ship? Someone around here must know something!”

      They blinked at him in shock for a second before the one closest to him said, “You weren’t wearing any clothes when the medics brought you in. They were all over you working on you. They must have cut your clothes away when they pulled you out of the ship.”

      “Lamanth was the medic in charge of your transport,” another nurse chimed in. “He said Joram…”

      “Joram!” Wolf practically bellowed. “What about him?”

      “He was the one that pulled you out,” the second nurse told him. “He got to your ship first after you crashed.”

      “Where is he now?” Wolf demanded. “I have to see him.”

      “You can’t see him,” Leif murmured from behind. “He’s gone to—”

      “Gone!” Wolf exclaimed. “Did he go back to the Earth galaxy already?”

      “He didn’t have to,” Leif told him. “There are a bunch of Riviss living here. They came here from other colonies after their homeworld was destroyed. They settled here. Joram is living with them now.”

      “I have to see him!” Wolf spun around and got in Leif’s face. “I have to see him!”

      “Okay,” Leif breathed. “You can see him. Just…sit down before you fall over.”

      “The medics said your clothes were already burned beyond recognition when they got to you,” the second nurse told him. “They got burned up in the explosion.”

      Wolf turned away, fighting down panic. He tried to pace the room and wound up buckling back on his bed. “It’s impossible! It can’t be!”

      “What’s wrong?” Leif insisted. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Wolf swallowed hard and looked up at Leif and the nurses. “Just tell me one thing. How bad was it?”

      “How bad was what?” Leif asked.

      “The explosion—the last shot that blew up the ship. How bad was it? How possible is it that…?” He couldn’t finish.

      The nurses exchanged glances, but Leif didn’t break eye contact. He kept staring down at Wolf with such a look of sadness that Wolf couldn’t take it anymore. The chip had to still be there. It had to be.

      He collapsed on his bed with an agonized groan. He couldn’t face any of these people, so he turned his face away. Despair threatened to obliterate him. No one could bring him back from this—not Leif, not Onir, not anyone.

      Only Zyr could bring Wolf back, and now he didn’t have Zyr, either. He had sworn to return to Zyr no matter what, and now he couldn’t do that. He might spend the rest of eternity searching the frontier and never find the Coyama colony.

      He heard Leif and the nurses whispering behind his back. Then Wolf heard the distinctive scratching sound of Ozetz feet on the floor as the nurses walked away.

      The chair screeched as Leif sat back down in the same place. Wolf really wished he would go away. He wanted to be alone. He didn’t want to see anyone ever again, unless that someone was Zyr. Would he ever see his brother again?
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      Leif strode down the ward and came over to Wolf’s bed. Wolf sat on the edge of it buttoning on a clean shirt that the Ozetz nurses had given him.

      “You shouldn’t be up,” Leif told him.

      “And you shouldn’t tell me what to do,” Wolf growled. “What do you want?”

      “I came to see you. Where did you get those clothes?”

      “The nurses gave them to me.”

      “Since you aren’t due to be released from the hospital for another two weeks, I’m going to interpret that as meaning you threatened them to give you these clothes, or you would walk out of the hospital stark naked. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Wolf’s eyes shot up and he glared at his friend. At any other time, that comment would have made him laugh. Not anymore.

      “I’m leaving,” he muttered under his breath. “Don’t try to stop me.”

      “If you’re leaving, then I’d better go with you. Don’t look at me like that. You can barely walk, and you don’t even know where the Valkyrie wreck is. I’d have to show you.”

      “Fine. Be that way.” Wolf kicked off his pajamas and slid his legs into his pants. He still felt dizzy when he stood up, but he flatly refused to stay in bed a second longer. He couldn’t live with the uncertainty that the chip might still be out there somewhere. He had to find it no matter what, and he had to do it now.

      Leif watched him for a second, left, and came back carrying five rifles. He put three of them on Wolf’s bed. “You’d better take these.”

      Wolf glanced at them and looked back down at the laces of his boots. “Thanks.”

      “Do you mind telling me what we’re going out to the wreck for?” Leif asked. “What’s so important about the clothes you were wearing when you crashed?”

      Wolf hesitated, and then his resolve crumbled. “I had something in the pocket of my pants when I crashed. I have to get it back.”

      “What was it?” Leif asked.

      Wolf couldn’t look up. “A computer chip…a little one.” He held up his fingers to indicate the size.

      Leif didn’t answer. Wolf couldn’t look at he to see the truth sink in. No one would be able to find a chip that small in the middle of a wrecked Valkyrie in the middle of a war zone.

      Wolf tied his boots and then started checking the rifles. He was in the middle of his second rifle when a tall male Ozetz entered the ward.

      Wolf had been getting used to doctors, nurses, and everybody else coming around and making a fuss over him. Olphet and Onir had even come to visit, but none of these people interested him. He didn’t care about anything but getting to the wreck to look for the chip.

      He couldn’t face the prospect that he might not be able to find it. For a few days, he’d tasted the sweet fruit of actually belonging to someone and something. He’d never had that before, and now, when he’d lost it, it gutted him to the quick.

      He didn’t recognize this new male Ozetz. The guy had grey in his fur and wore a decorative sash across his chest.

      “Wolf,” Leif began. “This is Zul Usuth. He’s the governor of the Ozetz Confederation.”

      The governor took a step toward Wolf and held out his hand. “It’s such an honor to finally meet you, Sergeant. I hope it’s not imposing too much on you, but we would absolutely love to bestow a decoration of valor on you for your heroism against the Reckless. We’re all just so grateful.”

      Wolf shook the governor’s hand back. “Thank you, sir, but all of that will have to wait. I’m on a mission right now. Maybe we can discuss it when I get back.”

      He didn’t wait around to talk about it any further. He picked up his rifles, nodded to Leif, and strode out of the ward. He still felt weak and nauseous most of the time, but he wouldn’t let the governor see that.

      Wolf didn’t stop or pause until he got out of the ward. “Where are we going?” he asked Leif.

      Leif studied him with his head to one side. “Are you sure you have to do this?”

      “Of course I have to do it. How can you even ask that?”

      “I mean…are you sure you have to do this now?” Leif asked. “Are you sure this can’t wait until you at least recover some more of your strength?”

      Wolf pinched his lips. He didn’t trust himself to answer in case he lost it completely.

      Leif read his mind. “All right. Come on. We need to go upstairs.”

      He turned off into a stairwell rising through the hospital building. “Why are we going up here?” Wolf demanded. “You said you’d take me to the Valkyrie wreck.”

      “That’s what I’m doing,” Leif called over his shoulder without stopping. “The wreck is a hundred miles out of town. We can’t get there on foot. We’re taking the Lament.”

      Wolf stopped in his tracks, but Leif kept right on going. He reached the next landing before he bothered to look back down.

      Leif raised his eyebrows in an unmistakable challenge. “Well, hotshot? You said you wanted to go. I tried to warn you. Now come on. We still have ten more floors to climb before you get to sit down again.”

      “Ten!” Wolf gasped.

      “Don’t look at me like that. You’re the one who said you had to do this now, so come on.”

      He went back to climbing and didn’t turn around again. Wolf climbed after him and immediately realized what a horrific blunder he’d made. He’d gone to such lengths to convince Leif to take him to the wreck—now.

      Wolf had to stop, catch his breath, and even sit down at every landing he came to. His energy failed him, and his whole body trembled. He could barely hold his rifles.

      He finally struggled to the top to find Leif leaning against the wall with his arms and legs crossed. “Are you done wimping out?” Leif sneered. “It’s only going to get worse from here.”

      “How could it get any worse?”

      “You’ll see.” Leif walked away, opened a door, and ushered Wolf onto another floor of the building.

      This one had no interior walls or exterior walls. Concrete pillars supported it through the center.

      A bunch of different classes of spacecraft sat parked all over the floor. The open walls gave them a perfect launch site to head off in any direction.

      Leif showed Wolf over to the Lament, and he finally collapsed into the seat next to Leif’s. “Now what?”

      “Now we strap in and you man the cannons.”

      “What for? There’s nothing going on around here.”

      Leif gave him another look and went back to firing up the engines. Wolf didn’t like where this was going, but he’d already backed himself into a corner. He could only get out of it by going through it.

      He worked on the cannon controls while Leif powered up the Lament and then soared out of the building. They flew over a huge city bursting at the seams with Ozetz life signs.

      Wolf widened his scans and located the Riviss colony. It occupied a site fifty miles to the south. There must have been a hundred thousand Riviss out there.

      He should have been happy that Joram finally made it back to his people, but Wolf couldn’t feel happy about that. Joram was the first and only member of the crew that he didn’t get to say goodbye to at all. He’d probably never see Joram again.

      Wolf gazed down at the scan, wondering how he could find Joram to say goodbye to him, when a crash struck the Lament from the right. “Holy shit!” he roared, and seized the cannons.

      “You might want to return fire!” Leif yelled back.

      “Against who?” Wolf countered.

      “Who do you think? There’s only one enemy around here right now. You can take your pick!”

      Wolf swiveled the cannons around and saw that Leif was right. The Reckless had once again fought their way down to the ground, and were engaging the Ozetz in a deadly battle raging all over the place.

      The Reckless drove their way a few miles closer to the city, only for the Ozetz defenders to push them back. Ozetz fighters streaked all over the plains south of the city. A line of ground cannons blasted away at any Reckless that got too close to breaching their perimeter.

      Wolf slammed the Lament’s cannons hard to his right, tailing three Reckless fighters that were targeting the ground cannons. “Swing it back around! Isolate over the cannons! We have to defend them!”

      “What about the Valkyrie?” Leif countered.

      “Where is it?” Wolf asked.

      Leif took his hand off the helm and pointed at the scanners, to a spot twenty miles south of their current position. The Lament was less than halfway there.

      Wolf didn’t see anything on that spot, especially not a wrecked ship. The scans showed that location as deserted.

      “We can stand and fight with these guys or we can make a run for the wreck,” Leif yelled over the noise of battle. “I’ll leave it up to you.”

      Wolf hesitated and then belched cannon fire at another four Reckless fighters moving back in on the cannons.

      He kept not answering while he smashed them away from the cannon line. The gunners coordinated their fire with his, and they worked together to destroy one of the attackers.

      “Wolf,” Leif began again, but at that moment, an explosion went off behind the Reckless line.

      The two friends both turned to look as another overwhelming stampede of Ozetz ground fighters came over the eastern hills. They raced down to the flats, moving at incredible speed, scuttling over the ground in a whirlwind of legs, shooting rifles everywhere, launching into the air, colliding with Reckless fighter craft and dragging them to the ground.

      The Ozetz swept across the landscape underneath the air battle, and dozens of Ozetz picked up the ground cannons. The Reckless in the air wheeled to bombard them on the ground and fell right into their trap.

      The Ozetz swung around at the same time, and dozens of them leapt up to snatch fighters out of the air. The fighters were too low to get away, and the ones that did fell to the cannons.

      The Ozetz made their move so suddenly that the Lament got caught in the battle. More Ozetz fighter craft raced in from the north and drove the Reckless farther away from the city.

      Confusion reigned for a second, and then Leif yanked the Lament out of the chaos to the south of the battle. The battle had driven the Lament the last few miles closer to the Valkyrie.

      “I’m going to set you down and you’re going to run for it! Understand?” Leif called over his shoulder.

      “What are you…?” Wolf began, and got interrupted by another explosion. He couldn’t keep track anymore of who was destroying whom.

      “Make sure you don’t pass out down there!” Leif hollered. “I won’t be able to come and get you if you do. I’ll do my best to defend you, but you’d better move fast. Got it?”

      Wolf didn’t get a chance to answer. His fevered brain had to work at top speed to pick out Reckless targets and fire at them without hitting either Ozetz fighter craft or the Ozetz themselves.

      The Reckless tried to sweep in and hammer the Ozetz ground troops with gunfire, only for the Ozetz to capture them, too. The Ozetz could jump amazingly high—much higher than the Reckless realized. They weren’t safe even when they tried to retreat some distance.

      Leif gunned the engines, trying to break through the Reckless and reach the wreck, but the Ozetz kept driving the Reckless farther and farther south. The fighting enveloped the Lament no matter where it went.

      Wolf swiveled his cannon around, firing into the Reckless swarm. The Lament twirled in one spot, covering every possible angle.

      “Get in the back!” Leif yelled. “Prepare to deploy!”

      “What?!” Wolf hollered.

      “We’re there! Get in the back and make a run to the wreck! This is what you wanted! Get out there, and hurry! I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold them off!”

      Wolf tried to understand what he meant, and then it clicked when he looked down at the scanners. The battle had driven the Lament all the way back to the Valkyrie. The Lament hovered right on top of it.

      He sprang out of his seat, but he had to check himself when his head started to spin. He wasn’t in the best condition, and now he’d be fighting a ground battle against an enemy he knew nothing about. At least there would be plenty of Ozetz down there, but they’d be too occupied to help him.

      He grabbed his rifles and raced back to the ramp. He opened it just as the Lament tumbled out of the mayhem to land.

      Wolf didn’t see the Valkyrie right away. At first sight, he thought the charts must have been correct and the Valkyrie wasn’t here at all.

      Then he spotted a twisted metal skeleton sticking out of a wasteland of charred debris. The wreck didn’t even look like a ship anymore. God only knew how he’d survived the explosion.

      Another blast struck the Lament, and it slammed down hard on the ground. “Go!” Leif roared.

      Wolf jumped off the ramp, but Leif was already launching the ship again. Wolf’s foot was still on the ramp when the Lament screamed away into the atmosphere.

      He landed on his stomach and got the wind knocked out of him. Ozetz scurried all around him in a blinding tornado of millions of legs. Ships crashed not far from him, and flames seared the air. He had to get to some kind of cover.

      He pushed himself up and had to fight down another surge of dizziness. He really wasn’t strong enough for this.

      He had to walk instead of run. He tried to do it quickly, but all the explosions going off on all sides and above his head didn’t make it any easier.

      He heard a shriek of engine noise and another explosion right on top of him. He glanced up to see a Reckless fighter craft plummeting in flames straight for him.

      Wolf’s instincts kicked in, and he took off running before he realized his mistake. His knees wobbled and he almost pitched over on his face. He staggered the rest of the way to the wreck and lunged under what was left of the framework, but it didn’t offer him any protection from the battle.

      He pivoted left and right, searching everywhere for anything…a scrap…a trace…

      Cinders covered the ground all around his feet. The twisted, charred skeleton of the ship’s fuselage stuck out of the rubble. There was nothing, not a shred of fabric, not a bloodstain—nothing to show where Wolf had been lying when that last explosion went off—nothing to show where the bridge had been, or anything else. The chip really was gone forever.

      “Wolf!” someone yelled in his face. “Wolf! Snap out of it!”

      Someone grabbed his shoulders and shook him. It was Leif.

      “Come on! Leif yelled over the noise. “We need to get out of here!”

      Wolf’s energy drained away as soon as he came back to his senses. The noise of battle had escalated to an even louder pitch with explosions going off everywhere at once. He couldn’t even tell who might be shooting at the Valkyrie wreck.

      Leif kept a hold on Wolf’s shirt, dragged him to the edge of the skeleton framework, and peered out at the Lament sitting twenty yards away. It had its ramp open and pointed toward the Valkyrie.

      “We have to go,” Leif told him. “You need to shoot. Can you do that?”

      Wolf cast his eyes down to his rifles and nodded. He could always shoot.

      Leif let go of Wolf’s shirt, swung his own rifle to his shoulder, and nodded. “Go!”

      They both plunged into the open at the same time. Wolf turned left and Leif turned right. They both opened fire at all the ships swirling around them, including the Ozetz ones.

      Ozetz scuttled all over the ground, fighting, destroying, shooting, and leaping. Wolf did his best not to hit them, and they did their best not to hit him, but sometimes they missed on both sides.

      Wolf spotted another Reckless fighter craft coming in fast. It fired into the ground, chewing up the rubble underfoot. Its gunfire got closer and closer to a bunch of Ozetz ahead who surrounded a Reckless fighter they’d pulled down.

      Wolf wheeled and opened fire on the attacker. He braced his legs to gun the ship down and lost his footing. He crashed onto his shoulder, still unloading his rifle at the ship’s cockpit. His shots penetrated the ship’s hull, exploded the ship right in his face, and knocked him out cold.
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      Wolf stood at the window of his hospital ward looking out at the Ozetz city. The Ozetz went about their daily lives in apartment buildings, shops, offices, and everywhere else. Their daily lives existed a million miles away from him. None of them even knew he was here.

      After two weeks isolated in this ward, Leif and the Ozetz doctors had finally decided that Wolf was healthy and strong enough to be released. He could walk again. He’d been exercising in his convalescence and had built up his strength again.

      None of that could fix what was really wrong with him. He saw it all as he stared out the window. He didn’t even see the Ozetz anymore. He saw only the path that lay before him.

      He’d lost the chip. He could only think of one way to find the Coyama colony. He’d have to go back to the Earth galaxy and turn himself over to the Alvai. They would be able to tell him where to find Zyr…or maybe they wouldn’t.

      Maybe Zyr had encrypted the chip so not even the Alvai would know where the Coyama colony was. Zyr had said he and his twelve companions were the only Coyama involved in the Alvai campaign.

      He had said they would withdraw, now that Wolf knew where to find them. The Alvai could be just as in the dark about the Coyama colony’s location as he was.

      He had to do it, though. He had to at least try it. No one else could help him.

      Leif had already offered to take Wolf back to Ingragora. That was close enough for him to contact the Alvai. They’d be sending a lot of their transports over to the frontier near Ingragora. It was the perfect place to contact them.

      He’d never stop searching. He knew that now. He’d spend the rest of his life searching for his brother. What else was his life worth?

      All he had to do was confide in Leif…or not. Wolf could go back to Ingragora without telling Leif his intentions…and then what?

      Leif would be distraught if he turned himself over to the Alvai without explaining why—or worse, Wolf might disappear entirely, and Leif would never know what happened to him. He couldn’t do that to Leif.

      Wolf still couldn’t understand why he didn’t just bite the bullet and tell Leif the truth. He ached to confide in Leif, who obviously knew something was wrong and wanted to know what it was. He would do anything to help Wolf.

      Knowing that made it so much worse. Leif couldn’t help Wolf. No one could. Leif knew a lot about the frontier, but he didn’t know where the Coyama colony was. Wolf was certain of that.

      Wolf was also certain that the Coyama colony wasn’t on Leif’s fancy super-detailed charts of the frontier. The Coyama would have hidden it. Zyr had gone to the trouble of encrypting that chip to keep the colony’s location a secret. That only made sense after the disaster of the Military invasion that had destroyed the Coyama homeworld.

      None of that mattered anymore. Wolf knew what he had to do. All that remained was to do it. The path before him lay open and clear. He just had to follow it, no matter what it took or what hardships it cost him.

      Footsteps approached him from behind. He turned around to see Leif striding toward him. “It’s time.”

      Wolf followed him off the ward. He never wanted to come back here again. They walked into a different part of the building and down several hallways full of Ozetz medical staff attending to other patients.

      Leif led the way down four flights of stairs, along more corridors, and finally entered a large gallery with ten Ozetz standing around an electronic chart table like Zarvis’.

      Governor Usuth occupied the place of honor with his chief lieutenants around him, two of whom were Olphet and Onir. The other Ozetz moved aside to make room for Leif and Wolf at the table.

      “Thank you for joining us, Sergeant,” the governor began.

      “Thank you for having me, sir,” Wolf replied.

      “We’ve been discussing the last battle when you brought down the Reckless’ planet-destroying weapon. We need to find some way to neutralize it.”

      “We have no way of knowing when the Reckless will reform their other ships into the weapon,” Olphet explained. “We don’t know if they have to use specific ships, or if any ship in their fleet will do. We need to figure it out so we can stop them from reforming it again.”

      “They haven’t reformed it since that battle,” one of the lieutenants suggested. “They might not be able to.”

      “Or they might have some other reason not to,” Onir interjected. “They didn’t destroy the planet when they first rolled into this system. They attacked first. They only assembled the weapon when the Ozetz defense started to get the better of them. Desperation could cause them to reform the weapon anytime.”

      “They wouldn’t have been able to plunder the planet if they destroyed it right off the bat,” Olphet went on. “We’re the only inhabited planet in this system. Maybe they thought they could threaten us into letting them take what they wanted. They wouldn’t want to deploy their weapon then.”

      The governor turned to Wolf. “What do you say, Sergeant?”

      “About what?” Wolf asked.

      “About how to stop the Reckless from deploying this weapon against us. We need to stop them from assembling their ships. If only certain ships are involved, then we can target those ships to neutralize the weapon.”

      “What are you asking me for? I’m not in charge of your defense.”

      “But you have military experience,” Usuth pointed out. “All three of you do. That’s why we wanted to consult with you and get your opinion on this matter.”

      “That doesn’t make me any kind of commander. I have no experience with any kind of strategic command. I’m just a grunt.”

      “You’re more military than any of the rest of us,” the governor insisted. “Please. Just give us your opinion. That’s all we’re asking. You don’t have to take command of our whole defense. I wouldn’t ask that after everything you’ve already done for us. Just give us your opinion. It doesn’t have to be any kind of strategic command decision.”

      Wolf looked down at the charts displayed on the table. They showed the Ozetz home planet, with the positions of all the Ozetz defenses and the Reckless in orbit. The Reckless surrounded the planet in a vast horde.

      The Lament and the four Valkyries fighting to get onto the planet was one thing. Wolf wasn’t sure the Lament could make it through that army on its own. It would take one hell of a fight, and the Lament was a lot smaller than the Valkyries.

      The Lament might get destroyed on its way out. Wolf and Leif could lose their lives just trying to get off the planet.

      For the first time, that idea tempted him with a possible course of action so sweet and intoxicating that he couldn’t put it out of his mind. He had an alternative to going back to the Alvai.

      “What do you say, Wolf?” Onir asked. “Help us out. You always have good ideas about situations like this.”

      Wolf shrugged, but he found it difficult to think about the Reckless’ planet-destroying weapon. Thinking about the chip and the route back to the Coyama colony had become an all-consuming obsession. He struggled to think about anything else lately.

      Every eye drilled into him, including Olphet’s and Onir’s. Everyone waited for him to say something.

      They waited a long time, and when he didn’t, Olphet sighed and turned back to the governor. It wasn’t an exasperated or a frustrated sigh. That sigh didn’t communicate the slightest annoyance or even anger toward Wolf. The Ozetz had bigger things to worry about than whatever was bothering Wolf.

      “We need to bring Battalion 48 and Battalion 57 back from the southern continent,” Olphet was saying. “The Reckless are concentrating here, near the city. We need to figure out a way to keep them here so they don’t spread over the whole planet. We won’t be able to defend against a field that large.”

      “I agree,” the governor replied. “If they deploy over the whole planet, our troops will be stretched too thin. We’ll either fall to them, or we might have to abandon certain areas to defend the cities.”

      “If we concentrate our forces in certain areas and abandon others,” Onir pointed out, “that will leave certain sections of the Reckless fleet to do whatever they want. They could reassemble their weapon, and we wouldn’t be able to stop them.”

      All eyes snapped back to Wolf. He couldn’t for the life of him figure out why they were all so interested in getting his opinion on this. He wasn’t involved in this…but he was. He was on this planet with all of them.

      “Sergeant?” the governor asked. “We have no issue defending our planet from these marauders, but you’re the one who came up with the idea of how to neutralize the weapon in the first place. If you can offer any insight at all, we’d all be very grateful.”

      Wolf shrugged again. He couldn’t get out of this conversation without saying something.

      He couldn’t exactly turn his back on the Ozetz, either. He was already here. Whatever happened to the Ozetz would happen to him, too, and he sure as hell wouldn’t stand by and let some bastards destroy a whole planet crawling with civilians. Hell no.

      He shrugged again, more to work the tension out of his shoulders than anything else. “Since we don’t know which ships are involved in assembling the weapon, we’d have to neutralize them all…kind of like we did at Palwas.”

      Olphet slapped his hand onto the table so hard he made everyone jump. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “How could we neutralize all of them at once?” Onir asked. “There must be thousands of them out there.”

      “If Avi was here, he would do it with explosives,” Wolf replied. “Kind of like he did at Palwas.”

      “You want to use explosives to wipe out the whole Reckless army?” Onir gasped. “Are you insane? How would you do that without destroying the planet into the bargain?”

      “The alternative,” Wolf went on, “is capturing one of their ships, studying it, and coming up with some way to neutralize their propulsion system…or their power system…or their life support system…”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Governor Usuth cut in. “Whatever we do, we have to do it before they decide to reassemble the weapon. Onir is right. If the Reckless found out what we were doing, they could get desperate enough to deploy the weapon and hang the spoils.”

      “The question is how to do it without endangering the planet,” Onir pointed out.

      “That’s simple,” Olphet replied. “We just have to set off the detonation far enough from the planet that it hits the Reckless and not us.”

      “You’re taking an awfully big gamble with all our lives,” Onir countered. “Avi isn’t here to tell us exactly how much firepower we need or how wide the blast radius will be. One screwup and we’re all dead.”

      “It’s simple,” Wolf replied. “All you have to do is create a diversion to draw the Reckless away from the planet. Then you set off the detonation out of the danger zone, and all the Reckless will get caught in the blast.”

      They all turned around to gape at him. “How do you plan to do that?” Onir whispered.

      Wolf didn’t tell him that he didn’t plan to do anything. He had already thought of it—which kind of meant that he had a plan. Anyway, it all fit together, so why not?

      “You’d have to send out a ship loaded with explosives to get it into the heart of the swarm. That ship would have to fight its way off the planet with the whole Reckless fleet trying to stop it—which means your defense force will need to join that battle and help the ship in question get to a safe distance.”

      “You’re talking about launching a major offensive against them,” the governor replied.

      “That’s exactly what would draw them away from the planet. They’ll see that one ship trying to escape, and they’ll all dive in to stop it. The ship in question will draw them away and set off the detonation. The end.”

      “That’s a suicide mission,” Olphet exclaimed. “Whoever pilots the ship will get caught in the blast. No one would volunteer for that.”

      Wolf heard the words coming out of his mouth before he even connected them to his brain. “I’ll do it.”

      Dead silence answered him. He couldn’t remember where all these ideas had come from, but once he said it, he knew he had to do it. Someone had to die to save this planet. Why not him? What else did he have to live for? His life was basically worthless anyway, and he wouldn’t have to worry about breaking his promise to Zyr. All his problems would be over.

      Everyone stared at him for a second, and then they all started talking at once. They went over all the ins and outs of the plan, which explosives to use, and which ships. Olphet and Onir exchanged ideas with the governor’s lieutenants about the fighter battalions they had available for the assault, how to protect the population from the shockwave, and every other detail of Wolf’s plan.

      Leif started spitting out all kinds of ideas about how to get Wolf off the ship before it exploded. Then one of the governor’s lieutenants pointed out that seeing him escape would tip off the Reckless that the blast ship was a decoy designed to destroy them all—which would as likely trigger the Reckless to deploy their doomsday weapon after all.

      Wolf listened from a great distance. He really wanted to be on that ship when it blew up. He wanted all these problems to be over. He couldn’t think of any better way than this. It beat the hell out of traveling all the way back to the Earth galaxy to meet the Alvai, when he had no idea if the Alvai could even help him.

      That would be his worst nightmare—showing up at the Earth galaxy and asking the Alvai for help, only to discover that they didn’t know any more than he did. He’d rather die than deal with that.

      “We need something big,” Olphet began. “We need the blast ship to be big enough to make them think we really are trying to get off the planet.”

      “We still have our Valkyries,” Onir pointed out. “And Joram’s Valkyrie is still here.”

      “Yeah, that would be good,” Olphet frowned and rubbed his chin. “It’s big enough to carry enough explosives, too—and it’s fast enough.”

      “We just need to make it a plausible escape attempt,” the governor added. “We need to assemble our whole fighter contingent to escort the Valkyrie through the horde.”

      “Onir and I will launch our Valkyries, too,” Olphet suggested. “We’ll flank Wolf on the way out.”

      “You aren’t actually considering this, are you?” Leif cut in. “You can’t seriously be suggesting that he go on a suicide mission to blow himself up along with the Reckless! That’s outrageous!”

      “What do you suggest as an alternative?” Olphet asked.

      “Not blowing him to kingdom come to save your own lives!” Leif fired back. “I can’t believe you’d even entertain that possibility, Olphet! Wolf is your friend! He’s been your sergeant for years. No way are you letting him go through with this.”

      “What choice do we have?” Onir asked. “One man’s life against an entire planet seems like a pretty fair trade to me.”

      “Onir!” Leif gasped.

      “If he doesn’t go, I’ll go myself,” Onir replied. “It would be a small price to pay to ensure the safety of my people and my planet.”

      “Well said, boy,” Olphet exclaimed. “I’m proud of you.”

      “This is preposterous!” Leif snapped. “No one is going to die on that ship! One man’s life is too high a price.”

      “You still haven’t offered any alternative suggestion,” Olphet pointed out. “We can’t take the time to study their technology and find another way to neutralize their fleet.”

      “Of course there’s an alternative!” Leif countered. “You get him off the ship before it blows up. We can load the Lament onto the Valkyrie before it launches. Wolf can trigger the detonation, and I’ll fly him away from the Valkyrie before it blows. It’s that simple.”

      “You’d still be inside the blast radius if you did that,” Onir replied. “There’s no way to get Wolf or the Lament off the Valkyrie in time to escape the blast. That’s the whole point. The Reckless won’t be able to get away, either, even if they do figure out what’s happening.”

      Leif threw up his hands. “I don’t believe I’m hearing this! I really thought you boys were made of something better.”

      “We are,” Olphet replied. “We’re saving our people from destruction, and so is Wolf.”

      Leif propped his hands on his hips and glared at them all. “This is wrong, plain and simple.”

      “What choice do we have?” Onir asked.

      Leif threw his hands in the air one more time, spun away, and stormed out of the room. Wolf waited a few more minutes while everyone at the table exchanged uncomfortable glances. Then he walked out, too. He didn’t need to be involved in all the planning. He just had to fly the damn ship.

      He had nowhere else to go, so he went back to the hospital ward. What difference did it make where he stayed or what he did in the time he had left? It would all be over as soon as the Ozetz fitted out the Valkyrie. Then he could put all this behind him.

      He went to the window and looked out. He was just about to drift off into his usual daze, thinking about the chip, when he heard footsteps coming toward him again. He already knew who it was.

      Leif walked right up to him, but Wolf didn’t turn around. He had nothing left to say to Leif. He didn’t want anyone caring about him or trying to save him. What could he possibly have to save Wolf for?

      Leif kept muttering about how outrageous this whole plan was. “You can’t go through with this!” he kept saying. “You could have a life somewhere off this planet. You could have a family and a community that cares about you. Why are you throwing your life away like this?”

      Wolf didn’t answer. Even if, by some miracle, he found his way to the Coyama colony, he would have to fight, bleed, suffer, and lose people he cared about along the way, and he still might fail.

      He just couldn’t summon the resolve to go through all that. The journey here had cost him everything, and now he had nothing left. He just wanted it to be over.

      He couldn’t explain any of that to Leif, though. Leif’s assurances that it could be different? They didn’t mean a thing.

      All the memories of all the trials and suffering and loss—everything Wolf had endured before—were already intolerable enough. Just being himself was a fate worse than death. He couldn’t face going through all that again, especially not with the outcome uncertain.

      He just wanted to go to sleep and not wake up. He’d already done and suffered enough. He couldn’t do it anymore.

      Without warning, Leif swiveled in front of him and planted himself where Wolf couldn’t miss him. His bright eyes drilled down into Wolf’s soul.

      “What the hell was on that chip?” Leif murmured.

      Wolf had to look away. “Nothing. Nothing was on it.”

      But Leif’s stare left him nowhere to hide. Of course he knew something was on the chip.

      Wolf stayed where he was until Leif left. His departure lifted a weight off Wolf’s shoulders. Now he could be alone in the silence and stop thinking. Anything was better than thinking.
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      Wolf walked into an enormous hangar adjacent to the Ozetz defense force airfield. Hundreds of Ozetz fighter craft sat out there, waiting to deploy against the Reckless.

      Night had fallen, and hundreds of lights shone from every craft. Ozetz crewmen had set up floodlights so they could see what they were doing. They crawled all over those ships, fueling them up and making last-minute adjustments before the fleet launched into battle.

      Two huge Valkyries occupied the hangar. One was Olphet’s, and the Ozetz had packed every spare inch of its cargo hold and most of its halls, cabins, and compartments with explosives.

      They’d left only one area of the bridge clear—enough space for the pilot’s holographic display. The rest of the ship carried the payload, plus extra torpedoes and fuel for the battle to get the ship off the planet.

      The Lament and Onir’s Valkyrie sat nearby. They didn’t carry any payload except for extra fuel, and Onir’s Valkyrie carried additional torpedoes. Both ships had been dialed to the nines to make them into precision killing machines.

      Governor Usuth, Olphet, Onir, and Leif met Wolf in the hangar. The governor shook Wolf’s hand. “All our prayers go with you, Sergeant. You truly are a hero to our people.”

      “I’m just doing my job, sir,” Wolf replied. “I wouldn’t be able to do any of this without these boys.”

      He turned to Olphet and Onir…and stopped. Wolf didn’t want to say goodbye to them, but knowing what he was about to do made it less painful than it might have been otherwise. If this mission worked, they would come back here and live out their lives in peace—without him.

      He hugged Onir first and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m proud of you, boy.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Onir murmured back.

      Wolf faced Olphet, and words failed him. He couldn’t say anything—not goodbye—not thank you. No words would ever be enough for this man.

      He and Olphet hugged each other, and then they both stepped back. There was nothing left to say.

      Wolf turned to the last man in line—Leif. They regarded each other for a minute. Wolf couldn’t decide what to do or what to say.

      At that moment, something boomed in the sky over the airfield, and engines shrieked as the third Valkyrie soared down to land. It dropped over the hangar and blew a gust of wind through the open flight doors.

      Everyone squinted as the ship set down right outside the hangar entrance. Joram scampered from its ramp and trotted into the hangar.

      “Am I too late? Oh, phew!” he panted. “I hoped I wouldn’t miss you, Wolf! I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.” He grinned up at Onir. “She’s all ready for you.”

      “Thanks, Joram,” Onir replied

      Joram turned back to Wolf and got that beautiful, beaming, glorious smile on his face. Wolf was getting used to that smile now. It was the smile of a man who had finally found his place in the world.

      “I’m happy for you, Joram,” Wolf told him. “I know you’re gonna have a great life here with your people.”

      “Oh, I am! I’m getting married! Did you know?” He grinned at the men standing behind him and wiggled with glee. Then he burst out in nervous laughter. “I still can’t believe it! I keep pinching myself. I’m in stitches!”

      The others laughed, and Wolf found himself smiling back at Joram. “Congratulations. You deserve it.”

      Joram stepped forward and put his arms around Wolf’s waist. “I’ll never be able to repay you for this, Wolf. I owe you everything.”

      “Naw,” Wolf croaked. “I’m just happy you’re happy.”

      Joram leaned back and peered up at him, still clasping Wolf around the waist. Joram beamed at him with the golden light of pure ecstasy pouring out of his face. “You’ll find your place, too, Wolf. I know that now.”

      Wolf didn’t say anything. He’d find his place as soon as he blew up the Valkyrie. Then he’d be home where he belonged.

      He’d belonged there for years. The rest of this had been some kind of purgatory where he had to wander around in confusion with nowhere to go and no sense of where he belonged. He knew now.

      Joram stepped back, glanced at the other four men, and shuffled his feet. It was time to go.

      Wolf started to turn away when Joram jumped. “Oh—hey! I almost forgot. I brought this for you.”

      He pulled something out from behind his back and handed it to Wolf. It was a small folded scrap of leather that fit in the palm of Wolf’s hand.

      Wolf unfolded it and stared down at the chip. It was perfectly intact, though a little smudged.

      “It’s encrypted…but I guess you know that,” Joram babbled. “I ran it through the computer just to make sure it was all right, and it is. I didn’t decode it, but all the info is still on it…so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      Wolf couldn’t tear his eyes away from the chip. His throat hurt too much to say anything, even to thank Joram for this.

      “The medics that brought you in cut your clothes off,” Joram went on. “They were going to throw your old clothes away, but I went through your pockets first just in case. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Wolf looked up. His brain hurt. Everything hurt. He couldn’t speak as he crumpled on his knees and put his arms around Joram. Nothing could make up for this, not even the happiness that Joram was about to start living. No price would ever be enough to repay this.

      He held onto Joram for so long that Joram laughed nervously again. That sound made Wolf detach himself. He straightened up and looked again into Joram’s beaming face.

      His eyes hurt from looking at his friend. For the first time, Wolf felt the crushing exhaustion of everything he’d been going through all his life. It was over, and not because he was about to fly into space on a suicide mission to blow up the Reckless.

      Joram squeezed Wolf’s shoulders and smiled again. That was all. He didn’t have to tell Joram what the chip meant. Joram’s smile told him that Joram already knew. He must have guessed. Maybe they’d all guessed. Maybe Leif had figured it out by now, too.

      Wolf got to his feet, wrapped up the chip, and put it back in his pocket. He didn’t have time to read it now. He had a job to do and a planet to save.

      He squared his shoulders and went down the line of men in front of him. He shook hands with the governor, hugged Olphet, Onir, and Leif quickly one last time, and turned away to board the Valkyrie.
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      Wolf slipped into the pilot’s cradle seat, and the holographic display switched on around him. It projected all the Valkyrie’s systems, and he wrapped his hands around the controls to power up the engines.

      The communications system switched on from the Lament and the other two Valkyries. “Ready to roll when you are, Wolf,” Olphet announced. “Battalion 34, engage and prepare to launch.”

      A bunch of Ozetz voices came down the system from the Ozetz defense fleet out on the airfield.

      “Battalion 82 ready to launch,” Onir reported. “Battalion 45 moving in from Khenus Ohdall. They’ll be here in five.”

      “Acknowledged,” Olphet replied. “You know the drill, little brother. You take your battalions to the west, and I’ll take the east. Battalion 77 will take the front, with Wolf’s Valkyrie with them.”

      “Acknowledged,” Wolf replied. “Lament, you’re with me.”

      “You got it,” Leif chimed in. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

      Wolf ran through all the Valkyrie’s systems. “My fuel mixture is running hot,” he told Olphet. “Did the mechanics do something to it?”

      “They enriched it to compensate for the extra weight in your trunk. You’ll need the extra boost to get off the planet and move that fat ass around the battlefield.”

      Snickers answered him from out in the battalions. “Very funny,” Wolf growled. “Get your jokes in now. Don’t let me hear you talking like that on the battlefield.”

      “What are you gonna do about it?” Onir asked. “You won’t be able to catch us.”

      “You’d better watch it, boy,” Wolf countered. “I may be older and uglier than all of you put together, but I can still kick your ass if I need to.”

      “Prove it,” Onir replied.

      Just then, the standby signal came from the defense force’s headquarters in the same building where Wolf had been in the hospital all this time.

      “Time to get your big-boy panties on,” Olphet announced. “Battalions, stand by to launch.”

      They all replied that they were standing by. Wolf’s heart started pounding, and he turned his attention to the Reckless in the atmosphere. The Ozetz had been running their campaigns for the last week to concentrate as many Reckless near the airfield as they could.

      Only scattered Reckless platoons buzzed around the rest of the planet. The Reckless’ overwhelming force congregated right above the fleet waiting to launch.

      Just then, the launch signal came down, and the other two Valkyries blasted off the ground in a blinding streak.

      “Battalions away!” Olphet ordered. “Battalion 82, on my tail!”

      “The Reckless are arming!” someone yelled. “The game’s up, boys!”

      “Hold steady!” Olphet countered. “Battalion 45, adjust your course forty degrees north by northwest. Come at them from the ground.”

      Olphet’s second battalion cut a steep angle downward and swooped back up, while the first battalion maintained its original course to the east. Onir’s two battalions veered hard to the west, and the Reckless ranks split to tackle both flanks.

      “Battalion 77 away!” Wolf ordered, and punched the throttle.

      He realized instantly that the new fuel mixture wouldn’t be enough to compensate for the weight of so many explosives loaded onto this ship. The vessel groaned and struggled to break the pull of gravity.

      The Ozetz battalion didn’t have the same problem, and punched it into the atmosphere. They plowed into the gap the brothers had just created, and then all hell broke loose.

      The Reckless realized the trick, tried to correct, and the four flanking battalions closed from both sides. The plan had been for Wolf’s Valkyrie to gain as much altitude as possible before the battalions sprang their trap, but it didn’t work out that way. Wolf’s ship was too damn heavy.

      The four battalions slammed into each other, with the Reckless caught in between and Wolf’s Valkyrie right in the middle of the thickest mayhem.

      He rocked his seat back and forth, spraying gunfire in all directions. The Reckless tried to return fire, but they floundered for a minute, trying to decide whether to target the flanking battalions or the ones breaking through the middle.

      The Ozetz plan to attract as many Reckless to the battle as possible worked out better than anyone dared to hope. The Reckless horde clamped down, and stray Reckless fighters from all over the planet raced to join in.

      Wolf got lost in the confusion, and then spotted the Lament, rocketing every which way right in front of the Valkyrie. “Follow me, Wolf!” Leif yelled. “I’ll guide you out of this mess.”

      “Thanks, pal,” Wolf replied. “I can’t see a damn thing!”

      “Battalion 77!” Olphet ordered. “Converge on the Lament and clear a path for Wolf to get out. Battalions 82 and 45—follow my lead!”

      He gunned his throttle, and his battalions fell in line to surround him. He swerved inward toward the battle’s very center, and Ozetz fighters surrounded Wolf.

      They unloaded in a hurricane of gunshots crisscrossing Wolf’s controls and then, impossibly, all those fighters screeched into reverse.

      The two battalions shattered as they all spun outward at the same instant. Their weapons pointed out in all directions, and they blasted the Reckless away from Wolf’s Valkyrie.

      He got one split second’s view of the Lament ahead and he gunned the throttle, but the ship still moved way too slowly.

      “You’re getting old, Wolf,” Onir teased from somewhere.

      “I must be. This piece of shit is so sluggish.”

      “Keep moving!” Leif yelled. “We got another flank of these idiots moving in.”

      The Lament coiled out of the swarm, revolved around the Valkyrie, and whirled away into the confusion.

      Battalion 77, the battalion assigned to guard Wolf, pulled the same maneuver that Olphet’s fighters had. They blasted to the center with Wolf in the middle and pivoted all their guns outward, but they didn’t fly away. They stayed there, guarding the Valkyrie in a steep climb away from the planet.

      They gained altitude moving farther away from the Ozetz homeworld, but that only exposed their rear for the Reckless to skim around behind them.

      “Close ranks to the rear, Battalion 77!” Leif ordered. “These assholes are trying to flank us. Keep moving, Wolf!”

      “I’m trying, man! These bastards don’t make it easy!” Wolf pelted a squad of Reckless with his phase cannons, but he had to be careful of all the Ozetz swirling around him.

      Another platoon of Reckless wheeled north and came bombing back to overrun Battalion 45. The battalion and the Reckless smashed into Battalion 77, and the whole mess enveloped Wolf’s Valkyrie.

      “Clear away from the Valkyrie, Ozetz battalions!” Olphet roared. “You’re making it impossible for Wolf to leave orbit!”

      No one answered him. The Ozetz were too busy fighting Reckless on all sides. Just when the battalions managed to clear a little bit of breathing room around the Valkyrie, another contingent of Reckless attacked from a different direction. For a while, it was the Ozetz concentrated in one small corner of space, with Reckless hounding them from all sides. No one could break free.

      Wolf slammed his cannons every which way. He didn’t have to try too hard to acquire a target. As soon as one Reckless fighter zoomed out of his sights, another ten took its place. He switched to lasers and had better luck hitting them, but the resulting explosions only made visibility worse and muddled the battlefield even more.

      “Wolf!” Leif yelled. “I have an idea! Reverse into the atmosphere and—”

      “Hell no!” Olphet roared. “We worked this hard to get here. We aren’t going back!”

      “It’s the only way to get the Valkyrie clear of the battle. Olphet and Onir, help me out! Drop altitude, Wolf! Trust me! I can get you out of here!”

      Wolf throttled back. “I’m willing to try anything at this point.”

      The Reckless and the Ozetz were all so tangled up with each other that they either didn’t notice what the Valkyrie was doing, or they couldn’t get away to interfere. He drifted several thousand feet back toward the surface. Nothing happened for a minute, and then the Lament and the other two Valkyries exploded out of the cloud of ships.

      The Lament whistled across Wolf’s nose. “Now, Wolf! Get that fat ass moving!”

      “Yes, sir!” Wolf replied, and gunned the throttle as hard as it would go—which admittedly wasn’t much. The Valkyrie creaked and groaned under the weight of its payload, but he could fly much better, now that all the other smaller fighters weren’t blocking his way.

      He lumbered higher into the atmosphere, and Olphet and Onir moved in to flank both his wings. The Lament soared in front of the Valkyrie to take on any fighters who came near. A few Reckless saw what was going on and flew into the Lament’s cannons, only for the Ozetz to race out of the mayhem and engage the enemy so the Valkyrie could get free.

      The Valkyrie drew level with the battle and broke orbit. The planet’s gravity released its hold on the ship, and Wolf picked up speed. “It’s working!” he called. “I’m away!”

      “Incoming!” Onir called, yanked his Valkyrie backward, and wheeled in behind Wolf. “Don’t stop, Wolf! Carry out our plan!”

      Wolf didn’t get the chance to answer before another coordinated stream of Reckless exploded out of the battle, swooped hard to the right, and came running back toward the escaping ship.

      Onir swung his vessel around to confront them, but they saw Wolf making his escape behind him and attacked in force. They surrounded him pounding his hull with nonstop cannon fire. “Help me, Olphet!” Onir hollered.

      “I’m on my way, brother!” Olphet called back, and threw his own Valkyrie into a steep dive for the Reckless onslaught.

      Olphet and Onir vanished behind Wolf as his ship kept picking up speed. More Reckless broke away from the Ozetz to stop the ship from escaping.

      The Reckless plunged past the Valkyrie in a giant cloud, reformed, twisted in front of Wolf, and scattered to cast a net to catch him. They unleashed a torrent of cannon fire and checked the ship’s flight.

      He bombarded them with lasers and carved a hole for himself to squeeze through, but the Valkyrie couldn’t move fast. Wolf was used to flying the Upheaval and the Lament. Those ships could move when they wanted to.

      This thing groaned every time he even touched the throttle. He flung it all the way hard to the left, but it took an eternity for the ship to adjust its course to obey his signals. He might as well have been flying a garbage scow.

      He gritted his teeth and concentrated all his power on not losing his temper with the ship. He couldn’t let anything happen to his payload—not until he got into position.

      The Reckless finally copped to the fact that this one ship was trying to escape from the planet, and the rest of the Ozetz force was only here to cover Wolf’s flight.

      The Ozetz raced to catch up. They veered in front of the Valkyrie to take the brunt of the Reckless assault, but the Reckless knew better now. They ignored the Ozetz unless they absolutely had to, focusing all their attention on that one ship.

      Wolf gave up trying to steer this ship in any kind of maneuverable course. The helm and the engines just didn’t respond fast enough. He set his course and moved his hands over to the cannons. He just had to blast his way through, and to hell with everything else.

      He wheeled his display right and left. The cannons and lasers responded just fine. He could use these controls to target anyone and anything on every side of the ship.

      He got the jump on the Reckless, who weren’t expecting the Valkyrie to change its strategy so quickly. He caught a dozen fighters on his left side, and the ones on his right side didn’t see him change his attack until it was too late.

      “Hell yeah!” Onir cheered. “Give ‘em the royal treatment, man! Now that’s what I call shooting. Watch and learn, children! You’re learning from the best here.”

      “Don’t roll out the victory parade just yet, boy,” Wolf replied. “I still gotta get through these assholes. See if you can—”

      The words barely made it out of his mouth before a whole curtain of Reckless fighter craft exploded right in his path. Dozens of them blew at once and left a perfect opening for the Valkyrie to get through the Reckless gauntlet.

      Wolf stared at the perfectly round fireballs flaming out right in front of him. The Lament and the other two Valkyries hovered just beyond the Reckless position. Leif, Olphet, and Onir must have found some way to get behind the Reckless while they were too busy to notice.

      “You sneaky little shits!” Wolf muttered.

      “I think that’s what passes for a term of endearment with him,” Olphet explained, and the other two burst out laughing.

      “Olphet!” Onir exclaimed. “You actually made a joke! I can’t believe it! Hey, Battalion 45! Olphet made a joke!”

      More chatter and laughter echoed through the communications system, but Olphet cut them off. “Keep it together, boys! What are you waiting for, Wolf? Come on through.”

      Wolf had already hit the throttle to race through the opening his friends created, but this Valkyrie didn’t race. It groaned and limped forward. The Reckless fighters reacted a thousand times quicker. He barely made it into the gap before the Reckless pounced inward and enveloped him with gunfire. The Ozetz battalions all dove in to help, and another chaotic soup of cannons, exploding ships, and crazy flight paths threatened to bring the Valkyrie to a standstill again.

      “This is hopeless,” Olphet grumbled. “We need to change our strategy.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Wolf asked.

      “Ozetz battalions—Attack Pattern Gigzuk!”

      “What are you doing?” Wolf asked.

      “Just hold your position, Wolf!” Onir called. “We’re coming in!”

      Wolf didn’t understand what that meant, but the one thing this Valkyrie was good at was holding its position. He took the opportunity to go back to just shooting, which was the other thing this Valkyrie was good at.

      His tactic worked, and all the Reckless flocked to attack him. They revolved around him in complicated swirls. They clustered so thickly that they made themselves perfect targets for him.

      He wheeled his cradle in all directions, firing at will. He was just beginning to really enjoy the satisfying thump of fighters exploding when the Ozetz struck.

      They soared outward as if they were trying to get away from the Reckless. Then, when the Reckless surrounded Wolf, the Ozetz imploded again and trapped the Reckless there.

      “Go now, Wolf!” Onir called. “Follow the Lament! It’ll lead you out of the swarm!”

      Wolf had no idea what the Ozetz had in mind, but he trusted them. The Lament materialized off his bow, and he steered the Valkyrie into the Cannonball’s wake.

      The Reckless broke off to defend themselves, and the Ozetz pulled back again like they might be on the ropes. They moved into a tunnel formation and opened a clear path for the Valkyrie to make its escape.

      The Valkyrie glided between them. The Reckless tried to turn back to stop the ship, and out of nowhere, Olphet and Onir plunged into the tunnel, flying at eye-watering speed.

      They fired their lasers up the tunnel, clearing every Reckless that tried to come near Wolf. The Valkyrie sailed clear, and the Ozetz collapsed the tunnel behind him.

      The Ozetz charged into the middle and caught the Reckless in another torrent of confusion. The battle drew farther and farther behind the Valkyrie’s tail.

      Wolf turned his sights to the solar system’s outer reaches. He had to get the Valkyrie out of the solar system with all the Reckless in tow. Only then could he blow his payload and make sure the Ozetz home planet was safe from the blast.

      The Reckless saw him fleeing and tried to break away from the Ozetz, but the Ozetz burst into an insane assault that left the Reckless staggering.

      The Ozetz had been flying in steady, well-organized formations up until now. They’d obeyed their battalion leaders to the letter. Not anymore. Word must have come down to distract the Reckless at any cost. The Ozetz ranks dissolved, and every trace of order went out the window.

      Pilots smashed into Reckless fighters on collision courses and ganged up on them, tearing them to shreds and inflicting brutal damage on the Reckless ships. The Reckless had to work hard just to confront these lunatic people.

      Wolf steered his Valkyrie closer to the edge of the solar system. He was almost clear. He took his hands off the weapons system. The ship could glide the rest of the way out of the system without him steering it.

      He pulled up the controls to detonate the payload. The countdown timer loaded into the ship’s electrical system. He just had to reach the target coordinates before he triggered the timer.

      Olphet and Onir dropped back to help their battalions occupy the Reckless. Wolf didn’t see the Lament anywhere. Leif must be buried in the swarm.

      Wolf checked the charts. He reached the edge of the solar system, cut the engines, and let the Valkyrie coast through space. He’d done it. He’d brought the payload to the target coordinates.

      He switched over to the timer and checked to make sure it was all loaded up and ready to go.

      At that moment, Leif’s voice cut through the confusion. “Code Red! Code Red!” he hollered. “The Reckless are forming their star weapon! The seven ships are converging and they’re setting course for the Ozetz homeworld. Code Red! Get all your battalions over here on the double! They’re charging their weapon!”
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      Wolf ripped his hand off the trigger and snatched the helm. He ripped the Valkyrie around as fast as it would go, and he cursed it again for not responding when he really needed it.

      None of that mattered. He steered the Valkyrie back into the battle and set the helm to take him as close to Leif’s position as possible. Once he did that, he didn’t have to screw with the helm anymore.

      He grabbed the cannon controls with both hands and hammered every Reckless within range. He could carve his own path this way, and none of them cared about him anymore anyway. They veered back to defend their star weapon. The Lament had been so far behind the rest of the horde that Leif was the first person to see the seven ships converge.

      He attacked in fury, and for a few terrible minutes, he faced the Reckless alone. Only the Lament stood between the star and the Ozetz homeworld.

      Then everyone else caught up with him, and shit went down in the biggest possible way. The battle overwhelmed the star with Ozetz trying to destroy it, Reckless trying to stop them from destroying it, and every ship on the field shooting at everyone else in the mayhem.

      Olphet and Onir hurtled past Wolf’s Valkyrie, trying to reach the star too. “Hold your horses, boys!” Wolf called. “We have to get in front of it! We have to drive it out of the solar system!”

      “You got it, man!” Olphet called, and pulled his helm hard to the right. He and Onir crossed flight paths and skirted the worst of the confusion. They closed together around the Lament, and all three ships unloaded on the star—not to destroy it, but to push it farther away from the planet and to stop it from getting any nearer. Orders echoed through the Ozetz ranks, but it still took them ages to shake off the Reckless and carry out their plan.

      Wolf did the best thing he could do, plunged his Valkyrie into the heart of the battle, and went to town with his cannons. He picked off any fighter craft he could lay his sights on. He didn’t waste time targeting the star. That was someone else’s job. He couldn’t maneuver well enough to get in front of the thing anyway. He just pounded the fighter craft and stopped as many of them as he could from reaching the Ozetz.

      Enough Reckless realized what he was doing, and they turned back to return his attack. He had to cut the throttle again and hold his position while they whirled around him in corkscrew patterns.

      He went back into his flow state, tumbling his cradle to keep up with their movements. They really were making this fun.

      A few drifted away to join their friends and attack the Ozetz. That cleared a bubble of space around the Valkyrie, but Wolf still didn’t move. He stayed still and waited for them to come to him.

      Enough Reckless abandoned the hopeless cause of attacking him. They gave him a view of the star not far away. The Ozetz gathered in front of it, unloading on the seven ships that made up its structure. Waves of Reckless rippled back and forth through the Ozetz formation, trying to do anything to stop them or force them out of the star’s path, but the Ozetz held their ground.

      Wolf swung his cradle around and fired five torpedoes straight through the center of the star. They detonated on the other side, and the shockwave nudged the seven ships a little closer to the edge of the solar system.

      “Now, boys!” Wolf ordered, and all the Ozetz launched their torpedoes, too.

      Wolf slammed the helm into reverse, but he kept the Valkyrie’s nose pointed toward the star. He used every ounce of the ship’s propulsion to keep the Valkyrie there at the center of the star.

      He fired his torpedoes one after another through the gap. They exploded in a hail of torpedo fire from Olphet, Onir, the Lament, and all the other Ozetz fighters.

      They kept driving the star farther away. It inched slowly enough for Wolf’s Valkyrie to keep pace with it.

      The Reckless did their best to stop the bombardment, but when the torpedoes did nothing to damage the seven ships, the Reckless seemed to decide they didn’t need to worry about this attack. They destroyed several Ozetz fighters, but not enough to stop the Ozetz from driving the star right to the edge of the solar system.

      Wolf retreated a few more parsecs and released the last of his torpedoes. He was out. The other Ozetz kept firing for a minute, and then they all cut their fire, too.

      Wolf slammed the throttle forward, and the Valkyrie glided right into the center of the star. “Go now!” he roared. “Get out of the blast zone! Fall back to your assembly points!”

      He hit the trigger, and the countdown timer started.

      All the Ozetz reacted in a split second and streaked away from the Valkyrie, but they didn’t head back to their own planet. They rocketed past the star, past Wolf, and away into deep space, heading for Xilerth. They would converge there, well out of the blast zone, and not return to their homeworld until the explosion subsided and the shockwave passed.

      Wolf held his position at the very center of the star. It tried to glide away from him, but it couldn’t move fast enough, either.

      The Reckless detected the energy surge of explosives charging to blow on board the Valkyrie. The Reckless responded instantly, too, but they didn’t fly away out of the blast zone.

      They plunged into the star’s center, firing every weapon they had at the Valkyrie. The Reckless flocked around the ship, targeting the engines, the electrical generators—anything to stop the explosion or to drive the Valkyrie away from the star.

      Olphet’s and Onir’s Valkyries streaked past Wolf on their way to Xilerth. “Adios, amigo,” Olphet murmured. “See you around the other side of the bend.”

      “You’re the man, Wolf,” Onir called. “This one is going down in the history books.”

      “You boys fly safe,” Wolf replied. “It truly has been an honor to call you friends.”

      The Lament vanished into the void, along with the rest of the Ozetz. Wolf smiled at all of them as their signals got smaller and fainter on his scanners.

      Gunfire pounded the Valkyrie from all sides. The electrical system stuttered and the lights around Wolf blinked out, but the timer stayed on.

      He made one final check of the scanners. The Ozetz fighter craft were all well out of the blast zone now. The Valkyrie was far enough outside the solar system that the blast wouldn’t put the home planet in danger. They’d get one hell of a shockwave, but that was it.

      The Reckless realized their mistake too late, and they all peeled away. The seven ships unhooked from their star. Some of the Reckless veered toward the Ozetz planet, while others raced for outer space trying to get away in time, but they were still too close to the epicenter.

      Wolf put his hand in his pocket and took out the scrap of leather that Joram had given him. He unfolded it. The chip lay inside. He hadn’t dreamed that. He really had it. He was going home.

      A grin of pure delight spread across his face, and at that moment, the timer finished its countdown and the Valkyrie detonated in a massive fireball. The inferno caught the Reckless in its halo, and then a devastating blast wave erupted across the solar system.

      The Reckless vessels in its path evaporated in flame, and the shockwave kept on going toward the Ozetz home planet. The blast scorched other planets and moons, and then retreated to nothing.

      The Ozetz had timed this battle so the most populated cities were on the other side of the planet. The shockwave pounded mountain ranges and rippled around the planet, leveling forests and tearing up everything in its path. The oceans surged in a breaking tsunami wave that flooded the inland planes…and then subsided.

      The blast imploded back in on itself and burned itself out, leaving nothing in its wake.
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      Wolf stepped out of his cradle, straightened up, and turned back to look at the holographic display that remotely piloted the Valkyrie out of the solar system.

      The display still glowed with all its controls alive and functioning, but none of them read anything, because the ship wasn’t there anymore. The display was no longer connected to the vessel’s systems.

      He crossed to a control station at the edge of the room, switched off the display, and it vanished to reveal just the cradle sitting alone in an empty white room.

      He checked the scanners. The Ozetz defense force circled Xilerth in orbit, but none of them landed. The Lament and the two remaining Valkyries were still with them.

      He widened his search to cover the whole solar system. None of the Reckless remained, and the star was gone. That plan had worked out better than he’d hoped. The planet was safe. The Ozetz wouldn’t have to worry about the Reckless anymore, and neither would anyone else.

      He powered down the controls, left the room, climbed the stairs to the ground level, and reentered the hangar the Valkyries had launched from.

      The hangar building had collapsed in the shockwave, and the tarmac lay in pieces as far as he could see. The control room where Wolf had been piloting the Valkyrie would have been destroyed, too, if it had been anywhere above ground.

      He went out to the airfield to survey the damage. Most of the buildings in one of the distant cities had collapsed, too, but the larger population centers remained intact on the other side of the planet.

      The shockwave had spared enough of the Ozetz infrastructure that rebuilding wouldn’t be too much trouble. The Ozetz would recover from this. They’d recover from this a hell of lot quicker than they would from the Reckless invasion.

      Wolf wandered around at loose ends. The city with the Ozetz Confederation headquarters where he’d been staying in the hospital was on the other side of the planet. Maybe someone would come along and pick him up.

      He went back out to the airfield just as the first Ozetz fighters reentered the atmosphere. They didn’t come down to land right away. They flew a few runs over the countryside to assess the damage. The two Valkyries appeared, and took up a guarding posture over the airfield.

      Just then, Governor Usuth came out of the same protective bunker under the hangar. He bustled over to Wolf. “Oh, my lord, Sergeant! Look at this place! I can’t believe it actually worked! You’re a genius! You really should be a general or an admiral or something!”

      He rushed Wolf, grabbed his hand, shook it furiously, and then kissed Wolf’s knuckles. Wolf didn’t get a chance to feel uncomfortable about that before Usuth dropped his hand and raced away.

      Usuth kept jogging up and down in front of the airfield, clasping his head with both hands and exclaiming over the wreckage. He kept bursting into excited giggles that the plan had actually worked and they were all still alive to tell the tale.

      The Ozetz fighter craft came back, whirled overhead for a few minutes, and then started to land. They had a hard time finding enough level places, and half the fleet had to land out in the plains.

      The Valkyries stayed aloft until the last, and then the Lament soared overhead. It revolved around the hangar and touched down behind the building.

      Wolf stayed where he was. He didn’t know how to feel about seeing Leif again. Leif climbed down his ramp and walked up to Wolf and Usuth.

      Leif eyed Wolf through the shock of hair falling in his eyes. “Are you all good?”

      Wolf bit back a grin. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      Leif’s mouth split in a huge grin and he clapped Wolf on the shoulder. “It’s official. You’re a hero, so don’t even think about denying it anymore.”

      Wolf blushed and looked away. He didn’t want anyone saying that, especially not in front of Usuth. The man had been on Wolf’s case—and Olphet’s and Onir’s and Leif’s case—let the Ozetz Confederation give him a decoration. Usuth would be insufferable after this.

      Fortunately for Wolf’s sanity, Usuth was too busy pacing around, gasping in relief, and gesticulating at the fighter craft. More and more of the craft kept coming in to land. They covered the airfield and sprawled across the fields.

      Leif waited at Wolf’s elbow until the two Valkyries touched down. Olphet and Onir had to hike across the plains to reach the hangar.

      Onir stormed right up to Wolf and clapped him in a huge hug. “You’re the man, Wolf!”

      “So you keep saying,” Wolf muttered.

      “Are you gonna let Usuth decorate you now?” Olphet asked.

      “Hell no!” Wolf countered. “You two can get decorated in my place.”

      “I don’t mind if I do,” Onir replied. “There’s no chick magnet like a nice shiny medal and the story to go with it.”

      Olphet threw up his hands and turned away, groaning. “Damn! What have I created?”

      Leif and Wolf laughed, and then Leif swatted his knuckles against Wolf’s shoulders. “Let me give you a lift back to town.”

      “Okay,” Wolf replied. “See you boys on the flipside.”

      “Take it easy, Wolf,” Onir told him.

      Leif and Wolf loaded up in the Lament, and Leif steered back to the Confederation headquarters. The top five floors had been blasted off, and nearly every window on the south side had been blown out. Other than that, the building was relatively undamaged.

      The flight deck was still there, and Leif landed on it. He went through his sequence to power down the engines.

      “I’m starving!” he told Wolf. “I can just imagine the scene in the commissary tonight when the other pilots get in. You’d better make your appearance, or they’ll all be royally pissed.”

      “I guess I have to, now that I’m everybody’s favorite celebrity.”

      Leif laughed and bumped his knuckles against Wolf’s shoulder again. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. We deserve to celebrate after that battle.”

      He started to stand up to leave the cockpit, but Wolf didn’t move. “Would you mind…leaving me alone for a while?”

      Leif froze and his eyes hardened…and then Wolf pulled out the chip. He fingered it and went into that distant zone far away from the present when he stared at it. He was out of danger for the first time in weeks. He had to read the chip now while he had the chance.

      Leif gripped Wolf’s shoulder once and left the Lament. His footsteps rang down the corridor leading to the ramp.

      Then he opened it, and all sound of him vanished outside. Wolf was finally alone. No one would overhear. No one was secretly scanning the Lament to see what he was doing.

      He didn’t hesitate. He shoved the chip into the Lament’s controls, and the system started to run through the encryption. It took ten minutes before the coordinates came up on the scanners.

      Wolf stared at them and repeated them over and over in his mind to commit them to memory. Then he collapsed back in his seat, struggling to breathe.

      He could finally relax. He had the coordinates embedded in his mind. He would carry them for life. If another disaster came along to stop him from reaching his own homeworld, he wouldn’t have to worry about losing the chip.

      The system entered the coordinates into the navigation system and plotted the course on the charts. The Coyama colony was a long way out in space. It would take over a week to reach it, but Wolf didn’t care.

      He was studying the chart when another stream of text came up on the controls. The system worked to decipher it, and this took a lot longer.

      When it finished, it displayed pages and pages and pages of text. They were all letters from Zyr to his family, starting from the very week after the Military invasion that destroyed the Coyama homeworld.

      Zyr started out addressing his letters to his father. Zyr didn’t find out until months later that his whole family had been wiped out. His letters expressed his devastation and hopeless despair when he thought he was the only one left alive.

      Nearly every letter for years after that began with the words, I don’t know why I keep writing you these letters when I know I’ll never see you again. I still don’t want to believe you’re all gone and I’m all alone out here…

      Wolf gulped down pain and longing reading this. Zyr poured out all his struggles, his heartbreak, and all his desire to end his life. He put years of torment into these letters. He had suffered untold hardships and further disasters. He’d suffered as badly as any of the captives taken to the Earth galaxy.

      Zyr described the alien alliance of species that set out to free their captive relatives from the Earth galaxy. Then he described the alliance coming across one particular species who shared their self-repairing technology that made ships and armor immune to nearly every attack.

      The letters’ tone changed when Zyr found out that the lone Coyama fighting in the Earth Galactic Military was his brother Farr.

      Zyr started addressing them only to Wolf. He became wildly hopeful and desperate to find his brother and bring him home.

      Zyr had told Wolf in person how hard it had been for him to keep silent and wait for Wolf to come to him. Wolf had never imagined it was as hard as it was.

      Zyr had fought himself every day not to capture Wolf and take him away by force. He confided every excruciating detail of the Alvai invasion, Wolf’s escape from the Earth galaxy, the offensive campaign, and all the strain of communicating with his brother when Wolf had no idea who he was talking to.

      Wolf read for hours and still didn’t reach the end. His brother had been writing him these letters every other day for years, even when he thought Wolf was dead.

      Wolf had to go home to this man. Now he understood what Zyr meant when he said he couldn’t live without Wolf. He couldn’t let Zyr suffer like that anymore. Wolf had to give Zyr a home, just as Zyr had to give Wolf one.

      He covered his face and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t read anymore. He needed to rest his mind after everything that had happened today.

      He ejected the chip, wrapped it lovingly in its leather envelope, tucked it into his pants pocket, and left the cockpit.

      He was on his way to the ramp when he passed Leif’s cabin. The door was open, and Leif sat on the bunk inside.

      “What are you doing back here?” Wolf asked. “You said you were going to the commissary.”

      “I thought I’d wait for you.” Leif cocked his head to study Wolf. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah. Everything’s fine,” Wolf replied, and for the first time, he actually meant it. He collapsed into the chair by Leif’s desk and relaxed. “I don’t think I’ll go down to the commissary. I don’t feel like letting everyone make a fuss over me—not tonight.”

      “I can’t say I blame you. They’re gonna be all over themselves for a long time where you’re concerned. You’re never going to be able to get Usuth off your case.”

      Wolf found himself laughing. Laughing felt so easy now. He could just sit here and enjoy Leif’s company without worrying about anything else.

      “We’ll need to leave every now and then to get food,” Leif went on.

      Wolf looked up and smiled at his friend. Leif had said ‘we’. We’ll need to leave every now and then to get food.

      As long as Wolf stayed isolated from the rest of Ozetz society, Leif would stay with him. Leif wouldn’t leave him alone. What a comfort it was to know that.
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      Wolf stepped off the Lament’s ramp and approached Usuth, Olphet, Onir, and Leif again. They waited for him on the Ozetz Confederation building flight deck. The Lament had remained parked here ever since the battle that defeated the Reckless.

      This moment was a repeat of their goodbye in the Valkyrie hangar, except that this time it was real. Wolf strode up to Onir and hugged him, followed by Olphet. “You boys be nice to Usuth. Do your best not to tell too many people what to do.”

      Onir laughed. “That might be kind of tough under the circumstances.”

      “Are you sure we can’t convince you to stick around a little longer?” Olphet asked. “You’d be more than welcome.”

      “Naw, I gotta get going. I’m gonna miss you boys. Take care of each other.” Wolf hugged them both again.

      He lingered over each of them, clasped Onir’s cheek, and then hugged Olphet again. Wolf really didn’t want to leave these two, but he’d been becoming more and more restless as the days passed.

      He’d seen less and less of Olphet and Onir in the week since the battle. The brothers had become the generals in charge of the Ozetz defense force. Their duties and responsibilities pulled them farther and farther away from Wolf and Leif, until Wolf hardly saw them at all anymore.

      Wolf had also heard that Onir was actually settling down with a girl from the Logistics Corps. Even Olphet complained about not seeing him as much anymore.

      Joram had completely vanished off the face of the planet. He hadn’t come back after that last goodbye. He’d already said everything he had to say to Wolf and the others. He’d disappeared into the Riviss colony where he belonged, and Wolf didn’t blame him.

      Leif was a completely different story. He stayed glued to Wolf’s side wherever he went.

      Governor Usuth wanted to honor Wolf by giving him a luxury residence in the city’s nicest neighborhood, but Wolf refused. He’d also steadfastly refused to let the governor decorate him for his part in the battle.

      Olphet, Onir, and Leif had all been decorated, but Wolf stayed on the Lament and rarely went anywhere else. He wanted to leave. He’d only stayed this long to avoid offending any of the people who cared about him.

      He would have stayed alone on the Lament, but Leif didn’t let him. Leif stayed in his own cabin, and he and Wolf spent the evenings together talking and just passing the time.

      Wolf spent the rest of his free time in the cockpit, reading Zyr’s letters and studying the route to the Coyama colony. He left the chip installed in the Lament’s controls.

      Leif went up there whenever he wanted, and Wolf didn’t make any attempt to hide the chip or its contents. He kept no secrets from Leif anymore. It just became silently understood between them that Leif and the Lament would take Wolf to his destination.

      He could have gotten a ship from the Ozetz. They would have been delighted to give him anything he wanted, but none of them ever discussed it.

      Wolf shook hands and passed the usual social pleasantries with Usuth while Leif said goodbye to Olphet and Onir. Then Olphet and Onir had to hug Wolf again, and it was finally time to leave.

      He and Leif boarded the Lament, and they both went to the cockpit. They didn’t both need to be up there, since they weren’t going into battle, but Wolf wanted to wave goodbye to his friends one last time before he left.

      Leif fired up the engines, lifted off the flight deck, and pivoted around so he and Wolf could see the three men waving to them. Wolf and Leif waved back, and then Leif steered for the skies.

      Once they got into orbit, Leif brought up the route on the charts, and then he left the cockpit. There was nothing to do on the journey, but Wolf didn’t want to leave. He stayed in his seat, watching every lightyear and parsec slip away into the past. Every minute brought him closer to the next phase of his destiny.

      He imagined a lot of things on the way there. He let his thoughts run wild about what he would find.

      The Lament had to stop and refuel three times on the way to the Coyama colony. The second time this happened, the station master Wolf tried to buy fuel from didn’t recognize the Lament’s make or fuel type. Wolf had to pay to get the Lament’s fuel systems adjusted again to accept the new fuel.

      The station master also didn’t recognize what species Leif was. That was definitely a first.

      Wolf started to get heart palpitations when he realized after the fact that the station master didn’t ask him what species he was. He’d been getting that question all his life, but not now.

      Did that mean there were more Coyama around? Did they travel this far out from their colony? He had to struggle with himself not to let his hopes run away with him, but it became progressively more difficult as the Lament got nearer to the colony.

      He had to leave the cockpit several times just to stop himself from sitting there staring at the chart. He spent hours just watching the Lament’s signature inching through space. Nothing else seemed as important as that.

      All his expectations went out the window when he entered the solar system. Leif came forward and sat next to him as the colony came into view.

      “They have ships in orbit,” Leif remarked. “They must be doing well for themselves.”

      Wolf scowled at the readings. “Some of them are battleships. I wonder why.”

      He ran several scans of the vessels drifting around the planet. Most were commercial trade vessels crewed not just by Coyama, but by plenty of other species arriving and departing from the ports.

      Wolf couldn’t read the battleships, though. Their hulls had some kind of cladding that blocked the scanners from reading what species were flying battleships around a pacifist colony.

      His anger started to rise, but the battleships didn’t interfere with anybody. They just stayed in orbit, flying all around the planet.

      Just then, a hail came through the communications system, and a female voice addressed the Lament. “Unknown Cannonball, identify yourselves.”

      Wolf prepared to answer, but before he got a chance, the chip did something to the controls. It connected to the communications system and sent an encrypted signal back to the surface.

      An answering signal returned to the Lament’s systems and entered a different set of coordinates into the navigation controls.

      “They’re expecting you,” Leif remarked.

      Wolf didn’t reply. He was having difficulty breathing. His eyes darted all over the scene outside the cockpit window as Leif steered the Lament through the atmosphere.

      The ship soared past a majestic city teeming with life and activity. Civilian aircraft, ground vehicles, and high-speed rails buzzed from building to building, carrying people to and from businesses, schools, and every other activity.

      The Lament reached the residential part of town, and Wolf looked down on children playing in parks, parents walking their families down the streets, and farms stretching away into the countryside.

      Wolf’s heart started to pound. It was a scene out of his long-forgotten childhood—a scene he never thought he’d see again in his lifetime. He had to keep reminding himself that this was all real. It wasn’t a dream. He was really coming home to his people.

      All the air traffic moved out of the Lament’s way, and Leif set down on a beach by a pastel sea. The waves lapped the sugar sand, and the breeze blew up the beach where people strolled along the boardwalk.

      Wolf stumbled out of the Lament, too agitated to sit still. He stepped out onto the beach, and the breeze stung his nose.

      It smelled different from the Coyama homeworld. His mind went through several confused distortions, trying to process everything. He took a few stumbling steps up the beach, trying to see and understand everything at once.

      He stopped when he spotted a bunch of Coyama approaching from the other end of the beach. They halted at a distance, and Zyr came forward by himself.

      His face shone with so much happiness that Wolf could hardly stand it. That overwhelming feeling wouldn’t even let him go out there to meet his brother. It was all too painfully real.

      Wolf turned around and found Leif standing right behind him. He swallowed hard.

      He pulled out the last of his money and shoved it into Leif’s grasp. “Take this. You’ll need it to buy fuel on the way back, and I won’t need it anymore.”

      “Thanks.” Leif gave him the most poignant smile yet and nodded past Wolf’s shoulder. “You’d better go. It looks like someone is anxious to see you.”

      “Yeah,” Wolf husked.

      Leif’s smile broadened and he squeezed Wolf’s shoulder, but his eyes brimmed with so much painful sadness and longing that Wolf wasn’t sure he could walk away—not ever.

      “You know where I live if you ever need me,” Leif told him.

      “Yeah,” Wolf choked. “You, too.”

      There didn’t seem to be anything to say. The same magnetic destiny that pulled Wolf away toward his brother drew him and Leif together. They came together in an unbreakable hug that Wolf really hoped would never end.

      The certainty that it would end hurt worse than he ever thought possible, but it couldn’t last forever.

      Leif stood back, but he kept massaging Wolf’s shoulder like he didn’t want to let go, either. “You take care of yourself, man. I know you’ll be okay now.”

      “Farr,” Wolf blurted out.

      “What?” Leif asked.

      “Farr,” Wolf repeated. “My name… it’s Farr.”

      Leif’s face burst into such a beautiful smile that Wolf couldn’t take it anymore. “Take care of yourself, Farr,” he repeated. “Let me know if I can do anything for you ever again.”

      “Thanks,” Wolf murmured. “I will.”

      They clasped each other one last time, and Leif nodded toward Zyr again. “Go on. I don’t want him to think he has to fight me for you.”

      Wolf laughed. “Yeah. He’s a pacifist. He won’t do that.”

      Leif grinned, squeezed Wolf’s arm one last time, and stepped away. “Bye.”

      “Bye,” Wolf whispered, and moved back to get away from the Lament.

      Leif climbed the ramp, looked back to smile at him, and then went inside. He shut the ramp, and the engines fired up.

      The Lament lifted off and pivoted to face Wolf, and he and Leif both waved. Then the Lament wheeled and shot off into the sky. It vanished behind the clouds on its way back to Ingragora. Now Leif was on his way home to his people and his family.

      Wolf stayed where he was, watching the ship disappear and staring into the sky for a long time. It didn’t seem possible that Leif was gone…and yet he wasn’t gone. He was still out there.

      Some inexplicable force drew Wolf back to his own destiny. He turned around, and now nothing stood between him and Zyr.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Wolf strode down the sand, and Zyr came toward him. They met in a crushing hug that wiped out all the past, all the trouble, and all the hardship that went before. That hug washed Wolf clean of all care. He was home at last.

      Zyr pushed him off, grabbed him by both shoulders, and gave him a soft shake. “You’re here! Come on! I’ll take you into town. I want to show you everything!”

      He steered Wolf over to the other Coyama. They surrounded him as Zyr introduced his brother to all of them, and they all introduced themselves to him. Wolf took in their names as fast as he could, but his brain had trouble keeping up.

      Zyr started bombarding Wolf with information about how the colony came to be established, and how the founding members had made it their mission to gather all the scattered Coyama from wherever they’d taken refuge and rebuild the colony as closely resembling their lost homeworld as possible.

      Then Zyr started talking about his wife and children, where they lived, what his children liked to do, and spouting off endless plans for all the things Wolf was going to do with them, once they found out that Zyr’s long-lost brother had returned.

      “They’ve been listening to me talk of almost nothing else for years,” Zyr told Wolf, and then he laughed.

      His eyes shone with so much happiness. Now Wolf knew it was true. He completed the missing piece of Zyr’s life just as Zyr completed the missing piece of his life.

      The group conducted Wolf up the boardwalk, where the party boarded one of the high-speed rail cars. The car whisked them away into the city. The rail wound between buildings and then climbed to a high altitude, where it parked on the top floor of a tall building.

      Zyr and Wolf stepped out, but the rest stayed on board the car, and it zoomed away somewhere else.

      High windows surrounded the building on all sides. They gave a sweeping 360-degree view of the whole colony. Wolf couldn’t even see the end of it from up here.

      Even the countryside beyond the city’s farthest edge was still part of the Coyama colony. Farmers tended their livestock out there, and more vehicles and aircraft came and went from the farms. The whole colony breathed with life and prosperity.

      Zyr and Wolf approached the windows, where Wolf could see right down into the streets. Tiny people strode back and forth down there.

      They all looked so happy and peaceful. Everything about this colony screamed peace. This colony must be the definition of peace.

      “You can come home with me tonight, Farr,” Zyr was saying. “I didn’t know when you would come, so I didn’t arrange a residence for you, but we can start arranging it now that you’re here. It’s going to be wonderful. I can’t wait to introduce you to everyone. I feel like my life is just starting for the first time.”

      He laughed again, but Wolf couldn’t look at him. The window confronted him with his worst nagging fear, the fear that had been gnawing at him ever since he’d found out that Zyr was alive.

      This window gave him a perfect vantage point to see ships landing at the port, Coyama workers unloading the cargo, aliens of other species discussing business with Coyama port authorities, and other ships taking on cargo before they left orbit.

      His gaze migrated back to the beach, and then to the clouds. The Lament wasn’t there anymore. The past was gone, along with the only person Wolf had ever been. There was no way to go back. He didn’t want to go back, but he couldn’t go forward, either.

      “What’s wrong?” Zyr asked. “Aren’t you happy to be here?”

      Wolf tried to shrug off his concerns, but he couldn’t even do that. “All these people…they’re all walking the path of peace.”

      “Of course they are. That’s the whole point—that our people have a place where they can walk the path of peace in accordance with our traditions. That’s why we built this colony—so we could keep to the path of peace without interference from anyone.”

      “I don’t think I can, Zyr,” Wolf croaked. “I’ve been fighting and killing all my life. I’ve been walking the path of war for so long…I don’t know if I can ever follow the path of peace again. This is all I’ve ever been. I don’t even know if I’m Coyama anymore. I’m too scarred—on the inside and on the outside. I don’t know if I can belong here…but I don’t want to be anywhere else.”

      He expected Zyr to pull away or maybe to offer to let him go back…somewhere. Where would he go—the Earth galaxy?

      Wolf would find no end of people to fight and kill if he went back out into space. He had a tendency to find that wherever he went. It was written into his flesh and bones.

      Zyr didn’t pull away. Instead he put his arm around Wolf’s shoulders and squeezed. “Look up there, Farr. Do you see that?”

      He pointed into the skies just as five of the huge battleships crossed their view. The ships looked a lot bigger from down here. They loomed over the city and darkened the skies that had been so bright just a little while ago.

      The battleships hovered over the port and monitored the cargo ships coming and going. Then they veered and crossed the city in the other direction.

      “That’s our defense fleet,” Zyr told him. “They guard the planet around the clock to make sure no one comes near us without advance warning. Even the freight ships have to get clearance from the defense force before they approach the planet.”

      “Defense force?” Wolf repeated. “But…you’re pacifists. We’re pacifists. We never used weapons, not even for defense. That’s our tradition.”

      “Not anymore. We’ll never make the same mistake again by leaving ourselves unprotected. The defense force trains and organizes every minute of every day to stay in a constant state of battle readiness, in case anyone tries to attack us again.”

      Wolf turned to stare out at the battleships. They were almost as big as Alvai battleships, but they lacked the Alvai’s modular construction.

      He had to admit that they were incredibly well-armed. Wolf knew his battleships, and he’d rarely seen more powerful vessels anywhere.

      He got so focused on them and on this new bombshell his brother was dropping on him that he lost awareness of his brother’s arm still wrapped around his shoulders. Zyr brought him back by squeezing him again. “I’m the commander of the defense force, Farr. I went out to fight the Military when I was just a boy, and after they defeated us, I committed myself to defending our people. I dedicated my life to the path of war to keep these people safe. When the other Coyama started to build this colony, I insisted that we gather a defense force to protect it. We wouldn’t have this colony at all without that defense force. Some other attacker would have wiped us out.”

      Wolf twisted around to stare at his brother. “You…you did this?”

      “Someone had to. All these people…they enjoy the privilege of following the path of peace because men like us keep the defense force active. We’re the ones who make all of this possible. The path of peace and the path of war are the same thing, in the end.”

      Wolf couldn’t answer at all now. His worlds had collided again. He didn’t know anymore who he was or what was happening.

      “Join us, Farr,” Zyr breathed. “You could be one of us. Your skills and experience would be welcome and valued. We always need men like you. Your scars—your experience—they’re the greatest gift you can give us. You can work with me. We’ll make the defense force as strong as it can be. You belong here as much as any of us do. Everyone here recognizes that the defenders are an integral part of our society now. Everyone values our contribution.”

      Wolf turned back to the window, struggling to contain this exploding feeling that threatened to blast him apart. Finally realizing that he really did belong here shattered his world even more than it already was.

      He couldn’t speak, not even when Zyr gave him one last squeeze, let go, and turned away. “Come on, Farr. Let’s go home…and then we have a lot of work to do. I can’t wait to get started! It’s going to be wonderful having you in the defense force with me. You’ll have to give me all your ideas on how we can improve our force. You saw the surrounding space on your way in. That’s more than nearly everyone here has seen. You can tell us more about what lies beyond this solar system, and the species closest to us. It’s been too long since we sent out a reconnaissance team.”

      He kept talking on his way back to the place where he and Wolf had exited the rail car. Zyr pushed a button on a control panel to call the car back. Then he turned around and beamed at Wolf.

      Wolf tore himself away from the window. He’d have plenty of time to come up here and stare out at the city.

      The sight remained stamped into his mind even now. If he ever forgot who he was or what he was supposed to do, he only had to look at that sight to remember.

      It would keep him grounded in his darkest hours. It would inspire him to work tirelessly to protect these people and give them the best he had.

      He stepped into the car, and when Zyr smiled at him again, Wolf found himself smiling back in genuine happiness. He was home at last, and now he could start building his future, a future that actually meant something—a future worth living.
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