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    “And when He had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of them that were slain for the Word of God, and for the testimony which they held. And they cried with a loud voice, saying, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost Thou not judge and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth?” And white robes were given unto every one of them, and it was said unto them that they should rest yet for a little while, until it was fulfilled that their fellow servants and brethren were killed, as they had been.” 
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 Preface by Chris Kennedy 
 
      
 
    This book was born in the same place as the rest of the Four Horsemen Universe—in a bar. Mark and I were talking about the universe, and where we wanted to go with it, and we realized the galaxy was a lot bigger than we were going to be able to flesh out on our own any time soon.  
 
    We needed help. 
 
    So we asked some authors we knew, and some we just sort of knew of, if they’d like to help us expand our universe by writing a short story set in the universe. We were overwhelmed at the response—this is the third (and final, at least for now) of the books necessary to accommodate all of the authors who said “Yes!” when we asked them to participate. Like us, they found the universe a lot of fun and couldn’t wait to jump in. 
 
    We gave them a short primer on the universe and sent them on their way with only two points of guidance: it had to be set in the Four Horsemen Universe, and it had to be good. As such, these 16 tales describe the highs and lows of life on the battlefield, as well as in the streets and alleys of the Four Horsemen Universe. While some deal with mercenaries, others introduce readers to members of the other guilds, organizations, and races. “The Good, the Bad, and the Merc” not only gives you a look at some of the 4HU past…but a sneak peek at what lies in store, hidden like an Easter Egg for you to find. 
 
    Like its predecessors, “The Good, the Bad, and the Merc” includes all-new stories by a variety of bestselling authors—and some you may not have heard of…yet. Edited by universe creators Mark Wandrey and Chris Kennedy, authors Kal Spriggs, Terry Mixon, Terry Maggert, T. Allen Diaz, Philip Wohlrab, Chris Smith, Jason Cordova, Stephanie Osborn, Robert E. Hampson, Eric S. Brown, Marisa Wolf, Jon R. Osborne, Kacey Ezell, Mark Wandrey, and Chris Kennedy take on various aspects of the universe, giving you additional insight into a galaxy where there are good races, bad races, and a whole lot of mercs! 
 
    Mark and I are indebted to the authors who participated in this project for their time and talents, and to David Drake for the foreword.  
 
    Why David Drake for the foreword to the third of these anthologies? Hammer’s Slammers. This is one of the best mercenary books, ever. One of the first scifi books I ever read was Hammer’s Slammers, and it is a major reason why you’re reading this right now. It also taught me the word cyan, which, as a guy, was a color I didn’t know existed. The bottom line is if you haven’t read Hammer’s Slammers, you should. Having been there, David Drake knows what war is all about, and we’re indebted to him for sharing his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Chris Kennedy 
 
    Virginia Beach, VA 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Foreword by David Drake 
 
      
 
    SOLDIERS AND THE CIVIL GOVERNMENT 
 
    Anyone with a background in history knows that mercenary soldiers often have a difficult relationship with the government they’re working for. Mercenaries have sometimes overthrown the employing government, but from my reading I don’t believe that’s as common as national armies mutinying to put their general on the throne. (Occasionally even against the general’s wishes; but once the subject is raised, the general has no option but to go along with the rebellion). 
 
    A more common scenario is for a civil government to decide that it’s more practical to stiff mercenaries of their pay—and often, for safety’s sake, to massacre the former mercenaries. 
 
    Some of the most famous figures in the classical world were involved in this sort of treachery. Aratus of Sicyon, the greatest leader of the Achaean League, decided that paying the League’s mercenaries after one of its wars with the Aetolians would cause the citizens of the League undue financial strain—so he simply dismissed the troops unpaid. 
 
    The consequences for the League weren’t immediate, but they were serious nonetheless: the Acheans weren’t able to hire mercenaries the next time they needed them—and war was endemic in Greece of the 3rd century BC. In the slightly longer term, Aratus and the League might have been better off if they had behaved honorably. 
 
    In a similar situation, the Carthaginians fought the First Punic War largely through mercenaries. (The most famous being Xanthippus, the Spartan soldier who trained the Carthaginians to defeat and destroy the Roman invasion force under Regulus.) 
 
    Despite the victory over Regulus, Rome won the war and imposed heavy penalties on Carthage. The Carthaginians decided they were unable to pay Rome and also pay their mercenaries—and decided that cheating the mercs was the better option. They decided to disband the mercenaries in small groups and send them away with partial payment or less. The mercenaries figured this out and rebelled before the plan could be implemented. 
 
    The result was an extremely vicious war which the Carthaginians eventually won by putting Hamilcar Barca in charge. He had been leading the mercenaries effectively in Sicily and due to Hamilcar’s skill, the revolt was suppressed. The mercenaries were largely slaughtered. 
 
    In this case, there’s no question but that Carthage would have been better off treating the mercenaries honorably to begin with. That isn’t the way governments seem to think. Soldiers are, to civilian governments, basically disposable once the fighting ends. 
 
    I’m not talking only about ‘mercenary soldiers’ who are, after all, hirelings and often foreigners. (“Often” but not by any means “always.”) Housman’s famous Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries referred to the professional soldiers of the British Expeditionary Force in 1914, who stopped the many-times larger German First Army’s drive for the coast, thereby saving France. To an upper class Brit they, though British citizens, were merely mercenaries because they fought for pay.) 
 
    For an example of more personal interest to me, consider the way the United States government treated its soldiers during the Vietnam War. All the government cared about us—enlistees as well as draftees—was numbers. 
 
    Robert S. McNamara, the technocrat who shaped the US conduct of the war, lowered the Army minimum intelligence test level for recruits by two points, adding another hundred thousand manifestly unfit soldiers (Project 100,000). He also began drafting graduate students. I don’t know how many bodies that added, but my estimate in 1969 was that a third of my Basic Training Battalion was white kids from Western North Carolina; a similar percentage of black kids from Detroit; and the remainder were college graduates.  
 
    The first thing the army tried to do after drafting college graduates was to get us to sign up for a longer period of active duty than the two years we were required to serve. A lieutenant took me into his office and ran through a long list of special training that I could take. Except for the last, all the options involved me giving the Army an additional one or two years of active duty. (It would also involve my serial number being changed from US to RA—that is, enlisted instead of drafted. Keep that in mind when you look at figures on how many of the troops in Nam had been drafted.) 
 
    The lieutenant also emphasized why I might want to do that: anyone with a college degree who didn’t sign up for a special school would be classified 11B—infantry—and sent to Nam as a grunt. (I took the last option, the 47-week Vietnamese language course in 30 weeks. I was still going to Nam, but this way I wound up riding armored vehicles instead of humping through the boonies on foot. That was just good luck.)  
 
    Everyone knows the American public didn’t welcome returning Nam vets, but how did the US Government prepare us to return to the civilian lives from which it had ripped us for what Mr. McNamara later described as “a terrible mistake”? 
 
    In my case, I got several weeks knocked off my tour in Viet Nam so I could return to Duke Law School (out of which I’d been drafted). Seventy-two hours after I left the Returnee Barracks at Long Binh, heading for my flight to Travis AFB in California—back to The World, as we put it in Nam—I was in the lounge of Duke Law School, preparing to start my fourth semester. 
 
    There was no counselling offered (not that I wanted it; I just wanted out of the Army). The US Government didn’t care any more about its former soldiers than Aratus or the Carthaginian Senate had about theirs. 
 
    I guess we should be glad they didn’t decide to massacre us. I’m very much afraid it may have crossed some governmental minds, though. 
 
    The government left it up to me and other veterans to take care of ourselves. My way of doing that was to write stories which allowed me to describe the experience of a soldier in Viet Nam, using fiction as a distancing mechanism. I wasn’t writing history, I wasn’t even writing personal memoirs. 
 
    I was, however, trying to tell the truth about what a soldier feels—and perhaps more important, what a soldier doesn’t feel. If you let yourself feel too much in a war zone, you go nuts. You do the things you have to do, and you keep on going. Or of course you die; and even if you walk off the plane without a visible wound on your return to The World, you may have given yourself up for dead months before. 
 
    This sort of realistic appraisal of what it means to be a soldier was almost unique in the science fiction of the ‘70s when I started writing about Hammer’s Slammers. The stories didn’t sell for over a year, but I continued to write them: they were my counselling, a chance to tell the truth aloud—and let my anger out in a socially acceptable fashion. 
 
    When the stories did sell, they gained a following—there were a lot of veterans out there. As a result it’s now possible to write military SF which realistically explores the cost of war, including the cost to the soldier. The book you’re holding is an example of that new appreciation. 
 
      
 
    Dave Drake 
 
    david-drake.com 
 
    July 21, 2017 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ARGONAUT by Kal Spriggs 
 
      
 
    “This is bullshit,” Captain Schultz whined in front of the company formation. As far as I was concerned, that seemed to be his primary skill set. “We’ve got tons of combat experience! We’re geared up for war, sir! Why did they leave the Argonauts behind?” 
 
    “I get you, Captain.” Colonel Julian Neubauer gave a smug grin, “But, think of it this way: we get paid for guarding the ambassadorial delegation and command staff while those no-necked thugs go spill blood. Trust me, I protested quite a bit, but this is just how things worked out. There was no swaying them.” 
 
    “Damn, sir,” Captain Schultz growled, “I really wanted to get a piece of the action; maybe get some trophies, you know?” 
 
    I had my doubts about the conversation, but I wasn’t going to voice them aloud. After all, I was a lowly staff sergeant and Colonel Neubauer ran the Argonauts. He had paid for our transportation out here, and it was his money that paid for our weapons, armor, and ammo. While I’d wager he squeezed every credit until it screamed, we were here on his dime, and I’d taken his money so I had to toe the line. 
 
    “Staff Sergeant Azoros, how the hell do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit?” Private Reedie asked me in a low voice.  
 
    The men can see these two are full of crap already, I thought. “Shut up Reedie,” I growled. The two officers continued their commiserating, oblivious to anything we might say. 
 
    “Why didn’t I listen to my mum?” Reedie whispered. “I should have gone into engineering.” 
 
    “You ain’t got shit for brains,” I hissed back. 
 
    “Actually,” Private Grimes spoke up, “Reedie tested really well for technical proficiency, I’ll bet if he put his mind to it--” 
 
    “Shut up, Professor,” I snapped. 
 
    “Yeah,” Corporal Gomez said with a giggle, “shut up, Professor.” I glared at Gomez. I needn’t have bothered. Gomez wasn’t afraid of me, and he thought too much of himself. “If this was my company, you’d both be out on your asses...” 
 
    “Gomez...” I growled. Sooner or later I’d have to take Gomez down a notch, but I wasn’t looking forward to that. Not because I couldn’t win. Gomez was a fail-out from the Golden Horde, which meant he couldn’t pass their rigorous training standards, while I’d seen multiple combat tours back in my old mercenary unit. Granted, I hadn’t left on the best of terms, and I was a bit out of practice, but I still could wipe the floor with him. I just didn’t want to draw the wrong kind of attention to my squad... 
 
    “Staff Sergeant,” Captain Schultz had turned to look over at us, “why are my men talking in the ranks?!” His voice broke a bit and developed an awkward squeak, almost as if he realized he was yelling at a six-foot-six mercenary who’d seen far too much combat. He continued in a more moderate tone, “Can’t you see the Colonel is briefing me on the situation?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, sorry sir, I’ll take care of it, sir!” I gave the best, most crisp salute I could, as comically as I could. What can I say, I’m an asshole, I thought to myself. 
 
    A couple of men in my squad giggled, but Captain Schultz gave me a serious nod. “Excellent.” 
 
    I hate him so much, I thought to myself. Yet this was the best I could do. Ten years of hard service in some of the toughest merc campaigns, and here I was, on a crappy little planet no one had ever heard of, pulling garrison duty with a unit that wasn’t fit to clean the latrines of my old unit. I shouldn’t have punched that bastard, I thought of my old commander; I should have shot him somewhere painful instead… 
 
    Here I was, Jason Azoros, veteran of numerous campaigns, skilled in the use of three variants of CASPers and over 40 different modern weapon systems, implanted with the latest sets of pinplants… and Julian Neubauer’s Argonauts was the only unit that would take me. My last commander had burned me badly, and I had no one to blame but myself. Stupid name for his company, I thought as I stared at my nominally superior officers. The name meant the sailors of Argo. The Colonel is too much of a cheapskate to buy a garbage scow, much less any ship worth naming… 
 
    Captain Schultz and Colonel Neubauer had gone back to knob-polishing one another, and I scowled at Gomez and the rest of my squad. “Next one of you opens your mouth, I’ll put my boot up your ass.” They looked sullen, but they kept their mouths shut. 
 
    We all knew what to expect. Colonel Neubauer would spend another 30 minutes or more having his ego stroked by Captain Schultz, with the entire unit as an audience. After that, he’d go back to his office and probably put together some fancy report for our employers about how effective we were as a deterrent against rear-area operations or some kind of crap like that. Then he’d make certain everything was in the right font. It wouldn’t do for him to present a brief with Calibri font, after all. If everything worked out well, we wouldn’t see him again until tomorrow. 
 
    Captain Schultz would call in his platoon leaders, and they’d repeat the process. If we were really lucky, Captain Schultz would be pleased with 20 minutes of fawning, then our platoon leaders would give us our assignments, and we could go back to guarding Bedarine Seven’s capital, about a thousand miles from the front lines. 
 
    Even as I thought that, Colonel Neubauer gave a crisp, parade-ground salute and sauntered away, high-fiving Lieutenant Chin on his way back to his headquarters. His female clerk followed after him, and I felt a moment’s pity for the young woman. How bad must it be to be stuck around him all day? 
 
    “My feet hurt,” Reedie muttered. 
 
    I turned my head and gave him my crazy eyes. Reedie went pale and his prominent Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. 
 
    “All our feet hurt, Reedie,” Corporal Gomez replied; either he didn’t see my look, or he didn’t care. “It’s ‘cause this is amateur hour, and Captain Schultz has his head so far up Colonel Neubauer’s—” 
 
    “Staff Sergeant Azoros!” Captain Schultz barked out, looking up from his platoon leaders. “Apparently you feel your squad has already received the mission, and you’ve begun your own briefing?” 
 
    “Sir?” I asked as calmly as I could manage.  
 
    “Since that’s the case, you and your squad can accompany me and Second Platoon to the landing platform, just in case any cargo from the delegation requires offloading.” 
 
    Shit, I thought to myself. Second Platoon had the nicest looking gear, not because Captain Schultz liked them better, but because Colonel Neubauer seemed to like the number two. Similarly, we were Second Company, but we only had one company of CASPers. Second Platoon’s nicer-looking gear meant they often pulled dignitary guard duty for formal ceremonies. Second Squad of Second Platoon was filled with the Colonel’s old drinking buddies, most of whom were barely standing, and I could smell the alcohol oozing out of their skin from where I stood. This was going to suck. 
 
    First Platoon had to “assist” one time in the past couple months. We’d spent 18 hours using our CASPers to unload cargo crates as a “favor” to our employers. The Colonel had loved it, and he had said that the “multilateral use of resources” showed “great initiative.” 
 
    I was going to kill Gomez. Probably Reedie, too. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” I barked out. Apparently I’d pitched my voice a bit louder than I intended, and Captain Schultz and his platoon leaders all took a couple of startled steps back. Fuck this, I thought to myself, Reedie was right, how the hell do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, we were suited up in our obsolete Mark Six CASPers. I switched over to the squad net. “Alright, Professor, what do you know about this delegation?” 
 
    “Staff Sergeant,” Private Grimes muttered, “what makes you think I know anything about them?” 
 
    “You know everything,” I answered. Unlike the rest of us, Grimes came from a decent family back on Earth. He’d done two years of college, working on a degree he could use to build a brighter future for humanity, then he realized he could make a fortune breaking stuff and blowing things up instead. Unfortunately for him, he’d joined the Argonauts. Classic blunder, I thought to myself, sign up with the first unit that offered to take you... 
 
    After all, I’d made the same mistake. Granted, in my case, I hadn’t had many options. I should have shot him; I really should have shot him… 
 
    “I just like to read up on stuff, that’s all,” Grimes responded. 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t know anything about them?” I demanded. 
 
    “No...” Grimes admitted. “This delegation is made up of Cartar, from the Antara system. Their planet has abnormally heavy quantities of deuterium, so it’s sort of a win-win situation. They sell the Lotar fuel to carry out their war, and they get rich, plus they get plenty of F11 from the Lotar mines to make their own reactors.” 
 
    “Why send delegates, then?” I asked. Meeting in person was difficult. It required travel, and we weren’t in a big system so they ran the risk of encountering pirates or some kind of hostile attack when they came in to land. Bedarine Seven was a war-zone, after all, and from what I’d heard, our side didn’t have nearly as much control of things as it liked to pretend. The Lotar were here to back their group of natives against the group of natives who lived where they wanted to mine. Since the F11 mining operations I’d seen before made the Moon look pretty hospitable in comparison, I didn’t really blame the natives for fighting over it. 
 
    Grimes didn’t reply right away. After a moment, I prompted him, “Come on, Professor...” 
 
    “Look,” Grimes said, “I don’t really know, okay? I read somewhere that the Antaran Cartar are some kind of splinter group; they aren’t part of the greater Cartar species. They don’t have many trade partners...and they used to trade with natives who used to be in charge—the guys we’re here to fight. Apparently they already imported F11 from them, just nowhere near as much as the Lotar think they can provide.” 
 
    “Great,” Gomez muttered, “so they don’t like us?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Grimes admitted. “I mean, why would they send a trade delegation if they weren’t interested in trade, right?” 
 
    I didn’t have an answer for that. “So they’re Cartars,” I said. I’d encountered a few, they were big octopi-looking aliens that lived underwater. 
 
    “I hate mollusks,” Corporal Gomez muttered. 
 
    “Technically they’re cephalopods, a subspecies of mollusk” Grimes corrected. 
 
    “Never met a good one,” Gomez began. “Back in the Golden Horde....” 
 
    “Was this before or after you failed out of their training program?” I snapped. 
 
    Gomez shut up. It was a sullen silence, though. He and I were going to have to work it out. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to kill the damned fool. Then I’d have to explain it to Schultz. Then there would be all kinds of paperwork, and I hate paperwork... 
 
    Speak of the devil, I thought to myself as Captain Schultz emerged onto the landing pad. Like the rest of us, he wore the older Mark Six CASPer. His, though, bore the latest upgrades, complete with variable reflective coatings and a shoulder-mounted laser. He also carried a laser carbine secondary weapon on his hip, but I knew he hadn’t fired either of the weapons, not even when the company went to the range. I still wasn’t sure if that was because he was that poor of a shot, or simply because he didn’t know how to fire them. 
 
    “Second Platoon,” Captain Schultz snapped out, “Form up!” 
 
    “Squad,” I snapped, “Form up.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Captain Schultz waved the arm of his suit, “Staff Sergeant Azoros, your squad will form up to the side...uh, over there.” He gestured off to the rear of the platform, mostly out of sight behind stacked crates. “If we need you to help unload, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I growled. “Squad, fall in,” I snapped, even as I cued up our positions on my screens. Newer CASPers bore Tri-V’s, and I could have used those to position my platoon while half asleep. But it took a bit more time and effort on the older displays. 
 
    We fell in on our position and waited. Even in the CASPer, my feet began to hurt. “So,” Reedie spoke up, “Professor, do you want to play some Towers and Terrors tonight after we finish—” 
 
    “Squad,” I snapped. “Full weapons and equipment readiness check!” 
 
    All of them grumbled, but they got to it. A full readiness check would require the entirety of their attention, going through maintenance subroutines and making certain their weapons, ammo, and capacitors were at a hundred percent. 
 
    Since Colonel Neubauer skimped on parts, I knew none of them would be at a hundred percent. But that didn’t matter. I’d helped to scavenge the best replacement parts I could find, and I knew which systems weren’t needed. When necessary, I’d even stolen from other platoons. Second Platoon may look the best, I thought with a smirk, but if they really get into some shit... 
 
    That was highly unlikely. We were here for show. The Lotar knew they’d gotten the second string with the Argonauts, and they didn’t want anyone to swat their paper tigers. They’d keep us far from the front, a “reserve” force in a war they were winning without our help. 
 
    This far out from civilized space, an exotic company of armored humans was far more useful for impressing than it was in a position where it could be defeated. 
 
    “Here we are,” Grimes said, just as my sensors picked out the descending ship. “Huh, that’s funny. That’s an old Styx-class, not what I’d figure for a diplomatic ship.” 
 
    “A what?” I asked. 
 
    “Styx,” Grimes said. 
 
    “We heard you the first time, Professor,” Gomez sneered. “He means what the hell is a Styx?” 
 
    “It’s an old gunboat. There were a few built for the Peacemakers, but all of them were decommissioned a few decades back. They were too big and expensive for the Peacemakers to operate. It looks like they pulled the guns off, but you can see how heavy that thing is...lots of armor and, well, it’s huge!” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. The squat, angry-looking craft on approach didn’t look anything like what I’d send on a diplomatic mission. On impulse, I spoke, “Squad, go to weapons ready status.” 
 
    “Staff Sergeant?” Reedie asked in surprise. 
 
    “Just do it,” I hissed. 
 
    The ship settled down to the landing pad without any hostile actions, but I still felt uneasy about the situation. Who brought a decommissioned gunboat to a trade negotiation? 
 
    The ramp opened and out came the delegation. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. The five Cartar exited in spheres of water, with rolling metal frames that seemed to provide support and structure. They were crouched inside their balls, meshed into the machinery that controlled their contraptions. In the lead was the biggest Cartar I’d ever seen. He towered over the CASPers of Second Platoon, and they were nine feet tall. 
 
    “I ain’t ever seen a mollusk in that kind of rig before,” Gomez grunted. 
 
    “Cephalopod,” Grimes corrected automatically. “Wow,” he said after a moment, “that’s fascinating. They’re using the cages sort of like hamster wheels to move around. But there’s some kind of electromagnetic field around them that keeps the water inside and supports them...” 
 
    “Smart,” I said. Most of the Cartar I’d encountered had issues operating outside of water. It left them weaker and at a disadvantage to land-dwellers. It seemed the Antaran Cartar had found a way to compensate. 
 
    “Greetings,” an automated voice spoke. It seemed to come from one of the Cartar’s water balls, but not the big one in the lead. “Who is in charge here? We wish to greet you.” Whoever had programmed the translator either hadn’t bothered with emotion emulators or had configured it to sound threatening, on purpose. 
 
    I brought up my passive scanners, trying to learn what I could about the Cartar’s balls. The electromagnetic fields that contained their water played havoc with my scanners. I couldn’t tell a damned thing about what was inside those balls. They all had to have serious power sources, possibly even fusion-driven. 
 
    Why not, I thought, when your system has plenty of fuel... 
 
    “I’m in charge,” Captain Schultz spoke up. He stepped forward, “On behalf of the Lotar Industrial Commission of Bendarine Seven, I greet you...” 
 
    The big Cartar rolled forward. Before I knew what had happened, it rolled over Captain Schultz, pulling him into the ball of water, only a few feet from the big octopus alien. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Captain Schultz’s voice on his radio was heavily distorted, probably from the EM field. This isn’t good, I thought, as I switched my MAC’s safety off. 
 
    “I think he’s trying to greet you, sir,” Lieutenant Chin said, helpfully. 
 
    “Oh, well then...” Captain Schultz chuckled nervously. 
 
    The big Cartar’s eight arms spread out, and he embraced Captain Schultz. The gesture caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand up. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. 
 
    “Friendly fellows, aren’t they?” Captain Schultz laughed. “Wait, what, no, stop! He’s biting through my armor! Oh, God, get him off me!” 
 
    Then the screaming began. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    To give Second Platoon credit, they didn’t hesitate more than a few seconds before they opened fire. Unfortunately, almost all of them were armed with fancy-looking laser weapons. 
 
    I watched as the lasers impacted the five spheres and caused water to splash out, but failed to penetrate. “Tune your frequencies for penetration!” I shouted to them, even as I directed my squad to sheltered positions. 
 
    Captain Schultz was still screaming over the company net. He had the command override, and I wasn’t going to push through. 
 
    At least they aren’t armed, I thought to myself. 
 
    They proved me wrong as Lieutenant Chin’s armor erupted in flames. A moment later, I spotted the laser fire coming from inside the spheres. Of course, they’d adjusted the frequencies of their laser weapons to allow them to shoot through their water spheres. 
 
    “Return fire!” I barked out to my men. 
 
    Second Platoon was going down quickly, though, and as they dropped, I saw more of the death balls roll down the ramp. Two, then four, then a dozen. These were different; they were armored, the surfaces shifting as they rolled, firing ports snapping open and closed as the pilots inside fired. 
 
    This wasn’t a fight, it was a massacre. 
 
    “Focus fire,” I snapped at my squad, designating two of the death balls closest to us. I fired my MAC, and the hypersonic rounds impacted the unarmored water spheres with huge splashes, yet our projectile rounds didn’t seem to gain any real penetration. The water, I thought to myself. “All Argonaut units, this is Argonaut Two-One-Two, we have a foothold situation, we are under serious attack. I repeat, we are under serious attack!” 
 
    “Screw this,” Gomez snapped, “I’m not paid enough for this shit!” 
 
    “Gomez, hold your damned position!” I snapped back. 
 
    “Argonaut Two One Two,” a calm voice replied. “That’s a negative, we don’t have any drills on the schedule, over.” 
 
    “This isn’t a god-damned drill!” I shouted. Our combined firepower finally seemed to hit something and the nearest of the Cartar went limp in his harness. But there were five of them firing back at us. Past them, I saw the remnants of Second Platoon falling back. 
 
    “I’m going to have to get Argonaut Two on the net...” 
 
    “Argonaut Two is down!” I snapped. “Those mollusk bastards ate him!” 
 
    “Cephalopod, Staff Sergeant,” Grimes chimed in. 
 
    “How do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit?” Reedie whined, as he returned fire. 
 
    “I’ll need to get some kind of authorization...” 
 
    The net went down with a squeal of static. At least I didn’t have to listen to the idiots anymore. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The only reason we made it back to our base was because the damned squids went chasing after Second Platoon. Periodically, my suit’s sensors picked up weapons fire as the survivors of Second Platoon continued to run to the south. Who could blame them? They were outgunned and taken by surprise. It looked as if the Cartar had targeted their squad leaders first, which meant the survivors were little more than a broken rabble. 
 
    I led my squad up the hill to the Argonaut headquarters. Third Platoon stood around, half of them out of their Mark 6 CASPers, the other half in suits, with their weapon’s slung. “What’s happening?” Lieutenant Bohannan asked, wearing only a pair of trousers, “Some kind of firearms practice? The Colonel is irritated; he can’t pick up Captain Schultz.” He scratched his hairy chest and spat a blob of chewing tobacco-laced spit. 
 
    “That’s because he’s dead, you moron,” I snapped at him over my suit’s speakers, not caring who heard. “Get your men ready, those eight-legged freaks are coming for us as soon as they finish with the rest of Second Platoon.” 
 
    “What?” Bohannan stared blankly at me. His bovine expression annoyed me at the best of times. Under these circumstances, I wanted to wipe it off his face with a burst from my MAC. I’ll need all the ammo I have left, I reminded myself. Instead I reached out and used my CASPer enhanced strength to shove him out of my way and stalked forward. 
 
    “Suit up, get to your battle positions, now!” I snapped. Mercenaries scattered. They didn’t look ready to fight. I knew they spent more time watching lewd movies and playing games than they did training. I knew from my old unit that a well-trained regiment would have trouble fighting off this kind of surprise attack. I didn’t have a well-equipped, well-trained regiment. I had two platoons, armed with obsolete garbage and made up of whatever criminals, miscreants, and desperate hopefuls Colonel Neubauer had been able to find. 
 
    I turned and looked over the spaceport. Smoke had begun to rise from the areas of fighting, and I heard the dull thuds of distant explosions. The spaceport sprawled across a few low hills, the tallest of which held our headquarters, as well as the Lotar’s control bunker. I had no doubt our employers would order us to fight to the death to defend them. Nor did I doubt that if we retreated, they would transmit that we’d broken our contract, and that their corporation would probably put a hefty bounty on all our heads. 
 
    Not that Colonel Neubauer would hesitate if he realized how dangerous this fight will be... 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Colonel Neubauer demanded as he strode forward in his shiny, gleaming Mark Eight CASPer. 
 
    Speak of the devil, I thought to myself. “Sir, perhaps we should speak away from the men?” I asked. I didn’t trust him not to put a serious scare into the men...or worse, order them to stand down or retreat. I’d seen how fast those death-balls moved. There was no way our Mark Six CASPers could outrun them, especially not across the flat plains that surrounded the spaceport. 
 
    “Of course. Did Captain Schultz send you with a message? I’m having trouble getting through on Channel Two,” Colonel Neubauer started walking back to his headquarters building. Again with the twos…this guy has some weird fixations. 
 
    I didn’t answer out loud, not until we got inside his headquarters. I paused there, though, opened my clamshell and climbed out. I motioned to the Colonel’s clerk to come forward. “Go outside,” I ordered. 
 
    “Ah, yes, secret orders, I see...” Colonel Neubauer opened his suit too, and climbed out eagerly, rubbing his hands together. “I knew I made the right call in hiring you, Staff Sergeant Azoros—a fellow veteran, like Captain Schultz and I. Tell me, what’s going on? Why is the command net down?” 
 
    I spoke slowly and carefully, judging the effect of my words, “Sir, Captian Schultz is dead. Second Platoon is being overrun. The Cartar—” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Colonel Neubauer shook his head. He ran a hand across his blonde comb-over, as if checking to see if it had flown free from his vigorous head-shake. “Second Platoon is our finest, our best equipped! The nearest enemy is over two thousand kilometers away! Captain Schultz is a capable officer! Tell me, is this some kind of trick? Did he put you up to it?” 
 
    Colonel Neubauer adopted a sly expression. “Ah, I see what it is...this is a joke of some kind, isn’t it? Some kind of gag that Captain Schultz wanted to pull on me? I do know he has a fine sense of humor...a fine man he is...did he put you up to this?” 
 
    I felt a sick sensation worm its way through my guts as I stared at my nominal superior. I felt distant as I answered, like it was someone else’s voice coming out of my mouth, “Yes, sir. In fact, he has a special surprise for you. I told him you wouldn’t be fooled, but he was quite insistent.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Colonel Neubauer nodded sharply, then quickly ran a hand over his comb-over. “Right then. I’ll have to turn the tables on him. I’ll head right down there...invasion, pah! I’ll bet the Cartar delegation brought some kind of gift for us! Maybe fireworks, I do so love fireworks...” 
 
    If only you knew...“Yes, sir,” I answered, still feeling distant and somewhat sick. “I suppose you should head down there if you want to catch Captain Schultz.” A distant explosion punctuated my words. As I stared at the commanding officer and owner of the Argonauts, I wondered if he’d become unhinged suddenly or if the absurd military themes he’d insisted upon had been symptoms of some long-standing problem...and they’d somehow covered up his condition. Either way, it doesn’t matter. 
 
    “I hate to ruin the surprise...” Colonel Neubauer hesitated. Then he went on, smiling and rubbing his hands, “But I can’t let them think they can pull one over on the old man, eh? I’ll head out immediately...” 
 
    “Sir,” I spoke, still feeling disconnected and distant, “they’ll probably see you coming in your armor, perhaps you could take mine.” 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Excellent idea, Staff Sergeant Azoros, excellent idea,” Colonel Neubauer nodded, this time his comb-over flew up, like a rooster’s comb. He looked me up and down, “It should fit just fine. Help me get inside; it’s been a few years since I wore an old Mark Six.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said. I helped him into the armor. It didn’t take long. I could hear the sound of gunfire and explosions drawing closer. “Sir,” I said after a moment, “perhaps it would be wise if I wore your armor, so Captain Schultz doesn’t realize you’re on the way?” 
 
    “Yes, excellent, my access code is two-two-two-two-two,” Colonel Neubauer said. 
 
    I froze, staring at him as he closed his armor. “You didn’t biolock your armor, sir?” 
 
    “Of course not, why would I bother? No one would dare steal my equipment. Now, I’m heading out. Don’t you dare warn Captain Schultz that I’m on my way. This will be fantastic...” 
 
    He turned and stomped out of the building. I took my time climbing into his armor, checking systems and bringing everything online. Putting on the Mark Eight was like coming home. He’d left almost all the combat systems on their default settings and, as I stepped forward, I began reconfiguring it. His access code let me into every part of the system and my implants made me one with the armor. I was in, and I controlled everything...weapons, navigation, communications, and even his bank accounts. As I stepped through the door I reconfigured the command net and pulsed out an updated set of frequencies to the rest of the Argonauts. We’d been on one of the default radio encryption sets, but I set us to a frequency hopping variable net and as I did so, the entire network came to life. 
 
    I found the clerk outside. She was looking around with wide eyes, flinching at every distant explosion. “Get all support personnel,” I snapped. “Order them to draw every weapon from the armory and report to the southern perimeter.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel!” She gave a shaky salute, clearly grateful to get some kind of orders. 
 
    I messaged my squad directly, “First Squad, report.” 
 
    “Is that you, Staff Sergeant?” Reedie asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed as I jogged in their direction, the seven-and-a-half-foot-tall armor’s feet thudding on the hard-packed ground. 
 
    “Third Platoon has sort of formed up, but no one knows where their LT went,” Gomez said. “I think he’s probably pissing himself...” 
 
    “Right,” I snapped, “Where’s our LT?” 
 
    “Still drunk,” Grimes reported. “I tried to wake him up, but he wasn’t having it.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Professor, I need you to do something. Do you still have that voice altering software?” The Professor had used it to alter Gomez’s CASPer radio to sound like Daffy Duck. I could privately admit I’d found it hilarious, especially since it had filtered his voice back to his suit sounding normal. It had taken Gomez a week to figure out why everyone laughed at him whenever he said something over the radio. 
 
    “Uh, Staff Sergeant, you told me to delete it...” 
 
    “Do you have the damned program?!” I snapped. 
 
    “Yeah, Staff Sergeant, I do, but...” 
 
    “I’m closing on your position, I need you to upload it into the CASPer I’m wearing. I need to sound like Colonel Neubauer,” I snapped. 
 
    “But Staff Sergeant, don’t we have bigger issues...” 
 
    “Grimes!” I snapped. 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant,” Grimes said. “I’ll need a sample of his voice.” 
 
    I looked through the Colonel’s files. Of course, he had a recording of every speech he’d ever made. In his entire command. It was something over a terabyte. I transferred it all to Grimes in a burst, just as I arrived at the perimeter. A moment later, he sent me the voice modulation file. As I uploaded it, I scanned my sensors. I was picking up one lone CASPer headed toward the enemy. Some part of me almost called out to the Colonel. Before I could, his icon winked out of existence, and my sensors picked up a distant explosion. 
 
    “All Argonauts,” I said, using the Colonel’s voice. “Form on the southern perimeter. First Platoon has the center. Third Platoon, put your First Squad on the east flank and your Second Squad on the west.” The two NCO’s from Third Platoon were more solid than their platoon leader. Not by much, but enough that I figured they could hold the flanks. I didn’t think the Cartar bastards would be flanking us. The way things had gone so far, they’d probably roll right up the middle. 
 
    “Take your positions!” I snapped. I watched as the icons moved away. 
 
    I sent a tight-beam transmission to the squad leaders, “This is Staff Sergeant Azoros. I’ve seen these bastards in action. ‘They have armored balls, they roll fast, they have laser weapons, and serious power outputs. Have your squads focus fire on them one by one, understand me?” 
 
    I waited until the three of them sent me affirmatives. In my Mark Eight I would be able to identify targets and sort priorities...but right now we were down to only 20 CASPers, plus about 30 support personnel. I didn’t know if we could hold out, much less win. 
 
    The support personnel reported in, and I snapped out directions to them, mostly putting them in the stationary perimeter turrets. Technically, manning those was the responsibility of our employers and their allies, but I hadn’t seen any of them around since the fighting broke out. 
 
    The locally-made, chemically-powered autocannons mounted on the turrets should hit the enemy hard, but I didn’t know how accurate our support personnel would be. Hitting the fast, agile deathballs was going to be difficult under the best of circumstances. 
 
    As if to punctuate that thought, the first of the Cartar deathballs rolled out of the spaceport below us and started up the hill. Weapon ports snapped open and laser fire lanced through the air, slicing a trail of destruction through one of our turrets. 
 
    “Open fire,” I snapped. I highlighted the deathball, and all of First Platoon opened up. Weapons fire tore up the ground around it, and a few shots glanced off the armored surface as it raced up the hill toward us. “Hit it, damn you!” I snapped. 
 
    Someone fired a missile that raced down the hill and struck the deathball square on. There was an odd, almost muffled explosion and a huge spray of water. The deathball slowly began to roll down the hill, leaking inky-stained water from a jagged hole where the missile had penetrated. 
 
    “Nice shooting, Wilkens,” I said, identifying the gunner. He was my squad’s mechanic, I’d helped him get the job as I’d had experience working with him before. Now I regretted it...he was going to die and it was going to be my fault. We were all going to die. “Reload! Here come the rest.” 
 
    Before I’d finished speaking, what looked like a hundred deathballs rolled out of the cover of the buildings and began heading up the hill. I marked targets and fired at the same time. Laser fire didn’t seem to do much to the armor so I switched frequencies, even as I watched my powerpack drain. 
 
    “Die you mollusk bastards, die!” Gomez shouted next to me, laying on with his heavy MAC. The big magnetic-driven rounds punched into a deathball only thirty feet away, close enough that I could see the heavy tungsten rounds drive all the way through. As the deathball rolled to a halt, it began leaking like a colander. 
 
    “They’re cephalapods, Gomez!” Grimes shouted as he fired. The lighter rounds most of our CASPers carried didn’t seem to penetrate the heavy armor of the deathballs. I turned my laser on the one he was targeting, burning through the center. It detonated, spraying water, steam, and fragments of armor in all directions. 
 
    “Shut up, Professor; you ain’t hit one of them yet!” Gomez shouted, firing at another deathball, his heavy MAC chewing through it at close range. “I got you! I got you, you mollusk bas--” 
 
    Gomez broke off, and I saw his icon wink out. A glance at him showed that a laser had cut across the chest plate of his armor and peeled it back like popcorn...only this was blood, metal, and flesh. 
 
    “You bastards, you got Gomez!” Grimes shouted, “Die you mollusks, die!” 
 
    There didn’t seem to be an end to them. The deathballs kept rolling forward and the Argonauts kept dying. Icons winked out as we stood on line, firing everything we had at the enemy armor. It was insane; it was horrible. I would never have expected any of them to stand and fight and die, yet it was like none of us ever thought to run. 
 
    The battery died in my Chung-series laser, so I ripped the heavy MAC off of Gomez’s shoulder, firing it by hand. At this range, what I lost in accuracy didn’t matter. I saw the Colonel’s clerk run right up to the side of a deathball and slap a grenade through a weapon port just as it opened to fire the laser beam that sliced her in half. The grenade detonated a fraction of a second after she died, blasting the deathball apart in a geyser of water and bits of squid. 
 
    One of the mechanics gave a whoop as he fired the heavy autocannon on the turret into a pair of deathballs, then the entire turret vanished in a fireball, sending unarmored men sprawling or dancing around in flames. I laid into the nearest deathball, firing until the heavy MAC’s magazine emptied. I threw it to the side and reached blindly for a weapon from another fallen mercenary. 
 
    It was hell. It was absolute chaos. Somewhere in the middle of it I found myself laughing, screaming, and crying as I lifted another weapon. “To hell with this!” I shouted. I raised my weapon and bounded over the rampart, “Charge!” 
 
    I ran forward into the middle of three deathballs. They tried to shoot me, but they stopped firing when I got between them, too afraid to hit their own. I fired at them from point blank range, the rounds from my MAC sparking off armor and occasionally punching through. As my magazine emptied, I charged the nearest one, my servo-enhanced strength allowing me to punch through the deathball’s armor and rip it, creating a massive hole. 
 
    A lashing tentacle swung out at me and locked around the arm of my CASPer, but I caught it with both hands and pulled. I dug in my feet, dragging backwards and a moment later there was a sharp jolt and I stumbled back, holding the tentacle and a large piece of Cartar leaking inky blood in long runnels. 
 
    I saw movement to my side and turned, only to see the rest of the Argonauts had followed my charge. Reedie and Grimes were prying open another deathball, and Reedie pulled the squirming Cartar out of it and threw it on the ground. They both stomped on it with their armored feet and ichorous blood splashed everywhere. 
 
    Wilkens ran past and fired his missile launcher. The missile barely had enough distance to arm before it struck a deathball, blasting out the forward hemisphere and spraying Wilkens with scalding, boiling water. The rest of the Argonauts didn’t slow. They were among the enemy, firing, dropping grenades under the spheres, fighting, killing, and dying in a way that stopped the enemy cold. 
 
    The last four deathballs tried to retreat, yet they took fire as they did so. Three of them lost water from dozens of hits and slowly ground to a halt. Then the last one wobbled out of control into the wall of a burning building. 
 
    I stood there, my armor stained with soot and Cartar blood. 
 
    We’d won. The hell of it was, looking back, I almost wish we hadn’t. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Argonauts were effectively dead as a force. Of the three platoons of Mark Six CASPers, there were only five functional, plus the Colonel’s Mark Eight, which I still wore. There were 20 of us still alive out of 37 CASPer pilots and 30 support personnel. In any mercenary unit I’d ever heard of, anything over 30 percent casualties was a deathblow. Grimes had told me that we’d taken 61.25 percent casualties. All I knew was that 23 of them had died while I was in charge. I was the senior person left alive. At least the Cartar did us a favor in that regard...Some of their stray fire, or possibly a few “friendly” rounds, had killed the First and Third Platoon Leaders. Bohannan had died cowering in the latrine, while my platoon leader had died still drunk in his bed. Every cloud has a silver lining. 
 
    “Colonel, we are very pleased with your efforts, very pleased,” the Lotar behind the desk chortled. “We transmitted footage of your assault on our attackers, and the few remaining native holdouts surrendered almost immediately. Apparently they thought their Cartar allies would liberate the planet, and instead you dealt with them! Very good, very good!” 
 
    I still wore my soot-stained armor. I didn’t feel very good. I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to close my eyes or I’d see Gomez’s shattered armor and hear the screams of men and women as they bled and died. Some part of me, though, realized that this Lotar didn’t really know one human from another, and he probably didn’t much care. The Argonauts had signed on to do the job, and the Argonauts had done it. Why should he care which human was in charge? 
 
    Not that I was in charge of very much. Of the 20 of us that survived, at least three would be crippled for life. But the payment Colonel Neubauer had promised would go a long way toward something of a medical retirement for those three, and would hopefully be enough to pay the way home for the rest of us. 
 
    “We have marked your contract as completed. The war here is over, and I’m sure the pay in escrow with the Mercenary Guild will be released to you shortly. Your men can, of course, take charge of the spoils of battle, as agreed upon in our contract,” the diminutive Lotar went on. “We’d be willing to pay for their F11 reactors and deuterium, if you wish to sell to us, at the going rate, of course. We’d be willing to purchase their ship, too...” 
 
    “Ship?” I asked dully. 
 
    The Lotar gave a gesture of impatience, “Yes, ship. The Styx-class, a former Peacemaker vessel, I believe. Your people killed all the Cartar, so according to your contract, the ship is yours.” 
 
    “The ship is mine,” I said dully. The old Styx-class gunboat was huge. It had carried more than 24 of the huge deathballs, but it could probably carry a full regiment or more of CASPers. I own a ship... 
 
    “Yes, and my technicians have verified that its fuel tanks are mostly full, Colonel, so we’d be willing to pay almost 70 percent of the vessel’s value—” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted. “No, I’ll be keeping the ship.” I had no clue how to power a ship up, much less fly one. Grimes will know or he’ll figure it out...“And the rest of the salvage, we’ll load that up too.” Seventy percent market value? I knew I could get 90 percent or more back at Karma. Those deathballs had each mounted an F11 reactor...that was serious cash. Split 20 ways, we could all be rich for the rest of our lives... 
 
    Or I could buy some real equipment, a quiet part of my mind spoke. I could recruit good mercenaries, build up a real force...And why not? I’d just defeated a serious force. Who cared about my falling out with my old company...And who cared that I wasn’t really Colonel Neubauer? I had access to his bank accounts, didn’t I? 
 
    I began to chuckle as I considered it all. I didn’t even notice the Lotar flinch at my laughter. I was too busy figuring out the possibilities. I had a ship. I had money. Even paying off the survivors of the Argonauts, I’d have more than enough money to rebuild the mercenary company.  
 
    The Argonauts weren’t dead. We were about to be back…and better than ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SHELL GAME by Terry Mixon 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is crazy,” Doug Dresden said with a shake of his head as he walked toward the main briefing room on the freighter they’d renamed Times Square. “The timing for this mission is ridiculous. Have we lost our minds? How the hell are we supposed to pull this off?” 
 
    Gina Dresden—the senior partner in Dresden’s Dragoons—privately thought they had lost their minds, but she’d never say that publicly. Instead, she grinned. “By doing everything on schedule. None of your usual bumbling around.” 
 
    Her brother smiled at that. “I think you’ve gotten the two of us confused. You’re the hot-shit pilot that’s going to be late to her own funeral.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Now isn’t the time to second-guess the plan. We’re committed, little brother. One way or another, this mission is going off on time.” 
 
    Doug sighed. “I know. We’ve put a pile of credits into this already. If we fail to complete our part of this mission, we’re broke. Worse than broke.” 
 
    She stopped at the hatch to the briefing room. “If we blow this, we’re dead. Every last one of us. We’re taking a huge risk in exchange for a payout like we’ve never imagined. It’ll give us the resources to play in the big leagues, but only if we live to collect.” 
 
    “Big like the Four Horsemen?” 
 
    “Let’s not get carried away,” she said with a laugh. “If we consider them as tier one in Human mercenaries, we’re looking to jump from tier five to maybe three. A huge jump, but we have to keep things in perspective. We’ll be more like their cabana boys and girls.” 
 
    “Only three?” Doug grumbled, more for effect than any real displeasure, she suspected. “I’d figure we could at least make the bench for the big leagues.” 
 
    She clapped a hand on his shoulder. “The escalating clauses in our contract might—might!—earn us enough to become second tier, but only if we clear the board. Don’t count on it. That’s a little unlikely. 
 
    “Frankly, I’ll just be happy to sucker punch those damned MinSha and survive to tell the tale. Remember what Mom taught us in basic. Focus on what you can achieve. Save the insane risks for when you don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “I’m changing your call sign to ‘Debbie Downer,’” he said with a mock glare. “And let me tell you, growing up with Mom as a drill sergeant was not how childhood was supposed to work. Besides, she always liked you best. Why else would I get all the crap duty back then?” 
 
    “Some questions answer themselves,” she said with a nudge. “Let’s get in there and get this show on the road. We have to hit the stargate right on the tick, or everything comes apart. Even a minute one way or the other will ruin everything. This has to be perfect, or we’re dead.” 
 
    She looked at her watch. “We cross into hyperspace in two hours. That’ll give us just enough time to make sure everything is perfect. Then we’ll have a hundred and seventy hours to get all our pieces in the right places to win this thing.” 
 
    “Don’t stress,” Doug said with a grin. “Our little brother will have everything humming along over on our doppelganger.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The power coupling is fried,” the Jeha engineering technician said. “I can replace it, but it will take time. You need to tell the captain so he can abort our slot at the stargate and reschedule for the next opening.” 
 
    Logan Dresden—though that wasn’t the name he was using at the moment—shook his head and quashed the stab of panic before it affected his normally laconic expression. Not that the alien would know what any human expression meant unless it was far better versed in them than he’d have expected. 
 
    “The captain won’t want to change our slot,” Logan said firmly. “We have all the MinSha escort ships that would need to alter their own times, and that would create chaos and expense he doesn’t want to be responsible for. The Cartography Guild would exact a stiff penalty for a change now that we are less than two hours out.” 
 
    The alien rippled. It might have been the equivalent of a shrug. “That does not change the facts in this case. The power coupling will fail unless it is replaced before we engage the hyperspace generators. I believe the captain would prefer the fine over disappearing into the void.” 
 
    He was sure the Pendal owner/operator of the freighter would agree, but that would leave Logan’s siblings hanging in the breeze. He’d have to make it work. Somehow. 
 
    The alien millipede didn’t have to worry about the zero-gravity conditions in engineering, not with the grip its many legs provided, but Logan used the provided handholds to slip a little closer to the defective coupling. It looked undamaged, but appearances could be deceiving. Just look at him. 
 
    Getting hired onto the freighter as one of the senior engineers hadn’t been a problem. Not once he’d arranged a few “accidents” and “indiscretions” to clear the roster. He’d had to prove himself over the last few months, but he really was a good engineer. 
 
    Most aliens worried about humans only when they came in the form of armed mercenaries. Logan was an unthreatening merchant engineer. He’d proven his worth and was now filling in for the chief engineer on this run. 
 
    It hadn’t even taken an accident to clear the way. The chief was off the ship birthing offspring, and it had been on the schedule long before Logan had come aboard. All the Human had had to do was make sure he was the logical choice to fill in as the top dog on this run. 
 
    Which did him no good if he couldn’t figure out a solution to his current problem. Operation Shell Game was far too advanced to call off. If Logan didn’t fix this, his family was going to stick their heads into a wood chipper. 
 
    “Why can’t you swap it out for one from stores?” he asked. “We have plenty in there.” 
 
    “This power junction also serves the special cargo area. We have strict orders that its power cannot be interrupted.” 
 
    “It has a second connection, but I take your point. We don’t want to risk the special cargo.”  
 
    Certainly not after the captain had made it clear that any damage to the special cargo would be worth all their lives. Logan had no idea what was in there—and with the heavily armed guards, he doubted he’d find out anytime soon—and it really didn’t matter. 
 
    The MinSha considered it to be critical to their operations in the Kregin system. That was enough. They wouldn’t tolerate a risk to the cargo. 
 
    That didn’t mean there weren’t other options for someone who thought outside the box. 
 
    He hooked his arm around a stanchion and pulled his slate out of a holder on his belt. It only took a few moments to bring up the diagram of power cables around the cargo deck. None of them were well situated to provide an impromptu backup, but one of them might work. 
 
    “Look at this line to the port-side shuttle bay,” he said while holding the slate out. “We can splice a line here and connect it to the backup supply this coupling usually serves. It will take us an hour to get the new line laid and switch the system over.” 
 
    The Jeha tilted its head a little to the side. “That leaves scant time to replace this coupling. It is possible, but we will be ready only minutes before transition. If we make a mistake, the captain will be quite angry. The MinSha will be worse.” 
 
    Yes, they would. 
 
    “We’ll do it,” Logan said decisively. “Get as many people as you need and run the new line. I’ll set up a replacement coupling here. We can finish both jobs with time to spare if you hurry.” 
 
    The other being seemed less convinced but headed off without another word. 
 
    Logan hoped this all came together. He’d probably survive if his plan failed. His family and Dresden’s Dragoons wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gina acted like a referee in the meeting. That seemed appropriate since every other group was subcontracting under Dresden’s Dragoons. She really didn’t want to think about how close to bankruptcy this mission would push them. 
 
    But if they pulled it off, the lion’s share of the reward would go to her company. If they met all the extended mission objectives, they really would be positioned to move up in the hierarchy of Earth’s mercenary companies.  
 
    Maybe, if things worked out just right, they’d edge into the group of companies sitting behind the Four Horsemen. Barely. 
 
    The opportunities that would open for them would be amazing. But only if they completed the contract, and for that to happen, everything had to go just right. One little mistake, and they’d all die. 
 
    She looked around the table without letting those thoughts change the scowling expression on her face. It was inevitable, but someone always wanted to improvise at the last second. Not this time. 
 
    Major Randy Greer of Greer’s Gorillas didn’t flinch at her expression. “What? It’s a good idea and won’t change the plan that much.” 
 
    “Not only was that part of the plan settled a month ago, but I seriously doubt swapping Young’s people for yours will improve our odds. Quite the reverse. Why are you trying to piss me off?” 
 
    “Everyone needs a hobby,” the bulky man said with a smirk. “But no. You’re just a side benefit.” 
 
    “Let’s get this clear right now: I’m no one’s side benefit.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something that would probably get him into trouble but closed it again and nodded. “That came out wrong. Pissing you off is a side benefit.” 
 
    The man was such a pain in her ass. 
 
    “We’re not changing the plan based on you getting your panties in a wad,” she said with a shake of her head. “Everything is already worked out, and you had plenty of time to raise an objection before we transitioned.” 
 
    “Technically, we have twenty minutes until transition,” the man said with an impudent grin. 
 
    “No,” she said firmly. “Any other last-minute changes I can reject out of hand?” 
 
    The rest of their impromptu mercenary council laughed and shook their heads, leaving Greer to flap in the breeze. 
 
    “Excellent. Let me spell it out in broad terms one last time. We’ll have a week in hyperspace to iron out any operation kinks—and before any of you testosterone-laden yahoos start waving your junk around, I know I said kinks. Grow up. If we blow this, we’re going to die. Got it?” 
 
    They all nodded seriously, even if most of them probably laughed inside like twelve-year-old boys. 
 
    “Our man on the inside of the other freighter has a control shunt installed on the bridge controls,” she said. “It’ll intercept the jump command and redirect the freighter to this system rather than Kregin. We’re transitioning at the same exact moment as they are, so we’ll appear in the target system where the MinSha expect the original freighter and its escorts. 
 
    “Once we arrive, we let them see us past the guard ships around the emergence point. The ships around the main planet won’t be a danger as we approach because they won’t see us as a threat.” 
 
    Queen gave her a shake of his head. “That’s taking a lot for granted, Gina. We have to plan on something going wrong. Surely they’ll communicate with us. If something tips our hand, they’ll blow us up.” 
 
    She shot a glance at Doug before she smiled at Queen. “You are such a Debbie Downer. We’ve taken steps to keep that from happening. We have an ace up our sleeve, so to speak.” 
 
    A Pendal in his brown robes and hood stood at her gesture.  
 
    “That would be me,” the alien said in a whisper. “I am here to make certain no one suspects a change has taken place. Just as this vessel has been modified to look precisely like the other ship, I am to masquerade as the original captain.” 
 
    “Meet Lestorra,” Gina said. “He’s not a pilot, by the way. I know we all think Pendal are always pilots, but our friend is an actor.” 
 
    That produced a wave of silence around the table that lasted until Queen laughed. “An actor? Are you shitting me? What are you doing?” 
 
    One of his fellow mercenary leaders slapped him on the back of his head in rebuke. “Don’t be an idiot. The ship is disguised as theirs, so the captain needs to match.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Gina said with a nod. “Lestorra already looks a lot like the target’s captain. We paid to have that similarity enhanced. Now they look like twins. My brother Logan got us a lot of video of official calls with the subject in them, and our man can mimic him, body language and voice. 
 
    “The MinSha are no better at discerning subtle differences in aliens than we are, so they won’t know any better. Even if they did, our man is trained to fool even other Pendal. We’ve got that angle covered.” 
 
    She motioned for the Pendal to resume his seat. 
 
    “Once we arrive in the Kregin system, we’ll let the MinSha escort us to the planet. Then we blow the panels hiding the drop ships and come down on their base like the wrath of God. The ground forces will secure it while we eliminate the ships in orbit. 
 
    “That’ll bring a response from the guard ships at the emergence point. They’ll make it part way to the planet, and our follow-up ships will jump into the system and give them the choice of surrender or death. They’ll be at a really bad angle to run for the stargate. Bets on what they choose?” 
 
    Queen shook his head. “That sounds so easy when you say it, but we all know the enemy doesn’t cooperate, given a choice. What do we do if it all goes to hell?” 
 
    She smiled widely. “Then we’ll get to see which of our companies is the baddest of them all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where are we with the backup power for the special cargo?” Logan asked over the com. 
 
    “The new run is in place, and we’re performing final tests now.” 
 
    He looked at the time remaining until they entered hyperspace. “I need to start replacing the power coupling right now. Tell me the backup power is good.” 
 
    “One moment. The power readings appear stable, and the connections are reading as solid.” 
 
    “Then I’m killing this coupling now. Close up the panels and get everything else ready. We jump to hyperspace in just over fifteen minutes.” 
 
    He killed the com and started ripping the bad power coupling out. This wasn’t just going to be close. It was going to be damned close. 
 
    At the five-minute mark, the captain called. “Engineer, what is our status? The pilot says he is seeing odd readings on the power grid supplying the hyperspace generators.” 
 
    “I’m aware, Captain. One of the couplings is questionable. I’m replacing it.” 
 
    There was a slight pause before the freighter’s commander spoke again. “We are pressed for time. Will your work be ready at the appointed moment?” 
 
    “No sweat, Captain. We’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    “See that we are. The MinSha will be greatly displeased with us if that turns out to be inaccurate.” 
 
    Logan ignored the abrupt disconnect. The captain was usually a pleasant sort, for a Pendal, but he had to be feeling stressed. 
 
    The bad power coupling was being a stone cold bitch. It finally came apart when he used a spanner to beat it open. That made slipping the new coupling into place a tad more challenging, but he got it connected with a whole thirty seconds to spare. 
 
    Terrifyingly, there was no time to test the new run. If it failed, that could mean anything from a blown generator to a failure in hyperspace—a fate no one wanted to consider. 
 
    Logan said a prayer and engaged the power. It flowed through the coupling, and the readouts turned green. 
 
    He activated his com. “Bridge, engineering. We’re go for hyperspace.” 
 
    “You cut the work exceedingly fine, engineer. Rest assured, we shall speak on the matter at great length once we are in hyperspace. Bridge out.” 
 
    Fifteen seconds later, his gut twisted as they jumped to hyperspace. He double-checked the power readings at the coupling. They were solid. They’d make it. 
 
    He let out a shaky breath and started his people getting engineering onto hyperspace watch. Once they were busy, he made his way to the hyperspace generators. 
 
    There wasn’t normally a reason to look at them, but he had one more task to carry out before anyone came looking for him. 
 
    Logan opened the main control panel and looked at the complex circuits. Most people wouldn’t be able to interpret any of this, but he could tell at a glance that everything was in order. 
 
    After a glance around to be sure no one was looking his way, he reached behind the control circuits and disconnected a small device he’d installed at the start of this shift. 
 
    “Is everything in order?” 
 
    He managed to avoid twitching and used one hand to turn his body to face the Jeha he’d sent off to run the new power cable. “Everything is fine. I just wanted to be sure.” 
 
    Reading the expression of an alien was never a sure thing, but he thought the other engineer might not be convinced. 
 
    Logan closed the panel and casually slipped the control bypass into a back pocket when he was done. “We’re good to go for the next hundred and seventy hours. Well done on the power run. Great work.” 
 
    The Jeha seemed to hesitate but finally turned to move back into the main engineering control area with him. 
 
    “What you did was dangerous,” the alien said. “Risky. I must inform the chief engineer when she returns to duty. I regret that, as you have been a good coworker.” 
 
    The implication was that Logan would at least get a severe reprimand. At worst, they’d fire him. 
 
    He put on a glum expression that he didn’t feel inside. “I understand, and I don’t blame you. I’ll be happy to defend my actions, and we’ll see if the chief agrees. No hard feelings.” 
 
    Once the Jeha moved over to one of the other consoles, Logan pulled the controller override out of his pocket and plugged it into a handheld reader. The display blinked and showed their destination. Their true destination, not the one the pilot on the bridge had entered. 
 
    He smiled as he wiped the memory in the device and began disassembling the controller into its base parts. He’d get it mixed into the spares over the rest of the shift, and no one would realize what he’d done until they popped out of hyperspace into the wrong system. 
 
    Several ships from Dresden’s Dragoons would be waiting for them there. This ship would be impounded for the rest of the operation. 
 
    Logan couldn’t wait until their marines took over. He really wanted to know what was in the special cargo the MinSha mercenaries guarded so diligently. 
 
    His part in this little play was just about over. Now Gina had to do the heavy lifting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes until emergence,” the pilot said. 
 
    Gina rose to her feet and stepped over to the captain’s console. Lestorra looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “Remember, keep it low key. Everything is normal. If they do anything unexpected, just roll with it. Once we get to the planet, we’ll get you safely down to the surface and away from the fighting. You’ll have earned that big bonus.” 
 
    “The time for jitters is during rehearsal,” the actor said. “Don’t worry. I’m excellent at improvisation.” 
 
    That didn’t make her feel any better, but it was far too late to worry. Either the plan would work, or it wouldn’t. If it failed, they were dead. 
 
    Rather than say anything like that, she nodded and moved to the conference room. All the mercenary commanders were waiting there. Everyone wore their unpowered combat armor, and the air was thick with tension. Even Greer was quiet. 
 
    She took her seat and watched the screen showing the bridge. Everything was going according to plan. Their pilot was actually running the show, but you’d never have known just by looking. Lestorra sat in his chair exuding confidence. 
 
    “You think he can pull it off?” Doug asked softly. 
 
    “Of course I do,” she said. “I’d never have agreed to the crazy scheme if I didn’t.” 
 
    “I just can’t help worrying about something unforeseen happening. What if they insist on boarding us?” 
 
    “They’ve never done that before. So long as we arrive on schedule, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    She really, really hoped that was true. 
 
    The timer counted inexorably down. When it reached zero, the ship dropped out of hyperspace. 
 
    “We’re out cleanly, Captain,” the pilot said, as much for the actor as for Gina and the rest. “Sensors confirm we’re in the target system, and the expected escort is arriving with us. The timing appears to have been perfect.” 
 
    That had been the biggest risk. If the convoy had changed its departure time, it would’ve screwed them hard. With all the ships arriving at once, no one would question their presence.  
 
    After all, Times Square not only had the same emissions signature as the original freighter, they were visually identical. They’d gone to ludicrous lengths to make sure, even artificially pitting and scarring the hull in specific locations to be sure no one would know the difference if they came into visual range. 
 
    People—alien or not—saw what they expected to see. If you were following another vehicle through traffic and momentarily lost sight of them, you wouldn’t question their identity when you spotted them again, even in the unlikely case where it was somehow a different vehicle. Not until something made you question your assumption. 
 
    It was their job to keep the MinSha from questioning their assumptions. 
 
    “Incoming call,” the com officer said. 
 
    “On screen,” Lestorra said calmly. 
 
    A MinSha appeared. “It is good to see you again, Adronus. Did you have any trouble on the trip?” 
 
    “No trouble at all,” the impostor said. “It was a rather boring week.” 
 
    “Excellent. Adjust your course, and we’ll form up around you. My pilot indicates it will take you ten hours to make orbit.” 
 
    At their own pilot’s subtle nod, Lestorra gave a decisive nod of his own. “That concurs with my assessment. We’ll alter course at once.” 
 
    “See you there. Oh, what is the status of the special cargo?” 
 
    “All secure,” the actor said. “Nothing special to report.” 
 
    “Very good. See that it stays that way.” 
 
    The enemy commander ended the call. 
 
    Lestorra turned to face the com pickup. “What special cargo? Am I supposed to know about this?” 
 
    Gina opened the video from her end. “It’s news to me, too. If anyone else calls and asks about it, just keep up the same line. Really good response to that curve ball.” 
 
    The alien cocked his head. “Curve ball?” 
 
    “Never mind. Human sports metaphor. Pilot, coordinate as needed with the other ships and get us moving. How many enemy ships are here guarding the emergence point?” 
 
    “About what we were told to expect, Commander. A dozen ships ranging from battlecruisers down to destroyers. Our ambush force will have a field day with them if we manage to get them off station.” 
 
    “Then get us to orbit so we can spring our trap.” 
 
    She killed the connection to the bridge and turned to her fellows. “I want everyone ready to drop on schedule. We’ll keep a response force suited up in case they send someone over, but we’re toast if that happens.  
 
    “Everyone else get some rest and some food, in that order. We execute the big reveal as soon as we make orbit over the primary target.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Emergence in five minutes,” the captain said over the com to Logan. “Prepare for normal space operations.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready, Captain.” 
 
    Oh, yeah. They’d be ready, all right. He’d been working hard to make sure of that for the last week. While they’d have plenty of ships on hand to intimidate an unarmed freighter, Logan would much rather make the job of boarding it easy.  
 
    After all, his compatriots didn’t know about the special cargo or the MinSha guards assigned to it. Unlike the crew, they’d fight. His job was to hamper them as much as possible.  
 
    Challenge accepted. 
 
    And really, it had been a challenge. He’d originally intended to cut all the power as soon as they dropped back into normal space. With how freaky the MinSha had been about power, that wasn’t an option now. No matter what, he needed to make sure the dedicated run maintained power. 
 
    There was no telling what the damned thing would do if he just cut the juice. It might blow up. He didn’t want to kill any of the crew on the ship. They weren’t direct combatants. 
 
    He watched the timer count down to zero and felt the ship exit hyperspace with a wrench to his guts. Moments later, the emergency alarm began sounding. 
 
    The overhead speakers came to life. “Alert! We’re in an ambush! I need all power to the drives!” 
 
    “Coming right up, Captain,” Logan said.  
 
    He pressed the switch on his console that activated his hidden program. Even more alarms began sounding as microcharges blew the power couplings to the drives. Others around the ship would disable every major system except for the special cargo. 
 
    The overhead lights dimmed and switched to emergency mode. That was his cue to exit stage left. 
 
    “Why did you betray us?” 
 
    Logan looked over his shoulder and found the Jeha engineer standing on the bulkhead behind him. Most of the engineering staff were going crazy trying to figure out what had just happened, but a few were backing the alien up. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    “What?” he asked, making sure to insert indignant surprise into his voice. “Stop talking nonsense and help me get power restored. We have enemies close at hand.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you were a traitor when this all started,” the alien said as if he hadn’t spoken. “Now I am. What were you really doing at the hyperdrive controls?” 
 
    He allowed himself a small smile. “What you really should be asking is if I’m with the ambushers. If I’m not, you should be working with me to restore power. If I am, you shouldn’t be antagonizing me before the inevitable boarding parties arrive. Stand down.” 
 
    “Kill him,” the Jeha said. 
 
    Logan planted his feet against the console and shoved. He soared across the engineering space while everyone else was still shouting. Their indecision wouldn’t hold.  
 
    Now that he was running, someone would give chase. He needed to either get clear of the ship or hide long enough for the Dragoons to get people aboard. 
 
    The pack of engineers was howling in pursuit as he reached the auxiliary access corridor. Almost literally howling. It was creepy. All they needed to perfect their appearance were torches and pitchforks. 
 
    He activated the emergency hatch and slipped into the corridor right before it slid closed.  
 
    It was designed to keep hostile forces out of the engineering spaces for a little while. It would take them a bit to override the lockout. That gave him thirty seconds at most to get lost.  
 
    Hiding from engineers who knew every part on this ship seemed like a bad bet, so he’d best get off the freighter while the getting was good. 
 
    Logan shoved down the corridor toward the shuttle bay. He could steal one of the small craft. Standing orders were to not open fire on fleeing crew. He’d be safe until he could identify himself. 
 
    He almost made it. He could see the hatch leading inside the shuttle bay when the MinSha mercenaries that formed the guard detail for the special cargo came rushing in from the other direction. The giant purple praying mantises could move damned fast in zero G. 
 
    That was fine. He could get past them. He was part of the crew. They knew him on sight. 
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t stop them from raising their weapons and opening fire on him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gina woke abruptly when someone pounded on her door. A glance at the clock told her she’d been asleep almost eight hours. 
 
    That was annoying. She’d left instructions for them to wake her after five. Now she’d have to grab an emergency bar and race around like an idiot double-checking everything. 
 
    She opened the hatch and glared at the grinning man outside. Greer. Of course.  
 
    “Can’t you tell time?” she demanded. “I have things to do.” 
 
    “You need all the beauty sleep you can get, Gina. How are you ever going to get a husband with that face?” 
 
    “Easy enough. Grab him by his junk and lead him around. Like this.” 
 
    She grabbed Greer by his belt rather than his crotch. She might be a rough-and-tumble mercenary, but she had standards. Only prostitutes and Greer touched his junk. Probably mostly the latter. 
 
    He squawked and tried to get loose, but Gina broke his magnetic boots free of the deck and shoved him into the air to the raucous laughter of his men.  
 
    “Now get your asses to the drop ships and stop dicking around,” she said sternly. “Literally.” 
 
    What would be considered sexual harassment in any other profession was just par for the course in her field. The story would spread like wildfire, and the whole setup he’d worked out to embarrass her would blow up in his face.  
 
    Five minutes after she’d left the red-faced mercenary to the unmerciful care of his friends, she was in the command center. The other mercenary commanders were at their assigned drop ships and loading their people for the assault. 
 
    Views of them all loading their CASPers into the drop ships showed that the boarding was running slightly ahead of schedule. Good. 
 
    Gina opened a command link to the senior people. “Sorry I’m late. Someone decided not to wake me on schedule. My fault. Next time I’ll set an alarm. Status?” 
 
    They called in one by one. Everyone was in good shape for orbital insertion. The timing of the landing was dependent on where they were in relation to the base and how the protective forces in orbit were arrayed. 
 
    She was grateful she didn’t need to make any changes to their basic plan. Even Greer’s people were doing what they needed to do. 
 
    At the one-hour mark, she’d eaten something and was getting ready to head for her own CASPer. A call from the bridge stopped her. 
 
    Lestorra came on the com. “Sorry to disturb you, Commander Dresden, but something odd is happening. The escort commander just called and asked for an update from the guards for the ‘special cargo.’ He said they were overdue, and he was concerned. 
 
    “I made up a story about something being broken in their com system, but he seemed a little agitated. He instructed me to have one of them call him back from the bridge in the next half hour.” 
 
    That was a problem, since they had no idea who the guards were, what they were guarding, or even their race. Probably MinSha, but her forces only had humans and a few aliens. No MinSha. 
 
    “He’ll call back in half an hour,” she said. “String him along. Tell him we’re having com issues. Make it audio only. Then cut the line and only occasionally reconnect for a moment. Long enough to get a few words out. Nothing more. 
 
    “Odds are he’ll be pissed as hell but wait until we reach orbit to send someone over. That’ll give us enough time to launch phase two of Operation Shell Game.” 
 
    The alien shook his head. “I will never understand Humans. I assume that means something humorous. I will do my best. If it is not good enough, what will you do?” 
 
    Gina smiled. “I’ll ambush any forces they send over. If we can delay a response from the warships until we reach orbit, we’ll win. If not, this is going to hurt us badly.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Logan ducked back around the curve just in time to avoid a bloody death, but he was trapped between inexplicably homicidal mercenaries and equally murderous engineers. He had only seconds to get clear of both or he’d die. 
 
    Thank God he knew this ship like the back of his hand.  
 
    He ducked into a maintenance passage just as he heard the hatch to engineering slide open. His pursuers were still howling for his blood. He slid the cover back in place moments before they rounded the corner. 
 
    Their roars of rage turned into screams of terror and pain as the mercenaries shot them up. That was probably the most one-sided battle in history. Short, too. 
 
    Seconds after it started, a deadly silence fell over the area. Logan kept his breathing deep and slow. He had no idea how good MinSha hearing was, but he doubted they’d hear him over the alarms still blaring down the corridor. Still, it never paid to take unnecessary chances. 
 
    Speaking of that, he set his translator pendant to record and killed the audio. If they said anything, he didn’t want his translator to give him away. 
 
    Several shots indicated they were making sure no one survived to tell anyone about their little indiscretion. Executing unarmed—though admittedly homicidal—civilians wouldn’t look very good on their resumés. 
 
    It had to be something about that special cargo. Something they either feared or wanted to hide. If the latter, he needed to get off the ship as soon as possible. They might be arranging an explosive finale for the freighter. 
 
    They paused seemingly just outside his hiding place to have a brief discussion before moving away. He’d review things later to see if it was useful. 
 
    This maintenance passage went up above the corridor to service the air circulation system that fed into the shuttle bay. At least it would until they cut the atmosphere. If he wanted to get in there before it became unreachable, he’d best get a move on. 
 
    Once he was relatively certain the mercenaries had moved away from the entrance to the maintenance shaft, he started climbing. Caution being the watchword, he placed his feet carefully and moved slowly to reduce the chance of making any noise they could hear. 
 
    When he was above the corridor, he hurried to the shuttle bay air feed. It was still open, so they hadn’t depressurized the bay. The feed was sizable. People wanted their bays repressurized in a reasonable amount of time. That left enough room for him to worm his way past the cutoff.  
 
    Now that he was inside the bay, his danger increased. He needed to get out of the feed before they started depressurizing. Nothing on a ship was wasted, so the air in the bay would be sucked back into the ship. 
 
    He almost made it. 
 
    When the air began blowing past him into the ship, Logan was only a few feet from the vent. He braced his feet and forced himself against the flow.  
 
    It took all his strength to get to the vent and force it to the side. That gave him a great view of the bay transitioning to vacuum. The shadows went from soft to knife sharp very quickly. 
 
    He opened his mouth and let the pressure equalize. If he tried to hold his breath, he’d damage his lungs as the air inside them expanded. A short-term exposure to space wouldn’t harm him. Those gross stories about exploding bodies, popping eyeballs, and boiling blood were just bull. 
 
    The suffocation that would kill him was real, though. 
 
    By the time the air pressure dissipated and the bay’s hatch began to open, Logan was just pulling free of the vent. He had an eagle’s view of two assault shuttles lifting off the deck and leaving the ship at low speed. 
 
    He had no idea how they expected to escape the warships around them. Perhaps they intended to surrender. If so, they had reason to believe no one would come aboard the freighter and find out about their atrocity. 
 
    That meant he needed to get the hell out of there right now. 
 
    He planted his feet on the air feed and shoved. The gentle push made him soar right over to a personnel shuttle. 
 
    Logan deftly caught the bar beside its airlock. It was closed and pressurized, so he had to wait a seeming eternity for it to go to vacuum and the outer door to open. 
 
    Once inside, he started it to cycling and tried to keep himself from gasping as air filled the lock. It only took a few seconds to get up to breathable pressure, and he allowed himself to suck in delicious air. 
 
    The inner lock came open, and he shoved off toward the pilot’s couch. Engineers weren’t normally trained to fly, but his sister had insisted he learn. He’d have to buy her a gift when this was all done. 
 
    The shuttle came to life at his touch. No time for a preflight check, so he simply strapped in and edged it toward the open hatch with the thrusters. 
 
    Moments later, he was outside the freighter. He didn’t even need to use the scanners to see the MinSha shuttles. They were right there ahead of him. 
 
    Sanity therefore dictated he move around the freighter and head in the opposite direction. If they wanted no witnesses alive to question their actions, he needed to stay very quiet. 
 
    So of course they spotted him right away and turned toward him, accelerating rapidly. 
 
    He used the freighter as cover while he opened a channel to the ambush ships. “Dresden vessels, this is Logan. I’m in the personnel shuttle running for cover. Could I get a little help, please?” 
 
    “Copy that,” a voice promptly responded. “Got you covered.” 
 
    The assault shuttles were just coming into view when several lasers swatted them from the sky. 
 
    “Looks like you’re clear, Logan. Why don’t you head for Chicago?” 
 
    That was the cruiser in charge of the ambush mission as well as his sister’s flagship. “I’m on the way. You might want to pull back. I’m worried they have something set up on the ship. Let’s not have it blow up in our faces.” 
 
    He was almost to the retreating cruiser when the side of the freighter blew out, scattering debris and atmosphere everywhere. 
 
    What the hell had the special cargo been? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gina’s hopes to put off a confrontation were dashed when one of the mercenary cruisers escorting them launched two combat shuttles twenty minutes before the freighter reached orbit. 
 
    Travel time would get them to Times Square perhaps five minutes before the ship was ready to kick off the grand finale of Operation Shell Game. They needed to run out the clock. 
 
    All the mercenaries were in their drop ships except for the section of Dresden’s Dragoons she’d tasked with final guard duty. They were getting the civilian crew to safety, and now they’d make sure the unwelcome visitors didn’t get word back out of the trap. 
 
    “Doug,” she said over her section’s com frequency. “Secure the crew on your drop ship and prepare to execute phase two.” 
 
    “I have everyone except the pilot and the actor. They didn’t show.” 
 
    She cursed under her breath. “Copy that. Carry on, and I’ll extract them with me. Good luck, Bro.” 
 
    “You too, Sis. Give ‘em hell.” 
 
    Gina ended the call and deployed her group near the shuttle bay, not to stop the enemy from getting in, but to keep them from retreating once they rushed into the ship. 
 
    The freighter was heavily shielded to prevent portable coms from getting out. The shuttle bay was rigged to actively jam signals on command, to keep the people left behind on shuttles from punching a signal out. 
 
    The plan was to keep the escort ships from realizing anything was wrong for as long as possible. Once she kicked things off, it wouldn’t matter what any boarders did. 
 
    While her people were getting into their hiding places, she raced to the bridge. As expected, she found Lestorra and the pilot there. 
 
    The actor turned to her. “The good news is that we should reach orbit shortly after they board us. As a coincidental piece of good fortune, the base is well positioned for your drop at that time, as is the protective fleet above it.” 
 
    “Why are you still here?” she demanded, ignoring his pleasant banter. “You had a ride to catch.” 
 
    The Pendal shrugged. “I may not be a pilot, but the moment overcame me. When your pilot indicated he would remain for final insertion, I chose to stay at his side. Isn’t that what a captain does?” 
 
    “My man is a mercenary,” she said, her lips pressed flat. “He’s got a slot in one of my drop ships. One going right into the thick of things. The crew is supposed to be landing far from the fighting. That’s you, in case you missed it.” 
 
    The actor smiled. “Well, I don’t suppose I can negotiate a combat bonus?” 
 
    Gina didn’t even try to stop her eye roll. “Only if you shoot someone.” 
 
    She turned to the pilot. “Status?” 
 
    “We’re close enough to lock the helm in now. I had to make a few last-minute maneuvers to assure the best positioning for the drop. We can go now. Lestorra might even make it to his drop ship before the boarding party gets into the ship proper.” 
 
    The com crackled to life. “Freighter, this is inspection team one. You will open your shuttle bay or we will blow it open. Do not believe your supposed com failure will stop this from happening. You have thirty seconds to comply.” 
 
    Gina shrugged. “Let’s be neighborly. Open the hatch in twenty-five seconds. Open it at half speed, too. Anything that buys us time is worth it.” 
 
    The pilot manipulated his controls. “Done. I’ve just locked all control systems. The only way they’re stopping the ship from entering orbit now is shooting it down.” 
 
    “Don’t think they won’t,” she warned the Pendal mercenary. “If they decide we’re a threat, they’ll sacrifice the boarding party in a second. Let’s go.” 
 
    They made it to her assigned hiding spot just as Doug called. “They’re inside the ship, Gina. You’re not going to be able to make it to your drop ship before they come to you. They look a little weirded out that no one is there to meet them.” 
 
    “Copy that. All units, prepare to execute phase two on my order.” 
 
    Her external microphone picked up the sound of the shuttle bay hatch opening. It was only just around the bend. 
 
    She opened a wall panel that looked like every other bulkhead on the ship and followed the two unarmored Pendal inside. They’d placed a number of the secret chambers near the shuttle bay in case they had to ambush boarders. 
 
    Once they were all inside, she sealed it tight.  
 
    “Okay,” she said through her external speakers at the lowest volume. “We’ll let them pass and then move to block their exit. The hull outside the shuttle bay is heavily reinforced and there are concealed weapons in the bay that can disable even an assault shuttle.” 
 
    “If you have a hardened hull, why do you need weapons?” Lestorra asked curiously. 
 
    “Because the hull isn’t to keep them from shooting their way out,” she explained. “It’s to contain any collateral damage the weapons cause. Once the boarding teams are deep into the ship, we’ll cut them off and blow their rides. 
 
    “And before you ask, I’m not going to attack the shuttles until the last moment. It’s always possible one explodes and breaches our hull. That could completely screw up our timing and perhaps even get the warships to shooting at us.  
 
    “I don’t care if they suspect something now, as long as they don’t feel threatened enough to blow us up.” 
 
    They had seeded the ship with sensors to track intruders, so she saw them moving past her location in unpowered armor. They did seem a little spooked. She couldn’t blame them. They had to be wondering where the crew was. 
 
    Gina waited until they were moving to another deck before she opened the panel slowly. “You two stay behind me.” 
 
    Her CASPer would be armed to the teeth for the combat drop, but she had to get to her drop ship for her main weapons. All she had on her now were arm blades and a slung rifle. If she could use her blades, that would be better, she decided. 
 
    The concealed entrance to her drop ship was two decks down and aft. With luck, no one was moving in that direction. 
 
    The thing about luck was that it occasionally ran out. 
 
    She came out on the appropriate deck just as a trio of MinSha mercenaries floated around the bend. They saw her just as she launched herself at them. High-speed flechettes bounced off her armor as she flew into their midst.  
 
    Gina triggered the jammers they’d seeded throughout the ship. That would prevent them from calling for help or alerting the ship they’d come from that they were under attack. 
 
    It would also let the warships know something was going on when they couldn’t raise their inspectors. Couldn’t be helped now. 
 
    Her CASPer was designed for more damage than these soldiers were dealing out, so she was able to cut one in half and then gut his companion on her backswing. The remaining soldier hastily backed up, his legs propelling him rapidly away in the zero gravity. 
 
    Since she couldn’t allow him to escape, she pushed off the bulkhead and charged after him. He managed to get a lot farther than she’d have expected before she caught up and ended him. 
 
    Then she heard shots behind her. 
 
    Gina turned on a handy bulkhead and saw that her charges were exchanging fire with three more MinSha that had come from the other direction. Perfect. 
 
    The civilians had advanced to where she’d killed the first two MinSha and were using their bodies as concealment. Astonishingly, both had taken up the fallen soldiers’ weapons and were keeping the enemy at bay. 
 
    She braced herself and brought her rifle up. Three long bursts past her allies and the threat was over. 
 
    It only took a moment to see that the pilot had taken a hit, but it didn’t look bad. She’d get him some nanites as soon as they were in the drop ship. 
 
    “This way,” she said as she grabbed the wounded Pendal and headed for the drop ship. “You’re a never-ending series of surprises, Lestorra. Were you actually fighting?” 
 
    “I played a mercenary on a vid series a few years ago. They trained me in how to look good. I pretended this was the same.” 
 
    “I guess you’ll get that combat bonus after all. If we live.” 
 
    They arrived at the bulkhead concealing her drop ship to find it open and covered by her mercenaries. Moments later, she was inside the ship and loading her heavy weapons. 
 
    “Status?” she asked Doug over the hardwired com. 
 
    “We’re just entering orbit. Sixty seconds to optimum deployment.” 
 
    “Strap in, everyone. This is about to get hairy.” 
 
    Gina cinched the two Pendal into handy seats and used a nanite injector on the pilot. Then she secured herself. 
 
    The panel in front of her gave her as much feed as she’d have gotten on the bridge. In fact, she could see a window-in-window view of the control room in the corner of her screen. 
 
    The MinSha were there, looking around in confusion. Time to show everyone what Operation Shell Game was all about. 
 
    “All units, executing phase two in ten seconds. Mark. Good luck.” 
 
    She watched the timer count down and pressed the button. Hull plates blew off, and hundreds of missiles raced at the escorts from point-blank range. They accelerated at a thousand gravities, limiting the enemy reaction time to just a few seconds.  
 
    It took a little longer to reach the ships defending the planet, but not much. They’d get off some defensive fire, but not nearly enough to make a difference against the number of weapons coming at them in their faces. 
 
    Moments after the missiles were clear, even more concealed panels blew off, and the drop ships screamed away from the freighter. There were a lot of them, too. Far more than the shuttle bay could’ve supported. That was why they were carried inside dedicated and hidden compartments. 
 
    The orbital picket had at least a few ships at battle stations. They launched missiles at the freighter. Since it had zero defenses, it promptly blew up. Expensive, but all part of the plan that made Operation Shell Game possible. 
 
    In return, the missiles she’d launched gutted the picket. The drop ship’s sensors were far too weak to see it all, but Gina could see they were done. Most of the ships in orbit were expanding balls of plasma. The rest were eviscerated wrecks. 
 
    “Five minutes to landing,” Doug said. “The lead elements aren’t even being fired upon. We caught them with their panties down.” 
 
    “All the better to screw them,” she said. 
 
    The fighting below would be sharp but heavily one-sided. Her forces had numbers and total surprise. This fight was in the bag. 
 
    The ships at the emergence point would come racing in as soon as the base started screaming for help. Based on the prearranged timing, her ships would arrive after they’d been in motion for about two hours. 
 
    That left the picket commander an ugly choice: run for the stargate, fight, or surrender. 
 
    Since her forces would detach fast elements to cut them off from the stargate, that left the last two as the most likely choices. Based on the numbers and classes of ships they’d observed, she bet they’d give up. If not, her ships would kill them. 
 
    They’d pulled off the mission of a lifetime. Now all she had to do was convince the enemy to give up and save their lives. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Logan was aboard Chicago when it exited hyperspace into the Kregin system ten days later. They’d expected to get there sooner, but examining the freighter had taken more time and care than he’d expected. 
 
    The MinSha had used explosives to destroy the special cargo, but not well enough to hide what it had been. Logan suspected that was because the backup power coupling the murderous Jeha engineer had installed had failed when the device they’d set up as the primary self-destruct device attempted to draw power. 
 
    The physical explosives had to have been the backup. They only served to scatter the contents of the cargo throughout the ship, which had ended up killing everyone aboard in a grisly fashion. 
 
    The special cargo had been some kind of bioweapon. Illegal under the Union’s laws of war. 
 
    Thankfully, he’d listened to the recording his translator pendant made right after he’d boarded Chicago. One MinSha mercenary had ordered the rest to their ships and mentioned that the main charge would eliminate the vessel and the deadly bioweapon. 
 
    Which, of course, it hadn’t. 
 
    That meant they’d all had to listen to the crew of the freighter scream for help as they died. The weapon had acted quickly, but their ends had not been painless. Far from it. 
 
    The sight of them desperately calling for help might never fade. 
 
    He’d left a ship behind to guard the wreck, sent another to find a Peacemaker—which might take a while—and taken the last of his ships to meet his sister.  
 
    Logan hadn’t known if he’d have to fight when he got here, no matter how confident Gina had sounded when they’d planned Operation Shell Game. As it turned out, the surviving ships in the system and the MinSha base had surrendered without a fight.  
 
    That meant the only blood spilled on this mission had belonged to the enemy. And the noncombatants. 
 
    The pilot from the now destroyed Times Square, the actor they’d hired to masquerade as the freighter’s commander, and his sister had been the only ones to actually fight the enemy with guns and blades. 
 
    He shook himself out of his funk as the ship she’d come out to meet them in launched a shuttle. Twenty minutes later, he had his sister in a hug. 
 
    “I was worried about you,” he said. “This mission sucked.” 
 
    Gina held him at arm’s length. “I never had it nearly as bad as you. You mixed with the enemy for months and then almost got killed with a damned bioweapon. What’s the story there?” 
 
    He shrugged elaborately. “No clue. I guess they decided to eliminate the miners they were blockading the easy way. A Peacemaker will eventually figure it out. I expect we’ll all be giving testimony at some point. 
 
    “How about you? You really wrecked the defensive forces. This might be the most lopsided victory ever.” 
 
    She smiled. “We took a ridiculous gamble, and it worked. Well done, Bro. You’re going to have a lot of bonus money to spend on wine, women, and song.” 
 
    He grimaced and shook his head. “We were insane to try something this crazy. It shouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    “But it did. It probably won’t ever work again, but I can live with that. We accomplished every aspect of the contract. Even the impossible ones. The Four Horsemen won’t be looking over their shoulders for us, but I can guarantee they’ll hear our names.” 
 
    Logan laughed and slid an arm around his sister’s shoulders. “Yeah, those crazy Dresden kids. What are you going to do with all your bonus money?” 
 
    Gina smiled widely. “Make Dresden’s Dragoons a name that everyone knows. Second tier, here we come!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE LAST DRAGON by Terry Maggert 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trance bounced lightly against her restraints, her feet tapping on the unseen surface in a series of soft bumps. She opened her eyes, finally convinced the drug had worn off. Whatever she’d been hit with had turned her off like a switch. The taste of sour metal rimed her mouth, her tongue dry and still tingling faintly with the toxic aftereffects of her abduction. 
 
    It could be nothing other than a straight up grab, probably by one of the many warring clients she’d spurned over her career. Her wrists were clamped in flexsteel that moved against her skin like a living thing. There would be no escape, at least not easily, so she took a look around the room, searching for any tools or opportunities that might help her break out of wherever it was she was being held. 
 
    Again, she bounced lightly. Orbital station? Or another world? There was no way to judge how long she’d been under, so it was possible she was on any of a thousand worlds in the spiral arm. She remembered turning the corner outside Admin, contract in hand and heading for a sweetheart deal on— 
 
    Where? She couldn’t remember. She couldn’t even dredge up the name of the firm that hired her, let alone what world she’d been on. Heavier gravity than here, that much was certain, because the difference was making her vaguely sick, as if she’d been in free fall for an extended stay. She reached inward, using her training, and she stabilized, her stomach coming to an obedient stop.  
 
    Trance was a compact, muscular woman with a shock of white hair and a face made of planes that made her seem vaguely elfin. She accentuated that trait with her morphogenic tattoos, usually in the form of ancient Earth-origin knotwork from a long dead warrior race. Some were active, some lowjacks, and a few were mementos of jobs worthy of remembering.  
 
    Throughout her body, she’d spent thousands on insurance policies that stopped incursions from datajackers who would steal every map she’d ever stolen herself. Trance couldn’t allow that, which made her situation that much more grim. Someone knew her mods, because she was completely nude in a clean room that hummed with the interference of an inversion system. Pinplants were golden in a fight or daily life, but against a dedicated inversion, they could be limited or even negated.  
 
    If she’d been jacked for her maps, she would be kept whole. Alive. Free of torture, because stressing her system would set off a deadman’s switch and cause her data to dump, vanishing into a series of crackling neurons that faded to black. Her captors would be left with nothing except a thief in a coma, freed from the burden of carrying anything of value except her life. At that point, they’d blow her out of a lock to freeze and drift through the black, an eternal pinpoint in a galaxy filled with forgotten things. 
 
    A shudder passed through her, making her buckle down and kick that thought to the side. Trance wasn’t some rookie who’d gone to space from the farm. She had three decades in the game, and the silent treatment in a clean room wasn’t going to do a damn thing to her psyche. She’d had worse. 
 
    To her left, the wall folded in, silently. Beyond, there was soft light, but no sound. Whoever opened it was going for dramatic effect. Amateurs. Trance wasn’t optimistic, but if her captors wanted theatrics, that meant they didn’t know the first thing about actual torture. She liked her odds just a little bit more. 
 
    Then she heard the noise. 
 
    Twisting to swing around, she sent her body in a lazy spiral, bringing the other merc into view, its small, feline form stretched out on the floor in a liquid heap. Something uncoiled in Trance’s guts at the sight of the assassin breaking down into a viscous paste, globules floating free in the low gravity. The Depik was good and dead. So was Trance, if she knew anything about what was coming next. 
 
    “He was willful, but unwise.” The voice carried from the doorway, each word light and vaguely feminine. Trance had heard the accent once. It was an Anax, a rarely-seen race from the far corners of the galaxy. Those who knew them said they were specialists in the hard to find. Outwardly humanoid, they had a blank, soft quality that made them seem unfinished, yet there was nothing incomplete about their minds, which were reportedly free of encumbrances like morals or caring. 
 
    If half of what she’d been told was true, she was in certain trouble now. With an effort, she clamped her teeth together and looked down, letting her eyes glaze with disuse. It was a trick she used when silence was best. 
 
    The alien moved into the room with delicate steps, her slate in his hands. “I took the liberty of removing any evidence of your contract. I hope you won’t mind, but you’re not leaving here alive, and I simply don’t have time to waste.”  
 
    Of all the races Trance had dealt with, this Anax alone made her skin crawl. She could tolerate the werewolf-like presence of a Besquith with ease, compared to the amoral, bland presence of the Anax. Her skin prickled anew when he sat down, folding his legs and crinkling the formless tunic that covered his pallid skin. His eyes were black, bright with intellect, and crowned a face that had broad planes and soft features. 
 
    The Anax was hairless and when he grinned, his teeth were small round pearls. The effect left her blood fizzing with the presence of danger. 
 
    “I don’t know anything. My tripwire fired.” Trance, for once, was telling the truth. She had no recollection of anything he might want to know, which made her life less than worthless. 
 
    His smile was patient. And horrible. “I know, friend. That’s why we’re going to use a different approach. Something a bit more exotic, you might say.” 
 
    Trance said nothing. 
 
    He nodded toward the far wall, which folded inward just as the first had. Stepping into the light was another Anax, its features almost identical to his. For some reason, she thought this one was a female. The new arrival held a small box as she stepped lightly in order to remain bound to the floor. With the delicacy of a dancer, she moved forward, smiling down at Trance.  
 
    “There are echoes of your memory, hidden to nearly everyone except us. We have learned to extract the information we need.” She spoke with the reasonable tone of a tech or a teacher. 
 
    She opened the box. Trance couldn’t see what was inside. 
 
    “The Anax have an interest in your contract. Naturally, I’d like to avoid any distasteful violence, but the item in question is more valuable than your life. Or your secrets, I might add.” 
 
    Trance stiffened. She had access to millions in assets, given time and opportunity. What could possibly be worth more than that? 
 
    “I see your doubt, and believe me, I understand. Our networks are awash with reports that The Trade Guild has interest in a world on the cusp of the Cimaron. That interests us.” The male Anax finished speaking and nodded once, his face a picture of regret. “My crechemate will see to you now. It helps if you don’t fight.” 
 
    Trance filled her lungs for an unbridled scream, but fell silent when a silver and gray machine slid from the box the female Anax was holding. It was long, fat, and bristling with legs that had circuitry running through them like spider veins. Two questing antennae flickered delicately toward her, the mandibles underneath spreading to reveal fine points capped with pinlinks. 
 
     “The truthworm will be done soon, Trance,” she said, watching with flat eyes as Trance jerked, trying to stay away while the creature scuttled around to link with the contacts behind the merc’s ears. When it did, the sides of the worm began to pulse with an almost sexual vibration as it tapped into her memory, peeling back mods with ease to drill down to whatever rested at the core of Trance’s mind. 
 
    She couldn’t scream, and paralysis struck to the core of her nervous system as she was plundered, every nerve burned raw with the violent extraction. She was methodically stripped down to her very essence. The world went bright, and then there was nothing, not even the stars. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Whitlock was the first miner to die in action. While following a vein of platinum deeper into the bark of a blood cherry, his arm was cut off by the slashing jaws of a beetle that had hidden in its burrow until he was nearly on top of it. The pair of mercs guarding him in their CASPers didn’t even have time to raise their weapons; one second he was extruding a long ribbon of high quality metal, the next, his scream was raking over the open channel through his suit as he began the long, slow fall to the surface some twenty klicks below. They didn’t bother following him, either, as his thrashing would only attract a host of larger, more aggressive predators on the way down. 
 
    On Praxis, the rule was simple; the further down the tree you went, the bigger the fangs waiting to tear you apart. For Whitlock, he never hit the ground. A delta-winged ray swept inward on a current, its secondary mouth extended in the hunting position as it scooped him up and pushed him down its gullet without deviating from its course. In seconds, the man named Whitlock would be nothing more than a memory in the roiling, acidic gut of a predator the size of a small transport. The hardened mercs, both veterans of nasty biospheres, did the only thing that made sense. They saved what ore they could, salvaged Whitlock’s cutting torch, then poured 50 rounds each from their shoulder-mounted weapons into the den where the beetle was busy reducing the human arm to nothing but bone.  
 
    The answering squeal told them their rounds hit home. In the quiet afterward, a jet of dark gray ooze ran freely down the trunk from the den, now a smoking ruin. 
 
    Smaller insects and creatures rushed to eat the beetle’s remains, fighting and dying as they bolted the bits of flesh that drifted lazily in the light gravity. On Praxis, nothing went to waste. Not even Whitlock. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Proctor Lewis Stinzel looked at his breakfast with a sour expression, but that was hardly noteworthy. The label on the tube he held read Plum Paste, Reconstituted, With Spices, but the substance inside resembled coagulated blood. He shuddered fussily before spreading a smear of the deep red goo onto a slice of passable bread; after a moment of consideration, he took a thoughtful bite. 
 
    It was tolerable, but just barely. He’d have to requisition an entire cargo container of acceptable foods on the next supply drop that fell sunward from the transfer point. He wasn’t an animal, like the Wind Dragon mercs around him, or the miners and staff who made up the bulk of Praxis’ outpost. Outside his window, the yawning gulf of sky brightened even further with the rising light of Carberus, now a hot globe in the expansive view screens.  
 
    Unlike his breakfast, the view was nothing short of spectacular. Rank having privilege, Stinzel had positioned his office at the top of an aerostat nearly a kilometer across, its nuclear-powered fans keeping the enormous station in geosynchronous orbit at the very cusp of the atmosphere. Underneath the ‘stat, away from the living quarters, was where the landing bays and weapons decks were located. The enormous open spaces were a constant swarm of activity between the merc contingent and scientists, who shuttled to and from the work areas of Praxis like streams of ants. The ‘stat, known in-system as Eye-1, was well-lit, heavily defended, and designed to facilitate the project with a minimum of disturbance from anything outside the confines of the station. Only the cruiser EMS Sutton Hoo, in high orbit, had a better vantage point of the entire operation. 
 
     Stinzel was a small, tidy man with dark eyes and a prim mouth that was almost feminine, especially when pulled to one side in disapproval. He dressed like any other corporate wonk in a sheer gray suit with back notes of silver and cuffs that folded back to expose his thin, pale arms. His desk was large and barren save a picture of his mother, who had managed to win some powerful connections at the Merchants’ Guild. Her influence made the assignment on Praxis possible; his viciousness made it a reality. She’d purchased the contract at a hideous cost, and not without the loss of some political capital. Although his mother was free from baser morals or fear, there had been a certain hesitance in her messages that relayed the importance of the Praxis find; it was a rare moment of humanity she quickly covered up with yet another acerbic diatribe about the value of driving miners to their limits in the name of profit. 
 
    He gave a measured look at the bread before selecting another tube of the alleged fruit paste, this time in a flavor that claimed to be Vogosi Peach. Another lie, he was certain, but while roughing it, one was forced to make certain concessions in the name of success. 
 
    And, he reasoned, Praxis was swimming in profits, led by the right man to guide the roughnecks and mercs toward their goal. At one-third Earth gravity, groves of unique trees on Praxis ranged upward to heights of more than 30 kilometers, their trunks nearly two kilometers around at the midsection and constructed of an amazing honeycomb structure. They also housed interconnected vines, which supported each other to reach those truly staggering heights. While remarkable, these groves were a mere curiosity in a galaxy filled with them.  
 
    The biosphere as a whole was of such savagery that to be exposed on the trunk was nothing short of certain death, if the local predators were given enough time to hunt and corner their prey. It was deep within these trees that the magic of Praxis became evident. An early survey ship inadvertently gashed one of the towering giants open, laying bare some ten meters of light, airy wood, and inside had been the discovery of a lifetime. 
 
    To grow skyward, the trees needed root systems that rivalled their trunks. Early data from the xenobotanists implied taproots that went into the crust of Praxis nearly twice as far as they went skyward. Once there, the roots did not merely act as anchors. They were pumps, dredging forth rare metals and elements like sap, which flowed upward in a liquid state at high pressure, waiting to be tapped like maple trees during springtime on Earth. The first samples had been dizzying in their value, prompting a venture of such haste that high-altitude mining equipment was designed enroute due to the need to get on site and begin harvesting the critical metals before any other governing body could lay claim to the untold riches.  
 
    Mining on the surface was out of the question. There was a dense, foggy atmosphere with shifting storms and winds of nearly three hundred kilometers per hour, and that was during the summer cycle. But it was the native animals that were truly lethal. Mercs had been pried from their fighting armor like shucked oysters during the first explorations of the surface, and there seemed to be a limitless variety of how to—and what could—kill miners, no matter what training they had. By trial and error, the teams learned that higher altitudes meant better survival rates. 
 
    Not perfect, but better. 
 
    A metallic clank brought Proctor Stinzel out of his moment of contemplation, and a frown puckered his face. “Yes, what?” 
 
    Before him stood Captain Viktor Banacek, his angular, dark face a mask of irritation. The mercs didn’t like Stinzel, and he didn’t like them. It was a mutual kind of distrust based on past events, and it promised to remain in place until Stinzel left or got every member of Banacek’s company killed on duty. Given the skill of the mercs, neither seemed likely, although the civilian authority seemed determined to try. Earth-based low-G specialists, Banacek had brought the entire 200 of his Wind Dragons with him to Praxis. They’d had 30 years’ experience with low gravity and high danger biospheres, a combination that made the Dragons perfect for Praxis. None of that mattered, though, if their employer was incompetent and greedy, a combination that left more corpses than profit for even the saltiest mercs.  
 
    “What,” Stinzel pointed with the tube of glorified jelly, “is that? More importantly, why is a piece of metal considered reason enough to interrupt my breakfast?” He lifted a sculpted brow to illustrate his point. It was important that class and rank be driven home at every opportunity. 
 
    Banacek was unimpressed, peering down at him from his standing position. The merc captain was nearly two meters tall and dressed in the thin battle fatigues that acted as insulation under his fighting suit. The pattern of gray and blue swirls made him nearly invisible in the light of Praxis, having been tailored perfectly to match the changing atmosphere in which the men would find themselves working. Naturally, the pattern was irrelevant, being covered by a hardshell mech, but mercs were nothing if not enthusiastic about spending money on technology that kept labs back on Earth running at full tilt. The tall, lean merc leaned forward, causing Stinzel to pull backward with an instinctive flinch.  
 
    “That metal was paid for with a life, not that you care.” Banacek flicked the gleaming length of warped metal across the desk to stop just short of Stinzel. “We lost a miner to a new predator. That’s what he was harvesting.” 
 
    “Who?” Stinzel looked interested, an oddity given that he cared for little other than money or his own career. 
 
    “Whitlock.” A single word. Flat, surgical. Intentionally devoid of emotion. The captain was a professional, not some train wreck who led by feel. 
 
    “Oh.” Stinzel lost interest, but twirled the sample daintily. “Oh, well then. Yes, it is a loss, but as we knew coming into this venture—” 
 
    “Spare me the speech. I know how it goes. They’re men, not eggs, and breaking a few does not mean it’s worth it. I thought you should know. Halloran wants a sample of the thing that tried to eat him, but my boys pasted it. She’ll be in here any minute demanding a bug hunt, and I’m tempted to agree to her demands.” Banacek leaned back, watching for a reaction. He got one. 
 
    “You…agree with her? Why?” Stinzel was dumbfounded. Of all the people on The Eye, Dr. Erris Halloran was hardly a friend of the mercs. As the lead xenobiologist and archaeologist, she was at odds with anyone whose policy was to shoot first and collect samples later. A tall, elegant woman with the air of a born scholar, she existed outside the military command, and thus thought nothing of defying Banacek if it suited her scientific needs. As much as her attitude pleased Stinzel, he was not immune to her willful displays. On several occasions, she had ignored his commands outright, bringing dangerous animals onto The Eye with little more than an offhand apology. If she hadn’t been so effective at developing data on how to kill or avoid the massive Praxian predators, Stinzel would have sent her home months earlier. In short, Halloran saved lives, which in turn made money. 
 
    “Because none of us saw this one coming, and we’ve been here nearly a year. That’s ample time to root out the logic of this ecosystem, and it means we’re failing. That, in turn, means my men are going to continue to be torn apart by these godforsaken creatures that are in our way. I can’t have that. So, I’m going to tell her she can press a squad into service, because if she finds this new predator, she’ll find others in the process. She’s going to make my life easier, and it’s also going to make you more money.” He tilted his head, daring Stinzel to contradict him.  
 
    When the proctor said nothing, he went on. “We’ve explored three groves, and this is only the second one we’ve worked. That means over 90 percent of this world is unknown, and we’ve got nine years on contract to find every nook and cranny where these beasties live. I aim to use Halloran like a bloodhound, rather than just letting her swoop in and take samples after one of my men has taken the long fall to the mist. We’re taking two science teams with us to the lower atmo—one for xenobiology and the other to run a test core of the deep mantle. We’re getting odd readings as we travel down the trunks, and I don’t like new things. New things kill people. For your part, new things kill people who could be making you money, and we’re going to drill to 60 clicks with a remote ‘bot that can analyze the rock onsite. We won’t go any deeper than necessary, and we’ll stop our descent when we get a good signal from the drillbots. That okay with you? It’s a huge outlay of money and staff.” 
 
    “I could not agree more, Captain.” Stinzel smiled, a coldly opportunistic expression. He knew a good thing when he heard it, and if Halloran was accidentally torn to pieces on her inevitable hunt, well then—it was a dangerous world. Things happened. Stinzel had a nose for profit, and something about the venture grabbed his attention. While the unknown could kill mercs, it might also lead to even greater profits, and that was a risk Stinzel would take. Blood was cheap. Market share was not.  
 
    “You have my full support in the matter.” At the shock on Banacek’s face, Stinzel knew it was time to bring the hammer down once again. He couldn’t have these clods thinking his word was anything other than law. “Oh, and close the door on the way out. I’m not finished eating.” He watched Banacek’s face twitch, then fall still. 
 
    There was peace between them. For now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How do you know it’s from a different tree?” Banacek asked. He regarded the spiral metallic sample with a suspicious glare, as if seeing a scorpion near his foot. It looked like any other metal they’d pulled from Praxis, maybe a bit brighter. The metal sat on Halloran’s desk, winking in the rising light of Carberus. Her desk was lean and spare, like her body. 
 
    Dr. Erris Halloran liked Banacek, so she held back any retort, adopting the informative tones of a teacher. Tall and straight, she looked exactly like who she was—a scientist who was outside more than inside her lab—raised on Earth in the rough and tumble wilds of Wyoming. Her father, a horseman of some reputation, put her in the saddle when she was three, and Erris never left. She rode and shot and fished and trapped, until her curiosity about animals and science took her away from the farm to learn. 
 
    And she did learn. Erris came to understand the value of things, well beyond the wonder of new species and biospheres. She knew her window would always be limited by profit, and rather than fight, she perfected a method of entering a hostile biosphere, identifying the fauna, and deciding what could be saved once the inevitable trade goods were discovered. Sometimes, the animals themselves were trade worthy, other times, it was their environment. 
 
    Praxis was one such case. 
 
    Halloran saw the trees and their roots, and she knew no force in the universe could stop someone from tapping them to get the bright money that poured from their wooden hearts. In Banacek, she found a fellow pragmatist; someone who knew that no amount of protest could stop the hunt for profit, so it was best to mitigate the situation and ride the wave toward their own success. Halloran was at ease seeking both knowledge and financial security, a fact that twinkled in her dark eyes as she flipped a lock of burgundy hair, spectral with moving shadows. Her hair was the one nod to vanity she would allow, and it circled her face like a swirling nebula, changing colors with the heat of her skin. 
 
    She put the sample down, casting a weather eye outside to the building storm. Clouds rolled from the east, their tops soaring in wispy rags past the view screens of the ‘stat. Even now, massive storms would be churning beneath them, making mining all but impossible. That meant she had a window—not safe, but a window nonetheless—in which she had access to the entire grove for her own research purposes. 
 
    And her idea was grand. 
 
    “I know it’s my job to hug trees and animals, but something else is in play, and it’s because of Whitlock’s sample.” Halloran held out a small, hand-written note, watching as Banacek’s brows shot up. No one wrote by hand anymore; it was too expensive to extrude paper. “I didn’t want anyone accessing this on the net. For your eyes only and all that.” Her smile deepened with conspiratorial glee. 
 
    He looked at the scribble. Four words and a small sketch of the next grove over, filled with a species of tree they hadn’t seen or sampled. The broad fronds were like an umbrella, shiny, dark, and verging into the ultraviolet of red and green, sometimes gray. “Is the scale accurate?” He stared at the sketch. A lone tree stood on the eastern ridge, its height noticeably taller than that of the others, surrounded by a dark circle of ink.  
 
    “As well as can be. I’m no artist.” Halloran shrugged. “There’s a radar return from the surface. A ridge of some kind, almost circular, around the base of that big bastard. I don’t think it’s natural, and I’ve got the evidence to back it up.” 
 
    “As in?” Banacek was curious, now. His merc instincts were tickled by the presence of former occupation on a world as dangerous as Praxis. If Stinzel knew there was a prior claim, they were screwed. Not even his mother’s money could stop a torrent of claims and other mercs descending on Praxis, and that meant the Wind Dragons—and their money—were at risk. Banacek had a hybrid contract with Stinzel, and he needed his men alive and present to collect on the back half. 
 
    “There aren’t any umbrella trees on this planet, despite what Stinzel might say about incomplete surveys, and there aren’t any trees 40 kilometers high, either.” 
 
    “Forty? You said 40?” Banacek whistled low. That was nearly twice as tall as anything they’d mined, let alone surveyed. The root potential was—he stopped, thinking. “How can the roots go—” 
 
     Halloran raised a finger, smiling. “They can’t. They’d be in the elastic part of the planet, well beyond the lithosphere. So, the tree—” 
 
    “Would fall over. Meaning, that’s not a tree. Or at the very least, it’s not like all the others,” he concluded. “What aren’t you telling me?” He let the question hang between them, suspecting there was more.  
 
    He was right. 
 
    “The second part of my work is finding minerals in the biosphere. I was a damned good metallurgist before I joined this effort. But now? I’m even better, because I found the one thing everyone wants, and no one knows other than me.” 
 
    Banacek was a soldier, and smart, but he couldn’t read her mind. Praxis wasn’t a gold mine; it was beyond gold, and that meant she was dealing with exotics outside his skill set. “And you didn’t write it down, which means you’re going to whisper sweet nothings in my ear?” His grin was youthful. It was sunshine on a face made of clouds and angles. 
 
    Erris Halloran leaned forward, her finger pointing at the odd circle. “It connects to this grove through deep magma tunnels, and the exchange is a one-way street. I’m the only person who examined what Whitlock found, so I know the source. It’s here, not where we are, and that means we have a day to lock this down before Stinzel suspects we’re not on a bug hunt.” 
 
    “What are we locking down, exactly?” He couldn’t think of anything so valuable that Halloran would move on it and risk the loss of her contract. And her life. 
 
    “Before I tell you, I need the Dragons.” She gave him a winning smile. He was unmoved. 
 
    “You can’t have them; at least not on a rumor. We’re mercs, and that means I’m not in the market for suicide.” Banacek’s response was low, his voice flat. He wouldn’t break contract on the word of a science wonk, no matter how charming her story. 
 
    “I think you’ll give them to me when I tell you what’s underneath that artificial umbrella tree,” Erris said. She gave him a wintry smile of her own. 
 
    “If it’s artificial, then there might be a defensive presence.” He tapped the slick surface of her desk for emphasis as the silence stretched, pregnant with unspoken negotiations. “Let me put it clearly for you, doctor. No cut, no Dragons. No disclosure—” 
 
    “No Dragons. I understand.” She closed her eyes, thinking. “Five percent of the net for three years, 60-day renewal term if you survive. All holding and disbursements through a third party of our choosing.” 
 
    He said nothing, but looked sharply at the sample again. “Five? Not even close. You’re asking me to breach my contract. I can lose my charter over this!” 
 
    “Five or nothing, and here’s why—you’ll never work again, draw a sober breath, or spend a night alone if you get a tenth of one percent. You have my word on that.” Halloran smirked, knowing his interest was rising. She’d revealed nothing, and he was already considering the deal. 
 
    Banacek nodded, but made a slashing movement with one of his big, capable hands. The threat was unmistakable. “Five, but only if you disclose the whole deal to me, here and now. Without that, it goes nowhere. My Dragons fly away…but not until we tip off Stinzel. He might be in the dark, but he’s a vicious little prick. He’ll find out. Somehow.” Now it was his turn for a victorious grin. 
 
    She had him, and she knew it. Halloran waved him closer so her lips were at his ear, like the confession of a lover at midnight. “There are residuals in that sample. No, don’t pull away, Stinzel is listening. I need some special gear, tailored for this job. It’s in the bay, marked as my own personal kit. Load it, don’t open it, and wait for me at the ramp. This conversation will compile in the ‘bots, and we’ll be blown within the hour. I can’t say anything in free air, but you need to have the Dragons suited and armed on the double. We’re abandoning Stinzel and taking the orbital lifters with us.” 
 
    “We are?” Banacek asked, his voice low but incredulous. She had unbelievable balls. “Why?” 
 
    “F11. It’s coming through that magma tube. Lots of it. It’s refined, pure, and it’s coming to us here, on Praxis. No fighting huge conglomerates for a contract. No prospecting ancient burned out mines. It’s right here for the taking. Do you understand? The umbrella tree? It’s a construct to cover an F11 source.” 
 
    Banacek twitched as the tumblers clicked in his head. “It’s a mining cover. But how?” 
 
    “Smart boy. You’ll figure it out.” She kissed his ear, and the touch was electric. Banacek loved women, but he loved money just as much. It was the perfect combination, and his smile was incandescent.  
 
    “Meet in the main bay. Thirty minutes.” He turned to leave, mind swirling with possibility. 
 
    “Make it twenty. I get lonely when I can’t visit my money,” Halloran said. Banacek agreed.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s below the fog deck, and that means we go in blind until avionics punches through,” Kernan said over comms. Her voice was cool and tinged with the old Texan affectation of every pilot in the Wind Dragons; it was their verbal marker that put the mercs at ease when they went into a hot landing zone.  
 
    The umbrella tree would be hot indeed. 
 
    “There’s no way we keep stability in that shit storm below. Who’s going in?” Halloran asked, knowing she would fight tooth and nail to be in any hard ground landings. They had three platoons, all CASPer’d up in full battle rattle. They feared nothing, not even the howling beasts that hunted in the murk below. 
 
    Banacek gave Halloran a measured look, considering his words. He picked idly at a dent on his chest plate, the composite scored with hieroglyphs from a life of danger and war. Under one boot, he felt the comforting heft of a pocket nuke, hidden from everyone but him. His natural sense of preservation made such things necessary, especially when dealing with the unknown. Like Praxis and its mountainous predators. After a moment, he pushed the nuke back under his bench, staring shortsighted into the deck. 
 
    Without looking back up, he spoke, his tone neutral. 
 
    “Something I’m wondering. About your conclusions.” He rubbed at a shiny ding on his chest armor where a MAC round had broken on impact. 
 
    “About the element? It’s there, I can assure you. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t. I have no desire to be anywhere near the apex predators on this world.” Halloran suppressed a shudder. She’d seen imaging from down in the soup. Some of the creatures were big enough to give orbital ships trouble, if they could get through the laser mounts and fixed missile batteries. 
 
    “Yes, there is that.” Banacek’s voice took on a note of suspicion. “What made you lead me to the conclusion? About the mining op? The umbrella tree might have been a simple oddity, a fluke—but you left bread crumbs and lit up when I reached your conclusion.” Every head turned to listen, and Halloran felt the hostility of their stares. 
 
    “I may have had outside information. You can’t expect me to trust that prick Stinzel.” Her head was high, tone challenging. 
 
    “And why should we trust you?” Banacek’s hand rested idly on his sidearm, the message clear. 
 
    “Because the Anax wouldn’t endanger their cut.” Banacek’s head came up. 
 
    “Anax?” he asked, his brow furrowing in thought. After a second he remembered the stories. “You dealt with the Anax for this lead? Are you out of your fucking mind? They make MinSha look reputable.” He was standing now, weapon drawn. Other Dragons were all keenly aware in their CASPers. Halloran felt like every sensor in the ship was looking at her.  
 
    “Cap, we’ve got a weird signal. A klick above the hard deck and rising,” the pilot’s voice reported. Her cool was forced, the words brittle. 
 
    Halloran patted the air, then licked her lips as she rolled the dice. “The F11 is good, but the tech is just as good. Trust me, you’re going to want both. We can’t get it all if you dust me here, I promise you.” 
 
    Banacek edged closer, until his weapon’s barrel inches from her chest. “What tech? Think carefully. You’ll want to spill it all, now.” 
 
    She licked her lips again, eyes darting to the side. Several of the Dragons had released their straps and stood in the hulking combat suits, clearly listening closely. Exhaling slowly, she looked up at Banacek, willing him to listen. There was more money beneath them than any one person could spend in a hundred lifetimes. “Kahraman tech. The F11 is just gravy, but the tech is—it’s like nothing we’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Cap! Signal is tracking us, go to hover?” Kernan’s voice blared over an open channel. The ship jerked up and away, evening out at her feather touch. The Dragons clashed together before grabbing stabilizer bars, their movement like a school of fish dodging a marauding shark. 
 
    “Hover and hold!” Banacek snapped, his eyes never leaving Halloran. She seemed different now, somehow diminished by her fear. And her lies. “One minute. Explain the tech, or you’re going flying. I’m sure you won’t hit the ground. Not here. Too many mouths to feed and all that.” 
 
    “Synthesis tech,” she said, knowing he was telling her exactly what would happen. An unseen corporal slid his CASPer’s arm blade out; a meter of razor sharp steel gleaming in the ready lights of the ship. “Plant and metal made one. The best of both worlds, and capable of anything. Even drilling into the mantle and extracting a hidden deposit of stolen F11.” 
 
    Banacek knew it was true. He also knew high risk, and his blood sang at the thought of tech that could reach into the elastic mantle of a planet. It wasn’t possible, at least not where the laws of physics prevailed. That meant it was something new and advanced. 
 
    To a merc, new and advanced meant an early retirement. The Dragons would be neck deep in money. GalNet wouldn’t be able to keep track of their holdings if what Halloran said was true, and every bone in Banacek’s body told him the story would prove out. 
 
    If they could get to the surface without becoming a meal. 
 
    “Have you seen it?” Everything hinged on the question. He waited, watching Halloran’s eyes, but her only response was to reach for her slate. Thumbing the screen, she flipped to a blurred image, the colors silver and blue. A tree, and not a tree. Biomechanical, like something out of an old Earth artwork. Banacek wondered how many lasers it would take to bring down something like that. There was nothing in the picture to indicate scale, but— 
 
    “Up! Now!” The pilot’s shriek blew speakers out on the bulkheads, dying in a hiss of static as the ship lurched sideways with a squeal of metal. Chaos erupted inside as Dragons lashed back and forth in their harnesses—those who were not strapped in were sent crashing headlong into the deck, some knocked out on contact.  
 
    “How big is this thing, goddamit?” His bellow was nearly lost in the tearing of metal. Chemical smoke began to jet from unseen ports as the ship came apart at the seams, jerking up and down in the grip of a nightmare. 
 
    Halloran’s eyes went round as the ramp was torn away, spilling two squads out into the raging sky. The suits spun and fired jumpjets, trying desperately to regain control, only to be swatted from the sky by a hundred meter long mechanical tree branch. Some regained control and fired their weapons and fought on the way down. Banacek wanted to smile, but a fragment of metal laid his cheek open to the bone. Halloran lay in a heap on the deck, her blood spattered across the metal grate in a wild, looping series of sprays.  
 
    The 40-kilometer umbrella tree was the creature. It had come to life to wreak vengeance on whoever came to take its treasure. A serrated branch tore into the ship, spilling more Dragons down into the wildly churning mass of killer branches. He had an instant’s view of a sweeping tendril shattering a half-ton armored suit like it was cracking a walnut. 
 
    Plasma began to spill from the ship in its dying throes, the last of his squads mounting a sporadic defense from the two working missile turrets, their frames locked onto the remaining section of ramp.  
 
    It wasn’t enough, and Banacek knew it. The Dragons had been sold like cattle, and Halloran had been selfish enough to die before he could shoot her himself. He braced against the collapsing bulkhead as a tree branch as thick as his body, tipped in alloy, burst through the hull to deliver the final blow. 
 
    With one hand, Banacek drew his pistol, while he pulled away the safety on the pocket nuke with the other.  
 
    “Fuck you, tree,” he snarled as he depressed the plunger once, then twice. Simple.  
 
    In the milliseconds before detonation, Banacek thought, if we can’t have it, no one can. Wind Dragons forever, and fuck you, too, Stinzel. 
 
    A new star bloomed and died, cooking off the grove, and the mist, and everything around it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
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    Captain Karen Margolis had always referred to herself as an “Ebony Goddess of War,” but the scream passing through her swollen throat, now, was no war cry. It was a horrifying, visceral manifestation of pain and suffering few humans would ever experience, and it made me understand with absolute clarity why hell had always been portrayed as a place of fire and brimstone.  
 
    I stood at the foot of her sterile cot, near the prefabbed room’s partition wall and felt the slim hope I’d held onto during my run from the muster yard slip away. Nanites or no nanites, Karen Margolis was dying. I tried to see the woman I’d known and loved so well in the ghastly wreckage of her body, to find some semblance of the Nubian warrior I’d followed for so long, but nothing had been spared: her magnificent braids, her mahogany skin, even her eyelashes had been swept away by flame, replaced with a grotesque mannequin of angry pink flesh and pain so visceral I had to turn away. 
 
    A dark-haired man stood next to me, gaping behind wide, revolted grey eyes, his normally pale skin the consistency of puke green candle wax. He had a pretty face that had been smeared with soot but was blister-free. The green-grey uniform on his back was unburnt, but soiled with soot, ash, and gore I tried not to notice. Despite his grisly, disheveled appearance, Jake Hollis, our senior lieutenant, might’ve been the luckiest man in the company. He’d been with Karen when the command post, the CP, had been hit and, depending on the outcome of another woman injured in the airstrike, could soon be the sole survivor from that devastating moment. 
 
    I felt the involuntary frown of my lips and wrinkle of my nose, and regretted it was Karen and not him on the bed. Perhaps he read my thoughts. His features morphed into a different kind of disgust, and we stared at each other for several long moments, Karen’s tortured screams a kind of soundtrack to our mutual animosity.  
 
    “Got an IV, Doctor,” the nurse had resorted to the veins on Karen’s foot for access. The jump boots had done a better job protecting her than the duty uniform had. 
 
    Doc Thar-cha looked at her with yellow cat’s eyes, his furry tiger face cast in grim determination. “Two hundred mics of Opyl-3 should take the edge off.” 
 
    The nurse complied. “Two hundred going in.”  
 
    Karen’s screaming slowed, then abated, but she didn’t look anything close to peaceful. Her body moved and twitched in a restless struggle with death. That’s when our eyes met: “Thom! Thom!” Her voice was little more than an urgent whisper. A pink hand, dripping curtains of ruined skin clutched the air between us. “Come, Thom!” 
 
    I moved to her bedside. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    The sound of her breathing made me think of a harmonica, and it was getting softer and less distinct. “I heard the tac feed on the medivac,” she said with a deep, wheezing breath. It carried the sickly odor of roasted flesh. She was burnt inside and out. “You saved the company—after—after the drone attack.” 
 
    I frowned. It was true: I had assumed command after the CP went off-line and orchestrated a more-or-less textbook withdrawal, but it was the enemy who had failed to press their advantage that allowed us to slip away unscathed. Besides, running away expertly done was still running away, and I wasn’t especially proud of that. “The company performed admirably.” 
 
    Something like a smile cut through her mask of agony. It lasted but a moment, then she erupted into a hacking cough of leather-on-leather that produced dark, fleshy phlegm. Her eyes grew wide with fear, and she heaved with sharp, strangled breaths. Time was short. Her brown eyes found Doc Thar-cha’s yellow ones. “Doctor…you will…wit…ness this.”  
 
    Thar-cha gave a single, grave nod. “As you wish, Captain.” 
 
    “Lieutenant…Thomas Aaron Harper…I promote you…to captain…effective…immediately. The Fusiliers…are…yours.” 
 
    I looked at her and then at Thar-cha with stunned disbelief. I reached for her hand, but remembered the angry burnt cinders they’d become. I stood instead at rigid attention and gave her the sharpest, crispest salute I could manage. “Thank you, sir! I shall carry the weight with honor.” 
 
    A fixed gaze stared through me. “Doctor,” she managed. “Please.” 
 
    Thar-cha looked at the nurse and gave a solemn nod. She stood ready with a syringe of medicine. Nimble fingers pushed the plunger and the bluish fluid flowed into Karen’s veins. Time was measured in her pained, labored breaths—one, two, three, four—and something like peace crossed her features. Her head lolled, and her chest heaved less and less.  
 
    Arms held out in pained agony drooped and then fell to her side. Her tired body slumped backward into Thar-cha’s waiting arms. The big man-cat laid Karen on her back. Her chest bucked and twitched as her body made its last, desperate appeal to fate, but her mind was long gone. 
 
    I looked for several long moments, remembering the tough, hard-nosed woman with whom I’d spent so many hours in consultation and war planning, a commander who’d provided an example of how to lead, and a good friend who’d shared many meals and much wine. I grabbed for her hand and held it now that I couldn’t hurt her, and let the first of many anguished tears roll down my cheeks. 
 
    I looked back at the compartment doorway I’d shared with Hollis. He was gone. I turned back and bawled like a baby. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 2 
 
      
 
    “What’s the word, LT?” Caydence O’Hare was a small-framed woman who’d be lucky to pull fifty kilos in a one-G environment. It would be easy not to think of her as a stone-hearted angel of death capable of showing you your insides as you died, but that would also be foolish. 
 
    I glanced into her small, flushed face. A pair of orangish red sprouts more reminiscent of bristled devil horns than pigtails jutted out from the sides of her head. The normally cocky smile that lived there was drawn into a deep, concerned frown that weighed down her entire face. “Gather the company, Cay.” 
 
    That frown deepened, and she bellowed with a baritone roar borrowed from a man thrice her size or, perhaps, a lion. It took only a moment for the company to muster amidst the collection of green-grey, prefabbed buildings and come to a ragged semi-circle under the cool, autumn-like afternoon sky. The warfighters wore the same skin-tight charcoal grey and black haptic suits O’Hare did. The techs wore the drab olive grey jumpsuits of the Tycho City Fusiliers. 
 
    “Listen up!” I said with more assertion and confidence than I felt. “Captain Margolis—died in the infirmary minutes ago. She was under the care of Doc Thar-cha.” I wanted to tell them that she hadn’t suffered or that she was at peace, now, but such words were lost on this crew. We all understood what death meant and had seen enough of it to know she’d suffered plenty. 
 
    All 85 men and women seemed to sigh the long, sad breath they’d been collectively holding. A few even began to show signs of tears. No one would begrudge them that, not here. “The captain was a good leader, tough and fair.” I hesitated, not quite wanting to make the second part of my announcement, but this company was still an instrument of war and had to keep running. “In her final moments—with Doctor Thar-cha in attendance—she promoted me to captain and gave me command of the Fusiliers.” 
 
    The troops were silent. I looked over the faces before me. Most were human: Billy Garza, the tall, lanky kid born on Cz’Gosha, a Gtandan penal colony; Jordan Grazetti, a thick woman with olive skin and more metal in her face than was in her CASPer; J’quall ShoChe a HecSha whose purple and orange lizard-like body required special modifications to his CASPer. There were the techs, too. Marcus Grigsby, our Goliath-like chief mechanic who ran the apparatus floor. Miley Rix, a farmer’s daughter with long, thin arms for reaching into tight spaces. And, meter-tall, grey-furred Kravix, a Maki, who looked out with interested yellow eyes, rounder and more energetic than Doc Thar-cha’s. 
 
    “Right now,” I continued, “we’re all shocked and devastated. But, there’s work to be done: Sergeant O’Hare, you’re to go temporary duty to the lieutenant of First Platoon until further notice. I need an after-action report of damage and casualties and refit needs ASAP.” She hadn’t time to acknowledge this order before I looked to a Zuul. The aliens were supposed to be dog-like, but his red fur and slender features always made me think of a fox. “Ma’Coe, you’re Ops now. I want terrain and enemy strength assessments on my desk before dusk, along with three battle plans to burn those sonsabitches to the ground tomorrow morning. Questions?” 
 
    Ma’Coe seemed taken aback. “Three plans, sir?” 
 
    “I need options right now, Mac,” I said. “They killed the captain and let us live. They’re gonna pay for that. We’re gonna end this goddamned civil war and get the hell off this dirtball before we donate any more blood to this contract.” I looked out at the audience. “Anyone have a problem with that?” 
 
    “No, sir!”  
 
    “Alright, get to work.” I turned and left the business of carrying out the after-action routine to the junior officers. I had less pleasant duties to attend to. 
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    K’vaal Horteth was the great city-state rival of our employer, the P’tan. We had entered the war just six short weeks ago with the K’vaal on the P’tan’s doorstep, and we had driven the Royal K’vaal Army from the walls of the coastal town, inland to the very slopes of their fortified city. But, that was before. Now, it stared down from behind its misty mountain top as if taunting us, as if saying: “This far shall thou go and no farther.” 
 
    It didn’t have to be that way, of course. There had been a chance…before. I turned from the great unconquered bluffs looking down at me and approached the tent city that had followed us on our as-of-yet unrealized quest. The tents were large and spacious; the largest was more than two hundred square meters of roof and stood two stories. A prefabbed platform had been installed as the upper floor complete with a long, cantilevered balcony that ran the front face of the massive tent.  
 
    And the tent, perhaps mimicking the bird-like P’tans’ plumage, was composed of deep blues and vibrant reds and yellows splashed over the canvas-like kulvar walls and roof. The doorway was protected by a pair of warriors. Each was a head taller than I with arms that still hinted at the wings of their avian lineage. So, too, did their faces look like birds’ , complete with a sharp beak and dark pupil-less eyes. Golden breastplates and crested helms were the only items worn. A keratin claw emerged from the feathery wrist, gripping a long, ceremonial pike that could do plenty more than look pretty if its wielder knew how to use it. The guards stood on thin, rear-folding keratin legs with sharp, mean-looking talons. They made no move to stop or salute my approach. 
 
    I passed through the threshold and into an antechamber where another P’tan crouched on his rear-folding legs. The creature issued a loud, squawking cry. The pinned translator behind my ear filled my head with flowery words of announcement. He listened to the reply and squawked in my direction. The G’dar says you may enter, the translator said to me. 
 
    I pressed through the door flap and into a room that glittered and sparkled in a way men rarely saw. There was gold and silver and jewels of every kind. The P’tan had a bird’s love of all things shiny, and the G’dar had an appetite for all the M’sha city-state could muster and then some. I suppose I should’ve been glad for that.  
 
    G’dar Xergo Qi of House Bre’Lyn was poised on a golden, bejeweled pedestal, his back to a tent wall covered in gold and silver-threaded tapestries ingrained with gems of all shapes and sizes. There were no pictures or messages I could see in the patterns, just the sparkling glitter of precious metals and stones. The room had no furnishings save the ornate pedestal on which the G’dar sat and a pair of tables to either side. The P’tan had no need of chairs or couches, since they could nestle comfortably on their rear-folding legs, though some did have special cushions reminiscent of birds’ nests I’d seen in vids and pics of Earth. The G’dar, it seemed, for all his indulgences, shunned these cushions, preferring, instead, to sit on his haunches and gaze down from his pedestal.  
 
    He was, for an alpha male, small in stature, more in line with my one-point-eight meters than the two-plus of his body guards at the door. His plumage was a deep blue with a bright crimson breast. His head was blue, save the face, which was crimson, and it was crowned by a crest of gold feathers that ran from above his close-set black eyes to the base of his dainty bird skull. 
 
    A small, but impressive court of suitors filled the great kulvar chamber. There were P’tan of greens and oranges and purples and every combination imaginable. One in particular stared at me with hateful eyes. It had a deep blue plumage with an orange chest. I did my best to smile and nod, but the avian just stared, exchanging some hushed conversation with a forest green P’tan to its right. Jake Hollis was here, too. He’d taken the time to shed his gore-splattered uniform and replace it with a Class B dress: charcoal tunic with a thick, glossy black belt over a red waist sash, gold buttons, black trousers, and a pair of knee-high black boots polished to a mirror finish.  
 
    The high, piercing cry of the G’dar pulled my attention back to the matter at hand. I have heard of the demise of Captain Margolis, my pinned translator said to my brain. A tragic loss for us all. My condolences. 
 
    I knelt, as was the custom. “We all weep at her loss, My Lord.” 
 
    You have come as the new captain? 
 
    New captain. I didn’t like the sound of that: “Yes. I have come to report and discuss strategy.” 
 
    The G’dar stood and motioned with a claw toward a panel of kulvar to my right. We both moved that way, followed by more aliens I recognized but couldn’t call out by name. One, I knew to be a general. Another was the angry orange-breasted creature whose gender I could not identify. The others I was less sure of—royal family, perhaps.  
 
    Once we were inside, the G’dar turned, squatted on his inverted haunches and bid me to speak. His advisors gathered behind him, their faces grave and interested. 
 
    “This afternoon, during the fight that claimed Captain Margolis, our company contacted enemy reinforcements—mercenaries like us.” 
 
    The room erupted in the trill shrieks from the advisors. My interpreter couldn’t keep up. The feathers on the creatures stood on end and rippled with unrestrained excitement. Foreigners…mercenaries…lost control…peace…occupation…death…forever. 
 
    Only the general and the G’dar remained impassive. He silenced the crowd with an upraised claw. His avian eyes studied me. These mercenaries. Do you know them? 
 
    I thought about that: Mark 8’s well maintained, excellent fire discipline, the swooping raven sigil…and that sloppy, amateurish pursuit. “Too early to tell.” 
 
    The G’dar studied me. Could he see I was hedging my bets? They are human. 
 
    It wasn’t a question. “Based on their use of CASPers, yes.” 
 
    CASPers, or Combat Assault Systems, Personal, were bipedal, servo-driven suits of armor that stood just over two to almost two-and-a-half meters, depending on the model, and sported an impressive array of modern, sophisticated weapons. They were the ultimate equalizer for us puny humans when we tangled mano y mano with other, heartier races. 
 
    Another P’tan, the orange-breasted one who’d been glaring daggers at me, broke into birdsong: I told you father! We should have accepted our defeat with honor, not brought these trespassers here. Now, their friends have come! They will bring more! 
 
    The G’dar brushed away the son’s anger. Daughter’s? I couldn’t tell. How many? 
 
    “At least a company’s worth, though there could be more.” 
 
    I didn’t have to be a specialist on P’tan culture to see the G’dar didn’t like that. Can you defeat them without—expanding this war? 
 
    I suddenly recognized my missed opportunity. Explaining the realities of warfare to civilians, especially alien civilians with incomprehensible values and priorities was daunting. It was also Liaison Officer Jake Hollis’ military specialty. “The mercenaries had deployed their CASPers inside the city and engaged us from zones ordered off limits by the House Bre’Lyn rules of engagements.” 
 
    I paused. They were waiting for me to make my point, but I could see the protests already forming on their faces. “I have come to ask permission to lift the ban on striking the city, and ask that you—” 
 
    A shriek that could only be outrage in any language rose from the protesting son/daughter. Absolutely not! My translator said to me. We have changed our society’s fabric, father! For what!? Victory? G’dar Gor’det would have given us honorable terms. Now, your thugs ask to bomb our cities! Where will it stop? 
 
    I held my anger. “With respect, that should have been discussed before you hired us. We were brought in to bring this war to a speedy conclusion. Yet, we were held back from racing ahead and cutting off the retreating enemy so you and your entourage could entertain a victory parade for every skirmish won. We could not perform strikes on their fleeing columns unless we could first get them to turn and face us, and we had to give their army ample opportunity to deploy before beginning combat operations.  
 
    “Now, we stand at the gates of victory, but your opponents have resorted to mercs of their own, and we are fighting more than ranks of light infantry supported by obsolete armor. If G’dar Gor’det’s merc commander is more persuasive than I, this tent palace might be the first thing they target.” 
 
    A ripple of nervousness flowed through the feathered body of advisors. Even the angry son/daughter seemed sobered by the notion. 
 
    “I can bring this war to an end, but I need your blessing.” 
 
    The G’dar looked at me in grave contemplation We will discuss what you have said, Captain. Thank-you. 
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    I strode from of the meeting, through the kulvar tent, and stepped out under a blue-black sky. Dusk had come and gone during my session with the G’dar, and there was still much to do.  
 
    “They don’t like the change we represent.” 
 
    I looked to the voice—it was Hollis. A young P’tan hung on his arm. He fed her, I assume it was a her, from a handful of berries. Her green plumage seemed familiar. I frowned. “Enjoying the local hospitality a little too much, aren’t you?” 
 
    He gave the girl an intimate smile, whispered to her, and motioned with his head. She made a cooing noise and moved away. “It is sometimes helpful to understand the culture of those you serve, Captain. Learned that at Jandu.” 
 
    I thought of my discomfort before the G’dar and his quarreling daughter/son. “Perhaps, but we are first and foremost a combat unit. Are we not?” 
 
    His smile was patronizing, and he seemed to chuckle at some private joke. “We are, but combat means different things to different peoples. Take the P’tan, for instance: what do you see when you look at them?” 
 
    I moved across the grassy plain toward our camp and bid him to follow. I didn’t speak until he was close. “They’re birds…or something very close to them.” 
 
    Hollis waved the notion away. “Yes, yes.” He had the tone of a school master. I didn’t appreciate it, but he’d always been smart and talented, just as he’d been vain and pompous. “But who are they?” 
 
    I thought about that, but could only think: Birds. “Tell me, Jake. Who are they?” 
 
    “Prima Donnas! They’re all about the glitter and glam of shiny jewels and pretty metals—more than humans—and that’s saying something. But, they’re also about pomp and ceremony and aesthetic beauty. Everything, everything, is carried out with those priorities.” 
 
    I thought about the G’dar’s diminutive size compared to his guards, but his plumage! And, their moronic rules of war: set-piece, chess-like battles, the silly parades, and the way the court campaigned with the army like on a fox hunt. “So they treat war like a game or a pageant.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    This would have been useful weeks ago, but it was now a dated notion. “We ran into mercs out there, Jake, humans in CASPers: charcoal grey hulls with a swooping black raven looking over its outstretched claws. Sound familiar?” 
 
    “The Night Stalkers.”  
 
    I studied him with a sideways glance for several steps. His face betrayed no fear, no shock, only detached interest. “We’ve left you out of this up till now, but we’re short a command crew and with Margolis down, we’re gonna need every gun. I gotta put you back in the cockpit, Jake.” 
 
    Hollis looked out at the mountain. “You know the kind of fighter I am.” 
 
    I knew the kind of fighter he’d once been. “Yeah. But this is the Night Stalkers. Again. That gonna be a problem?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    I tried to hear confidence in his reply and failed. “What about this afternoon? With Karen?” 
 
    That question caused his face to cloud over. “I’m sure she did what she thought was best.” 
 
    “But you don’t agree?” 
 
    “I don’t have to. Only obey.” If that didn’t sum up a soldier’s life, I don’t know what did. He looked at me with haunted eyes. “Just remember, Captain,we don’t need another Styx.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but was interrupted by the whirring of a Tycus Industries C-95 cargo ship. The vessel was a squat green misshapen disk that bulged into a forward nose section and an aft engineering section housing three fusion power plants. The flat saucer-like superstructure in the center of the craft held onto drab green-grey cargo containers that I knew carried valuable supplies. I might’ve been the only one to know that these were our last.  
 
    The ship flew low, as if it could stay out of the gunsights of that behemoth mountain. I looked back to Hollis. He’d taken his leave—without my permission. I would have to deal with that sooner-or-later, but, right now, I had other priorities. I turned and followed the cargo ship to its landing platform. 
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    The cooling fans of the C-95 were winding down when I approached the impromptu landing pad laid out by Chen Miller and his small squad of combat engineers. It was a standard 20-by-20 titanium deck, and it showed the wear of years of campaigns and landings. There was a collection of green-grey boxes stacked neatly on one edge and a trio of larger metal crates next to them. 
 
    I strode to the front of the craft, within easy sight of the pilothouse slit window on the dorsal aspect of her nose and waited. The forward gangway came down from what might’ve been called the craft’s chin, and a thin woman in a bright jumpsuit appeared at the top, stood there for several long moments, and descended with a graceful swagger that was common to every jock pilot this side of A’tal. I watched with a smile on my face.  
 
    “You’re not Ops, anymore, Captain.” The voice came from behind me. It had a growling quality, was broken, and barely understandable. But, it wasn’t just accent. It was anatomy. Ma’Coe’s foxlike face looked at me with alien amusement. He wore a green-grey duty cap, a pair of green-grey cargo pants, narrow combat boots on his canine feet, and crisscrossed bandoliers over the coppery fur of his bare chest. He held a lit cigar in the corner of his snouted jaw and a palm slate in his furry hand.  
 
    “Technically it isn’t Ops’ job, either.” 
 
    Mac motioned to a tall, gangly woman at his right. “Sarah’s here, but I wanted to see what kind of loadout options I might have for this mission you had me draw up.” 
 
    “Got some ideas. Do you?” 
 
    The corner of those jaws curled up as if to smile. “A few. I sent them to your box.” 
 
    “I got the notification. Just running a few errands.” 
 
    “Anybody know where a girl can get a decent cup of coffee around here?” Zandra Weis was a tall, lanky girl with mischievous grin and a pilot’s cockiness. A ribbed, canary yellow pressure suit clung to her skinny frame. A black leather helmet gripped her head by the ears and despite the pitch blackness of the surrounding night, old-fashioned aviator-style glasses covered her eyes.  
 
    I turned my gaze to her. “If you wanted coffee, Z, you should have stayed in the rear.” 
 
    Long, thin fingers grabbed the glasses by the corner and snatched them from a pair of glittering blue eyes. Thin, pale lips twisted in a restrained smile, wrinkling her petite nose in the process. “Have you ever known me to stay in the rear?” 
 
    I thought of Karen. “Doesn’t matter. Just as dangerous there as anywhere else.” 
 
    The toying mischief on Zandra’s face morphed into something like concern. 
 
    “Hey, Z!”  
 
    “Hey, Mac! What the hell are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be tending to your platoon?” Zandra was a contracted supplier and transporter. She was wasn’t part of the unit and had been isolated from the day’s events by geography. 
 
    Mac pulled the cigar from his mouth with his free hand. “I’m Ops, like the captain, here, used to be.”  
 
    Zandra whipped her head in my direction, wide-eyed. “You’re the Captain?” 
 
    I looked away from those eyes and nodded. “Karen was killed today.” 
 
    “Oh, god!” she said, her cocky mask put aside. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I nodded and thought for a long moment that I would be overcome with emotion. I choked it down, cleared my throat, and looked back at her. “Yeah. Me, too.” Suddenly, flirting with Zandra Weis didn’t seem like such a priority. I forced a weak smile and looked her in the eye. “I have a lot to do. Excuse me.” 
 
    “Thom!” 
 
    I looked back at Zandra. Her face was long with grief, and I realized that I hadn’t allowed myself to feel any pain since that burst of tears in the med bay. “Why don’t we have that coffee? Got some special stock on the ship.” 
 
    I gave my best imitation of a smile. “Burden of command. Hoping to close this campaign out tomorrow. If we don’t, we may have to fall back to refit until your brother’s supply ships can make the time to get out here.” 
 
    She grimaced. Jason Weis was not the brash, thrill-seeking pilot his sister was. Nor was he especially fond of the Fusiliers. “He’s fulfilling other obligations, right now.” 
 
    “More lucrative than war?” We both knew that killing was a galactic staple. Creatures of almost all races seemed eager to spend without limit on measures of security and stability. Zandra looked away, and I felt like shit. “I’m sorry. It’s been a hard day.” 
 
    She gave her own imitation of a smile. “He prefers contracts that come from more stable endeavors. He…doesn’t like the risk to our ships and crews.” 
 
    “To you,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, but we both knew his aversion to working for mercs was as much about his anti-war politics as it was anything else. We also knew that this would be her last campaign with us. Our contract was up, and, since Jason had taken over in the absence of their retired father, it would not be renewed.  
 
    “Tomorrow evening,” I said. “We’ll have a proper celebratory dinner right up there.” I pointed at the mountain. 
 
    Zandra looked at the massive heights in the darkness and a shadow of uncertainty crossed her face. She flashed that strained, imitation smile again. “Sounds lovely.” 
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    As it turned out, Zandra and I had coffee and dinner together, after all. We gathered in the claustrophobic confines of the auxiliary command center, a modified cargo container brimming with lidar and comm panels. It was cramped, and the red glow of battle lanterns conspired with the warmth from the electrical equipment to give the sensation of being roasted under heating lamps.  
 
    The entire staff had gathered to listen to Mac convey his plan, making the stuffy, unbearable heat even more stuffy and unbearable. Caydence O’Hare was there, pressed against the edge of the table so her tiny stature wouldn’t hinder her ability to see. Lieutenants Cyrus Krypkey, of Bravo platoon and Kamaal Olefemi from Charlie were there. Cy was a slender-built black man of medium height and skin tone. Kamaal had a thicker build, but was an eyelash shorter and a shade darker. Both stood close behind O’Hare.  
 
    I squeezed in to her right, the corner of the table providing some small measure of personal space, but Marcus Grigsby, the burly chief mechanic, was wedged into the corner opposite O’Hare. His big frame stooped forward to stay below the tight confines of the ceiling, consuming whatever personal space that corner might’ve provided. Zandra pressed in between, back against the wall behind her and her now-bare head stooped forward, draping my shoulder with curly, raven hair.  
 
    Jake Hollis lounged in the far corner, eating a Q’al berry custard from a coffee mug with the bronze shield and gold star of the Fusiliers. “Et praesidia ad portam” was scribed in an arc across the top of the shield: Protectors of the Gate. He was in a duty uniform, green-grey blouse and trousers with boots, a patch matching his coffee mug on his right shoulder. 
 
    Mac was squeezed between the table and wall opposite where I stood. He had the most space so he could move to point and gesture as he demonstrated his plan. The plan was actually his fourth, gleaned in an inspiration that struck him while he watched Chen Miller and his crew offload the cargo containers from cargo ship’s hull. It was, I thought, a pretty brazen plan that might get us all killed. On the other hand, it might be brilliant.  
 
    The holographic tabletop was a representation of the battlefield we currently faced—K’vaal Horteth loomed over the northern edge of the display, dominating the entire table, especially the plain on which our tiny camp sat. It was clustered into a narrow stretch of ground opposite a very small knoll at the southern edge of the plain, but the paltry cover did little to protect us from indirect weapons fire such as artillery and mortars, and could easily be bypassed by guided weapons systems such as missiles or Canard Guided Shells. The ground to the west of the mountain was flat and open. The ground to the east offered the best cover, but the worst approach: a low, steep ridge looked down on a gully. Both were thick with woods and tangles, and a small stream rambled from a mountain spring past our position, where it eventually fed into a full-fledged river the P’tan called D’Gich. 
 
     Mac was using a remote to highlight nine blue arrows that pushed out from our camp and up the southern face of the mountain. “Once Bravo and Charlie platoons have engaged the enemy—hopefully around the rim of the crest—Alpha platoon, in specially modified containers to hide their presence, will dust off the back of Commander Weis’ C-95, and rain hell from above.” 
 
    Six blue Xs appeared along the lip of the mountain where the peak had been dug out and the K’vaal had built their gilded city of precious metals and gems, looking as if it had just been dropped there by the gods.  
 
    Olefemi was the first to find his voice. “Would it not be better to deploy to the east with the ridge between us and the mountain?” 
 
    Mac glanced at me. I gave a faint, encouraging nod. He looked to Olefemi. “We discussed that at length and decided that path was more of a hindrance to our maneuverability, as they could read our heat signatures from the top of the mountain and shift their defense, anyway. Charging across relatively open ground may not be appealing, but we are also going to open up on them with every gun we can find, including the P’tan pieces and our fleet of drones. It should at least provide initial cover by which time Commander Weis should be in the air. Besides, the enemy hasn’t shown a great capacity for inflicting severe damage on us to date.” 
 
    “Tell that to Margolis and the command crew,” said Krypkey.  
 
    I frowned at the truth in that statement and wondered again if this plan was a little too complicated. Simple was always better. 
 
    “Weis is a contractor,” said Olefemi. “She doesn’t have our tac channels.” 
 
    “Tech Sergeant Grigsby has a team working with engineer Miller to fix that as we speak.” Mac looked at Grigsby. 
 
    Grigsby nodded. 
 
    “What about that barrage?” It was O’Hare. “These talking parrots have kept our hands tied behind our backs from Day One. Is there any reason to think they won’t now?” 
 
    I took up that reply: “I have explained in detail the tactical and strategic situation with the G’dar, and made clear the changes these mercs represent in the conflict. He knows that if we can’t bring this war to a decisive end, now, he and his people face a protracted, total war.”  
 
    She looked at me. “He agreed to this?” 
 
    I glanced at Hollis. “He is taking it up with his advisors.” 
 
    When I said nothing more, Mac said: “We will put everything in place and wait for word.” 
 
    “And if we get it?” said O’Hare.  
 
    “We scramble right then and there. Hopefully, before daybreak.”  
 
    There was a distant rumble outside and a ripple of tension passed through the staff. All waited for the gurgle or shriek to indicate artillery, but it was only thunder, real thunder.  
 
    “Storm coming,” said Olefemi. “That could be a good thing. Shielding our movements for even a few seconds could be the difference between life and death.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Captain,” said Mac. “You have anything?” 
 
    “It’s…” I looked at the chronometer at the top of the hologram. “Twenty-three fifty. That’s 10 hours of darkness on this rock. I suggest shut eye if you can get it. Same for your crews. Me, I’m gonna wait out there under that tarp. You’re all welcome to join me.” I pointed past the mechanics and clerks drafted as replacement command techs and out the front door of the CP. A green canopy tent was set up to protect the entrance from the elements and give some cover to techs and officers who could afford to step away from their consoles, but not leave the area completely. A circle of chairs sat to the right and a one-piece picnic-style table to the left.  
 
    I nodded at Mac. It was his briefing.  
 
    He nodded back. “Dismissed.” 
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    Olefemi and Krypkey refused my offer of companionship, choosing instead to rack out in the metal cargo containers on the reverse slope of the subtle rise that marked the Fusiliers’ camp. Grigsby headed out to supervise final checks on our machines and to make sure he had additional munitions ready, should the CASPers return for a reload. Hollis went off to wherever it was Hollis went at times like this. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Cap, but I’d just as soon step off without him.” O’Hare stood at the edge of the canopy where streams of shed rainwater formed an almost solid wall behind her. “I know we need all-hands on this one, but he’s been pretty checked-out ever since Styx.”  
 
    I sat in a collapsible fabric chair and listened to the roar of the pounding rain. I’d turned another chair around, employing it as a footrest. Zandra sat in a chair against the wall to my right. Lightning flashed and thunder roared at the same moment, the hulking forms of our CASPers outlined in the fleeting, strobe effect of its purple-blue light. They slumbered below large canopies like the one sheltering us. 
 
    “I talked to him, Cay,” I said. “He knows what’s at stake here. He’s a professional.” 
 
    “Professional.” Her tone made it sound like an insult. “Well, can he be infused into Olefemi’s platoon or Kryp—” 
 
    “You are the main assault wing of this company, Lieutenant. I chose you, even though you’re the newest officer, because you’re also a hell of a scrapper. And, while he might have personality quirks we don’t like, we have both seen what Jake Hollis can do in a fight, especially against the Stalkers! I will not remove him from your assault force, but if you think someone else would be a better fit to command this attack, I can arrange it.” 
 
    Lightning flashed at that moment, highlighting the sheets of rain pouring down behind her. “No sir. I’m just concerned. I mean, to take his command away and to give it to you, no less. After—everything—I just don’t see how his head can be in this game.” 
 
    I felt Zandra’s eyes on me and made an effort to avoid her gaze. “Just let him be, Cay,” I said. “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    “If you say so, sir.” Her voice didn’t seem to agree with her words. “When do you expect to hear from Brenda?” 
 
    Brenda was Brenda Tilley. She’d been almost as lucky as Hollis had been yesterday. Whereas he was nearly untouched, she’d been blown clear and suffered some pretty extensive bumps and bruises. I’d sent her to the rear to await word on the G’dar’s decision in Hollis’ stead. The move put her well away from the action while bringing Hollis forward where we could use his considerable skill as a warfighter.  
 
    I looked at the old-fashioned telephone handset just inside the door to the CP. “She’ll call when there’s something to report.” 
 
    “When she does, I’ll be ready.” O’Hare turned and splashed out through the flashbulb effects of the lightning, the rain greying out her image.  
 
    “What was that all about?” asked Zandra. 
 
    I stared out into the downpour for a long time. “We were working for a Jakota Commerce Czar on a world called Jandu…a small, piss-ant place, probably a year before your pops came on board with us. We were supposed to be stamping out a bunch of pirates raiding trade routes from the colonial mine settlements to the central space port. Apparently the locals didn’t care for a bunch of aliens lifting their precious resources without so much as a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “We did a hell of a job, too. Poor bastards were only using small arms and modified civilian vehicles.” I motioned to the world around us. “Not much unlike this place, until yesterday. 
 
    “The bitch of it was, the Commerce Czar had some pretty influential enemies, as figures in power tend to do, and these enemies took up the cause of these poor, oppressed locals and contracted another merc unit—humans.”  
 
    “The Night Stalkers.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll never know how they got their infiltrators on the ground without us detecting them, but they’d been there for a while, studying our tactics, and maximizing their on-hand resources and stepping up their raids to draw us in. 
 
    “That’s when we came across a piece of intel. The pirates—we still called them pirates—had a camp dug into a canyon wall on the backside of a great river. Couldn’t tell you what the aliens called it. We came to call it, ‘The River Styx.’” I drew a deep breath. “Many a soul was carried to the Nether World that day. 
 
    “We attacked with the whole company—25 CASPers. Of course, that was what they wanted. The Janduans fired down on us from the canyon wall with smuggled weapons—chem lasers and guided rockets mostly. We lost two CASPers in the first salvo, their pilots killed, and a third was badly damaged, its pilot hurt badly. 
 
    “That’s when the Night Stalkers came out of the woods behind us. It was a beautifully executed ambush. Pinned us right to the wall with plunging fire coming down on our heads. Should’ve cost us the whole unit.”  
 
    I looked back through the darkened downpour toward the sleeping metal beasts. “Two more of our company went down, burning, in the Stalkers’ opening salvo. One of them, a fresh-faced kid, screamed until the line went dead.” My mind moved without control to Karen. “Our pilot in the damaged CASPer needed to be medevac’d but we were knee deep in shit.” 
 
    I pinned her with a stare. “We all fought like demons that day, but Jake…” I chuckled without amusement. “Jake fought like he was at the right hand of Lucifer, himself. The Stalkers pressed their advantage, I mean hard. Shot the whole damned company to hell. We had to do something or die. Jake took three volunteers in a mixed unit and charged right across the river we’d been using as shelter. He was critical on ammo—we all were—but he pushed them off that little knoll, blazing away with his carbine. Karen led the rest of the company up the face of the canyon with jump jets against the Janduan insurgents at the lip.” 
 
    “What happened?” Zandra asked.  
 
    “Both sides claimed victory. Stalkers held the field and 12 of our CASPer battle suits; they killed 11 of the pilots and took Jake prisoner. It was six weeks before Karen got him back for a pretty healthy ransom. We claimed strategic victory. The Stalkers hadn’t been bested, but The Battle Styx ended the insurrection. The Janduans had taken their best shot and failed.” I frowned into the rain. “The wounded pilot died, bled out. Her name was Mandy Hollis, Jake’s sister. He’d never cared for me, but Styx sealed it. I had been Mandy’s platoon leader, and he had a sense the two of us had feelings for each other. Thought them inappropriate.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Have them? Yes. Act on them? Never.” I paused and blew out a deep sigh. “Jake had been a hell fighter up until then, but after that, he just went through the motions. Karen made him a staffer—liaison officer—but he’d never quite fit in before. Afterwards… ”  
 
    I left the thought unfinished, and we sat there for several long minutes listening to the pattering of the rain. And, in the aftermath of that story, I thought of Jake and how he must feel—to have been the hero of Styx, to have laid his sister on the altar of the company only to have command ripped away in his moment of ascension; to have been lucky enough to survive the one good shot the Stalkers had taken so completely and with such precision… 
 
    My spine tingled as a sudden, horrifying thought occurred to me. Surely no. Not even an ambitious narcissist like Jake could… 
 
    Buzz-buzz. Buzz-buzz. Buzz-buzz. 
 
    “Aren’t you gonna answer that?” 
 
    I looked at Zandra. “What?” 
 
    Buzz-buzz. Buzz-buzz. 
 
    She pointed at the handset behind me. “You’re waiting on that, aren’t you?” 
 
    I turned and looked at the phone on the cradle. The red light above it was flashing. Buzz-buzz. Buzz-buzz. 
 
    I stood, walked over, and picked it up. “Actual.” 
 
    Heavy panting was the first sound to hit my ear. The loud squawking of a bird was the second. Two gun shots blasted, drowning them both. “Sir! Sir!” It was Brenda Tilley, the girl I’d sent out of harm’s way. “There’s something happening between…” Two more pistol shots brought a grunt from Brenda. When she spoke again her voice sounded pained. “…the birds. I think the king has been assassinated. It’s some kind of big…” more gunshots and Brenda screamed.  
 
    Another scream joined Brenda’s, this one from a P’tan, angry and hateful. There were no more gunshots, but I did hear wet shick sounds. Shick, shick, shick. A last moan escaped Brenda’s throat, then, silence. Now, I was the one panting. “Specialist Tilley? Specialist Tilley?” 
 
    The line went dead, and I found myself thinking about ceremonial pikes that could do more than look pretty, if the wielder knew how to use them. I returned the handset to the cradle and backed away, staring at the phone. I bumped into Zandra.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I looked at her, trying to process the last 30 seconds. A memory of Hollis filled my mind, his uniform covered in gore and soot, but no burns, no tears no other marks. And the bird he’d been with outside the G’dar’s tent! The one with the green plumage, the one the angry orange-breasted P’tan had been talking to!  
 
    Hollis’ words came back to me: “It is sometimes helpful to understand the culture of those you serve, Captain.” 
 
    “…the king has been assassinated.” 
 
    You understood. Didn’t you, Jake? 
 
    Snap! I looked to my right, peering through the dark, driving rain. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Zandra’s troubled gaze was the only answer I needed.  
 
    Lightning flashed and reflected off a large, metal shape halfway up the ridge that Olefemi had wanted to use as cover to approach the mountain. I looked into the CP and locked eyes with a comm tech regarding me with curiosity and confusion. I moved my mouth to shout a warning, but a flash from the ridge triggered my instincts. I spun, grabbed Zandra, and hurtled us both into the driving rain.  
 
    The missile had already penetrated the CP’s metal hide, its armor-piercing warhead blossoming into a shockwave of fire and shrapnel. The blistering heat hit us before our feet left the ground. The angry sing-song twing and zwang of flying metal filled the rain-battered night around us. We splashed hard into the cold, muddy grass, the chilly rain already pounding the heat of the fireball from our flesh. 
 
    I lifted my head from the ground and looked over my shoulder. The CP burned in jovial defiance to the deluge, its radiant heat reaching out and brushing my face through the water curtain pouring down from the sky. I turned to the whirring sound of servos and heavy thumping of monster footfalls coming from the direction of the ridge. Orange firelight flickered against the black-looking CASPer descending the final few meters to the flat land and hinted at motion in the rain-sodden shadows behind it. The lead machine stopped, and I could feel its night-enhancing eye on me. 
 
    The thought of running seemed so futile and pointless; I briefly considered lying face down in the mud to await death. I could feel the CASPer’s machine gun drawing its relentless bead on me when the missile streaked over my head, past its right arm, and into the war machine over its right shoulder. A great gout of fire erupted from the metal monster, and it fell into the mud with a metallic groan.  
 
    The roar of jump jets caused me to turn my head, and I was cheering before I knew what I was doing. A Fusilier CASPer rocketed overhead and landed by the blazing CP, carbine at the ready. This was my chance! I pushed off the cold, muddy ground.  
 
    “Get to the ship! Warm it up and tune into the tac feeds.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To get into the fight!” 
 
    I was halfway to my command mech when another Fusilier CASPer came on-line. It took a single lumbering step and turned toward the fight raging on the ridge. The ta-zing-ta-zing-ta-zing of the Magnetic Accelerator Cannon sending streams of steel-cored titanium toward the CASPers on the ridge joined the growing sounds of battle. 
 
    I reached my CASPer and climbed into the clamshell, risking a glance back at the ridge. Missiles and tracers streamed down toward the CP, and return fire lit the wooded heights, betraying the presence of a second platoon coming down and extending the enemy’s line by at least another 100 meters to the south. I tried to peer through the rain to the north, but the roaring flames hindered my night vision.  
 
    “They’ve got the T crossed,” I said into the mike.  
 
    “No shit!” It was O’Hare. I’d have given four-to-one odds that she was the one blowing up that platoon on the ridge.  
 
    That’s when I saw the rocket blooms from the lip of the mountain. “Eyes front! Bandits in-bound out of the north!” I counted and my heart trembled. “Eight marks!” 
 
    A fiery trail rose from another waking CASPer, reaching out and turning one of the inbound craft into a fireball of wreckage. Large hunks of flaming metal rained down like meteors, reducing our incoming worries on that front by twelve-and-a-half percent. The clamshell sealed around me, and the combat computer hummed to life, sending that static-like electrical sensation walking through my pinned brain. The tri-v display blossomed, and the world around me became a rainy, muddy firefight. 
 
    The enemy CASPers were close, now, laying down fire of their own. Metal barracks and support buildings began to blow up. So did our CASPers. Jordan Grazetti got off a scream before the billowing fire consumed her machine. Billy Garza didn’t get that much; maybe he was better off for it.  
 
    I set my sights on the closest target and blasted the son of a bitch into shrapnel. The machine had been about to touch down. It bucked and tilted forward, sliding down the muddy slope of the low rise screening our northern face. I didn’t have time to watch him settle. I was already turning my attention to the next target, but he was getting a bead on me. His missiles slammed me into the muddy ground. Hard. I grunted in pain, the cockpit grew hot, I smelled burnt wires, and the battle computer was warning me in her maddening, soft-spoken voice about damage and fire, but I already knew—I wasn’t out of this yet.  
 
    I stood just in time to watch Kamaal Olefemi’s machine fall lifeless to the ground. The rain was cooling the smoke from the burning machines and buildings, causing it to settle close to the ground like a fog. O’Hare was still engaging targets on the ridge. “They’re getting behind us!” she said over the tac channel. 
 
    I could see people running—techs and support, most likely, fleeing the chaos that had been brought down on their heads. A CASPer on the ridge opened up on them with a MAC, cutting down several and herding them to the south and west. A thin feminine form that could only be Miley Rix, the farmer’s daughter, disappeared in a mist of gore I didn’t want to contemplate.  
 
    I did think about the asshole who blasted her as I put MAC rounds into his cockpit. I looked at O’Hare. She was moving back-and-forth, keeping the CP fire between her and her targets to mess with their sensors. I nodded in admiration—smart girl. We might just make a victory of this, after all.  
 
    I prodded my machine toward the Stalkers hiding behind the northern knot of land in an effort to cover O’Hare. Another Fusilier moved in behind her. We were gonna turn this around, just like the Styx. I was even grinning. And then I wasn’t. The Fusilier was Jake Hollis. 
 
    I gasped in horror. “Fusil Two-one, this is Fusil Actual. Watch your six!”  
 
     “Wha?” 
 
    I was too late. Hollis pushed his blade arm right through the back of O’Hare’s machine, stopping it mid turn. He pushed with his free arm to help extract the blade, toppling the stricken machine into the CP inferno.  
 
    “What the hell?” It was the last thing Krypkey ever said. Hollis put a dozen rounds from his carbine into the man’s CASPer at near point-blank range. He was drawing a bead on another Fusilier, but I wouldn’t allow it. My HUD showed some static and jumped a bit, but it still worked. My MAC was turning its hungry eye on Hollis’ chest when I was knocked to my right.  
 
    This time, I was really hurt. My left arm was struck with shattering force and the ribs on that side might’ve broken. Heat exploded in my cockpit and I’d been jarred with such force, I might have lost consciousness for a few moments. The computer droned about severe damage in that female voice, red and yellow lights flashing and a buzzer sounding for emphasis. For the second time in five minutes, I lay face-down in the mud contemplating my imminent death, and, for the second time, it was the actions of a woman that gave me hope.  
 
    “Thom, it’s Zandra. I’m warming up the engines. Get out of there.” 
 
    I looked out at the fight around me—the Stalkers had the high ground and our flank, Jake was running around stabbing the few fighters we had in place in the back, and about a third of our CASPers had never seen a pilot. “Live to fight another day.” 
 
    “All units, this is Fusil Actual. Withdraw to the southwest. Rally point at the landing pad. Evac via the C-95 on the deck. Any CASPers on-line protect the egress.” 
 
    It took tremendous effort to get back to my feet. The CASPer was shot up, and I was hurt. Badly. The Stalker who’d put me down was gone, no carcass, but no machine, either. I turned my attention back to the ridge. Hollis’ CASPer lunged at me, blade first. I threw myself backward and landed hard on my ass.  
 
    Hollis toppled forward and crashed face-first into the mud. I lashed out as hard as I could with my leg and triggered a direct comm link. “How could you do this, Jake? Karen was your friend!” I struggled to grip the carbine holstered to my right leg. It came free, and I pointed it at him.  
 
    I pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. He laughed and swatted it away. The gun had been damaged in the battle. I put as much of my weight as I could behind my responding backhand. He’d been trying to get to his feet and was knocked back to his left. His image jumped a little as my HUD glitched.  
 
    “She wasn’t my friend!” He moved quickly; his arm came off the ground, knocking me backward. My ribs screamed and head ached. I rolled across the muddy grass, tearing out divots and slinging mud. I spied his carbine in the wet grass, but he stood and stepped over it. He stalked toward me, his broiling animosity transferred to the war machine’s motions, his arm blade reflecting the fire light. 
 
    “I saved this company—ALL OF YOU! And what did I get for it? Glory? Commendation?” He gave a scornful chuckle. “Abandoned and left to die. Begging Mandy not to do the same!” 
 
    It took effort to get to one knee, but I managed. Tracers and missiles flew all around us. Something big tore at the ground to my right. I got a sense of battle from the P’tan tent city. Someone had headed off the southern platoon. “Fortunes of war, Jake. You’re a soldier. I shouldn’t have to tell you that!” 
 
    “And then the bitch took this company out of my hands with her dying breath. Took it and gave it to you!”  
 
    “Maybe she knew you set her up. Maybe seeing those raven sigils on those CASPers yesterday was just too much coincidence in a galaxy this big. Maybe she knew you were a turncoat piece of shit!” 
 
    Jake roared with rage, bringing his blade arm up over his head. I leapt and body-checked him. My ribs screamed, and any doubt that I had a fracture in my arm was erased. I crashed through his left shoulder and spun him onto his back. I glanced off him to my right and crashed hard on my face into the mud.  
 
    My tri-v display quivered and faded, but it stayed with me. I was less sure of my left arm, but I was trying to save the rest of me. I grunted and struggled. Tears of pain filled my eyes, and my body convulsed in agony with every breath. I managed to get to my knees, but Hollis was already on his feet, pointing his arm blade at my back.  
 
    “I’m going to enjoy this,” Hollis drew the blade back to plunge it through my CASPer. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said and rested Hollis’ discarded carbine backward over my right shoulder. The sight of his own gun barrel froze him, and I heard him gasp over the link as I pulled the trigger.  
 
    His CASPer landed face-up in the rain and didn’t move.  
 
    I got to my feet and spared him a glance. He had a hole in the right chest, below his shoulder. There were no readouts to tell me what damage he’d suffered, and I could spare no time to keep pounding him. I had to trust that I’d put the bastard down for good. There was movement beyond the burning CP, and I knew there would still be enemy CASPers on the backside of the northern knoll.  
 
    I fired a few one-handed rounds at the Stalkers on the ridge and limped back to the ship. I toggled my comms back to the tac channel. Zandra’s voice filled my ear: “Let’s go!” 
 
    “I’m coming,” I said in a weak, shaky voice.  
 
    I waited for the Stalkers to rush us or blast our getaway ship with missiles, but like the Styx, they seemed to have had enough of the Fusiliers and appeared content to let the survivors limp away. I climbed onto the deck, just as another Fusilier CASPer rushed up from the south and east. I recognized J’quall ShoChe’s modified unit. The purple and orange HecSha had been among those holding off the Stalkers to the south. 
 
    We exchanged silent salutations, too spent from the action to do more. 
 
    Zandra lifted off, and I held onto one of the special containers that had been fabricated to hold our CASPers during the assault that would never be. My eyes looked one last time at the shattered battlefield, and my guts wrung at the sight of all my dead friends—O’Hara, face-down in the burning CP, Olefemi in a heap at the base of the knoll, and the shattered chest of Krypkey’s supine machine looking like a practice target. Faces and names of dead friends filled my brain and the guilty depression wrenched my soul, but then—“Sonofabitch!”  
 
    Jake Hollis’ machine stood in the downpour staring at our departure. The comm link I’d broken activated in my ear. “Thanks for the hardware, Tommy-boy.” I glanced at the unmanned CASPers that hadn’t been manned during the battle standing still and silent in the rain. “Told ‘em we could get the whole company, but that damned Irish bitch. Oh well. Catch you next time.” 
 
    My head swirled with questions: Had Hollis been in it from the beginning? Or recruited at the very end? But, I thought of the cosmic coincidence of the Night Stalkers, and the time Hollis had spent as their prisoner. This had been no betrayal of opportunity. He’d been a sleeper since Styx. Rage swept through me like wildfire, obliterating the guilt and depression that had been on the rise.  
 
    “Next time,” I said, glaring at him through the driving rain. I stared until the storm obscured him from my view. “Next time.”  
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 THE BEACH by Philip Wohlrab 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is hot and smelly inside the lander. Ahead of me are columns of men and women, silently praying they make it out of this thing alive. I am halfway back in one column. As a medic, they can’t chance me being one of those initially hit. Two seats over from me is one of my other medics, Caldwell. She meets my eyes for a moment, and I can tell she, too, has that nervous mixture of fear and excitement. The jitters. I have them. I am trained; I know what I need to do, and what I am here to do.  
 
    The lander bucks up and down, and from side to side. I can’t see it, but the coxswain of the craft is evading incoming enemy fire as he pushes his craft to its limits. Closer to our objective we come. I can hear the explosions from near misses. Someone throws up, adding the pungent odor of vomit to the smell of bodies and machine oil. Once one person vomits, there are others who throw up, as well. I can also smell the tang of urine—perhaps it is my own; I don’t know. We hit, the ramp lowers. Chaos.  
 
    I shuffle toward the ramp. If I am screaming, I can’t tell, but I know others are. I can hear the rounds of enemy fire impacting the lander, and the sick thuds of rounds finding targets. The company XO stands to one side of the ramp screaming, “GO, GO, GO, GO!”  
 
    I am out into the light, leaving the dimness of the lander behind me. I go right, following the man in front of me. As I exit the ramp I can see bodies all around. I recognize several, but the one that jumps out at me is one of my squad mates. Hitomi’s face is half gone. Hell, half her head is gone. I keep going, nothing I can do for her now.  
 
    To my left, I see Caldwell racing up the beach toward a casualty. She has the grace of a gazelle, I think. What a damn nonsensical thought to have at this moment.  
 
    “MEDIC?!?!”  
 
    The cries are everywhere. All around me are the dead and dying. I hear the whistle of rounds passing me. They are so close, like angry bees. Something hits me, and I spin around. No pain, and I don’t see anything.  
 
    “MEDICCCCCCCCC!” 
 
    I zero in on the cry. One of my troopers is standing over Pearson, my platoon sergeant. I run up, and I can see it is bad. Very bad. I hate Pearson, and the feeling is mutual, but in that moment, he looks up at me with the pleading eyes of the dying. I kneel and begin my assessment. There are 3 large holes in his chest plate. I have no idea how he is alive, as I can see through him. I take his hand as he begins to mewl for his mother. He is a huge, 45-year-old man, crying like a toddler with a banged knee. I take it in, and reaching into my bag of syrettes, I grab one of the orange tipped ones. I didn’t know when they were issued or why they gave us so many of the orange-tipped 15cc painkillers. It’s a lethal dose of painkiller. I know now. I comfort Pearson and promise him his mother is coming. I administer the drug. His already glassy eyes glaze over further, and he begins gasping. He is already dying, I am just easing his way.  
 
    I look up from Pearson and across the beach. I am the senior medic, and I want to account for my people. I see Caldwell furiously working to save the life of a trooper who is missing both her legs. I see Norwood charging toward another casualty when a line of tracers crosses him. He just drops. I howl in anger and pull my M38 carbine around to engage the machine gun that killed him. BRRRP. BRRRP. BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRP. I’m out of rounds. If I had any effect, I can’t tell. I can’t see my three other medics in the chaos.  
 
    “MEDICCCCCCCC!” 
 
    I move toward another casualty. This one is near a berm. I can see it is Olsen, from my platoon. The entire company is out here, along with the remnants of 1st Battalion, the 116th Strike Infantry, and the 29th Infantry Division. I zigzag my way toward the berm. More rounds come close to me, but I am not hit. I leap over a dead trooper, his body blasted to pieces by a mortar round. I hear screaming all around, much of it incoherent. The smells of blood and shit are everywhere. Over the top of those smells are those of burning metals, plastics, and people. I can’t let myself think about that right now. 
 
    I get to Olsen. His squad leader is hovering over him.  
 
    “Doc, Olsen’s been hit,” he yells at me.  
 
    “Olsen, I’m here, man. Where you hit?” 
 
    “I don’t know Doc,” he gasps. 
 
    I can see an impact on his armor, but putting my finger into it I can tell it didn’t burn through. I reach around to grab my medical wand, but as I pull it from its container I see it is shattered. I now know what happened earlier, a lifetime ago. I turn back to Olsen and push him further into the berm. His squad leader begins to bound off, only to catch a machine gun burst to the face. His head disappears in a mist, and he falls backwards onto the ground. I don’t think about that. I focus on Olsen. Olsen’s eyes have widened at the death of his squad leader. 
 
    “OLSEN! OLSEN LOOK AT ME!” 
 
    His eyes snap back around to me.  
 
    “You are going to live. Olsen; the hit didn’t burn through. Catch your breath, and for God’s sake fire at the enemy!”  
 
    I look back at the beach. Where the hell are the rest of my guys? Caldwell has moved to a new patient and is once again working to save a life. I see an explosion where she is. I scream in anger and frustration. The dust settles, and she is still there, but I can see her screaming in anger as her patient, and the trooper assisting her are clearly dead. I run to her, as she hurls bits and pieces of equipment at the enemy with pure animal fury.  
 
    “KALI! KALI! PULL IT TOGETHER! WE HAVE WORK TO DO!”  
 
    Calls for medics are coming from up and down the line on the berm. Where the hell are the rest of my guys? I pull Caldwell after me as I race toward another cry for help. Seeing that the trooper has been gut shot, I kneel down, pull out a blue-tipped syrette, and administer painkiller. The kid might make it, but I don’t have time to address a stomach wound like that. I tell the trooper beside the kid to put an abdominal dressing on him, handing one to the trooper.  
 
    “Sure Doc,” he says.  
 
    I pull Caldwell to the next casualty. A through and through on the leg.  
 
    “Caldwell take care of that trooper!” 
 
    She gets down and immediately starts addressing the soldier. I couldn’t have been prouder. Her training was overriding her fury.  
 
    “MEDICCCCCCC!” 
 
    I move on, confident that Caldwell is back in the fight. I get to the source of the cry for help and see it is the Battalion Chaplain. She is leaning over, trying to comfort a trooper missing part of her left arm. I move in and apply a tourniquet. It is a relatively straight forward wound, though one that is ugly. I get her bleeding under control, quickly bandage the stump, and administer a mild painkiller. Turning to the Chaplain, I tell her to move on, that one of the other troopers can take care of Simpkins. Grabbing a lightly wounded trooper, I tell him to watch Simpkins, and if she starts having trouble, to call me or Caldwell back over. We have other troopers to attend to.  
 
    The fight continues all around me. Troopers fire their rifles and machine guns into the defenses above us. I can see more landers approaching from the seaside. One of them explodes. A second one does, too. My God, each of those landers carries a company of troops. I hear the sound of freight trains racing overhead toward the enemy defenses. Great gouts of flame and debris explode from the enemy line. In the distance, I can just make out a Navy Destroyer coming in, firing madly. I hear that freight-train sound, again, and I see dozens of outgoing missiles. The Destroyer blows up. Can’t think about that right now. Fresh waves of troops explode from the landers hitting the beach.  
 
    CRUMP! CRUMP! CRUMP! 
 
    A few of the Delta company mortars are now in action.  
 
    WHOOOOOOOOOSH! 
 
    A Delta company rocket troop fires a Dragon round straight into a machine gun nest. I can see a couple of Squids tumble out, on fire. A trooper yells at the rest to let them burn. Can’t think about that, I have casualties to treat. I run to the next one. And the next one. And to the next one. Caldwell and I are up and about, constantly moving from casualty to casualty. There are so many. Where the FUCK are the rest of my guys?  
 
    The fire from the Squids begins to slacken. I can hear shouts of almost joy as the defenses are truly breached. The remnants of the 1st Battalion, the 2nd, and the 3rd, begin to push up the hill. Shots from our lines become frenetic as the assaulters root out the defending alien scum. No quarter is given. Can’t think about that.  
 
    More landers are arriving. The 429th Support Battalion is coming ashore. Charlie Med, an entire company of medics, doctors, and nurses, surges onto the shore and begins searching for casualties to treat. Caldwell and I are feverishly working on a trooper missing all her limbs. She has a nasty gash across the abdomen. She is going to live. We get up from treating her as a surgeon and his team arrive to take over. We look at each other. 
 
    “Where the fuck are Glover, Epperly, and Harrelson,” I ask Caldwell. 
 
    “I haven’t seen them,” she replies.  
 
    “Let’s find them,” I say.  
 
    We scout around the beach, searching for bodies. The Charlie Med teams have collected most of the badly wounded from the beach. The walking wounded go to their collection point. There are just a few of us walking around, looking for wounded among the dead. I see Glover first. I call Caldwell over.  
 
    I have been with my team of six medics for three years now. I trained them to my exacting standards for those three years. I was the only one with recent combat experience, the others came into the Army for the new war with the Squids. This was our first action as a team. Team….. 
 
    The tableau before me and Caldwell is a scene from hell. Glover, Epperly, and Harrelson, were all clustered around the Battalion Commander, Lt. Colonel Smith. It was clear that Smith and his command team had been hit, and my three guys were working on them when they all died. They are recognizable only through a fluke that sometimes happens in combat death. Their bodies had all been blown to pieces, but their faces were still mostly intact. I just stand there. Shaking. Caldwell drops to her knees beside me, a howl of anguish escaping her. Three years.  
 
    I don’t know how long I stand there. I feel a gentle hand on my shoulder, pulling me around. It is one of the Charlie Med squad leaders, a guy I deeply respect, Staff Sergeant Ferris.  
 
    “Holt, come on man, come with me,” he says.  
 
    I see that another medic, Roddy, has grabbed Caldwell. They guide us over to an area of the beach mercifully free of bodies. Ferris sits me down and undoes my armor. Roddy does the same for Caldwell. They are talking to us, but I don’t understand any of it. They run their wands over us, looking for wounds. Neither Caldwell nor I know it, but each of us has dozens of small wounds from shrapnel. I break down. I weep for the dead. Ferris hugs me to him and makes comforting sounds. For Caldwell and me, and the rest of the mangled 1st Battalion, our fight is over for the day. Nine-hundred-sixty-eight men and women came ashore with 1st Battalion; there are fewer than 400 of us left. 
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 VELUT LUNA by Chris Smith 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Doe, two seven four dash one six.” The heavyset woman looked up from her slate with a bored scowl. “Front and center. Your ride is here.” 
 
    Taryn stood, stretching slowly, still favoring her left ankle. Her ride? She’d been in the holding area at the ‘Frisco Juvenile Detention Center for less than four hours. She hadn’t made any calls, had no known relatives or contacts in her file, and her friends had bailed as soon as the pigs had shown up.  
 
    She couldn’t blame them, really. ‘Friends’ was a term she used loosely; ‘co-conspirators’ was the term thrown around by the legal system. Had their positions been reversed—one of the others was holding over a kilocred worth of gear when the lights flipped on—she’d have run and never looked back. As it was, she’d made it halfway back to the crash pad before the cops had caught up. Lousy luck and a turned ankle had been in their favor. 
 
    “C’mon honey, I ain’t got all day.”  
 
    With a small shrug, Taryn followed the Juvy officer to the out-processing desk. The officer turned to the bins behind her and rummaged. 
 
    “Your stuff ain’t even been moved from this area yet. Lucky.” She tapped a few commands on her slate. “Personal belongings: Four steel earrings. One nose ring, semi-precious metal. One tube lipstick, purple.” She glanced up. “Need a touch up, sweetie.” 
 
    Taryn pouted, touching her bottom lip with her middle finger. 
 
    “Right about here?”  
 
    “Hmph. Just saying.” She shifted back to the slate, muttering, “Roots are showing, too. Should’a stole some hair color, snotty brat.” 
 
    Without thinking, Taryn touched her hair. Officer Snack Cake was right. The bright pink had been fading out, letting her natural dark brown show through. She smiled, blew a kiss as she took the slate, scrawled an X on the bottom line, and gave it back.  
 
    “You’re free to go.” The older woman stopped, her features softening slightly. “Look honey, I know you’re tough, but you gotta be careful. You’re awful close to 17, and that means the next time you don’t come here. You go to the big house.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for your concern.” Taryn snapped the nose ring back into place. “I’ll be all right on my own. Now, what’s this about a ride?” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, the officer pointed toward the front door.  
 
    “The young lady in the business suit is waiting for you. Good luck.” 
 
    With a sneer and an eye roll, Taryn turned. Sure enough, a woman, no more than ten years older than herself, stood close to the entrance, a smile on her face. As Taryn approached, the woman held out her hand, eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 
    Ugh. She’s perky. Probably *super* excited to meet me. 
 
    “Hi! My name’s Cass, and I’m super excited to finally meet you!” 
 
    Taryn didn’t even try to keep the irritation from her face. 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know who you are, lady, but thanks for bailing me out.” She ignored the hand and started for the door. “Later.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Ms. Bannon, you don’t understand.” The smile hadn’t changed, but the eyes grew hard. “Yes, I know your last name. I know quite a bit about you, actually.” 
 
    “Like what?” Taryn’s shock at hearing her name smothered any retort she’d been ready to use.  
 
    “Let’s discuss this arrangement in private, shall we? My flyer is right outside.” Cass turned her hand slightly, as though guiding her toward the door. 
 
    “Whatever. I could use a lift.” Bluff until I get the chance to make a break.  
 
    “Excellent!” Cass’s smile still seemed genuine. “Oh! Silly me, almost forgot something before we go.” She rummaged in her leather hand bag, pulling out what looked like a slim bracelet. She held it to a small slate, nodding in satisfaction when both beeped the same sequence of notes. The piece in her hand clicked open.  
 
    With an impossibly fast motion, Cass snapped the bracelet around Taryn’s wrist. 
 
    “There! Now you can’t get lost.” 
 
    “What the Hell, lady!” Taryn clawed at the circlet, trying to find the catch. The seamless band remained closed. “Get this thing off me.” 
 
    “Nope! Can’t have you trying to run out. My boss really wants to meet you. He’s a super great guy, too.” Cass gestured again. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Like I have a choice?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The city of San Francisco stretched into the distance as they flew toward the Starport. Taryn sat still, keeping her face expressionless. Cass, taking occasional sips from a crystal tumbler, watched the skyline, a slight smile on her lips.  
 
    “Put them back.” She hadn’t turned away from the window.  
 
    “Put what back?”  
 
    “The bottles from the mini bar.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Lady,” Taryn said. “I don’t even know what I’m doing here. Or what you think you know about me.” 
 
    Cass turned to face her. 
 
    “Taryn Bannon, sixteen. Been in and out of foster homes and juvenile detention for the last ten years, since you lost your parents in a skirmish with the MinSha. You like stealing stuff, mainly pharmaceuticals and lab supplies. You’ve been involved with most of the major drug gangs in this area, but never in distribution, only manufacturing.” A small grin. “How’d I do?” 
 
    “The drug stuff wasn’t in my Juvy file! I’ve never been popped with junk on me!” 
 
    “My boss is someone very few people refuse. When he wants the deets on a particular person, he gets them.” 
 
    Taryn sat up straighter, studying the young woman across from her. Cass met her gaze with one of her own, hazel eyes unflinching under the scrutiny. Perky or not, this lady wasn’t a pushover. 
 
    “Ok, let’s talk about this, then,” Taryn said. “You don’t look like no ho I ever seen. And you sure don’t talk like one neither, so I’m guessing the old man ain’t looking for a bed warmer.” 
 
    “Nah,” Cass said with a chuckle. “Don’t be silly. Mr. Zorgama is super nice, and doesn’t try any funny stuff with any of us. He’s just looking for a new trainee, and he thinks you’ll fit in.” 
 
    “Oh? Someone bail on him?” 
 
    “Not so much. Mr. Zorgama got Jaxon a new position. He does it all the time for the people that work for him. Trains them up, then helps them get a better job. I’m supposed to be next. Makes me a little sad to leave, but also super excited to see where I’ll go.” 
 
    “And you do...what? Exactly?” 
 
    “Oh! I’m Mr. Zorgama’s legal assistant and contract negotiator.” The perky smile was plastered across her face. Taryn wanted to slap it off, but had a strong feeling Cass was an expert at hiding behind her ditzy facade. “I make sure all the t’s are crossed, and the i’s dotted.” 
 
    Probably with little hearts. 
 
    She glanced out the window as the flyer began its descent. 
 
    “Oh good, we’re here! I’ll let Mr. Zorgama give you the specifics about the position.” 
 
    While familiar with the location, Taryn had never seen it from this angle. She couldn’t help a slight gasp at the organized chaos below her. San Francisco Intergalactic sprawled below them, separated into sections for various classes of ship. The freighters commanded the largest space, naturally, their sheer size requiring the most room for maneuvering, servicing, and loading/unloading. Passenger transports came next, the number of ships making up for their smaller size. These were the planetary shuttles, moving people from the surface to an orbital staging area for the larger luxury liners, colonial cruisers, and transport ships for mercenaries on shore leave. The smallest section of the spaceport, set away from the bustling main area, was reserved for the private yachts and cruisers of the wealthy. Their pilot flew toward it. 
 
    A sliver of hope wormed its way through Taryn’s comfortable blanket of cynicism: This may be her ticket off this rock. Whenever she had the chance, she’d sneak up to the roof of whatever building she could get into and watch the ships lift off. Once, she and two friends had attempted to smuggle themselves on board a small cargo ship. That’s when she discovered no matter how crappy the outside may look, most captains poured a lot of credits into security. She had a lot of time to think about her assumptions during the resulting stay in Juvy. 
 
    This, though...if this Zorgama guy was on the level, this might be a way out. Even if he wasn’t, he had to port in somewhere besides here, right? It shouldn’t be too hard to slip away, even with the stupid tracker on her wrist. She’d need to keep her eyes out for something to take with her, though. Something valuable, but small. Possibly several things.  
 
    “You still haven’t put those bottles back, Taryn.” 
 
    As she slipped the liquor back into the bar, it occurred to her that when she did lift something, she’d need to make sure Cass was nowhere near. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cass turned as the car lifted off, striding purposefully toward the large ship 50 meters away. Taryn had to admit, she was impressed. Sleek, long, and, she assumed, worth more credits than she’d see in a lifetime, the yacht made the other craft near it seem low-rent in comparison. Taryn followed the young woman up the ramp and into the darkness of the hatch. 
 
    “Took you a while, Cass.” The speaker’s easy smile took any edge out the words. “What happened?” 
 
    Cass gave the man a sharp look coupled with a barely perceptible head shake. His smile faltered slightly—Taryn could tell he wanted to ask something, but he let it drop, focusing on her instead. 
 
    “Jaxon, this is Taryn,” Cass said. “She’s joining our crew. Taryn, meet Jaxon.” 
 
    “Hey! Good to meet ya! Call me Jax!” Taryn ignored his attempted handshake, giving him her best ‘I see you, but I’m not impressed’ stare. He pulled his hand back. “Oookay...I see you’re going to need a little time to warm up. No big. Dig the hair, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Under different circumstances, she’d probably hang out with the guy—he wore a short-cropped mohawk, had several studs in each ear and a barbell through his eyebrow. Under his open, long-sleeved jacket, he wore a faded black tee shirt with a peeling logo. All she could make out were the letters ‘amones.’  
 
    Like most of the people she’d known, his lineage was best described as ‘mixed.’ His skin, darker than hers by a few shades, trended toward olive rather than tan, contrasting with his jet-black hair. Slight folds at the corners of his almond-shaped eyes made his expression somewhat sad, even though he kept his welcoming smile in place. 
 
    “Welcome to the Fortuna. We’re taking off shortly, so let’s get you aboard and settled.” He turned to Cass and winked. “I got it from here, gorgeous.” 
 
    The bubbly blonde actually giggled. Taryn rolled her eyes as she followed Jaxon further into the ship. As they walked, he talked. 
 
    “I’ll take you to your berth first and let you get cleaned up and changed. Mr. Zorgama will want to talk to you before we launch, so you won’t have much time, maybe an hour at most.” 
 
    “Whatever, man. Let’s just do this.” Taryn paid close attention to their route, noting the numbers on the doors of the compartments they passed. When she made a break for it, it wouldn’t do to get turned around in the bowels of the ship. Since she didn’t know when that chance would come, it was best to be prepared as soon as possible.  
 
    “If you have any questions, don’t hold back,” Jaxon said. “I know the first day can be overwhelming.” 
 
    “What do the numbers mean?”  
 
    “The numbers?” He stopped, brow furrowing as he faced her. “Which...OH! The berthing numbers.” 
 
    She nodded, jerking a thumb at the closest door.  
 
    “Yeah, that takes some getting used to.” He pointed to the plastic plaque. “The first number is deck below the main deck, the second means port or starboard. The third is frame number, and the letter designates its use.” 
 
    He paused, studying her. 
 
    “Ok, I see I’ve lost you. Sorry, let me try again. The Fortuna has four decks, and we’re on the bottom one. This is the left side as you face the front, closest to the outside, and roughly midway between the front and back. The letter means storeroom.” He pointed to each value in turn. “Four, nine, fifteen, A.” 
 
    That made sense. The door across from her was labeled four, seven, fourteen, A. The numbers decreased as you got closer to the front and middle of the ship. She didn’t think Jax had meant to help her plan her escape, but knowing the layout meant she wouldn’t have to memorize the path they took. 
 
    After a few minutes of walking, he stopped at another nondescript door, designated three, four, twenty-two, L.  
 
    “Here ya go, berth sweet berth.” The door opened into a room that, while spare in furnishing, was larger than the crash pad she’d shared with three others. Jax grinned at her slight gasp. “Yeah, nice, isn’t it? So, let me give the one cred tour.” 
 
    He motioned for her to stay put while he pushed a button on the wall. From a hatch about a meter from the floor, telescoping arms slid into view, unrolling a thin pad of gel-like substance suspended on a hammock of sorts. 
 
    “Bed, top of the line support, and…” He pressed another button. With a slight click and whirring sound, the framework rotated ninety degrees vertically. “Acceleration couch. There’s others in the ship, and you’ll probably use those more often than this one, but this works in a pinch when you’re in here. Just make sure you secure any loose items when the acceleration alarm sounds.” 
 
    He stowed the bed with another button, then moved to the other side of the room. A small desk nestled against the wall, bolted to the floor. He waved a hand over the top. The surface turned transparent, then lit up.  
 
    “Workstation with built in screen, you’ll just need to follow the setup prompts to get access. Real easy.” He moved to a smaller set of doors. “Closet here, and head here. Full shower, sink, et cetera. Any questions?” 
 
    Taryn shook her head. This was all hers? He must have read her look. 
 
    “All yours, no roommates. Your own little fortress of solitude.” He closed the doors and stepped back to examine her closely. “Get cleaned up, and I’ll get you a change of clothes from the stores. I’ll bring a few different sizes of the basics to start with. Be ready in about 30 minutes, OK?” 
 
    “Sure, whatever.”  
 
    “Oh! Almost forgot my favorite thing. Check this out.” He waved his hand over the desk again, tapped a few menus, then pointed to the wall across from the bed. Like the desktop, the wall went transparent, then shifted to what looked like an ocean. “Not as good as being there, but still pretty cool. I like this one, personally.” 
 
    The ocean scape shifted slightly, changing from the standard deep blue of underwater to a hazy violet. She jumped slightly as a creature, vaguely squid-like, floated into view. Bright colors danced along its body, flickering from one end of the visible spectrum to the other. 
 
    “Soothing, ya know?” He started for the door. “See ya in a bit.” 
 
    Taryn waited a few moments after the door closed, listening carefully. A cursory glance around the room revealed no visible cameras, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. She keyed the door, a little surprised it opened. 
 
    “You’re not a prisoner, Taryn.” Jaxon leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, grinning. “Just let Mr. Zorgama talk to you before you try and bolt. I promise, it’s worth the time.” 
 
    Taryn snorted as she closed the door.  
 
    Not like I have anywhere to be. She shrugged. Might as well see what the geezer wants. 
 
    That shower looked inviting, too… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Taryn approached the door, checked the designation on the note she’d found on her clothes, and pressed the button. It slid open, revealing a dark hallway. Lights flickered on in front of her as she crossed the threshold. 
 
    As she walked toward the door at the far end, Taryn fought hard not to gawk. It was difficult, due to the display of wealth in front of her, but she needed to keep up appearances. Beautiful artwork—holo screens with complex swirling designs, small sculptures carved from exotic wood, and paintings—were displayed prominently, yet not garishly. 
 
    She stopped next to one item, seemingly out of place next to the other pieces—a small coin stamped with a long-fingered paw, resting on a velvet lined pillow. It, unlike the other artwork, looked reasonably new. Reasonably, in this case, meaning within her lifetime. No tarnish, nothing that would place it in a previous century, like the framed paintings, just a simple token, polished to a high shine. 
 
    There was no glass case, no apparent security measures, nothing to keep someone from walking off with it. Taryn looked around—the door at the end of the hall was still closed. She wasn’t going to steal it, really, just borrow it for a while until she could figure out what it was and where it came from… 
 
    “Young lady, I would prefer you not touch that without asking.” Taryn started at the voice next to her ear. She whipped around. 
 
    “I wasn’t...I was just…” She put her hands behind her back, trying to put on an innocent look. Where the Hell had he come from? “I’ve just never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “It is a rare piece, to be sure. Not many given to non-Depik races.” He smiled, the faint scar on his left cheek forming deep wrinkles. “And by ‘not many’ I mean ‘less than two that I’m aware of.’ It is a valued piece of my collection.” 
 
    “You’re Mr. Zorgama.” 
 
    The older gentlemen inclined his head slightly. She took him in quickly—taller than she, but not as tall as Jaxon, slim build, but obviously fit. Pale skin accented his dark eyes, making them seem as though they were boring into her soul. Still, there was a warmth there, not hostility, as though he had seen much, but remained unjaded by the experience.  
 
    She saw more faint scars on his hand as he carefully smoothed a stray lock of silver hair back into place, then carefully picked a piece of lint from the lapel of his beige suit. Unnecessarily, in her opinion—his appearance was immaculate.  
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Taryn,” he said. “I have been watching your progress carefully over the last few years. I believe you will be a valuable member of our family, should you choose to accept us.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Thanks for springing me out of Juvy. How long is the minimum stay?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. That is usually the first question I get from my new wards. Unfortunately, the current juvenile system imparts a negative attitude to most of those who find themselves in it.” 
 
    “Nice deflection.” Taryn kept her face impassive. “But really, what’s my stretch? Six months, year, what?” 
 
    “My arrangement allows for one local year of apprenticeship. Should we terminate our relationship prior to that, you will be returned to the system until your age of majority. I believe seventeen?” 
 
    “Great. So, basically, I stick out a year with you, or I go back to Juvy for another six months. Not a lot of wiggle room.” 
 
    “I have had a one hundred percent success rate.” 
 
    “Wait, what? ‘Success rate?’” Her eyes narrowed. “Success at what, exactly?” 
 
    “At keeping young men and women from returning to the streets or becoming common criminals. Drains on the societies they are a part of.” He smiled again. “I see by the look on your face you don’t believe me; however, it is true. Not one of my wards has returned to their former lives. It gives me a certain...leeway...when it comes to the bureaucracy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I was doing ok on my own.” 
 
    “While I’m sure you were, child, can you say with any certainty you knew where your next meal was coming from? Whether or not you’d be safe on any given day? Where you’d be sleeping next week, month, or year?” 
 
    That stopped her next comment. He was, of course, right. How many times had she found a quiet place in an alley with one or two of her so-called friends and huddled for warmth? Too many to count. Even with a group, you could never be sure someone wouldn’t try something. Some people didn’t take ‘no’ for an answer, even when ‘no’ was spelled s-h-i-v. 
 
    Food was worse. Sure, a few creds here and there could keep you alive, but there was a reason she and her peers were not overweight.  
 
    What she’d seen so far had made it obvious Mr. Zorgama didn’t have those problems, nor did his wards. A year. She could do a year in these conditions. Better than the Juvy home by a long shot.  
 
    Still, can’t seem too eager. 
 
    “You’ve got a nice setup here, I’ll admit. But I take care of myself.” He said nothing, just looked through her with those eyes. She pressed on. “I mean, I’ve made it this far. If I hadn’t tripped when the pigs showed up, I’d be on easy street.” 
 
    “Yet you did, and you are not.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, tough luck.” She shrugged. “It happens.” 
 
    Her bluff didn’t seem to impress him. All things considered, had her crew gotten away, they would’ve gotten maybe 500 creds for the merch. Not bad, but splitting it four ways cut into her lab setup money. Once that lab got going though, she’d have been able to start producing. In a few months, money would have been no problem.  
 
    Yet here she was. Stupid ankle. 
 
    Zorgama just kept looking at her, knowing she had no better choice than to stay. She exhaled, as though coming to a decision, not sighing in resignation.  
 
    Totally. 
 
    “Alright, Mr. Z, you got a deal. One year, then I’m out.” She stuck out her hand. He didn’t take it, just smiled that little smile again. 
 
    “I appreciate the gesture, Taryn, but forgive an old man his eccentricity. I prefer as little physical contact as possible.” 
 
    “Have it your way, dude.” She re-crossed her arms.  
 
    “Thank you, young lady. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some things to tend to.” He walked soundlessly past her, toward the door at the end of the hall.  
 
    She had to double check and make sure his feet actually touched the ground—his movements were smooth and graceful, like a large feline. He stopped and turned, catching her watching. 
 
    “Please tell Jaxon I’ll be having my usual for dinner. Thank you.” 
 
    Taryn shook herself, nodded, and started toward the exit.  
 
    Seems nice enough. She shuddered slightly. But that man is scary. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Taryn shuddered, the sub-zero temperature in the freezer—Reefer she corrected. If it’s cold, it goes in a Reefer—working its way through her thick coat. 
 
    It, like many of the other things she’d been forced to learn, didn’t make sense. Lettuce? Goes in the Reefer. Frozen food? Reefer. Why not just call it the fridge or freezer like normal people? And what was the deal with port and starboard, anyway? Left. Right. Front. Back. Made up names didn’t do anything but make it harder to get around. It was stupid and frustrating. 
 
    Two weeks of this crap, and I’m still counting frozen slabs of meat. I haven’t even gotten to see the planet! She slammed a rock-hard hunk of—what had Jaxon called it? Lamb?—back into its bin.  
 
    Mr. Zorgama preferred fresh meat and produce, but was also aware of the practicalities of space travel. Stores had to be maintained in case they were on their own for an extended period of time.  
 
    The fact they hadn’t used any of the frozen stores in the last week meant nothing to Jaxon. Inventory was done daily, on every item in the kitchen.  
 
    Galley, she corrected herself with a snort. Have to use the correct terminology, or the ship may explode. 
 
    After inventory came prep. An hour, sometimes more, of peeling, slicing, chopping, portioning...tedious work that resulted in blisters and cuts.  
 
    “How’s it going, T?” Jaxon leaned in, his standard, good-natured smile in place. It was infuriating.  
 
    Speak of the Devil. “Oh, just great, Jax. Nothing like making sure everything that was here yesterday is still here today! It’s not like we’re on a spaceship, with no way for any vermin to raid the pantry and make off with our stores, or something.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Sheesh, did this guy even *get* sarcasm? “Good to know everything’s in order. Nothing like a well-organized galley to keep things moving!” 
 
    She restrained herself, keeping her gloved middle fingers curled into her hands. Until his back was turned, at least. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, she closed the freezer and leaned against the door, soaking up warmth from the stoves. Pots bubbled and rattled, the occasional drop of liquid hitting the fire with a sharp hiss. She had to admit, for all his teeth-grinding cheeriness, Jaxon was truly a master of his craft. The smells coming from the still incomplete meal made her mouth water and stomach growl.  
 
    “Oh good, you’re done early! Come here, I want to show you something.” Jaxon motioned to her from his place at the chopping block.  
 
    Taryn stripped off the heavy jacket and gloves, carefully hanging them on the hook by the door, before joining Jaxon.  
 
    “Since we’ve got a minute, I’m going to teach you a trick,” he said, sharpening his chef’s knife. “I noticed you were having trouble with the onion yesterday, so check this out.” 
 
    “What you want to do is cut it like this first,” Jaxon’s knife flashed, neatly slicing the onion in half. “See how the stem is still on both parts? That keeps it from falling apart on you when you do this.” 
 
    He moved quickly, making several parallel slices through the bulb. 
 
    “The important thing is not to slice all the way to the stem. Leave a few centimeters at the end. Then,” he turned the onion ninety degrees, “You slice across this way. Voila! Neatly diced pieces.” 
 
    “That...that’s your trick?” Taryn stared at him, incredulously. “I stood here for an hour yesterday slicing these damn things, and I could’ve been done in ten minutes?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “But why didn’t you show me this before?” 
 
    “Since it took you an hour for inventory, I didn’t have the time to spare yesterday.” He shrugged. “Today, I had a few minutes.” 
 
    Strangled noises made their way past her lips. An hour. Sixty minutes of frustration and cut fingers. And that was before the scullery work. She choked back a scream of frustration. 
 
    “Anything else that will speed this up?” She forced the words through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Oh, sure, there’s lots of things. For example, if you hold your hand like this...” He curled his fingers on top of the remaining half. “See how I’m using the tops of my fingers as a guide? Don’t let the flat of the blade lose contact with your skin. Keep the edge just above the surface of what you’re cutting, and you won’t nick yourself. Let’s you go faster, too.” 
 
    “Do you realize how much time that would’ve saved me yesterday?”  
 
    “Yeah, but, like I said, I didn’t have the time to show you.” His grin begged for a knuckle sandwich. “Had you not dragged your feet doing inventory, or spent nearly as much time griping about having to do it—yeah, I can hear you in there, by the way—I could’ve shown you.” 
 
    That did it. 
 
    “Dammit, this just sucks! I’ve been busting my hump since I got here, getting all the crap jobs you don’t want to do! We’ve been on this planet for a week now, and I don’t even know what it looks like!” She threw her hands up. “I should’ve walked—should’ve just done the time in Juvy. At least there I knew what to expect, made connections, set up the next score. This manual labor garbage is for the birds!” 
 
    Jaxon gave her a long, steady stare, put down his knife, and crossed his arms. 
 
    “You think this is worse? Honestly?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh?” He unbuttoned the cuffs of his jacket, carefully rolling up his sleeves. Under them, his arms were bare, but covered with healed scars. Old, but still prominent, the puckered, raised flesh ran from wrist to elbow. 
 
    Taryn stopped, snapping her mouth shut. She’d seen that before. Needle tracks, signs of heavy drug use and no access to nanobot healing. Jaxon had spent a lot of time doing cheap drugs. 
 
    Holy shit. Keeping her face neutral, she said, “So what? You think that’s new to me?”  
 
    “No, I don’t.” Jaxon rolled his sleeves back down, never breaking eye contact. “I’m not going to get into a ‘shit life’ competition with you, though.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, he sighed.  
 
    “Look, I get it, right? You don’t care about yourself—you have some kind of hate spiral going, where you actually relish the idea of no one caring about you. You’re independent, strong, and don’t need anyone, so you do what you can to push them away. You like the fact that no one likes you. It reinforces your low self-esteem, and that makes you comfortable. Proves you’re right.” 
 
    Taryn said nothing.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I know, Taryn, I’ve been there. Didn’t feel like I was worth a damn and kept getting into situations where I proved myself right. If Mr. Z hadn’t found me when he did, I’d be in a ditch somewhere, tripping out my last breath.” He pressed his palms to his eyes, rubbing them slowly. “I owe him more than my life; I owe him my being. My purpose. He gave me a family, and love, and self-worth. And taught me that I am someone that can be something. I owe him, and this family, everything.” 
 
    Jaxon reached out, gently placing his hand on hers. Taryn started to pull away, but he tightened his grip.  
 
    “You need to get out of the self-hate trap,” he said. “Loving the way you hate yourself. Until you do that, you won’t grow or heal. I’m here—we all are, really—to help you do that. We’ve all been there. So, if it seems like we’re being rough on you, we are, because it works. If you’re as strong as Mr. Z thinks you are, and I don’t doubt it, you’ll pull through and see what I mean.” 
 
    The wall slate behind Jaxon blinked on. Marny, the astrogator and pilot of the Fortuna, appeared. 
 
    “Sub-orbital flight in 30 minutes,” she said. “Repeat—sub-orbital flight in 30 minutes. Stow and secure all loose gear. Hope you aren’t making soup, Jax.”  
 
    Jaxon swore as the screen blinked off. He moved everything off the stove, locking lids in place over the boiling liquids. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Taryn scooped chopped vegetables into storage bins. “Why are we moving?” 
 
    “Looks like we got a real job,” Jax said. “Time to pay the bills. I’ll get this locked down, go get strapped in.” 
 
    She made her way down the passageway, the rumble and sound of the engines spooling up coming through the bulkheads. A quick sweep of her berth to secure anything loose, and she strapped in. 
 
    What had Jaxon meant by ‘real job?’ 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Taryn climbed into the plain-looking ground transport with the others. Jaxon, in front next to Cass, spun in his chair to address the remaining three. 
 
    “Here’s what we’ve got folks—some small fish tried to pull a fast one on one of our clients. It went south.” 
 
    Taryn struggled to understand what he meant, but kept quiet. Jax continued. 
 
    “Four pieces of meat, some hardware. We’re under a strict time limit—our clients have made arrangements to keep the law in the dark for now, but can’t guarantee there were no witnesses.” He looked at the young man—only a year or two older than Taryn—sitting next to him. “Hermilo, you’re on hardware duty. Anything that isn’t nailed down, you collect it.” 
 
    “How will I know what to take?” His voice cracked, belying his outwardly calm appearance. As far as she knew, this was his first run, as well. 
 
    “Simple—if you have to ask, take it. Leave nothing to chance.” Hermilo nodded. Jax turned to the other passenger. “Jacey, you have biological. Hose everything.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Taryn met Jaxon’s gaze. “I don’t even know what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “You’re our floater. Stay central, keep your eyes peeled for anything that’s missed. If you see something, call out.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m on processing.” 
 
    She didn’t know what that meant, but it didn’t sound pleasant.  
 
    “ETA two minutes,” Cass said from the driver’s seat. “Suit up.” 
 
    Getting into the skin-tight coverall was difficult in the close quarters, but she managed it. The van stopped as she sealed the front.  
 
    “Comm check.” She heard Cass’s voice come through the earpiece hanging from her shoulder. “Testing, one two.” 
 
    Thumbs up all around. Cass nodded, tapped a few commands into her slate, studied it for a minute, then turned to them.  
 
    “Lookout drones deployed. Area is clear.” She put the van in gear, backing up to the door of the building.  
 
    Taryn was familiar with the style—it resembled several of her past so-called living spaces. Single story, it squatted between abandoned buildings and other houses. She’d seen this back in Frisco; it’s what happened when idealistic urban developers misjudged the tenacity of the local criminal element. Mercs cost a lot of money; in places like this, the juice wasn’t always worth the squeeze. 
 
    “Alright folks, let’s get moving. Biological material will be dealt with on site, hardware goes in here for disposal at the Fortuna.” Jax opened the rear doors. “Masks on, move out.” 
 
    Inside the building, the blacked-out windows cut the ambient light to next to nothing. She gasped as her eyes adjusted. 
 
    In the middle of the room, two still forms lay as though sleeping, one on top of the other. Coarse hair, matted with what she assumed was blood, covered their exposed arms and elongated faces. She recognized the species from the vids she’d seen—Besquith. Large, bipedal, and not overly friendly, according to her research.  
 
    The one with reddish brown fur stared at the ceiling, lifeless eyes glassy. It seemed as though that one had gotten off lucky—it’s partner was missing most of the top of its skull.  
 
    It occurred to her that the greyish pink lumps of material on the wall behind it weren’t, in fact, part of the original decor. 
 
    Another Besquith lay near the window, a large dent in the wall suggesting it had been thrown there with great force. The other body was something she’d never seen before. 
 
    Large—over two and a half meters—and bulky, it still remained somewhat human-like. This particular specimen had no visible hair and pale skin, and was dressed for a rumble. Two of its four arms held what looked like large knives; another held the biggest pistol she’d ever seen. Taryn could see the floor through the large hole in its back. Body armor was not good at stopping lasers, apparently. 
 
    “Whoa…” Hermilo came up beside her, whistling softly. “They took down a Lumar. Not easy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, doesn’t look like they got to celebrate, does it?” Jaxon spread a large tarp on the floor. “Let’s get them all together here so I can get started.” 
 
    It took three people—Taryn, Hermilo, and Jacey—to get the Lumar in place. The Besquith weren’t easy, either, but that was due more to how stiff the bodies were, and how they were positioned. 
 
    Jaxon looked up at her as they dropped the body on the tarp. 
 
    “You ok? It can be rough the first time.” She was breathing heavily, thankful for the mask over her nose and mouth. Death and squalor never smelled good. 
 
    “I’ve seen dead bodies before.” She shrugged. “Never had to move them, is all.” 
 
    “Right. Well, if you do have to throw up, get it on the tarp. We need to keep from contaminating the scene.” 
 
    “Yeah, wouldn’t want to mar this pristine environment.” 
 
    He grinned, sliding a large knife from its sheath on his hip. She turned away as he grabbed a hairy arm, raising the blade above his head, relieved that no one saw her wince at the sounds of impact.  
 
    “I’ve just lost feed on number two,” Cass’s voice came over the comm. “Three down as well. Guys, something isn’t right, here.” 
 
    Taryn spun back to Jaxon, focusing on his face, rather than the severed limb he held. His normal grin had been replaced by a blank look.  
 
    “Cass, run diagnostic and get the van ready for evac. Your call on proceed or abort.” He glanced at each of the others. “Keep moving crew, could just be a glitch, and we’re on short time.”  
 
    “No response from two or three,” Cass said. “And four is down. Abort, abort, abor…”  
 
    Her voice cut off abruptly. Taryn hesitated a split second, then bolted for the back room. 
 
    Behind her, the sound of shattering glass broke into the formerly still building, punctuated with screams. Jaxon’s voice came over the comm. 
 
    “Go! Move! Fortuna, we’ve been compromised, repeat…” Jaxon’s voice stopped. 
 
    Taryn dove to the side of the door in front of her as it slammed open. Her luck held as she huddled near the frame, watching three Besquith rush past her into the other room.  
 
    She ran out the door and burst into the dazzling sunlight at full speed. Squinting in the sudden brightness, it took precious seconds for her eyes to adjust, keeping her from orienting herself. There! The warehouse a block up would do for now, until she could figure out where to go. Broken windows on the first floor seemed to be the best way in.  
 
    Taryn covered the distance quickly, chose the pane with the least amount of remaining glass, and hoisted herself up and in. Her crewmates’ voices in her comm were replaced by an alien language, interspersed with commands in broken Common. She pulled the earpiece out, squashing the guilt she felt as she knelt down, pulling her knees into her chest. 
 
    What do I do?  
 
    Instinct from years on the street took over. First thing, hide. Done. Next, assess the situation.  
 
    The warehouse was mostly empty, only a few pieces of rusted machinery remained. Offices lined the back wall, small five by five meter cubicles with large windows facing the open floor. Anything of value had been stripped years ago, it seemed. Piles of garbage, discarded clothing, and scorch marks on the bare concrete were evidence of past squatters, but nothing moved in the still air.  
 
    Staying out in the open was a bad idea. She made her way quickly to one of the office doors, entered, and closed it behind her.  
 
    Not a second too soon, it seemed. Light poured in at the sound of the rollaway door opening, casting long shadows against the far wall. Taryn peeked cautiously through the still intact window.  
 
    Their van, driven by one of the Besquith, pulled into the warehouse, stopping several meters from her hiding spot. More followed it, all armed, shutting the door behind them. At their guttural commands, her crewmates got out, carrying Jaxon between them, and walked toward her. She ducked back, pressing against the wall behind the door, hoping that the same trick would work twice. 
 
    Her luck held. Cass, Hermilo, and Jacey entered, coming into full view as the door closed behind them. Taryn held one finger to her lips as the others saw her. Jaxon looked bad, his missing mask allowing her to see the blood on his face, still flowing from what was probably a broken nose. One eye had swollen shut, and the other looked glassy. Whatever had hit, had hit him hard. They laid him carefully on the dirty floor. 
 
    Her comm crackled. Cass held one hand to hers, motioning for the others to listen. Taryn replaced her earpiece. 
 
    “...violated our neutrality agreement, Breg-Na.” Mr. Zorgama’s voice sounded cool and collected as always. “Allow my people to go free, and I will ignore this transgression. Your future rates will be doubled of course.” 
 
    Harsh laughter filled her ear. 
 
    “You’re in no position to bargain, Lupo.” The creature’s language fit its appearance, each word pronounced with a harsh lisp, gurgling its way from the Besquith’s chest. Taryn’s comm translated it into English. “Accept the terms, or I will start cutting pieces from the hostages. You have very little time remaining.” 
 
    “I assure you, this will be your last mistake, should you choose to continue.” 
 
    The Besquith laughed again, severing the connection. Barked commands set the others in motion. 
 
    Taryn crawled to where the other three huddled next to Jaxon, ignoring them to study his face. He still breathed, but was having trouble tracking her. She turned to each of her crewmates in turn. 
 
    Jaycey remained seemingly composed, the fear she felt only coming through in her wide eyes. Cass cried softly, tears making tracks in the dirt on her face. She wiped them, leaving bloody smears. Hermilo, though, looked like he was in shock. 
 
    Taryn focused on him. 
 
    “It’s going to be ok,” she said. “We’ll get out of this. You heard Mr. Z, he’s not going to let us die here.” 
 
    “He didn’t say that,” Hermilo whispered harshly. “He didn’t say he was going to do whatever it is they said!” 
 
    “Taryn’s right,” Jaxon’s voice barely carried. He winced as he shifted his head to look at the younger boy. “Mr. Zorgama will come for us. He’s never left anyone behind.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!” 
 
    “He’s coming.” Jaxon closed his good eye. She didn’t know for sure, but she thought he may be concussed. “He always comes.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know where we are, though!” 
 
    “Yes, he does.” Cass pointed to Taryn. All eyes turned to her. “He knows exactly where we are.” 
 
    The tracker. She’d forgotten about it in the last few weeks, having grown used to its weight on her wrist. A small red light illuminated its smooth surface, blinking slowly in the dim room.  
 
    Time passed slowly, each minute feeling like hours, with no change. Finally, Mr. Zorgama’s voice came through the earpiece. 
 
    “Have you reconsidered?” 
 
    Snarls and alien language replied. Taryn risked a quick look out the window where their captors stood watching Breg-Na. Judging by the amount of gesturing, she assumed he was angry. 
 
    “I will take that as a negative. You have been warned.” Zorgama cut the connection.  
 
    The gathered Besquith looked at each other, seemingly confused, then froze. Music, somewhat familiar, began streaming through her comm. Cass perked up at the sound. 
 
    “It’s O Fortuna,” she said. “From Mr. Zorgama’s favorite opera.” 
 
    Taryn turned at the sound of a small explosion. One of the intact windows facing the street blew inward, raining glass down onto the warehouse floor. Seconds later the wall beneath it followed.  
 
    Surprised, the Besquith hesitated, only moving once the leader barked commands. Two immediately fell to the floor, shot through the head. Dense smoke and dust swirled in the sunlight, making the interior steadily more hazy and difficult to see through.  
 
    “Get down!” Taryn followed her own advice, hugging the floor as the sound of gunfire filled the warehouse.  
 
    Belly crawling to the door, she carefully cracked it open, keeping her body behind the wall. The remaining kidnappers dove for what little cover could be found. One had its body torn apart as it moved, falling to the floor in a twitching mess.  
 
    The leader shot at random, wildly firing burst after burst toward the front of the building as he made his way toward the office. 
 
    “Oh crap.’” Taryn crawled back just as the other Besquith died, wounds appearing as if by magic on their bodies. “It’s coming in here! Pull Jaxon to the wall and cover him.” 
 
    The music in her ear reached a crescendo, human voices joined by instruments, rising in a fever pitch. Jacey and Cass each had one of Jaxon’s arms, struggling against his weight. Hermilo sat, clutching his knees and rocking slowly. She knelt next to him. 
 
    “Hey. Milo!” His eyes, red-rimmed and full, slowly raised to meet hers. “You’ve got to help. We’ve got to get Jaxon away from the window, just in case.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. Breg-Na hadn’t made it to their door yet.  
 
    “There’s only one left, but I don’t know what it’ll do, ok?” 
 
    Hermilo nodded, slowly, but didn’t move. Taryn grabbed his shoulders and shook him, hard. 
 
    “I need you to help, Milo! Jaxon needs your help!” 
 
    He stopped rocking, comprehension slowly crossing his features. Taryn gave him another shake for good measure, pushing him toward the others. That got him moving. In seconds, the four of them had Jaxon against the far wall. It was the best they could do for now. 
 
    The door burst open as the remaining Besquith entered, wild-eyed and snarling, firing rapidly as it backed into the room. It caught sight of them, its look slowly changing from fear to what she assumed was its species version of a smile—dark lips drew back, revealing rows of razor sharp teeth. Gurgles and snarls rumbled from his chest, punctuated with sharp barking sounds. 
 
    “I have your children, Lupo,” it said. Jaxon’s comm still dangled from the creature’s neck, the earpiece draped over one pointed ear. “Call off your agents, and they will live!” 
 
    The music cut off abruptly. 
 
    “I warned you, Breg-Na.” 
 
    Taryn blinked as something emerged from the haze behind their captor. The alien raised his weapon, aiming at Jaxon… 
 
    ...and stared in disbelief at his arm, lying on the floor in front of him. 
 
    The form moved to the side; it was an armored man. Taryn assumed the rifle slung across its back was what had taken out the others, however, the figure had swapped it for the blade it now carried. Their captor’s blood ran down its length, dripping into the pool on the floor. 
 
    The Besquith fell to its knees, remaining hand clamped over the stump of its right arm. The armor’s face plate went clear. 
 
    Mr. Zorgama did *not* look happy.  
 
    The alien began to snarl, only to be cut off—literally—by the sword. Lips still moving, but with no sound, the Besquith’s body fell in two pieces, twitching as blood and organs slid onto the concrete. 
 
    “Everyone into the van, please, quickly.” Mr. Zorgama’s voice remained level as he wiped his blade on Breg-Na’s fur. “Step lively now; mind the blood. I will bring Jaxon along.” 
 
    Once again, Taryn was thankful she hadn’t lost her mask. One look at the others’ faces told her everything she needed to know about the smell of their surroundings. They piled into the van, carefully easing Jaxon onto the carpeted floor. Cass took the wheel as Mr. Zorgama closed the doors.  
 
    “The van needs to be disposed of, Cass, once everyone is safely aboard the Fortuna. I will take care of things here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The engine rumbled, and Cass turned the van to face the rollaway door, as Mr. Zorgama opened it. Through the back window, Taryn watched as he removed several small items from his waist, tossing them carefully into the building. As they turned the corner, she saw him racing around the corner in the opposite direction. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, she jumped as an explosion tore through the air behind her. A large cloud of dust erupted from the warehouse. Mr. Zorgama’s mutter came through her earpiece. 
 
    “Tsk. Messy.” Louder, he said, “Marny, please relay to our clients that our contract has been fulfilled. Have you received a response from Sten-Al?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, and yes sir. He has agreed to the increase in retainer in lieu of singular combat with you, sir. He sends his sincere apologies for Breg-Na’s actions, and he assures me it was not at his command.” 
 
    “Satisfactory. Thank you Marny.”  
 
    Taryn turned back to the others. Hermilo was sobbing gently, but raised his head as she touched his shoulder. He didn’t flinch, giving her a weak smile and a thumbs up.  
 
    “I’ll be okay,” he said. “Thanks for helping me back there.” 
 
    She nodded, not sure what to say. The more she thought about it, the more she realized staying close had been a conscious choice. There had been a chance—slim, but still a chance—to bolt before the Besquith shown up.  
 
    Jaxon stirred. She looked down as his hand took hers. 
 
    “If you hadn’t stayed close, it would’ve been a lot worse,” he said, weakly. “You did good. Thank you.” 
 
    “I don’t...I didn’t.” She took a deep breath, trying to keep the sudden shaking in her hands from getting worse. Hermilo’s reaction brought something to the surface, as though his wall crumbling caused hers to falter. Jaxon’s grip tightened slightly. “I thought I was on my own again.” 
 
    “Never again, Taryn. You have us.” 
 
    She nodded, allowing the tears to fall silently.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alright, number eight-two-zero-seven-five, Gould, Rory, front and center.” 
 
    Rory walked slowly, with what he hoped was an intimidating sneer on his face. The slim sergeant in charge of juvenile cases looked irritated.  
 
    Good. 
 
    “Call me Argee.” 
 
    “Come with me, Gould. You’ve been sprung.” 
 
    Argee looked back at his cell mates, relief washing over him. The largest, a bald Lumar blew him a kiss. He’d considered himself pretty badass, until he’d been locked in with that group. Only by bluffing, sheer determination, and blind luck (the duty officer never left his desk) had he made it through the last 24 hours.  
 
    He followed the security officer to the front of the station, pausing as the pig rummaged behind the desk.  
 
    “Since you didn’t come in with anything legal, you’ve got nothing to collect. Sign here.” He handed over a slate. Argee took it, scrawled his initials at the bottom, and tossed it back onto the desk, ignoring the officer’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “Punk.” He waved to someone behind Argee, near the front door. “He’s all yours. Congratulations.” 
 
    Argee turned, watching with interest as a young woman strode toward him, maybe three or four years his senior. Her attire spoke of high-quality workmanship, seen to by a person that prided herself on perfection. Dark brown hair, arranged in a tight braid, spilled over one shoulder. The professional appearance was offset by a single bright pink stripe in the center of the braid. She held out her hand. 
 
    “Hello, Rory. I’m Taryn Lupo. If you’d come with me, please, our car is outside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 KEEP THE HOME FIRES BURNING by Jason Cordova 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that went tits-up in a hurry,” Mulbah grumbled as he tossed aside his empty rifle. He glared at the alien forces gathered around him, all of whom were pointing weapons at him. What passed as their fingers were twitchy, and it was clear to him they were immensely displeased and eager to end his life. The Lumar looked especially peeved. “If I survive this, Thorpi is most definitely fired.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 48 hours earlier… 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Zion Jacobs asked in disbelief as he looked at his boss. “The new recruits aren’t ready for any sort of space station boarding action, much less close-quarters infantry action in advanced combat armor.” 
 
    “Boss, we might be good on the armor, but these new guys? They are not ready,” Samson Tolbert added with an emphatic shake of his head. “They’re almost ready to be fitted with the upgraded Mark Seven’s you picked up after the last mission, but that is it. Almost.” 
 
    “Why are you accepting the leftovers from the Hussars anyway, Boss?” Antonius Karnga asked. “They’re one of the big dogs, yeah, but we don’t need their table scraps.” 
 
    “Because Wendy asked nicely,” Mulbah Luo told his employees as he sat at the head of the conference table, his non-combat uniform crisp still despite weeks of wear. He had decided the Kakata Korps would wear a standard dark green jumpsuit after seeing other mercenary companies do it and had issued them to each mercenary in his employ. On the left shoulder was a patch with a snarling lion in red, while on the right was the flag of their home nation, Liberia. Atop his head he wore a plain black beret, which covered the nasty scar he had earned while on their previous contract. 
 
    He grimaced at the memory. Nobody ever bragged about scars they received for falling out of their bunk and smacking their head on the edge of a table. It had been particularly embarrassing because he had completed his contract with the Kortaschii without a scratch on him. It had pained him to lose Khean during the firefight with the mysterious alien creatures, but it had gladdened his heart to know he and his men had succeeded. His bank account had also been most grateful. 
 
    “Besides which, Ms. Sanders is a nice connection to have. Also, I seem to remember you were all complaining about being in your CASPers too much last time,” Mulbah reminded them. “This contract? It’s unusual, to say the least, but Thorpi thinks we can do it with only three. You should know, Samson. You spoke with him about this yesterday.” 
 
    All his men groaned at the mention of their new operations planner. The alien Veetanho was a recent hire and right away had set about implementing changes within the Korps. The fitness regime increased in difficulty, which the men didn’t mind since it weeded out the weak. The odd operating hours, however, were driving the men nuts. The Veetanho only needed 10 hours of sleep across a five day cycle, which left them with almost four and a half days to be active and alert. The albino, rodent-like alien could not grasp that humans needed far more sleep than he and had not let up on the training regimen he implemented on his hire. Thus, although every single man in the Korps was in peak physical shape, they were all utterly exhausted. 
 
    “Thorpi is crazy, Boss,” Samson said in a stern tone. The others nodded in silent agreement. “I thought he was asking about something else. You know how hard it is to understand him? What sort of Veetanho wants to work with a new human mercenary company? I tell you, he is not right in his furry little head.” 
 
    “I don’t think they have ‘he’ or ‘she,’” Antonius added in a thoughtful voice as he looked away, a distant look in his eyes. “They’re more like ‘it’ than anything.” 
 
    “Craw-craw boy, I do not need your opinion,” Samson snapped back. “He is a he, and he is crazy.” 
 
    “Shut up about the craw-craw!” Antonius yelled and jumped to his feet. He pointed a finger accusingly at the larger merc. “The doctor said I’m clean now! The cream got rid of it!” 
 
    “Warned you about them Ghana girls, menh,” Samson muttered. He changed his voice a pitch higher to do a reasonably good imitation of his fellow merc’s voice. “‘I know what I’m doing, menh.’ So stupid.” 
 
    “Can we focus on the task at hand, please?” Mulbah asked them. After a moment of silence, he continued. “I’m not taking any chances. Despite Thorpi’s reassurances, I have a backup plan prepared.” He brought up the prepared briefing and shunted the information onto each man’s slate. Heads bowed to inspect the information on the tablet-like device as Mulbah began. “This is a small-time player in the Zuparti underworld. Zuparti, as you’ll see from the briefing on your slate, are the big, jumpy, weasel-looking aliens. Good traders…no, brilliant traders. They are good negotiators by birth, and it goes from there. Their criminal elements are even more cutthroat. Our target goes by the name Silent Killer of Large and Squishy Enemies. He’s the ringleader of a rogue trader gang called the Roses.” 
 
    Antonius snorted and laughed. “Really? They call themselves the Roses?” 
 
    “These are all human translations,” Mulbah corrected. “Literally, ‘deadly bloom with a thorn.’ I’m sure in their native language it’s terrifying and pretty badass. The Peacemakers simply labeled them as the Roses.” 
 
    “Stupid…” Antonius shook his head. “Why aren’t the Peacemakers handling this?” 
 
    “Because it’s not an arrest,” Mulbah said as he placed his elbows on the table’s edge. He grinned conspiratorially. “This is a kidnapping.” 
 
    “Say what?” Samson sat back in his seat. “We do kidnappings now?” 
 
    “Technically, this is an apprehension contract,” Zion clarified. The former bursar had settled in nicely with the mechanics and had turned his full attentions to becoming the best merc possible. He was also the man who handled the details of the contracts for the Korps and was both admired and despised by all. Admired because of his excessive knowledge of contract law in both the Galactic Union and on Earth and despised because he was almost as cutthroat a negotiator as the Zuparti were and had one hell of a poker face to boot. “The Hussars are too busy right now doing ungodly-amount-of-money jobs, so they offered it to us, and tacked on an extra 15% for compensation since they would have been in breach of contract, and it’s a short window of opportunity. So we’re getting paid extra on a Horsemen contract, which is straight bank.” 
 
    “I like getting paid extra,” Samson nodded, mollified. “So is it just us four?” 
 
    “Plan calls for three men only,” Mulbah corrected. “Smash and grab. Sure, they’re criminals, but if they see a few armed mercs coming at them, they’ll hand him over, no problem. Just in case though, I want Zion back on the transport ship ready with a CASPer.” 
 
    “I like it,” Antonius’ smile was wide. “Never heard of nobody breeching a ship with a CASPer before. Sounds dangerous.” 
 
    “That option only happens if the shit has truly hit the fan,” Mulbah informed them. Every man seated around the table chuckled. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Now 
 
      
 
    One of the Zuparti butt-stroked him across the face with a rifle. Mulbah’s head snapped back from the blow, and he could feel fresh blood running down his face from the open cut. Some poured into his mouth, and he defiantly spit out a stream of blood and saliva at one of his assailants. The alien jumped back and made a fearful sound. The others looked at the captured human warily and paused in their assault. 
 
    “I’d consider this a ‘shit hit the fan’ moment, Zion. Anytime now would be nice,” he grumbled through puffy lips as the beating renewed itself with a vigor. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 14 hours earlier… 
 
      
 
    Infiltrating a space station was surprisingly easy when one knew where to go. Thorpi, despite the men’s previous misgivings, knew his way around a variety of Galactic Union space stations. He understood the vagaries and their individual quirks, their security, and the general ebb and flow. He had used this information to construct an elaborate yet simple operation. 
 
    The small ship had docked at a little-used point, and from there the Korps had debarked from the rear loading hatch and gone EVA to a nearby maintenance tube. The ship had remained on station and had begun to transfer food stuffs onto the station as their cover. Thorpi had chosen food products from Earth because some of the enzymes were considered poisonous by a number of the Galactic species. This would give the ship the necessary cover needed to avoid the normal high-traffic areas. From there it had been an easy hack job to enter through the zero-gravity maintenance tube and make their way into the station proper.  
 
    Troubadour Station was, as far as Mulbah could tell, your average Galactic station, all the way down to the universally-sized joiner bolts which held everything together. It had enough centrifugal force from rotation that creatures could walk through its passageways—though it was nowhere near Earth norms—and the “floors” of each part of the station were actually the walls when viewed from the outside. The tubes which connected each ring were transport elevators, capable of moving large amounts of cargo and beings every 15 seconds to the next level. Running alongside these in a wavy motion were the zero-gravity maintenance tunnels. Mulbah had reminded his men of this many times, but it still came as no surprise when Antonius smacked his head on the ceiling when he jumped over a small beam lying just outside one such tunnel. 
 
    “Tumba!” Antonius snarled as he rubbed his head. Mulbah looked at his employee and frowned. 
 
    “This is why you wear a helmet, hobojo,” he replied as he easily slipped into the pidgin mish-mash of English and Liberian that the typical merc of the Kakata Korps used while in the field. “Always wear your helmet.” 
 
    “Use protection. Would have saved you from the craw-craw,” Samson offered as he moved past the cursing mercenary. “Ghana girls, menh…” 
 
    Antonius flipped them both off and then looked at the numbering on the hatch next to the maintenance tunnel. He motioned to Mulbah, who carefully walked over to see what the man wanted. 
 
    “Look boss,” Antonius said as he pointed at the numbers stenciled into the wall. “It’s written in Pendali.” 
 
    Mulbah looked at the shorter man, impressed. Other than his medical file, Antonius’ personnel file was fairly sparse, despite how long he had been a mercenary. “You understand Galactic?” 
 
    “I only know this because Pendal writing looks a lot like bush writing,” Antonius replied with a small shrug. “Had to take a class on it at MST. They make you study one language, yeah? Most people looked up Tortantulan because they are who we fight. I liked Pendali because it felt familiar.” 
 
    “You’re full of surprises,” Mulbah stated and looked around. He slipped the small backpack off and patted it comfortingly. Inside were all the tools they would need to pull this off. “This is the right location though. Two sections down is where our target is supposed to be. Samson, anything running through their security relays yet about unauthorized access?” 
 
    “Yes, but not on this ring,” the big merc said as he held up his slate. The slate was helpfully patched into the cargo ship they had arrived on and was continuously receiving security updates. “Couple of MinSha got busted smuggling…something. No idea what. The O-ring in Section Ten is locked down…ah, I see. They are looking for their ship. Nobody is even alerted to our ring. Someone has paid security good money to avoid this part of the ring.” 
 
    “Just as Thorpi said he would,” Mulbah breathed a noticeable sigh of relief. “All right. We have one hour before this section is swept again by a maintenance crew. We need to be back here with the target and into the tube by then.” 
 
    “Not even a little worried about the Roses chasing us?” Antonius asked as he slipped on his battle helmet and buckled the strap securely beneath his chin. He checked his armor to ensure it was tight and snug. “They won’t be too happy with us kidnapping their boss.” 
 
    Mulbah shrugged. “I doubt the little weasels will put up much of a fight.” 
 
    The others murmured their assent. Despite the idea of a rabid weasel being more than a little frightening, the Zuparti were not known for their military prowess. Mulbah knew they could still probably fight when cornered, but that was the way of most carnivorous creatures. Even a vole will fight to the death when trapped. 
 
    It was also the main reason Thorpi had planned his attack so carefully. 
 
    Mulbah set the small backpack down, opened it, and pulled out a cutter and a small tube containing gel. The others stood back as he gently squeezed the contents of the tube onto the bulkhead, made a human-sized rectangle with it, and then stepped back for a moment to admire his work. Maringel was a Talgud-designed material which, when put into contact with any Galactic material, adhered itself instantly and became a conductor. It remained inert, however, until a specialized electrical frequency was applied. 
 
    Satisfied with his work, he took the cutter, activated the charge, and pressed the tip of the device against the gel. 
 
    Instead of exploding, as Mulbah had hoped, the material slowly spread inwards, filling in the area inside the rectangular shape he had formed. It continued to spread until it had completely covered the bulkhead with a thin sheet of hot pink. Mulbah put the cutter away and pulled out a small hammer. He looked closely at the center of the wall before he found the slightly lighter area Thorpi had mentioned. He whispered a small prayer and gently tapped the spot. 
 
    The Maringel shattered into a million little pieces and fell to the floor. The bulkhead was gone, absorbed by the gel and broken down into small shards of pink. Mulbah whistled softly and looked back at his bag. He made a mental note to get his hands on more Maringel as soon as possible. It had a lot of potential uses…especially in Liberia. 
 
    He peeked inside the room they had broken into and discovered it was indeed a supply closet. Thorpi had been correct again in his prediction of the base schematics. That little alien is worth every credit I pay him, Mulbah thought with a smile. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Now 
 
      
 
    “I pay that little alien too much money,” Mulbah complained as he spit another bloody glob out of his mouth. The Zuparti had stopped questioning him hours before and had been content to simply beat him as they saw fit. It now came at irregular intervals, which he took to be a sign they were growing bored with his reluctance to say anything. It also meant his death was imminent. 
 
    “Next time, someone else can lead the charge.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 8 hours earlier… 
 
      
 
    “This is it,” Mulbah needlessly pointed out as he squirted the last bit of the Maringel onto the wall. “Once we breach this wall, we grab the furry guy and get out. Samson, you ready with the bag?” 
 
    “Yeah, Boss,” the big man nodded. He showed Mulbah the aforementioned bag. “Looks strong enough. Maybe.” 
 
    “You remember what he looks like?” Mulbah pressed. Samson sighed, exasperated. 
 
    “Black with brown stripes,” Samson answered. “Gold tips on his ears to show he runs things. Wears ballistic vest thing that had platinum and gold on it too. Looks like your average African warlord, but an alien weasel. Should be easy to spot.” 
 
    Mulbah nodded. “Probably has a chromed gun or something for show.” 
 
    “I dealt with guys like him in the past, Boss,” Samson said, his deep rumble mildly perturbed. “I will catch him.” 
 
    “And we’ll cover Samson, right?” Antonius said as he readjusted his helmet again. “Anyone who points a weapon at us, we shoot them.” 
 
    “See? Simple,” Mulbah said as he put the tip of the cutter against the Maringel. He watched as the earlier process repeated itself. He pulled out the hammer and put the tube away. He also grabbed his rifle, which held about 80 shots within the magazine. The laser weapon was underpowered when compared to the weaponry of a CASPer but for close quarters fighting it was more than enough. He glanced over and saw that Antonius had done the same. Mulbah checked his armor, took a deep breath, and smacked the hammer into the hardened Maringel. 
 
    It shattered and fell to pieces, just as before, and Mulbah charged into the room, his rifle up and ready. He stopped as his eyes adjusted to the lighting and he saw what was before him. Samson and Antonius slammed into him from behind and all three men fell to the floor in a heap. 
 
    “What the hell, Boss?” Antonius snarled as he struggled to his feet. He stopped and stared as he realized just why Mulbah had stopped. 
 
    This was supposed to be the private quarters of the Roses’ leader, not some sort of gathering area! Mulbah screamed silently as he realized that over six dozen pairs of eyes were staring at him and his men, each with a varying look of confusion and anger.  
 
    Their own shock quickly fading, the Zuparti began to shriek and howl in their native tongue. More than a few already had weapons out, and the rest were quickly picking theirs up off the tables, which were then flipped over into impromptu defenses. Mulbah swore. 
 
    “There, Boss!” Samson said and pointed his rifle at a Zuparti nearby. Mulbah turned and saw it was indeed Silent Killer. The physical description they had of him matched perfectly, down the golden-tipped ears and flashy clothing. He even sported a chromed vest which looked like it had been lifted directly off the corpse of a dead Nigerian warlord. 
 
    The only downside Mulbah could see was the target was protected by two of the largest Lumar he had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Mulbah screamed and immediately placed eight rounds into the first Lumar, his finger rapidly stroking the trigger, his aiming completely automatic. The vaguely human-like alien clutched at his wounds with all four of his arms and fell to the floor, dead before he hit.  
 
    The room fell deathly silent as all eyes turned to look at Mulbah. 
 
    A low, angry rumbling began to roll through the crowd of Zuparti. Even the surviving Lumar was angry, the burly, four-armed alien thumping his chest rhythmically with one hand while the other three drew laser pistols. Charge handles on rifles were yanked, pistols were pulled out of clothing, and knives of all styles and designs began to appear. Mulbah swallowed nervously. 
 
    “Sir?” Antonius called out. 
 
    “Get him.” 
 
    Chaos exploded in the room as Samson and Antonius began to fire rapidly into the large crowd of Zuparti.  
 
    Samson fired over the head of the crime boss, and the Zuparti hit the deck hard as the other Lumar grabbed the crime lord and dragged him down. Antonius began to fire indiscriminately into the horde of Zuparti and shout random swear words at them Mulbah couldn’t understand.  
 
    Mulbah grabbed the lone flash bang grenade from his backpack and kissed it before he tugged the pin and tossed it toward the Lumar. The large alien recognized the grenade for what it was and covered the Zuparti with his own body. Mulbah turned slightly and dropped to a crouch. He covered his ears and waited for the blast.  
 
    There is no proper way to protect oneself from a flash bang, Mulbah knew from his time at MST in college. It would suck if you were in the same room as the explosion, no matter where you were. Since it was designed to disorientate and affect the sense of balance of a human, the grenade was more than enough to flatten the Zuparti for a few precious moments. Mulbah staggered to his feet and took stock of the situation. Even the oversized Lumar lay dazed on the ground. 
 
    He spotted the blinged-out Zuparti leader and hobbled over to him, his balance off just enough to make the going treacherous. He kicked the Lumar off of the Zuparti and hauled the crime lord to his feet. He inspected him briefly and saw that, outside of a squashed ear thanks to the gilded-tip, the little weasel was unharmed. He pushed him over the Samson, who scooped the disoriented alien into the bag. 
 
    “You got 40 minutes of air in there, and then he suffocates,” Mulbah reminded him. “Get him back to the ship as fast as you can. The contract is void if he dies.” 
 
    “Got it, Boss.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before these bojongos wake up,” Antonius added. Mulbah nodded. 
 
    “I got rear. Antonius, you lead,” Mulbah instructed them. “You keep anything from reaching Samson. You understand? Kill anyone who tries to stop you.” 
 
    “You sure, Boss?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Boss,” Antonius shrugged. “Okay big guy, you heard the boss. Let’s go.” 
 
    A shot pinged! off the wall next to Mulbah’s head. The Zuparti were recovering and beginning to lay down some concentrated fire on the group. Mulbah quickly shoved Samson out the hole they had made upon arrival and returned fire. More Zuparti staggered to their feet and tried to rush him, knives, guns, and rifles bared. 
 
    Antonius stopped in the entryway and fired back into the crowd. Mulbah shoved him out the entrance and yelled, “I’ll cover you! Go keep Samson and the target safe!”  
 
    Antonius nodded and ran ahead, leaving his boss alone to face the fury of the criminal gang. Mulbah backed out the way they had arrived, his rifle firing on fully automatic as he desperately sought to buy the duo more time. Zuparti fell by the droves as they struggled to push through the opening and grab him. He heard Samson make it through the second opening with the struggling Zuparti with Antonius hot on his heels. He risked a glanced over his shoulder and saw them make it to the maintenance tunnel. He knew from there that it would be a quick jaunt back over to the ship, and they would be away—the contract would be fulfilled. 
 
    The rifle abruptly beeped at him as the magazine ran empty. Mulbah fumbled for another, but the delay was enough for the surviving Zuparti to pile in through the opening and close in on him. Desperate, Mulbah grabbed the cutter and began to jab Zuparti with it. The first alien took 500 gigahertz on the chest and dropped like a stone. Two more piled on top of Mulbah and pinned his arm. He struggled, and more jumped on him. 
 
    A deep and angry shout drew his attention. He recognized the surviving Lumar and mentally cursed. He had hoped the stun grenade had taken him out, but apparently the Lumar were tougher than that. The giant alien grabbed him with three arms and hoisted him up off the ground, with the angry Zuparti still hanging on. The fourth arm began to punch him repeatedly in the stomach and face, alternating rapidly. One heavy blow clipped his temple, and Mulbah suddenly felt woozy. 
 
    The Lumar dropped him to the ground, and the Zuparti fell away, steering clear of the angry four-armed alien. Mulbah looked around and grimaced as more aliens poured into the small room. He cast one final look at the service hatch where his men had escaped and saw it had been sealed. He was on his own. 
 
    “Well, that went tits-up in a hurry,” Mulbah grumbled as he tossed aside his empty rifle. He glared at the alien forces gathered around him, all of whom were pointing weapons at him. What passed as their fingers were twitchy, and it was clear to him they were immensely displeased and eager to end his life. The Lumar looked especially peeved. “If I survive this, Thorpi is most definitely fired.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Now 
 
      
 
    Mulbah looked up. He was strapped to a chair too small for him, with bracelets made for Zuparti clamped to his wrists. The chains which bound him in place were strong enough to hold a Lumar, much less him. He could no longer see out his right eye, and he wondered for a moment if it were crusted shut from the dried blood, or if he had lost the eye. 
 
    He was uncertain how long he’d been in the cell. Hours? Days? The beatings had blurred together to make it seem like one unending session, but deep down he knew differently. They had not fed him yet, although they had given him some water when they had splashed it on his face in order to wake him up, prior to beating him some more. As far as he could tell, he was still alive simply because they enjoyed the beatings. 
 
    In a perverse way, he was beginning to enjoy them as well. They were a rough reminder he was still alive. The constant pain was his companion, the agony his lover. He was certain there was something about being a man who refused to succumb to the discomfort. What that was, however, was beyond him at that point. 
 
    He could faintly heard water dripping somewhere. He dropped his head back down so he could listen more. It had a rhythm of its own, unfamiliar and new. New was good. It had to be water. It was too fast to be…well, maybe? He assumed it was water, at least. For all he knew it could have been his own blood dripping onto the floor, the echoing noise a result of a ruptured eardrum. Or worse. 
 
    Time was no longer a material thing. He could feel his heartbeat in his chest, but he had stopped counting that long before. It had slowed at one point to where he wasn’t certain he was still alive, but then a fresh wave of pain had washed over him, and it spiked back up. He had been relieved when the pain returned. It was his only companion. 
 
    A noise at the door startled him awake. Had he been dreaming? He must have been, because he could not remember dying. It was a joke then. It had to be a joke. The brave and the bold cannot die. The dreamers who seek to build upon something greater lived forever. Their vision was immortal. The noise continued. Mulbah swore at the distraction. 
 
    “I’m trying to have a moment of self-loathing and internal monologue, damn it,” he growled. “Go away and beat me later.” 
 
    The noise continued unabated. It sounded like heavy footsteps outside the door. He sighed. The Lumar had decided to come back for more. He understood the anger of the alien. He had killed one of his brethren, after all. Mercs die all the time, but it was never easy to accept the loss of a comrade. The door swung open, and bright light filtered into the room. Mulbah squinted as the light blinded him briefly. 
 
    “Oh Jesus,” a voice whispered harshly. A man’s voice. A human’s voice. Mulbah would have wept if he had any tears remaining. Hope struck him hard in the heart. He would survive. He was indeed immortal. This was all the proof that he needed. 
 
    Mulbah looked up. Standing before him was Samson. He was unarmed. Mulbah wished he could wipe his eyes to make sure it really was the former mechanic. His employee did not appear to be under duress nor was he shackled as a prisoner. The way the Zuparti leaned away from him out of respect and fear told Mulbah everything he needed to know. 
 
    He began to laugh. A chuckle at first, then it grew into a hearty laugh. His ribs hurt like hell but he did not care. He laughed so hard he was worried for a moment that he would piss himself. Samson gave him a wry smile and an apologetic shrug. 
 
    “Sorry it took us so long to get you out, Boss,” Samson stated. “Station security was not happy about a CASPer moving through the levels but once we told them where we were going and what we were about to do they got really friendly.” 
 
    “Hey boss!” Zion’s all-too familiar voice called from outside the room. The bursar sounded surprisingly cheerful, all things considered. “It’s amazing at how much respect these Zuparti have for a human when he’s wearing a metal suit of death that stands eight feet tall.” 
 
    “You think?” Samson replied. He looked back at Mulbah. “We need to get you out of those chains and take you home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thorpi just commed and yelled at me for a good five minutes, Boss,” Samson said as he walked into his boss’ private quarters on the ship. The transport ship had left Troubadour Station hours before and was making its way back to Earth. With the contract completed, Mulbah was already beginning to make more plans for the Korps, with the first being the purchase of said freighter. It would make a great addition to the company as well as cut down on transportation costs for moving his three squads of CASPers to the next job, wherever that may be. 
 
    “Why?” Mulbah asked, curious. He knew he should be in more pain but the combination of medication and nannites had dulled most of it. The internal damage he’d taken from the numerous assaults was mostly healed by this point, though he was seriously considering getting himself ‘pinned.’ If so, Mulbah could have connected to the station’s computers and might have found out about the two Lumar who had been hired as merc bodyguards before he’d gone charging into the Zuparti lair.  
 
    He had been ready to fire Thorpi, but he had decided that if anyone was to be terminated, they deserved to be fired in person. So instead he had simply commed ahead to Thorpi that the contract was fulfilled and to contact the Hussars about payment. Plus, there wasn’t any way the alien could have known about the Lumar—that was simply bad luck.  
 
    “He said the mission was supposed to be easy for three of us in CASPers,” Samson stated in a sorrowful tone. “My fault; I did not understand his language and translated what he said wrong, Boss. Sorry. When we get back to Liberia, you should fire me and not Thorpi.” 
 
    Mulbah sighed. 
 
    “There are times when a leader must lead,” the founder and owner of the Kakata Korps began as he relaxed into the pillow. He stared at the dull grey ceiling of his room and gathered his thoughts before he continued. “And there are times when he must accept the blame for his own mistakes. I screwed up. I should have been the one translating the mission, not you. I should have double-checked everything. If I blame you, then nothing gets fixed. I blame me. It was my fault. In the end, it doesn’t matter. The contract was fulfilled, and the payment is going to be more than enough to hire more Liberian mercs. We’re doing it, Samson. We’re succeeding.” 
 
    “Boss,” Samson said and looked down at the floor for a moment. “Why do this? Why…why are you so concerned about Liberian mercs? You can hire anyone!” 
 
    “This may sound strange to you, but I see Liberia as it is right now, and it is a joke,” Mulbah said in a low, angry voice. “Corruption, poverty, disease…we had every opportunity to succeed, and we screwed it up. We let corrupt politicians run our country, and we get mad when they pass laws to benefit themselves. We let foreigners tell us how to do business and then act surprised when they cheat us. We tell our children to follow their dreams and then yank the dream away by not giving them a chance to succeed. We complain about our lack of goals, and yet we offer none to work toward! 
 
    “Long ago, when my father took me to America the first time, I saw a land of opportunity. I saw people who were poor rise up and become great. I saw the great extend their hand to those who needed it and bring them up. They competed against one another until a victor emerged, and then the victor would graciously assist the loser so they wouldn’t be destitute. It made me cry, Samson. I cried like a little girl. It showed how many people could work together and be a nation. 
 
    “We are many different people in Liberia, but I think we can be a nation. We just need leaders who are not looking out for themselves but for the future of Liberia and its people. Our people, Samson. The first step in doing this is to create something the next generation can work toward. I’ve told you before that I dream of making Liberia a destination not just for Africans but for humanity as a whole. We can rebuild it and make it bigger, brighter. A future. Kakata Korps was started with that goal in mind. It would create families once more, families who don’t have to worry about civil war or being the spoils of battle. Children should be able to look at soldiers and feel awe and pride, not fear and loathing. Parents should not have to worry about warlords grabbing their child and thrusting a weapon into his tiny hands to be a soldier. 
 
    “I want to fix this. I want to end the despair and offer hope. I want…menh, I want to save our people from ourselves.” 
 
    Samson stared at his boss for a long time, silent. Mulbah waited for his subordinate to speak. Finally, the mechanic sighed and sat down on a chair. 
 
    “You want to overthrow the government,” Samson stated. 
 
    “No,” Mulbah corrected, his voice gentle in spite of his earlier passion. “I want to hold valid elections so Liberians can choose their leaders for once. Their true leaders. I want to ensure that the votes count, that all votes matter. We have a constitution; I think it’s time we follow it.” 
 
    “And the Korps?” Samson asked. 
 
    “The Korps is the first step,” Mulbah stated. “We need to give them jobs, but if they are going to fight hard, they need someone to keep the home fires burning for their return. They must have a home to return to. This is what I’m suggesting, Samson. This is what I want to do.” 
 
    Samson nodded, ever so slowly. Mulbah met his eyes and felt the intensity of the mechanic’s stare. Samson offered him a small smile. 
 
    “Sounds good, Boss. When do we begin?” 
 
    “We already have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 VVREMYA by Mark Wandrey 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 1 
 
      
 
    The party had gone on for more than a month without ending. When Yegor Pestov’s brother first came to him to say he’d taken all the money from their family mining company, Sokolov Pogranichnyy Konstern, or SPK, and invested it in, of all things, a mercenary company, Yegor had completely lost it.  
 
    “Are you insane?” he’d raged. “How much?”  
 
    “Why, all of it!” Grigori had proudly proclaimed. It had been their father’s brilliant idea to make Yegor and Grigori equal partners, and both had the authority to spend and invest SPK’s funds however they wanted. He’d hoped the two brothers would be forced to work together. Instead, Grigori had dumped half a billion rubles of their carefully hoarded funds into the craziest venture Yegor had ever heard of. He’d been drunk when the mercenary company they’d sponsored to the huge tune of 2%, the Winged Hussars, had flown away from Earth in their little ship, and took his future with it.  
 
    Afterward, he’d tried to stay interested in the daily operation of SPK; however, with their exploration operation ruined by a lack of capital, he was reduced to only trying to squeeze profit out of the company’s dozens of nearly played-out rare Earth mines within the Urals and in Mongolia. He’d contracted six exploration companies for the coming year and he’d had to cancel all of them, only leaving SPK’s own inhouse team. Without the funds, he didn’t have the ability to save the company.  
 
    “You spent our inheritance,” he’d accused Grigori in a meeting six months after the boondoggle. He was inches from leaving for good, abandoning the family company, and going to live in the tiny dacha his father left him on the Black Sea. Only 3 of the 100 mercenary companies returned from space, and none were the one they’d backed. When the Winged Hussars finally returned, and became the fourth horseman, Grigori was vindicated, and Yegor was stunned. A week later, a courier delivered a check to them in the amount of 376,838,800,000 rubles, their 2% share of the investment, after costs. It was a 753-fold return on their investment. The party started and didn’t end for a month.  
 
    It ended on the day Grigori was stabbed to death by a hooker who didn’t like how much she was being paid, and Yegor found Grigori had been playing hot and loose with their money, investing a lot of it back in the Four Horsemen and a few other merc companies. These companies were new, of course, but they had learned a lot from the trail the Horsemen helped blaze. Just as before, the gambles paid off. Grigori hadn’t picked at random. He’d carefully chosen companies related to the Horsemen in one way or another.  
 
    With Grigori gone, Yegor was forced to decide. Go back to business as usual, retire on the billions they’d made, or let it ride. He liked the odds, and drinking a toast to Grigori, he let it ride…and ride it did, for another year. The money came in so fast he couldn’t send it back out. The Russian Republic central bank stopped paying him interest, because his deposits were larger than the government. At the end of the second year, he was one of the top 100 wealthiest people in the world, and SPK was in the Fortune 500. All this, and they hadn’t started a new mine since the Alpha Contracts!  
 
    Yegor was the first Human to buy a robotic flying limousine, which made quite a splash at the president’s birthday party! He was the first to have a Union designed and built mansion, cut from living rock in the Urals and only reachable by helicopter or flyer. He was also the first to have a private space yacht. Sure, it was only a converted tramp freighter, but no one on Earth, with the possible exception of the mercs, knew the difference. It was too good to last, and it didn’t. Time ran out.  
 
    One at a time, the various merc companies bought him out. What had been steady and massive rivers of revenue shrunk to streams, and then trickles. Plans he’d had were suddenly brought to a screaming halt. He had the design for an orbital hotel and casino ready to go, with an initial buy in of 2 trillion rubles. He could bring in investors, but he wanted it all for himself. Damn the timing.  
 
    Yegor spent weeks going over the possibilities. Plenty of merc companies wanted his money. Plenty of new, untested, and risky merc companies. He even bought into two, and they never came home. Damn it, why did Grigori have to get himself gutted like that? It was during a study session using his own node on the GalNet, the Union’s version of the internet, that he found something.  
 
    Several Earth concerns were dealing in F11. An isotope of Fluorine, it was what made fusion power possible. Amazing stuff, of which there was none on Earth, and probably not even any in the Solar System. It only occurred in two known places. In the remnants of gas giants, like Saturn or Jupiter, where a supernova had blown the world’s cloud cover away, and around black holes. There were only a few dozen gas giant mines in the galaxy, and every ruble to his name wouldn’t buy him a minority share in any of them. Black hole mining, though, was a possibility.  
 
    “Well how hard can that be?” he wondered. Then he checked. There were no black hole F11 mining operations in business. Curious, he paid for the survey data from the Cartographers Guild, which listed all the places where F11 had been located. Sure enough, there were three black holes listed with verified deposits of F11. All were claimed; none were being worked. That was interesting. He bought the more in-depth survey data for a sum that would have allowed him to retire in comfort before everything changed. As he’d thought, 11 more black holes were classified as probable sources of F11. He sorted their location, and one was not only in their arm of the galaxy, it was in their region.  
 
    “This can’t be right,” he said to Igor Ivanovich, one of the legal researchers in the company’s legal department. “This F11 is so valuable, yet there is no evidence of this site ever having a claim?” 
 
    “The Union laws are strange,” the lawyer said. “They are more like anarchy. The guilds have ultimate authority in most cases. Maybe there really is no F11 around those…black holes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Yegor said impatiently, “black holes. I thought that too, so I researched the history of such claims with the Trade Guild. They have 42 previous such claims that have been filed. There is no central authority recording transactions, but I did find a mention of one lucrative haul being sold from a black hole in the Cimaron region of the Peco arm.” The lawyer stared at him. “It’s a long way away.” In the end, the lawyer shrugged and said maybe it was just too expensive.  
 
    Yegor spent a month researching mining and extracting F11. It wasn’t cheap, that was for sure. It was often found with other gases, and if it was too polluted, it quickly became impractical to extract because purification costs exceeded profits. Still, it wasn’t any worse than some of the deep core mining SPK had experience with. He checked his company payroll and was stunned to see just one exploration and core team still employed! Worse, their contract was up in weeks. He instantly renewed it and began laying the groundwork for the plan that would set him up as a better investor than his brother had ever been.  
 
    He found purchase contracts on the GalNet for mining equipment, bought the equipment, and ordered it delivered to a storage facility near his target. Then he contacted the representative of the Trade Guild on Earth, a frightening werewolf-looking creature called a Besquith, and filed his claim on the system. He couldn’t really read the being’s facial expressions, which seemed to go from indifferent to angry and back again; however, Yegor couldn’t help but think the Besquith was amused by his claim. The only problem there was the guild insisted on a 299-year claim. 
 
    “Why?” Yegor demanded. The Besquith looked at him with its red eyes and smiled. Yegor almost shit himself.  
 
    “Claims in black holes have a minimum 299-year contract.” 
 
    “But why?” he persisted.  
 
    “Guild rules.” Yegor swore and paid the fee, which even for 299 years was much less than he’d been expecting. The contract on his claim had to be 500 pages, though. He dropped it in the lawyer’s inbox and went back to work. 
 
    The next step was transportation. Leasing a ship for an extended operation wasn’t cheap—it cost more than he had—and to make matters worse, not many aliens were keen on extending Humans credit, especially after a number of combat dropships never came back from the Alpha Contracts. Things were getting better, but slowly.  
 
    He looked into purchasing. The problem wasn’t the price; it was transfer fees. No one was selling ships on Earth, which meant he had to go to space to get them. Companies charged extortive rates to move a ship to a backwater like Earth. So much so, it nearly doubled the cost! He was beginning to think he’d reached a stopper when he got a visit from the least likely person anyone would expect.  
 
    “Boss,” his secretary called one morning, “you have a visitor.”  
 
    “No one was scheduled,” he said, glancing at his appointment reminder.  
 
    “No,” she agreed, “but you probably want to see him.”  
 
    “Okay, buzz him in.” The outer door opened, and in strode a man wearing a uniform. If the plain blue uniform and logo on his shoulder weren’t enough, there was almost no one on the planet who wouldn’t have recognized the chiseled features of Jim Cartwright, founder of Cartwright’s Cavaliers. One of the Four Horsemen had just walked into his office.  
 
    “Hi Mr. Pestov,” Jim said, crossing over to the desk and offering him his hand.  
 
    “Mr. Cartwright,” Yegor said, jumping uncomfortably to his feet and taking the hand. It was warm and firm. “Do we know each other?”  
 
    “Only indirectly,” Jim said. Yegor gestured him to a chair, and they both sat. “Your company invested in mine back before the Alpha Contracts.” 
 
    “Oh,” Yegor said, snapping his fingers, “right. That was my brother.”  
 
    “Either way, it was good timing for us both.” Yegor nodded and opened the cigar box on the desk and offered it to Jim. “Don’t mind if I do,” he said and took one. “Cuban, nice.” After he cut the cigar and lit it, the older man took a deep appreciative puff, launching a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling. “Excellent.”  
 
    “So, what can I do for you today?” Yegor asked.  
 
    “I understand you’ve been looking for a ship.” 
 
    “Sure am,” Yegor said, “but no luck.” 
 
    “Your luck is about to change. We’d like to trade up, and don’t need our current ship.” Yegor sat up in surprise.  
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    “I said I want to sell you my ship.” Jim took out a slate and sat it on Yegor’s desk, then touched the corner. To Yegor’s surprise, the slate had a built in Tri-V projector and a miniature space ship appeared to spin in place.  
 
    “Neat slate,” Yegor said, “we only have a few. Too expensive.”  
 
    “Worth the credits,” Jim said, then laughed and gestured at the ship. “You’re more interested in an alien slate than my ship?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Yegor said and shook his head, focusing on the ship. “What is it?”  
 
    “I understand it is a Poolt-class frontier transport. Its original name was unpronounceable, so I christened it EMS Dante. We bought it after the Alpha Contracts and used it for a few missions. We got it cheap, and now we’ve outgrown it.” He touched the control again and data appeared under the ship. The vessel was 129 meters long, 60 meters wide, with massive cargo holds, and is capable of making both an unassisted takeoff from a planet’s surface, as well as a laser-boosted ascent. That’s important—we almost got stranded on a planet with very little water.” Jim gave his patented, photogenic chuckle and shook his head. “That’s why we switched to space-based vessels with dropships. It’s old, but serviceable.” The data said the ship possessed a sizeable cargo hold and could land fully loaded. “We bought it for 3 million credits. It’s seen some hard times, so I’ll sell it for 2 million.”  
 
    Yegor swallowed. That was a lot of money for SPK—almost half their reserve.  
 
    Jim watched his expression and nodded shrewdly. “I see that might be painful,” he said. “Okay, I’ll tell you what, 1 million and a 25% interest in whatever you’re doing.”  
 
    Yegor didn’t know if he liked that option any better, truth be told. Yet it might also be his only option. If a little ship like that, worn out and partly converted to life as a merc ship, cost over 3 million, his entire cash reserve wouldn’t buy anything better on the open market. Plus, this ship was here…and he trusted Jim Cartwright.  
 
    “How about five hundred thousand and 10%?”  
 
    Jim proved to be just as shrewd in contract negotiation as he was purported to be in combat. He wouldn’t come down on the million, but he settled for 20% of the venture. Yegor took the deal. An hour later, the lawyer delivered the contract, they both signed, and Yegor broke out the vodka while Jim read the contract details.  
 
    “F11 mining, eh?” he said with a nod. “I’ve heard about it being around black holes and wondered, but mining isn’t something that interests me.” He folded the contract and put it into his attaché case along with the fancy slate. “I’ve heard good things about you and your company, though, and hopefully you’ll make us both some money.” He raised his glass, condensation glistening on its sides. “To success.” 
 
    “To success,” Yegor said, and they both threw down the shots.  
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    Yegor took possession of EMS Dante a week later. It was just as big and ugly as it had looked on the Tri-V. Still, it was Yegor’s ship, and he caught himself admiring its bulbous lines. No longer an Earth Mercenary Ship, or EMS, it was now designated ECS Dante, for Earth Commercial Ship. As Jim Cartwright promised, the ship was indeed serviceable. It was also an ancient, worn out piece of shit, making it obvious why the merc commander wanted to move on. The alien engineers Yegor hired gave it a thorough checkout after it landed at the Sevastopol Starport. They reported the F11 was good for another thousand hours, but the lifter motors would probably need to be completely rebuilt within 20 hours of operation, and there was some rust in the main structural members.  
 
    “Will it fly?” he asked the leader of the engineers, Shoop, an alien elSha who looked like a meter-tall lizard.  
 
    “Of course,” Shoop said, patting the grimy wall of the engine room. “This ship has been flying 700 years. I’ll keep it flying as long as you keep pouring credits into it.”  
 
    The Galactic Union had standardized a lot about starships, despite the fact that a dozen races manufactured their own ships or variants of other ships. They stuck to standard design requirements, so many parts were interchangeable, or at least adaptable in a pinch. As Earth was already a backwater, it was easy to find spare parts on the ships that had died there. Most of the parts were already worn out, but Shoop was skilled in his trade and brought seemingly dead technology back to life, quickly integrating it into Dante. While the elSha and his team worked, Yegor began loading the ship. 
 
    He’d gotten together with his only exploration team and had gotten them to sign off on the plan by using a dazzlingly brilliant presentation where he threw around unbelievable numbers for profits. As his dad once said, when it came to business, “fake it until you make it” is a valid tactic. The 20-man exploration and drill team put their names on the dotted line for various percentages that added up to another 21% of the profits. Shoop and his people were in for 2% as well, leaving Yegor with 57%. However, he wasn’t done.  
 
    Next, he found and hired a crew to operate Dante. Jim had kept his people, who were all registered mercs anyway. Luckily, the ship was easy to operate, as far as 700-year-old alien technology went. Rife with various mercs coming and going, Earth had plenty of qualified pilots and other crew, like Shoop and his team. Not all were Human, though most were. He hired a Human pilot named Ripley, who was also qualified as a navigator. She found a flight crew of seven more pilots, navigators, and sensor operators. Five more percent.  
 
    The last component was the one he’d been hoping to avoid. The problem was his goal of F11, which was the most valuable element in the galaxy. Countless wars had been fought over it, and he intended to have a bunch when he was done. His claim was public knowledge; anyone could pay the Trade Guild 250 credits and look up all the F11 claims in the galaxy, and where they were. He needed security.  
 
    Not wanting to go to Houston, he contracted locally from one of the few Russian merc units operating. He hired a platoon from Smerch, for another 4% with a contractual agreement to keep them fed and in vodka for the entire operation. And, finally, he lost another 2% in licensing his operation to the Russian government.  
 
    “Forty-six percent,” he grumbled from his office on Dante in the final days before they left. Just making the operation come together had cost him his majority share. He used a slate to look at the numbers. There were modular tanks stored in the cargo hold. Once all the equipment was off-loaded, and the holds converted to tankage, Dante could hold 340,000 liters of F11. The Trade Guild spot price for F11 on the market that morning was 6,227 credits per liter. Dante fully loaded was worth 2.1 billion credits. Even with overhead, it would be close to 1 billion. One billion credits. That came to something like three quarters of a trillion rubles. A grin chased across his face just thinking about it. His country’s GDP was around 100 trillion. He was staring at almost 1% of his nation’s GDP. On one trip. 
 
    The next day, final preparations were completed. Yegor transferred control of SPK to a company vice president, one of his cousins, in a small formal ceremony done over the internet. The company headquarters were in St. Petersburg, and he was in Dante at Sevastopol. The company only had a few dozen operations underway, making a modest amount of money. His estates and various personal enterprises would run without him for the 12 months he guessed he’d be gone. The 340 remaining employees of SPK gave him an emotional sendoff to which he broke down and promised to split 1% of the profits with the company as bonuses. The cheering overloaded the connections speakers, and he cut it with a wave. 
 
    Forty-five percent, he chided himself. If they succeeded, each employee stood to make about 30,000 credits each, or more than ten million rubles. It was a gesture he could afford. Yegor left the little office/stateroom and went to the bridge. Unlike a warship, Dante’s bridge was located near her nose and had outside windows. She needed visibility to maneuver, dock with space stations, and land. Captain Ripley gave him a nod of acknowledgement as he entered.  
 
    “Ready to lift, sir,” she said. Yegor took a seat off to one side and out of the way, which was his right as the owner, and buckled the three-point harness.  
 
    “At your discretion,” he said after making extra sure the straps were in place.  
 
    “Beaverton,” Ripley said, “inform ground control we’re ready to lift.” One of the men at another station spoke into his headset then turned back to the captain.  
 
    “We have permission to lift off,” he said. “Launch laser is standing by.” 
 
    “Very well. Mr. Tosh, engage ascent motors.” Another crewmember worked the controls and, with a thunderous roar, ECS Dante shuddered into the air. Yegor did his best to hide his nervousness as the 12,000-ton transport slowly slipped sideways, balanced on its six screaming lift motors. After a minute of the banshee wail of the motors, the pilot spoke up again. 
 
    “We’re in ascent position,” he said.  
 
    “Very well, hold position. Beaverton, inform ascent laser control they may fire when ready.” The man spoke again, and, a second later, there was a screeching roar of tortured metal and Yegor was pushed back into his padded chair by 3Gs of thrust. “Ascent motors to station keeping,” Ripley yelled over the scream, “keep us in the groove.”  
 
    Yegor knew that most of the hard work of positioning the multi-terawatt ascent laser squarely on Dante’s ablative dome was done by the laser control computer. He also knew that should an ascending ship not at least make the job doable, that same laser could deviate off the vaporizing shield and carve the ship like butter. He tried not to think about it. 
 
    Unlike a rocket, the laser was able to maintain a specific impulse during their climb. After a minute, their course altered into a turn, and they were thrusting laterally. The ship shuddered for a moment as it passed through Max Q, the highest pressure the atmosphere would exert on them as they went transonic, and then the rest was easy. A hundred ships a week rode one of the four starport lasers around Earth into orbit. They were ubiquitous around the Galactic Union, and, driven by fusion power, far more economical than to have the ships burning their fuel. There were also much easier on the environment. A ship didn’t need to have true ascent engines to reach space; it just needed to be able to lift off and hover. Dante could reach space, but it was easier to use the laser and not have to refuel in orbit.  
 
    “LCO in 10 seconds,” Tosh, the pilot announced. Laser cut off was instantaneous; the 3Gs just disappeared and everyone slammed forward into their restrains.  
 
    “I do wish they’d work that out,” Ripley said. “Tosh, check our ascent corridor and ship condition.” 
 
    “Our orbital insertion is nominal,” the pilot reported. “We’ll only need about 1,500 meters per second to break orbit. No red lights on the board.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ripley said and glanced at Yegor. “Welcome to space.”  
 
    “I’ve been here,” he admitted. He was looking out the window for any sign of the stargate, which was out at the LaGrange point. He’d flown around the system in his little yacht, but he’d never been through the stargate. “How long to the stargate?”  
 
    “Four hours,” she said. He made a face. “We have a scheduled transition window, Mr. Pestov. Do you know how much it costs to get an unscheduled stargate transition?”  
 
    “No,” he said, “and I can’t afford it, anyway.” He unstrapped and floated toward the bridge exit. “I’m going to do some paperwork. Kindly inform me before we make transition?” He tried to sound casual and mostly succeeded. The captain nodded, and he went below.  
 
    Yegor floated around his office for a time, staring at the desk, which now appeared mounted to a wall. He was glad he’d been to space a fair amount, although his stomach was still flipping around uncomfortably. He eventually pulled himself into the chair and latched the handy seatbelt there before looking over the operation’s lengthy equipment stores. So much of his wealth was tied up in this venture—not to mention other people’s wealth. He doubted he’d ever have any investment again if he failed. He just needed time to make it work.  
 
    Finally, the captain called that they were set to enter the stargate, and Yegor floated back up to the bridge. He belted himself into his seat and got ready.  
 
    “First time in hyperspace?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted. She gave a knowing smile.  
 
    “It’s unique,” she said. 
 
    “Unique,” Yegor repeated.  
 
    “Transition in 1 minute,” the pilot, Tosh, announced. Yegor felt his sphincter tighten to truly frightening levels. The clock ran down, and a huge circle within the stargate apparatus began to shimmer outside the window. “Moving forward on automatic,” the pilot said. “Ten seconds.” The shimmer became a swirling effect, and Yegor thought he could see a distorted reflection of ECS Dante.  
 
    “All hands, prepare for transition to hyperspace,” Captain Ripley said. “In three, two, one…” They touched the event horizon, and Yegor was destroyed.  
 
    “Mr. Pestov, wake up.” Yegor felt someone gently slapping his face, and his eyes snapped open.  
 
    “Bozhe moi!” he exclaimed, looking around wildly. “Oh, my God!”  
 
    “You’re fine,” Captain Ripley said, floating directly in front of him. “You just passed out.”  
 
    “I died,” he said.  
 
    “A lot of people call the translation to hyperspace as a moment of uncreation. So, in a way, you could say you died. But you were reborn instantaneously.”  
 
    He looked around the bridge. Many of the crew were looking at him either askance or with expressions of pity. He shook himself and fought to take control of his emotions. “I’m fine,” he said and unbuckled. “It was just a surprise.”  
 
    “Sure,” the captain replied. As Yegor floated free, he looked out the front window of the bridge into pure whiteness. Hyperspace had no features, no sense of distance or movement. Nothing. It was infinite, all-encompassing white. He quickly pushed off toward the door just so he didn’t have to see it. He decided he would spend the entire seven days in his quarters.  
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    The subsequent three jumps weren’t any easier for Yegor. He never quite got used to the transition to hyperspace or the look of it. His disquiet wasn’t helped by the transport’s lack of a gravity deck. Instead, the ship was intermittently flipped end over end for a few hours each day to provide a little simulated gravity at the ends of the ship. On such a short baseline, the centrifugal force was extremely noticeable, making you constantly feel like you were going to be flung sideways. He did the bare minimum of 20 minutes exercise in gravity every day, then fled back to his amidships quarters in zero gravity. 
 
    They stopped at the last transition before heading to their final destination and took on reaction mass for the fusion reactors and drive motors. Shoop had Yegor purchase a few spare parts as well, just to be sure. They would be a long way off the beaten path for months, and no Humans had ever been involved in F11 prospecting; this would be a learning experience, and one that needed a fast learning curve to succeed.  
 
    At long last, they arrived.  
 
    “Transition to normal space complete,” Tosh announced. Yegor sighed as he looked out the bridge and was able to see normal space again.  
 
    “Welcome to system X-119,” Captain Ripley said. Systems that were home to black holes were all designated by an X, and they were also the only systems which possessed a stargate where transition were provided free by the Cartography Guild. That was part of an arrangement, which dated back before the Galactic Union existed. As there was no light for a solar charger, these stargates were all fusion powered and operated a maximum of once per standard month. Although you were guaranteed not to be permanently stranded in a black hole system, you might have to wait a long time.  
 
    “Where is it?” Yegor asked.  
 
    “The black hole?” Ripley asked.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Helm, bring her about to 221 mark 018.” The pilot nodded, and the view spun.  
 
    “Holy shit,” someone said as it came into view. The starfield seemed to distort as light pulled and bent into a band of brilliance along one side.  
 
    “The singularity,” Ripley explained. “We only see the light that can pass by the event horizon. Anything closer falls in and doesn’t make it out.” 
 
    “It’s huge,” Yegor said, “bigger than I thought.”  
 
    “The actual size is probably a lot smaller,” Ripley said, “the light effect is the edge of the gravitation event horizon, which is probably a long way from the collapsed star core.”  
 
    “You’ve seen one before?”  
 
    “No,” she admitted. “I’ve only read a bit about them. There was an old movie on Earth long ago. A science fiction movie about a black hole. This is cooler.”  
 
    “Okay,” Yegor said. “Captain, let’s move inward a few light hours while the survey team begins looking.”  
 
    Dante wasn’t very fast, but she was economical, and she had enough reaction mass to thrust at a 1-gravity constant for weeks on end, which of course was why her decks were oriented so up was toward her nose. The bridge was on gimbals to allow it to rotate for long times under trust, and face in the traditional manner when docking and transferring cargo.  
 
    Over the next week, Dante fell toward the black hole. After two days, they cut thrust and coasted. They could feel the tug of X-119, even though it was billions of kilometers away. The exploration team worked around the clock with the ship’s sensor operators, sifting data and searching for the ancient planetoidal body the survey report said would be there. It wasn’t until the end of that week the truth was discovered.  
 
    “The data is outdated,” the head of the exploration team reported to Yegor in his little office. The captain and sensor technician were present as well.  
 
    “What do you mean, outdated? It’s not a carton of milk!”  
 
    “He means you didn’t check the date of the survey,” Captain Ripley said. She floated a slate over to him, and he looked at it. The image was the cover-page of the survey report. “The date’s in the lower left.” He looked at the number. It was in the Union’s standard 13-digit dating system. The first five digits were the year, the next three the day (320 standard days in a Union year), the next five the time of day (1,276 minutes in a day, 100 seconds to a minute). Yegor had no idea where they got that from and didn’t care. He shrugged.  
 
    “I put that into Google,” Yegor said, “and it told me the date was about a hundred years ago.” Several people sighed as the captain laughed darkly. “What’s the problem?”  
 
    “There’s a conversion program on the GalNet,” she said, but he just looked at her. “Didn’t you double check it?” With a growing feeling of dread, he grabbed his own slate and accessed the GalNet. Union Standard Date conversions provided an immediate result. It was already set for Earth. Good thing, too, because there were thousands of possibilities. He punched in the 13-digit number and instantly got a response. February 17, 1995 BC.  
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    “Yeah,” the search team leader said. “Tracking down a rock around a black hole based on 4,000-year-old orbital data is a lot harder than using 100-year old data.” Everyone looked at Yegor, and he didn’t like the expressions on their faces.  
 
    “What’s 4,000 years to a planet?” he blurted out. “Earth’s been spinning around the sun for billions of years, right?” 
 
    “Earth isn’t going to be eaten by a black hole,” Ripley said with an exasperated sigh.  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” the exploration team leader asked. Yegor looked at the collection of expectant, annoyed, and disgusted faces.  
 
    “Keep looking,” he said.  
 
    “We’re already pretty deep into the gravity well.” The captain looked skeptical.  
 
    “How far in can we go?” She took out a slate and tapped on the screen for a moment.  
 
    “Another 3 days for a fast return. Four times that if you don’t care how long it takes.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “We go more than three days we’ll have to orbit the black hole and use gravity to sling us back out.” He ground his teeth together for a minute before deciding.  
 
    “Then we have three days, right? See what you can find.” 
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    The crew was pissed. Yegor didn’t need to be the captain to tell him that. Since they were coasting in zero gravity again, he had to work out, and that meant interacting with them. He also got tired of waiting for two hours after meals for someone to get around to bringing him food, so he started going dejectedly to the galley. By the expressions on the faces he found there, most would have rather that he’d simply starved. He made sure at lunch to grab an extra sandwich so he could skip dinner. It was midwatch on the 2nd day when the sensor crew found something.  
 
    “What do you have?” Yegor asked as he flew into the bridge in response to a summons. He noticed right away his survey team lead was floating with the sensor operator, who was talking excitedly.  
 
    “You are in luck,” Captain Ripley said, “at least partly.” She gestured to the sensor operator, who activated the bridge’s nominal Tri-V screen. It displayed a rocky, slightly irregular planetoid against the stars. Yegor cocked his head; the starlight looked distorted around it. Regardless, though, its irregular shape was unmistakable.  
 
    “You found it!” 
 
    “Yes,” the sensor operator said. The display altered to show a graphic representation of the system. The black hole was in the center with dozens of objects orbiting around it. “Most of these are small to medium-sized asteroids,” he said. They went from far out in the system to nearly at the event horizon. Their target was flashing green. “Your planetoid is a lot closer than it was 4,000 years ago.”  
 
    “But it’s still there,” Yegor said triumphantly. None of the others looked as excited. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s a lot closer to the black hole,” Captain Ripley said.  
 
    “Okay,” Yegor said. “I thought you bragged about Dante having enough power.” He gestured at the planetoid. “That’s a couple hundred million credits floating within our grasp. Billions!” he said with as much emphasis as he could manage. “Can you, or can’t you, get us down there and back?” 
 
    The captain narrowed her eyes and looked at her flight crew. He could see greed battling with common sense, but he knew that if it weren’t at least possible, none of them would have even entertained the idea. Hell, they might as well have just pretended they never even found it, since it was the ship’s crew who found it and presented the data to his search team. 
 
    “The bottom line is yes,” the captain said.  
 
    “I knew it!” Yegor slapped his hands together and almost set himself spinning in zero gravity. 
 
    “But there is risk!” she added quickly. “Our estimate is we’d have no more than nine months before we’d reach the point that Dante would be unable to climb back out. We arrived at quite literally the nick of time. One mistake, one extra week’s delay…” 
 
    “I understand,” Yegor said, “and I’ll take the risk.” 
 
    “It’s not just you,” Ripley pointed out, “there are 59 people on this ship. They should get a say.”  
 
    “It’s not like we can leave and come back,” he said. “More weeks gone on the 9 months.”  
 
    “I agree, and I’m on board; I like the potential money.” He smiled hugely. “That’s my retirement fund floating out there. I have a couple sons and a future to think about, though.” 
 
    “Think about what a hundred million rubles would do for them!” Yegor crowed. 
 
    “I did, that’s why I agree personally. But the crew gets a say.” 
 
    “And if we’re not going back, to what point? We can’t leave them up here in a ship.” 
 
    “Actually, we can,” she disagreed. “Dante has three small craft. One is much bigger, intended as a transfer vehicle. It’s more than big enough to even give some spin. We can provision it, and, on the off chance someone comes along, they can wait by the stargate for a ride, since it doesn’t have hyperdrive.” 
 
    “Those could be people vital to the drilling,” he said darkly.  
 
    “That’s the price of this. We let those who elect not to go down have a way out, or my command crew refuses in mass.” Yegor looked around and all of them were nodding in agreement. He’d call it mutiny, except he wasn’t the captain.  
 
    “I guess I have little choice, then.”  
 
    In the end, only six people elected not to go. None of them were from jobs that didn’t have redundancy. However, one was the assistant geologist, and that hurt. Yegor didn’t show up to see them off as they loaded into the boat and headed for the stargate. He did, however, leave them with an official document that gave them each 5% of their promised pay as a severance package. The move didn’t cost him much, especially since he didn’t have to pay their full percentages now, and it made him look better in the eyes of the remaining crew. In fact, his reputation was now greatly enhanced! Dante began her descent toward a planetoid that would make them all incredibly rich.  
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    Dante matched and landed on the planetoid four days later. Captain Ripley elected to take the descent slower than planned to avoid missing a rendezvous, which would have been catastrophic. The body itself was dense and orbiting the black hole at a rate of once every 97 days—a high velocity that had Dante push hard to match.  
 
    “We’re going to be pretty lean on reaction mass after we climb away,” the pilot Tosh said as he juggled numbers in a constantly evolving spreadsheet. Yegor sat on the bridge for a lot of the time and watched. Except for course corrections, it was the longest period they’d ever fired the ship’s ancient fusion torch main drive. Making things more nervous, halfway down, radio communications with the shuttle had grown distorted, and then failed all together. Dante’s transmitter seemed fine, which meant it was the shuttle, but by the time they were sure, it was far too late to turn around or do anything about it.  
 
    Landing was accomplished with very little fanfare. Because the planetoid had no atmosphere and no rotation (it was tidally locked with X-119), they sort of skimmed in, used their landing jets, and set down on the hellishly rocky landscape. It was just over 1,000 kilometers long, 850 kilometers wide, and shaped a bit like a potato. Its mass was enough to give it a surface gravity just about one-fifth of normal, which was impressive considering it was only an one-eighth the size of Earth’s moon!  
 
    “It’s one of the signs of F11,” Yegor explained as the ship’s crew set about securing the ship to the surface with grapples; “an unusually high density is involved in the formation of F11 pockets.” The crew was too busy to care, and the survey team was already in the hold, preparing to get to work.  
 
    Over the next week, they became acclimated to living on the surface. Yegor got tired of calling it the planetoid and exercised his right as the claim holder to dub it ‘Volchok,’ or ‘Spinner’ in English.  
 
    “Because it spins so fast,” he said, swirling his finger around in the air. The captain just shook her head, but the rest of the crew thought it was funny. Volchok it was, from that point on.  
 
    Yegor got on-the-job training in the use of a space suit and operating on the surface. These weren’t the common smaller suits he’d gotten a familiarity class with upon getting his space yacht. These were bulky with protective Kevlar, to make them safer in the industrial environment they were being used in, and were armored against radiation. The captain kept up an hourly report to the teams outside on what the radiation levels were; their baseline was 20 times higher than around Earth. The black hole was sucking in a lot of stray radiation, and the rads were coming toward the event horizon like a swirling galaxy, invisible and deadly. Volchok orbited through once every few hours. 
 
    He tried to stay out of the exploration crews’ way, and he largely succeeded. They were using a pair of hydrogen-powered mobile machines with core drill to move around and taste the ground. They had huge foam-filled tires and moved about one-quarter of a mile per hour. The plan was to run concentric core samples for a mile in every direction. If they didn’t find anything, they’d move the ship and try again. At the end of the first week, after breakfast, Yegor suited up and went out to check on the test shaft they’d started drilling the night before.  
 
    The surface was almost completely dark, although sometimes splashes of light would play across Volchok, a product of X-119’s light gathering. Dante had several powerful floodlights that could be aimed at the work area, but as they moved further away, the crews would need their own lights. Once a well was sunk, portable shelters would be erected next to the drill rig to avoid having to return to the ship. Yegor bounced across the rocky terrain, careful that he didn’t wedge a foot into a crevasse or slice himself on an exposed rock. As he approached the big, wheeled drill machine, he was excited for any results. He didn’t expect to find the entire crew standing around staring at the drill.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he transmitted to them as he approached, his suit lights adding to their circle.  
 
    “The sensor went off,” the exploration supervisor said. 
 
    “Must be a bad sensor,” the geologist said.  
 
    “What sensor?” Yegor asked.  
 
    “The F11 sensor.” 
 
    “I calibrated that myself,” he told them, “I have the F11 samples in my office. I checked all three sensors on pure, one percent, and one hundredth of one percent samples before I gave it to you.” 
 
    “Got to be an error,” the supervisor said, “we’ve only drilled 190 meters. The rock was a lot denser than we thought.”  
 
    “I have the third sensor,” Yegor said, and pulled it from a pocket. “Let me check.” The supervisor shrugged, and they made room for him to shuffle under the edge of the drill machine platform. The drill head was retracted and there was a large scattering of chewed rock. The hole wasn’t large, less than a centimeter, and nearly obscured by rubble. It wasn’t easy bending over the armored spacesuit. He had to stretch a bit to get the sensor probe close. Its alarm sounded in his helmet even before it was over the opening. Yegor sat the probe down and stood up so he could look at the readout of the slate fixed to the suit’s arm.  
 
    “F11 DETECTED---29% CONCENTRATION” Yegor stared at the data in dumfounded disbelief.  
 
    “What does it say?” the supervisor asked. Yegor hit the link button on the display, sending the data to anyone else who was nearby.  
 
    “It’s lower than what we got from the drill,” one of the said.  
 
    “He just sat the damn thing on the ground,” the supervisor said.  
 
    “Holy shit,” another one hissed. “Holy fucking shit.” 
 
    “We found it,” Yegor said breathlessly. He leaned back his head in the helmet and howled like a wolf who’d just found a herd of sheep with nary a shepherd in sight.  
 
    They spent a week on the site, first triple-checking the data and then sinking the probe shaft a little further. Sensors read about 60% xenon gas, 30% F11, and another 10% miscellaneous trash. Some of the trash was troublesome, including a smattering of highly-radiated radon gas. According to the GalNet, that meant there was probably some rich radioactives in Volchok as well. If he only had more time, he’d crack the thing open and suck it dry! But time was something he didn’t have. The captain was increasingly nervous about not regaining contact with the shuttle, so they pressed forward. 
 
    The drill rig was set up in two weeks, and the test shaft was turned into a fully-capped drill head. The few cubic meters an hour of leaking F11 was money drifting off into space. A portable tank was set up to catch the tailings from the drill shaft and the main head cut deep into Volchok. Three days of drilling had the shaft puncture into a cavern, and the sensors went off the scale.  
 
      
 
    CHEMICAL ANALYSIS: 
 
    81% F11 
 
    11% XENON 
 
    5% ARGON 
 
    2% HYDROGEN  
 
    1% MISC 
 
      
 
    “Holy God,” Yegor said when the exploration lead provided him the data. “And the 81% is accurate?” 
 
    “Tested nine times,” he said with an almost painfully huge smile.  
 
    Yegor’s face hurt too. Anything above 50% was commercially viable. He’d brought equipment that could turn as low at 10% into 50%, as long as it wasn’t mixed with any other isotopes of Fluorine. Above 60% was a rich find, 75% was ultra-rich, and 79% was the highest-documented source in the galaxy. His output was richer than any other source in the galaxy. “We’re rich!” he said, and quickly told the entire crew. 
 
    With mining done, the drill crew quickly set up the extraction and processing plant. Even though it was exceptionally pure, it had to be processed. The hydrogen, for example, could be dangerous, as it tended to propagate into pumps and explode when you least expected. With tens of millions of credits’ worth of F11 moving around, you didn’t take that chance. The xenon and argon were less of an issue. Still, the purification plant was quickly turning out 89% pure F11, and the only contaminants were some noble gases in the parts per million range. It would fetch top dollar from any buyer in the galaxy.  
 
    Six days passed, and they were pumping at capacity from the well head. The pumps were extracting, purifying, and transferring to the storage tank in Dante 5,250 liters of purified F11 a day. At that rate, it would take 64 days to pump the tank full. Yegor wanted to be annoyed, but couldn’t. The first day he returned to Dante and the pumping station was running at peak efficiency, he stopped to watch the computer monitoring the tank’s fill rate. Liters flowed past at the rate of 3.6 per minute. Every minute, a stack of 22,000 credits was presented to him—he was a millionaire every hour! The wait wouldn’t be that bad.  
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    “Tank has reached capacity,” the engineer reported over the radio. “Well head is secured, and guild beacon affixed per your protocol, Mr. Pestov.”  
 
    “Excellent,” he said from his office. “Put the plant in standby and return to the ship. Their original plan had been to pack everything up and take it back with them to reduce loses. Now, with the pumping done, he had other plans. Well pressure had only been reduced by 10%, which meant there were several million more liters of F11 down there. He was going to take this load back, secure a loan, and return to suck this play dry. What was a hundred thousand or so credits of mining equipment worth when stacked against billions of credits in F11!  
 
    They’d been on Volchok a grand total of 98 days, with the last 59 days spent pumping. The engineers managed to increase efficiency a bit and shaved a few days off. During that time, quality hadn’t wavered by so much as 1%, either. More importantly, they’d only used three months of Volchok’s remaining life. Dante’s pilot, Tosh, had studied the orbit of Volchok and determined it had 14 months remaining before nosing into X-119 for its final dive. That conclusion was what settled the plan in Yegor’s mind. They had to come back and finish the operation.  
 
    His orders to return set the ship’s crew into motion. Most were bored stiff, having gambled away fortunes they didn’t have yet to the smug mercs from Smerch who’d managed to drink almost every ounce of vodka on Dante, then began producing their own in a spare engineering space. When the order came, the crew jumped to, and the ship was ready to lift in just eight hours. 
 
    As soon as the last of the mining personnel were aboard and safe in their quarters, Yegor strapped himself into his seat on the bridge for the first time in three months, feeling like the cat who ate the proverbial canary.  
 
    “Captain Ripley,” he said to the woman, “please take us home.”  
 
    “With pleasure,” she replied. He had to admit, she’d warmed up to him quite a bit, though not as warm as he’d wished. It was probably just the credits. She missed her family back home, just like the rest of the crew. “Tosh, bring the engines online. Prepare to lift off,” she said ship-wide.  
 
    Dante roared to life again like an awakened dragon, shuddering and moaning as her lift engines pushed against Volchok’s nominal gravity. Once they were a few hundred meters up, the ship’s powerful fusion torch lit off, and they were pushed back in their seats as the ship accelerated away.  
 
    Leaving Volchok wasn’t a simple matter of climbing out. The ship had the thrust, at least on paper, but the power needed would likely kill the crew. X-119 had the ship, and it wouldn’t give it up lightly. Once clear of Volchok, Dante accelerated along the same orbit at a nominal 1.5Gs. Hour upon hour she gained speed, and began climbing away from the spectacular vista of the black hole. The ship shuddered and moaned around the 340-ton tank of F11 in her center.  
 
    “You can’t have me,” Captain Ripley said to the black hole as it began to fall behind them. “We’re going home.”  
 
    Two and a half days at 1.5Gs was tough on a crew that had just spent 3 months at 0.2Gs. Everyone took stimulant pills, and only a few got any rest. There were two injuries from falling and one broken leg. One of the drill crew had a minor embolism as well that the doctor treated with one of the new alien-manufactured nanite treatments. Without it, the brain hemorrhage would likely have proven fatal.  
 
    “We’re clearing X-119’s effect zone,” Tosh announced the second day. 
 
    “Throttle down to 1G,” Ripley ordered. “Begin searching for the shuttle.” According to their navigational data, they were on the opposite side of X-119 from the stargate when they finally climbed out of the monster’s gravity well, and they couldn’t even see the stargate until they’d orbited quite a ways around the black hole. The visual distortion of the singularity played hell with their sensors. For another day, they moved outward and began slowing to match orbits with the stargate as it slowly became more recognizable on the ship’s sensors. 
 
    “I have radio traffic,” Beaverton announced. He pushed the headset against his ear. “It’s still pretty distorted, but it’s the shuttle’s ID.”  
 
    “I thought their radio was out,” Ripley said.  
 
    Beaverton shrugged. “It’s them alright.” He listened for a few minutes as they orbited, then his face took on a confused look. “Wait,” he said, working the computer controls of the radio, “wait one…” Everyone on the bridge watched intensely. “It’s not a comms call; it’s a mayday.”  
 
    “Mayday?” the captain asked. “For what?”  
 
    “I don’t know; it’s automated.”  
 
    “Tosh, ETA?” 
 
    “About five hours,” he said.  
 
    “Can we get there any faster?”  
 
    “No,” he said, “fuel is already critical.” 
 
    “Damn it,” she said. A few hours later, the sensor operator was able to pick out the shuttle on her optical telescope. It was floating 20 kilometers from the silent circle of the stargate. It looked lifeless except for the single flashing marker light. “Looks fine,” she said.  
 
    “My sensors aren’t the best, but I have a power reading, albeit a small one.” The blocky shape of the shuttle grew closer by the hour. Yegor arrived when it was an hour away, having listened most of the time in his stateroom. He was still sore from the two-day climb away from X-119, like many of the ship’s complement.  
 
    “What do you think is wrong?” he asked Ripley as he strapped in. They were in free fall, approaching at a few hundred meters per second.  
 
    “No idea,” she said, her face etched in worry. “They don’t respond to radio traffic, or a comms laser.”  
 
    “Maybe pirates,” Tosh suggested.  
 
    “They would have taken the whole shuttle,” Ripley said. Many on the bridge nodded.  
 
    The time ticked down and then Dante burned her maneuvering thrusters to come in next to the quiet shuttle. The two ships sat just 100 meters apart.  
 
    “Now what?” Yegor asked.  
 
    “Now we see if anything still works over there,” Ripley said. “Tosh, initiate remote docking.”  
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” he said and activated the computer controls. Nothing happened for a second as Dante’s flight computer transmitted to its shuttle. Then suddenly the shuttle’s stubby wing lights came on and its attitude control jets fired.  
 
    “Thank God,” Ripley said as the shuttle spun around and began backing toward the shuttle.  
 
    “That initiated computer linkage,” Beaverton said from comms.  
 
    “I have their navigational logs,” Tosh said. “Wow, there’s a lot of data. This will take a while.” 
 
    “Work on it,” Ripley said. “I’m going down when they open the lock.” 
 
    “Me too,” Yegor said, unbuckling to follow her.  
 
    “If you wish,” she said. He activated his personal communicator. “Lieutenant Vasiliev, we’re docking with the shuttle, but something is wrong. Please have your men meet us there.” 
 
    “As you say,” the commander of his platoon of mercs said. Ripley gave him a look.  
 
    “In case it’s a trap.” he said. He spread his arms. “We have millions of credits of F11 here, and those mercs just spent three months drinking, eating, and cheating at poker. Might as well have them do something for that money!” 
 
    “Agreed,” she said. They met the mercs at the lock, just as the shuttle was thumping into place. The military men might have been sitting on their asses for months, but they hadn’t gone soft. They were all in combat armor and armed with some impressive-looking lasers and shotguns designed for use in zero gravity.  
 
    “I believe we should go in first,” Lieutenant Vasiliev said. Yegor was about to complain when Ripley cut him off. 
 
    “You’re the mercs,” she agreed. She gestured to the lock door, leaned in, and tapped the access code. With a screech of old metal, the inner and outer door slowly slid aside, and air flowed into Dante from the shuttle. It was rank with the smell of corruption.  
 
    “Head up!” Vasiliev barked and slammed his helmet shut, immediately followed by 20 more helmets clicking.  
 
    “Bozhe moi!” Yegor gasped at the gagging stench, and pushed back further from the hatch. Ripley covered her mouth with one hand while retrieving a pair of masks from a nearby hatch with another. She floated one over to him, donning one of the masks and handing him the other. Several other crewmembers had been floating down to see what was happening. Yegor recognized them as friends of those who’d stayed behind.  
 
    “Return to your stations,” Ripley barked, the mask muffling her words somewhat. The smell had reached them, and their eyes were wide in fear. “Now, damn it!” They retreated out of view. While that was going on, Vasiliev and a squad of his men made entry, weapons at the ready. The other three squads waited in Dante to repel boarders if necessary, but there were no explosions, or laser blasts, or yells of combat. They waited outside, occasionally seeing flashlight beams moving around the inside of the shuttle, until Vasiliev came back some time later.  
 
    He looked disturbed.  
 
    “What is it?” Yegor asked, forgetting he wasn’t in charge. The merc looked at him, then to the captain. He seemed at a loss for words. After negotiating with the man, Yegor found that frightening.  
 
    “You better come in here,” he said to the captain at last.  
 
    “Wait here,” Ripley told Yegor. 
 
    “Fuck that,” he said. “I paid for all this, I’m coming.” She looked at the merc, who shrugged.  
 
    “Suit yourself.” Together they followed the merc lieutenant inside.  
 
    The first thing Yegor saw was debris floating everywhere. Hundreds, no, thousands of rations packets floated empty and shredded. Not just the regular meals they’d left with them, but emergency rations packets from the shuttle’s emergency stores as well. He caught one and examined it. It looked like it had been cleaned in a dishwasher; there was not a trace of food left. The captain had followed the merc, so he pushed through the cloud of debris to catch up.  
 
    They passed through the main storage area, where all the months of supplies had been stored. The merc pointed to several dark splashes on the wall. Blood splatter. Gods, Yegor thought, it was pirates. But why’d they eat all the food too? Into the central lounge of the ship the found one of the mercs floating. He was looking at something, a look of disgust on his face. Yegor followed his eyes and saw it. Two people, strapped into lounge chairs. They were very dead.  
 
    “What the fuck happened here?” Vasiliev demanded.  
 
    “You’re the merc,” Ripley said.  
 
    “Look at them,” he demanded. The captain and Yegor floated closer. The two people weren’t just dead, they were nearly mummies. Their skin was stretched as taunt as a drum, lips pulled back from teeth in a rictus of death, eyes dried into black hollows. Both had long hair floating around them. Yegor reached slowly to touch the closest one. The skin cracked at his touch and he recoiled as if he’d been burned, almost sending himself into a spin. “They’ve been dead a long time.” The captain shook her head, not understanding.  
 
    “There were six,” she said. 
 
    “Look in there,” he said and pointed to one of the cabins. “Hope you didn’t eat this morning.” Yegor floated with Ripley to the cabin where two of the mercs waited, their lights illuminating the interior.  
 
    The room was like a child’s mobile from hell. Dozens of bones floated and bounced around the room. Yegor watched an obviously Human femur float right at his face and recoiled in unspeakable horror. The nearest merc grumbled something and swatted it away for him. It collided with a dozen other bones and further disturbed the macabre room.  
 
    “Captain,” her radio spoke. 
 
    “What is it Tosh, I’m kind of busy.”  
 
    “I finished looking at the data from the shuttle.” 
 
    “Can’t this wait?”  
 
    “No,” he barked, “you don’t understand. I know why there was so much data.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s 97 years of data.” Ripley and Yegor looked at each other in dawning horror. “It’s the fucking black hole—we were too close! We haven’t been there for 3 months; we’ve been down on Volchok for 97 damn years!” In the tomb of the shuttle, the bones continued to bounce. 
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 THE LAST GUARDSMAN by Stephanie Osborn 
 
      
 
      
 
    The small, battered old excuse for a personal craft, its name and identification numbers too damaged to read, approached the gigantic transport Tylatha along a carefully-predetermined path, a trajectory which ensured it was hidden in the sensor shadow of the transport’s own bulk, yet was designed to look to any observer as if it were nothing more than an ordinary rider craft. It was a bit tricky, given the transport was rotating gently in order to simulate gravity; but the transport was so big and its movement so slow that it was not too hard to accommodate. So, as the big transport waited at the end of the queue for the stargate, its captain had no idea it had picked up an unapproved hitchhiker. 
 
    Within moments, the lone inhabitant of the small spacecraft had magnetically attached it to the transport, cut his own entrance through the hull, and entered the hulking craft. He already knew where he wanted to go, and he had made certain his entry point was close to his intended destination. 
 
    Wy’Lyn of Cochkala found himself in the most secure part of the Tylatha’s hold within seconds. He walked past the reinforced safe-storage room containing the F11, and up to a certain hatch—which looked like an ordinary stateroom door, except for the sophisticated locking mechanism on it. He laid a thin cord of material around its frame, stepped back, and tapped a button on the wrist of his gauntlet. A soft fwump! sounded as the tamped cord of K2 plastic explosive detonated, and the hatch fell inward. On the other side, a Sirra’Kan leaped to her feet from behind the desk, vertical-slitted blue eyes wide in her angular face, tall pointed ears swiveling toward the sound. 
 
    But before Bhay’va Jiv’ka of Te’Warri could cry out, the badger-like Wy’Lyn had fired a stun-round at her midsection, and she staggered backward into the bulkhead, unable to control her limbs. Fractions of a second later, he was upon her with bared teeth, his blade drawn; he slashed her throat from jawbone to jawbone, a single, vicious move that cut nearly to her spine. A look of mingled horror, pain, and shock entered the soft blue eyes, and her bloody throat frothed as she attempted to scream. But Wy’Lyn had not only slashed the arteries, he had cut her trachea below the vocal cords, and all that came out was a faint gurgle, as the air bubbled through the spurting blood. Bhay’va collapsed, the life ebbing from her body as it drained from her eyes. 
 
    Wy’Lyn did not even wait until she was dead before he began pawing her body, searching through the short fur, grabbing handfuls of the velvety tunic in which she was clad, looking for pockets...and anything that might be in those pockets. 
 
    Coming up empty, he rifled the desk, then ransacked the small stateroom, pocketing any valuables he found, but still not locating his real prize. Finally he turned back to the body, lying on the deck in a slowly-congealing pool of its own blood. 
 
    “Mmm,” he growled, considering, then roughly palpated her abdomen. 
 
    Abruptly he tore open her tunic, then used his knife to slash open Bhay’va’s belly and groin, callously poking about in the layers of flesh... 
 
    ...Before pulling a small plastic packet containing a data chip from her genital passage. 
 
    He tucked it into a pocket, then retreated the way he had come. 
 
    Moments later, the tiny, unnamed spacecraft unlatched from the Tylatha, not bothering to seal the hole in the hull, triggering emergency hull breach sirens in the process. Simultaneously, he launched a spread of decoy drones and initiated the ship’s passive EM system, making it a much smaller signal than it otherwise would have been. Wy’Lyn left the stargate queue and proceeded toward the planet, before doubling back and reentering the queue under a false ID. Even as system security craft began to arrive, he took the next stargate transition and disappeared into hyperspace. 
 
    It was weeks, interstellar communications being what they were, before the Peacemakers’ Guild even heard about the incident. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Liiban Aachat of the Peacemakers’ Guild agreed from the satellite bureau in the Cresht region of the Tolo Arm, studying imagery of the crime scene provided by his investigators, “that looks like Wy’Lyn’s work, all right. That’s his signature throat slash.” 
 
    “But I thought he was Cochkala,” Viha’an Hi’mat protested. 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “A Cochkala! But they do not—!” 
 
    “I never said he was ‘normal,’” Liiban pointed out. “He’s about as extreme an outlier, mentally and emo— well, generally psychologically, as I’ve ever seen among the Cochkala. He’s vicious, heartless, and cares nothing for any life other than his own. His drunken rampages are legend on some worlds.” 
 
    “Well then. It is past time his rampages were stopped,” Hi’mat averred. “I would have my cousin avenged.” 
 
    “She was hardly unimportant to the Cartographers’ Guild, either,” said Qwyllym ak Sykryn, the envoy sent by the Cartographers’ Guild to help handle the matter. “First assistant to the master of the guild is anything but an ordinary position.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand,” Liibat said, “is what she was doing there in the first place, and what Wy’Lyn stole. There is every indication he ransacked the room quite thoroughly, but there were few valuables to be taken—just a few trinkets, here and there, personal things belonging to Lady Bhay’va. He left with nothing that can be identified.” 
 
    “We care not about that,” Hi’mat observed, his tone heated. “The royal family is appalled at his callous killing and mutilation of the body. Such a thing is unheard-of in our culture, in our religion! Her Majesty is infuriated and has ordered our cousin’s body reconstructed to the best of our surgeons’ ability, to ensure she enters the afterlife as she should. We would wish the murderer’s head upon a platter, were it possible.” Liibat looked askance—and very sternly—at that remark, and Hi’mat replied, defensive, “I said, were it possible, not that we were issuing a contract for same!” 
 
    “That is better,” Liibat said, mollified. “But I still do not understa...” He broke off when he caught ak Sykryn’s eye. There is more here than I am aware of, and he knows what, the investigator thought. Time to change the subject, until I can get him alone to discuss it. “Well,” he diverted the conversation, “that is neither here nor there, for purposes of this conversation...though we must certainly know what we are to look for, if the investigation is to be properly pursued.” There, he considered, maybe that will get my point across. “For now, all I require is knowledge of what you wish done.” 
 
    “As for the Cartographers’ Guild, we wish the perpetrator brought to justice,” ak Sykryn declared, “and somewhat returned to the Guild, in its aftermath. We will offer whatever reward is needful to see this done.” 
 
    “And the House of Te’Warri will add to that reward,” Hi’mat averred. 
 
    “Conditions of justice?” 
 
    “Alive or dead,” ak Sykryn declared. 
 
    “Preferably dead,” Hi’mat added, and ak Sykryn nodded agreement. 
 
    Liibat jotted the information down in what he called his “outboard brain,” his personal work slate, then nodded. 
 
    “Very well, my friends, I think I can accommodate you,” he decided. “I plan to call in my most skilled bounty hunter and assign him to this case.” 
 
    “Oh?” Hi’mat offered the sole, curious syllable. 
 
    “Indeed. He is a human from Earth, the latest generation in a long line, a veritable dynasty, of lawmen.” Liibat neglected to add that the same family had also produced a dynasty of criminals, beginning with the next generation after their famous sire. 
 
    “Very good, then,” ak Sykryn agreed. “Let the matter be done.” 
 
    “Unless you have a contract ready, I will have my executive assistant compose one,” Liibat noted. “You may return at this time tomorrow to sign it.” 
 
    “That is acceptable,” Hi’mat agreed. 
 
    “Yes, we will be here,” ak Sykryn confirmed. “We thank you.” 
 
    “If that is all...?” Liibat half-rose from his desk chair. 
 
    “Yes, quite,” Hi’mat said, rising and heading for the office door. 
 
    “Actually, sir, the Guild has somewhat more they wish me to discuss with you, on, ah, other matters,” ak Sykryn murmured. “If I might have a few more moments of your time, to discuss them in private...?” 
 
    Liibat shot a glance from one being to the other. Hi’mat shrugged. 
 
    “Very well,” the Sirra’Kan said. “I will see you both tomorrow.” And he headed out the door, the twitch of his tail the only sign of his annoyance and displeasure at being summarily dismissed. 
 
    “All right,” Liibat said, raising what passed for an eyebrow, “tell me what this is really all about.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding,” Liibat said, some half-hour later, when explanations were complete. 
 
    “No, we are not,” ak Sykryn declared, dead serious. “And yes, it is that important.” 
 
    “The data chip is all you care about?” 
 
    “No, not all,” ak Sykryn protested. “Jiv’ka was a trusted colleague. And a friend.” 
 
    “And the guild master’s lover.” 
 
    “Ah, er...” 
 
    “Right,” Liibat said, a wry, humorless chuckle crossing his lips. “Very well. I see the problem. It would help to know what the data actually is.” The other merely looked back at him. “But let me handle the matter with my people; if word gets out in the wrong way, the lot of them will grow curious—because we are investigators, after all; we like solving puzzles, for the most part, and the whole thing will go to the underworld in a woven carrier.” 
 
    “That...is acceptable,” ak Sykryn decided. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “No, that is all.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you back here tomorrow. Get here about an hour earlier than Hi’mat so you can look over my wording and verify it’s good. That way, we have time to tweak it before Hi’mat gets here, if we need to.” 
 
    “Excellent. I shall be here as you say.” 
 
    Ak Sykryn rose and exited the investigator’s office. 
 
    Liibat waited several minutes to ensure he would not return, then keyed his comm unit. 
 
    “Adrub?” he addressed his administrative assistant. 
 
    “Yes sir?” came the immediate response. 
 
    “Contact the Last Guardsman and call him in.” 
 
    “At once, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Robert James Tilghman was indeed the descendant of a dynasty of lawmen; the thirty-two-year-old, duly-deputized bounty hunter of the Peacemakers’ Guild was the grandson, some eight generations removed, of famed Wild West lawman William Matthew “Bill” Tilghman, who, along with Chris Madsden and “Heck” Thomas, had formed the original Three Guardsmen. Many in the Tilghman lineage over the centuries had become law enforcement officers of some note. 
 
    Unfortunately, in each generation, there had been, on average, at least one notable lawbreaker as well, beginning with the sons of Bill’s second marriage, apparently influenced by his brother-in-law...though there had long been rumors Bill was less than perfect, himself. The lawmen of the family were not a little ashamed of these details, and consequently it was something for which they strove to atone, Bob Tilghman not least. His older brother Jack had died in the line of duty some seven years before while attempting to bring in their cousin Warren for a relatively minor infraction...shot by the hand of said cousin. Bob had finished the job Jack started; Warren was executed for Jack’s murder two years later. It had solidified Bob’s reputation as an unswerving, incorruptible lawman and bounty hunter, and had earned Liiban Aachat’s respect...as well as a permanent, and rather free-ranging, deputization under the Peacemaker. 
 
    This also left Bob as the last of the Tilghman line—hence the designation, “The Last Guardsman”—but he wasn’t worried about that. Amanda Faye Nixen had agreed to marry him when he’d finally proposed several months ago, and the wedding plans were proceeding apace on Earth. He fully intended to make a few last lucrative collars, then retire to Earth to raise a new generation of Tilghmans on what was left of the family ranch, after so many generations of breaking it up among the descendants. 
 
    And, based on what Liiban Aachat had told him, a successful conclusion to this case would put his “retire and start a family” fund over the top. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tilghman decided to hit up his favorite pub—his grandsire, many generations removed, would probably have called it a saloon, Bill having been a saloon owner himself at one time—one Tombstone Cantina. 
 
    The Tombstone could be found in the eponymous capital city of a backwater world nicknamed Rhyolite—the natives’ name was nigh-unpronounceable to any but natives—on the far edge of the Cimaron region of the Peco arm of the galaxy. Rhyolite’s principal claim to fame was its precious metal ores, including platinum, rhodium and palladium; gold and silver were considered common, and usually used in small currency coins planet-side, though electronic Union credits were more than acceptable. In addition to the native Rhyolitans, several other races were prominent on the planet, including the Caroon and the Duplato. It was fairly typical of a boom town...except the boom was the entire planet, and had been going on for a couple of centuries now. 
 
    Consequently, certain locales on the planet tended to attract smugglers and less-scrupulous speculators, both of which were against Rhyolite’s laws, and the Tombstone was a hotbed of such activity, along with the frequent subsequent killings—its name had not come by accident. 
 
    Tilghman therefore donned his full regalia before entering the saloon: his specially-designed compression suit with built-in body armor, suitable for all but the most extreme EVAs. As the atmosphere of Rhyolite was breathable, though, he left the helmet on board his ship. The tough covering of the suit gave it a silvery-white sheen, ensuring he was visible on a spacewalk; it was also equipped with a chameleon circuit which he could trigger with a single thought, to blend into the background if stealth were required. Atop this, he donned a black equipment vest, upon which was prominently displayed an embroidered badge—the blue tree of the Peacemakers’ Guild and the mark of his deputization. A white felt Stetson went on his head, and last of all, he belted on a thigh-strapped, hip-slung retention holster containing Bill Tilghman’s only surviving weapon. When the original Guardsman had carried it, it had been a lovely but lethal thing: an engraved, nickel-plated, pearl-handled Colt .45, which had been called, in the day, a Peacemaker. Bob Tilghman found that fact to be unendingly ironic, let alone amusing. 
 
    But the heirloom—which still functioned, and which had come to him upon Jack’s demise—had been upgraded over the years, to enable it to keep pace with current technology. And if anything, it was even more lethal. The handgun in Tilghman’s holster, though still resembling his ancestor’s weapon at first glance, was now outfitted with the latest in cartridges: poly-ceramic bullets propelled by the hottest “gunpowder” available. Every bit of the revolver’s metal, including the frame, cylinder, and barrel, had been molecularly densitized to ensure it could withstand the forces of that higher-velocity powder, as well. Beneath the still-gleaming pearl handles hid a micro-gyro, and a pinlink targeting system connected it to the small device nestled in Tilghman’s head behind his left ear, guaranteeing the accuracy of each shot. Tilghman had ensured that his personal pinplant and everything linked to it was ciphered using the latest tech in order to prevent hacking. It was also linked to his ship, the Uncle Billy, which proudly sported the nickname of his illustrious progenitor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Robert Tilghman strode calmly into the Tombstone, and everyone inside became aware of his presence—a beefy, six-foot-two cowboy clad in silver-white was hardly going to go unnoticed, anywhere in the galaxy. Ironically, his getup would have attracted the most attention on Earth, where it had once been the height of fashion. Now Tilghman wore it because of the attention—he wanted to ensure his reputation preceded him; it tended to make things easier in the long run. A wave of quiet followed in his wake as he strode calmly to the bar. 
 
    “Hey, Warb,” he greeted the bartender, a rough-looking Gtandan. 
 
    “Yo, Bob,” Warb responded with a smile. “The usual?” 
 
    “Yeah. Make it a double.” 
 
    “Damn. Your nanites ‘re gonna work overtime.”  
 
    “Eh. They always do.” 
 
    “Okay, Bob, your regular table’s empty; go ahead and grab it, an’ I’ll send your drink over in a moment. You want anything to eat?” 
 
    “There’s an idea. Throw one of the house meat pies on the tray, if you don’t mind. I haven’t had lunch yet today.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Removing his Stetson, Tilghman walked over to the booth in the corner and sat down, facing the room, which had resumed a buzz of activity as soon as he’d ordered a double. That had been his intent, of course; he needed the inhabitants set at ease, so the person he really wanted to see felt free to join him. 
 
    He had to wait some time. Warb brought his meal over personally, and Tilghman was on the last crumbs of the meat pie and halfway through his drink when a soft sound, like someone clearing his throat, came from a few benches down. 
 
    “Mickey? That you?” Tilghman breathed. 
 
    “Yes, Robert, I am here,” a voice murmured. From out of the darkness, a short person approached, his clothing changing from pure black to earth tones as he walked. “The camouflage suit you gave me works very well. I’m not invisible, but it helps. Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. I like to take care of my sources, best I can. The last gig went well, so I could afford to ensure you stayed safe.” 
 
    “And that is appreciated,” Mickey replied. ‘Mickey’ was not the Zeewie’s real name, but given the race’s resemblance to Earth rodents, years ago, Bob’s brother Jack had nicknamed the helpful little creature after a certain legendary animated creature from centuries long past. Tilghman knew the Zeewie’s natural tendency was to hide, and Mickey, being afflicted with dwarfism, had a stronger tendency than most. The dwarfism prevented him from joining his fellows in Rhyolite’s mines, since he was too small to do the work, but it also meant he blended in and disappeared in the planet’s environs. “I assume you are looking for Wily? Um, that is, Wy’Lyn of Cochkala?” 
 
    “Yeah! How’d you know?” 
 
    “He came through about two or three weeks ago. Stopped over, here in the Tombstone, on his way from Chimsa to Sakall, over in the outer region of the Jesc Arm. When I saw you come through the door, I knew it had to be for him.” 
 
    “I’ll bet that visit did the denizens no favors.” 
 
    “No. Everyone was very...anxious...until he left.” 
 
    “So how is it you know where he was headed?” 
 
    “He got drunk,” Mickey noted. “He talks too much when he is drunk.” 
 
    “That works,” Tilghman chuckled. “So I need to head for the Jesc Arm?” 
 
    “I think so,” Mickey decided, sounding thoughtful. 
 
    “But you’re not sure.” 
 
    “Not entirely, no. I figured someone from the Guild would come through looking for him sooner or later, so I put out some feelers. It took a while, of course, but...” Mickey paused. “Evidently he did not arrive at his destination.” 
 
    “Hm,” Tilghman considered. “If something failed, and he dropped out of hyperspace before he was supposed to, that might end this contract prematurely.” 
 
    “Which would be bad for us.” 
 
    “Well, we wouldn’t get paid, for sure,” Tilghman admitted, somewhat reluctantly; while the pay could be very good, he still possessed a strong moral sense which told him an unpleasant end for the interstellar criminal would balance the scales of justice on a more cosmological scale. 
 
    “But he would be gone, and no one would have to fear him any longer.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tilghman agreed. “But the possibility exists he broke down someplace, either before or after exiting a gate.” 
 
    “True. I made a point of looking at his craft, down at the docks, once he had passed out, and I was certain he would be unconscious for a while. It was not in good condition.” 
 
    “I can believe it. Any identifying marks?” 
 
    “No name or code, no. But there were three large scrapes running down the port side, almost from nose to tail.” 
 
    “Bow to stern,” Tilghman corrected absently. “Any chance you got imagery?” 
 
    “Have you changed the password on your pinplant?” 
 
    “Not since the last time I saw you.” 
 
    “All right, stand by. I have some imagery on my slate; I will send it to you.” 
 
    Seconds later, Mickey had uploaded several digital photos to Tilghman’s implant, and he studied them mentally. Okay, there are the scrapes, he noted. Looks like somebody had a close shave at some point. Identifying codes, name, everything’s been obliterated in such a way that it looks accidental...but isn’t. Yeah, I’ll recognize this hunk of junk when I see it. He downloaded the images to his own slate with a thought. 
 
    “Does that help?” Mickey asked after several silent moments. 
 
    “Yeah, Mick, that’s perfect,” Tilghman averred. “Thanks. Hang on and lemme send you payment. Will the usual, plus a fifty-credit bonus for hazard pay, suit? I want to make sure you have enough to take care of your family and snooping on Wily wouldn’t be easy or safe.” 
 
    “You are generous, as always, Robert. That will do nicely.” 
 
    Moments later the electronic transaction was complete. A murmured thanks came from the Zeewie, and the other side of the booth became exceedingly quiet. 
 
    Tilghman finished his drink, paid his tab, nodded at Warb as he donned the Stetson once more, and departed the Tombstone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tilghman climbed back aboard the Uncle Billy, departing the docking area and heading offworld in the direction of the nearest Lagrange point. The Uncle Billy had good legs, and unlike most small ships, it also had its own hyperdrive. The ship had been Jack’s spacecraft before his death, and his last few contracts had been lucrative, as had several of Bob’s.  
 
    Sometimes he wished they had superluminal travel, like that depicted in some of the ancient speculative fiction stories; it would have made his job even easier. Not that it was really that easy to begin with, especially when he was sicced onto slimy pieces of shit like Wy’Lyn. But at least it was a lot faster than standard subluminal-speed interstellar travel. 
 
    Tilghman set the Uncle Billy on a course for the stargate and, as soon as he arrived, he used his ever-valuable Peacemaker authority to trigger the stargate and made the transition into hyperspace. A moment’s disorientation, and then the viewport image whited out. 
 
    “Time to hit the head and dump that shit I drank,” he decided, rising and heading aft. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the Uncle Billy rode through hyperspace toward its destination system, Tilghman spent the time preparing for the confrontation. He did maintenance on his weapons and spacesuit, he reviewed the files Liiban had given him, and he considered the briefing the peacemaker had provided. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As he sat in Liiban Aachat’s office, across the desk from the peacemaker himself, Tilghman studied the details of the relatively short contract on his slate, along with a dossier on Wy’Lyn. The remuneration was handsome, especially given that not only the Cartographers’ Guild, but the ruling family of Te’Warri, was chipping in on the payment—”reward money” was how Bob thought of it, not unlike the rewards his sire Bill had received. It was the details of the contract that concerned him. 
 
    “Perpetrator Wy’Lyn of Cochkala, aka “Wily,” wanted. Condition: dead or alive. 200% bonus for return of and Cartographer Guild data chip in his possession. No questions asked.” There was little more to it, other than some general terms and conditions standard to such contracts. 
 
    The order of condition for the perpetrator generally stated the preference; both the Guild and the House of Te’Warri wanted Wy’Lyn dead, if legally feasible. In fact, it pretty much translated to, “alive if possible, dead body more than acceptable.” However, given the number of murders Wy’Lyn had committed, and the fact that a member of House Te’Warri was cold-bloodedly killed and cut up in this latest incident, it was pretty much ensured that, even if Tilghman brought him back alive, the Cochkala would be executed shortly thereafter. 
 
    “Assuming he stays in custody,” Liiban reminded the bounty hunter. “You know how many peacemakers he’s slaughtered in the course of his escapes.” 
 
    “There’ve been...what? Three, four?” Tilghman asked. “Escapes, I mean.” 
 
    “Try six,” Liiban practically growled. “Six dead Peacemaker Enforcers, and twenty-seven dead bounty hunters and guild associates. All good beings too, just not in Wy’Lyn’s league. None out of my office, thank the Maker. But remember that, Bob. He is daring, he is creative in a rather vile fashion, and he is ruthless. And he will be desperate...and the more desperate he is, the more daring and ruthless he becomes. He will try to kill you, and no amount of family or personal reputation will stay his hand.” 
 
    Tilghman took that in, then simply nodded. 
 
    “Have you ever had dealings with him?” 
 
    “No sir. Know ‘im by reputation, though.” 
 
    “I’ve discussed the matter with our Cochkala profiler, and she swears the being is...well, her words were, ‘not right, here or here,’” Liiban said, touching a hand to his temple and his chest. “And I believe her—she’s Cochkala, herself, and trained in psychology.” 
 
    “I’ve always thought,” Tilghman began, then hesitated, not wanting to offend the other male; the Cochkala profiler was one of Liiban’s dear friends. 
 
    “Go ahead, Bob. It’s just you and me, and it won’t go any farther. And you know I don’t take offense readily, especially from you, as long as we’ve known each other.” 
 
    “All right, if you’re sure.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, you know Earth has these critters called badgers...” 
 
    “Yes, and from what I’ve heard, Cochkala resemble big, bipedal, intelligent versions thereof. Go on.” 
 
    “Do you know the badger’s reputation?” Tilghman wondered, and Liiban shook his head. “They’re predators, they’re generally loners, they’re aggressive, and you do not want to piss one off; they can flat tear you to pieces. And they don’t give up. A rabid one...” Tilghman broke off and shrugged. “A rabid badger is about like a damn buzz saw. Now, the average Cochkala doesn’t, but I always thought—at least based on his reputation—that Wy’Lyn didn’t resemble a badger just in appearance.” 
 
    “And rabid, at that, eh?” Liiban said, a wry, mirthless grin on his face. 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah, I reckon.” 
 
    “All right, then. It sounds like you have a good read on him. Do what you have to do. That means, fulfill the contract if you can, but stay safe.” 
 
    “I know it says no questions asked, but there’s something goin’ on here that’s a helluva lot bigger than a cartographer getting killed.” 
 
    “And that’s not for you to know.” 
 
    “Damn, Liiban, a body’s got a right to know what to look out for, doesn’t he?” Tilghman protested. “When have you ever known me to spill the beans on a classified matter? To anybody?” 
 
    Liiban sat back in his chair, drawing a long, deep breath and letting it out in a sigh. Tilghman could read the hints of expression that flitted across the other being’s face, and he knew he’d hit home—the Cartographers’ Guild must really need this data chip back badly, and Liiban knew it. More, Tilghman adjudged, Liiban was worried for his deputy. 
 
    “All right,” Liiban finally capitulated. “That chip contains something; I just don’t know what. The guild is desperate that it be retrieved. Judging by all the mayhem its loss has created, there’s something important there. And that’s all I know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    And that had been the extent of his briefing. 
 
    But considered in the light of the information he’d just gotten from Mickey, Tilghman didn’t think it was any accident that Sakall had been Wy’Lyn’s destination, given that the Sakall system was in the Skyy region of the Peco arm, right at the edge of explored space. He looked at a Tri-V map of the galaxy. Right next to the 4th Arm. No one lived there; it was a galactic wasteland. Legends abounded of destroyed worlds, ravaged by ancient war, and hyperspacial dead ends. Would Wy’Lyn be going to Sakall, thinking of hiding in no-man’s land? 
 
    No, he would likely use the information on the chip to make a jump that wasn’t on the usual mapped routes. More, he was willing to lay money on the notion that Wy’Lyn was planning to meet someone on one of the dwarf ice planets in the system’s Kuiper Belt...if such things existed. 
 
    The question was, had Wy’Lyn made it? 
 
    And, Tilghman considered, what was on that data chip that was so damned important it had attracted Wy’Lyn’s interest...? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tilghman exited hyperspace at the Sakall system’s emergence point and promptly engaged his ship’s EM masking to decrease its signature. Tilghman sent out a couple of drones to increase his range and resolution and did a thorough scan for gravimetric anomalies that might indicate a world where Wy’Lyn might flee. Although the scan didn’t find Wy’Lyn, he found a gas giant, very nearly a brown dwarf star, far out in the Sakall system, nearly in its Kuiper belt.  
 
    The stargate was some distance away; it had little traffic around it and no sign of Wy’Lyn’s ship. He sent a query to the stargate with his codes, and he was informed no freighters had passed through matching its description. Wy’Lyn might still be there! There was only one hiding place in the system, so he set a course for the gas giant. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    This is...not good, Wy’Lyn considered, as he worked frantically on his broken-down spacecraft in the rusty, grimy excuse of a chamber that passed for its engine room. Bad enough I have a hot kakafa in my hands that I have to toss back and forth to keep from burning myself. Then this shit pile of junk has to go and break down, in the middle of nowhere, before I can even get to the rendezvous. 
 
    He kept “this shit pile of junk” because, in general, it served him well and was too nondescript to be readily identified, especially given that all official identification markers had been obliterated in this collision or that shootout. But he had known it was getting close to the end of its useful lifetime, and now he was starting to wonder if it had exceeded it. 
 
    Unfortunately, the money he was to have been paid for the data chip had been what he’d earmarked for his ship’s replacement. And his own probable retirement, when he got down to it; he wasn’t as young as he used to be, and reflexes slowed with age, regardless of species. Wy’Lyn would miss the excitement and the danger, but in the end, if this last caper paid off, he could settle down someplace out of reach of the Peacemakers’ Guild and live out his remaining days in luxury. 
 
    And then the Hunkajunk—as he had taken to calling it, long ago—broke down. 
 
    It figures, he decided. Just about the time things are starting to look up for me, all blagad breaks loose. Never fails. 
 
    He had been here, stuck in the Sakall system, for over ten standard days now, working to get his ship functional again. Not wanting to be seen, he’d slinked over to the gas giant so no one would spot him around the stargate. The system was essentially uninhabited; that was the whole reason he was there in the first place—no one would be around to see him hand over the chip to his secret partners in crime. But that also meant there was no way to obtain spare or replacement parts for the equipment that broke. 
 
    So Wy’Lyn had been using the tiny shop he’d created in a corner, for just such times, to repurpose this or that item aboard the ship, cannibalizing one part to refurbish another, as he attempted to get his ship moving again. He intensely regretted not repairing or replacing the fabricator when it broke down the year before, but he had been gambling on one or two large capers which had not panned out. His under-the-sensors mechanic was expensive. And required payment in advance. 
 
    He was only a few million miles from the rendezvous point, but the Hunkajunk was dead in space; it might as well have been on the far side of the galaxy, for all the good it did. Wy’Lyn had tried a tight-beam transmission to the meeting point several times, but had gotten no response; he wasn’t sure if it was because he’d been stood up, or if they had assumed it would take him much longer to evade pursuit and arrive than it actually had. Not that he’d arrived yet, really. 
 
    He had yet to decide if the unknown personages he was to meet should be considered his employers or his fences. But stealing the data chip from the Cartographers’ Guild had been their idea, done with their intelligence information, and at their behest. And his reward for delivery would be handsome...if he could ever make it to the rendezvous to deliver the karkafat thing. 
 
    He had been leery of working with anyone else. He was a loner by nature and had hesitated. But the remuneration was so tempting, so lucrative, he had agreed. And now he was regretting it intensely. 
 
    In point of fact, Wy’Lyn of Cochkala really was an asshole, a thief, and a cold-blooded killer. And he knew it. And cared not at all. If a living being stood between him and his goal, that being generally did not remain living long and often ended up in too gruesome a shape for the morticians to reconstruct; most of Wy’Lyn’s victims received closed-casket burials...or cremation, whichever seemed more appropriate. 
 
    But this time I think I’ve stumbled onto something far, far bigger than me, he decided as he worked, and it may be bringing down the kind of heat I’ve always been afraid of. Wy’Lyn knew he didn’t fit into the profile of most Cochkala, but while he might have been a psychopath by that race’s standards, he wasn’t crazy, exactly. He had heard the scuttlebutt at the few starports he’d been willing to use to refuel his body and ship that planetary alerts had been issued of the “dead or alive—preferably dead” variety. And like any other sentient being, he didn’t want to be dead. 
 
    I wonder who the Guild will send after me, he idly considered, using a wrench to hammer loose a rusted-on bolt. Word had it, back in the Tombstone, they had picked someone as dangerous as me this time. I suppose it stands to reason that someone in the Peacemakers’ Guild had to have some tough skin. Adversary only knows, they haven’t sent any after me like that to this point; so far, it had been a damn lot of weaklings and cowards. 
 
    Then again, he fully realized he was still free and alive because of that. No one his equal had ever been sent against him, at least in terms of sheer ferocity and determination. 
 
    I’d best be on my guard this time, he decided. Which would be easier if this kactafal ship would actually work! He kicked the nearest capacitor with an armored boot, then sighed. 
 
    “I’ve repaired all I can, in here,” he decided, looking around. “I’d best suit up, spin down, and go outside to see what kind of shit I’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When the Uncle Billy arrived in the vicinity of the gas giant, Tilghman kept his EM masking on and discreetly began scanning. As he had seen earlier, there were no habitable planets in the brown dwarf’s subsystem.  
 
    That said, it didn’t mean there was no activity. Several of the moons were relatively rich in resources, and someone was using automated equipment to mine them. Tilghman had no idea who, but there were shuttles running here and there around the moons. There was also a single unknown ship drifting in an intermediate orbit around the gas giant.  
 
    Tilghman studied the layout of the gas giant’s satellite system, then plotted a course that would enable him to slip up on the ship by hopscotching between the moons’ line-of-sight shadows. Then he fired up the thrusters. 
 
    “Time to go find out who that is,” he decided. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Tilghman arrived at the ship, he recognized it as the same battered old spacecraft whose imagery Mickey had provided. Same three longitudinal scratches, too, he decided, pulling up the imagery and running a digital comparison to the ship in front of him. Aha. Perfect match. And Uncle Billy agrees. 
 
    As the quiet, dark form of Uncle Billy moved closer, coming around to the starboard side of the Hunkajunk, where the hatch was, Tilghman saw a spacesuited figure next to the hull, a panel removed, its arms deep in the guts of the mutilated old ship. 
 
    Huh. That makes things a little easier, Tilghman decided. I don’t have to fight ship to ship. But it isn’t entirely honorable to take him at the point of a cannon barrel, either. Well, maybe a pistol barrel backed up by a cannon barrel, he thought with wry humor. Yeah, that ought to work. I have to take him into custody anyway, if I can. If I can’t—if he fights back—I’ll take him out. 
 
    So Tilghman maneuvered the Uncle Billy in as close as he could get it without Wy’Lyn noticing. Then he set up a sequence of applications enabling him to control his ship via pinlink, and spun down the ship. He unstrapped—he had prepared for this confrontation well before exiting hyperspace, and all he needed now was to don his spacesuit helmet and initiate EVA operations—reached for his helmet, pushed off, and headed for the airlock hatch. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wy’Lyn was removing the broken part in the drive with an eye to repairing it when the voice sounded over his headset. 
 
    “Put your hands up, Wy’Lyn of Cochkala. You are under arrest.” 
 
    His instinct was to spin swiftly, but that was impossible in zero g, so he used his suit’s maneuvering thrusters to turn slowly, knowing there would probably be multiple weapons trained on him and fast moves were only apt to get him shot. 
 
    There, only a few tens of yards from his own vessel, lay another, larger ship, with a figure in shining silver-white floating outside it, weapon drawn and aimed at him. Wy’Lyn mentally cursed his luck, but put up his hands as instructed. 
 
    “Who are you?” he wondered. 
 
    “The name’s Bob Tilghman,” the white-suited figure noted, gun barrel never wavering. 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” Wy’Lyn realized, a tight knot forming in his gut, even as he brainstormed ways out of his dilemma. “You’re a bounty hunter for the Peacemaker’s Guild. They call you the Last Guardsman. You’re from Earth.” 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    Wy’Lyn tapped the fingertips of his gauntlet to his palm; a small projectile weapon slid out of the wrist. 
 
    “Not for long!” he exclaimed, swinging his arm down and pointing it at the bounty hunter. 
 
    He fired. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    But Robert Tilghman had seen the hand motion, and before Wy’Lyn could discharge the weapon, he opened up with Grandpa Bill’s modified Peacemaker, firing off two rounds. Between the micro-gyro and the pinlink, as well as having excellent aim, it was rare for Tilghman to miss. 
 
    He didn’t this time, either. 
 
    One of the poly-ceramic bullets tore into Wy’Lyn’s midsection, the other slammed into the small weapon in his hand, breaking it into several pieces, which flew off into space. Wy’Lyn’s shot went wild, and he doubled up in pain as the momentum of the impact, coupled with venting suit gases, drove him back toward the hull of his own spaceship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wy’Lyn snarled, making a fist with his other hand; another weapon slid from his wrist into his grip, and he fired before Tilghman could react. 
 
    The round slammed into Tilghman’s belly on the right side, somehow managing to slide around the armor in his suit to reach flesh, and he gasped in pain, even as the vacuum-hardening goo in his spacesuit worked to close the breach. Ow, shit! he thought, and the pinlink in his suit responded and did its job. Instantly he felt the slight pinprick as the special device installed in the helmet cowling automatically injected the blood vessels in his throat with nanites to combat the wound. Within seconds they arrived at the wound, and fought to staunch the bleeding and repair the damage. 
 
    “You’re...you’re done, Guardsman,” Wy’Lyn panted, “no matter what happens to me!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Judging by the pain, he’s right, Tilghman realized, shocked, and in distress he fought to hide. The nanites ought to be easing things by now. Instead it’s...uhn...getting worse. Aw damn. Did he use a nano-disassembler round? Armor-piercing, at that, to get through my suit. Those things are twelve kinds of illegal...but this is ‘Wily’ we’re talking about, here. 
 
    “I’m done with you,” Tilghman growled...and used his pinlink to fire Uncle Billy’s main gun at Wy’Lyn, the beam choked down and point blank. 
 
    A large hole developed in Wy’Lyn’s helmet, progressed straight through the forehead, and went out the back of the skull. The Cochkala went limp, eyes glazed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Racked with abdominal pain as the nanites in the illegal round took apart his liver and began to spread out from there, his own beneficial nanites fighting them the whole way, Tilghman retrieved Wy’Lyn’s body, dragging it into the airlock and searching it thoroughly—both manually and with Uncle Billy’s full sensor suite—but there was no sign of the stolen data chip. 
 
    “Must be in his ship somewhere, then,” Tilghman muttered. “I better hurry if I’m gonna find it and arrange to—ugh—return it.” 
 
    With an effort, Tilghman dragged Wy’Lyn’s remains back out of the airlock and over to the Hunkajunk, using the dead Cochkala’s various body parts—hand print, retina scan, and the like—to gain access, circumventing any possible booby traps the crafty criminal might have set. 
 
    A quick look around the ratty cabin almost instantly revealed the location of Wily’s poorly-hidden smuggler’s safe. Tilghman pulled a pinlink device from a pocket, and jammed it into the locking mechanism, using it to jack the safe. Moments later, there was a pop, and the door of the safe opened. 
 
    Quite a few smaller items were contained inside, including a rather famous faceted gemstone, odds and ends of jewelry he recognized from the list of Bhay’va Jiv’ka’s personal effects, and several small poly bags of red diamonds. Next to them was a distinctive data chip, the compass rose of the Cartographers’ Guild engraved on its casing. It should have been in a plastic packet, according to his case briefing, but wasn’t. 
 
    Tilghman confiscated the chip, tucking it carefully into a stowage pocket, before attaching a Peacemaker homing beacon to the helm controls. He exited the Hunkajunk, sealing it behind him, and dragged Wy’Lyn’s cooling carcass back to the Uncle Billy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took over a quarter of an hour for Tilghman to stuff Wy’Lyn into a body bag, put him in stowage, log the chip as recovered, and tuck it safely away in his own craft’s safe. It should have taken all of five minutes, but by that time, he knew he was in a bad way. A quick readout of his ship’s medical bot told the tale: major parts of his liver were jelly. And the nano-disassemblers were now going to work on surrounding organs, including the intestines and pancreas. 
 
    He was dying. And he knew it. 
 
    He strapped into the pilot’s seat, spun up the ship and set it on autopilot, then initiated the hyperspace jump. A brief moment of nausea wracked his body as the ship transitioned, accompanied by horrific pain. He grabbed his helmet, which lay on a shelf close by, and threw up into it, then stared in dismay at its contents: the vomitus consisted largely of blood, mingled with bits of tissue. Part of my liver, I suppose. I’d better finish what I’ve got to do, and fast. Amanda, baby, I’m really sorry. I shoulda listened and retired last year, like you wanted. 
 
    He grabbed his slate, activated the imager in record mode, and began talking, trying not to pant or groan. 
 
    “Liiban, it’s Bob. By the time you get this, I’ll probably be long gone. Wy’Lyn got me with a nano-disassembler round, and it’s chewing me up. But I got him back, and he’s in the aft stowage in a body bag. He won’t be bothering anyone else again. The chip the cartographers want...is in my special safe. You know where it is; here’s the current passcode.” He held the slate in position to see his hand on the chair arm, and tapped his fingers in a special sequence. “So I fulfilled the contract, but it doesn’t look like I’ll...be around to collect. So I’m depending on you to...do something for me. I want you to collect for me and send it back to Amanda, my fiancée. I’ll append all of her contact info...to this vid file for you, along with...a personal message...from me to her. She can provide you with...her financial account information...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When he finished with everything—the message for Amanda was handwritten with a stylus; he hadn’t wanted her to see a video of him dying—he put the slate to sleep, unsure if he would need it again. Then he gazed at the blank whiteness outside the viewport and sighed; it was the last time he would ever see this particular view. And never again would he see a star field. He swiveled the chair and turned away. 
 
    He found himself staring at the bulkhead containing the safe. He pondered it for long moments. Then he reached for the slate again, striving to focus against the intense pain and blood loss. 
 
    After he spent some time looking at a file on the slate, he re-activated the video recording application. It didn’t take long to say what he needed to say, but it was harder this time; his breath seemed short, and he fought to get the words out. 
 
    When he was done, he downloaded both videos to a data chip of his own, and laid it on the control console. Then he wiped the slate, down to its operating system, at a level he knew forensics could not reconstruct. He tightened the straps as snugly as they would go, picked up the data chip, and clutched it in his fist, looking out into the white nothingness of hyperspace. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    The Uncle Billy drove onward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When the Uncle Billy arrived at the pre-designated rendezvous point a week later, dropping out of hyperspace at the system’s L3 point, Liiban Aachat was waiting in his personal craft, along with Qwyllym ak Sykryn of the Cartographers’ Guild, two lesser-rank peacemakers, and a medic. The Sirra’Kan royal House Te’Warri had not sent a representative, opting to accept Liiban’s report instead; none of them were willing to risk facing the perpetrator if he should be alive, even in custody. The Uncle Billy cleared the emergence point, then retro-fired and slowed to a stop. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Liiban told ak Sykryn. “Robert isn’t answering my hail.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is busy with something else?” ak Sykryn wondered. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be like him. He’d be looking for us right away, not stopping dead in space like that.” Liiban shook his head. “We’d best see about docking and checking out the situation. If Wy’Lyn broke loose, he could have his hands full. He may need our help.” 
 
    “Ah, perhaps I should stay here, then.” 
 
    “Are you any good with weapons?” 
 
    “...No.” 
 
    “Then yes, stay here until I call you.” He grabbed the controls. “Now to match the spins and line up the docking ports...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Liiban entered the Uncle Billy’s flight deck, flanked by his two subordinates—all weapons at the ready—his eyes narrowed, and he sighed in pained disappointment and grief. 
 
    Robert Tilghman sat in the pilot’s seat, firmly strapped in and upright. His helmet was off, lying nearby—and filled with what looked like dried blood—but his spacesuit was not; there was a nano-healed puncture in the middle right torso of the suit, with several gray smudges around it that told the tale to the experienced peacemaker. Tilghman’s face was white, his eyes open, glassy, staring emptily at the viewport. The final member of the Tilghman line, the Last Guardsman, had passed beyond the limits of spacetime to whatever lay Beyond. 
 
    But the sharp-eyed Peacemaker noted something in the dead man’s hand. Moving to the side of the chair, he studied it carefully before gently prying it from the stiff fingers. It was a data chip. He spun to his subordinates. 
 
    “You,” he said, pointing at one, “go fetch the cartographer and the medic. You,” he turned to the second, “see if there’s any sign of Wy’Lyn aboard.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” came the tandem reply, and the two split up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time ak Sykryn entered Tilghman’s ship, the second junior peacemaker had found Wy’Lyn’s body, still in its full spacesuit, a hole all the way through the middle of the helmet and the head, wrapped in a body bag in the stowage lockers aft. She summoned Liiban and the medic to verify the fact. It would require an autopsy to determine if Wy’Lyn had asphyxiated or bled out or expired from extensive brain damage, but in any case, Liiban was convinced he was dead. 
 
    “A dead man’s ship,” Liiban murmured as he entered the flight deck once more. 
 
    “What?” ak Sykryn queried, confused, looking up; he had been staring at Tilghman’s body, and his expression was disturbed in the extreme. Evidently, the cartographer wasn’t used to seeing dead bodies, Liiban concluded. 
 
    “Never mind.” Liiban made a beeline for the other being, holding out the data chip. “Is this it?” 
 
    Ak Sykryn scrutinized it briefly. “No, it is not.” 
 
    “Figured as much. Let me see, then.” He extracted his slate from a capacious stowage pocket of his own uniform, plugged in the chip, and activated it. This initiated a video that Tilghman had evidently made in his extremis, shortly before dying, and the Peacemaker watched in silence, allowing the audio to be uplinked to his pinplant, so that only he could hear Tilghman’s last words. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” the medic said as the video finished, and Liiban looked up. “Sir, I have the forms verifying death of one Wy’Lyn of Cochkala. I need your initials.” The medic proffered his slate. 
 
    Liiban initialed the forms with his fingertip, then turned to ak Sykryn. 
 
    “That’s condition one for contract completion,” he noted. 
 
    “Indeed, but the data chip has not been returned.” 
 
    “Stand by.” Liiban moved to a panel on the aft bulkhead of the flight deck, deliberately positioning his body between the panel and the other occupants so they could not see what he was about to do. He pressed a hand against the panel, tapped his fingers in the sequence Tilghman had provided in the video, and the hidden door of a small safe opened. He looked inside for a moment, then smiled grimly, reached in, and pulled out the Cartographers’ Guild data chip with its identifying compass rose. “Here is condition two,” Liiban said, displaying the chip to ak Sykryn. “Is this it?” 
 
    “It is,” ak Sykryn said in relief, holding out one hand. Liiban gave him his chip. “The contract is fulfilled.”  
 
    “Very well, then.” The cartographer turned to the remains of the man in the pilot’s seat. “Was this your man?” 
 
    “He was. A very good one. The last of his line. Medic?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Have you verified Deputy Tilghman’s cause of death?” 
 
    “Yes sir. I was examining him while you were watching the video, and I’ve just been filling out the forms. They’re almost ready for you to initial.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Looks like he got hit with a nano-disassembler round, sir. Upper right quadrant of the abdomen. According to what I can tell, there’s nothing left of the liver and pancreas except sludge. Probable damage to lower right lung; ditto small intestine; likely a section of the transverse colon is missing, too.” 
 
    “Damn.” Liiban raked a hand across his face. “No chance of resuscitation, then.” 
 
    “Not after this long, no, sir. I estimate time of death to be shortly after he shunted into hyperspace.” 
 
    “So about a week.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “All right. Do something for me?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “See if you can find a viable tissue sample—more than one, if you can—extract it, and preserve it in a viable state.” 
 
    “Sir, we can’t clone—” 
 
    “I know that,” Liiban snapped. “We can’t clone a full, sentient being...yet. But this was an old family of some nobility, and Robert the noblest of the lot, in my opinion. I owe it to him to at least try to bring him back in some form. One day.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I suppose, if he is dead, the reward on the contract is moot?” ak Sykryn said, seeming hopeful, as they watched the medic go to work on what was left of Robert James Tilghman. 
 
    “Not at all,” Liiban said, sternly. “I have his last will and testament resident on this slate,” he waved the device, “and he left me instructions to send the reward money to his fiancée on Earth.” 
 
    “I see,” ak Sykryn said, deflating somewhat. “Very well. That is acceptable. I will contact Viha’an Hi’mat, and if you will provide the information, we will honor the contract and see that the full amount of the contract is deposited in her account.” 
 
    “I’ll do that as soon as we get Robert properly seen to.” Liiban nodded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back in his office in the Cresht region’s satellite bureau, Liiban finished the paperwork on the contract. Both the Cartographers’ Guild and the House Te’Warri of the Sirra’Kan had followed through on their rewards, and while it had been hard to tell Amanda Faye Nixen that her beloved was dead, at least he had been able to demonstrate Robert’s love by providing for her financially. The entire reward fee, a handsome sum, was now in her personal financial account. And Liiban had personally seen Tilghman’s body off to his family.  
 
    Just then, Tilghman’s slate let out a loud bleat. He jumped, then reached for it to see what the problem was. To his surprise, Robert Tilghman’s pale face appeared on its screen. 
 
    “Liiban, by now you...you know I’m dead,” Tilghman panted, in obvious, unconcealed pain. “And all the...cartographers...should be gone from the regional...office. If they’re not, pause this now, and don’t start it up again...until they are.” 
 
    “What the perdition...?” Liiban breathed. 
 
    “Okay, you’re still watching, so...they’re gone,” Tilghman continued. “I gotta ‘fess up to something. I...looked at the information on...the data chip. I’d already...figured out a few things, see. An’ I’ll lay every credit I got...they didn’t tell you the most...important stuff.” 
 
    “Which is?” Liiban murmured to the image on the screen. 
 
    “Lemme just...uhn...say this,” Tilghman’s image said, wincing in pain, and Liiban couldn’t help but wince as well in sympathy; even as the human had recorded the video, the nano-disassemblers had been tearing him up, from the inside out. “That’s data about the 4th Arm. Strange navigational data. I don’t understand it. Maybe you can find someone who does. I just know the Cartographers are lying about the 4th arm, but not why.” 
 
    Tilghman broke off to cough, and a spatter of blood covered his lips; he wiped it off on his white gauntlet, leaving a red smear...just as a trickle of blood ran out the corner of his mouth. Abruptly blood covered his tongue and flowed out his mouth and down his chin. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” he murmured. “I guess it’s...time to go, buddy. In more ways...than one. Godspeed, Liiban. It’s been...a pleasure. One last present…” 
 
    The screen of the slate went dark, and there was a pop. A little drawer opened on the slate revealing a data chip. Swiftly he inserted it into his slate, and scanned its contents. The Cartographer Guild’s logo appeared. The sneaky bounty hunter had made a copy. Then he did a double-take as he studied parts of it more carefully. His jaw dropped open. 
 
    Liiban stared at the slate’s screen in horror. 
 
    “Entropy,” he cursed. “What in the Maker’s name have we found?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 UNTO THE LAST–STAND FAST by Robert E. Hampson 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father Salvatore. You have a message?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency. My contact says they can get me into the Arritim city. They don’t guarantee I will get out.” 
 
    “Indeed. The Zuul. They have besieged the city.” 
 
    “My contact says the Zuul are not much of a threat. Their lines have too many holes and only one hundred mercenario to fill them. They are unable to use the heavy equipment that was liberated from Zaragossa. They are little better than bounty hunters...eager but not very competent.” 
 
    “Then we still have a chance to get the Holy One out?” 
 
    “Not likely. The Arezzo General Pompe’oCo has brought his own troops, but they are restless. They threaten to sack the city, but for now, Pompe’oCo holds them in check with the Zuul. My contact is not sure how long that will last; the mercenario are outnumbered ten-to-one.” 
 
    “Dire circumstances, then. We are not a rich colony, and Nuova Roma can only authorize a small amount. We have found an agency from Schweiz that specializes in ‘Executive Protection.’ We cannot afford them, although we have someone who may assist. Even one company is beyond us, for they are Terran and use ‘CASPers,’ as I think they are called.” 
 
    “If we cannot afford them, then it matters not if they are even Zaragossan discards, which the Zuul possess but cannot use. My fear is that the Arezzo might.” 
 
    “We have a chance at the Schweiz Company, Salvatore. I will send a gentleman with you to Commu’neDi. Mr. Jefferson has been helpful in negotiations with the mercenario. You should have two weeks. The mercenario cannot be here before then.” 
 
    “Wait, you said we could not afford them!” 
 
    “There is more than money of interest to warriors. We have arranged a ‘deal’ if you will.” 
 
    “A deal? No, I will not inquire further, you would only dissemble. Yet may I ask how many? I will have the Arritim prepare a passage for them.” 
 
    “Ah, you wound me, Salvatore!” 
 
    “Merely the truth, your Excellency. No more than is right for the Church.” 
 
    “It is good that you understand, Salvatore. More mercenario than the one hundred Zuul, but not by much. Around two hundred.” 
 
    “One-hundred eighty-nine, perhaps? Of the Mercenario Sviss? I have heard of this legend. Perhaps the Heavenly Father makes a joke at our expense.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frank Jefferson turned so he didn’t have to see his wife’s face as he packed. It was only a small bag; where he was going, he would only need lightweight clothing. If the plan worked, the rest of his gear would meet him on-site. If the plan didn’t work, it wouldn’t matter, so either way, there was no point in taking too much. 
 
    Betsy was crying now, silently, except for the occasional sob. As he sealed the final pouch and applied the device to the valve which would suck all the excess air out of the package, he turned and took her face in his hands. 
 
    “I have to do this, my love.”  
 
    “No, you don’t. Franklin Washington Adams Jefferson, you told me you gave up that. You gave it up for me and to ‘buy the farm’ you said.” 
 
    “Betsy Jefferson, I am doing this for you. If this goes badly, there will be no farm, and you will be in danger.” 
 
    “But it’s not your job to defend the Stars or their church!” 
 
    “I swore an oath, Betsy.” 
 
    “Not to them! It’s not even your Church!” 
 
    “No, my love, I swore it to you. Love, honor, cherish, defend, and protect, ‘til death do us part.” 
 
    “If you love me, you’ll say no!” 
 
    “Ah, but love is only one of the terms, my heart, I promised to cherish, defend, and protect. I would not be protecting you if the War comes to San Pietro.” 
 
    “What can one man do?” 
 
    “Not one alone, but my Company will be there.” 
 
    “And you? Why do they need you if they have the Company? You promised me you left that behind.” 
 
    “It is duty, Betsy, duty and love. ‘Greater love hath no man than this that a man lay down his life...’ for his friends, for his love, for his God, for his home.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll come back.” 
 
    “I can only promise to Stand Fast, my love. Unto the Last.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You know, Padre, I for damn sure wouldn’t mind heading to the damned ‘Star’ city if it wasn’t so damned wet!” 
 
    “Patience, Mr. Jefferson, patience....and please temper your tongue.” 
 
    Frank just gave a snort of disgust and sat down on the edge of the PlasForm dock attached to the last solid ground for miles. He took off his shoes and hung his feet down into the warm water. He didn’t see any crocagators floating in the still water, and this close to the Stars’ waterlogged city, there would be a few aquatic predators with a taste for Humans.  
 
    Aside from the long peninsula they’d walked in on, they were surrounded by wetlands—bogs, marshes, swamps, trees, and open water. On Earth this might be called ‘bayou’ or ‘canali.’ On San Pietro it was simply called ‘The Wet.’ Any Humans traveling to The Wet knew to dress for heat, humidity, and frequent rain. Thus Frank wore short pants, a loose sleeveless shirt, and a hat with a floppy brim to keep the sweat and water out of his eyes. Despite his complaining and the heavy pack on his back, Frank was perfectly comfortable in the light rain, sitting with his feet in water almost to his knees.  
 
    Father Salvatore, on the other hand, just had to be uncomfortable in his vestments, even as light weight as they were. He was a big man, and the cassock covered him from head to toe. It didn’t look like it was waterproof, either, which meant it had to weigh a ton with absorbed water. However, the only sign he even noticed the humidity and rain was that he occasionally removed his glasses to wipe away the water droplets. His face was calm, and he continued to stand at the edge of the dock, looking out along the narrow canal leading to the Arritim city. 
 
    Frank noticed a faint ripple, about a quarter klick down the waterway. As it approached, he could see the characteristic ‘V’ shape of a boat wake. As it approached the dock, the vessel raised slightly out of the water. It was open at the top and filled with water inside. The Arritim communities were largely aquatic, thus their conveyances remained open to the water except for the minimum streamlining required to reduce resistance. The boat—if it could be called that and not a submarine—rose up to the level of the dock and approached to within a few decimeters. There was a driver and one passenger. Much the same as Frank’s own party, but while the passenger and Father Salvatore could converse; Frank had little in common with the boat driver, and nothing to say in this meeting. His role would come later.  
 
    The passenger rose and stepped out of the water-filled interior onto the dock. He bowed and offered a ‘hand’ to the Padre. Salvatore dropped to one knee and kissed the large ornate jewel affixed to one digit of the alien appendage. 
 
    “Your Eminence.” 
 
    There was clearly some form of starfish in the aliens’ developmental past, hence the nickname ‘Stars’ for individual Arritim. The three upper appendages—two ‘arms’ and a ‘head’—were conical projections from a circular central body. Each ended in small boneless digits—and yes, there were ten per limb. Frank knew from the colonist database that the digits on the ‘head’ were specialized sensory organs, while the ones of the arms served the same function as fingers. The lower limbs were hidden within a garment that looked remarkably like water-filled coveralls, which reminded the Human colonists of pictures of Old-Earth farmers. Most of the central body, containing the mouth, brain and respiratory organs, was concealed beneath the fluid, but a pair of eye stalks poked out above the surface and continuously scanned the area. The digits of one limb held a small plas-and-metal object, and from this issued a synthesized voice. 
 
    “Rise, Father Salvatore, and be at peace. Tell me, what do you hear from Nuova Roma?” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Eminence. The news is mixed. The Terran Holy See remains adamant that the Soglio di Pietro remain on Earth and threatens excommunication of Nuova Roma. Even though His Holiness emigrated to Nuova Roma, the Terrans have declared the Stellar Catholic Church heretical. They have their own troubles, and can do little to assist us. We have arranged for a single company of mercenario and must find a way to get them into Commu’neDi when they arrive.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate, Teofilo. My source tells me that the Arezzo General Pompe’oCo brought a thousand souls to discipline us, but cannot control them. It would be most regretful if Rome chose to do the same.” 
 
     “These are turbulent times. The Terran Church senses it is losing influence. There are those who protest the races of the stars—even Humans—cannot be of the true faith, for they have never trod the same ground as the Savior. The Holy See has many cardinals who are ready to agree and declare us all heretics.” 
 
    “It is much the same with us. The General has been calling for the return of the Epichysis and the Telum for several years now. He has been telling the Commons that Arrita’yTer has ‘stolen the history’ of the Arezzo homeland. 
 
    “Dark days, then. He has over a thousand in his force. How can we resist?” 
 
    “‘At least a thousand souls’ according to the reports. Of course, I fear for their souls if they are following Pompe’oCo. I have dealt with him before, and he owes his allegiance to the highest bidder, and not any Divine Direction, no matter what his propaganda says. There are rumors he has not paid his mercenaries, either. If he does that to his followers, they will revolt.” 
 
    “In that case there is no more time to waste. I must get into the city, see the Holy One, and then we must prepare accommodations for our own mercenario.” Salvatore turned to Frank. “Bless you for indulging an old priest Mr. Jefferson. If you are ready?”  
 
    “Oh not so fast, Father. I have to go, you do not.” Frank stood and reached into the heavy bag he’d carried down from the Human settlement. He pulled out the underwater breathing system he would need for the trip in the Arritim ‘boat.’ “I promised Bishop Crunelli I would send you back. He’d never forgive me if I lost you.” 
 
    “Ah, the impetuosity of youth. You may have me in years, but I know my duty, as well as you know yours, my son.” The priest set his legs, and stared at Frank. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” He reached into his pack and pulled out a second rebreather. “I promised I would send you. I never promised you would go.” With that, he handed over the mask and offered the priest a hand to help him into the watercraft. 
 
    Father Salvatore’s lined face crinkled into a grin. “Shall we go then?”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frank tried to hide his unease as he waded down the ‘street.’ He and Father Salvatore had been in the city for over a week, and he’d long gotten over both the amazement and feeling conspicuous, but tonight would be a bit different, and Frank’s mission was critical to their own safety, let alone success. Father Salvatore was conspicuous in his cassock and vestments, yet Human seafarmers were common enough that Frank was able to pass relatively unnoticed through the shallow canals that formed the thoroughfares of the alien city. The Stars averaged a few inches shorter than most Humans, and they preferred to walk in waist-level water. Thus the pedestrian walkways were about hip deep to a Human, and easily accessible to the San Pietro colonist. 
 
    He was dressed in clothing typical for those who worked the sea platforms—a tight fitting singlet from mid-thigh to shoulders that kept the water out and his unexposed skin dry, topped by a mesh ‘shirt’ and head scarf to filter the sun. His feet were clad in lightweight neoprene moccasins that provided traction without adding weight or getting waterlogged. Unlike the Humans, nearly all of the Arritim lived in Commu’neDi. Humans on the other hand lived in many places, the cool dry uplands, the hot, humid coast, the deep-sea platforms, and now the archipelago and shallow seas near the Arritim city. They were adaptable, and Frank’s clothing reflected that adaptability to the point that he was pretty comfortable, despite the heat and humidity.  
 
    Frank was still a bit bemused at the Human and aliens sloshing through the water around him. Even though it happened decades before he married Betsy, ‘bought the farm’ and settled on San Pietro, it still hadn’t been that long since the Human colony and the Arritim had been at war over the perceived ‘invasion’ of their colony worlds. The truth was that both colonies were planted at the same time, and the two races would not even have known the other was present except for a chance encounter. The archipelago and shallow seas around Commu’neDi were far enough from the settlement of San Pietro that it would have been decades before the Humans ventured that far. To make matters worse, the two colonies were meant to be religious sequesters, and finding aliens in their respective hermitage had led to the short Heretic Wars. Only when an Arritim Prisoner of War discovered common ground with a San Pietrese priest, was a settlement reached. The peace turned into alliance and even friendship on common religious grounds—an issue which irritated the respective home churches on both Terra and Arezzo, the Arritim home world, leading to the current unpleasantness. 
 
    He reached his destination and entered the building through the water-level doorway. Like most Commu buildings, it was low, but wide, with three levels: one completely under water, the entry level half-filled with water to the same depth as the canals, and an upper level that could be kept dry for storage or Human use. The Arritim used all levels, although Humans preferred to get out of the water. A few buildings even had additional or enlarged upper floors to accommodate the Humans with business in the city. This particular building filled a city block and had a roof access. Frank quickly moved to the uppermost level and looked out over the city. He could see the evidence of the siege on the horizon—dark shapes and ripples from the submerged platforms. Occasionally there was a wisp of smoke, but that was probably from the Zuul; neither the Arritim nor their Arezzo cousins had much use for fire. There was also no need for Frank to hide from their own view of him; the Arezzo barely acknowledged the uplanders existed, except to condemn their corrupting influence on the Arrita’yTer religion. Their biggest blind spot was anything more than a few meters above water—a fact that Frank and the Father had counted on for getting their own mercenary reinforcements into the city. He’d wait until dusk, then light the infrared marker for the shuttle delivering the first of the Mercenario Svizz, as Father Salvatore called them. 
 
    As darkness fell, Frank could see the green beams and white tracers as the surrounding Zuul and Arezzo fired their weapons. The last week had been filled with rumors—mostly that Pompe’oCo was losing control. The weapons fire seemed to be increasing and suggested there was some truth to the rumor. It was fully dark when he heard three clicks through the waterproof radio he was wearing under his head scarf. Even though he was toward the edge of the roof, he moved even further out so the roof access was between him and the designated landing zone. A brief rush of wind and a silhouette heralded the arrival of the shuttle. After some muffled sounds and indistinct movement, one of the shadows separated itself from the others and came over to Frank.  
 
    “For the Grace, for the might of Our Lord,” Frank said. 
 
    “For the Faith, for the Way of the Sword,” replied a voice with the countersign. “I’m Captain Riedel. You are?” 
 
    “Frank Jefferson. I’ve been sent to meet you.” Frank peered out at the still indistinct shadows moving on the rooftop. The Captain had night vision optics pushed up on his head, so the others probably had the same. “I see maybe a platoon. Where are the others? 
 
    “Oh, hell no, this isn’t even a platoon. The shuttles aren’t big enough.”  
 
    “A Mark Nine can handle two platoons and gear.” 
 
    “We’re not using Mark Nine’s anymore, ‘Prez.’”  
 
    Frank whirled to face the person behind him. He was about to lay into the newcomer for using that handle until he recognized the face behind the voice. His face lit in a smile. “Steel? How’d they drag your sorry ass down here? And why aren’t you using Mark Nine’s?” 
 
    Nicholas “Steel” Stihl laughed. “Same as you, I guess. I hadn’t expected to see you here, either, Prez.” 
 
    “Actually, I live here now. I bought the farm.” He paused a moment, then clarified. “Colonization credits. Betsy wanted forty acres and a mule. They haven’t decanted all the mules yet, but we’ve got a spread up in the mountains where it’s cooler and drier.” 
 
    “Betsy, huh. So she waited for you. Lucky dog. Oh, and a farm sounds nice right about now.” 
 
    “Yes, but you haven’t answered my question. Why aren’t you using Mark Nine shuttles? I cleared a landing zone expecting at least a Mark Eight or even O-I-V’s!” 
 
    “We don’t have them. The Company’s not in great shape. We were on the wrong side in Zaragossa, lost half of our men, most of our CASPers. Your forty acres and a mule are why most of us are here. One last job to earn colonization credit, and then we get the hell out of this life.” 
 
    “Umm, okay. I didn’t realize that was the Company at Zaragossa. On the other hand, I might know how you can get some of that equipment back...” 
 
    “Gentlemen. Focus,” the captain interrupted. “We need to secure a perimeter, secure the Principal, clear the area inside the perimeter, and then determine exfil. Once we get the Headquarters platoon down, the major can fill you in.” He paused, as if listening to something. “Oh. That’s f—ed up. The Zuul have filed protest and breach of contract. Their general has lost control of his mob.” 
 
    Raising his voice slightly, he spoke to the troops on the rooftop: “Mission change. We need to get the rest of Second Platoon down now, with First and Third down by daybreak. Clear the shuttle and send it back up. McCarthy! Alpha Squad arm up and on me.” Turning back to Frank, he explained, “The major has been monitoring the Guild channels. He was expecting something like this. It just means we accelerate the schedule and we are bringing everyone down tonight. I think we’d better go see your Holy One right away.”  
 
    Steel grinned. “So, does this mean you’re back in the game, Colonel?” 
 
    The captain’s head whipped around at the mention of the rank. “Colonel? What? Who?” 
 
    Steel pointed to Frank. “Lieutenant Colonel Franklin Washington Adams Jefferson. Callsign ‘Prez’ since he was named for presidents of the old US of A.” 
 
    “Full Colonel, Steel, and Benjamin Franklin was never President.” 
 
     “Sure, but at least he got his face on the hundred-credit chit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Your Holiness, please keep your head down,” Major Christopher DiNote advised the Arritim priest. “We cannot be certain that there aren’t snipers within the city already.” 
 
    DiNote, Jefferson, and the Human and Arritim priests were on the top floor of one of the few three-story buildings in the city. The balcony was designed to not only provide a commanding view of the city, but also to provide the city with a view of the occupants of the balcony. It was this latter that concerned the mercenary commander.  
 
    For a race that has little use for fire, they are certainly embracing it now, Frank thought. Columns of smoke rose from several points around the perimeter of the city. In a purely Human city, there would be shouting and crowds in the streets. The Stars had a high ululation instead of shouting, but it was largely inaudible to the Humans. The depth of water in the streets had deepened as levees at the edge of town were damaged by the besieging army, making passage more difficult, but keeping the crowds down. Still, the locals were resisting to the best of their ability—the Arritim had changed more than their racial name when they left their homeland on Arezzo—they had no desire to submit once again to their distant cousins. In all, though, it was a remarkably quiet siege, save for the sound of distant weapons fire and the occasional ricochet or stray projectile shot. 
 
    The priests had wanted to come up to the balcony to assess the conditions in the city themselves. As was fairly typical for both holy “men” they disregarded the risk to themselves, leaving that worry to Frank and the major. A slight “tink” sound caught the Franks attention, and he looked down to see a deformed fragment of metal. He picked it up and held it out in his palm for the priests to see.  
 
    “Father Salvatore, Patriarch Clement, you really need to take cover. This is a railgun projectile. It’s spent, which means the range was too far, but that won’t be the case for much longer. We need to get you to cover...sooner rather than later.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frank awoke in the dark. He blinked twice, and the chrono display in his contacts showed the time: 0423. Oh-Dark-Thirty. So, he’d been asleep for two hours. Mediating the argument between the two priests and the mercenary commander had taken them well past midnight. Two hours’ sleep was enough to take the edge off his fatigue, but it wasn’t real sleep...that or he’d gotten soft in his years as a farmer. 
 
    Something had awoken him, though, and as he searched his memory, he realized he’d heard a squishing sound, similar to that made by water-filled boots. Arritim? Or Arezzo? He blinked and then squinted, activating the night-vision mode of his contacts. Strange, he hadn’t worn a chrono in years, let alone a tactical vision system. He’d liked being out of the game, but apparently, the game wasn’t out of him. 
 
    Without moving, he scanned the room. There! It was one of the Stars, but not armed. The threat-detection readout in the corner of his visual field was yellow-green, no threats other than the strange presence. 
 
    “Colonel Jefferson?” The synthesized voice gave little clue as to the identity of the speaker, but the use of his old rank did. So far, only a few of the Company, Father Salvatore, and the Star’s High Priest knew that detail. 
 
    “Patriarch.” Frank gave the minimum response, waiting for the Holy One to reveal his purpose for disturbing Frank’s sleep. “ 
 
    “Colonel. I do not know these Men of Fire and Flame,” the Patriarch continued. “I do not know you, but Father Salvatore says you are a good man. I fear for my people. I fear for the Faithful, and am not comfortable with this plan. I should reveal myself to Pompe’oCo and let him take me and spare the city.” 
 
    Frank sat silent. This was precisely what they had argued so late last night. DiNote favored booby-trapping the main avenues of advance, then setting up a hard line of defense around Patriarch. This would slow down the Arezzo, funnel them into zones where snipers could attrite the forces and smash them against reinforced defenses at the basilica. The priests had argued that the plan was too dangerous to the city’s inhabitants. Personally, Frank thought that the major’s plan was ignoring the fundamental axiom of never assuming you had an unassailable position. On the other hand... 
 
    “Your Holiness...” Frank began, but was interrupted by a static sound from the Star’s translator. 
 
    “That title is somewhat doubtful at the moment. Please, just call me Father Clement.” 
 
    “Very well, Father, but I am not a Colonel at present. Just Mister Jefferson...or Frank.” Frank paused a moment, then continued his original thought: “Father, you have no guarantee surrender will save your people. The Arezzo forces out there are behaving in every manner consistent with fanatics. The General has stirred them up, and they will settle for nothing less than destroying you and your church. You may think you’ll save lives by not resisting, but it is my professional opinion the only guarantee of saving lives is stopping the enemy cold.” 
 
    The electronic box produced a pretty good emulation of a sigh. Interesting that someone had programmed the translators in such a manner. “You may be right, Mister Jefferson, but I fear for my people. Mine and yours, for Pompe’oCo may not stop with just Commu’neDi.” 
 
    “His troops won’t be venturing up into the high plains, Father. Not easily.” 
 
    “Not by themselves, but they’ve demonstrated a willingness to use orbital weapons.” 
 
    That was true. It was why the full Company was not on the ground, including the CASPers. The shuttle carrying Headquarters Platoon had been shot down. It was next to last, with the CASPers scheduled to come down in the final pass. If Major DiNote hadn’t come down as soon as he heard of the Zuul withdrawal; Frank might very well have found himself in command. He had mixed feelings over that possibility. He wasn’t sure the major was taking into account the fanaticism of the enemy, nor the obstinacy of the defenders. 
 
    “We need something different, Father. Something no one is expecting...” Frank trailed off. An idea occurred to him. It was something that had been nagging at him since he first heard that the Arezzo were bringing Zuul mercenaries to the planet. It had more to do with where he’d last heard of the Zuul...Zaragossa. 
 
    He stood, donned his boots and reached into the small locker at the foot of his cot. He’d brought it. Despite Betsy’s protests and his own misgivings, he’d brought his uniform tunic, with the three stars and braid of a full Colonel’s rank insignia. “Father, I think perhaps we should wake up the major. I have an idea, and I suspect I’m going to have to pull rank to get him to go for it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I still say we fort up and make them come to us,” the major said, insistent. “We can hold a fixed position against a thousand irregulars, no problem...and it won’t even be a thousand because we’re grinding them down as they work their way to us.” 
 
    “At the cost of half the city. These people have to live here, Major. I have to live here when this is done,” Frank clarified. “We need to draw them off. Make them think they’ve won, or at least are winning, and that their main target is not here. It’s the only way to get them to leave the city alone.” 
 
    “How? You just argued the priest out of surrendering himself on the basis that Pompe’oCo will kill everyone even once he has the Patriarch!” 
 
    “Misdirection, sir.” That was Steel. Frank had given him a brief outline of the plan, since everything would hinge on Steel’s platoon. “If the Father is in Pompe’oCo’s hands, he has no reason not to sack the city. On the other hand, if he has confirmed intelligence that the Patriarch is somewhere else, he’ll pivot his forces to follow, leaving only a token force, which we can easily clean up.” 
 
    That gave the major pause. He stroked his chin. “...and just how do you intend to get the priests—I assume you mean everyone, and not just the Patriarch—out of the city? If you hadn’t noticed, we’re somewhat surrounded. The Arezzo are aquatic, so underwater is out. Pompe’oCo is no idiot, so he knows that Humans would take to the air. We’ve certainly seen that he has anti-air assets. How are you planning on getting them out?” 
 
    “For that, we need the CASPers,” Frank said quietly. 
 
    “What the hell?” Major DiNote exploded. “Our CASPers are in orbit! They’re modified Mark 6s, and we can’t just drop them from orbit!” 
 
    “But what if you had Mark 7s?” Frank continued in that quiet voice. 
 
    “We lost our Mark 7s at Zaragossa. I thought you were better informed than that, Colonel!” The major spat the rank title in disgust. 
 
     “...and who did you lose them to?” Frank was being extraordinarily patient. His face showed neither anger nor apathy, but his quiet demeanor was somewhat unnerving to onlookers. 
 
    “We lost them to the damn Zuul when we had to pull out of Zaragossa!” The major was cooling down at bit, but it was more out of regret at the loss than disgust at the situation. “Damned incompetent Eatees, but we were hired by the wrong side.” 
 
    Frank waited just a moment before dropping his final point. He wanted to see if the major would fill in the gaps himself. “Remember the day you landed? The breach of contract notice?” 
 
    Light was beginning to dawn in the major’s eyes. “The Zuul...” He swallowed, and turned toward Frank, for the first time with a look of appraisal and respect. “Do you think they still have them?” 
 
    “The letter of protest cited lack of payment, divided command, and the fact that the Stars had confiscated the six CASPers the Zuul had brought with them intending to use as siege engines. They can’t operate them, but they can slave them to a common command link.” It was Steel’s turn to fill in the details, even though it was clear that the implications were dawning on his commander. 
 
    “What about ammunition?” It was an honest question, not a challenge like the major’s former comments. “Surely the Zuul wouldn’t have done much to rearm the CASPers. Not that I would trust anything the Zuul would use.”  
 
    “All we need are small munitions. Grenades, Penetrators, just about anything explosive; HEAT would be nice, but not really necessary, and no long-range or orbital.” Frank pulled out a slate with a list of armaments he needed and handed it to the major. “Call for a ballistic drop pod, have them place it in the Wet for recovery.” 
 
    “The ‘Wet?’” 
 
    “Bayou. Swamps. To the west back where this archipelago starts. We’ll need to work from there, anyway.” 
 
    “Very well, Colonel Jefferson. I expect I shall be relinquishing command to you, then.” The major had removed a small white baton from his belt and held it out to Frank. “I’ll have the adjutant draw up the Transfer of Command. Have you considered who is going to operate those CASPers, since my squad is still in orbit?”  
 
    Steel laughed, turned his head, and pointed to the pinlink behind his ear. “That’s where my heavy weapons platoon comes in.” He turned back to Frank. “Welcome back, Prez. This should be fun!” 
 
    The major snorted, and Frank rolled his eyes, but he accepted the baton and clipped it onto his belt. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You want me to WHAT?” The disbelief was quite evident in Sergeant ‘Bugs’ Schmidt’s tone, even though no one could see his face inside the CASPer. 
 
    “It’s called the Buckley Maneuver. You launch a penetrator at the rock. You make a hole. You insert a grenade into the hole, back up, and blow the grenade. You drag the rubble out of the way, then rinse, lather and repeat.” Steel’s voice came from the second CASPer. “I’ll be right behind you, breaking up anything too big to remove. If you get a particularly stubborn piece, we’ll take it on together. You get a big rock, but you can get past it, do so. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “You’re crazy and so is the colonel! We’re below water level—the tunnel will flood!” exclaimed Roeder—aka ‘Roadblock’—in the third CASPer, who was tasked with covering their rear, at least until it was his turn to rotate up front. 
 
    “Exactly. That’s the beauty of it. It carries the heat away when I fuse the walls; it washes out small debris and muffles the sound. We’ve got pumps for when we’re done.” Steel’s CASPer turned and surveyed the area. A slight pop accompanied the ping of a projectile aimed at a crocagator that was getting a bit too nosy. “Now, get digging, Sergeant!”  
 
    ‘Liberating’ the CASPers had been easier than they’d predicted, and it had mostly involved getting a squad close enough to enter the Command Override to erase any commands the Zuul or Arezzo had entered in their attempts to utilize the Human equipment. The Zuul had stationed the units in the shallows off-shore from Commu’neDi as part of their original siege line. Most of the Arezzo had long since moved into the outskirts of the city, save for a few technicians who still hoped that they could operate the CASPers. Evolution and intelligence had turned the radially symmetric starfish into a reasonable facsimile of bipedal, bilaterally-symmetric humanoid. The main obstacle had been the Human counter-intrusion software and compatibility with strictly Human brain implants—an obstacle the mercenaries were happy to exploit.  
 
     The real problem had not been accessing the CASPers, but rather moving the Combat Assault Systems, Personal. They didn’t dare use the jumpjets, and it wouldn’t matter if they had. Zuul mercenaries were not known for meticulous maintenance and upkeep on their own technology, let alone something they could barely use. Only one armored combat suit had functioning jets, and three of the six had drained capacitors, one was even missing its cockpit cover and showed evidence of a catastrophic blowout of the ammo magazines. It was obvious why the Zuul had only used them as fixed-position cannons—they weren’t good for much else. 
 
    In the end, they’d scavenged canopy, spare parts, and ammo, then sunk the three castoffs with thermite grenades on a delayed fuse. The working suits were removed by raft—the same way Steel and his platoon had arrived—to take advantage of the Arezzo’s cultural nearsightedness regarding events above water. They’d returned to The Wet and waited for the drop pod carrying ammo, fuel cells, and pumps. Fully armed and fueled, it was now time to dig. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frank found the priest in the Basilica. It was hard to think of it as a church; it seemed more like an indoor swimming pool with an altar. Most of the Humans had left the city, but a few had stayed to join the fight, so Father Salvatore had been hearing confessions from both Humans and Arritim. The Arezzo mob had pushed back the Arritim into an area barely three blocks on a side. The Basilica sat on the highest ground of the island which formed the anchor for the mostly-floating city. At that, it was only about 10 meters above water level, but at three stories tall, it had a commanding view of the city...and the fighting. The same height made it an outstanding target. Frank and Major DiNote had argued for a more peripheral, less conspicuous holdout, but the priests had insisted.  
 
    “Father Salvatore. Please, it is time to go. Please tell the Patrician that we must ensure his safety.” 
 
    “Your friends, they are here?” The priest had been showing his age, not to mention the wear of living inside a siege. He’d finally shed the cassock, wearing only the minimal vestments over a light seafarmer’s garment. Even the stole and pectoral cross would have to be left behind when they evacuated.  
 
    “Not yet, but we must be prepared to move. The mob is getting close. The citizens cannot hold them. They’ve done enough, and we’ve told them to hide and stay out of sight. It’s up to the Company, now.” Frank looked around for the Patrician. “Where is Father Clement?” 
 
    “He has gone to retrieve the Holy Relicts. If the Arezzo are indeed a mob, they will likely not recognize the Epichysis and Telum as valuable and destroy them.” 
 
    “The Epi-whatsit and Telum? A telum is a sort of spear, right?” 
 
    “That is correct, Franklin. In this case, a spearhead; it is a true relic—a leftover from another time as well as a crystal formed inside of rock. The Epichysis is a vessel for holding oil, wine, or some other liquid. A pitcher. On Earth, some might call it the Sangreal.” 
 
    “The Holy G—? Um. Yeah. Okay, so that’s what this is all about? Mystical artifacts with magical effects?” 
 
    “No, only mysterious in the ecclesiastical sense. Unlike Humans, the Arritim have a complete authenticated history of their church. The Epichysis was used to hold oils for interment rites, and the Telum was used to confirm the death of martyrs. No magic, just a powerful reminder that the Arritim believe in the same Divine Grace as we do.” 
 
    “If it’s so holy, yet so well documented, what’s the fuss? Shouldn’t they be in the hands of Father Clement’s church anyway?” A faint rumbling shook the floor, and Frank looked around as ripples appeared in the water. 
 
    “The Arezzo do not think so. While most have rejected the Patriarch, some still feel the Epichysis and Telum are their own historical artifacts. The rest feel they symbolize a primitive superstition and should be destroyed and kept out of the hands of ‘alien-loving heretics.’” 
 
    “Okay. Now that sounds like what you said Rome was saying about you.” The rumbling increased; it was now evident as a series of thumps. Frank took the priest’s arm and guided him to the edge of the room. “So, which side does the general fall on?” 
 
    “According to Father Clement, he wears the veneer of a believer, but his true motivation is to eliminate this colony. After all, the Arritim turned their back on their home world, and he thinks that is the true heresy. He wishes to destroy us, Arritim and Humans.”  
 
    “Ah. Just another bully, then. That makes my own motivation that much clearer.” The water level began to fall, and Frank could see cracks in the floor of the Basilica. “Yup, right on time. Father, your ride is here. You’d better go get the Patriarch and his Holy Grail and get ready to go down that tunnel!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Steel, Bugs and Roadblock widened the hole and secured the follower line they laid in place to guide evacuees through the tunnel. They’d given up on keeping water out of the tunnel—the Arritim would be perfectly comfortable in the water as long as there was light, and the few Humans would use breath-packs. The only problem was figuring out who would get the 50 breathing systems they’d managed to collect. 
 
    “Bugs! You’re going back down the tube; take Bravo Squad of Third Platoon on point. Get to the far end and secure it. I’m pulling Second Platoon off the defense and sending them to guide and guard Father Clement and Father Salvatore. Frank looked around and counted mentally, Bravo was 10, the platoon another 30, plus the Human priest. “And...we have eight more civilians; give them breath packs and flashlights. Captain Riedel, get your platoon and the civilians down that line. There’s one more breath-pack, Major; I think that needs to be you.” 
 
    “No, Colonel, as the senior officer, you have to preserve Command.” 
 
    “Not me, Major. Wrong choice. The men don’t know me other than as a plaque on the wall, or stories told in a bar. Besides, I’m not active duty. If someone’s going to make it through this and collect on behalf of the Company, it needs to be you. No argument. Go!” Frank paused a moment and looked at the second CASPer. “Roadblock! As soon as the last person goes down the tunnel, block off this end. You’re the road-block for real.” 
 
    As Frank turned toward the exit, he was stopped by the surprisingly gentle touch of the armored limb of the third CASPer. Steel’s voice came over the comm implant that Frank still wore despite years away from the Company. “You realize that when Second pulls off the line, it’s going to weaken. We might not be able to hold.” 
 
    “Then we hold long enough for Roadblock to collapse this end of the tunnel.” 
 
    “That was a novel idea, having us dig a tunnel.” 
 
    “Not really, I got the idea from some books I read and a song I heard when I was young. Besides, the Stars pretty much only think about open water. They know Humans use the surface and the air above, so they would’ve expected us to make an aerial escape. Only a desperate man would tunnel underground, and the Stars could never conceive of tunnels inside solid ground. It worked.”  
 
    “He’s got a guard of 42...” 
 
    “...along a secret avenue. You heard that song, too. How many left outside?” Frank asked. 
 
    “One hundred forty-five, plus you and me.” 
 
    “Okay, then, history repeats. We’re the One Hundred Eighty-Nine, and there’s no question but that we’re in the Service of Heaven!” In a quieter voice, he added, “And the general is just one more bully who needs to be stopped. For our homes and families.” 
 
    Frank stepped out the front door of the church, and positioned himself at the top of the stairs leading down to the water. He pitched his voice to activate the Company comm channel.  
 
    “Gentlemen. Time to stand fast.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A mixed group of Humans and Stars gathered in front of the ruined church, its fires long since extinguished and the stains of blood and soot long washed away by the frequent rains. Father Salvatore and Father Clement stood directly in front of the obelisk on which were inscribed, starting from the top, one-hundred and forty-seven names, and then further down, another forty-two names were added to the memorial so that all would remember the sacrifice of the Company. 
 
    Major DiNote knelt in front of Betsy, presenting her with both the flag of the Schweitz Company, for Frank’s service, and the American Flag for his country of birth. “For no greater love...In grateful remembrance.” The words had changed, for few nations claimed the obedience of those who fought on their behalf.  
 
    Schmidt and Roeder stood at attention in full uniform to either side of the priests. Their uniforms bore two new devices: The Christian Cross symbol bisected by a spear point on a field of red, gold, and blue signified they were now members of the Arrita’yTer Guardians. A smaller version served not only as a campaign ribbon on the uniforms of the surviving members of the Company, but also signified they were now landowners on San Pietro. Major DiNote had received the necessary release to muster out all survivors and reconstitute the guard force under the employ of San Pietro in exchange for their land-grants. In a very real way, all one-hundred and eighty-nine had ‘bought the farm.’ 
 
    After the ceremony and brief homilies by both the Human and Arritim priest, Father Salvatore took DiNote aside. “One thing I never asked—Franklin was neither Deutsch nor Schweitz. How did he come to be part of the Mercenario Sviss? You yourself are...Italiano?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Well, I suppose you’d have no reason to know. We’re not all from Schweiz Colony. In fact, most of us enlisted for Colony Credits. Neue Schweitz could take a few, and others could cash out and invest in Terran Outbound—land grants as long as you swear to defend them. That’s what Frank did...how he ended up here...and why he felt obligated to fight.” The major, soon to be Captain General of the ‘Custode Sviss’ Executive Protection Company, sighed. “As for me, Italian roots, Catholic even, but I’m from New Jersey. Just like Frank was from Texas.” 
 
    “So, why do you do it? Why did he do it?” 
 
    “As I said to Betsy. ‘No greater love.’ Sometimes it’s the only way to stop an enemy force. Not to mention that there’s just something in our psychology that can’t abide a bully.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE DEMON OF KI-A by Eric S. Brown 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Laybourne smiled as the small transport touched down. Colonel Drake had sent him with eight CASPers to make good on the contract the Hell’s Banshees had with the colonists of Ki-a, and he knew that eight CASPers would be more than enough to deal with the colonists’ problems. They were a religious group seeking to claim a world to themselves. Laybourne wasn’t a religious man, himself, but he understood the zeal one often saw in those who were.  
 
    Father Powell’s flock was peaceful. They hadn’t brought a lot of weapons with them to Ki-a. As such, the natives had been tearing them up ever since they had arrived on the planet. The Cha-kichi were a primitive race of hunters and gathers, armed mostly with handmade spears and bows. To think they could be any sort of problem to modern colonists was almost laughable. However, Ki-a was their planet, and they fought like demons to defend it. Father Powell and his people had tried time and time again to reach an accord with the Cha-kichi, but all their efforts had been in vain and usually ended with the messengers they sent having their heads mounted on pikes.  
 
    Laybourne had seen an image of a row of such heads, rotting in the sun outside the walls of Alpha Sanctuary, the city Father Powell and his followers were still attempting to build. He recalled, vividly, the open-mouthed, wide-eyed looks of fear on those dead faces as Ki-a’s version of flies swarmed around them. The Cha-kichi had to be the worst kind of savages to do that to civilians who were only seeking a new home. Seeing those heads assured him he didn’t want to run into any of the Cha-kichi without being in a CASPer.  
 
    Most alien races were bigger, stronger, and tougher than humans. The Cha-kichi were an exception to that almost universal truth. Although they stood about a foot taller than the average human, they weren’t stronger and tougher; instead, they were bipedal and greatly resembled humans. What set them apart was their blue skin and their bulbous, insectoid eyes. The best estimates put the Cha-kichi’s planet-wide population at close to five hundred thousand. Laybourne didn’t need to beat them all into submission, though. He only needed to deal with those closest to the location of Father Powell’s colony. Bring the hammer down with some righteous shock and awe, massacre a bunch of their warriors, and they would bloody well learn not to mess with Father Powell’s people. That was the plan at any rate. Colonel Drake had agreed that such a simple tactic would work, and that comforted Laybourne. At the end of the day, the contract only required the Hell’s Banshees to drive off the Cha-kichi long enough for Father Powell and his people to complete their city. Once it was completed, the colonists, at least in theory, should be able to fend off any further aggression from the Cha-kichi with minimal, modern firepower.  
 
    Laybourne left Wagner to oversee the offloading of the CASPers as he headed out to meet Father Powell. Wagner was his second on this job, and they had worked together enough times for Laybourne to know the man was more than up to the task. Besides, their squad only consisted of a dozen troops, including himself. Each of them were battle hardened vets, eager to kick some blue-skinned, native arse.  
 
    Father Powell was waiting on him as he emerged from the small transport as it landed just beyond the city’s partially finished walls. Father Powell wore the collar of a priest. His eyes were sharp and filled with an energetic intelligence, fueled by his faith. Laybourne guessed Father Powell was in his early forties.  
 
    The man’s dark hair was streaked with gray, and he seemed to exude an aura of serenity that instantly put Laybourne at ease. The two men accompanying him, however, reminded Laybourne of fascist storm troopers. They were both in their twenties and had a hard look about them. Their postures told him they knew how to handle themselves when things took a wrong turn. They each wore a sidearm holstered on their hip and carried rifles. No doubt they were Father Powell’s bodyguards, and their sole calling in life was to make sure Father Powell kept breathing. Laybourne made a mental note not to tick them off. The last thing the Hell’s Banshees needed was a contract dispute because he’d been forced to kill them. Colonel Drake would have his head mounted on a pike if that happened.  
 
    Stepping forward, Father Powell offered him his hand. “Welcome to Ki-a, Lieutenant Laybourne. I hope your journey was a good one.” 
 
    Laybourne took Father Powell’s hand and was surprised by the strength of the priest’s grip.  
 
    “The important thing is we made it,” Laybourne laughed. “It’s a big galaxy out there and one never knows what they’ll run into these days.” 
 
    “We’ve prepared lodgings for you and your men in our city,” Father Powell told him, releasing his hand. “Should you need it, of course. Your colonel spoke as if it wouldn’t take you long to drive away the Cha-kichi.” 
 
    Father Powell snapped his fingers, and one of his two bodyguards stepped forward to hand Laybourne a data packet. Laybourne accepted it, stuffing it into one of the pockets of his jacket. 
 
    “That is all we have on the current location of the Cha-kichi. They move around a great deal, and with the electromagnetic disturbances in Ki-a’s atmosphere from time to time, the data may not prove entirely accurate. But, it’s a starting point,” Father Powell explained. 
 
    Laybourne nodded his thanks. “Thank you Father. We should be fully unloaded and operational in a matter of hours.” 
 
    “Good,” Father Powell replied. “You are free to move about our home as you wish. If you need anything, or there is anything at all we can do to assist you in your efforts, you have but to ask. May the Lord’s blessing be upon you in the work that lays ahead for you and your men.” 
 
    Laybourne stood watching as Father Powell and his bodyguards disappeared back into the busy chaos of the city. Workers hurried about their jobs, mostly on the city’s wall, but also on what would soon be its streets and its central temple. Though only in the early stages of construction, the central temple was already a stunning sight. Its architectural style seemed to be based on the great temples of Rome from humanity’s early days. Already there were several stained glass windows in place as beautiful as any Laybourne had ever seen.  
 
    Shaking his head, Lieutenant Alex Laybourne tore his attention away from the city. It was time to get to work. As smooth and charismatic as Father Powell was, Laybourne wanted to be back in space as soon as possible, before Powell could work his charm, and he found some of his men converting to the colonists’ faith. 
 
    For all his intentions of returning directly to the transport, however, Laybourne ended up taking a quick walk through Father Powell’s city. The people he ran into were friendly and insanely kind. Most everyone spoke to him. Some were awed by his uniform while others ignored it entirely, treating him as if he was just another member of the colony. One kid came up to him and asked, “Do you pilot CASPers?” 
 
    Laybourne knelt down to the kid’s eye level before the boy’s concerned mother could run over and lead the boy away.  
 
    “I do, kid. It isn’t as romantic as you think it is though,” he answered the boy honestly.  
 
    The boy’s mother didn’t quite know what to make of his answer, but she hadn’t fully been listening to the conversation, anyway. All that concerned her was getting her child, as politely and respectfully as possible, away from the man she knew was a hired killer.  
 
    That moment had been the only one of his stroll through Father Powell’s city that had been awkward. Laybourne couldn’t blame the mother. In her place, with her faith, he likely would have done the same. He figured she knew it was hard to get into the heaven she believed in if you were covered in alien blood and entrails.  
 
    By the time Laybourne returned to the transport, Wagner had the squad’s CASPers unloaded and was busy running them through the standard pre-mission check protocols. All eight of the CASPers were MK 7s. There had been no way in Hades the colonel was going to deploy MK 8s for a contract like this one. The Hell’s Banshees’ MK 8s were needed elsewhere, likely for a big money contract, while Laybourne handled this one. Father Powell and his flock were clearly paying the Hell’s Banshees enough to make it worth the Colonel’s while to send him and the MK 7s out here. Every contract mattered, but Laybourne was under no delusion the Hell’s Banshees would be retiring after getting paid for this one. Still, it was probably taking a pretty good-sized chunk of Father Powell’s resources just to be able to afford him and the MK 7s. 
 
    Laybourne spotted Wagner approaching him. Wagner shot him a thumbs up. “All the CASPers are ready to roll, sir, and I have the transport set up to act as our CIC.” 
 
    Nodding, Laybourne asked, “Munnie will be staying behind with you to run it?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Wagner answered. “She’s fine tuning the transport’s sensors as we speak. There’s a lot of EM in Ki-a’s atmosphere, so she’s trying to make sure we’ve compensated for it as best we can.” 
 
    Laybourne stretched his arms, loosening them. “I guess it’s time to suit up then.” 
 
    Wagner nodded at him. “Good hunting, sir.” 
 
    Though the MK 7 was an older style CASPer, it remained an impressive sight to Laybourne. Each of the suits stood eight feet tall and weighed in at roughly one thousand pounds. Their armored forms bristled with weapons, and it was the first suit to feature the pinplant links, allowing a user to integrate with the suit’s system to fire its weapons with mental commands. These MK 7s were lacking the detachable laser shield that many of their kind often had. There was no point in having such tech when you knew your enemy was going to be throwing spears and firing arrows at you, and Colonel Drake liked to trim expenses any way he could, as long as it didn’t threaten the lives of his men. Some of them carried magnetic assault cannons, or MACs, and others machine guns. They all were equipped with arm blades and belts of K-bombs, something Laybourne had asked Colonel Drake for. Nothing delivered shock and awe to a bunch of primitives like a K-bomb detonating inside their ranks.  
 
    Laybourne got into his personal CASPer and powered it up. He watched as the suit’s systems came fully alive around him. He’d spent so much of his career in CASPers that being in one felt like coming home.  
 
    “All units, form up on me and let’s get this party started,” Laybourne said over the suit’s comm. “We’re wasting daylight.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    According to the Cha-kichi data packet Father Powell had given him, there hadn’t been a substantial attack on Alpha Sanctuary in over two days. Father Powell’s followers believed, though, that a large group of Cha-kichi warriors remained within several miles of the city, and they were right. It took less than three hours for Laybourne’s CASPers to stumble upon the aliens and engage them. The CASPers were spread out in a pincer formation that gave them the highest chance of locating the aliens while still keeping them close enough to each other to offer support if such need should arise. Laybourne hadn’t figured it would, though, and so far he’d been just as right about that too.  
 
    Arrows struck his CASPer. Some of them pinged off its armor while others shattered against it. Laybourne watched the Cha-kichi warriors on his tactical display. His personal CASPer was at the point of the unit’s formation and right in the heart of the battle, if it could be called a battle. It was more like a massacre. His CASPer’s MAC fired, reducing the bodies of three Cha-kichi warriors to little more than clouds of yellow mist that blew about on the light wind sweeping through the trees.  
 
    “LT!” Chuck’s voice rang out over the comm. “We’ve cleared the right flank. Pretty sure we got all the buggers over here, too.” 
 
    “Understood,” Laybourne snapped, unhappy with Chuck’s unprofessional language. “Hold your position and stay alert.” 
 
    “We’ve got incoming up ahead, sir!” Torgson shouted. 
 
    Laybourne checked his display and saw Torgson wasn’t kidding. The two CASPers near his had made short work of the initial mass of Cha-kichi warriors they had run into. The ground was littered with corpses and stained yellow with ichor-like blood. But now, a group of hundred or more warriors was charging through the trees into the clearing where the fight raged.  
 
    “K-bombs!” Laybourne ordered. “Target their center.” 
 
    The three CASPers sent K-bombs flying at the Cha-kichi’s reinforcements. The first K-bomb detonated with such fury Laybourne imagined he could feel it shaking the ground his CASPer stood on. Two more explosions erupted in the wake of the first. The fiery light of the detonations flashed on his display. If he had thought the battle was a massacre before, he fully believed it now. The smoke cleared and Laybourne felt sick when he saw the torn and mangled bodies of the Cha-kichi warriors, bits of which seemed to be smeared over the entirety of the forest floor in front of his CASPer.  
 
    The few surviving Cha-kichi warriors had apparently had enough, and they ran like bats out of Hell away from the CASPers. Laybourne was willing to let them go, but Torgson wasn’t. His CASPer kept firing at the retreating primitives as they tried to flee. 
 
    “Hold your fire Torgson,” Laybourne ordered. “That’s enough for now.” 
 
    “Ah, come on, sir…” Torgson griped. 
 
    Laybourne shut him up quickly. “Our job is to make sure the Cha-kichi learn to stay away from Alpha Sanctuary, not to kill them all. We need some alive to spread the word about what happened here. Do I make myself clear, Torgson?” 
 
    “Crystal, sir,” Torgson responded coldly over the comm. 
 
    “Left flank clear,” Smith reported. 
 
    “Roger that,” Laybourne answered. The battle was over. The Cha-kichi in the forest surrounding Alpha Sanctuary were broken, and the few survivors on the run. Everything had gone as planned. It almost felt too easy to Laybourne. Still, he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Walking away from an engagement without losing a single member of his squad or having any of their CASPers damaged was a rare and blessed thing.  
 
    “Smith, you and Torgson meet up and hang here in case the Cha-kichi rally and come back. I want to make sure this area is really cleared out,” Laybourne ordered. “Everyone else, return to the transport. I want your CASPers rearmed and at full power before the sun sets.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Father Powell was waiting on Laybourne when he got out of his CASPer. Leaving his CASPer for Wagner to tend to, Laybourne went to speak with the priest.  
 
    “I trust it went well,” Father Powell smiled as Laybourne walked up to him.  
 
    “It was a total rout,” Laybourne assured the priest. “Our CASPers ravaged them. I don’t think you’ll be having any more issues with the Cha-kichi for some time, if ever again. I’ve left two of my men to make sure they don’t come back. I’d say the odds are pretty good that if they don’t return soon, they likely never will.” 
 
    “That’s a rather bold statement, Lieutenant,” Father Powell cautioned him.  
 
    “I call them as I see them, Father,” Laybourne said with a frown. “A lot of primitive races, once they see something like our CASPers and what they are capable of, get so spooked by them that they see the CASPers as monsters or gods. Once they see the kind of carnage we dished out this evening, fear will become the ruling force for them.” 
 
    “Ah, but there are those races who fight to the last warrior in the name of honor, home, or faith as well, Lieutenant. What will we do if the Cha-kichi fall into that category of alien?” Father Powell pressed him. 
 
    “I find that unlikely, Father,” Laybourne answered. “The CASPers I left in the forest will keep a lookout for any signs the Cha-kichi aren’t as broken as I think they are. If the Cha-kichi do make another move against us before we depart, we’ll hunt down the local tribe and eradicate them entirely to ensure the safety of your flock.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t come to that, Lieutenant,” Father Powell said with a sigh. “All life is sacred. None of us wanted to go to war with the Cha-kichi. Sadly, for whatever reason, despite our attempts to make peace with them, they offered us no other choice.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I hope it doesn’t come to that either.” Laybourne nodded. “The sooner we’re done here, the better. Colonel Drake may have need of us elsewhere.” 
 
    That last bit was an outright lie. Laybourne knew full well that Colonel Drake could spare a squad of ten troops and eight outdated CASPers. Heck, if the intel about Ki-a had turned out to be as wrong as intel usually was, and it was them that had gotten massacred, the colonel would have just written them off and been done with the entire matter. Father Powell didn’t know that, though, and there was no need for him to.  
 
    “I shall see you in the morning then, Lieutenant,” Father Powell said. “May God grant us all peace in this world in the days to come.” 
 
    “Amen,” Laybourne agreed, not knowing what else to say.  
 
    Father Powell and his two bodyguards left Laybourne standing alone in the field between his unit’s transport and the partially finished wall being built around Alpha Sanctuary. Laybourne couldn’t help but like the priest. He had met hucksters and con men who ran supposedly religious colonies like this one, and knew full well what they were after only a few words with them. Father Powell, though, exuded an undeniable sincerity that set him apart from that kind of leader. The more Laybourne spoke with him, the more he believed Father Powell was exactly what he claimed to be. The short, self-guided stroll Laybourne had taken through Alpha Sanctuary was further proof that he and his flock were good and decent people.  
 
    Running his fingers through his hair, Laybourne took a deep breath as he looked up at the sky. True night had fallen, and the stars were sparkling above him. Ki-a was a beautiful world, and aside from the Cha-kichi, was a place Laybourne imagined was almost paradise. 
 
    Father Powell offered Laybourne and his men a place to stay inside Alpha Sanctuary, but he didn’t take the priest up on his offer because he wanted his men to stay close to their CASPers in case he was wrong about the Cha-kichi. Should the blue-skinned aliens return, he wanted to be ready to meet them with a fast and hard response that would drive home the lesson he had tried to teach them today. 
 
    Laybourne walked past the line of empty CASPers that were still being serviced and rearmed. His boots clanged against the metal of the transport’s ramp as he headed into it to turn in for the night. He was exhausted, and he knew getting some sleep would do wonders for him.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Smith had his CASPer run another scan of the nearby forest. Like all the others, it was clean. There was nothing out there but trees and darkness. It was going to be a long night. 
 
    “What the frag man?” Torgson’s voice came over the comm. “How did we end up being the ones being stuck out here?” 
 
    Smith sighed and thought, Yeah, a really long night. 
 
    “Let’s just do our job, Torgson. Personally, I’m glad we don’t have to worry about being shot at for once,” Smith answered. 
 
    “That Laybourne’s a real jerk,” Torgson growled. “We should be in Alpha Sanctuary drinking and finding some ready and willing women.” 
 
    “Alpha Sanctuary is a religious city, Torgson.” Smith shook his head inside his suit. “It ain’t like the other fringe worlds we’ve been to. You’d be much more likely to be handed a Bible here than find a bar.” 
 
    “Everywhere has a bar,” Torgson argued. “Everywhere. You just got to find it.” 
 
    Smith noticed a flash of movement on his tactical display. What in the devil?  
 
    “Torgson, did you just pick up some movement on the right?” Smith asked. 
 
    “Nothing moving out here,” Torgson replied after a moment of apparently checking his own sensors. “It’s just us and the trees.” 
 
    “Yeah, well . . .” Smith started but never got the chance to finish. The thing came out of nowhere, a fast-moving mass of scales and muscles. It plowed into Torgson’s CASPer, sending it flying through the woods. It crashed through two trees, splintering them, before it landed hard on its back. Torgson whelped in pain from the impact, and then let loose a litany of curses that would have made a sailor blush. 
 
    Torgson’s CASPer struggled to its feet as Smith’s head darted about in search of the thing that had hit it. The creature had vanished as quickly as it had appeared. His CASPer’s systems weren’t even picking it up. Smith didn’t know if it was because of the EM interference in the planet’s atmosphere, or if the creature had some way of hiding from them. He caught another glimpse of movement and yelled, “Eyes left!” 
 
    Torgson whirled his CASPer about as the thing came at him again. His CASPer’s MAC opened on the creature, hosing it with a stream of high velocity rounds. Smith watched in disbelief as the rounds sparked from the creature’s scales without penetrating. He saw a flash of the creature’s claws in the dim starlight as it took a swipe at Torgson’s CASPer, then disappeared once more into the trees. Torgson’s scream sent a cold shiver up Smith’s spine.  
 
    Kicking his CASPer into gear, Smith gave it a shot of jumpjuice and leaped in the direction of Torgson’s CASPer. He landed only a few feet from Torgson. The entire front of Torgson’s CASPer was shredded, and through it, he could see the red glint of his squad mate’s blood. 
 
    “Transport One!” Smith shouted over his suit’s long range comm. “We’ve got a man down out here! Requesting immediate support!” 
 
    Smith’s eyes scanned the trees and his tactical display. He had no idea where the creature had gone, but he knew the thing would likely strike again at any second. Smith brought every weapon his CASPer had online and held them at the ready. He rotated his CASPer in a circle of slow steps, eying the trees.  
 
    The last thing Smith ever saw was an open mouth, filled with rows of razor like teeth. He didn’t even have time to scream before he was torn apart. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Laybourne was ripped from sleep by Wagner’s voice over the transport’s internal comm. He sat up so quickly, he banged his head on the low ceiling above his bunk.  
 
    “Mother fragger!” Laybourne rasped, rubbing his head and coming fully awake as the adrenaline began pumping through his veins.  
 
    “Sir!” He heard Wagner yelling over the comm.  
 
    “What is it?” Laybourne snapped, already dressing in his combat gear. 
 
    “We’ve lost contact with Smith and Torgson,” Wagner told him. “The last we heard from them was Smith saying Torgson was down, and they needed immediate support.” 
 
    “I’m on my way. Get everybody suited up and ready to roll,” Laybourne ordered. 
 
    “Already on it, LT,” Wagner assured him. “We’ll be ready.” 
 
    Laybourne sprinted through the transport’s corridors. When he reached the exterior door and started down the ramp, he saw the rest of his men were already busy getting into their CASPers. Wagner was overseeing them, which meant that Munnie was still in the transport trying to figure out what was going on with the ship’s sensors.  
 
    “Any further word?” Laybourne asked Wagner as he rushed to his CASPer and got into it.  
 
    Wagner answered him over the suit’s comm. “No sir. We’re totally in the dark about what’s happening out there.” 
 
    “Bugger it,” Laybourne muttered. He knew this job was too good to be true. It wasn’t a real day in the Hell’s Banshees unless someone bought the farm. 
 
    “Have Munnie shoot Smith and Torgson’s location to everybody,” Laybourne yelled at Wagner.  
 
    The clamor of the CASPers starting up and moving around was waking up people inside Alpha Sanctuary, and lights were coming on. 
 
    “Also, tell Father Powell not to worry,” Laybourne ordered Wagner. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he heard Wagner respond. Laybourne’s CASPer took point, the others forming up on it, and the six mecha charged away from the city into the trees. 
 
    At max speed, it didn’t take long to reach what was left of Smith and Torgson. The front of Torgson’s CASPer was ripped open, and the suit’s fluids and Torgson’s blood were leaking out. Smith’s suit was in even worse shape. The entire upper half was gone. Blood smeared the jagged edges where it had been clawed in two. Whatever had taken out the two CASPers had done it tooth and nail. 
 
    Laybourne didn’t need to order the others to keep alert. They were vets and knew their business.  
 
    “Kaiju,” Akio muttered over the comm. 
 
    “What?” Laybourne raged. He was angry two of his men had been killed in such a horrid fashion, when there shouldn’t have been anything out here that could do more than scratch their suits. 
 
    “Nothing sir,” Akio answered at once. 
 
    “If you know something about what did this, Akio, spit it out, or I’ll have your arse up on charges when we get home,” Laybourne said, keeping his voice as calm and professional as he could. 
 
    “He means it might have been a Canavar, sir,” another voice answered. 
 
    The voice belonged to Chuck, Akio’s longtime friend. 
 
    Laybourne felt his eyes bugging out as he reacted to the word Canavar. He didn’t know much about them, except that they were bad mothers you never wanted to run across, and they were supposed to be extinct. He wasn’t too sure about the last part, but he said a silent prayer that it was true. There was no hope in Hell of six MK 7 CASPers being able to deal with a Canavar if that was what they were really facing out here. 
 
    “Everybody listen up!” Laybourne shouted over the comm. “The situation here has changed. We need to get the Hell out of here before we run into whatever it was that killed Smith and Torgson.” 
 
    “But what about the contract, LT?” Chuck asked. 
 
    “Our contract was to clear out the Cha-kichi,” Laybourne explained, “and we’ve done that as best we can. It didn’t include going up against some sort of monster that can do that to our suits.” He gestured with one of his arms at the remains of Smith and Torgson.  
 
    “Getting out of here sounds like a great plan to me,” Linda chimed in. 
 
    She was new to the Hell’s Banshees, but Laybourne knew she was one hell of a CASPer pilot. He had seen her tear her way through an entire platoon of aliens during their last job to save Smith from getting his butt hacked to pieces.  
 
    “This isn’t a democracy,” Laybourne reminded her, “but I’m glad you agree. Chuck, Akio, take the right. Linda, Jenkins, take the left. Steven, you’ve got the rear. I’ll take point. Let’s get moving in case whatever did this is still out here and hungry.” 
 
    “LT, I’m picking up something heading your way!” Munnie’s voice rang out. “The transport’s sensors are still a bit sketchy, but I think I’ve almost resolved the EM problem. Whatever is coming for you is moving in quickly from the south.” 
 
    “Understood,” Laybourne answered. “You heard the lady, folks. We’ve got company coming.” 
 
    The squad of CASPers kept moving quickly through the trees, running and bounding toward the transport outside Alpha Sanctuary. 
 
    “I’ve got movement on the right!” Chuck cried out.  
 
    On his tactical display, Laybourne saw Akio’s CASPer skid to a halt. It turned in the direction of the movement, and lit up the night as its weapons cut a swathe of destruction through the nearby trees. 
 
    “Akio!” Laybourne yelled. “What the Hell are you doing? Get back into formation! Now, trooper!” 
 
    If Akio heard him over the comm, the young man gave no indication of it. His CASPer’s weapons continued to boom and flash in the darkness. A missile from one of his shoulder launchers struck the trees and filled the air with shards of flaming debris.  
 
    Chuck’s CASPer came to a stop, as well.  
 
    “I can’t leave him, LT!” Chuck shouted over the comm. 
 
    “Mother fragger!” Laybourne wanted to strangle them both with his bare hands. “Everybody else, you bloody well better keeping moving. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Chuck screamed as the monster erupted from the trees, heading straight for Akio’s CASPer. The creature moved on two legs, like a man, but stood over 15 feet tall. Its eyes glowed a harsh shade of yellow in the darkness of the night, and a long tail slashed through the air above and behind its charging body. Each of its arms ended in a three-clawed hand poised to strike. Chuck opened fire on the monster, his MAC spraying it. Akio’s CASPer was already blazing away at it. The rounds from their MACs pinged and sparked away from the monster’s scale-covered form, not even slowing it down. 
 
    Akio died first, as the thing sunk its claws into his CASPer’s armor and lifted him up over its head. With a jerk, it tore Akio and his CASPer apart in an explosion of rending metal and blood. 
 
    Chuck switched to missiles as the thing dropped the two halves of Akio and turned its feral gaze on him. A missile flew from the shoulder launcher of Chuck’s suit. As the missile struck the monster and blossomed into a ball of flame and shrapnel, Laybourne heard Chuck grunt. The shockwave of the explosion knocked Chuck’s CASPer to the forest floor. He managed to roll the CASPer so that its gun was ready to fire at the monster as it bounded through the smoke toward him, but it was on him before he could open fire. The monster grabbed the CASPer’s right arm and tore it from Chuck’s suit, flinging it away into the trees. It lashed out with one of its massive feet and crumpled the front armor of Chuck’s CASPer, caving it in on him.  
 
    The monster left Chuck’s CASPer where it lay, racing on in pursuit of the rest of the squad. Laybourne saw it coming on his tactical display. The legs of Steven’s CASPer were pumping as he brought up the squad’s rear. The monster easily overtook him, sinking its claws into the shoulders of the CASPer. It was yanked to an abrupt halt as the monster ripped it open. Steven screamed as the armor of his suit was peeled back, and the monster bit off his head and a good portion of his upper body with it.   
 
    Laybourne realized they were never going to reach the transport and Alpha Sanctuary in time. The monster would take them all out one at a time if they didn’t stop and engage it. That option was likely just as fatal as fleeing, but Laybourne figured it was better to go out fighting than running like cowards.  
 
    “Okay people, it’s time we showed this thing that no one messes with the Hell’s Banshees!” Laybourne shouted over the comm. The remaining CASPers stopped and came about, forming a firing line with Laybourne’s CASPer at its center. The monster was too close for missiles, so Linda and Jenkins fired their CASPers’ shoulder lasers. Beams of pure energy flashed from the weapons, striking the monster full on. The monster shrieked in pain for the first time, as the lasers burned into its chest. The victory was a short-lived one. The monster’s thickly muscled legs propelled it upwards out of the laser fire, in a massive leap that carried it behind the CASPers’ firing line. One of its clawed fists smashed into Jenkins’ CASPer and emerged through the suit’s front. As Laybourne and Linda spun their CASPers toward the monster, it shook Jenkins’ CASPer free of its arm and snarled at them, showing the rows of razor-like teeth inside its mouth. Its yellow eyes blazed with fury as tendrils of smoke rose from the wounds on its chest where the lasers had scorched it.  
 
    “Die you mother…” Laybourne raged as he fired his CASPer’s laser at the monster. The monster swung up its hand in an effort to block the shot, and it shrieked in pain as the laser burnt a hole through its palm. Laybourne’s CASPer rushed forward as he tried to get a better shot at the monster. The monster lunged forward, catching the CASPer as it moved. The monster’s claws dug into the suit’s armor and flung it aside. Laybourne’s CASPer rolled across the forest floor, jarring him before the suit finally came to a stop as it slammed into the trunk of a tree at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    Laybourne didn’t see Linda die. He heard her terrified scream over his suit’s comm, and he knew she was gone. The icon representing her CASPer blinked out on his tactical display. Rolling his CASPer to its feet, Laybourne came up ready to face the monster. There were red and yellow lights all around him—his suit had taken more damage from the monster’s grip than he thought. His suit’s laser was offline and useless. He knew his MAC wasn’t going to stop the monster. Accepting his fate, Laybourne removed the safeties and primed his CASPer’s missiles for one all-out volley as he waited for the monster to attack. He didn’t have to wait long. The monster was on him in a heartbeat. As its clawed hands reached out for him, he fired all his missiles at point-blank range. The forest shook as the explosion lit the night, and Laybourne died in a blast of heat and flames. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Wagner’s shoulders slumped as he stood behind Munnie at the transport’s sensor console. It was impossible to tell if the creature was dead. The EM interference of the planet’s atmosphere had returned as the sun started to rise. But he knew for sure that Laybourne was gone and the rest of the squad of CASPers with him. 
 
    Father Powell and his bodyguards had joined them aboard the transport during the action. Wager saw the priest shaking his head sadly. 
 
    “I am sorry for the loss of your men,” Father Powell said, breaking the silence.  
 
    Wagner struck like lightning. He sprang forward, grabbed Father Powell and slammed him up against the wall of the ship behind him. The priest hit with enough force to knock the air from his lungs. As Father Powell struggled for breath, one of his bodyguards lashed out with the butt of his pistol, slamming it into Wagner’s face. Bone crunched as Wagner’s nose was shattered, and he toppled to the transport’s floor.  
 
    Munnie whirled about in her seat, attempting to come to Wagner’s aid, only to find herself staring down the barrel of the other bodyguard’s pistol. 
 
    “I wouldn’t if I were you,” the burly man told her, his finger on the trigger of the weapon. 
 
    Father Powell sucked in air, trying to refill his lungs, then collected himself, his hands smoothing the cloth of his shirt.  
 
    “I can see that hiring the Hell’s Banshees was a mistake. You have failed to insure the safety of my people,” Father Powell said. “Consider our contract forfeit. I expect you two to be off our world before the sun fully rises.” 
 
     With that, Father Powell and his two bodyguards departed from the transport, leaving a bleeding Wagner and a stunned Munnie staring after them. 
 
    “Bastard,” Wagner snarled as best as he could with his nose broken. Drops of blood ran through the fingers of the hand and splattered onto the floor. 
 
    “We best get moving, Sir,” Munnie urged him. “I don’t think we want to be here when the sun comes up.” 
 
    Wagner nodded. “Seal the exterior doors and start the prep for takeoff,” he ordered her.  
 
    “And get me a medkit!” he added as an afterthought before she dashed away, leaving him alone next to the sensor console. When she was gone, Wagner slumped into the console’s seat and cradled his head in his hands. It was just another day in Hell’s Banshees. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 UNDER THE SKIN by Marisa Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arow had been an off-world hunter since before most of the clan was old enough to leave the safety of its den. Therefore, when the Dama sent an urgent summons, he made haste to arrive but didn’t rush to her side; instead, he took the time to walk the perimeter of the den, scenting who had arrived and the state of mind of the younger ones. Some showed interest and others slight concern, but none were worried. He might have wondered if that made him or them the biggest fools, but Arow hadn’t doubted his own judgement in quite some time.  
 
    Whispering Fear, a well-respected, ancient clan, had added to their den over generations, and even Arow was hard-pressed to remember all of the entrances and exits. Interchanging comfortably between four feet and two, he climbed and prowled, considering the Dama’s message. All clan hunters were to return to the den immediately, even if it meant closing out contracts more quickly than planned. When a dama called, the clan responded, knowing even their capricious Dama wouldn’t call hunters home needlessly.  
 
    Either a large contract had been requested, the Dama had borne more kits, or another clan had applied to merge with theirs. No, he corrected himself, leaping down off a long-weathered outcropping to examine a nearly-hidden entry. The latter two would have been an explanatory message or an all-clan call. As the call was only for hunters, either a large contract had been requested, or… 
 
    Or. Experience told him this was an ‘or.’ Good news did not require secrecy; their Dama enjoyed her little games, but she didn’t make hunters urgently jump through hoops for nothing. Clans were fiercely loyal, but not easily led by foolishness.  
 
    A hunter must have fallen in the course of completing an off-world contract. Unlikely—it was a circumstance so rare the contract allowed for either the clan to pay nine times the original price, or another hunter to complete it. Perhaps he misunderstood. Perhaps the younger hunters, without worry, were right, but Arow’s instincts were at least half the reason he’d reached elder status.  
 
    “There you are,” a rich voice purred from above, just neutral enough to make clear its owner was annoyed. A streak of black-tipped gray flashed, and then Dirrys, Dama of Whispering Fear, stood upright in front of him, ears turning idly as she curled her tail around her feet. “I wondered if you would take your time, as always.” 
 
    Arow paused, lifting a front leg as though surprised, then sat back comfortably, wrapping his tail around his haunches. This was not quite how one greeted a dama, but he had known her since she first left her den and had sired her first litter. She’d been too young to expect a successful pregnancy, and he too young to have had any business trying to sire one, so it hadn’t been a surprise when the litter hadn’t survived. Still, proof of fertility at such a young age had brought her notice in the clan, and the duration of the pregnancy solidified her case for being named heir. Why the pregnancy had solidified her hatred of him was a question Arow had never attempted to answer. Their previous Dama had encouraged them to try again, but Dirrys had not been interested. She had, instead, gone on to bear a live litter, sired by one of the older hunters. Though none of those kits had reached adulthood, her future, and that of the clan, became clear—especially as their previous Dama bore no further surviving female kits after Dirrys reached maturity. The security of her position meant Dirrys could take great joy in antagonizing him without any hint of repercussion—and, rather surprisingly, keep him from courting any other dama in the clan. He regretted the loss of their litter, though he had never gotten his hopes up, given their youth. He regretted far more the young dama’s attitude after their mating.  
 
    A more careful hunter may have sought refuge in another clan, but that was never Arow’s style. It was too much fun antagonizing her to the point of nearly lashing out at him—which, as Dama, she couldn’t do without just cause.  
 
    After all, a hunter who could no longer enjoy walking the claw edge of impossible danger had no business remaining part of any clan. So he told himself every time she taunted him, and so he repeated to himself here.  
 
     “An unusual message from you,” he said easily, lifting his front paw as though to groom himself. Her eyes widened slightly at the near insult, but he simply adjusted the leather straps across his chest and continued, “I thought it an appropriate time to ensure all was well outside the den.” 
 
    Her pupils contracted at his implication she could not secure her own residence, but her tone only warmed. “You wanted to see which of the young hunters had promptly responded to their Dama’s needs. All but one of those younger hunters did, elder.” 
 
    His instincts had been right. One of their hunters had died in pursuit of a contract. And since he’d already considered this, there was no reason to show surprise, even as rage tore through his chest. He took a moment to compose himself, knowing how much she would enjoy his discomfort if she noticed it.  
 
    “Who?” he asked, because knowing mattered more than successfully provoking his dama.  
 
    “I suppose you’ll know soon enough,” she said, luminous green eyes flickering over the carved stone behind him, “Sisk.”  
 
    Arow’s ears flicked before he could stop himself. It wasn’t grief, not truly, but the loss of a capable hunter, far too soon. He was frustrated about the lessening of the clan, of the potential impact on their ability to take contracts. He had helped train Sisk when the young kit’s dama had died deep in the jungle, leaving a half-grown hunter with poorly-honed instincts and no discipline. Now Sisk was, mostly, vigilant. Arow knew it for a fact, given it had taken the younger hunter a long time to learn the benefits of cautiousness in any off-world hunt. Sisk had become cautious and successful. He had enough contracts under his claws for Arow to stop paying attention, and he thought of Sisk only as often as he thought of any other hunter in the clan. 
 
    First-time, off-world hunters almost always completed their contracts. They were too aware of their roles to leave room for carelessness or failure. The well-experienced failed even more rarely. But there was a tipping point, for some, when the thrill of the hunt and abundance of earned superiority led to mistakes. Perhaps there was some grief in there, for a hunter who could have been greater, and instead was simply...gone. 
 
    “The contract’s mark?” he asked, allowing her the satisfaction of surprising him by keeping his eyes lowered.  
 
    He could feel her gloating, though the loss of a young hunter was nothing to celebrate. 
 
    “A Human. Minor, wealthy, but no deep clan connections.” Her tone was just as dismissive as such an insignificant species deserved, but…there was something else in her voice, or perhaps a hint in her bearing.  
 
    She would never take joy in a hunter’s death, no matter how many grudges she held. Sisk had never offended her. And, a blow to the clan was a blow to her, which she would never allow to stand unanswered. He rarely succeeded in determining her true motives, but perhaps, this time, he understood.  
 
    Arow stood and stretched, shaking his thoughts from skin, fur, and mind. “You need someone to take the contract.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Dirrys purred, her tail gently twitching. “If this Human killed one of our strongest, rising hunters, I could hardly risk you. And, Whispering Fear has the finances to buy out the contract. I don’t need anyone to do anything.” 
 
    She had summoned her clan’s hunters, though not to make the decision for her. Dirrys always wanted to be in full control. His tail twitched once before he could still himself again, and he managed not to sigh. No, he could not understand her, not now any more than in times past, but he could win his way through this encounter, regardless.  
 
    “My words were unwise, Dama,” he said, keeping his tone carefully free of any traces of vulnerability. No need to show his throat. “You choose to put it to the hunters, to see who will rise to the challenge, for the good of the clan.” 
 
    “The good of the clan,” she murmured, a set of claws flexing before she regained her composure. “Isn’t that why I do everything?” 
 
    He would never say his thoughts aloud, nor allow as much as a strand of fur to betray him.  
 
    “Dama,” he said, inclining his upper body to her. 
 
    “I only wish his body had been returned to us.” There was poison in her tone, and an electric shudder ran through him.  
 
    “Dama?” He had an honest question now, tempered by a hint of the fear that suddenly shot through him. Hunters’ bodies were always reclaimed. That was something all the galaxy knew—if a hunter ever fell, it took the pills that scrambled its DNA, the signal of it sending its ship home. Natural death or no, there was no risk that any of their genetic truths would be revealed to any other sentient creature, or their technology claimed outside of Khatash.  
 
    “I’ll see you inside, elder.” With a very faint twist of the last word, she was gone. As always, she knew exactly how to unsettle him and leave him wondering where his feet needed to land to keep from crashing to the jungle floor. 
 
    Arow completed his route around the den, considering all his Dama had and hadn’t said, what she expected, and what he was willing to give. Sisk had fallen. The clan had resources and could easily buy out the contract. However, the mark had been a Human...Sisk was the second hunter to ever fall to a Human, and for it to happen so recently after the first hunter was lost made it even more shocking. Of all the discovered species, he couldn’t understand how Humans could possibly be so deadly to the galaxy’s premier assassins. What secrets did they hide under that fragile skin? Were Humans a threat to hunters, somehow, hiding their power behind a somewhat successful mercenary front?  
 
    More pressingly, was it possible that Sisk hadn’t scrambled himself before he died? That even now, some fleshy, vein-ridden Human had wrapped its too-long digits around the hunter’s body?  
 
    No walk could bring peace to him as long as he had that thought in his head, so he leapt up and around the sides of the den to work off his adrenaline, and finally slipped inside a little-used crack far above the main entrance.  
 
    It took little time to wind his way to the main meeting room, though he took switchbacks and side paths, to avoid passing clan members along the way. Outside the gathering he paused, listening to the general pulse of conversation, of light jockeying for position. None of the hunters scented him, or noticed his approach. 
 
    His tail curled with a hint of satisfaction before he leapt for the door ledge, an easy twist curling him through and landing him on the door frame. He was sure the Dama would have noticed him, but she had yet to arrive, so he took his time picking his way through the room. He moved through the crowd so easily, even the loose cluster of the universe’s deadliest assassins didn’t notice him before he reached his destination. He allowed himself a moment to enjoy the surprise behind him; it took more than simple deadliness for a male hunter to rise to elder status, and Arow had been an elder long enough to see a second generation of kits join the rank of clan hunters.  
 
    A second generation that had, until lately, included Sisk. The thought tempered the pleasure of the moment. Sisk had fallen, and his body was lost. 
 
    Worse still, and something Arow would keep very close, Sisk may have been caught so quickly by his mark that he hadn’t scrambled. It was a small chance...and yet. Dirrys wouldn’t have said anything had there been no chance. That was a worry she would not give without reason. Even to him. It meant Arow would have to stalk his mark, stretching the contract further. He would have to take more time to consider what threat a Human might pose to a hunter. 
 
    Realizing he’d made the decision to take on the contract, he stood upright, banishing the thought before it could affect his posture, dropped the light-skidding that made him invisible to most species’ eyes, and revealed himself to the last of the assembled who hadn’t noticed him yet. He might be getting old, but he wasn’t so old he couldn’t hunt his own prey. As though it were a signal, the Dama sidled in, graciously allowing the hunters nearest the entrance to come close and pay their respects.  
 
    She continued on to the elevated side of the room, keeping some slight tension in her walk so all knew how serious the moment was, but not enough to change the tenor of the room. Not until she spoke.  
 
    “Sisk will not return to us,” she said simply. “His contract remains incomplete.” 
 
    Murmurs showed that even disciplined assassins could be surprised. Several allowed their fur to rise up, or twitched an ear or tail too rapidly. From one corner of the room, someone spit, though the emotion behind it could have been one of many. Certainly Arow had been driven to such reactions in this room before, with less of a provocation.  
 
    When it seemed their dama was inclined to let the moment stretch, he stepped forward.  
 
    “I claim the contract of my clan,” he said, the burr in his voice making it a challenge, though of course this was all formality. A show, though he didn’t know exactly why she wanted it that way.  
 
    Dirrys sat comfortably, lifted a paw and gave it far more attention than it could possibly have needed. With all the confidence of a dama who had borne three litters and raised two kitas to full hunter, she murmured lazily, “Does anyone else want it?” 
 
    The fur along his spine began to rise, but he blinked a slow smile, to settle himself and insult her back. He wanted to show her that her disinterest only made him condescending, rather than nervous. Her tail snapped once, then stilled, and she glanced around the gathered hunters.  
 
    “None that supersede my claim.” Arow made a soft noise, deep in his throat, and three of the youngest stirred as though to rub close to him, appease their elder, and defray some of the tension between the great ones. With barely a dozen hunters in the room, the leading voices of their clan, it was more noticeable than it might otherwise have been. Arow politely ignored the lapse.  
 
    Lolling back on her bench, Dirrys flicked her tail, dismissing it all.  
 
    “Good hunting then, Elder. Do be sure to clean up after yourself.” 
 
    Arow went very, very still, then tensed his claws. Sisk’s failure to scramble his genetic code would reflect on their entire clan, so the dama wouldn’t say it directly, no more than she had to him outside. Still, she’d hated him longer than anyone else in the room could remember, and could hardly resist the urge to needle him, remind him of all the possible ways he’d failed in his training of Sisk. Perhaps taunting her in their conversation outside had left her too angry to be careful, but none of the other hunters appeared to notice any deeper meaning. 
 
    He turned to go, not bothering to pull the light around his fur. There was no need to bend the visible spectrum, nor engage his quintessence to become invisible. Let them watch him. Everything from his perfectly smooth pace to the slightest crook of his tail indicated his complete dismissal of her as a threat. This was another insult, of course, but too subtle for Dirrys to mark in front of so many. Let some of the youngsters learn though; the way to respond to a dama with more grudges than sense was to maintain the calm countenance of a worthy hunter.  
 
    It kept him from spitting until he reached the privacy of his ship, at least.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He pulled up the contract again, reviewing the details as his ship cycled through the launch cycle. Tarley Rensen was a Human, and was vaguely interesting, as far as Humans went. Two generations removed from a decorated mercenary who’d managed to die at home surrounded by children, though Tarley had no fighting record of his own. He had attended two Science Guild universities, hadn’t returned to Earth since he’d left, and entertained himself by offending other races and buying his way out of consequences. Until he ran into someone who couldn’t be bought; someone who contracted an assassin to ensure the little plant eater came spinning to the ground.  
 
    He also appeared to be the second Human to have killed a hunter in recent memory. Generations passed between hunters falling on a contract, and yet in a small amount of time, two different Humans had killed two hunters in different parts of the galaxy.  
 
    It hadn’t taken long to establish a connection to the ship Sisk had taken out for this contract, and it was easy enough to break into his files. There was no reason the younger hunter needed to secure his data from his own clan, and Arow spent the hours in transit to the docked ship pouring through the information Sisk had gathered. He took a moment to appreciate how carefully Sisk had prepared, which only made the end result of the hunt more mysterious.  
 
    No matter how many times Arow reviewed the contract, the assortment of records, and the notes he’d put together, he couldn’t find a single thing to account for the Human having triumphed over the hunter. Tarley was no warrior, and though he was smart enough to complete five courses of study across two universities, they weren’t the Science Guild’s best schools.  
 
    Arow flexed his claws deeply into the arms of the control chair and flicked back to known ports of call and most likely locations Tarley might have gone to ground. The target favored trading posts, like Piquaw and Sakall, and space stations more often than planets. Sisk had followed him to a suite in an unremarkable station in the Gresht region of the Tolo Arm, where his borrowed ship still docked. As far as Arow could determine from the travel records, Tarley hadn’t taken a transport to the nearest stargate. He must have, though, Arow decided, after realizing a hunter had come for him.  
 
    Rather than scroll through the information yet again, Arow pulled up a map of the arm and bet himself he could stalk Tarley back to his den within three stops.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He did it in one. Astonishingly, after somehow surviving a hunt, Tarley hadn’t left his hole in Gresht.  
 
    Not a hole so much as a suite, Arow noted as he toggled through security feeds. It was a two-floor series of rooms, far enough from the spin of the station’s center to have reliable gravity and impart none of the dizziness, with two halls of approach and secure doors. Anything could be inside, given the four registered construction plans—there’d probably been countless other internal restructurings that were off the books.  
 
    Traps and security were all likely genetically coded. His fur rose in patches, as he was excited by the challenge, but cautious about the complete mystery of what waited for him. Such was the wisdom that came from being an elder.  
 
    His only choice was stalking—lying in wait to discover more information and formulate a better plan. As a small trading hub, the station served a number of species, some in residence and more passing through. Humans were common, but not so common that Tarley could go unremarked inside. The traders kept records of deliveries to the suite, which were taken in through the upper entrance by a machine, and which had not varied since before Sisk’s arrival. Of course no security feed showed Sisk, and there were no clues other than his ship still docked below. Nothing that went into the suite was remarkable—food, cleaning materials, more food, and lab equipment.  
 
    While some of the electronic queries to traders and shops he sent were from accounts that bounced around through several false identities, Arow had no interest in disguises or talking to members of the other species in person—there were other ways to get information, which would leave no trace of a hunter behind. There had been no chatter on the station about a Depik, as the other species referred to them, and as the contract called for discretion, there were more reasons to remain invisible in every possible way than to reveal himself to make things slightly easier.  
 
    Arow considered sneaking in with the supplies, but he didn’t know how much of the inside system was automated and, therefore, it left too much unknown. That was probably how Sisk had made his way inside. Instead, he packed supplies into his bag and moved up and down the hallway outside the lower entrance, keeping tabs on the security feeds, in case Tarley changed his behavior and stepped out on the upper floor. 
 
    It was two days before Tarley left his hole, and Arow stretched as the door began its cycle. Airlock? Similar technology, at least. Two layers of locks opened, and the man stepped out.  
 
    Arow opened his mouth slightly, to better scent the target. Tarley might not have run after surviving a hunter’s attack, but to leave the safety of his quarters he had opted for a disguise—different hair, brown and shaggy, padding in the clothes to change his shape. The changes may have been enough to fool an automated search program.  
 
    The Human had no idea what kind of hunter he was dealing with, and Arow pinned his ears back in brief disgust. Smell was the key, not looks. No hunter needed a recognition system. How in the bloodthirsty night had this Human—any Human, but this Human in particular—survived Sisk?  
 
     Arow checked that line of thought; he was too old to succumb to hubris. As Tarley waited for the doors to seal, the hunter stretched once more and rose on his hind legs, secure in his invisibility as he matched his pace to that of the Human. A small whisper in his mind insisted Sisk must have scrambled, and so Arow did not need to investigate further, or wait any longer. Instead he could leap now, fast as breathing, a whisper of blade or claw just there—Humans are fragile anywhere, there were at least five killing blows in easy reach— 
 
    It was a very small whisper, and he disregarded it. It was critical to know what happened to Sisk’s body, just as it was critical to see what, if anything, made this Human dangerous. Then he could complete the contract and remove the threat.  
 
    Tarley walked quickly, head down, acknowledging none of the other creatures he passed. The station held a fair amount of Humans, though Bakulu and Cochkala dominated, unsurprising given the location of the station and its position as a minor trading hub. He moved well for a Human, aware enough of his surroundings to move around more dominant species that would never step aside no matter how narrow a hall. His pace was not fast enough to attract attention, but he was clearly focused on getting somewhere.  
 
    Arow amused himself setting odds on where Tarley was going. Food, weapons, entertainment… 
 
    Entertainment, it seemed, as the man stopped outside a brightly glowing door advertising Human-specific massages and luxuries. Vague enough, that last, and Arow considered taking the time to go back and let himself into the den while Tarley was occupied. He thought better of it, and slipped inside directly behind Tarley, lifting briefly from four legs to two in order to get a better read on the place.  
 
    It smelled right for what was advertised, though the number of Human trails muddled the air.  
 
    Tarley didn’t check in, moving past the front desk without hesitation, the scanner clicking loudly as it recognized him. This Human establishment was low end, no pretense at having a live receptionist. Arow followed, and the scanner didn’t so much as stutter, having not sensed anyone other than Tarley crossing its line.  
 
    While Arow would hardly have expected anything different, it took one small concern off the board. Of course, the Humans hadn’t developed anything that could pick up a hunter’s signature—no one had, and it seemed beyond unlikely that would change in this back corner of the universe.  
 
    No sooner had he completed the thought than he was forced to reconsider. The room that had obediently opened for Tarley just down the hall had no equipment suited for massage; instead, long tubes lined the walls—only the faintest of shimmers showing they weren’t empty. There was a long programming table anchoring the middle of the room. Arow followed the man inside, and he felt the hallway shift behind them after the door closed. There was far more advanced security than the grimy reception room suggested. It meant, Arow realized, Tarley had been scanned before the obvious beep at the counter, ensuring the hall spun before they entered; the beep must have been confirmation. It kept the security function of spinning the rooms within the massage suite seamlessly unnoticed, so anyone not here for a non-massage room would never know differently. The second spin, happening behind them now, meant certain clients couldn’t be followed, at least not easily.  
 
    And the room itself, which had been programmed to spin and open itself for Tarley, had the interfaces and packaging for a warehouse of nanos, some programmed and some likely wiped, a fortune of technology a bit more advanced than most Humans had access to. For what? Tarley hadn’t studied nanotechnology in his courses, and it wasn’t something one just picked up on a whim.  
 
    Arow prowled the edges of the room, taking in the scribbled writing of the labels—Human, he assumed, though it was cramped and too imperfect to be computer printed, and therefore harder to decipher—and the sheer mass of tubes securely fastened to the walls. The workmanship was flawless, and if Tarley had any part of it, Arow was going to have to be even more careful when examining the inside of the man’s den. It still seemed impossible that this Human had not only overcome Sisk, but had also kept the younger hunter from scrambling.  
 
    If there was a chance Tarley had gotten his hands on any of the hunter’s genetic material, though, Arow had to know before killing him. Though the programming table was mostly touchscreen, the matte black trim around the edges was more than wide enough for Arow to leap up and move around the length of it, keeping Tarley in sight while the man chose his tubes. This allowed Arow to see what the chosen nanos were meant to do, while keeping his energy focused on movement, rather than the temptation of ripping Tarley’s organs out one at a time.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Gav,” Tarley muttered, running his fingers down the row of tubes directly across from Arow. “Told you to put it—ah.” Even to Arow’s superior hearing, the rest was muttered so low it might as well have been gibberish. He made a note to find out who Gav was, given that previous hunts had turned up no regular accomplices for Tarley. For a Human, Tarley spent an extraordinary amount of time alone. 
 
    As Tarley moved to the table, canister in hand, Arow stalked to the other side, sitting comfortably balanced on the corner, tail hanging and twitching idly. He studied Tarley closely while the man glared down at the programming table and saw no modifications or enhancements. He was Human, a plain, unremarkable, and apparently smarter than the average Human.  
 
    Smarter indeed—it only took Tarley a few minutes to tweak the programming in the manner he wanted, and Arow followed enough of it to go still, ears to tail. The nanos would recognize and analyze biological markers for a wide span of species, and were set to identify and code what they found at the genetic level.  
 
    As Tarley completed the program, Arow’s eyes fixed on the pulse in the man’s neck. Covered by a very thin layer of easily parted skin, and just within claw range, it fluttered with whatever base emotion the Human felt. 
 
    He had hunted across the stars and had stalked the halls outside his prey’s den. But here, in such easy reach, the satisfaction bloomed, of holding a life balanced to his choices, and his leg muscles tensed to knock that balance over to its natural conclusion.  
 
    But he could not. While this fragile Human might have many reasons to program nanos secretly, Arow could not ignore the fact that Sisk’s body, DNA unscrambled, might be in his den. Worse, if ‘Gav’ were a living ally rather than some sort of interface, uncorrupted Depik DNA could be out in the universe for the first time since they had chosen to leave Khatash’s jungled surface.  
 
    The man would die, and soon. But first...Arow leapt lightly down off the table, as soundless as he was invisible. Tarley tucked the tube into his work bag, toggled a button near the door, and Arow again felt that faint sense of motion. When the door opened, the hallway looked exactly the same as it had on the way in, but the smell was different. At least two other Humans had moved through while they’d been inside, but as there was no one to be seen. Arow filed their scents away. 
 
    As they retraced their path to the suite, Arow reached into his small pack, slipping open the internal lock of a securely fastened container in one of the pack’s many nested pockets. He removed two marbles of material, caressing them a bit before re-locking the container and refastening the pack. His lips lifted over his teeth. The look was not as banal as a Human smile, but something clearly pleased and predatory in the expression lifted it from a simple grimace.  
 
    Tarley reached his door and began the unlocking procedure—Arow didn’t pay attention. Neither of them would need to unlock this door ever again.  
 
    The door opened, and Arow moved fluidly, spinning the lighter of the clever little balls between the Human’s feet while he was in midstep, matching the man’s pace to keep it out of view as long as possible once it left the hunter’s hand.  
 
    It worked. Tarley’s vision was as terrible as any of his species, and as he crossed the border and the door started to slide closed, several things happened at once.  
 
    A scanner beeped, which Tarley’s body language indicated was normal, and the discreet marble vented gas into the entryway, ensuring no matter how advanced the scanner was, it would notice nothing but Tarley. Ensuring against even the most improbable was key. 
 
    Arow slid into the quarters, the tip of his tail just clearing the door as it slid into its frame.  
 
    Placing the second ball in the corner of the frame, Arow straightened suddenly. His nose caught the very faintest of scents, faded and thin, ragged but there. Sisk. He almost made a disgusted noise. And no matter how seamless his quintessence field was, sound would certainly carry outside it.  
 
    The first room of the den was small, defensible, and sealable. The faintest lines in either side wall showed two compartments for weapons or other countermeasure equipment. Tarley entered a code, scanned his eyes, breathed at another port, and ran his skin scan. Arow took a moment to be amused. So many precautions, and no hope of keeping Arow out, or of keeping its resident Human safe.  
 
    His tail flicked, insolently dismissing the layers of alleged security, and he swept through the next door so closely behind Tarley, the man should have felt his movement. Humans’ ability to sense other creatures’ fields was beyond vestigial, and for a bare moment Arow considered weaving through the man’s legs just to disconcert him.  
 
    But that was too petty to be enjoyable, especially once Arow took in the rooms—room, really—beyond the second door. The floor between levels had been removed, and while the hint of outlines in the floor indicated barriers could be brought up if and when needed to form rooms, currently everything was open. The far wall was a giant screen, currently broken into three different pictures. One showed an empty hall, the one they’d recently left, one showed five columns of numbers and symbols, and the last showed a skeletal structure.  
 
    Every bit of fur on Arow’s back rippled. The moment the door closed behind them, Tarley’s attention fixed on a Depik skeleton, marked with notations and questions. The Human pulled out a small pad and jotted something down, which instantly appeared much larger on the wall across the room.  
 
    Bones then, Arow considered, the words a snarl in his head. His claws flexed, and he nearly pounced. Instead, breathing through his mouth, he forced himself to complete his survey of the room. There was a table against the curve of the wall to the left, under a venting hood that vanished into the slick matte silver of the wall. A row of tubes was lined in stacks atop a long cabinet, filled with liquids rather than nanos. Far to the right was a nest of sorts—a bed and chairs each piled with soft fabrics. As Arow took it in, Tarley swiped a code on his pad that brought the walls up to separate the sleeping area.  
 
    He swiped again, and the faintest humming sound answered.  
 
    Arow froze, not by choice. Something was holding him rigid, even his chest was unable to rise or fall for breath.  
 
    “You can drop the shield, or you can suffocate and I’ll find you once you’re unconscious,” Tarley said, suddenly cheerful and at ease.  
 
    Arow had not reached his age by accident. As thirty seconds passed without his disabling the trigger, the small marble he’d left in the door exploded. 
 
    The explosion didn’t blow the second door fully in, but the metal bowed visibly, and the noise and repercussion came tearing through. The force knocked something loose, and the paralyzing hold disappeared.  
 
    “He’s outside!” Tarley muttered, rushing over to a control panel, looking suddenly nervous.  
 
    Freed, Arow moved purposefully. The hum had originated from the other side of the room. This Human had found machinery or an invention to use the quintessence that allowed hunters to move invisibly through the world against him. Clearly without fully understanding it, as the Human had called it a ‘shield,’ as though hunters carried something electronic that hid them.  
 
    Or worse, perhaps he did understand something of the hunters’ secrets, which Arow could never allow to stand. The Human had been as good as dead before, but now there was more than the satisfaction of a job well done at the idea of ending him. Now, Arow knew, he would kill like a kita on an early hunt—blood and pain and extended play to enjoy the suffering of the prey. But first, he ripped the cabinet open, the weak points of the cabinet door’s hinges tearing to give him a large piece that he could use as a projectile. While Tarley was still turning, Arow crouched, twisted, and threw the thin metal door toward Tarley’s soft, unprotected midsection. Arow’s claws tore through everything revealed by the missing door. There was no room for curiosity about any of the inner workings. It had held him; that meant more than enough for its destruction.  
 
    One arm still buried in the guts of the machinery, he reached back with the other and unholstered a small gun from his work belt, firing behind him without looking, and heard the small ‘woof’ of breath from Tarley as the dart found its mark. There was a louder thump, as the man crumpled the rest of the way to the ground, and Arow vented all his too-high emotions on the wiring, destroying everything so thoroughly no one would be able to imagine its original purpose.  
 
    Minutes passed. There had been more frustration in Arow’s actions than Tarley alone had earned, the Human’s actions and Dirrys’s face, were she to confirm the extent of Sisk’s failure, combining to destroy the deadly calm he would need. Eventually, he pulled a hunter’s calm over himself, and stepped back. He was not satiated—hardly that, with this bloodless machine kill—but he was clear of mind and emotion again. He’d need to pull every one of Tarley’s files, send a clever virus to hunt any tendrils of data that might have been sent, and ensure Gav’s identity, but everything he’d learned indicated that Tarley was a paranoid and solitary creature, with no conspirators in the galaxy waiting for information.  
 
    Though, he considered, stretching comfortably before stalking toward the tangled lump of unconscious Human by the inner door, he hadn’t realized Tarley was quite as smart as he was, having created something that snagged a hunter’s quinessence. Humans were unpleasantly surprising, and along with the need to act on the data files, Arow very much needed to peel back the layers of this unlikely predator.  
 
    Binding his mark was easy enough, and maneuvering the larger animal to an appropriately flat surface would only have been tricky if he needed to preserve the casing. Surface damage meant nothing, given the situation, and so while the contusions were hardly elegant, they wouldn’t keep Tarley from answering questions, which was the only value left of this Human.  
 
    Arow considered administering a dosage of adrenaline to wake the man up, but busied himself exploring the large room instead. He pulled up interesting files on the wall screen, confirmed Gav as the name of a program with an easily interruptible routine, gathered the appropriate chemicals to scour all physical traces of Sisk, and compared an array of scalpels to his own claws. As Tarley’s breath began to stutter, he pushed over a chair and leaped atop it, so that the first thing the man focused his eyes on was the sharp, interested face of his assassin.  
 
    It might have been comical, the small, furred figure perched on a chair at the level of the supine body on the table. Might have, if not for the tangible weight of incipient violence. Might have, if not for the utterly calm, perfectly clear promise of a death just ahead, through a road of agony.  
 
    “There you are,” Arow said, pupils wide with pleasure, making the edges of his yellow eyes brilliant against his pupils. “I have been so looking forward to talking to you.” Gently, he pressed a vial of chemicals into the meat of the man’s leg. All torture would be purely for his own enjoyment, not to ensure the truth of the information. Pain, no matter how skillfully delivered, hardly ever worked for the latter. Drugs, however, were far more reliable in those species vulnerable to such things.  
 
    Tarley’s mouth moved, and he swallowed, but it took several breaths before he could speak. The Depik’s gaze and attention remained unwavering, the focus uncanny. “How—” 
 
    Arow sighed. “Don’t ask the boring questions, Human. I hold such high hopes for you; you have been full of surprises so far. I just might reconsider my opinion of your species, if you are able to keep it up.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Tarley managed after a moment, clearly beginning to understand how forfeit his life was. 
 
    Arow’s nose twitched, indicating a slightly better question, and he lifted his gaze pointedly to the wall screen. “Did I miss any safeguards?” 
 
    Tarley’s eyes helplessly followed, and though he made an effort to lie, he quickly realized the drugs in his system wouldn’t allow it. “No.” All his files and routing programs, displayed. Disabled. His research and careful programming as open and dissected as the first Depik to enter these quarters.  
 
    “Who else knows about your machine?” 
 
    Tarley tried being silent, until a pressure in his side resolved into mounting pain, shock setting in at the reality of something digging through his skin into his liver.  
 
    “No—no one.” The assassin’s posture hadn’t wavered, everything about the small face still radiating curiosity. Tarley knew, objectively, that Human organs were close to the surface, but to have it cast into such sharp relief, with a claw inserted so casually just under his lungs, was a horror he had never considered.  
 
    Satisfaction rolled off the Depik, a ripple moving down his sides as though each individual strand of shining brown fur was pleased. “And what have you learned, clever Human, with your machine?” he asked idly, as though he didn’t have part of his front paw inside his conversation partner.  
 
    “Invisibility...is innate. Genetic. Not an invention.” 
 
    “Surely you can do better.” 
 
    “Something...at the quantum level.” 
 
    “Why did you think you could hold me?” Dying or not, Tarley would not be allowed to know his machine worked. Let him pass into his last night thinking Sisk had been an anomaly, a lucky strike in the sort of hunt Tarley should have known to be well outside his skill level. Let him be broken, at every level, as he slid into death. 
 
    “Flood...the field. Just off the limit for my mass, the electric pulse freezes everything, holds past lung capacity. You don’t stay invisible when you pass out.”  
 
    Arow didn’t need to taunt him, not while gently stroking the Human’s liver. So he ignored the statement and carried on questioning. “And how did you know to have it ready—oh,” he withdrew the claw, realizing the answer as he began to ask the question aloud. A great deal of blood followed, and he used it to trace a pattern on Tarley’s bared, utterly vulnerable midsection. A layer or two of skin parted as well, but his claws were so sharp Tarley wouldn’t feel it for another handful of seconds. “Of course you knew a hunter was coming. You took out the contract on yourself.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but Tarley breathed, “Yes,” before the new pain kicked in, nerve endings raging at the sudden invasion. 
 
    “Trapping a hunter,” Arow mused, wondering if anyone in the history of contracting a Depik assassin had ever been so foolish as to consider aiming the universe’s best hunter at their own fragile life. “And you thought you could be so impossibly lucky twice? To what end?” He knew; of course he knew. But he would ask, to be sure, to know exactly how much pain he would take in payment.  
 
    “To learn how you do what you do. To study. And adapt.” Tarley visibly tried to stop talking, but couldn’t hold against the double onslaught of drugs and pain. “We can’t rely on the mecha, not forever.” 
 
    “Humans.” The claws bit deeper now, enough skin sliced so Arow could peel a sheet back, revealing (under the rising blood) the efficient, partly-modified organs Humans had clustered together in their midsection. Claws moved delicately through skin and muscle, and then the assassin jumped on top of Tarley, some paws settling in his abdomen, one reaching out just over his eye. Carving. Tarley was awake, and split open, and being sliced like meat. “So interested in everyone else. Do you even know how you work, truly?” 
 
    Now, finally, Tarley realized it wasn’t simply death coming for him. Not yet. Not for some time. He made a noise, bestial, useless.  
 
    “Let’s find out together, Human, how you’re made. Shall we?”  
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    The merc watched the artist at her work—he’d never seen such skill, such control, such…artistry in his life. The MinSha’s four upper limbs were interchangeable arms, each with multiple grasping digits and ‘wrists’ that rotated on incredible ball joints that imparted unparalleled dexterity. This particular MinSha, though, was fascinating in another way. Her chiton was a ghostly shade of green, not the blue of all the other MinSha he’d seen. Just when he thought he’d seen it all on Aurora Station. 
 
    Located in the heart of the Centaur region, Jesc arm, Aurora Station’s name was unpronounceable to Humans. As was often the way of his race, when this happened, they made up a name that was understandable to them. Sometimes that name stuck, sometimes it didn’t. Aurora Station circled a star with no planets—only a vast asteroid belt. A failed system, the scientists called it. The star, a brilliant blue-white O class star, blazed through the unusually dense asteroid field, creating multihued auroras that changed from minute to minute. Whoever built the station untold eons ago built the floor of the promenade on the gravity deck from clear material, which afforded a rotating view of those auroras. The name of the station, therefore, was a no-brainer. The Buma, who owned and operated it, were particularly proud of it for many reasons. The shrewd businesslike race didn’t care about the view…or the name.  
 
    The merc had just finished purchasing an interesting trinket for his girlfriend when he spotted the MinSha. A merc race, just like Humans, the MinSha were known for their brutal efficiency in matters of war, as well as a boundless sense of duty and honor. Though Aurora Station had a merc pit, it was a small one. The station was mostly known as a trade and commerce hub. The asteroid belt was also notorious for occasional strikes of red diamonds as well as a thousand other rare and volatile elements. It reminded him a little of an old Earth gold town.  
 
    He didn’t know why he turned from the course he’d been on to follow the MinSha, but he did. The alien wove through the dense crowd of other aliens with a practiced ease. Her pursuer was hard pressed to keep up, especially since Humans were rare in this part of the galaxy. Every few feet someone would stop to look curiously at the furless ape, further slowing him. At one point, he’d thought he’d lost his quarry. What kind of merc business was such an interesting MinSha involved with? He’d learned to be keen to these sorts of happenings in his business. Any edge could be the winning one.  
 
    But the MinSha hadn’t gone into a business or stopped to meet with anyone. No, she’d opened a tiny little cubical off the promenade. It might have once been a storage room, a maintenance access way, or maybe even just an architectural void. Now it was a shop. Maybe ten feet square, it had an interestingly adjustable seat in the center, with room to move around it from all sides, and dozens of little storage bins along the inside walls. The MinSha was just finishing securing the rolling door to the ceiling. There was no sign advertising what it was, not that he’d be able to read, at least. The MinSha’s language was one of the more difficult to speak and read. However, had there been something, the little computer translator embedded in his brain would have made sense of it.  
 
    He watched the alien go about examining and preparing numerous little instruments. There was a single piece of high-tech equipment, a machine which looked a little like a medical nanobot system, but with an unusual Tri-V interface and various lines and linkages. He stayed on the opposite side of the street and tried to act disinterested, despite the fact he couldn’t take his eyes off the scene. After a time, the MinSha finished her preparations. She moved to the doorway, flexed her various arms, and touched a place on her thorax. Every inch of her pale green body came alive. He stood in stunned disbelief. Creatures moved, ships flew, robots pranced, alien languages flashed. 
 
    “Holy shit,” the merc said, “she’s a tattoo artist!” The paleness of her chiton now made sense. He’d never seen a MinSha with tattoos—hell, he hadn’t even thought it was possible. How do you embed a tattoo into armor? Apparently, it was possible, as this particular MinSha was a living canvas. The tattoos were incredible; they changed constantly and rarely repeated.  
 
    The MinSha held up her arms and moved back and forth to show off her work, gesturing for everyone to come closer. A crowd quickly gathered, and the traffic slowed. In minutes, several dozen aliens had stopped to admire and comment on her work. He moved closer so he could hear. 
 
    “Rare and interesting designs from across the galaxy!” she said. “I have more than fifty million images in my database! Creatures such as you have never seen, from places such as you can scarcely imagine! Do not trust a robot for your tattoo; my four hands can give you the gift of a lifetime!” 
 
    “What is that?” someone asked.  
 
    “Life.”  
 
    The crowd murmured. The merc was mesmerized by the presentation. In moments, she had her first customer. A gorilla-like K’kng was talking to the artist, its long prehensile tale swishing through the air behind it. In a minute, the MinSha had adjusted the chair for the K’kng physiology and gotten it seated. That race’s arms were hairless, and the MinSha began to work on one of them.  
 
    He’d seen morphogenic tattoo shops before. There were several in Earth’s starports, after all. They were robotic, with intricate machines meticulously engineered for embedding nanobot ink under someone’s skin and adding a processor so the tattoo came alive. Most could be had for 50 to 100 credits on Earth, and they would have one or two present designs that would pose, move, or flash. For 500 to 1,000 credits you could get a number of images and more lifelike movements. He’d once seen a merc on Earth with a scene from an old movie—some military man pointing and yelling. It was very lifelike, and the guy boasted it had set him back 5,000 credits. The work this MinSha did was like comparing a child’s watercolors to Michael Angelo’s Sistine Chapel…and the MinSha didn’t use robots, she did it all with her hands!  
 
    He watched as the K’kng got its tattoo. It was a constantly renewing sunset over a building. He didn’t know what it meant, but it was obviously important to the customer. The entire operation took 10 minutes, including the bloodless installation of the controller. The K’kng sat and glared at the crowd the entire time, while the MinSha’s many hands moved with blinding speed and precision.  
 
    When it was done, the customer admired the work, showing huge teeth in obvious pleasure. It tried to offer a UAAC, a universal account access card, or yak. The MinSha shook her head.  
 
    “Cash.” The K’kng frowned but handed her a single 1,000 credit chit.  
 
    “Only a thousand!” he said, amazed. The MinSha cocked her head, and he realized she’d probably heard him. He blended back into the crowd as the K’kng headed on its business, and a badger-like Cochkala stepped up next.  
 
    He moved around everyone once in a while, but he didn’t leave; he spent the entire afternoon watching the artist as she worked. By the fifth customer, he finally realized something—the customers weren’t designing their tattoos, or picking their designs. They just sat down, and the MinSha went to work. However, the fifth customer got up to leave—a giant, purple Oogar who had gotten a tattoo of a snake that circled and writhed around its muzzle—and all five had been very happy with their tattoos.  
 
    The afternoon went on with customer after customer getting artwork done. They all paid in cash, and all were thrilled with the result. The afternoon grew late, and he found himself watching a humanoid Lumar who was admiring the tattoo he’d just gotten of marching insects that snaked around his torso and circled each of his four arms.  
 
    “Are you ready for your turn?” He jumped and spun to see the MinSha standing next to him. 
 
    “Um…” he said into the unblinking, multifaceted stare of the alien; the alien looked even more like a praying mantis up close, and it was more than a little disquieting.  
 
    “Come,” she beckoned with two arms, pointing at the chair with the other two. Against his will, his feet followed. The MinSha touched the controls on the chair, and he felt himself being gently backed into it. It was a perfect fit. She was close, very close, and he could smell the alien’s slightly sweet odor as her huge multifaceted eyes took him in. “Human?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said.  
 
    “I have only met a few Humans. I do not frequent your arm of the galaxy.” She continued to examine him for a long moment, and he fidgeted uncomfortably under her insectile gaze. 
 
    “So I don’t tell you what I want?” he asked finally. 
 
    “I already know what you want,” she said. “Please remove your upper torso coverings.” He looked out at the promenade and realized how late it had become. Many of the shops he could see were closed, and no other beings were waiting. In fact, most of the beings still out seemed to just be walking by. With a nervous sigh, he removed his jacket, then the shoulder holster with his sidearm, then the shirt underneath it. “You can place your weapon and clothes on that table,” she said, gesturing.  
 
    After he’d done as he was instructed and reclined in the chair, she began running her hands over his skin. It felt a little like hard plastic gloves, though she was surprisingly gentle.  
 
    “Your dermis is an amazing canvas for my art,” she said, the translator conveying a tone of wonder. “I have been looking for one such as yourself.” 
 
    “You have?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, assuredly.” She reached to the nanite machine and attached a line to each of her four hands—she now held four identical little instruments, not unlike fountain pens.  
 
    “Will it hurt?” he asked.  
 
    “A little,” she admitted. He looked up, so he wouldn’t have to watch. “If we talk, it will help.” The instruments buzzed, and her hands began moving. He felt a slight stinging crawling along his shoulder, almost like a strap placed there too tightly.  
 
    “You have traveled a lot?”  
 
    “Very much,” she agreed. He felt more stinging now, in other places. It wasn’t exactly painful so much as intensely uncomfortable.  
 
    “Tell me where. What have you seen?”  
 
    “I’ve seen cities suspended deep in the clouds of gas giants too large to take in. I’ve seen ghost fleets, ships 20,000 years old orbiting a black hole, slowly waiting their time to join the infinite. I’ve watched a star going supernova from only a light hour’s distance, while a world with a billion beings died in the hellfire of that event, only to escape through the system’s stargate moments before it was obliterated as well.” 
 
    “That is amazing,” the merc said, looking at her incredibly-complicated mouthparts moving as her native squeaking/clicking speech came out. She nodded. Why did most beings with heads share that simple movement? 
 
    “That is but a few of the wonders I’ve seen, but that last vision was the final wonder I witnessed.” Her hands were working around his chest now, two on one side, the other two on his abdomen. “I have traveled to most corners of the galaxy in my trade, never staying anyplace for long. I’ve even seen some of the worlds in the 4th arm.”  
 
    “No one goes there,” he admitted.  
 
    “It is banned. Many reasons are given. Extensive radiation from waves of supernova. Poor hyperspacial physics. Monsters.”  
 
    “Here there be dragons,” the merc said with a laugh. For just a moment, her hands stopped moving. It was a very short pause, but it was there.  
 
    “Very interesting turn of phrase,” she said. Then suddenly, her hands stopped moving. “It is finished,” she added.  
 
    “Already?” he asked, surprised. Most of his upper body felt a little numb; in places it was like he’d been slapped, and the nerves were still stinging.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, “I have but to install the power unit.” She took another implement from the table and turned back to him. “Raise your right arm, please.” He did so and felt a tiny prick. “A local anesthesia,” she explained.  
 
    “You said you saw a supernova?” She nodded. “It’s hard to imagine seeing anything greater than that.”  
 
    “I’ve seen nothing greater,” she said, “because that was the last thing I ever saw.” He looked at her in surprise. The slightly milky appearance of her chiton, the way her eye facets didn’t seem to reflect light like other MinSha; it all made sense.  
 
    “You are blind,” he said. It wasn’t a question.  
 
    “Yes, long ages now.”  
 
    “How do you do these incredible tattoos, then?”  
 
    “My memory was untouched by the radiation.”  
 
    A second later, he felt a tugging and smelled cooking flesh. “I have cauterized the incision. It will be a little painful. The work I’ve done is particularly large, and took a big control unit. It is still small by your reckoning, and it will feel like a tiny stone under your skin. In no time, you will forget it is there. Just touch it to activate your tattoo.” His hand went to it. “Please wait for it to heal. A day should suffice.” He was a little disappointed but didn’t say anything. “You will be pleased. You can redress.”  
 
    He stood and put his clothes back on. The promenade was nearly deserted now, and he was many hours late for an appointment. As he dressed, the only evidence of the procedure was that his chest hair was all gone, and there were tiny red spots all over his torso. He touched one. It didn’t hurt. After he was dressed, he removed a 1,000 credit chit and held it out for her to take.  
 
    “Thank you, I can’t wait to see it. You have an amazing calling for a member of a merc race.” 
 
    “As I was unable to serve as a mercenary, fewer careers were available to me.” 
 
    “Your race makes exceptional mercs,” he noted; “why couldn’t you serve?” 
 
    “Only females are usually taken.” His head came around in surprise.  
 
    “You are male?”  
 
    “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    “To be honest, no. A lot of people have thought MinSha males might look very different. Earth’s insect species usually have sexual dimorphism.”  
 
    “I am aware of that phenomenon,” he said, the translator adding a little laugh. “In our race, the only difference between sexes are temperament. Males are usually not aggressive.”  
 
    “Are all males green too, instead of blue?”  
 
    “No,” he admitted.  
 
    “What is your name?”  
 
    “Cheka,” the MinSha replied, gently moving his customer out of the booth and closing the door. “I bid you good life and a strong fortune for what is ahead.” As was his race’s way, he left without another word.  
 
    The merc went to the bar and met his very annoyed contact. Credits were exchanged, and data obtained. Afterward, he returned to the little hotel room he’d rented just off the hub. His friend was waiting for him.  
 
    “Hello, Jim, <Otoo!>” 
 
    “Hi, Splunk, finally decided to come back?” She nodded and helped herself to another roasted lizard. An entire plastic container full of them sat on the table, and Jim wondered where she’d gotten them. Probably best not to know.  
 
    “We leave soon, <Cheek!>”  
 
    “Yes, tomorrow. I got the data I needed.” He sighed and sat down. He’d been trying to get home for weeks, but ever since the encounter with the Altar, he’d been chasing information. He’d also gone and found himself an honest-to-God prophet in the holy church of ink. “What kind of spiritual shit was that,” he wondered aloud. Splunk munched on her dinner without comment.  
 
    He went about doing random things, but the slight pain from the incision point and the numbness of his skin finally tried his patience to the point he couldn’t take it any longer. Jim pulled off his coat, shirt, and holster before snatching up his ditty bag. He fished around inside until he found what he was looking for—an emergency nanite medical treatment. He set it for mild-surface wound and sprayed the spot under his arm where Cheka had implanted the power unit. A second of burning agony, and it was healed. Jim tossed the unit back into the bag, crossed to the bureau and mirror by the toilet, and pressed the spot.  
 
    For a moment, nothing happened, and he thought he’d been screwed. Then from around the bulk of his chest, something came walking. It only took a second to recognize a perfectly-rendered, 100-foot tall Raknar mecha. He sucked in his breath with a hiss.  
 
    “Raknar, kaboom, <Proo!>” Splunk said in glee. Jim examined the mecha in the mirror. It was painted blue, just like his personal Raknar—the one he’d defeated the Canavar with. He leaned closer as the Raknar came to a stop, raised its arm, and waved at him. He wasn’t sure, but he could swear that on the right breast of the headless ape-shaped war machine was the Cartwright’s Cavaliers logo. Under that might have been written, ‘Commander Jim Cartwright.’  
 
    “Holy shit,” he said. “That simply isn’t possible.”  
 
    The next morning, he raced down to the promenade with Splunk riding on one shoulder and his backpack over the other. He searched until he found where Cheka’s little stall had been, but he found it empty and with no equipment. A rare woods dealer was just opening up next door. The owner, a little anteater-like Avaka, saw Jim standing outside the abandoned stall and spoke up. 
 
    “I own this group of stalls,” it said, “I can rent you that space for 50 credits a day!”  
 
    “I’m not looking to rent,” Jim said. The owner shrugged and turned its bright red eyes back to arranging its merchandise. “Can you tell me where the last renter went?” The Avaka regarded him a moment. “Cheka, the metamorphic tattoo artist.”  
 
    “I could,” it said and pretended to ignore him. Jim took out a 100-credit chip and sat it on the table.  
 
    “The MinSha, yes,” the owner said, scooping up the chit and making it disappear. “She paid per day.” 
 
    “He,” Jim corrected. The Avaka looked at him. “Cheka is a male.”  
 
    “Whatever. The MinSha wasn’t here this morning, and all her…his stuff was gone. I can only assume he left last night.” It looked at Jim expectantly, maybe hoping more credits were to be had, but Jim had gotten what he wanted. He walked back the way he came, glancing one last time at the empty stall.  
 
    “Let’s go home, Splunk,” he said, heading for the docking bay. It was a long trip back to Earth. 
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 ANGELS AND ALIENS by Jon R. Osborne 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brace!” 
 
    The pilot’s cry preceded a gut-wrenching lurch and a loud bang, the vertical takeoff and landing flyer jerking as though it had been struck by a hammer. The flight crew’s desperate chatter as they tried to right the stricken craft was drowned out by shrieking metal as the hatch next to Jim Hawkins peeled away. The wind howled into the compartment, sucking out the smoke that had started to seep up from the floor. 
 
    The craft twisted drunkenly as the over-stressed airframe moaned in protest, the craft vibrating violently. Jim looked down and could see the arboreal canopy of Tervezet III below. He felt, rather than heard, the bolts holding his seat pop loose as the decking below him bent. His fall through the hatch was arrested with a jerk as his seat caught on something, then he was plunging toward the ground. 
 
    As he spun through the air, Jim caught a glimpse of the wounded VTOL trailing smoke. Armored shapes spilled from the craft, but Jim couldn’t keep them in view long enough to tell if they had bailed out or been disgorged from the flyer as he had been. 
 
    A shadow fell over him, and his seat stopped spinning. He heard someone shouting behind him, but couldn’t make it out over the roaring wind. The tree canopy loomed below, growing closer with frightening alacrity. It had been maybe ten seconds since he had been thrown from the craft, he guessed he had about as many seconds left to pray. 
 
    A jolt reverberated through his seat and he was crushed down into the meager cushion. Something behind him was roaring louder than the wind. Twisting his head, Jim could see one of the recon troopers had seized the frame of his seat. The scout was firing the jump-pack on the back of his armored powered exoskeleton, or APEX, suit, leaning back to try to balance Jim’s weight with that of the recon armor. 
 
    Tree branches whipped at Jim as they punched through the canopy; he and his rescuer descended faster than a controlled landing but slower than a plummet. There was another jerk as the jump jets flared, the fall slowing to a manageable pace. A few meters above ground, there was a metallic pop as the seat’s frame finally succumbed to the stress it wasn’t designed to handle, and Jim tumbled ass first to the ground. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 New Mexico, 4 Weeks Prior 
 
      
 
    Reverend Jim Hawkins squinted in the glaring desert sun as he descended the stairway nestled up against the plane. The small jet didn’t merit using the full boarding gangway that a large jetliner would use, but at least the flight hadn’t been crowded. Jim waited until the robot tending to the baggage plunked Jim’s luggage down on the scorching tarmac. 
 
    Another advantage of the small flight, Jim didn’t have to wait for his bag to go through the baggage system in the terminal. He was willing to lug the travel bag across the tarmac and through the terminal rather than wait an hour or more. Shouldering the bag, he set off for the terminal building, hoping if nothing else, he’d get a brief respite from the heat. 
 
    The noon sun pushed the temperature close to 35 degrees Celsius. A ball cap made the glare manageable, and when he pushed on the doors, he was greeted by a welcome gust of cool air. That was quickly followed by the din of hundreds of travelers, many chattering away on their government-provided netphones, trying to make themselves heard over their fellows. Jim shook his head and marched through the building. Instead of idols of gold or stone, men had carved them from silicon and rare earths. 
 
    Security barely gave him a glance; they were more worried about who was trying to get in rather than who was leaving. Modern scanning technology had rendered smuggling a lost art, but there was still the occasional black-mask anarchist who thought he was smart enough to sneak something onto a flight with mayhem in mind. A century after the MinSha made examples of terrorists, you would have thought people would get a clue. 
 
    A line of vehicles waited in front of the terminal, most of them automated Rydes which had all but driven traditional taxis the way of the dodo. Between the savings on human wages and the difficulty in robbing a robot that didn’t carry any cash and would encase miscreants in crash foam for delivery to law enforcement, it was a one-sided fight. 
 
    However, Jim wasn’t going to board a Ryde. Past the autonomous vehicle pick up zone, there were the manually-driven vehicles. A few family vans waited, probably farmers and such that didn’t trust autonomous vehicles and resented the government push to use them. In front of them was a limousine, a haggard driver awaiting someone who preferred an organic touch and was willing to pay the premium.  
 
    Beyond was a LPT, a light personnel transport, favored by mercenary companies and the military complex. The vehicle was matte grey, the logo for Bjorn’s Berserkers on the door. The young woman leaning easily against the front fender couldn’t have been more than 160 centimeters, and her chestnut hair was pulled back in a single long braid. Jim assumed she was a civilian contractor or teenaged daughter of one of the mercenaries in the Berserkers until he noticed the sergeant’s stripes on the shoulder of her grey battle dress uniform. 
 
    She turned to watch him through a set of old-fashioned aviator sunglasses. A holstered sidearm at her side helped dispel Jim’s first impressions. Even the kid of a merc wouldn’t be allowed to go armed in public like that, not in a zone where the law was actually enforced. 
 
    “Reverend Hawkins, I take it? I’m Sergeant Wicza.” The name sounded like ‘Vitsa’. She stood, uncrossing her arms and revealing her name patch. “The commander sent me to pick you up while I was running errands in Las Cruces.” 
 
    “You can call me Jim, Sergeant.” He gave her a smile and extended his hand. 
 
    She regarded the hand for a moment before shaking it. Her grip was surprisingly strong and Jim suspected she was making a point. “If you say so, Reverend Jim.” 
 
    Jim thought about telling her she could drop the appellation and just call him Jim, but that might have looked like he was flirting with her. Even with the mirrored glasses obscuring her eyes, Jim could tell the young woman not only wouldn’t welcome such an overture, she was ready to challenge it. Just as well, for both of them, he thought. While he wasn’t a priest, Jim wasn’t the kind to hit on a woman he just met, especially not one that looked like someone’s little sister. 
 
    Wicza popped the back hatch on the personnel transport and stepped aside so that Jim could heave his bag into the compartment, which was already half full of boxes. Most of the cartons looked to be from small mom and pop companies, stores scraping by in the shadows of FedMart.  
 
    “The commander likes to spread the wealth, as it were,” the young woman remarked, closing the hatch once Jim was clear. “Folks have to spend their gigi at FedMart, so he encourages buying from small businesses whenever possible. Helps build goodwill with the locals, especially since mercs pay with real money.” 
 
    Jim nodded. Gigi was GGI, government guaranteed income, a stipend funded by taxing money brought to Earth by mercenary companies. Years ago, various governments threatened to raise the taxes above the current 50% to fuel the ever-growing demands of the public. The mercenary companies countered by threatening to pack up and move off-world, leaving the nations of Earth empty-handed, with a populace accustomed to having the government pay for all of their basic needs. While some politicians groused that the mercenaries were being selfish, the tax increase was dropped like a live grenade. 
 
    Jim climbed into the passenger seat and buckled himself in. Not surprisingly, the interior of the vehicle was spartan, but at least it had air conditioning. Wicza got into the driver seat and powered up the vehicle. After a methodic check of the dashboard indicators and navigation screen, she pulled the vehicle into traffic. In a few minutes, they passed the sign indicating they were leaving the airport security zone, as if the armed guards at the gate weren’t enough indication. 
 
    Jim tried to make small talk, but after only getting curt, minimal answers, he let the drive lapse into silence. It was obvious Sergeant Wicza didn’t want to chat, so he watched the desert and mountains for several minutes as they cruised along Highway 70. He knew that Bjorn’s Berserkers had built their headquarters on a large chunk of land that used to be part of White Sands. The U.S. government had been happy to divest itself of no longer needed land in exchange for hard credits. 
 
    Some called the near global cessation of hostilities between nations one of the benefits of Earth’s discovery by aliens. As part of the galactic community, the territorial squabbling of nation-states seemed petty. Add to that the acquisition of technologies that rendered useless what had been the largest threats in various countries’ arsenals; large scale war had become useless. While regional fighting still existed between various ethnic and religious groups, there was no longer a need for large standing militaries nor the infrastructure that supported them. 
 
    Various mercenary companies, their coffers full of credits the government desperately wanted, snapped up several old installations, both in the U.S. and around the world. Communities around merc bases tended to prosper. Successful mercenaries, flush with credits, were eager to spend their hard won pay, plus mercenaries weren’t eligible for GGI, so they favored local businesses over FedMart. 
 
    A curse from Sergeant Wicza brought Jim out of his musings, his attention drawn forward by the vehicle’s deceleration. Across the highway, a rusted hulk of a trailer blocked two of the three lanes. Only the auto-truck lane was open, the robotic big rigs slowing slightly as their sensors and onboard computers analyzed the potential obstruction and projected a safe path. 
 
    Manually-driven vehicles were forbidden to use the autonomous vehicle lane. As Jim looked ahead, he could see a weathered box truck stopped, its back door opened as a pair of masked figures rifled through the cargo. Two more masked men held the driver at gunpoint. 
 
    “Banditos,” the sergeant sneered, checking her mirrors. “Pretty brazen, pulling this shit in the middle of the day. They must have a buddy in the local police outpost.” 
 
    Jim could tell she was thinking about using the AVL to circumvent the roadblock. The fine would be chump change to the mercenary company, assuming the company responsible for managing the highway charged them at all. 
 
    One of the bandits looked up from the back of the truck and spotted them slowing. Hopping out of the back of the truck, he pulled a pistol and waved them to the shoulder. 
 
    “Fine.” Wicza guided the vehicle to the side of the road. “You dumbasses want to play, let’s play.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Jim asked, wondering if the windows were bulletproof. “Can’t you just pay them off?” 
 
    “Stay in the transport, Reverend Jim.” The sergeant tapped the dash-mounted tablet before opening the door. One of the bandits that had been holding the truck driver rounded the truck, balking when he spotted the Berserkers’ logo on the door. 
 
    The bandit’s concern evaporated when Wicza closed the door, and they got a good look at her. Even through the masks, Jim could tell they were smiling, the one that waved them over gesturing toward the sergeant and laughing. Jim couldn’t make out what they were saying as Wicza approached them, but their body language said they weren’t afraid. 
 
    That turned out to be a fatal mistake. Jim jumped at the first gun shot. He hadn’t even seen Wicza pull her sidearm. The man on the left, the one that had been helping hold the driver, said something that drew his compatriot’s humor and attention. Before his body crumpled to the pavement, the other bandit’s laughter was silenced as two rounds caught him high in the chest. The third man, in the back of the truck, fumbled for his gun until his brains painted the interior. 
 
    The fourth man was smarter, stopping at the corner of the truck. He glanced in Jim’s direction, his gun held ready for Wicza to round the corner. Jim watched transfixed as the sergeant crouched and put a round through the bandit’s lower leg, causing him to topple to the pavement. As he hit the fused asphalt, Wicza fired two more times. One bullet ricocheted off the pavement near the man’s head, the other hit him under his outstretched arm. The bandit convulsed a couple of times and went still. 
 
    Wicza rounded the back of the truck, pistol at the ready. The driver frantically waved his upheld hands. The sergeant gestured for him to step away from the truck and the driver hurriedly complied. Once she saw the cab was empty, she lowered her gun, but kept it in her hand. With her other hand she gestured for the driver to lower his shaking hands. 
 
    Wicza gestured toward the big truck blocking the road, the driver nodded and held up four fingers. They both disappeared around the front of the box truck. Jim waited nervously, expecting another outbreak of gun fire. In the mirror he could see a pair of older civilian cars halted farther back up the road. He wondered how much of the carnage they had seen. 
 
    The sergeant reappeared from behind the truck, holstering her sidearm as she strode toward the transport. Getting in, she rechecked the dashboard readouts and the tablet display. 
 
    “Our friend is going to pull the big truck out of the way,” she said, checking the mirrors. 
 
    “Those—those were humans,” Jim stammered. 
 
    Wicza regarded him from behind the mirrored aviator glasses. “Debatable. What’s your point, Reverend?” 
 
    “I thought mercenaries killed aliens,” Jim replied, trying to keep his voice from shaking. “I didn’t think they killed humans.” 
 
    “So ‘thou shalt not kill’ doesn’t apply to aliens?” Wicza’s tone was sardonic. “I’ve met a lot of aliens more deserving of life than these scum.” 
 
    “There are a lot of theological questions when it comes to aliens.” Jim spoke to his reflections in the glasses. “I’m hoping to find some of those answers. Now I have more questions.” 
 
    Wicza returned her gaze to the road, watching the rusted hulk inch its way off the pavement. “Reverend Jim, we get paid to kill aliens. And usually they get paid to kill us. There’s nothing noble or religious about it; it’s a business transaction.” 
 
    “What about human mercenaries?” Jim looked to the corpses bleeding on the sun-baked highway. “Do you ever have to kill them?” 
 
    Enough of the truck had been pulled off the road to open one of the lanes. Wicza put the vehicle in motion. “I’ve never seen it. I’ve heard it happens occasionally; the results vary on a case by case basis. You should probably ask some of the veterans. As for those pendejos, they’re not mercs; they’re predators that got what they deserved. As the commander likes to say, ‘don’t poke the bear.’” 
 
    “Did you have to kill them?” Jim was grateful the carnage was behind them. He couldn’t help but wonder if anyone would come for their bodies, or would they be left to flies and carrion birds? 
 
    “Do you know what they would have done with me?” The sergeant’s voice bordered on incredulous. “They were hoping to take me alive. They wanted to ‘party.’”“ 
 
    Jim blanched. “Oh.” Robberies were common enough in urban areas; he had been robbed a couple of times. But unless you employed private security contractors, no one was going to investigate a robbery or simple assault. As long as no one died or was grievously injured, law enforcement already had their plate full. 
 
    “Yeah, oh.” Wicza pulled the transport off the highway onto a two lane road. A sign alongside the road read ‘Bear Town – 1 km.’ “Something men don’t have to worry about. They’d beat the hell out of you, maybe kill you. There’s worse. Those cabrones took one look at me and knew what they were going to do.” 
 
    The awkward silence that followed was brief but seemed an eternity to Jim. He was still trying to reconcile what he saw, and Wicza’s callous attitude afterwards. It left him wondering whether he should have embarked on this trip. His musings were interrupted when they pulled up to the Bear Town gate. 
 
    “Sergeant,” the guard that approached their vehicle said, almost as if he knew better than to be familiar. Jim wondered if it was military discipline or something else. Another guard remained in the duracrete and glassteel shack, where he could call for help if needed. 
 
    “Specialist.” Wicza gave him a brief nod as acknowledgement. “This is James Hawkins, he should be on the visitor roster for today.” 
 
    The specialist, whose nametag said Salazar, consulted a tablet, obviously comparing Jim’s countenance to an image on the tablet. Satisfied, the specialist nodded, giving his partner in the shack a thumbs up. “Very good, Sergeant.” 
 
    The gate split apart, and, once the gap was wide enough, Wicza juiced the transport through the opening. They passed several utilitarian buildings on the short drive up the valley that led toward Bear Peak. The large edifice that Wicza parked the transport in front of looked like something out of a Viking fantasy. Huge and imposing, with buttresses that looked like carved longship figureheads, the Mead Hall’s wood and stone façade stood out from the duracrete and steel of the other buildings. Jim couldn’t help but arch an eyebrow. 
 
    “Did you know the commander was an Asatru?” Sergeant Wicza asked as she shut down the vehicle, most noticeable by the fact that the air-conditioning stopped blowing. “So are a lot of troops, to one degree or another. Another sizeable portion are Wiccans, like me, which means we have no trouble hoisting a horn of mead to the Norse guards alongside the Asatru.” 
 
    Jim figured she was watching to see if he was shocked or offended, but his cousin had forewarned him that the company was full of heathen and pagans. “It’s not what you profess, but rather what you do that decides whether you reach Heaven.” 
 
    Wicza regarded him for a moment before wordlessly turning and exiting the transport, the desert heat invading with her departure. Taking the cue, Jim opened his door and stepped out into the baking sun. The air was hot and dry; heat shimmers rose from the fused asphalt of the parking lot as they made their way to the double doors leading into the structure. Runes were hewn into the dark wood above the door and a much smaller bronze plaque next to the entrance read ‘Bjarnarsal’. 
 
    The blast of cool air from opening the doors was a welcome respite, even though they had only walked 15 meters from the transport. Inside, the lighting was subdued. A large sign, emblazoned with the words ‘Mead Hall’ pointed to the left. Wicza led Jim to the right, following a hall for several meters before it opened up into a reception area. 
 
    A silver-haired man looked up from behind a large desk. “Whiskey, what did you do now?” the man asked with a slight lisp. His uniform shirt had the letter “C” and two dots in the place of a rank insignia, indicating he was a civilian contractor. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Stefan?” If Jim hadn’t seen her gun down four men 15 minutes ago, he would have almost believed her protestation of innocence. 
 
    “The commander is on the line with the district sheriff right now.” Stefan turned his gaze to Jim. “You must be Captain Hawkins’ cousin. I can see the resemblance. I’ll let the commander know you’re here as soon as he’s off—” 
 
    The door behind Stefan swung open, the frame filled by a hulking man sporting a bushy beard. A necklace of bear claws and a small silver hammer adorned his uniform. Ice blue eyes locked onto Wicza before sweeping over to Jim. 
 
    “Get in here.” Like Wicza, Commander Tovesson’s uniform was grey, the rank patch bearing a single star. Below that was the company’s emblem, featuring a lunging bear and the motto ‘Valhalla Awaits.’ Once the commander was no longer eclipsing the door, Wicza led Jim into the office. 
 
    The commander sank into an oversized chair behind a huge wooden desk—real wood, not that laminated recycled sawdust crap. A pair of chairs waited in front of the desk; Jim wondered if that was a typical arrangement.  
 
    Tovesson picked up a slate, obviously watching something play on its surface for almost a minute. Wicza remained silent, standing at parade rest behind the left chair, staring straight ahead. Unsure of protocol, Jim stood behind the other chair, half watching the mountain scenery through the large tinted windows, half watching the commander’s expression. 
 
    The commander looked up, tossing the slate onto the desk, and glared at Wicza. Then his eyes flicked over to Jim again. “Sorry, Padre, have a seat.” 
 
    Nodding, Jim took the offered seat, deciding to hold off on informing the commander that padre or father wasn’t an accurate appellation for a minister of the Disciples of Christ. 
 
    The baleful glare turned back to the young woman. “Gods dammit, Whiskey. You couldn’t have just driven around? I hate those fucking bandits as much as the next person, but now the civilian law is getting all pissy. Again.” 
 
    “Sir, those men would have raped me if given the chance. I acted in defense of my own person.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have had the chance if you would have just driven in the auto-lane.” The commander snatched up the tablet, glanced at it, and tossed it back on the desk with a clatter. “They didn’t block off the express lane.” 
 
    “Sir, there is a fine for driving non-autonomous vehicles in the express—” 
 
    “A fucking fine?” The commander smacked the desk top with an open hand, making the slate and sundry items scattered on the surface bounce. Jim jumped, startled by the noise, but Wicza didn’t flinch. “How much do you think it will cost to smooth out your vigilante stunt with the local authorities?” 
 
    “I’ll cover any expenses out of my pay, sir.” 
 
    “Damn straight you will.” The commander leaned back in his chair. “Odin’s eye, you need to save that piss and vinegar for the battlefield. All right, get out of here before I give you KP for a week.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Wicza pivoted and marched to the door. 
 
    The commander watched the sergeant depart, anger leaving his features once the door closed behind her. “Padre, or is it Father Jim? Nice to meet you. Obviously, your cousin Bill has told me about you.” The commander rose from behind the desk, circling around to shake his hand. Jim noticed the commander didn’t have the lumbering gait one would expect from a man his size. 
 
    “Actually Reverend is probably the most accurate. It would be Pastor if I had a congregation.” Jim’s cousin Bill was the commander’s aide and right-hand-man, having served with the commander for as long as Tovesson had been a merc. 
 
    “You want anything? I can have my secretary bring coffee or tea, or if you need something to calm the nerves after Whiskey’s antics I have some good Canadian whiskey in the side bar.” He gestured at the bar, also made of real wood, with a huge hand. 
 
    “No, I’m good, but thank you.” Jim was actually tempted by the offer of whiskey. He had no trouble with the occasional drink, but considering this was a job interview and possibly a test, he demurred. “Though I have to admit, the sergeant’s…actions…startled me.” 
 
    “What’s your assessment of Charlotte?” The commander asked as he returned to his chair. 
 
    “She is an angry young woman and has a chip on her shoulder regarding men.” She had never mentioned her name was Charlotte, Jim thought. “Even in the best of conditions, she keeps men at arms’ length. She was probably assaulted in her youth if not outright raped. She also has a need to prove herself, which she frames as compensating for her stature but it’s probably rooted in a lack of parental validation. 
 
    “What I saw today wasn’t an angry outburst, but channeled anger at those who disrespected her for her gender, and who would prey on those weaker than them. Those men were dead as soon as they validated her ‘script’ of preconceptions, and she has no remorse for gunning them down.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Tovesson leaned forward on his desk. “Did those men deserve to die?” 
 
    “I’m not a judge or magistrate. I have no evidence to condemn those men, even if they are bullies and predators. They made the mistake of picking the wrong prey, but if Charlotte had been as helpless as they thought…” Jim shrugged. “The Lord doesn’t deal in ‘what ifs’ or we could all be damned. 
 
    “As for you, commander, you’re not truly angry with Sergeant Wicza,” Jim continued. He knew he was treading onto risky ground, but he also wanted Tovesson to see why he should hire Jim. “Annoyed, and a bit concerned, but I suspect you’ll conveniently forget to dock her pay to cover the legal fees or at least wait until there is a large mission payout so she won’t feel it as much. I’d hazard to say you mostly agree with her assessment regarding the bandits, though you have the security of being large, powerful, and male so you would have dealt them serious bodily harm instead of just gunning them down.” 
 
    The bushy eyebrows knitted together like caterpillars greeting each other while Tovesson stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Pretty close, Padre,” he finally admitted. “But they were all armed, so as much as I love delivering a well-earned beating, the tactical situation wouldn’t have been favorable. And since they would have regarded me as a threat, they would probably have had their guns on me, unless they were total tantos. Charlotte is a damned fine soldier, and if she can keep her anger in check, she’ll go far. I watched the dash cam footage; taking out four armed hostiles in ten seconds was impressive work. Just don’t tell her I said that.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” Jim said, resisting the impulse to add ‘sir.’ He hadn’t been hired yet. 
 
    “Bill was right about you; you’re good at reading people. I’d hate to play poker with you.” A grin tugged at the corners of the commander’s beard. “To be honest, I’m more interested in your degrees and certifications around dealing with stress-related issues than your ordination. I have a bunch of heathens, pagans, and irreligious in my company, myself included. I don’t want your counseling to be a platform for proselytizing to those who don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jim replied, trying not to get his hopes up. Ever since the arrival of aliens in the 21st century, mainstream religions had waned, well beyond the 80 million Muslims wiped out by the MinSha retributive strike shortly after First Contact. “But I would still be able to conduct religious services for those that wanted them?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ll probably catch some flak for bringing a Christian chaplain on board,” Tovesson’s right hand went to the hammer dangling amid the bear claws, “but I’ve got a company captain that’s a godhi, a Wiccan priestess Casanova driver, and a druid in logistics. They’re all good for performing the rites of their respective religions, but I need someone who can devote their time to seeing to the well-being of my people, especially those struggling with the pressure that comes with the fact they could be dead next Tuesday.” 
 
    “I can do that, without letting religion influence how I help your soldiers,” Jim promised. He meant it. Jesus didn’t pick and choose who he would save, Jim wouldn’t pick and choose the people he helped. 
 
    “Even though you’ve taken the VOWS and went through MST, you’re training is too out-of-date to bring you in as a merc.” The slate the commander picked up looked tiny in his huge hands. He tapped the screen a couple of times. “I can bring you on as a civilian contractor, and I’ll still require you to take the safety and small arms training courses. But if you ever have to pull a gun, the shit will truly have hit the fan.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Not bad, Padre Jim,” Corporal Popovijc remarked, glancing down at the slate to confirm the score. Aleksy Popovijc was one of the instructors at the Bear Town gun range, an old-timer who had served under the commander’s father. “You’re not a sharp-shooter, but better than I’d expect from a man of the cloth.” 
 
    “All of the boys in my family went through the Mercenary Service Track in school,” Jim replied, ejecting the clip then confirming the gun was clear before setting it and the empty clip on the bench. “To be honest, there wasn’t much else to do in rural Indiana, and MST gave kids an excuse to learn about guns and dream of getting out of Podunk.” 
 
    Popovijc set down the tablet and collected the firearm and the magazine. Like Jim, he verified the gun was empty. He stowed both in a case. “I heard your VOWS scores were decent. How come you didn’t become a merc?” 
 
    “About a month before I took the assessment, my sister was killed in a traffic accident.” Jim’s gaze drifted downrange, but he didn’t see the targets at the end. “A van full of drunks swerved in front of an auto-truck. The robot brain driving the rig calculated one casualty was better than seven, so it swerved into my sister’s car. 
 
    “That got me thinking about God and our place in the universe. By the time I got my scores from the VOWS, I had already decided I wanted to follow a different path.” Jim returned his eyes to the corporal. “As I studied, I found as many questions as I did answers. Something that has been puzzling me for years is aliens.” 
 
    Popovijc looked grateful that Jim had changed the subject. “What about them?” 
 
    “Do you ever feel bad about killing them?” Jim scrutinized the man while appearing casual. He knew the man used to be in front line infantry and had seen plenty of combat. “Do you think they have souls, like we do?” 
 
    “Padre Jim, if anyone can answer the last question, it’d be people like you.” Popovijc shrugged. There was no animus in his response. “I’ll tell you, with aliens it’s easier because half of them look like they want to eat you, and a few really do.” 
 
    Jim had heard about the Xiq’tal from the company’s last contract. He had spoken to a private who had one of his arms eaten by one of the giant crab-like aliens. 
 
    The corporal tapped the screen of his slate. “Anyway, you’re good to go. I’m marking you certified to be issued a sidearm.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Padre Jim.” The Indian woman behind the counter smiled cheerfully. She wore a private stripe on her uniform, marking her as an actual merc, as opposed to the alien contractor next to her, whose uniform shirt had a C and a single dot. The woman glanced at a monitor set in the counter. “We received your sidearm clearance, so I thought you might be by.” 
 
    The felinoid alien leaned indolently on the counter, looking half asleep. Jim wasn’t sure why anyone would hire a H’rang, given their reputation for laziness. It opened an eye long enough to glance at him, then closed it again. 
 
    “It’s not that I’m particularly excited,” Jim protested. He suspected the H’rang was actually paying attention to the exchange, though he could be making assumptions based on Terran felines. He’d read it was a common mistake to assume just because an alien looked like an Earth-analog creature, it would also act like that animal. “It’s not like I’m going to need it here.” 
 
    “Not in Bear Town,” the private agreed. Jim remembered her name was Priya Surjit and that she professed to be a lapsed Buddhist. “But if you go off base, I would wear it. You have a few choices, as long as you choose 10mm.” 
 
    It made sense. Each soldier having their own caliber preference would be a hassle for ammunition logistics. But unlike conventional military forces, mercs tended to allow for some individualization. A thump drew Jim’s attention down the counter. Three sidearm kits, complete with holster and clips were laid out on the counter top in front of the H’rang. 
 
    “Looks like Hcuff’t has taken the liberty of pulling a selection for you to look over.” Priya walked over to the three guns as the H’rang slinked further along the counter to lean on it. Jim half expected the alien to climb onto the counter and curl up for a nap. “The GP-90 is a solid sidearm, with a good selection of customization options. It’s reliable as can be, but doesn’t quite pack the punch of the others. The Heckler and Glock HG10p has a ton of customization options and packs a lot of wallop for the round, but it needs more TLC. The commander is big on that cannon of his, but I think that’s for sentimental rather than practical reasons. Finally, the Smith and Ruger Falcon Ten is more accurate but also four centimeters longer, so some find it unwieldly.” 
 
    It was a simple choice for Jim. “I’ll take reliable. If I’m worried about the difference in stopping power, I’m already in over my head.” 
 
    “A good choice,” Private Surjit said, making some entries on her slate. “I’m putting in a requisition for 100 rounds of practice ammo so you can season the gun at the range. Then you’ll want to give it a good cleaning. If you need any pointers, Popeye or I can help you out.”  
 
    Popeye was Corporal Popovijc. Jim had already taken Weapons Maintenance 101 as a refresher from his youth. He didn’t think he’d need the help, but he might avail himself of some time to chat with Priya. He was curious to get her insight about working alongside an alien. 
 
    A glance back at the H’rang showed it intensely interested in examining the claw on its left hand. Unlike Earth felines, H’rang had a single claw that extended from the thick middle digit on each hand. Slender fingers flanked the clawed phalange, complemented by an opposable thumb. Jim noticed that two of the three cases were gone, leaving the gun he had chosen on the counter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hcuff’t could have helped you, but you wouldn’t have learned anything.” Priya watched as Jim slid the barrel assembly into place and latched it. “For someone so slow, he can do things in the blink of an eye. You would have asked for help, and he would have had it done before you realized it.” 
 
    “I noticed that.” Jim picked up the slide and made sure it was seated before guiding it into position. “I didn’t think the H’rang were a merc race.” 
 
    “Scaredy-Cats?” Priya laugh good naturedly. “Goodness, no. Like the rest of his people, Hcuff’t is no fighter. A lot of the H’rang get by on a universal income scheme similar to our GGI. Hcuff’t was bored and curious and started hanging around. He has a real aptitude when it comes to the technical aspects of firearms, and he’s a whizz at logistics, but the only time he fired a gun, he promptly dropped it and ran away.” 
 
    “But, you still keep him around?” Jim methodically finished assembling the sidearm. “Does his race have a religious proscription against violence?” 
 
    “No.” The nasal reply seemed to be at Jim’s ear; he barely managed not to jump out of his chair. “H’rang have no gods other than H’rang-selves.” Despite the nasal tones and drawn out vowels, the felinoid’s English was intelligible without the benefit of the translator amulet Jim wore. 
 
    Jim set the completed weapon down. He hadn’t heard the alien creep up behind him. If Priya was startled, she didn’t show it. He turned to meet the H’rang’s gaze. Like a great cat, its pupils were round, not slitted like smaller felines. 
 
    “You consider yourselves to be gods?” Jim wondered if he should have looked for material on xenotheology. Surely someone had studied it by now.  
 
    “For H’rang, self is most important.” The alien’s teeth were smaller than expected, Jim thought, not the fangs of terrestrial predators, but a row of small, blade-like teeth backed by a row of short, needle-like teeth. “After self, then clan, then community. But always self, first.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like religion so much as self-indulgence,” Jim remarked. Selfish was the term he was thinking of, but chose not to voice it. He didn’t want to ruin the opportunity of learning more. 
 
    “Self-indulgence, self-preservation, self-reliance.” The H’rang shrugged, a very human gesture. “H’rang do not need gods. Though some say world-fund makes us lazy, no longer self-reliant. Some say it free us to be true self.” Again the alien shrugged. “Few, like me, want more than to be kept by world-clan.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim learned that some of the aliens had no concept of god. With humans, even atheists had a notion of what God or gods were, but aliens didn’t have the same framework. While he suspected that Hcuff’t didn’t quite grasp the concept of God, when Jim tried to talk to the lizard-like elSha armorers, they just gave him blank looks in return. If it wasn’t something they could sense, it had little meaning or use to them. They had trouble grasping fiction, let alone religion and the concept of divinity. 
 
    He’d spent a frustrating hour with the elSha, and he suspected it was equally frustrating for them. Every concept he brought up yielded a dozen questions as they tried to pick apart what Jim had explained on scientific and technical merits. The elSha didn’t have a concept of fate or even luck. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Charlotte Wicza said as they ate dinner in the cavernous mead hall. The facility also functioned as the base mess hall, and many of the mercs ate there out of convenience and comradery. “Hek and Vek were banned from movie nights where they showed 20th century space fantasy movies and shows. The lizards kept interrupting to question technologies like teleportation or artificial gravity that showed up in those movies.” 
 
    Jim nodded. After first contact and experience with real spaceships, the science fiction genre became relegated to a quaint anachronism. Spaceships that swooped like aircraft and magic laser swords were fantasy, not science. “I can understand now that I’ve talked to them,” Jim remarked between bites. “Bill tried to warn me discussing religion with them would be pointless. How are things going with Specialist Reeves?” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged. “We’re taking things slowly. She’s still figuring things out, I’m her second…I don’t know if I can say girlfriend yet—I guess second relationship since she figured out she was a lesbian. The hard part is that some things I take for granted are still new for her.” 
 
    Jim was grateful that Wicza had opened up to him once she realized he wasn’t going to judge her or try to get in her pants. “Any of the guys in the company giving you grief?” 
 
    Charlotte chewed while she thought. “Not too much. I mean they give everyone grief, like when Hepler started dating that townie in Las Cruces, but if you mean because we’re lesbians, then no. If nothing else, they’ve learned not to say shit where I can hear.” 
 
    Jim nodded. He’d seen Charlotte’s file. There were several fights the first few months before she settled down, and a few bad apples were weeded out. 
 
    “It’s a shame you’re not shipping out with us.” Charlotte poked dubiously at her dessert. “There’s a bunch of aliens at Karma you could talk religion with, assuming they didn’t try to eat you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain William Hawkins looked up from his slate, affixing his cousin with a stare. “Why on Earth would you want to ship out with the assault force?” 
 
    “There’s support staff going.” Jim replied. He felt slightly guilty pressing his cousin for this favor, especially after Bill had got him the interview with the commander. “Medical, technical, logistics, and technically, I am part of the medical service.” 
 
    “Do you really think there will be time for counselling during a combat operation?” Captain Hawkins went back to tapping on his slate, making sure all the load outs were prepared to go on the dropships. 
 
    “There’s two hyperspace jumps each way, 170 hours per jump.” Jim knew his cousin wouldn’t be swayed by anything other than logic. “That’s a lot of time I can spend helping troops, especially on the way home when they are likely to need it.” 
 
    “How did you know it was a two-jump trip?” Bill didn’t look up. 
 
    “Someone told me our ride into the fight was out of Karma, not Earth.” 
 
    Bill finally glanced up. “You really want this? Even the operating base will be dangerous. Just getting there is dangerous. And it’s not like you’ll have time to chat with whatever aliens are hired to fight us.” 
 
    “I know that, but this place will be almost empty.” Jim gestured at the base visible through Bill’s office window. Being the assistant to the commander had its perks. “Just support and the new training cadre, and those kids don’t know enough to be scared and get right with God.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll send you your dropship assignment by 20:00 hours. Be on board by 06:00.” Bill looked back at his slate. “Oh, and Jim, whatever you do, don’t let the commander’s girlfriend get wind of this. Evidently Talita was pissed when Bjorn told her she couldn’t go with him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma Station spun above the blue-green world that was its namesake. The huge wheel-like structure was the de facto mercenary hub for this part of the galaxy. Jim watched it grow larger as the dropship headed for a docking bay in one of the rings. The Berzerker’s dropships had hitched a ride on a bulk transport from Earth and would hook up with a spaceborn merc company, the Hurricanes, for the actual assault mission. 
 
    The Hurricane ships wouldn’t be ready for 48 hours, much to the commander’s consternation, so he had given 36 hours of leave time at the station. Jim was nervous with anticipation as humans would be a minority, by far. 
 
    “Reverend Jim!” 
 
    He turned toward Wicza’s voice and saw her and a taller black woman hurrying to catch up to him. He quickly realized the other woman was Reeves, Charlotte’s not-quite-girlfriend. 
 
    “Reverend Jim, this is Tamara.” Charlotte gestured to the other woman, who held out her hand. Like Charlotte, she had a strong grip, though she didn’t seemed compelled to prove it. “Evidently I get to babysit you so that a Jivool doesn’t bite your head off in the name of Jesus.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you Tamara.” He held back the comment that Charlotte had told him a lot about her, remembering the woman was still finding her footing in the relationship. “I don’t want to keep the two of you from enjoying your leave.” 
 
    “That’s all right, Reverend.” Tamara looked over at Charlotte, then back to him. “We were going to go out to one of the restaurants on Ring One then hit one of the merc pits. It won’t be Peepo’s, but it still should be fun. You’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The merc pits on Karma would be full of aliens. This would be interesting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim was glad he was still wearing his company BDUs when they walked into the merc pit. Despite the sensory assault when they stepped in, Jim could still tell beings from two dozen races were scoping them out. The striking bear patch on their shoulders was good enough to cause the bulk to lose interest. If Charlotte was nervous, she didn’t show it. Jim just hoped she didn’t pick a fight with the biggest alien here to prove a point. 
 
    Tamara was less at ease, already having confessed to never being in a merc pit before, let alone in one this size, but she managed to keep her hand from straying too close to her sidearm as she followed Wicza through the crowd. Jim resisted the urge to gawk at a table full of boisterous Oogar who sloshed them with something that smelled like engine coolant cut with moonshine. 
 
    Finding an empty table, Jim realized his dilemma. This place was brimming with aliens, but it wasn’t like he could walk over to a table of Besquith and ask their thoughts on God.  
 
    A slate displaying beverage choices was slid to him, his companions having already ordered. A single drink here cost as much as an expensive night out back home. He skimmed the menu for something safe, before settling on what looked to be a relatively safe Pushtar beverage somewhat like a mildly intoxicating chai latte. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to seeing if the new APEX armor works as well in the field as it has in practice.” Charlotte said. 
 
    “Some of the CASPer boys think you’re crazy,” Tamara replied. “Those suits don’t have the durability or firepower. You run into heavy fire…” 
 
    “Those bucket-heads are just jealous because we can ride on the inside of vehicles,” Charlotte replied. She turned to Jim. “APEX, or armored powered exoskeleton, suits are recon armor. They don’t have the armor or walking arsenal of CASPers, but they also don’t have the target profile or sensor signature.” 
 
    “Word has it the commander got them with a certain sergeant in mind.” Tamara smiled at Charlotte, placing her hand over Wicza’s. “She kicked real ass at Vishall Plex.” 
 
    “He also got them on the cheap because the Mitsu-Downey Consortium engineered them for smaller soldiers. The only way they could make them work and still come in under the external dimension design specs was to design it so that the wearer was in the 155 to 170 cm range.” Charlotte shook her head. “Armor designed for midgets and children, and I’m barely tall enough.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause, and Jim noticed both women were looking past him. He turned his head to see a Besquith staring at him. The wolf-like alien conjured images of the monster that ate Red Riding Hood’s grandma. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Jim didn’t know what else to say, and he was proud he hadn’t stammered. 
 
    The lupine took a step closer and poked a claw at Jim’s shoulder. “What is this?” Jim’s translator spit out in response to the Besquith’s growls. 
 
    It took a second to realize the alien wasn’t referring to his unit patch. It was interested in the cross where there would normally be a rank insignia. 
 
    “It means that I am a chaplain,” Jim replied, wondering how the creature’s translator would interpret his title. “I am a man of God.” 
 
    The corners of the Besquith’s too-large mouth turned up. “Humans, so primitive. Still worshiping tribal totems while you stumble about the battlefield, waiting to be eaten. There are no gods but Blood and Death.” 
 
    “Do you worship those gods?” Jim couldn’t see the alarmed expressions on the women’s faces behind him, nor did he realize Wicza had unsnapped her holster. “Do you seek their blessing or aid in battle?” 
 
    The alien rose up, lips pulling back from its teeth as it snarled. “Besquith do not bow before anyone. Maybe I should acquaint you with our gods?” Its terrible maw split open, revealing rows of teeth. 
 
    Jim stared into the slavering fangs. Part of his brain wanted to shrink away from the beast about to devour him. “I would like to acquaint you with mine.” 
 
    The alien coiled to lunge. Wicza struggled to get her weapon past the tabletop in the cramped quarters of the booth. Before she could, another Besquith cuffed the first in the back of the head and snapped at it in their feral language. Wicza froze, her gun still under the table but clear of the holster. The two Besquith snarled back and forth for a couple seconds, then the new arrival led the other away, toward the entrance. 
 
    A robot trundled up to the table, three glasses on its flat top. 
 
    “At least we survived to get our first round,” Tamara remarked. 
 
    “Reverend Jim, if you could refrain from trying to convert any more aliens that might want to eat us, I’d appreciate it,” Charlotte said, holstering her pistol and taking the drink offered to her by the machine. 
 
    Jim sipped his own drink. It reminded him more of eggnog than chai and was a bit thick, but not unpleasant. “I’ll see what I can do, but no promises.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Tervezet III 
 
      
 
    Pain was good. Pain meant he wasn’t dead. Jim opened his eyes as he took a quick assessment of himself. He seemed to be breathing okay, and his ears still rang from whatever had hit the flyer, but he wasn’t dizzy. That was a good start. He could feel all of his limbs, but quickly realized there was a lot of pain in his right leg. 
 
    A piece of the wreckage had impaled itself in his thigh, below his sidearm holster. The flash of panic regarding the femoral artery abated as he realized he wasn’t bleeding enough for an arterial wound. He was also pretty sure his ankle was broken, his boot was at an odd angle, most likely from when he hit the ground. 
 
    There was no blood coming from the boot, so he decided the best thing to do was leave it on for now. He turned his attention to his thigh, where the squared tubular framework from the seat disappeared into his BDUs. Luckily part of his standard kit included a first aid kit, which was strapped to his left thigh. Opening the kit, he fished out a pressure bandage and a trauma nanite applicator. 
 
    He wrapped the bandage tight around his thigh above the wound after detaching his holster and setting it aside out of the way. Gingerly grasping the metal frame, he gave a tentative tug and was rewarded with a jolt of pain. At least it wasn’t deeper, he told himself, maybe only two centimeters. Steeling his resolve, he pulled again; this time the metal came free. 
 
    Gritting his teeth and fighting through the tears, Jim grabbed the nanite applicator, put the nozzle by the wound and pressed the button. Gritting his teeth at the blaze of pain as the microscopic robots went to work on the wound, he placed a gauze patch over the injury. He wound the rest of the pressure bandage over the patch to hold it place under his pants leg. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do for now. 
 
    Movement from the undergrowth drew his attention, relief flooding him when an APEX scout emerged from the foliage. Small branches and tattered vines remained from the descent through the canopy. The name on the breastplate read ‘Wicza.’ 
 
    “Thank god you’re alive, Reverend.” Her voice was tinny through the suit speakers. 
 
    “I take it you were my guardian angel on the way down?” Jim began extricating himself from what was left of the seat harness.  
 
    Wicza nodded. Reaching up she popped the faceplate for her helmet as she approached and knelt down next to him. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “I won’t be dancing anytime soon, but if we get out of here, I’ll live.” Jim tried not to grimace as he gave her a grin. Now that the nanites were finishing with the stab wound, he felt his ankle more keenly. 
 
    “That makes one of us. The commander is going to kill me for letting you come along.” 
 
    “I insisted, and the objective zone was secured. It could have been one of the ambulance flyers that got nailed.” Jim tried to wiggle his toes and was rewarded with slight movement and more pain. “I didn’t know those little jumpacks on the scout suits could handle this much mass.” 
 
    “They’re not supposed to. This one is spent.” She looked into the distance, probably listening to her comms. 
 
    “Thank you, you saved my life.”  
 
    Charlotte shrugged as she stood, grimacing. Her left arm barely moved. “What was I going to do, let you splatter all over the forest? The commander would have me on KP for a month. Let me coordinate with the rest of First Squad, then see about getting us a ride out of here.” 
 
    Jim nodded and closed his eyes. The padded back of the seat was still behind him, so he leaned against it as he listened to Wicza talk to the rest of her squad. It sounded like most of them had made it out, and they had found one of the pilots alive, as well. Guardian angels must be busy today, he thought. 
 
    His eyes snapped open when something crashed through the brush, erupting into the small clearing. A nightmare on ten legs swiped at Wicza with a great, bladed limb before she could bring her rifle to bear. The armored woman was flung into the brush, a loud crunch heralding her impact with a tree. The huge spider-like monstrosity spun toward Jim, several of the freakishly human-looking eyes that ringed the chitinous head bearing on him while others scanned for threats. 
 
    His pistol was still in its holster on the ground, where he had left it. Even if he could reach it and bring it to bear in time, he was under no illusion the sidearm would stop this monster. There was only one thing he could do; he wondered how far he would get. 
 
    “Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name.” 
 
    The creature froze, all of the eyes Jim could see were focused on him. 
 
    “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven.” 
 
    The spider made a series of clicks and hisses. “What are you doing?” 
 
    The two scythe-like blades attached to its forward legs were still raised and it was a mere three meters from him. 
 
    “I am praying,” Jim replied simply. 
 
    “Your gods cannot save you.” 
 
    “I am already saved,” Jim stated. 
 
    “No, you are doomed,” the spider retorted. “I am about to kill you.” 
 
    “I know. But He died for me, so I am saved.” 
 
    The spider gestured through the brush. “That one’s death will not save you.” 
 
    “She may have been my guardian angel, but I refer to My Lord, the Savior.” His last moments before going to heaven, and he was preaching to a giant spider that would probably eat him. Part of Jim’s mind wanted to laugh. “He died so that my sins are forgiven, and I will be welcome in paradise.” 
 
    The spider lowered the bladed legs and hunched forward. “So your god died in battle?” 
 
    “No, Jesus died in the name of peace.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” The spider’s eyes remained intent on Jim. “Why would your god die from peace? How could a dead god save you now?” 
 
    “What the *untranslatable* do you think you’re doing, Piilyt?” A small mammal asked as it strode from the brush. It looked like a bipedal chipmunk wielding a large laser pistol. “We don’t have time for you to play with your food. There’s a squad of humans heading this way and probably tons more since your idiot crèche-mate couldn’t resist popping one of those flyers.” 
 
    “This human’s god travels in time.” Some of the spider, Piilyt’s, eyes turned to the new arrival. “Maybe that is why they are so hard to fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, well this one doesn’t look so tough,” the chipmunk groused. “Finish it off and let’s go.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” Piilyt protested, pointing a limb at Jim. “I want to hear more of this strange god.” 
 
    “Humans, I swear you’re like a disease. You even drive the *untranslatable* Tortantulas nuts.” The chipmunk rolled its eyes, then pointed the laser pistol at Jim. “Fine, I’ll do it myself.” 
 
    Jim had just enough time to remember where he had left off in the Lord ’s Prayer before the furry alien’s head exploded like a ripe melon, accompanied by the supersonic crack of a magnetic accelerator cannon. Piilyt spun around to face Wicza, who stood in the undergrowth with the carbine cradled in one arm, her other arm dangling at her side. 
 
    As the spider raised its fighting limbs, a burst from the MAC filled the woods with a staccato of snaps, the dense rounds blowing through chitinous armor as they traced a line that ended right below the spider’s ring of eyes. The creature slumped forward, its limbs carrying it two meters before the nerve impulses driving it stopped. 
 
    Wicza limped into the clearing, keeping clear of the fallen alien while scanning the surrounding forest. “Playing your guardian angel is getting to be a full time job, Reverend.” 
 
    Jim nodded mutely, staring at the spider, a reminder that a guardian angel could also be an angel of death. Did the alien have a soul? Could he have saved it given time? 
 
    Wicza knelt next to him as the din of a firefight erupted nearby, cradling her weapon with her good arm. Numbly, Jim retrieved his pistol, checking the weapon to see if it had been damaged in the fall. 
 
    “Why didn’t you shoot the bug?” Wicza whispered as the fighting died down. 
 
    “To be honest, I didn’t think I could get to the gun in time, and decided my time was better spent praying than flailing about futilely,” Jim said, nodding toward Piilyt’s corpse. “Not that my little sidearm would have been effective.” 
 
    “Against a Tortantula, probably not,” Charlotte agreed. “Heck, your praying saved your life; it made her stop long enough for me to pull my ass together and take out her and the Flatar. And I don’t know that I could have taken them both in my condition if you hadn’t given me the drop on them.” 
 
    Jim felt guilty, somehow his prayer had become an instrument of battle. That wasn’t what he had wanted. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad, you didn’t do anything wrong,” Wicza said, pausing to answer a comm and relay coordinates. “If that Flatar hadn’t shown up, maybe you could have talked her out of eating us. I’ve never heard of a Tortantula stopping in the middle of a fight to chat.” 
 
    “Well, if there is a heaven for her kind, I hope Piilyt finds peace there.” Jim wondered what the right words would be to say over a fallen spider. He would find out, not just for Tortantulas, but for as many aliens as he could. Many of them would be atheists, but for the ones that weren’t, he’d learn what they believed, where their souls went, and what words helped them on the way. 
 
    Armored forms emerged cautiously, more scouts in APEX suits, warily covering the dead Tortantula with their weapons. 
 
    “Come on, Reverend,” Wicza said, gesturing for two of the scouts to come help him. “Let’s get to the forward operation base. You have souls to save, and I need to get my ass chewed out.” 
 
    Once upright, Jim turned toward Piilyt’s corpse one last time. “Go in peace.” 
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    The door swung open, barely missing Dr. Ezekiel ‘Zeke’ Avander’s face, and the shape of a giant reptilian blocked out the light. It looked down at the man in disgust, trying to keep its tongue in its mouth to avoid smelling the jail cell and its Human occupant. “Cho-to!” the shape roared. 
 
    A seven-foot-tall, four-armed Lumar shambled into view. “Master?” the humanoid asked. 
 
    “You’ve let this one get filthy again,” the reptilian jailor bellowed. “Clean it off, put its limbs back on, and deliver it to the pits.” 
 
    The pits? Zeke wondered. Normally he was taken to the labs; he always worked in the labs. Something was different, which was interesting, so he endured being washed off with a fire hose with a minimum of swearing. The Lumar was also a slave of the Margoth, just like Zeke, but he held the lofty position of slave overseer, which allowed him to carry out a number of depravities on the other slaves. In Zeke’s case, the Lumar took great pleasure in taking off his mechanical arms and legs, which forced him to lay in his own filth for days on end. 
 
    After a torrent of water that left him coughing and gagging, Cho-to flipped Zeke over and hosed off his other side, then he attached Zeke’s limbs. Resisting the urge to brain the Lumar from behind—Zeke had tried it once before and had found the results unsatisfactory—he followed the Humanoid down the passageway and through a series of tunnels he had never travelled before. Normally, when the Margoth needed him, it was in the labs with the HecSha, where his training as a physician was used to supervise a minor piece of research that was deemed too odious for the Margoth or HecSha researchers to do themselves. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Zeke finally asked as they turned into the third tunnel. 
 
    When the Lumar kept walking and didn’t answer, Zeke grabbed one of the Humanoid’s lower arms. With a bellow, Cho-to swung around and punched Zeke in the stomach. Zeke dropped to a knee, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Stupid Human,” Cho-to said. “You make me lose count of steps.” 
 
    “Where—” Zeke gasped. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To pits. Boss needs money. Bet on you.” 
 
    “Bet on me to do what?” Zeke asked as the Lumar grabbed him with two arms and lifted him to his feet. 
 
    “To live.” Cho-to started walking. “No more talk. Come.” 
 
    Zeke knew from previous dealings with the Lumar that he wouldn’t talk any more—he needed all of his limited intelligence to remember the directions to where they were going. And since Zeke had distracted him, the Lumar’s brain was probably already about to seize. 
 
    Still, Zeke didn’t like the answer. ‘Pits’ might involve mining for gems to make the Master money, but he had the suspicion it involved fighting. However, if the Boss had bet on him winning, at least he had a shot at coming out of it alive. He hoped. 
 
    He didn’t have long to think about it. Cho-to must have seen something familiar, for his pace increased, and Zeke had to go at a forced march to keep up with his longer strides. Within another couple minutes, they arrived at a door guarded by two other Lumars, each holding 10-foot-long spears. The blades on the spears shone; Zeke made a mental note to not piss them off. After the forced march, he was out of breath anyway, and he spent the next few minutes doubled over. 
 
    At some unseen signal, one of the new Lumar said, “It time,” and opened the door. 
 
    “Go,” said the other, pointing through the doorway. 
 
    “I’m supposed to go in there?” Zeke asked, stalling for time as he tried to get a look at what lay beyond the open door. It was brightly lit, and the floor looked like it was sand. A two-foot-high lip at the doorway held the sand back from the passageway. 
 
    Cho-to kicked him from behind, hurtling him forward, and one of the other Lumar grabbed him and threw him bodily through the doorway. The other Lumar threw his spear, and it stuck into the sand next to him, no more than two inches from his arm.  
 
    “Stupid fucks!” Zeke yelled as he turned back toward the Lumar, but they’d already shut the door. He could barely tell where the seam was. 
 
    So it was the fighting pits, then. Zeke pulled the spear from the sand, too pissed off to be scared, and took a moment to survey his surroundings. The arena was a circle 100 feet across, with ferrocrete walls about 10 feet high. Above that, reflective glass went another 30 feet higher, before coming together in a dome. Although he couldn’t see through the glass, he fully expected the spectators on the other side weren’t similarly handicapped. Having attended this type of ‘entertainment’ before, he also suspected there were micro-Tri-V cameras spaced about the pit to give maximum-definition views of the blood splatters and killing shots. 
 
    He moved around the arena slowly, testing his footing. The sand seemed uniformly deep and soft; running through it would have been a cardiovascular nightmare, even if he were in great shape. After many years as a slave, he knew he was anything but.  
 
    A soft noise behind him caused Zeke to turn. It was another door shutting; two giant creatures had already entered the arena and were spreading out to flank him. Realizing they’d been seen, both turned toward him, roaring a challenge. And then they smiled. 
 
    Zeke gasped before dropping into a defensive position and backing away from them—he was face with two enormous sabre-tooth tigers. At least 10 feet long, not counting their tails, and five feet high at the shoulder, the beasts were massive, larger than he thought the real animals had been. And, as terrifying as their two-foot-long fangs were, what scared Zeke even more was the intelligence evident in their eyes. The two big predators exchanged a look and began stalking him again. 
 
    Some asshole turned a speaker on inside the arena, and Zeke could hear the announcer’s voice, translated for him into English! “Here it is, Good Beings! The final contest of the evening is a battle from the ancient past on a planet called “Earth.” A stupid name for a planet that is mostly water, this planet is new to galactic membership and not even a full member of the Union yet. In its ancient past, the race called “Humans” battled these giant predators with nothing more than spears, like our hero is carrying tonight.” 
 
    Zeke had been happier without the distraction of the announcer, and he had to tune out the voice to focus on the beasts tracking him. One would move suddenly, trying to draw his attention, while the other looked for an opportunity to get to him. For his part, Zeke had to watch both of the giant cats, while he tried to get an indication of which would be the one to attack first. He couldn’t see anything different between the two that indicated whether they were different sexes; in fact, he didn’t see anything different about them at all. They were as close to identical as they could be. 
 
    Zeke was screwed, and he knew it. 
 
    He saw a flash to the right as the giant predator pounced. Zeke spun to face the threat, grounding the butt of the spear so he could impale the beast on it. 
 
    It was a ruse, though; the cat landed just short of the spear, without any forward momentum. 
 
    Without thinking, Zeke dove to the side. The claw that would have disemboweled him only grazed his leg, and Zeke added the force of the blow to his roll, using the added momentum to regain his feet. He spun and almost caught the second cat on the spear, but it sprang away from him. “Well done,” the cat said. 
 
    “Indeed,” the first cat added. “It’s always more fun when we get to play with our food first.” 
 
    Zeke backed away from the beasts as they spread back out to flank him, trying to keep them in sight, but something kept bumping his left leg. He risked a glance down—the pseudo-flesh of his right leg had been shredded, and pieces of it were hanging off. The cats’ claws were razor sharp! He reached down and pulled the pieces off, exposing the artificial mechanism. 
 
    “A mechanical leg,” the first cat noted. “Too bad; that’s less of you to eat once we kill you.” 
 
    “How much of you is edible?” the second asked. 
 
    “None of your damned business,” Zeke said with a grunt as he pulled off the last piece and threw it at the second cat. The beast turned away reflexively, opening up a larger gap on that side, and Zeke edged toward the first cat, making the gap even larger. Seeing the gap opening, the giant predator bounded forward, giving up its stalking pace in order to get back in position. 
 
    As the big cat’s muscles bunch in preparation for the leap, Zeke sprinted toward the cat, rapidly closing the distance while the cat was in the air. 
 
    Once committed to the jump, the predator couldn’t change its direction in the air, although it flailed about greatly, trying to spin around. It touched down lightly and gathered itself to jump, but Zeke was within reach, and he jabbed the spear into the cat’s side. The cat roared in pain as it sprang back away, blue blood streaking its side and coloring the white sand. Zeke spun around, but the first cat was still out of range as it ran forward; Zeke’s sudden movement had caught it off guard.  
 
    Seeing Zeke turn, the cat sprang off to the side, out of reach. “I’ll kill you for that,” the saber-tooth said as it landed gracefully in the sand, tuned to face him, and started walking toward him. 
 
    Zeke didn’t reply; he was too busy conserving his strength. The sprint through the soft sand had taken a lot out of him, and his chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. He risked a glance toward the other cat; it was licking its wound—the battle was one-on-one for the moment.  
 
    Maybe he had a chance after all. 
 
    The first cat continued approaching him slowly, and Zeke continued to back away. With a bump, he reached the wall; he would have to make his stand here. The big cat continued to pace toward him, until it was just outside the reach of his spear. Zeke jabbed at the beast and the cat tried to swat the spear away. Zeke pulled it back away from the blow and jabbed again. 
 
    It almost looked like a friend’s cat he had once seen, playing with string, but the odds were a lot higher. If the cat was going to fight him that way, he didn’t have a chance at all—Zeke would have to do something else, or the cat would eventually swat the spear away and pounce on him once it was no longer a threat. 
 
    He feinted to the left and then dove to the right, pretending like he had tripped. The cat moved initially toward the feint, but when it saw Zeke going down, and the spear no longer pointed at him, it pounced back toward the Human. Zeke hit the sand and snapped the spearhead back around with the butt of the spear on the sand. 
 
    The cat came down on the spear, and the spear punched through its chest. The cat screamed as the spearhead burst through its back, spraying blue across the sand and Zeke. Mortally wounded, the beast took a half step toward Zeke and took a swipe at him. Zeke saw the strike coming, but had no defense for it; all he could do was hold up his left arm to block the blow. 
 
    The cat’s claws raked across Zeke’s arm and across his back, catapulting him across the sand. A number of warning and caution messages from the systems in his arm raced across his vision as he flew through the air to hit 15 feet away; the last message he saw was a red warning that said simply, “Left Arm Inop.” He tried to get up, his back burning from the slashes across it, but the arm was dead and dangled from his side. 
 
    Zeke rose from the sand and looked back to see a pattern of red joining the blue on the sand. As much as his back hurt, he was surprised there wasn’t more. 
 
    He felt movement from behind him to his left and started to turn, but the other cat bit into his left arm and shook its head, throwing Zeke through the air again as his arm tore off. He tried to break his fall with his right arm, and a number of caution lights illuminated on it as the servos and motors absorbed the impact, bending but not breaking in the sand. 
 
    He pushed himself back to his knees and turned to see the cat racing toward him, its mouth open. He dropped back to the sand with only his right arm held up. Unable to stop, the cat continued across him, biting down on his arm and shredding the flesh on his other leg. The cat dragged Zeke for another 10 yards, the sand further abrading the skin of his back. 
 
    The cat finally stopped and began shaking Zeke by the arm again. Zeke could feel the arm start to separate from his body so he grabbed onto the cat’s tongue, set the brake on his hand to hold it in place, and initiated the overload on the arm’s power source before he was once again thrown through the air.  
 
    Zeke couldn’t break his fall, this time—he went face-first into the sand. All he could do was turn his head and absorb the impact on his cheek, and the sand ripped the skin off his face.  
 
    Unable to rise, Zeke bicycled his legs to spin around and see his opponent. The cat was shaking its head and spitting, but it was unable to get the hand to detach from its tongue. It took a big breath and rose up to try and spit it out, and the battery in the arm detonated. A small power cell, it wasn’t big enough to blow the animal’s head off, but it was enough to drive splinters of metal up through the roof of its mouth and into its brain.  
 
    It took one step toward Zeke and then fell over, dead. 
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    Zeke woke up to blinding light, lying on his stomach on a hard, flat, cold surface. He blinked his eyes and squinted. The light shone off a number of shiny metal surfaces, but he had no idea what they might be. At least there wasn’t any sand so he wasn’t in the arena; he had survived. He vaguely remembered the fight and had flashes of a spear though one of the cats and the other one falling, but couldn’t remember anything after that. 
 
    Something fuzzy passed in front of his vision. He blinked several times and squinted. It looked like a giant badger. “—the hell am I?” Zeke asked. Talking made his face hurt, and he remembered going face-first into the sand. At least he hadn’t broken his neck. 
 
    “You are in the arena’s infirmary,” the Cochkala said. “You survived your battle with the giant beasts, and your owner paid for me to fix you up, which I have done. Your back will be sore for a while, but it has been repaired. There was some organ damage, but nothing that couldn’t be undone.” 
 
    Zeke tried to get up but couldn’t move. “What…about arms?” Zeke gasped.  
 
    “They’re both gone,” the Cochkala replied. “The one they brought in with you was broken and couldn’t be fixed. I understand the other one detonated, killing one of your opponents.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” Zeke remembered flying through the air several times. That’s also why his face hurt. “Want arms.” 
 
    “As I understand it, new arms are coming. The Limbets insisted.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The Limbets,” the Cochkala repeated, then there was a sharp pain in his side and everything went black. 
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    Zeke came back to consciousness. More alert this time, he assessed his situation before opening his eyes. He was now lying on his back, and it didn’t hurt, so either he’d been given some pretty good painkillers, or the doctor had truly patched him up. Both of the “Arm Inop” lights were out—had they put new arms on him? He tentatively made a fist with his right hand and felt it respond. They had given him new arms. Things were looking up. 
 
    “He is awake,” a voice said. It sounded like the doctor’s voice.  
 
    He opened his eyes—they were not as light-sensitive this time—and looked around. The Cochkala was back along with two midgets. Well, not midgets exactly, as they didn’t appear to be Human. Although generally Humanoid in shape, they were only about three feet tall, and their heads were larger than normal. They looked like the stereotypical “Man from Mars” he had seen in several science fiction movies before he came off planet and found that life came in all shapes and sizes beside Humanoid. 
 
    “When will he be ready to travel?” one of the Martians asked. 
 
    The Cochkala sniffed. “I told you he would be ready now, and he is. Why did you hire me if you doubt my work?” 
 
    “We do not doubt your work,” the same Martian said. He turned to Zeke and said, “Come along, Human.” 
 
    Zeke pushed himself to a sitting position. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I bought your contract,” the Martian said. “You’re coming with us.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to?” 
 
    The Martian pulled a box from his pocket and pushed a button. Waves of pain seared through Zeke, emanating from his neck. He twitched, losing control of his muscles, and fell to the floor, spasming. After a subjective eternity of agony, the pain ceased, and Zeke curled into a ball as his nerves recovered. Adding insult to injury, he had wet himself in the process. 
 
    “I forgot to mention,” the Cochkala said. “In addition to healing your wounds, I also put a nerve collar on you. If you don’t do what you’re told, Zirt can make things very painful for you.” 
 
    “Sadistic fuck,” Zeke muttered, and was subject to another few seconds of pain, although less than before. It seemed worse the second time, even so. 
 
    When the torture ended, Zeke reached up to his neck and found a thin collar. Although he didn’t have time to search it thoroughly, it seemed continuous—he couldn’t feel a seam in it. At least it was on the exterior, where he could get at it, and not embedded in his neck. And if his luck was really good, it didn’t have explosives in it. 
 
    “For the record,” Zeke said, looking at the Martian, “I meant the doctor.” 
 
    “Oh,” Zirt said. “You should endeavor to be more specific.” He looked at the other Martian and then turned back to Zeke. “Come along.” 
 
    The two Martians turned and left the room, and Zeke reluctantly followed them. 
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    “This will be your new home,” Zirt said as they walked into the large room.  
 
    The trip to Zirt’s planet had gone smoothly, with only a few more punishment sessions necessary when Zeke forgot himself and answered a question sarcastically. Apparently sarcasm was lost on the Limbets—the two creatures were actually from the Limbet race and not Martians—and every time he used sarcasm on them, Zirt shocked the shit out of him, sometimes literally. Sarcasm was contraindicated. 
 
    Zeke had learned more about his captors. The second Limbet’s name was Triz, although he (she?) never spoke. Zirt said that Triz was his symbiote, but wouldn’t explain the nature of the relationship. The second time Zeke asked, he had been shocked severely, and he had decided it was best to leave that question unanswered. Whatever the relationship was, they seemed to have a method of communication that was inaudible to Zeke. 
 
    He’d also learned a little more about his collar. It wouldn’t come off without some sort of equipment that Zirt said he didn’t have (so don’t bother asking). He also found out there was a minimum range on the collar. If he came within about four feet of the control box, it automatically activated—grabbing the box from Zirt wasn’t going to be possible. He’d have to figure something else out. 
 
    Zeke looked around the room. As a medical doctor, he had been in plenty of labs in his life, and he could easily identify the room as such. It was a large room, easily 40 feet on a side, and full of gleaming metal equipment, although he didn’t recognize the majority of the apparatuses.  
 
    Zeke bit back the comment to tell Zirt it looked more like a lab than a home; instead, he simply repeated, “Home, eh?” 
 
    “Yes, this will be your home from now on. Triz and I are doing research on how to extend the lifespan of our race. You and Leega will be our assistants.” 
 
    “Who is Leega?” Zeke asked, looking around. There was no one else in sight. 
 
    “I am Leega,” a thin voice said. Zeke looked around one of the machines and saw an elSha adjusting something on it. The tiny reptilian was less than three feet tall and moved with the hyperactivity their race was known for, darting back and forth around the machine as it continued to work. It also wore a collar similar to the one around Zeke’s neck. 
 
    “Leega has been here several years,” Zirt said. “He knows the routine. He will tell you what we require. We are going to eat and then we will return. Be ready to work when we get back.” 
 
    “May I ask a question before you go, Master Zirt?” Zeke asked, trying to sound respectful. 
 
    “What is it?” Zirt’s tone of voice indicated the hand in his pocket was on Zeke’s pain box. 
 
    “Why did you pick me to assist you in your efforts?” Zeke asked. “I don’t know what any of this gear is.” 
 
    “You may not, but you have a flexibility of mind that Triz found interesting. You were thoroughly outclassed by the beasts you fought, yet you found a way to use what you had at hand to defeat them. Although our research has progressed somewhat, we have only made incremental progress for quite some time. It is hoped your flexibility of mind will give us a different perspective on our research and will help us make the breakthroughs we are looking for.” 
 
    “Like I said, though, I am not familiar with your research nor what you are trying to do. What happens if I am unable to provide the breakthrough you are looking for?” 
 
    “That is simple,” Zirt said with a smile. “If you are unable to help us, we will kill you and replace you with someone who can.” The two Limbets turned and left the room, leaving Zeke standing just inside the doorway with his mouth open.  
 
    After a few moments, he walked over to the where the elSha continued to adjust the machine. “Did they mean it?” he asked. “That if I can’t help them make a breakthrough they will kill me?” 
 
    “Yes,” the little reptilian said solemnly. “That is how you came to be here. You are replacing a MinSha who didn’t work out. He never quite adjusted to the work schedule, and he couldn’t adapt to their changing needs—they said they were looking for someone who can foresee their needs. The MinSha was gone one day when I came on shift and Zirt said he wouldn’t be coming back, ever. I assumed he was killed.” 
 
    “So what do I have to do to not be killed?” 
 
    “The Limbets are a research pair. The two rarely sleep, although they do take four meal breaks during their day.” 
 
    “How long is the day?” 
 
    Leega named the galactic equivalent of 27 hours. 
 
    “Those are long days,” Zeke replied. 
 
    “That is the length of a day here,” Leega said, “although I can’t confirm it for sure, since I’m never allowed out of the lab. I have a small room off the back, just like you.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “We clean the lab, we adjust the machinery, and we look at what they tell us to and try to give them new ideas to pursue.” 
 
    “And if we can’t…” 
 
    “They’ll look for someone new who can.” 
 
    “How are you still here if they haven’t made any breakthroughs? Why haven’t you been killed?” 
 
    “I work fast. Even though I haven’t come up with an idea for them, I keep the machinery working at peak efficiency. When there has been a choice, they have always chosen the other assistant.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan to get out of here?” Zeke asked. 
 
    “Plan for getting out?” the elSha asked. “There’s no getting out of here. Once the Limbets have you, the only way you’ll leave here is through death.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not ready to die,” Zeke replied, “especially now that I’m out of that damn lizard jail—no offense—and I’m certainly not staying here.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” the elSha said. He put his hands up in the equivalent of a shrug. “They are fair masters, but they are strict. I guess it is possible that if you do something well enough and provide the break they are looking for, they might let you go. That’s what I hope, anyway.” 
 
    “Hope isn’t a plan. Hope is like running; it’s what you do when the plan fails.” Zeke shook his head. “No. I’m going to figure a way out of here.” 
 
    “Well, good luck,” the elSha said. “I’ve been here ten years, and no one that I know of has ever gotten out of here in that time. About the only thing they’ve given me is more food and slightly longer breaks, when I told them I could be more productive with those things. Still, I didn’t get them until after I had been here several years.” 
 
    “They give you things to make yourself more productive?” The alien nodded. “Well, that’s something.” Zeke’s eyes unfocused as he thought. “Yes,” he said absently after several moments of thought, “I think I can make that work…” 
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    “Can I ask what you are working on, Master Zirt?” Zeke asked when the Limbets returned. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, we are looking to extend life for our race.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Zeke replied, “but how are you trying to accomplish it? What is your methodology?” 
 
    “We are concentrating on curing the diseases, like cancer, that our people are susceptible to. If we are able to keep our people from dying from these diseases, they will all live longer.” 
 
    “The people on my planet thought that, too,” Zeke said. “And in the century before first contact, we were able to raise life expectancy from about 47 years to about 80.” 
 
    “So you were successful? Tell me, how was it done?” 
 
    “No, we weren’t successful. Although we were able to fend off a number of diseases that come along with ageing, that was mostly due to advances in curing childhood diseases, not actually extending life. People lived longer, but then came down with a variety of age-related chronic diseases such as heart disease, cancer, stroke, and Alzheimer’s. There was a push to eradicate each of them, like you’re doing, but when we got rid of one, another one would assume prominence.” 
 
    “So what did you about it?” 
 
    “There were a lot of experiments going on when I left Earth that were trying to find ways to prevent ageing at its root, thereby fending off the age-related diseases. I wasn’t involved, but I read some of the articles on them. Scientists found some drugs that extended life in lab animals or copied the effects of genes that occur in long-lived people, but they never found the magic ‘thing’ that would prevent the effects of ageing at its root, only things that delayed the effects.”  
 
    “That is less than helpful,” Zirt said. “That is basically the results we have achieved so far. We have eradicated one of our biggest diseases, only to find that other diseases became more prevalent instead.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Zeke said. “The thing is, we didn’t have access to the types of technology you have available. When I left Earth, the scientists were working on telomere lengths and thought that was the key to extending the ageing process. In the last few years, I have had access to technology we didn’t have on Earth, and I have some ideas on how it may work. As it turns out, when you’re in jail, you have plenty of time to think.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, back up. One of your words didn’t translate. What lengths were the key?” 
 
    “Telomeres. I didn’t get too far into it as it wasn’t my specialty back on my home planet, but I’ve done some experimentation with them since I left Earth. Telomeres are the caps at the end of each strand of DNA that protect our chromosomes. Without the cap on the end of the DNA, it becomes damaged, and the cells don’t work right. In young Humans, the telomeres are a certain length. Every time the cell divides, the telomere gets shorter. At some point, it stops being able to do its job, and then the cell stops dividing or dies.” 
 
    “And DNA is?” 
 
    “DNA, or deoxyribonucleic acid—and I’m sure that won’t translate—is the molecule that carries the genetic instructions for cells to do all the things cells are supposed to do, like how to grow, develop, and reproduce. We need to figure out how to increase telomere length so your life molecules won’t degrade, and you will live longer.” 
 
    “Really?” Zirt asked. The two Limbets ran up to Zeke in excitement. “How will you—” 
 
    They stopped and backed up when Zeke fell to the floor in pain as the pain box minimum distance was breached. 
 
    “Bitch!” Zeke said when he could talk again. “Not you, Master,” he added quickly. “I mean that hurt like a son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I apologize,” the Limbet said. “Do you think this is possible? What you just suggested?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Zeke said. “Especially if I’m able to keep you far enough from me to keep from frying my brain cells. I will get right on it. It won’t be easy, but I think it’s possible. Just give me plenty of space.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 6 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got it!” Zeke shouted many years later. He looked back into the microscope. “Oh, yes, I finally got you, you beautiful little cells!” 
 
    Zirt and Triz ran over to the microscope, careful to wait until Zeke backed away from the equipment before they approached. 
 
    “What is it?” Zirt asked. “Your recent trial is effective?” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Zeke said. “I finally figured out the process.” 
 
    “Tell us,” Zirt ordered. “What finally worked?” 
 
    “You’ll remember when you first brought me here, I said we needed to increase telomere length, right?” 
 
    “That is correct, but it has been a long time since then, and you have given us many false hopes before now. As recently as a month ago, you told us that you thought you had devised the right process, only to tell us later that it didn’t work. How do you know this is the correct procedure?” 
 
    “I know this is the correct procedure, because I’ve seen it work,” Zeke said. “The concept is fairly easy in theory—extending the length of the telomeres by using nanobots to add to them, while simultaneously using other nanobots to destroy mutating cells throughout the body—it’s just that putting it into practice has been the real bitch. I’ve finally got it, though, and I’m sure of it. All we need to do is take a DNA sample of the person who we want to treat with the anti-ageing process. We then use the DNA to construct a medium in which to grow the nanobots and seed them with the telomeres, and then the little ‘bots go to work. The result is person-specific nanobots that add to the length of a person’s telomeres, extending that person’s life substantially.” 
 
    “How much longer will it extend one’s life?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but when I die, you can find out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I actually figured it out some time ago, and I treated myself with the procedure then. Over the last month, I’ve watched as the length of my telomeres has grown. I also tweaked some additional nanobots to destroy any mutated cells they come upon in my body. It’s a pretty streamlined process—they actually get their energy from the cells that they destroy, so they can continue to work for periods vastly exceeding normal nanobot lifetimes.” 
 
    “If you knew it was the right process, why did you tell us a month ago that it didn’t work? In order to give yourself time to test it on yourself?” 
 
    Zeke smiled. “No, I actually injected myself with the correct nanobots several months ago, and I confirmed it worked two months ago. I didn’t tell you then that it worked, because I wanted to find other uses of the technology before turning it over to you.” 
 
    “What a good slave you are,” Zirt said. He turned to Triz. “You made an excellent choice to select him.” Zirt turned back to Zeke. “What other uses have you found?” 
 
    Zeke’s smile grew more feral. “Well, I wondered if the opposite was true—if I could make nanobots that would decrease telomere length as well as increase it. A month ago, I found out I could.” 
 
    “Why would you want to—” Zirt stopped mid-sentence as Triz grabbed him. Triz’s eyes were huge, and the symbiote stared at Zirt for almost 20 seconds in silent conversation before Zirt turned back to Zeke. 
 
    “What have you done?” Zirt asked. 
 
    Zeke popped open a compartment in his right arm and pulled out a vial. He showed it to the Limbets, then placed it back in his arm and sealed the compartment. 
 
    “As it turns out, like most things in life, it is easier to destroy than create. While you have to grow DNA telomere lengths individually for each person, you can devise a nanobot procedure that works to destroy telomere length for an entire race. A month ago, I developed that procedure, and ever since then, I have been creating them as fast as your machinery would build them.” 
 
    “And what did you do with them?” 
 
    “Oh, I laid some around the lab in all the places you two normally touch with bare skin just for fun and fed the rest of them into the water supply system. By my calculations, approximately two thirds of the population should be affected by now. The nanobots are on a timer; when that timer goes off, the nanobots will begin destroying all of the telomeres they can find in Limbet bodies.” 
 
    “I will kill—” Zirt said, taking a step toward Zeke as he reached into his pocket. 
 
    “Don’t!” Zeke yelled. He continued when Zirt stopped. “See, I figured that would be your first reaction, and I wanted to make sure it didn’t happen, so here’s what I’ve done. Remember when you first saw me, and I blew up one of the cats I was fighting with the battery in my arm?” 
 
    Both Limbets nodded. 
 
    “That’s why I showed you the vial that’s in my right arm. That vial has the procedure to undo what I have done, as well as the correct procedure needed to extend your lives. However, I have programmed the battery in that arm to self-destruct if it loses connection with my brain waves. Therefore, if you fry me with my collar, my arm will detonate and destroy the vial. It will also probably kill me. You’ll be left with nothing. Similarly, if you try to cut my arm off in my sleep—boom!” 
 
    Zeke had been around the Limbets enough to recognize their horrified expressions. “Now, because you have treated me fairly well over our period of association, I’m willing to make a deal with you. I will turn over the vial containing both the cure for what I’ve done, as well as the original procedure for extending life, and I only want three things. First, I want the collar off now. That has a secondary benefit of protecting both you and me from my arm exploding inadvertently. Next, I want a million credits for my service here, which is far less than you’ll be able to charge for the correct procedure, once you get rid of the other nanobots currently in your bodies. Finally, I want transportation to the nearest merc pit. I think that’s probably Karma, in which case, I will hand over the vial once we reach Peepo’s Pit. 
 
    “Remember, if my arm loses contact with my brain waves—no matter whether that is because of my death, dismemberment, or electrocution—the battery in my arm will detonate, destroying the one hope you have of saving your society. Similarly, in case you get any ideas about rescinding your promise of safe passage to Karma, or if anything should happen to me on the way—say I vanish while in hyperspace—you will not be able to stop the nanobots, which will result in your deaths.” 
 
    “Just our deaths?” 
 
    “No, it will probably be the death of your entire race, or at least every Limbet on this planet by the time the nanobots go active. I’ve been putting it in the water system for a month; if the nanobots haven’t made their way across the planet by now, they soon will.” 
 
    “But that’s…that’s genocide! That goes against everything the Galactic Union stands for!” 
 
    Zeke took a minute to pull out a cigar and light it, then he smiled. “Sure would be a shame if that happened, wouldn’t it? I guess that puts everything in your hands. You need to make sure I arrive safely on Karma, or you’ll be responsible for the death of your race.” 
 
    “That’s not our fault—we didn’t do this!” 
 
    “Perhaps not; however, you are the only ones who can stop it…or you can make the decision to allow it to run its course. Personally, I hope you make that choice; I’ll have my pick of craft to leave here with.” 
 
    “How do we know you aren’t lying to us?” 
 
    “Well, you could wait until the symptoms begin to show up; however, if you do so, there won’t be enough time to get to Karma and back in time to save your people.” 
 
    “No, I mean, how do we know you have an antidote, and you’ll give it to us?” 
 
    “Even though you’ve kept me here a long time and have denied me my basic rights, you haven’t made my time any worse here than it had to be. Nothing you’ve done, or not done, is worthy of having me end your race. I don’t want to be remembered as the man who committed genocide.” 
 
    “Well if that’s true—” 
 
    “I also don’t want to be a man who died in slavery, and that one trumps my reluctance to commit genocide. I can, and I will, kill every last one of you, if that’s what it takes to get out of here. Here’s the bottom line. I have set this up to kill you all, and I do have an antidote I can and will give you—if you set me free. Make no mistake, though, I will kill every last one of you sons of bitches if you don’t.” Zeke took a puff and blew out a smoke ring, then he asked, “So, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    Triz walked over to Zirt and hugged him. After a few moments of bonding, Zirt said, “You have us in a position where we cannot win, regardless of what we do.” 
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    “This is Peepo’s Pit,” Zirt said, pointing to a very plain-looking door. He drew a laser pistol and pointed it at Zeke. “Give me the antidote.” 
 
    “And get shot down 20 feet from my destination?” Zeke asked. “I will give it to you inside.” He pushed past the symbiotes and walked through the door. 
 
    Zeke was instantly taken back decades in time to the first (and last) time he was in a merc pit. Screens on the walls showed contracts offered and merc units looking for work, aliens of all types sat on a variety of stools and chairs—or stood, if that was what their anatomy dictated—drinking their favorite beverages, and nearly everyone seemed to be trying to talk over everyone else at the same time. It reminded him of home. 
 
    Before he had a chance to find a Human group for refuge, a voice from behind Zeke asked, “Whom do we have here?”  
 
    Zeke turned and found a large alien, as tall as he was but with rather short limbs, standing behind him. The creature looked like a cross between a white rat and a mole wearing huge sunglasses. It sniffed him several times. “Can I help you?” Zeke finally asked. 
 
    “I do not recognize this Human in my pit,” it said, “and we have select clients here.” 
 
    “I take it you must be Peepo,” Zeke said to the Veetanho. 
 
    “I am,” Peepo replied, “but I do not know you, and we only take select clients here.” 
 
    “Well, I—” Zeke said, but he was interrupted by a woman’s voice. 
 
    “He’s with us,” the voice said. “We’ve been waiting for him.” 
 
    “Very well,” Peepo said. “May your dealings be profitable.” She turned and vanished as quickly as she had appeared. 
 
    Zeke turned and found two small Mongolian women, backed by a group of Humans of all colors and sizes. The only thing they all seemed to have in common was that they all had at least two sets of pinlinks he could see. 
 
    “I’m Gerel Enkh,” one of the women said. A mature woman, she held the rank of colonel. Zeke couldn’t remember the unit patch—a woman firing an arrow from horseback—but he knew he recognized it and had seen it somewhere before. A bar, probably, because the memory was hazy. “Can I ask what that was all about?” 
 
    “I needed to get away from a couple aliens,” Zeke said, “and I figured this was the best place to find a few well-armed Humans to back me up.” 
 
    “That part is true,” Gerel replied, “but why would we want to back you up?” 
 
    “I have something they want.” When all of the Humans looked around nervously, obviously expecting a fight, Zeke shook his head. “No,” he said, “it’s not like that. I want to give it to them, but they were armed, and I wasn’t, and I figured they’d kill me once I gave it to them.” He smiled. “After all that I’ve been through, I don’t want to end up dead this close to my freedom.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Gerel said. “So you’re looking to hire a merc unit? What’s the pay?” 
 
    “Well, considering I just broke out of bondage, I’m kind of short on funds.” Gerel frowned. “I am, however, a doctor of some experience, and I am willing to hire on with you and work off my debt, assuming you drop me off back on Earth when we’re done.” Zeke didn’t figure the woman needed to know about the one million credit chit in his pocket; that would only….complicate things. 
 
    “A doctor?” the other woman asked. She looked much younger than the first woman, and she was wearing a lieutenant’s uniform. “How did you know there would be a doctor here, mother? And don’t tell me you had a vision.” 
 
    “Sansar, you have much to learn,” the colonel scolded. “You would do better to talk less and listen more.” She turned back to Zeke. “As it happens, we are in need of a doctor for the defensive contract we just signed. I have a feeling we may need someone with your skill set.” 
 
    “You can’t have him,” Zirt said. Zeke looked to his left and found both Zirt and Triz, as well as three large MinSha. The big aliens looked like over-sized praying mantises, but all three had laser carbines in their claws and well-used armor that spoke of their experience using them. “He is our slave.” 
 
    Gerel raised an eyebrow at Zeke and nodded toward the aliens. It was his show. 
 
    Zeke nodded and faced his former captors. “No,” he said, “I am not your slave anymore. We had a deal that I would give you the antidote when we arrived here, and you would set me free.” 
 
    “My employer tells me you haven’t given him the antidote,” one of the MinSha said, pushing past several of the Humans to point her rifle at Zeke. She turned and Zeke could see sergeant’s stripes tattooed to one of her upper arms. 
 
    “No, but I am going to,” Zeke replied. With a thought, the compartment on his right arm opened. Zeke reached in and withdrew the vial. He passed it to Zirt. “This is all you need. Simply replicate the nanites inside and inject your people; all better. There’s a bigger one with all my data on it to show you how to replicate my research.” 
 
    He tried to step back, but Triz reached forward and grabbed him by the wrist. 
 
    “You’re coming with us,” Zirt said. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Gerel said. She stepped forward, drawing her pistol. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” the MinSha commander ordered. All three of the MinSha pointed their rifles at Gerel. “Step away from him now, and no one has to get hurt.” 
 
    “Oh?” Gerel asked. Without a verbal command being given, all of Gerel’s troopers simultaneously drew their weapons and aimed them at the MinSha. “If anyone gets hurt, I can promise you that all three of you will get dead, starting with you, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Stop!” a voice commanded, full of authority. “There will be no bloodshed in Peepo’s!” Zeke looked up. Peepo had arrived with five Besquith troopers, who had taken up positions behind the MinSha. The giant wolfmen would have been formidable with just their natural weaponry, but each of them also had a large diameter laser rifle, all of which were pointed at the MinSha. The MinSha raised their rifles, and the Besquith troopers liberated them from the aliens.  
 
    Zeke didn’t hear or see a command being given, but all of Gerel’s troopers simultaneously holstered their weapons. 
 
    “Now,” Peepo asked, “what is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “My trooper owed these two—” Gerel nodded in the direction of the Limbets, “—a debt, but my trooper paid it off. These thugs—” a nod toward the MinSha, “—were trying to force my trooper to go with them, even though the debt was paid.” 
 
    Peepo cocked her head, staring at Gerel. “This is truly one of your troopers?” she asked. “He smells old to be a trooper.” 
 
    Gerel nodded. “He is one of mine. He is our medic.” 
 
    Peepo nodded slightly. “And you vouch that his debt is paid?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Peepo turned to Zirt. “Has he fulfilled his debt to you?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but—” 
 
    “There are no buts. As you say, he has fulfilled his debt to you. It is time you should leave. We have select clients, and you aren’t one of them.” She nodded to her Besquith commander. “Lieutenant, escort them to the door.” 
 
    The Besquith growled. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. He waved two of his troopers forward. They each grabbed one of the symbiotes, lifted them from their feet and carried the struggling aliens off toward the door. 
 
    “You may leave, too, Sergeant,” Peepo said to the lead MinSha. “And in case you were unsure, your welcome here is at an end. Do not come back.” 
 
    The mantis’ head drooped. To be excluded from Peepo’s ensured they would miss out on the choicest contracts. “What about our—” 
 
    “Your weapons will be returned to your unit,” Peepo cut in. “Now, go!” The MinSha walked off, their heads down, followed by two of the Besquith troopers to ensure the MinSha didn’t get lost on the way to the door. 
 
    Peepo turned back and stared at Gerel for several moments, as if trying to read the Mongol woman’s thoughts. “Please try to control your troops in the future,” Peepo said when she finally spoke. “We have select clients here, and some of them do not appreciate violence near them.” 
 
    “We will, Peepo,” Gerel replied, flipping a credit chit with a large red diamond in it to the Veetanho. Peepo caught it, and it disappeared. “Sorry for the disturbance.” 
 
    Peepo departed, and Gerel turned to face Zeke. “I’ll add the 10,000 credits to your bill,” she said. 
 
    Zeke nodded. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I have to know,” she said, so quietly Zeke could barely hear her over the background noise. “What was in the vial?” 
 
    “It was an antidote to a nanobot plague that is about to wipe out their society.” 
 
    “A nanobot plague that was going to wipe out the entire society?” 
 
    Zeke nodded. 
 
    “How do you know it was going to wipe out all of them?” 
 
    “Because that’s the way I engineered it.” 
 
    Several of the Horde troopers’ jaws dropped, including Gerel’s. 
 
    “You can do—no, you would do something like that?” Gerel asked. 
 
    “It was the only way for me to get home,” Zeke said. He shrugged. “After 70 years, I really wanted to get home.” 
 
    “Wait, 70 years? How old are you?” 
 
    “About 112, I think. It’s hard to tell with all of the different planetary day lengths and yearly cycles.” 
 
    “That means you would have left in the Alpha Contracts.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The Alpha Contracts—the contracts Earth people took after first contact.” 
 
    “Yep,” Zeke said. “That’s true.” 
 
    “How have you lived so long?” 
 
    “I’m good at what I do,” Zeke said. “Also, I’m not afraid to experiment, and I’ve had access to some pretty good life sciences technology.” 
 
    “Really?” Gerel smiled. “I think we may need to upgrade your contract from that of a mere medic to…something else. Come with me.”  
 
    Gerel turned and led him to a booth, where several people wearing horse archer patches were sitting with a few others wearing a patch with a gray wolf on it. The two groups were a study in contrasts; while the horse archer members looked like military personnel, with short hair and bulging muscles, the wolves looked like…well, Zeke thought they looked like drug dealers. Their hair was longer, and they had an abundance of golden jewelry, while the horse archers didn’t wear much, if any, jewelry. 
 
    The mercenary colonel nodded to the man wearing the most jewelry. “This is my…associate, Ganzorig, of the Gray Wolves. The Wolves are…allied with us. I think your skill set may be profitable to them, as well as our unit.” 
 
    “All I care about is that it pays well, and that you’ll get me back to Earth,” Zeke said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Gerel said, “we’ll get you back to Earth. As far as the pay goes?” She smiled broadly. “It’s very good.” 
 
    Zeke smiled back. “Then I think we have a deal.” 
 
    Gerel nodded once, the deal concluded. “Welcome to the Golden Horde.” 
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 LESSONS by Kacey Ezell 
 
      
 
      
 
    Such a small, ugly thing. Barely furred, like a little grub. I couldn’t believe this was the cause for Dama’s gloating, and for the clan’s celebration. The live birth of another kita! What was that worth? They had me. I would rule the clan one day. I and I alone. This pathetic, mewling thing was superfluous.  
 
    Before I could be detected, I tucked it into the pocket of my harness and slipped out of the den. I would leave it in the woods to die. Its eyes weren’t even open yet, it wouldn’t take long. And tomorrow evening, everyone would simply think Dama had been mistaken. It wouldn’t be the first time, after all.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pain lanced through her middle, stabbing at her insides. She cried out, but the warm comforting push, the scent of milk and warmth didn’t respond. Instead, there was only more pain, and growing awareness of the cool sponginess beneath her.  
 
    She pulled her legs underneath herself. Fine tremors of cold gripped her, rippled through her skin. She curved her head down beneath her front paws, made herself as small as possible, curled around the pain that seemed destined eat her from the inside.  
 
    Soon, the warmth would come. The silky pads of a paw nearly as large as her head would push her toward the downy fur that surrounded the milk. She opened her mouth in anticipation of finding the warm smoothness of the teat that would fill her with rich deliciousness and make the pain in her middle fade away to nothing. She let out a squeak of sound, maybe it would help the soft one find her.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    She let out another squeak, then a mewling cry.  
 
    Still nothing. The pain in her middle intensified.  
 
    More cries followed, but the warmth never returned, never guided her to the milk, never brought her the comfort that she so badly needed. Another pain joined the lancing bite in her middle, though this one was different. This felt more like an unbearable twisting inside her chest. No one was answering her cries. No one was holding her softly, giving her what she needed. The two pains wove together inside her trembling body, filling everything she was with something so bad, she had no name for it. Later, she would call it fear, and she would credit it for saving her life.  
 
    That unnamed, terrible feeling made her tremors increase, but it also did something else. It unlocked something in her brain, and suddenly, she was able to move tiny muscles that she hadn’t known existed.  
 
    A sliver of light, the first she’d ever seen. Her eyes slowly opened.  
 
    With the blur of light, she became suddenly, incredibly aware of the scents. The cool sponginess upon which she lay gave off a scent of rich green death. The breeze that ghosted over her carried hints of other things; things which made the pain in her middle pulse with need. Things she wanted. Badly.  
 
    Without knowing why, she pushed up to her four feet, and took a step toward that tantalizing scent, and then another.  
 
    The soft wetness gave underfoot, dipping down and then springing back in the absence of her weight. It made no sound until she encountered something long and thin, which let out a loud crack as she stepped down on it.  
 
    She froze, and listened. Sounds rose all around her, chittering, cheeping, susurrating sounds that seemed to climb up the tall vertical structures that towered in all directions. The breeze picked up again and ruffled her fur, intensifying that intoxicating scent. Drawing her onward.  
 
    She stepped again, and again her instincts pushed her to avoid the source of the extra noise. She avoided the long, dry, thin stick, and anything that looked like it as she picked her way through the detritus around her.  
 
    The light slowly changed as she moved, or maybe her eyes became clearer. She began to be able to focus on disparate details. First, she realized she could distinguish the individual towering stalks that held up the expanse above. Immense, varied, and dark, they loomed over her smallness and provided a framework for everything else she noticed. Like the way the light flickered in from above. Here brighter, there dimmer, sometimes draping the whole world in shadow so thick it leached the color from her gaze. Not that she had words for the differing shades she saw; they were just details she couldn’t see as well in the dark.  
 
    She could see other things in the dark, though. Outlines of shapes stood stark against the blackness, and she could somehow feel the relative largeness of them through the way they pressed on the air. Or not the air exactly, because it wasn’t the medium that carried the scents. It was something else. Something that wrapped around every object, permeated every beam of light, every shadow. Something constant. Something hers.  
 
    Through that medium, she could feel an echo of something. She wouldn’t even have noticed it, except that it ran parallel to the thread of scent that pulled her inexorably onward. They seemed linked, somehow, for in spots where one faded away, so did the other. And where one was strong and insistent, so, too, was the other.  
 
    Interesting, that.  
 
    In any case, she followed these threads onward, though her little legs still trembled with cold and fatigue. Step after step after step through the green darkness.  
 
    Her path began to slope down, and she wasn’t ready for it. She misjudged her step and tumbled forward, pain flashing into her head as it hit, and the rest of her body rolled over it. Air exploded from her lungs, leaving her gasping. She lay for a moment flat on her back, unable to move, blinking her novice eyes up at the broken green canopy above. Her breath came back all in a rush, and the throbbing in her head joined the pain in her middle. But at least she could breathe. Her legs trembled even harder after that, but she got back up.  
 
    She got back up, and kept moving forward. Because she honestly couldn’t think of anything else to do.  
 
    The scent slowly intensified, as did the strange medium she could feel and not feel at the same time. Up ahead, she saw a dark shape lying in one of the pools of shadow against one of the towering things. It positively pulsed with scent, and she could feel the other energy wrapping around her, providing an echo of the comfort she desperately sought.  
 
    Animal, some instinct told her. Not the word, per se, but the concept. She didn’t know how she knew, but she did. This large, dark shape was animal, and it was newly dead.  
 
    Food, that same instinct insisted. And she knew it was right. This was what had brought her on this long, torturous route. Joy, triumph… something surged through her as she scrambled up over the splayed limbs of the carcass. Something good, that beat back the terrible badness of fear.  
 
    When she reached the top, she found the coarse furriness of the animal had been torn open near the top of its limbs. The scent was overwhelming up here, and she could see the dark smears of red that ran through the matted, wiry fur.  
 
    Before her conscious mind could think about moving, she leapt upon that red-smeared gash, using her tongue and tiny teeth to get more of that life-giving redness into her mouth. It didn’t taste at all like the sweetness of milk. This was harder stuff. She had no words for the iron tang of the taste, but it filled her mouth and, more importantly, quieted the screaming hunger in her belly.  
 
    She figured out how to use her teeth to pull small chunks of flesh out, and nearly died when she choked on a piece that was too big to swallow. She gasped and coughed, and when it came loose, she decided teeth were for more than just tearing the food away from its home. Chewing was also an essential part of the business.  
 
    As she ate, that tearing, piercing pain in her middle finally eased. A strange lassitude began to take its place, washing over her from the tips of her ears to her feet and tail, making her motions sloppy and slow. She wavered in place, her belly distended, and then took the steps required to move off of the bloody gash and curl up in the curve of the animal’s rear limbs. The wiry, cooling fur was not the soft comfort she wanted, but it wasn’t nothing, either, and before she could think more about it, her eyelids closed and she slept.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Something slammed into her, knocking the breath once more from her body. She struggled to swim up to full consciousness as immovable bands of pain wrapped once, twice around her body, pinning her forelimbs to her sides. She fell, tangled in that suffocating twist as she tumbled down off the body of the animal carcass.  
 
    Some instinct reminded her that her tail and back feet were free. That horrible badness of fear flashed through her, burning away the rest of her fatigue, spurring her to action. She used her small tail to tangle with the whipping end of whatever had grabbed her. She wanted to keep it from wrapping her up further, and her instinct whispered that the stinging end should be avoided.  
 
    With a gasp of defiance, she lifted her back feet up, claws extended, and raked against the lower band that held her. She scrabbled at it, fighting it as she fought to breathe. Two of the claws on her right foot pierced some kind of thick hide and stuck. She let out a strangled, meeping yell and yanked, and the thing holding her howled in pain.  
 
    It also dropped her.  
 
    Instinct had her twisting in the air so that she landed on her feet. She looked up at her attacker with a snarl she didn’t know she could make.  
 
    “Little hunterrrr,” the thing said. It rose above the bulk of the carcass and peered down at her. It was thin, like the thing she’d stepped on earlier. But she recognized its eyes and face, and the words it spoke made sense to her. As it spoke, two wings flared out from the long tube of its body. 
 
    “You hurt me,” she said. And in that moment, she learned that she, too, could speak.  
 
    “Hunting. Why here? Too young. Wherrrre yourrrr Dama?”  
 
    Dama. The word resonated within her, bringing to mind the memory of soft fur, warm milk…  
 
    No. This thing had hurt her. She could not be sad. She took the outrage and anger she felt and wrapped it around her for protection.  
 
    “I don’t have a Dama,” she said, and in that moment, she knew it was true. If she’d had a Dama, that being would have found her by now. Would have protected her. Would have given her softness and milk, and never let her be cold and hungry and hurt by this…thing. “What are you?”  
 
    “Basrrrreen,” it said, with a strange, high pitched cheeping noise. “Must have Dama. Will die, else. Tough Hunterrrr, but too small.”  
 
    “I don’t have a Dama,” she said again. But she liked the other word the Basreen used. Hunter. It, too, resonated within, setting her instincts alight.  
 
    “Then will die. Must have Dama to teach.”  
 
    “Teach?”  
 
    “Too small. Must learn hunting.”  
 
    “You teach me, then.”  
 
    The Basreen spread its wings and reared back. Surprise, the young hunter realized. She had surprised it.  
 
    “Basreen not Hunter. Not Dama.”  
 
    “But you were hunting; you said so. I need someone to teach me how to hunt. And I have no Dama. And I will. Not. Die. So.”  
 
    The Basreen looked at her for a long moment. Then it began to move, using its long, tubular body to make its way down along the rear legs toward the ground. She could get a better look at the creature as it moved. Its green-grey skin was smooth, and the wings disappeared when pulled in tight. The Basreen’s body ended in a triple ring, and a sharp point. The young hunter felt a surge of gratitude for the instinct that had led her to keep that deadly-looking point away from her body. 
 
    “Had young,” the Basreen said quietly. “Died.”  
 
    “I will not die,” the little hunter said again, her voice steady and cool. The Basreen’s eyes flicked back and forth across her face. Overhead, some creature made a long, fading cry.  
 
    “Not die?” the Basreen said.  
 
    “Not die.”  
 
    “Will teach.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Basreen was female, and she had a name. Her name was a word the young hunter didn’t recognize, but came to understand that it meant the sensation of diving through the trees upon unsuspecting prey. The young hunter settled for calling her Teacher.  
 
    Teacher gave her a name, too.  
 
    “Name important. Powerful. Must have name. Name me Teacher. Is good. I teach. You? You must kill. Need killing name.”  
 
    “All right,” the young hunter said, shivering as the night breeze picked up. “Give me a killing name.”  
 
    “Wind,” Teacher said, her tone firm and satisfied. “Wind kills, unpredictable. Killing Dark Wind. Good name for hunter.”  
 
    “Killing Dark Wind,” the hunter said, tasting the words on her tongue. And then, as her instinct for language intervened, “Deadly Night Wind. Reow. Yes.”  
 
    “Is good name?”  
 
    “Is good name, Teacher. Thank you.”  
 
    “Good. Now. You kill. Follow.”  
 
    Teacher turned and slithered back up onto the animal carcass where they’d met. She coiled her body into a tight knot, and then flung herself up and out, until she contacted the nearby looming giant that Reow’s mind whispered was called a tree. Then Teacher proceeded to slither her way up until she looped her body around one of the branches overhead. She looked down at Reow on the ground below.  
 
    “Follow,” she said again.  
 
    “I can’t do that,” Reow said. “My body is different…”  
 
    “No can’t. Can’t means die. Must follow.” 
 
    “But I—”  
 
    “No can’t. Find way.”  
 
    Frustration rolled through her, making her fur stand up on end. She glared up at the branch—so impossibly high! But she had said she would not die, and if she was to live, Teacher said she had to get up on that branch. So. Find way.  
 
    Reow stepped forward and picked her way back up the limbs of the animal carcass to the top. The red deliciousness she had gorged on earlier had turned darker with time, and the scent carried a new, sickly sweet tang to it. She huffed out her nose to push the unpleasantness away and looked at the tree.  
 
    She could see it had a rough surface, perhaps something she could catch with her claws. Drawing heavily on her instincts, she crouched low, gathering all the power her small legs could generate. One more deep breath and she leapt, all four limbs stretched wide, claws and tail extended as she reached for the uneven surface of the tree— 
 
    SLAM!  
 
    Lights flashed in her vision. A high, ringing noise echoed in her head. She felt herself falling. She tried to twist to right herself as she’d done before, but the pain in her head and the ringing noise confused her, and she landed hard. Her left shoulder slammed into the body of the carcass, which collapsed and sent out a cloud of noxious gas that threatened to turn her stomach inside out. The rest of her crumpled around her shoulder, and she couldn’t help but let out a cry of distress.  
 
    High above, Teacher did nothing. Simply watched her and waited.  
 
    Reow felt a stab of resentment. But then, Teacher was not a Dama. Not a source of softness and milk. She had no Dama. It was up to her to be her own strength.  
 
    So be it.  
 
    Reow gathered herself together and pushed to her feet. Her shoulder throbbed, but she pushed that pain away. She didn’t have time for that. She had to ‘find way.’  
 
    She tilted her head up, and then, somewhat to her surprise, she pushed herself up on her back legs and stood. She wavered a little, but her stance was solid, and she realized she could move this way as well as down on four legs. Well then. That was something, perhaps.   
 
    From this vantage point, she tilted her head back and looked up. Teacher still waited, her body wound round the thickness of the branch that remained out of reach. However, something else caught Reow’s eyes that she hadn’t seen before.  
 
    Another branch. Thinner, previously broken…but lower. Almost within reach.  
 
    She dropped back down to her haunches and gathered her body again. This time, when she made the leap, she reached her forelegs out toward that thin, short remnant of a branch. She felt her body stretch to its limit, but her claws grazed the top of the branch. Enough for her to close her paws about its rough, splintery surface. Enough to keep her from plunging down in renewed defeat.  
 
    Without thinking about it, she whipped her little body around the branch, feeling the splinters tear at the fabric of her fingerpads. Like the throb in her shoulder, though, it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting to Teacher. So when her back feet pointed at the green-dappled sky, Reow let go.  
 
    The momentum of her swing flung her high into the air. Again, she let her instincts take over and managed to corkscrew her body over and around, until her claws caught at the underside of Teacher’s branch. For one gut-clenching moment, her claws slipped, and she thought she would fall to the ground, but she managed to fling her legs and tail up around the branch just in time.  
 
    And there she clung, panting, for just a moment while her heartbeat slowed, and she remembered how to breathe. Then she awkwardly pulled herself up onto the branch.  
 
    Teacher said nothing for a long moment. Then she began to slither farther out onto the branch, toward the thin part where the green leaves started to appear. The branch bent under her weight, until the Basreen leapt from it onto a crossing branch from another tree.  
 
    “First lesson. Find way,” Reow heard, as her instructor continued to move through the trees ahead.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The second lesson was harder.  
 
    Teacher led her through the trees to a place where more branches had been pulled and interwoven to create a kind of shelter. Reow followed the Basreen inside, where she found a space barely big enough to stand.  
 
    “Rest now,” Teacher said. “Sleep. Tomorrow, more teaching.”  
 
    And indeed, after the way she’d awakened to a fight, and then the demands of learning Teacher’s first lesson, Reow could feel exhaustion dragging at her young body. She surprised herself with a big yawn and crumpled to the pile of leaves and woven twigs that made up the floor of this small den. After a moment, she slept so deeply she never felt Teacher curling her long, cool body around her.  
 
    Reow awoke when the hunger returned. Fortunately, she remembered where she was, and what had happened. She was Reow, and she had no Dama. She had only Teacher, who sat watching her as Reow opened her eyes.  
 
    “Second lesson. You kill.”  
 
    “I must eat,” Reow said, her voice ragged from sleep and hunger. It felt even worse than it had before, if such a thing were possible. She wasn’t entirely sure she could stand.  
 
    “Kill, eat. No kill. No eat. Is bad. Make sick. Die.”  
 
    Reow felt her face scrunch up as she processed this information. If she understood Teacher correctly, they would not be going back to the carcass of the animal she’d found yesterday. She felt a brief stab of regret, but it was nearly lost in the overwhelming pain of a belly that needed food. And apparently the only way to get food was to kill it.  
 
    Well. If that was the only way…  
 
    She pushed herself to her feet and followed Teacher out of the shelter. As before, the Basreen led her along the interlocking branches and trunks of the trees. Reow had to force herself to move quickly in order to keep up, and more than once her claws skidded where the branches were leaf-wet and slick. But eventually, she started to move with more confidence, and the going got easier after.  
 
    She expected Teacher would take her to a place where she could jump down to the ground, but that was not the case. Instead, Teacher led her to a tree much larger than any she’d yet seen. The trunk itself was so large, Reow couldn’t see around it once she got up close.  
 
    What she could see, though, was movement in and among the broken-up roughness of the tree’s skin. She blinked, and peered at it, sniffed.  
 
    “Is food,” Teacher said. “Watch.”  
 
    It didn’t look like food. It looked like a multitude of small, faintly luminous blobs of slime that wriggled their way through the cracks in the treeskin. Made the cracks in the treeskin, Reow corrected herself a moment later. For it was obvious that this was so. The small blobs would push through an existing crack, widening it until the crack split further down the skin. It was enough to make her wonder if the roughened treeskin all around was due to these gross little… things.  
 
    Spurred on by her hunger, she swiped at the colony. To her annoyance, the things scattered, dipping under the treeskin, and hiding from sight. And as far as she could tell, they gave off no scent… or nothing that differentiated them from the tree itself, at least.  
 
    Teacher let out a chittering sound.  
 
    “Not easy. Must watch grubs. Find way.”  
 
    “There isn’t anything to watch,” Reow complained, as her stomach rumbled. “They’re just digging under the treeskin and making cracks…”  
 
    Oh. Watch. Find way.  
 
    An idea occurred to her with a maddening slowness. By that alone, Reow knew that it was her own idea, and not the result of her survival instinct. If the little things (which didn’t look at all like food, but the hunger was enough to make her a believer) liked cracks in the treeskin, she would give them cracks in the treeskin.  
 
    Very, very carefully, she extended the claws on her right paw, and reached out to puncture one of the small pieces of unmarred treeskin. It made a cracking sound, which bothered her. Everything had run when she’d made that noise by stepping on a stick before. But the grubs had already run. She didn’t know what else to do… and she was really hungry.  
 
    Reow wiggled her claw back and forth, causing the treeskin to split. Immediately, she felt something squishy next to her claw. First one, and then more and more grubs began to pour through the crack she’d made, until her paw was covered in the slimy things.  
 
    Her stomach howled at her, so despite their unappetizing nature, Reow brought her paw to her mouth and ate one.  
 
    Flavor exploded over her tongue. Like the dead animal, but oh, so much better! It tasted like light and heat itself in her mouth. She gasped, and then reached out to take more. Many more.  
 
    “Good Lesson,” Teacher said, slithering down from the branch above, where she’d perched to watch Reow figure this out. “Watch. Find way. Kill. Eat. That is all. No morrre to learrrrn.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Of course, there was plenty more for Reow to learn. She was still, when all was said and done, an infant. But each lesson, each situation Teacher brought her to, boiled down to the same basic concepts: Watch. Find Way. Kill. Eat.  
 
    That was all. Though she learned how to stalk through treetops and underbrush, how to track prey by scent and sight, and that other sense she couldn’t name, though she spent season after season hunting larger and larger animals under Teacher’s watchful eyes, in the end, it all came down to the lessons. Watch. Find Way. Kill. Eat. There really was no more. 
 
    Then came the night Reow brought down a fully-grown male Cheelin by herself.  
 
    It was a hard-fought battle. She had tracked her prey through the jungle for four nights, watching to observe the big animal’s patterns. She managed to trap it in a narrow cut in the terrain, where it couldn’t use its six legs to best effect. She stalked it through the trees and when the moment was right, she leapt down on it from above, her claws extended.  
 
    Her prey was a big male, but he was old. Past his prime. Teacher had pointed out the signs. His legs were thickened with age, his movements a fraction slower than the others of the herd. Reow had been able to lure him away from the protection of his fellows by placing obstacles in his path and strategically herding him to the terrain cut she’d found. The killing box.  
 
    So when she leapt, she was confident of a quick kill. She would hit him just behind where the head connected to his torso, and take out his eyes with one swipe. Then a dive underneath, avoiding the big, heavy stomping legs. Thrust upward with claws and rip open the soft flesh between the first pair of legs, grab the prime nerve cluster there and pull. Then roll out of the way before the beast collapsed on her. Easy.  
 
    Or so the plan had seemed. She learned two lessons that day. The first: no plan survives first contact with the prey. The second: never underestimate the cunning of a beast who has survived to grow old.  
 
    She totally failed to take out his eyes. The Cheelin dodged her initial dive, and she dealt him a glancing blow on his armored shoulder before tumbling to the jungle floor. She tucked, and rolled as she hit. The Cheelin reared up, trumpeting his anger, and hammered his forelegs into loam next to her head. Reow sucked in a breath, rolled again, and flung herself up off the ground. She reached out, grabbing for a tree, a stump, a rock… anything to get her up out of the vulnerable position she was in.  
 
    The only thing she found was the Cheelin’s middle leg.  
 
    Well, fine, she thought as she dug her front claws in. Let’s see how this goes.  
 
    The Cheelin howled again as her ten needle claws penetrated the ultra-thick hide of his skin. A puncture wound like that wouldn’t harm him, but Reow supposed it was at least annoying. She brought her back feet up and began to climb up toward the beast’s belly. He thrashed around, knocking one paw loose. But she hung on, pressed her body close to the rough, armored skin, and kept climbing.  
 
    Eventually, she reached the leg joint, and found a seam in the armor. It wasn’t large enough to be a true vulnerability, and it was only exposed when the beast moved a certain way, but it was what Reow had to work with.  
 
    “So,” she told herself, softly. “Find way.”  
 
    She reached out and cut into that joint, causing another booming howl to echo overhead. The Cheelin’s frenetic thrashing increased, but Reow continued to hold on and dig with her claws. Eventually, a sac of some kind parted, and the hot, delicious scent of the creature’s blood began to flow.  
 
    She kept digging. Her other three limbs were shaking with the effort required to hang on to the wild ride. But she knew that if she dropped, she was dead. And so she hung on, and continued.  
 
    Eventually, she found a thin cord of something. She pulled on it until it snapped. More blood sprayed out of the fissure she’d made, and the Cheelin’s voice faltered, then renewed its aural assault. The leg she was holding, however, went still and limp. Dead weight.  
 
    She’d managed to sever the main nerve trunk. Excellent.  
 
    In the time it took her to come to that realization, the animal began to keel over toward that side. She retracted her claws and leapt free just in time to avoid being crushed between the limb and the torso. But when she jumped, she jumped toward the belly, which smacked her to the soil and came down hard above her. Only the width of the dead leg kept her from being smashed into oblivion.   
 
    But here, finally, she could reach the vulnerable spot.  
 
    The Cheelin struggled to get his forelegs beneath him and push up, to keep fighting. But it was too late. With a sigh of relief, Reow extended her claws again and ripped open the vulnerability. Blood rained down on her. The big animal gave one last shudder and went still.   
 
    She lay underneath the carcass, her chest heaving, sucking in blood-tainted breaths. Her pulse gradually slowed to normal. She reached up and began cutting away at that soft spot, widening her gash, making enough room so that she could squeeze out between the carcass and the jungle floor. More blood poured down, making it hard to breathe. Bright nothingness started to crowd in at the edges of her vision. Her claws trembled, and a frantic urgency surged through her.  
 
    She kept clawing, cutting, digging her way out.  
 
    A breath of air, cool on the wetness of her fur. She opened her mouth and sucked it in, and then renewed her assault. Slowly, so slowly, she extricated herself from beneath the carcass of the animal that had nearly taken her with him.  
 
    When she pulled her body out, she collapsed on the soft loam next to the dead Cheelin. She heard Teacher’s chittering voice in the trees above.  
 
    “Not die?”  
 
    “No,” Reow said, voice choked and breathless. “Not die.”  
 
    “Good kill.”  
 
    “Something like that,” Reow said. Her blood-sticky eyelids drooped closed in exhaustion.  
 
    Something clattered to the ground next to her head. She leapt up, reflexes humming, senses instantly on guard. Teacher let out her chittering sound, but said nothing.  
 
    It was long and thin, and glinted faintly in the light that filtered through the canopy above. It looked like a stick that tapered to a point on one end, and had a crossways piece about a third of the way down its length. Only it wasn’t wood.  
 
    Reow sniffed at it, then bent to touch it with an outstretched claw.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked Teacher.  
 
    “Hunterrr tool,” Teacher said.  
 
    “A tool? How do I use it?”  
 
    “Can not teach. Am not hunterrr. Basrrreen do not use. Rrreow learn. Find way.”  
 
    “But…” Reow said, her eyes going wide. “I…”  
 
    “Yes. Rrreow go. Good young. Not die. Need hunterrr trricks now. Go. Find way.”  
 
    Teacher slithered down from her perch, and for the first time, Reow noticed how slow the Basreen moved. Her once supple body seemed stiff, and that bad feeling began to fill Reow once again.  
 
    “Teacher?” Reow asked. “You hurt?”  
 
    “Hurrt. Yes. Old. Tirred.” The Basreen coiled herself up on the ground, then slithered over to climb up Reow’s body. Enough seasons had passed that Reow had grown long and sleek, her body easily twice the length of Teacher’s. As she had done so long ago, Teacher coiled herself around Reow’s frame, but this time she didn’t squeeze to hurt. This time, it was more of an embrace.  
 
    A pain like fear, yet different stabbed through Reow. She felt her throat closing down, making it hard to speak. Still, she fought to get the words out, because this was important.  
 
    “You are sending me away so you can die,” she said, the pain flowing through her words like an accusation.  
 
    “No. Sending you to learrn. All die sometime.”  
 
    “Teacher…”  
 
    “No. Is good. Strrong Rrreow. Smarrt Rreow. Now need Hunterr teaching. Go. Rrememberr Teacherrr.” Teacher gave her one squeeze, and then pulled her body up onto Reow’s shoulder. Reow watched, feeling as if she was being torn apart from the inside as the only being that had ever cared for her leapt into the trees, wings extended, and left her for the last time.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reow waited, but Teacher didn’t return.  
 
    Eventually, she let out a sigh and tried to ease the ache in her throat. Teacher would be disappointed in her if she stayed there and let the sadness win. So she bent and picked up Teacher’s final gift before turning and walking away.  
 
    She knew where to go, of course. Teacher had shown her many seasons ago the paths that led to where the other Hunters lived. Their scents hung heavy in the trees here, making it an easy place to avoid…or in this case, find.  
 
    With her tool clutched awkwardly in a paw unused to it, Reow headed off toward the scents of her own kind. The darkness had gathered, and most of the night was gone by the time she reached the paths in the trees redolent of other hunters. Mindful of her lessons, she found a vantage spot in the trees and began to watch.  
 
    There, through the leaves of the jungle, she got her first glimpse of a being like herself. 
 
    He walked on four feet, his long body weaving sinuously down the lines of the path. His fur was an unrelieved black that shone in the light of the setting moons. He wore some kind of strange contraption. It looked like vines that crossed his back and torso, interspersed with flatter, oblong shapes here and there that looked like they might have something inside. Reow craned her neck to see if she could figure out how the vines fastened onto his body, and carelessly rattled the leaves around her.  
 
    The Hunter below pulled on that other sense, the one for which Reow had no name, and disappeared from sight. Completely. More than just black fur lost in shadow. He was gone.  
 
    Except that he wasn’t. She could still feel him through that other sense. He took another step down the path, and Reow felt the echoes of his movement vibrating along the inside of her skin. Purely as an experiment, she pushed that sensation outward, down through the trees toward the other Hunter.  
 
    He reappeared. Somehow, she knew he was male.   
 
    “I greet you, hunter,” he called out. His tone held a strange note. Annoyance, her instinct whispered. “I can see you skulking in the trees. Your stealth leaves something to be desired. You might as well come out and talk like a civilized being.”  
 
    “I do not know those words,” Reow said as she hopped down. “Why are you annoyed with me?”  
 
    “My, you are blunt,” the hunter said. “Perhaps because I was not expecting to be stalked on my walk this morning. You are very young to be out on your own, kita. Where is your Dama?”  
 
    “I have no Dama,” Reow said, drawing herself up to her back feet and full height. “I have lived for three years of seasons on my own.”  
 
    The other hunter’s expression changed. Something softer entered his eyes.  
 
    “You lost your Dama at a young age, then? I am very sorry for your loss. Where was your clan? Why did they not care for you?”  
 
    “I never had a Dama.” For by this time, her memories of softness and milk were naught but half-remembered dreams. “I have no clan. All I have is Teacher, and it was time for her to die. She sent me here, to learn how to use Hunter tools.”  
 
    She lifted her knife as she spoke, and the Hunter’s eyes went wide. He stood up and towered over her, but she refused to back down.  
 
    “May I see that?” he asked, reaching out a paw. His voice was calm and respectful, and Reow didn’t think he’d try to make off with it, so she slowly laid her tool in his outstretched fingerpads.  
 
    He lifted it up, rubbed at the metal, sniffed it, and scratched at it with a claw.  
 
    “I cannot say without taking it to a lab, but I believe… this thing seems positively ancient, Hunter. Where did you get it?”  
 
    “Teacher gave it to me,” she said. “She said it was a Hunter tool, and I needed to find a Hunter to teach me how to use it.”  
 
    “Why did your teacher not show you?”  
 
    “She wasn’t a Hunter. She was a Basreen.”  
 
    He lifted his head from his examination of the tool and blinked slowly as his ears swiveled fully toward her.  
 
    “Your Teacher was a Basreen?” he said, his voice slow, as if he were trying to understand.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And she was your Teacher since when?”  
 
    “Always. Since I opened my eyes.”  
 
    “And that was…?”  
 
    “Three years ago.”  
 
    “You’re a three-year-old kita who was raised by a Basreen, and now you want to learn how to use a knife?”  
 
    “Is that what this is called? Yes. I must learn to use the knife. And other Hunter tools.”  
 
    “Oh Kita…” the Hunter closed his eyes briefly.  
 
    “Why do you call me Kita? My name is Reow. Teacher named me. Deadly Night Wind.”  
 
    “Kita means young female hunter. You will not even be fully grown for another year! How did you eat?” he asked, opening his eyes. 
 
    “I killed. Teacher taught me to hunt. But from the trees. Like a Basreen. I need to learn to hunt like a Hunter,” she said, feeling impatience creeping in to her tone. Why were they still standing here on the path half in and half out of the jungle? Was he going to help her or not?  
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” he said, as if talking to himself. “I was just out looking for medicinal plants!”  
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “It means…” he trailed off, sounding confused and frustrated and more than a little lost. “I am a healer. A Hunter-of-Hurts. And sometimes I use plants to help me fix the hurts I find. Have you… do you have any hurts?”  
 
    “I do not need plants. I need someone to teach me,” Reow said. Frustration bubbled up within her. “I must learn to be a Hunter.”  
 
    “Kita,” he said, his voice smooth, soothing. “You are mighty and brave. I will help you, if you let me. But three years on your own, with only a Basreen. You should have died! Please let me check you for hurts, and heal what I may find?”  
 
    “If I do this, you will help me find someone to teach me?”  
 
    “I will,” he said solemnly, though he blinked slowly again. “This will be our contract.”  
 
    “Contract?”  
 
    “Hunters agree to do things for a price. I will help you, but your price is that you must let me heal your hurts, little fierce Reow. Do you agree to the terms?”  
 
    She paused, because something in his voice told her this was important. But really, she could see no other option at present, and with the memory of Teacher’s lessons in her ears, Reow blinked her assent.  
 
    “I agree.”  
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Let us go back to my den. I will examine you, and we will see how you have survived.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the Healer had a name as well. His name was Sarru. He told her that he was a member of the Twisting Fire clan, but that he had a den and a lab of his own. And that’s where he took her.  
 
    Sarru also had a lifemate, a female named Iora who was a “molly” to Twisting Fire’s most recent litter of kits. But the kits had reached their maturity, Sarru said, and so Iora would be pleased to have another young one to look after.  
 
    “I am not young!” Reow said fiercely. Sarru only twitched his ears in laughter and continued walking. As she followed him, Reow realized that she was starting to pick up on the silent language of his body and respond in kind. It was much easier than it had ever been with Teacher. But then, Teacher’s thoughts and emotions had always been pretty simple. Hunters, it seemed, were another thing entirely.  
 
    Well, she was a Hunter, too. Or would be, if this Sarru would ever get around to teaching her. As they approached what looked like a low entrance to a den built into a hillside, Reow stopped.  
 
    “Wait,” she said. “Before we go in…I must do something.”  
 
    Sarru stopped and waited, apparently unperturbed by her sudden request. Reow felt a sudden trickle of self-doubt. Why did she have the sudden need to do this now?  
 
    Well. Her instincts had always served her well in the past. Reow gave a little shrug of her shoulders and pulled that extra sense around herself.  
 
    Sarru’s ears and tail twitched in surprise.  
 
    “Very good,” he said, his voice calm and even. “I cannot see you visually at all, and have only the faintest of quintessential sensations to clue me in. If I were not looking for you, I do not believe I would have found you. Who taught you to pull your quintessence?”  
 
    Reow dropped the sensation, gratified to see Sarru’s ears twitch again as she reappeared on the other side of him. Apparently she was still as quiet as ever when she moved.  
 
    “No one. Teacher did not know this trick,” Reow said. “I watched you on the road earlier. I wanted to learn.”  
 
    “Why?” Sarru asked, his voice soft.  
 
    Reow froze, tempted to pull her quintessence again. She had no answer.  
 
    “Is it because you are afraid I might hurt you?” he asked.  
 
    “I will kill you,” she said fiercely as anger flashed into her being. “I will watch and kill you if you try.”  
 
    “I understand that,” Sarru said, his voice unchanging, his eyes soft. “You are feral, Kita. You do not know… there are three reasons why I would never hurt you. Shall I tell you what they are?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said, her fur still bristling.  
 
    “The first is that we have a contract. When a Hunter agrees to a contract, it is like the iron in that ancient knife you carry. Nothing can break a contract, save death. And even then, if a Hunter fails, her clan is honor bound to see it fulfilled, or buy their way out. I am under contract to heal your hurts and teach you what you need to know. I would no sooner break that than I would end my own life.”  
 
    “Oh,” Reow said. She could feel her anger draining away, her fur softening as she considered these concepts.  
 
    “The second is that I am a healer. A Hunter of hurts. It goes against my training and inclination to cause hurt. The thought is completely repugnant to me. Do you understand that?”  
 
    “I think so,” Reow said.  
 
    “And the last reason, fierce kita, is that you are precious beyond belief. Do you know how many Hunters are born every year? Less than a thousand. And most of those do not live past their first season. You have survived for three years alone in the jungle with nobody but a Basreen to teach and guard you. That is extraordinary! I would help you for that reason alone, brave one. For if you were able to do that, what else might you do? What Clan of your own might you establish? What great things might you do for the Hunters as a whole? 
 
    “I cannot say,” he said, looking down at her and slow blinking a smile. “But I would like to find out. So. If you are ready, come with me, and we can begin.”  
 
    Reow looked at him for a long moment, then inclined her head and followed the healer inside.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Years later, I heard about her. At first, I didn’t believe it. How could such a tiny kitten survive in the wild? Rumors said that she’d been raised by a Basreen, but that was ridiculous. How could such stupid creatures raise a Hunter? It wasn’t possible. 
 
    But then I saw her. And her fur and eyes. She looked like a female version of her sire, and her green eyes were the mirror of my long-dead Dama’s. I would have hated her for that alone. But by that time, she had risen in stature and power, and established her upstart clan. I would have to hide my hatred and await the proper moment to strike.  
 
    For I had sought to destroy her once. And I would not fail a second time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trello stepped to the edge of the cave and surveyed the vista in front of her. From her vantage point, she had an excellent view of the valley below, and the battle taking place there. Although the Zuul had originally seemed to hold all the advantages, the Human mercenaries had somehow been able to get some of their CASPers behind their enemy’s lines, and they had hit the Zuul once the two forces were engaged. Both Zuul tanks were out of commission, and she could tell it wouldn’t be long before the rest of the force was destroyed, too. 
 
    This was the third engagement she had been sent to observe, and she had come to a conclusion—Mother was right; something was going to have to be done about these Humans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
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    Excerpt from “A Fiery Sunset:” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Avander Pharmaceuticals, Chattanooga, Tennessee, Earth 
 
    “Dr. Avander will see you now,” said the Veetch. The alien obviously thought he was stupid, Major Good decided, as it flipped one of its left hands to indicate the enormous mahogany door behind it that sported the nameplate, “Dr. Ezekiel Avander, CEO.” As it was the only door beside the one he came in, Good really didn’t need a lot of decision-making skill to figure that out. 
 
    Apparently, showing in visitors wasn’t part of the alien’s job description, as it went back to what it was doing without getting up. Nice. 
 
    Major Good walked to the door and turned the handle. The solid mahogany door was every bit the feature-piece it appeared to be and required a decent portion of his augmented strength to open. It probably was meant to overawe visitors. Good, however, found it slightly annoying. 
 
    “Dr. Avander?” he asked as he entered the room. The office was as ostentatious on the inside as he had guessed it would be from looking at the exterior. Luxuriously-appointed furnishings were tastefully positioned throughout the room, with bookcases artfully filled with a variety of works, from classical masterpieces to the latest treatises on the art and practice of war. It was a tribute to an extremely wealthy man who had equally eclectic tastes. 
 
    The other feature of the room was a massive desk that matched the entrance door, on which sat a forest of slates and monitors, to the extent that the man behind them was only glimpsed in portions and slices. From what Good could see, the man appeared in constant motion, working on a great portion of the devices in front of him, nearly simultaneously. 
 
    “Yes?” came a distant voice from behind the monitors. 
 
    “I’m Major Good,” the intel officer replied. “I’m here to talk with you about why you haven’t returned our calls.” 
 
    The motion behind the monitors ceased, and a hand slid a number of the monitors out of the way so Good could see the man behind them. Whatever Good had expected from the merc-turned-CEO, this wasn’t it. The man wore a faded leather jacket, and a giant stogie hung from the corner of his mouth. Lines from his implants trailed off to four of the slates. Although the man was closing in on 150 years old, he looked no older than 55, and appeared in top physical shape. The piercing blue eyes stared at Good for a moment as if looking into his soul, then the man smiled and waved him to one of the two chairs in front of the desk. 
 
    “Please sit,” the man said, “and call me Zeke.” 
 
    “Hi, Zeke,” Major Good replied; “we’ve called you a bunch, and you haven’t returned any of our calls.” 
 
    “There’s a damned good reason why, too.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” Zeke said, and he started to pull the monitors back into their earlier positions. 
 
    “One second,” Good said. “Can I ask why you’re not interested? Your planet has been assaulted by aliens, and all you want to do is to sit here and run your empire? Trying to milk a few more credits from old men and women in search of the Fountain of Youth?” 
 
    “Look,” Zeke said, “I enjoyed my time with The Golden Horde, and I think I did very well for you. Certainly, my service helped garner some extra credits for the company. Now, I may not have the intelligence facilities the Horde does, but my network runs pretty deep, and I’m kept passingly familiar with anything important going on, anywhere on this planet, that might affect business. I am well aware of the aliens on Earth and their intentions. I’m not, however, interested in coming back to work for the Horde; I have enough to do here.” 
 
    “What could be more important than joining the resistance?” 
 
    Zeke cocked his head and looked piercingly at the major again. “Do you know what we do here?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You help old people live another day through a variety of treatments and enhancements.” 
 
    “I help people live longer,” Zeke said. “I help them beat diseases that are untreatable anywhere else on this planet. I do this by working at the cellular level, fixing things that have previously been unfixable by mankind. I give people life!” 
 
    Zeke turned one of the monitors so Good could see the image of a virus on it. “I can also take life,” he continued, his voice quiet, “just as easily as I can give it. You are running around recruiting people for a war that is already underway, a war that I am already fighting. Only my company can tailor viruses to do the things we want. To attack the creatures I want. Why am I not interested in coming back to the Horde? Because I’m far more valuable here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “Minds of Men:” 
 
      
 
    “Look sharp, everyone,” Carl said after a while. Evelyn couldn’t have said whether they’d been droning for minutes or hours in the cold, dense white of the cloud cover. “We should be overhead the French coast in about thirty seconds.” 
 
    The men all reacted to this announcement with varying degrees of excitement and terror. Sean got up from his seat and came back to her, holding an awkward looking arrangement of fabric and straps.  
 
    Put this on, he thought to her. It’s your flak jacket. And your parachute is just there, he said, pointing. If the captain gives the order to bail out, you go, clip this piece into your ‘chute, and jump out the biggest hole you can find. Do you understand? You do, don’t you. This psychic thing certainly makes explaining things easier, he finished with a grin.  
 
    Evelyn gave him what she hoped was a brave smile and took the flak jacket from him. It was deceptively heavy, and she struggled a bit with getting it on. Sean gave her a smile and a thumbs up, and then headed back to his station.  
 
    The other men were checking in and charging their weapons. A short time later, Evelyn saw through Rico’s eyes as the tail gunner watched their fighter escort waggle their wings at the formation and depart. They didn’t have the long-range fuel capability to continue all the way to the target.  
 
    Someday, that long-range fighter escort we were promised will materialize, Carl thought. His mind felt determinedly positive, like he was trying to be strong for the crew and not let them see his fear. That, of course, was an impossibility, but the crew took it well. After all, they were afraid, too. Especially as the formation had begun its descent to the attack altitude of 20,000 feet. Evelyn became gradually aware of the way the men’s collective tension ratcheted up with every hundred feet of descent. They were entering enemy fighter territory.  
 
    Yeah, and someday Veronica Lake will...ah. Never mind. Sorry, Evie. That was Les. Evelyn could feel the waist gunner’s not-quite-repentant grin. She had to suppress a grin of her own, but Les’ irreverence was the perfect tension breaker.  
 
    Boys will be boys, she sent, projecting a sense of tolerance. But real men keep their private lives private. She added this last with a bit of smug superiority and felt the rest of the crew’s appreciative flare of humor at her jab. Even Les laughed, shaking his head. A warmth that had nothing to do with her electric suit enfolded Evelyn, and she started to feel like, maybe, she just might become part of the crew yet.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock high!  
 
    The call came from Alice. If she craned her neck to look around Sean’s body, Evelyn could just see the terrifying rain of tracer fire coming from the dark, diving silhouette of an enemy fighter. She let the call echo down her own channels and felt her men respond, turning their own weapons to cover Teacher’s Pet’s flanks. Adrenaline surges spiked through all of them, causing Evelyn’s heart to race in turn. She took a deep breath and reached out to tie her crew in closer to the Forts around them.  
 
    She looked through Sean’s eyes as he fired from the top turret, tracking his line of bullets just in front of the attacking aircraft. His mind was oddly calm and terribly focused...as, indeed, they all were. Even young Lieutenant Bob was zeroed in on his task of keeping a tight position and making it that much harder to penetrate the deadly crossing fire of the Flying Fortress.  
 
    Fighters! Three o’clock low!  
 
    That was Logan in the ball turret. Evelyn felt him as he spun his turret around and began to fire the twin Browning AN/M2 .50 caliber machine guns at the sinister dark shapes rising up to meet them with fire.  
 
    Got ‘em, Bobby Fritsche replied, from his position in the right waist. He, too, opened up with his own .50 caliber machine gun, tracking the barrel forward of the nose of the fighter formation, in order to “lead” their flight and not shoot behind them.  
 
    Evelyn blinked, then hastily relayed the call to the other girls in the formation net. She felt their acknowledgement, though it was almost an absentminded thing as each of the girls were focusing mostly on the communication between the men in their individual crews.  
 
    Got you, you Kraut sonofabitch! Logan exulted. Evelyn looked through his eyes and couldn’t help but feel a twist of pity for the pilot of the German fighter as he spiraled toward the ground, one wing completely gone. She carefully kept that emotion from Logan, however, as he was concentrating on trying to take out the other three fighters who’d been in the initial attacking wedge. One fell victim to Bobby’s relentless fire as he threw out a curtain of lead that couldn’t be avoided.  
 
    Two back to you, tail, Bobby said, his mind carrying an even calm, devoid of Logan’s adrenaline-fueled exultation.  
 
    Yup, Rico Martinez answered as he visually acquired the two remaining targets and opened fire. He was aided by fire from the aircraft flying off their right wing, the Nagging Natasha. She fired from her left waist and tail, and the two remaining fighters faltered and tumbled through the resulting crossfire. Evelyn watched through Rico’s eyes as the ugly black smoke trailed the wreckage down.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve high! 
 
    Fighters! Two high!  
 
    The calls were simultaneous, coming from Sean in his top turret and Les on the left side. Evelyn took a deep breath and did her best to split her attention between the two of them, keeping the net strong and open. Sean and Les opened fire, their respective weapons adding a cacophony of pops to the ever-present thrum of the engines.  
 
    Flak! That was Carl, up front. Evelyn felt him take hold of the controls, helping the lieutenant to maintain his position in the formation as the Nazi anti-aircraft guns began to send up 20mm shells that blossomed into dark clouds that pocked the sky. One exploded right in front of Pretty Cass’ nose. Evelyn felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as the aircraft heaved first up and then down. She held on grimly and passed on the wordless knowledge the pilots had no choice but to fly through the debris and shrapnel that resulted.  
 
    In the meantime, the gunners continued their rapid fire response to the enemy fighters’ attempt to break up the formation. Evelyn took that knowledge—that the Luftwaffe was trying to isolate one of the Forts, make her vulnerable—and passed it along the looser formation net.  
 
    Shit! They got Liberty Belle! Logan called out then, from his view in the ball turret. Evelyn looked through his angry eyes, feeling his sudden spike of despair as they watched the crippled Fort fall back, two of her four engines smoking. Instantly, the enemy fighters swarmed like so many insects, and Evelyn watched as the aircraft yawed over and began to spin down and out of control.  
 
    A few agonizing heartbeats later, first one, then three more parachutes fluttered open far below. Evelyn felt Logan’s bitter knowledge that there had been six other men on board that aircraft. Liberty Belle was one of the few birds flying without a psychic on board, and Evelyn suppressed a small, wicked feeling of relief that she hadn’t just lost one of her friends.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock level! 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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