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 Genghis Kahn Import/Export, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “Excuse me, Colonel? 
 
    Sansar Enkh looked up from the report to find her XO, Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell, standing in the doorway. “Yes?” 
 
    “I think you need to come to the ops center. You’re never going to believe this.” 
 
    Sansar cast another glance down at the report—a listing of all the secret entrances to the West Potomac Convention Center that her operatives had found—sighed and got up. Security for Jim Cartwright’s “meeting” was going to be…difficult. That many leaders in one spot, to say nothing of the number of people and aliens who wanted to kill Cartwright? Blue Sky! 
 
    She sighed again as she walked to the door and followed Bambi down a short corridor and through a reinforced steel door into the command center. The room was a square only 10 meters on a side—not anything like their former command center in Tashkent—but what it lacked in size, it made up for by not being a radioactive hole. 
 
    The Tri-V in the center of the room immediately captured her attention, as it showed Earth’s spaceship emergence area. One of the icons was highlighted, with identification codes next to it. As she watched, the technician manipulating the data zoomed in on the icon, and it separated into four separate ships. While two showed as transports, two were warships—a frigate and a light cruiser. 
 
    “What do we have?” Sansar asked. “That force is a little thin to be an invasion force. More Peacemakers?” 
 
    The war with the Mercenary Guild had just ended a few weeks before—well, not “ended” so much as “put into abeyance by the Peacemakers”—and a fragile truce was in place between the forces the Four Horsemen had brought, the forces under the Merc Guild banner, and all the other combatants in the area. She still wasn’t entirely sure whose side the Earth Republic’s mercenary forces were on. 
 
    “Four ships just emerged from hyperspace and are headed toward Earth,” the technician noted. 
 
    “I can see that,” Sansar said impatiently. She didn’t have time for riddles; she had too much work to do. “Whose ships are they?” 
 
    The wall to the left was covered in flat-panel monitors, and four lit up to show data on the individual ships that were approaching Earth. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing, ma’am,” the tech said, pointing them out. “One of the transports—this one right here—identifies as the Intergalactic Haulers’ Stone Mountain, but the other three have declared themselves to be ours.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ours?” Sansar asked. “Earth mercenary ships?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. There’s a transport, a frigate, and a light cruiser that say they belong to the Golden Horde.” 
 
    “That can’t be. We have a transport out—the War Pony—but we don’t own a frigate or a cruiser.” 
 
    “Apparently, we do now. EMS Polybolos, an Izlian Desha-Class frigate, and the light cruiser Sarisa are both saying they are Earth mercenary ships belonging to the Golden Horde. Also, the transport isn’t War Pony, ma’am; it’s the Ocean Trader.” 
 
    “Not possible. Get me whoever is in charge of that task force.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Although the technician didn’t appear to be doing anything, Sansar could tell from the twitching of her eyes that she was frantically working through her pinplants to make the requested connection. “Coming up on the main Tri-V now.” 
 
    The screen flashed, and the plot of the emergence area changed to the Combat Information Center, or CIC, of one of the ships. From the layout, Sansar guessed it was the transport, although why the leader of the task force would be commanding from the transport was beyond her. A figure stepped in front of the pickup and Sansar recognized…“Captain Nicolos? Is that you?” 
 
    Captain Markus “Spartan” Nicolos winced on the viewer. “Yes, ma’am. Captain Nicolos reporting for duty, with some war prizes we captured. Long story, Colonel. I figured they might come in handy, but it looks like things are…relatively…under control. I’m also heavy a full company of CASPers.” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “Captain Nicolos, you have a way of doing the unexpected at the most unexpected of times. I’m sure you have quite the story to tell, and I’m looking forward to getting your full report as soon as you can make it to our new temporary headquarters.” 
 
    “I’ll take a shuttle down as soon as we can get one ready.” 
 
    “Good. We have implemented an alternate command center in Houston until I decide where to put our new permanent base. I’ll have someone come and meet you at the Houston Starport.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am; I’m on my way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Genghis Kahn Import/Export, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Spartan walked into Sansar’s office, stood at attention next to the two chairs opposite her desk, and snapped a salute. 
 
    Sansar returned the salute and gestured to one of the chairs. “Have a seat, Captain. Welcome home.” 
 
    Spartan glanced around the office as he sat. “This is home, ma’am?” 
 
    “For now. Things are in a state of flux, as you may have heard.” 
 
    “Details have been sketchy out there, ma’am. We’ve just done our best with what we had available. I brought us home as soon as I heard the Peacemakers had gotten involved.” 
 
    Sansar nodded and smiled. “It’s good to have you back…but would you care to explain how you came into possession of not one, not two, but three ships?” 
 
    Spartan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. The contract in Mollaemia was proceeding on course, and I was pursuing our alternate mission of breaking into the Trade Guild’s systems. The ChrSha have found an interesting facility on Mollaemia, by the way, that I’d like to look at further someday. Anyway, I managed to get into the station’s computers, and thus the guild’s, without too much trouble. I also found out what was happening around the galaxy. Thankfully, we found the nanites in the paint with only one loss. I also spotted the shutdown code in the CASPer software update before it was installed, thanks to Sergeant O’Borne.” He paused for a moment as he thought about his maintenance chief, who was killed in action on the deployment. 
 
    He continued, “A Pushtal pirate frigate came into the system trying to extort Guild Station Trua for protection against the dangerous mercenaries from Earth. The Cochkala in charge, who also happened to be Wathayat, disagreed. He bought out the ChrSha’s contract and hired us, along with Captain Sloan’s ship, to take care of the Pushtal. Since I knew we were at war, I decided to take the ship rather than destroying it.” 
 
    Sansar held up a hand to stop him. “You ‘decided to take it?’” 
 
    “Well, yes, ma’am. There were other factors involved, fully detailed in my report, but at the end of the day, we took the ship. Most of the Pushtal crew were actually mercenaries and are now crewing the ship for us.” 
 
    Sansar shook her head and gave him a small wave. “I’ve learned to expect the unexpected from you…but you still surprise me. Please, go on.” 
 
    “We took possession of the frigate, now named Polybolos, and completed the contract in that system. With the war going on, and not knowing where you were, I took the team to Kelfor to check on the company that was still there. When we arrived, there was a MinSha battlecruiser and the transport, converted to be a fighter carrier, ready to assault the planet. Long story short, thanks to the ingenuity of Lieutenant Quinn and his team, we captured the transport, Ocean Trader. The battlecruiser is docked to the station above Kelfor-6, also claimed for the Golden Horde as a war prize, but it needs a shipyard. The real fight happened on the ground…” Spartan looked down at his hands. 
 
    “Go on, Spartan,” Sansar prompted. 
 
    “There were over two hundred MinSha on the ground, split between two of the entrances to the tunnels the Besquith used when we were there. The company at the Zuparti base had connected the tunnel to the base…and the MinSha were heading into the tunnels. Majors Enkh and King had been killed in a fighter strike on the base. So, I took my squad, and we executed a combat drop to take out one of the enemy forces.” 
 
    “How many CASPers did you have?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Seven,” he looked back up. “And we did the job. I never got a full body count, but we took down approximately one hundred MinSha infantry. Only three of us survived.” Spartan left out that he’d been personally hit twelve times in that engagement, but Sansar would see it in the CASPer camera footage included in his full report. 
 
    “With seven CASPers, you took out one hundred MinSha infantry?” Sansar asked, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Spartan sat up a bit straighter in his chair. Reliving that battle hurt, but he was proud of his troopers. “The other group of MinSha were handled by the company that was already on the ground, in the tunnels.” 
 
    “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    “We rebuilt the Zuparti command and control building and set it back to mostly the way it was before the assault. At that point, they called the contract complete. The problem was I had no way to crew the Ocean Trader, so we got creative.” 
 
    Sansar raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Ma’am, the Ocean Trader is being crewed by Horde personnel, using pinplants. Using the same logic we use to control CASPers. I wrote the code, and Sergeant Russel and her team wired up every vital station with pinlinks. We also converted the interior back to being a transport. It’s capable of carrying two full companies of CASPers and their troopers, support crew, and so on. I should also point out that, through all of this, Captain Sloan and the Stone Mountain’s crew were invaluable. 
 
    “From there, we had a rescue mission to execute as the dependents of the Pushtal who are now working with us were being held by pirates. We proceeded to a little-used system, where we defeated a squadron of fighters and took possession of the light cruiser, now named Sarisa, which is also controlled by pinplants. We also have a new toy at our disposal.” He reached into one of the pockets of his uniform and set a small box on Sansar’s desk, which he opened. 
 
    The small drone inside looked like their dragonfly drones, which Spartan had already upgraded once, but this one had a long proboscis on the front. 
 
    “What…is that?” 
 
    “I call it a mosquito,” he said as he picked it up out of the box. “The base is the same as the dragonfly, but I added this.” He indicated the proboscis. “It delivers an electrical charge. At its current setting, it will knock out an adult Pushtal. We took the ship without a shot being fired. The station was more difficult, but we took that as well and rescued most of the dependents. The pirates were spaced by the Pushtal leader due to the nature of their crimes.” 
 
    “By the Pushtal leader?” Sansar prompted. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The situation—” Markus took a moment to put together his thoughts on that incident. “It was one of the worst things I’ve ever seen, ma’am. The pirates had dismembered some of my crew’s mates and family, and who knows what before that. It was a way of letting them get their own justice. The footage is a part of my full report. I think you’ll understand once you see it.” 
 
    Sansar nodded and motioned for him to go on. 
 
    “Oh, and the space station is locked down and waiting. Another war prize for the Golden Horde.” 
 
    Sansar shook her head again. 
 
    “From there, we went back to Mollaemia, as we had an open invitation to shelter there until things died down in the galaxy. While we were there, we helped out Ther’Kla—that’s the Cochkala in charge of Guild Station Trua—and the ChrSha. They’re building a city on the surface of Mollaemia to support the traders that come through. Which, of course, I saturated with surveillance equipment. We’ll get a weekly packet of intel automatically from the systems I left behind. Some of it should already be on the way, actually,” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Ther’Kla was impressed with our service, so I also have this.” He dug out and held up the coin that Ther’Kla had given him. Spartan smiled. “His version of a challenge coin. 
 
    “Captain Sloan took the Stone Mountain and went looking for his leadership while this was happening, but he was unsuccessful. We also heard the battles here on Earth and at New Warsaw were over, so we came home.” 
 
    Sansar nodded slowly. “That’s one hell of a story.” 
 
    “There’s something else—I need to ask a favor. A personal one, though it also involves the Horde.” 
 
    “Ask.” 
 
    Spartan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s Carrie. Sorry, Sergeant Baker, ma’am. She was badly injured during the dust up on Kelfor-6. It’s something with her pinplants. She can’t move, can’t talk. It’s like she’s in a coma, but we know she’s aware. Based on my research, unless our people can handle it, I think the Wrogul are her best shot.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “You’re probably correct. Let me think about how best to accomplish that.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am?” Bambi asked from the door, interrupting. “Major Thorb is here to see you.” 
 
    Sansar smiled at Spartan. “He made it to the starport after you left so we had to send a second shuttle. If we keep getting this much traffic, our secret headquarters isn’t going to be secret much longer.” She waved to Bambi. “Send him in.” 
 
    Thorb came in and saluted. 
 
    Sansar returned it with a wince. “Is something wrong, ma’am?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Sansar said, shaking her head. “What I do know, though, is that I need to be worried when a SalSha comes in following formal procedures.” She looked at Thorb. “What did you break?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing, ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay, what did your pilots do? Breaking the Houston Starport air traffic control regulations again?” 
 
    “Well, not more than we needed to,” Thorb said with a shrug. “Besides, there really aren’t a lot of regulations currently being enforced at the moment. The flight pattern is pretty much a free-for-all.” He smiled. “It’s kind of fun, actually.” 
 
    Sansar looked at him critically. “You look different. Did you always have the blue stripes in your fur, and I just missed it?” 
 
    Thorb sighed. “May I have a seat?” Thorb asked, indicating the open chair. 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Thorb crawled up into the chair. “Yes,” he said when he was seated, “the blue stripes are new. They are a sign of maturity. If I were Human, I would now be considered an adult.” 
 
    “Wow,” Sansar said. “So, you had a pretty interesting childhood.” 
 
    “And then some. Usually, in our society, we don’t get any rank above spear-bearer until our stripes come in. But that’s not what I’m here for.” 
 
    “So if that’s not it, and if you didn’t break anything, and your pilots aren’t in trouble, why are you here?” 
 
    “Well, my pilots aren’t in trouble, but this is about something regarding them…” 
 
    “What is it?” Sansar asked. “I’ve never seen you so reticent.” 
 
    “I need to ask a favor from you. Well, two actually. And…they’re sort of big, important ones. And I really need them, but asking favors of your boss is…difficult.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come at a good time,” Sansar said, glancing at Spartan. “Today appears to be the day to ask for favors. Hopefully, your favor doesn’t involve going to another star system to find a Wrogul.” 
 
    “A Wrogul? No. Going to a different star system? Yes.” Thorb smiled. “Well, not exactly. We actually need to go to two different star systems.” 
 
    “Two? What for?” 
 
    “Well, as I’m sure you’re aware, we’re running low on pilots. It’s not that we need to train more, either—we’re almost out of SalSha to train. There are only a couple dozen of us left here, and most are dependents. There are a few who will make good pilots, in time, but they’re too young at the moment. We need to go back to my home planet and bring back more of my people.” 
 
    Sansar nodded slowly. “I’ve been meaning to talk with you about that; however, I hadn’t come up with a good place to put you yet.” 
 
    “Oh! Well that isn’t a problem,” Thorb said. “The rest of us pooled our money, and we bought a new homeland here.” 
 
    “You bought a new homeland?” 
 
    Thorb’s smile grew. “We needed a place where we could raise our young without having to go back and forth to our old planet. We want to immigrate to Earth.” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” Spartan said. “The taxes here suck.” 
 
    “Not for aliens,” Thorb said. “We get special treatment.” He looked back to Sansar. “We bought Rimariki Island in Whangaruru.” 
 
    Sansar’s eyebrows knit as she ran a pinplant search. “I’ve never heard of that. Are you sure—wait, I’ve got it. Whangaruru? In northern New Zealand?” 
 
    Thorb nodded. “Exactly! We bought the whole island, along with all the islands around it. That is going to be our new homeland.” 
 
    “You’re going to put all of your people on one little island?” 
 
    “Well…we may also use some of the underwater area around there, and out into the Pacific Ocean, but if the local authorities don’t know, they can’t really tax us, can they?” Thorb winked at Spartan. “Problem solved.” 
 
    “And what are the local authorities going to say when the local fisherman start complaining about all of the fish disappearing or—worse yet—the appearance of a grahp?” 
 
    “We haven’t brought any grahp with us…” Thorb said, looking hurt. That lasted about two seconds, then the little alien perked up. “Bringing some of them would be a great idea, though. Just think, if we domesticated them, we could use them for all sorts of purposes—” 
 
    “Like what? Raiding coastal towns like the Vikings used to?” When Sansar saw he was actually considering it, she added, “No! Don’t even think about it. You’re not Vikings and you’re not doing any coastal raiding. That ended a thousand years ago.” 
 
    “Sometimes, you take all the fun out of things.” Thorb’s shoulders slumped, but then the smile returned. “Okay, no coastal raiding. Besides, uplifting a grahp would be one of the dumbest things ever. No one—and especially not us—would be that stupid. So, can we go get more of our people? We’d only need a transport or five.” When Sansar didn’t say anything immediately, he cocked his head. “You did promise to bring more of our people here.” 
 
    Sansar sighed. “Yes, I did. And yes, I will. I’ll need some time to think about how best to do that, though. The local government is also probably going to want to do some environmental impact studies and things like that before you take possession of the island.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “Nope. It’s amazing what a handful of red diamonds will do to help an inspector change his mind. Just wave some around, and red tape parts like Moses and your Red Sea.” 
 
    “Moses?” Sansar asked. “Where did you get Moses?” 
 
    “While we were looking at Whangaruru, some of the SalSha met Preacher Joe. He came down the beach talking to himself and drinking out of a brown paper bag. He told us he wanted to save us. We listened to him for a while, but then told him that we didn’t need saving; we’d already saved ourselves. And him, too, for the record. I don’t think he’d ever seen a SalSha before, because when we started talking to him, he ran off screaming. He was an odd person.” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “Okay, I’ll arrange transport for some of your people to immigrate here. You said you needed two things. What was the other?” 
 
    “We want to join the Merc Guild.” 
 
    One eyebrow went up. “Oh. You do, do you? After what they just did, you’d like to be part of the guild?” 
 
    Thorb nodded solemnly. “It isn’t that we want to be in the guild, so much as we need to be in it. Right now, my home world is open and anyone that wants can come in and wipe us all out can do that. We need the protection of the Galactic Union, and the fastest way to get that is through the Merc Guild. Also, I suspect we will need credits going forward, and the fastest way to get them is through mercenary contracts, whether as the prime contractor or as a subsidiary one. In either event, we need to be official mercenaries in order to get paid.” 
 
    Thorb paused and smiled. “Unless you want to fund us forever, in perpetuity, that is.” 
 
    “No,” Sansar said, shaking her head. “I don’t imagine I want to pay for you forever.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s what I figured. While I would love a big Sugar Momma—” 
 
    “I am no one’s ‘Sugar Momma,’” Sansar said. 
 
    “—to pay for my every need, we, the SalSha, will have to now work for our pay. Not that we haven’t fought and died in the last few months, but as prime contractors, we’ll get the bigger cut of the profits. 
 
    “Besides, like you said, the Merc Guild is corrupt. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t change institutional culture from the outside. If you want to make real change, you have to do it from the inside; therefore, we need to be corporate members to unfuck whatever it is that’s wrong with them.” 
 
    Sansar sat back in her chair and chuckled. “Who are you?” she asked finally, “and what have you done with Thorb? Institutional change? Corporate members? Next thing you know, you’re not going to want to do kloops anymore.” 
 
    Thorb sighed. “Who am I? I am the crown prince of the Salusians, that’s who I am, and I need to look after my people. It was impossible while the war was going on, and I have to admit to becoming depressed at times with the number of my people whose lives were thrown away needlessly. When the grahp comes to our society, everyone fights. The galaxy could use a little more of that spirit. I’ve never seen anything as stupid as the way this galaxy works. Or doesn’t work, more like. 
 
    “Similarly, Humans are the strangest bunch of…people I have ever seen. You spend more time fighting yourselves than you do the bad guys. Earth nearly got taken over, and your government is whining that mercs should work so that it can pay the people who don’t want to work. What the hell is up with that? You should be designing space-based defenses so the Merc Guild—or anyone else!—doesn’t come back here and take you over. What the hell is wrong with you Humans?” 
 
    “I think I would vote for you for president over everyone else currently in politics,” Sansar said with a laugh. 
 
    Spartan nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Are you saying I’m wrong? The only reason I want to move my people here is that you at least have some hope of defending Earth. My home planet has no defenses, nor is it likely to get them any time soon. It’s easier to move here than try to fortify our system. We’d go to New Warsaw if we could, but their oceans are awful.” 
 
    “They are?” 
 
    “Yeah, no waves. The surfing sucks, and the water’s gross. But at least Alexis believes in defending her system.” 
 
    “We believe in that, too,” Sansar said. “In fact, I think that’s one of the things Jim Cartwright is going to propose going forward.” 
 
    “Well, he better propose it at the barrel of a laser rifle, or no one here is going to take notice of what he thinks. All they want is their free money.” 
 
    “I have a feeling, knowing him, that he won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. I don’t know how he’s going to do it yet, but he has a way of getting people to do what he wants.” 
 
    “Well, good. Maybe you’ll have this all squared away by the time we get back. Make sure he changes the tax codes so aliens don’t have to pay taxes. The SalSha don’t get anything from the government; why should we have to pay anything into it?” 
 
    “That’s not really the way government works,” Sansar said, “but I’ll let him know what you said.” 
 
    Thorb looked down and then back up at Sansar. “Oh, and speaking of paying…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I suspect that there will be fees and such for joining the Merc Guild. The SalSha did an awful lot of flying and dying for the Golden Horde over the last few months, and you promised me, when you were on my home world, that you would pay us for our service; any chance I can get some of the cash you promised for wages and death benefits so I can pay all of the fees?” 
 
    Sansar smiled. “I’m sure I can send you with a stack of credit chits when you go.” 
 
    “Thank you very much.” Thorb bowed in his seat. “So…when can we go?” 
 
    Sansar thought for a moment then smiled. “Well, as it turns out…” Sansar looked over at Spartan. “It happens a transport I didn’t know I had just became available. And, as it turns out, the Golden Horde has some unfinished business on your planet that I would like Spartan to take care of there.” 
 
    “Unfinished business?” Thorb asked. 
 
    Sansar nodded. “While we brought the uplift machine with us, there’s no telling if there are others around the facility, or what other goodies exist there. With the MinSha attack, we never had time to thoroughly search the facility or see if there were other facilities around. The lab we went into held other equipment that might be valuable, and I want you to bring back everything that goes along with the uplift machine. For one thing, we can’t just leave it lying around there; there’s no telling who might find it and use it.” 
 
    She smiled at Thorb. “Some races are just too inquisitive for their own good sometimes.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying there’s no end to the possibilities if the Salusians got their unsupervised hands on one of those machines. You may not remember, but I had to go to a tribunal to answer for uplifting your race; trust me, you don’t want to do that.” A smile crossed her face but was quickly gone. “I also want you to check out everything else you can find from that era and see what we can learn from it.” 
 
    “Did you have one of your dreams, ma’am?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t take a dream to know that the Merc Guild—and probably all the other guilds—are lying to us. The Merc Guild had Canavars. Where did they get them? If there are Canavars, and the Dusman are back, how much longer will it be until the Kahraman are back, too? In my mind, we are going to need all of the old tech we can get our hands on. In the Second Battle for Earth, ships popped in with weapons we’d never seen before. Where can we get them? If there is information on weapons or technology from that time, we not only want it, we need it!” 
 
    Spartan nodded. “Got it, ma’am. My team will go with them, and while the SalSha figure out what to load and bring back of their civilization, we’ll search through the ruins of the facility to see if there’s anything useful.” 
 
    “Good. Be on the lookout for additional facilities on the planet, or on other planets in that system. If the Kahraman or their agents were there, there may be other labs. Based on the ruins of the C’Natt facility we found on the first trip, it looked like their crew was abandoned there. If so, any other facilities will be in a similar state.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We’ll find everything we can.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re both dismissed. I’ll let operations know they need to find a crew for Ocean Trader and Sarisa, ASAP.” She smiled at Spartan. “While your folks were able to get them here, it’s better to send them back with a crew of professionals.” 
 
    “About the Pushtal—I had an agreement with them to a point, and I’ve been able to pay them some from what I took with me. Right now, they’re sub-contracting as the crew for the Polybolos. How do you want to proceed with them? I’d like to keep them crewing the ship.” 
 
    “I see no reason for that to change as long as you’re comfortable with them.” 
 
    “Works for me.” Spartan stood to leave. “Are you expecting trouble, ma’am?” 
 
    “These days? I expect trouble everywhere I look. The Chinese had a curse, ‘May you live in interesting times.’ If so, we’re as cursed as can be.” She met Spartan’s eyes for a moment, then added, “The word is out that we uplifted the SalSha. Sooner or later, someone is going to figure out where they’re from, and they’re going to go looking for the machine and anything else laying around. I want you out of there before they arrive.” 
 
    “We’ll go like the wind, ma’am.” 
 
    “One last thing,” Sansar said. “I know both of you are used to operating independently, but you’re going to have to work together on this. Colonel Thorb, you will be in overall charge of the mission and on recovering your people, but I want Spartan in charge of the tech recovery efforts. Do either of you have any issues with that?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Spartan replied. 
 
    “No,” Thorb said. “Wait…Colonel?” 
 
    Sansar smiled. “Well, you are the crown prince and all, and you’re responsible for our air wing, which is normally an O-6’s position, so I think that’s only appropriate. Besides, if you’re going to go talk with the Merc Guild, the rank of major won’t get you very far.” 
 
    Thorb cocked his head as he thought about it. “I understand what you’re saying, but I command less than a company’s worth of folks at the moment. Colonel is a little far of a reach. How about lieutenant colonel?” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Done. I will make the necessary notations in your file.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Sansar said. “Now, if you don’t have anything else with me, you both have an awful lot to do in a short time. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    Spartan and Thorb walked to the door. Thorb turned as he started to open the door and said, “No matter what else happens, and no matter what rank I wear, the day that I don’t want to fly a kloop is the day you know the Merc Guild has beaten me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spartan shut the door to Sansar’s office and hurried to catch up with Thorb, who hadn’t waited for him. “Lieutenant Colonel Thorb? You know, you’re a lot different in person than the stories I’ve heard about you.” 
 
    Thorb stopped and cocked his head. “How so?” 
 
    “I don’t know. More serious, I guess. And crown prince? What’s that all about?” 
 
    Thorb turned and started walking, but Spartan’s longer strides helped him catch up. “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Thorb stopped again and, after a long moment, sighed and turned back to Spartan. “There’s no sense hiding it; the information is going to get out at some point, anyway. Yes, I am the crown prince of my people, or I was anyway. When the Golden Horde arrived on my planet and asked for someone to come with them, what could my father do? He couldn’t let one of his people do something that he wouldn’t send one of his own family to do. I volunteered. Well, that’s not true. My father volunteered me, and I—eventually—agreed to go. The next thing I knew, I was waking up on a table with my head full of new knowledge and concepts I’d never thought of before. 
 
    “Before I knew it, I was flying a space fighter, then it was off to the war. More flying, more of my people dying. It wasn’t important who I was, so much as I did the best job possible leading my people. It’s what my father would have expected of me. The other pilots are all warriors like me—sub-adults without the blue stripes of adulthood. Except that now I am an adult.” 
 
    “Well, we all have to grow up some time,” Spartan said with a shrug. 
 
    “I am a fan of your aviators’ ‘Peter Pan Clause,’” Thorb said. “That’s more the Salusian way of doing things.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You can grow up if you want to, but you don’t have to.” Thorb sighed. “But now I have to.” 
 
    “Why do you have to grow up now? Just because you got blue stripes? They’re navy blue and really hard to see. I won’t tell anyone about them if you don’t want me to.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether you tell anyone or not. The SalSha here have already seen them, and they know what it means; I am now king.” 
 
    “You’re…what? King? Did your father die?” 
 
    “No, we do it differently than you. When a king’s firstborn son turns into an adult, he automatically becomes king, unless one of the other adults at the time wants to challenge him for the kingship. Once a king is determined, the former king has the rest of his life to mentor and advise the new king. You have to remember that our lives are much shorter than yours. With all the grahp in our waters, it was important for the king to pass on the kingship earlier in life so the king-to-be gets as much of his father’s training as possible.” 
 
    “And if someone wants to fight you?” 
 
    “Then I will fight.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of barbaric?” 
 
    “Sure it is—it is the product of a barbaric society, which is what the Salusian society is…at least until everyone is uplifted. The strongest rules; that is the way with most barbaric tribes. Hopefully, once we uplift all of our people and bring them here, we can do away with all of the practices of our old, barbaric society. At the moment, though, I have to honor what we had, not what we might have in the future.” 
 
    Spartan’s eyes widened as the implications hit him. “So the rules are still in place.” Thorb nodded. “So what you’re really doing with this trip is going back home to assume the kingship and fulfill any fighting that may be required. You made up those other things because you needed reasons to return to your home world for the duels…or whatever they are…because you didn’t think Sansar would let you go otherwise.” 
 
    “No, the other reasons are all legitimate. As king, I need to protect my people, and getting them here provides a level of protection they don’t have on the home world. Assuming the Merc Guild doesn’t hit Earth with an antimatter bomb, anyway.” He shrugged. “That’s another reason for us to join the Merc Guild—so that doesn’t happen. 
 
    “As far as not wanting to tell Sansar about the duels, though, that is correct. There is a good chance that one of the Salusians—especially a non-uplifted one—or maybe even more than one, will challenge me. If that happens, there is a real possibility I will die.” 
 
    “And yet you’re going back.” 
 
    “Not going back isn’t an option. You can’t flee from your responsibility in my civilization. Anyone who doesn’t do their part is ostracized. On our world, that usually means death.” 
 
    “You know, the Horde takes care of its own. I respect that you recognize and want to follow your customs. But if a friend of the Horde is in danger, we act. I’ve captured a ship and a space station just to get the family of my Pushtal crew back. I don’t know that I can let you walk into a death match. I’ve lost enough people of my own to combat—” 
 
    “You cannot interfere. The result would be the same,” Thorb said firmly. 
 
    “Is this something you want to do? Can’t you just stay here, work with the Horde, or whatever merc outfit you want to?” 
 
    “Not if they had a SalSha in them. Being ostracized means never having contact with another SalSha ever again. They wouldn’t tolerate me. They would shun me or kill me. Better to die in the challenge than to always live in fear that someone you once loved will try to kill you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that, I guess.” Spartan sighed. “That’s a tough spot to be in. I can see why you would be more serious today.” 
 
    Thorb shrugged. “There’s always hope for tomorrow, though, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Hope springs eternal,” Spartan said. “By the way, what’s a kloop?” 
 
    “It’s an underwater ballet used to welcome home an honored warrior after a successful battle. It takes at least sixteen people to do it correctly and is a spiraling dance with an intricate reverse-helix pattern.” 
 
    “Sounds impressive.” 
 
    “It is. It’s even more so when done with space fighters.” 
 
    “Think they’re going to do one for you when you return?” 
 
    “With all the people under my command that we lost?” Thorb asked. He shook his head. “Not a chance.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re letting him go?” Bambi asked. “In spite of that whole ‘challenge’ thing?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sansar said. “He has to be true to himself and to his people.” 
 
    “But he could be killed!” 
 
    “He could have been killed while he fought for us, too; still, he always survived. When no other ship in his squadron made it, he did. I have a feeling he’ll make it this time, too.” She shrugged. “Besides, the rest of the mission has to happen, regardless. The SalSha need to be recognized by the Galactic Union and the Merc Guild, and their joining the Merc Guild is the easiest way for that to occur. We need to search his planet and the other planet in the system for Republic technology before someone else snatches it out from under our noses. We also need more SalSha pilots, so it’s important they go and bring back more of the Salusians to be uplifted.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a cold-blooded way to look at it, don’t you think?” 
 
    Sansar shook her head slowly. “It’s the rational way to look at it. They bring a capability to our forces we wouldn’t otherwise have. We’ll need it going forward.” 
 
    “So you really think the Kahraman are coming?” 
 
    “Based on everything we’ve seen, don’t you?” 
 
    Bambi sighed. “Yeah, I do. Hopefully, it will be later rather than sooner; there is an awful lot of rebuilding we need to do, not just here, but in New Warsaw. Not to mention the fact that we need a new headquarters of our own. The lieutenant did a great job putting this facility together out of chicken wire and bubble gum, but we need more space to set up our gear if we want to have the same facilities—and the same kind of reach—we used to in Uzbekistan.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Sansar said. “And I’ve found a place that I think will do very well for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Target Range, Asbaran Solutions HQ, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “Careful!” Corporal Taheri exclaimed. He pushed the barrel of the hypervelocity pistol away from him so that it pointed downrange. “Never, ever, point a pistol at something you don’t intend to shoot. Ever!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Thorb said, doing his best to look bashful. 
 
    Taheri regarded Thorb critically, before sweeping his gaze across the other four SalSha. “When they asked me to check you guys out as a favor to the Golden Horde, they said you’d had combat experience.” 
 
    “We have!” Thorb said. He looked down at the ground. “Of course, it was in space fighters and bombers, not in ground combat.” 
 
    “So, what do you know about using pistols and rifles?” 
 
    “We know what we downloaded,” Thorb said. The other SalSha nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” the corporal said, looking to the heavens. “I knew I picked a bad day to stop sniffing glue.” 
 
    “You sniff glue?” Thorb asked. “What does it smell like? Is it like a female in heat? Is that why you do it?” 
 
    “What? No, that’s not why you—” He shook his head. “Never mind. Forget I said that.” He shook his head again. “Maybe we’d better start at the beginning. Why are you here?” 
 
    “We are going to our home world, and Colonel Enkh said it may be dangerous,” Thorb explained. “We thought it might be good if we had some experience with ground combat weapons. We tried laser rifles, but they’re too big for us, so we decided on something that was more appropriate—the hypervelocity pistol. We wanted to try it out at the Golden Horde headquarters, but they got all screechy about rounds going through walls and destroying equipment and such. That’s when Colonel Enkh decided to ask Asbaran if we could use your range and—” 
 
    “And I had the bad luck of having my office painted today, so I was available to give you a demonstration on them.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Well,” Taheri said, reaching over and taking the pistol back from Thorb, “the first thing about weapons on my firing range is that you don’t hold them until you know what the fuck you’re doing with them. And, let me guess, none of you know shit about firing these pistols or any sort of safety procedures, do you?” 
 
    “Nope. But you’re going to teach us, right?” All the SalSha nodded their heads vigorously. 
 
    Taheri sighed. “Yes, for all my sins, I am going to show you how to use the Mk 17 hypervelocity pistol accurately and, more importantly, safely.” He turned and led them over to a table and spent 30 minutes going over the range safety procedures, then another 30 minutes showing the SalSha how to operate the pistol. 
 
    “Okay,” Taheri said once he was finished. “What do we know about this pistol?” 
 
    All of the SalSha’s hands went up. He picked one. “It has a seven-round magazine that comes attached to the barrel of the weapon.” 
 
    Taheri nodded. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because the barrel degrades so much that after seven shots, you’d have to change it out, anyway, so it was easier just to change it out with the magazine.” 
 
    “Okay, what else?” 
 
    “The new magazine/barrel combo fits into the grip section, which can either come with a scope or without.” 
 
    Taheri looked at the SalSha that had answered. “Does having a scope make it a precision weapon?” 
 
    “No, Corporal Taheri, it doesn’t. By the time you’d get it sighted in, it would be time to change out the barrel again, obviating the entire procedure. The sights are only to aid in target acquisition, like if you had a thermal sight.” 
 
    Taheri nodded. “So, you were listening after all.” 
 
    “I was trying, but you’re awful boring with the—” 
 
    “What? This is important shit I’m teaching you!” 
 
    Thorb shrugged. “Well, you did go on a long time about where to put our ‘booger pickers’ and where not to put them. We don’t even have boogers to pick; we just want to fire the pistols.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re interested in something,” Taheri said, shaking his head while he wondered who he’d pissed off to get this assignment, “but the problem is that the round coming out of the pistol, while small, is doing so at over four times the speed of sound. If you don’t know what you’re doing, you could kill someone several miles away!” 
 
    “Which is why we keep our booger pickers off the bang-switch until we’re aiming at the target,” Thorb said. “We know. We’re quick learners; if we weren’t, we’d all be grahp food. By the fifth time you said it, it became boring.” 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Smartass, sir, where does the power to make the weapon fire come from?” 
 
    Thorb stifled a yawn. “It doesn’t come from a ‘place’ but from ‘places.’ There is a power cell that goes in the grip stock, as well as an additional power core in the individual rounds. It takes a lot of power to make even a round that small go almost 5,000 feet per second.” He cocked his head. “Can we fire them now?” 
 
    “Yeah! Yeah! Can we? Can we?” they all asked in unison. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Genghis Kahn Import/Export, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “So how did they do?” Sansar asked, looking up from a map of downtown Houston. 
 
    “Pretty well, all things considered,” Bambi replied. “Only one round off the range, and that missed killing anyone. The Asbaran Solutions corporal working with them qualified all five and asked that we never send him any more SalSha, ever again.” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “They can get under your skin if you let them. Speaking of which…” 
 
    “We got a new Tri-V monitor in the last shipment the Gray Wolves brought over,” Bambi said. “The one Thorb trashed has already been replaced.” She nodded to the map, where several spots were marked in red. “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s an old parking garage here we can expand. The Gray Wolves were using it, but I just talked to their boss, and they’re willing to sell it to us cheap.” 
 
    “How cheap?” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “Oh, the standard rate. A favor here, a favor there.” 
 
    “Like we wouldn’t do it anyway.” 
 
    “Like I said, cheap.” 
 
    “So, we’re not going back to Uzbekistan?” 
 
    “Maybe someday, but for now, I think it’s important to keep our finger on the pulse of what’s going on, and we can do that better here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Intergalactic Haulers Transport Stone Mountain, Earth Orbit 
 
    Spartan walked down the corridor of Stone Mountain with Sergeant Pilz, who was pushing a gurney on which Sergeant Carrie Baker lay unmoving. Spartan had joined them in the hangar of the ship, having just flown up from Earth. 
 
    “You think they’ll help her, sir?” Pilz asked. 
 
    “I believe they will, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Where are they taking her?” 
 
    “The Cerulean Clinic on Azure. Apparently the Wrogul have some interesting capabilities when it comes to working on human brains, and they do amazing things with pinplants.” 
 
    Pilz nodded. “I hope they can, sir.” 
 
    “Me too, Sergeant,” Spartan said as he looked down at Carrie. He smiled sadly, remembering the few times they’d had to spend alone. He was pretty sure Colonel Enkh or Major Good had intentionally moved her out of his chain of command so their relationship didn’t break regulations. 
 
    Spartan looked up as they arrived at the medical bay, where Captain Sloan was waiting in the passageway. 
 
    “Captain, I didn’t expect to see you down here,” Spartan said as Pilz took Carrie through the door. 
 
    “I understand you’re about to be off again, so I thought I’d come by before we leave. And yes, I know you can’t tell me where you’re going, so I won’t ask,” Sloan said with a sly grin. “We’ll take good care of Sergeant Baker for you.” 
 
    “I have no doubt. If it weren’t for Doctor Wells, I doubt she’d be here at all. I won’t forget that. And thank you for taking this on.” 
 
    Sloan shrugged. “I don’t have much else to do right now. Besides, we haven’t been to that sector before. I’ll spend the time poking around to see if I can get a lead on Snowman.” 
 
    “I hope you can find something,” Spartan said with a nod. 
 
    “I’m sure you want to check on her, so I’d better go make sure we’re ready to head out. Good luck wherever you’re going. Stay safe out there, Spartan.” 
 
    Spartan grinned. “Safe is something I don’t know if I’ll find until I retire, Captain.” 
 
    Sloan chuckled and walked down the corridor as Spartan walked into the medical bay to find Doctor Wells hooking Carrie up after moving her to one of their medical beds. 
 
    “Everything good to go?” he asked. 
 
    “All set, sir,” Pilz replied. “I’ll go head back to the Trader.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant,” Spartan said and walked over to stand near Carrie, without getting in Doctor Wells’ way. “Thanks again for all your help. With Carrie and with my troopers.” 
 
    “It’s what a doctor does, Captain Nicolos,” she said in a professional voice as she finished getting Carrie settled in. Once finished she looked up at Spartan with a concerned expression. “You’re going off again, I heard?” 
 
    “Word travels fast.” He grinned. 
 
    “Yes, well, you know how it is.” She shrugged. “Do try not to get yourself shot up so badly this time, Captain. I’d hate to see my good work ruined.” 
 
    Spartan chuckled, recalling the weeks he’d spent in this very medical bay after the action on Kelfor-6 against the MinSha. The video of that engagement from Staff Sergeant Brandon “Irish” Johnston’s CASPer camera was apparently making the rounds among the Horde. “I’ll do my best not to take on a hundred MinSha with a short squad this time.” 
 
    “You do that,” Wells said with a grin. “Don’t worry about Sergeant Baker. I’ll make sure they take good care of her, and hopefully she’ll be here on Earth waiting when you get back.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Thank you, Doctor.” Spartan nodded and left the bay to go back to his shuttle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 EMS Sarisa, Earth Orbit 
 
    Spartan, Staff Sergeant Brandon “Irish” Johnston, Sergeant Mohammed “Moh” Bridges, and Specialist Stephanie Volk sat in Spartan’s quarters on the last of the three ships they had captured during their previous mission. 
 
    “Glad you decided to move back over here, sir,” Irish said. “So, what’s this about?” 
 
    “Well, we’re what’s left,” Spartan said as he pulled a bottle of aged scotch from his desk, along with a few real glasses. He handed the glasses out and poured everyone, including himself, a small drink. “Sorry, Irish. Don’t have any Irish Whisky.” 
 
    Irish chuckled and shook his head. “Smartass…sir.” 
 
    “I’m afraid this time, I’m going to have to fill out the squad, Irish,” Spartan said before he sipped. 
 
    “What, we can’t go on with just the three of us?” Moh asked with a grin. 
 
    Volk cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow at Moh. 
 
    “Sorry, Steph…you know what I mean.” 
 
    Volk nodded. “I know.” She took a drink of the scotch and coughed as her eyes started to water. “Damn,” she barely got out. 
 
    Spartan, Moh, and Irish all laughed while she recovered. 
 
    “Seriously. We’re going to have to fill out the squad,” Spartan said once everyone settled down. “Obviously, Hazard will run as my second, but you’ll still be my squad. Steph, you’ll take care of our CASPers as a priority.” 
 
    Volk nodded once. “Be my pleasure, boss.” 
 
    The humor left the room as Irish and Moh set their drinks aside and pulled out their slates. 
 
    “You three will be moving over here to Sarisa with me. Hazard will run the rest of the company on the Ocean Trader, for now. We need to pick at least six more troopers to move to Sarisa and become a part of our squad.” 
 
    “We have room for that many on this ship?” Irish asked. 
 
    “We do,” Spartan confirmed. 
 
    “Okay, what’s the mission?” 
 
    “We have a two-step mission coming up. The first step will be a trip to Capital Planet. We’ll be taking Thorb to speak to the Merc Guild. He wants the SalSha to join the guild.” 
 
    Irish grimaced. 
 
    “I know, but things are changing quickly. I hope you’ve been updating yourself on the intel briefs that have been downloaded because it’s a whole new galaxy…at least, it’s heading that way,” Spartan explained as he pulled out his own slate. 
 
    “The second phase is a bit different. We’re heading to the Trigar system, home of the SalSha. The mission is to pick up more of the Salusians and scout both the planet and the system. There are Kahraman ruins on Trigar 2-A, and we’re going to make sure we scour every last bit of it for tech that might be useful. 
 
    “I’ll be drawing up an equipment list for that purpose. Steph, come up with an equipment list for the CASPers. Put together a requisition for everything you think we might possibly need, and I’ll see what I can get.” 
 
    “A lot of it we can manufacture on Ocean Trader. We’re pretty low on raw materials, though,” Volk pointed out. 
 
    “Okay, put together what you need. I’ll see if the colonel can help us track it down.” Spartan turned his attention to Irish and Moh while Volk got busy on her slate. “Sorry to leave it to you guys, but it’s going to be on you to work with Lieutenant Quinn and Personnel and fill out both the squad and the rest of the company. You know the kind of trooper I like working with, so don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be doing the command from a distance thing, now, boss?” Moh asked. “We’ve got a whole company now.” 
 
    Spartan stared at Moh, and Volk glanced up from her slate and shook her head ruefully. 
 
    “The only thing that would make that happen, Sergeant, would be a direct order from Colonel Enkh, and I doubt she’d give it. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal, sir,” Moh responded. 
 
    “Okay, get to work. I’ve got work of my own to settle, including transferring some credits to Captain Sloan to pay for whatever the Wrogul will have to do for Carrie. I’m sure the colonel would cover it, but she’s got enough on her plate.” 
 
    “Sir, can I ask something?” Volk asked after Irish and Moh saluted and left. 
 
    “Make it quick, Steph.” 
 
    “How the hell can you afford that? It can’t be cheap.” 
 
    “I wasn’t always a trooper, Steph. It’s a story for another time. Dismissed.” 
 
    Steph stood at attention for a brief second before she left and closed the hatch behind her. 
 
    Spartan sighed as he pulled up his accounts, which were thankfully still intact after the war. He was sure the colonel knew about them, but she’d never said a word. Of course, they all predated his time in the Golden Horde. He put an authorization code in place for Captain Sloan to pass along to the Cerulean Clinic for any costs associated with Carrie’s treatment. 
 
    Once that went through, he sent a quick note to Thorb and Colonel Enkh to update them on his ships’ readiness status. Spartan still needed to meet the new crews and figure out how the chain of command was going to work. Every mission introduced something new. 
 
    After the message was sent, he looked up at a piece of armor that was magnetically hung on the wall of his quarters. It was from the inside of the leg compartment of his experimental CASPer, code-named Hoplite, which had inexplicably exploded during a training exercise on Kelfor-6. The names etched into that beat-up, charred piece of armor were of the men and women he’d lost several years ago…and in many ways, they were the reason he was where he was today. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few days after the gathering in his quarters, new crew members were shuttled up to Polybolos to reinforce the Pushtal, and full replacement crews for Sarisa and Ocean Trader to free up his troopers. He reviewed the personnel files of the principal officers, and it seemed like a mixed bag, but they all passed muster. It was understandable given the current state of affairs around Earth. He admitted to himself that he was surprised Sansar had been able to put together warship crews so quickly, though he’d never disclose that to anyone else. It helped to have…sources, he guessed. Some of the officers showed up with a number of years of experience listed, but no previous duty stations. Gray Wolves. 
 
    As he was reviewing the files, there was a knock on his door. “Come,” he called out. 
 
    A petite woman opened the door and pulled herself in effortlessly. “Captain Nicolos?” 
 
    Spartan nodded and stood, instantly recognizing her from her file as Captain Antara Barjati, who would be the commanding officer for Sarisa. “Welcome aboard, Captain Barjati. Would you like a seat?” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said and pulled herself into a chair. The ship had stopped spinning to facilitate load-aboard, and she was obviously at home in zero gravity. 
 
    “I’m glad you and the crew were able to report so quickly. We have quite a bit to get done,” Spartan said. 
 
    “Of course. I’ve gotten a high-level mission brief on our destinations from Lieutenant Colonel Lobdell, but she told me you’d fill me in on any other salient points.” 
 
    “I’m sure what Bambi gave you was enough on the mission profile. The things between the lines are that our little fleet is composed of ships that my troopers and I captured, so we’re pretty attached to them.” 
 
    “I’m sure your crew is quite capable, but I understand, based on what I’ve been given access to, that you’re accustomed to working as a small team, and you’re used to being in charge.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and considered. Barjati was blunt, that’s for sure. “True on both counts.” 
 
    “Let me assure you; I will protect this ship and anyone on it or any of the other vessels. I will command the fleet from Sarisa, and in the event of an engagement, your input will be considered as to how we should react; however, I would ask that, as it pertains to matters exclusively of the ships…let me do my job.” 
 
    Spartan grinned. “I think we’ll get along just fine, Captain.” 
 
    Barjati pushed out of the chair and toward the door. She paused at the door and turned back around. “I’ve seen the footage of…your encounter on Kelfor-6.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you survived it…or why you’d do that. But I’ll do everything I can to stay on your good side.” 
 
    He chuckled. “As long as you’re not trying to kill me or my troopers, you’ll be just fine, Captain. Thanks for stopping by.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few hours after meeting Captain Barjati, Spartan got word that the crews were onboard and getting acclimated to the ships. With that in progress, it was time to finish loading. 
 
    He opened a comm channel directly to Thorb. “Lieutenant Colonel Thorb. The crews are onboard, so we should be ready to depart within the day. When will your team be ready?” 
 
    “When will we be ready? About two days ago—we’ve been waiting for you! Hey, is there a place we can practice with our new pistols?” Thorb asked. “They won’t let us go back to the range at Asbaran Solutions. Assholes.” 
 
    “No!” Spartan responded quickly. “Standard procedure is that weapons are to remain unloaded while onboard unless and until you’re about to leave the ship. The last thing we want is a hole in the side of the ship from the inside. I doubt Ocean Trader’s captain would take kindly to that.” 
 
    “Bah. Everyone wants us to be proficient, but no one will let us practice with them. You put a few holes in things…” He sighed. “Did you get us more of them, at least?” 
 
    “I’ve gotten word that a shipment will be waiting on Karma. I’ll take the ships to pick it up while you’re on Capital Planet.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll be up soon.” 
 
    “Good. As soon as you’re loaded up and ready, we’ll leave for Capital Planet.” 
 
    Thorb signed off, and Spartan opened a connection to Lieutenant Jacob “Hazard” Quinn on Ocean Trader. 
 
    “What’s up, Spartan?” Hazard asked immediately. 
 
    “Just wanted to give you a heads up: Thorb and his group will be up soon.” 
 
    “Okay…and that concerns me because?” Hazard asked warily. 
 
    “It’s just that Thorb and his buddies have hypervelocity pistols now, and Thorb was asking about practicing on the ship,” Spartan explained. 
 
    “Oh, hell no! I hope you disabused him of that notion?” 
 
    “I did stress that it would qualify as a very bad idea, but from what I’ve heard, he doesn’t always listen. Besides, he outranks both of us. Keep an eye on them, will you?” 
 
    “Great, as if I don’t have enough babysitting to do with the new troopers. Thanks, Captain!” 
 
    They both grinned before Hazard signed off. Hazard had been Spartan’s unit commander not that long ago, and they had a good working relationship. Spartan was rather glad to be able to pawn off oversight of Thorb on Hazard. A task delegated was a task completed. 
 
    Spartan chuckled and shook his head. From leading CASPers into combat against superior numbers to shuttling a SalSha to Capital Planet. “Maybe we won’t get shot at this time,” he muttered to himself. He was about to return to ship preparations, then he realized that wasn’t his responsibility anymore. 
 
    Instead, he opened up the plans for the mosquito drone he’d come up with and started playing with other ideas, only this time he was working on an idea that could be used in space. His eyes unfocused as he dove deeply into his plans and blueprints. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, Earth Transport Ship Ocean Trader, Capital Planet Emergence Area 
 
    “Capital Planet Security wants to know our intentions,” said the comms officer, Lieutenant Valentina Scafideli. 
 
    “Please tell them we’re headed for Capital Planet orbit,” said Thorb. “You can also let them know that I, as a representative for my race, will be traveling down to the Mercenary Guild on business with a few of my kinsmen.” 
 
    The comms officer nodded and relayed the information. “Permission has been granted to transit to Capital Planet orbit,” the comms officer said after a few more transmissions. “You are also cleared to take a dropship down to the spaceport; however, apparently the guild is only accepting principals at the moment—none of your kinsmen or any other guards or troops will be allowed to accompany you into the building.” 
 
    “What do you think that means?” Spartan asked from the Sarisa. “Do you think it’s a trap?” 
 
    “No idea,” Thorb said, looking at the main Tri-V. “Probably not,” he added a few moments later. “They couldn’t have known we were coming.” 
 
    “Never underestimate the intelligence capabilities of your enemies,” Spartan warned. 
 
    Thorb looked over to the comms officer. “Do you have comms with any of the Winged Hussars’ ships? Pegasus should still be here, or at least one of its escorts. Can you get a status check from one of them if so?” 
 
    “Pegasus is here, along with Durendal and Excalibur,” the comms officer said a few moments later. “Pegasus reports all normal, and says that Colonel Cromwell and Colonel Shirazi are down at the Merc Guild. Their last status report said the situation was tense, but they didn’t indicate they were in any physical danger. Do you want Pegasus to let them know you’re coming?” 
 
    “No,” Thorb said with a smile. “I’d like to surprise them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Visitors’ Quarters, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Thorb looked at himself in the Tri-V image and straightened the new rank insignia on his ceremonial sash, then sighed. He hated formal occasions. A lot. And this was just the first of what he expected would be many such events after he took his place as king. 
 
    He’d been to see Alexis and Nigel the night before, once Sarisa and the other ships had left the system, and he had explained to them why he was here. They’d seemed as confused about why the SalSha needed to be recognized by the Merc Guild as Sansar had. Apparently, all the Humans subconsciously thought the SalSha were destined for no greater achievement than to be their minions. Forever. 
 
    Alexis had a motto for her Hussars that went something along the lines that they were no one’s prey. Well, the SalSha were no one’s minions. Thorb smiled at that. Maybe that could be his race’s motto. 
 
    Thorb was just about to leave for the Merc Guild Council Chambers when a message arrived in his implants addressed to him by the Merc Guild’s secretary. 
 
      
 
    To: Thorb, SalSha Mercenary Employed by Human Mercenary Company “Golden Horde” 
 
    From: Secretary, Mercenary Guild 
 
      
 
    Subject: Appearance Before Merc Guild Council 
 
      
 
    
    	 I have received your request to appear before the Merc Guild Council, ostensibly to request sponsorship for your race in front of the Galactic Union Senate as a probationary Mercenary Guild member. At this time, however, such a request cannot be accepted as the “SalSha” race is not a valid race in the Galactic Union. 
 
    	 As an uplifted race, there are certain procedures which must be completed before your request to become a probationary member can be approved. These are attached as Enclosure One. When the procedures in Enclosure One have been completed, please complete the form in Enclosure Two. When the form in Enclosure Two is complete, please file it, in accordance with the procedures outlined in Enclosure Three. Don’t forget to include the filing fee, which can be calculated via the procedures in Enclosure Four. 
 
    	 We look forward to your appearance before the Council once those procedures are complete. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Signed, 
 
    Major Bystyan-Kaan 
 
    Mercenary Guild Secretary 
 
      
 
    “Well, shit,” Thorb said to himself. He scanned the rest of the message and saw another seven enclosures beyond the ones listed in the original message. He opened up the file listed as Enclosure One, and his shoulders slumped. While he had expected a bit of paperwork to complete—it was impossible to get anything done without paperwork, he was coming to realize—the procedures involved getting certified by the Science Guild, the Union Credit Exchange, the Info Guild, the Cartography Guild, the Trade Guild, and the Merchant Guild. Then, once all of that was done, he had to go to the Peacemaker Guild. The extra enclosures to the original message detailed the procedures required for certification by each of the various guilds and sub-guilds. 
 
    This is stupid! 
 
    In order to get to see the Merc Guild, he had to go to every other guild before that to get their approval? Who the hell was running the stupid galaxy, after all? He’d assumed it was the Merc Guild, but now he had no idea. 
 
    Sighing again, he took off the ceremonial sash, folded it and put it away, and put on his vest. It didn’t appear he’d need the sash that day. Wearing your finest when you went places only seemed to make them want to charge you more, like the used air-car salesman Thorb had dealt with. When Thorb had become pissed off and walked away, only then had the salesman said he could sell it for half of what he had originally offered. Salesmen appeared to be the same all over the galaxy. 
 
    Thorb grabbed his pistol and his spacesuit—you never could be too careful on a planet that didn’t have a breathable atmosphere, and he wasn’t going anywhere on the planet unarmed—and took an underground tram to the Science Guild. 
 
    The ramp up from the station led to a door with the stylized logo of the Science Guild. Before Thorb could knock on it, the door slid aside to reveal a small office. In addition to a desk and a pair of benches well-suited for most species’ biology, there was another door leading out of the room as well as a small teller’s window. Thorb looked around the room and was unimpressed. It seemed dusty and unkempt, as if it hadn’t been used recently. It also had a musty smell that made his stomach queasy. 
 
    Seeing no one in the room, he approached the teller’s window, jumping slightly as the door slid shut behind him. There was no one behind the window, but as he got closer, the Tri-V image of a Jeha sprang to life in the window. 
 
    “Hello,” the Jeha said. “Are you buying or selling?” 
 
    “What?” Thorb asked. 
 
    The Jeha cocked its head in mock annoyance. “New technology. That’s what you’re here for, right? New technology? Are you buying or selling?” 
 
    “Uh…neither. I’m here because I’m applying for membership with the Merc Guild, but as an uplifted race, I need to be certified.” 
 
    “You’re not here for new technology?” the alien asked. “Fine. So be it.” The image of the Jeha disappeared. 
 
    After several seconds of nothing happening, Thorb shook his head and walked toward the other door. “Can I help you?” a voice asked him from behind as he reached for the door, and he jumped slightly. 
 
    He spun around to find the Tri-V image of a Veetch looking at him from behind the teller’s window. Despite an avian-looking head, which included a beak, the creature had a vaguely humanoid torso with four arms. 
 
    “Uh…maybe?” Thorb asked. “I’m here because I’m applying for membership with the Merc Guild, but as an uplifted race, I need to be certified or something like that.” 
 
    “Well, of course you do,” the Veetch said. “Can’t be giving weapons to just anyone because they say they want them, now can we? Of course not. We’d have mercenaries running around nuking each other and doing all sorts of other things that were bad for business and hard on the local populations. I mean, who wants another race like the Lumar? Am I right?” 
 
    “The Lumar I’ve met have been all right,” Thorb replied. “Maybe not the sharpest tools in the toolshed, but pretty honorable, anyway, unlike a lot of other races.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mean the Veetch!” the image exclaimed, jumping out of its seat. “I’ll have you know that we are important cogs in the machinery of a number of guilds, and I—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean the Veetch,” Thorb interrupted. “I was thinking more of the Veetanho.” 
 
    “Well, as long as you didn’t mean the Veetch.” The alien patted down some of its feathers, which had gotten out of place. 
 
    “So, can I get certified, or do whatever it is I need to?” 
 
    “Of course, you can. Come back in two weeks. We’re busy today, and that is the first available appointment.” 
 
    “Two weeks! I don’t have time to wait two weeks. I need to get this taken care of today! I have a number of other guilds to see, plus I’m on a mission that can’t be delayed.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re very busy, places to go, people to see…blah, blah, blah. Nothing could be more important, I’m sure.” The Veetch cocked its head. “What you may not understand is that we’re very busy too, developing the science necessary to keep this galaxy functioning. Our first available appointment is in two weeks.” 
 
    “Is there someone else there I can speak to?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “No. I alone am the sole arbiter of who goes where and who gets to see whom. I also determine when these meetings happen.” 
 
    “Are you some sort of AI?” 
 
    “AIs are illegal,” the Veetch said. “If any agency knew that, it would be the Science Guild. I am an autonomous virtual assistant, created to expedite and optimize the workflow of this office.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like you are optimizing anything. There’s no one here! It doesn’t look like there’s been anyone here in a long time. How is this optimization? Besides, this isn’t just ‘some office,’ this is the guild headquarters. Surely there is someone who can speak with me, at least for a moment. Isn’t there something that can be done to expedite my meeting? An additional fee perhaps, made payable to whomever is most likely to need it?” 
 
    “That sounds like bribery!” the Veetch exclaimed. “Bribery of a guild official! Peacemakers!” 
 
    “Whoa,” Thorb said, making a patting motion. “Easy there. I wasn’t trying to bribe you, just to get you to give me an earlier appointment.” 
 
    “There aren’t any. Oops, look at the time. It’s my lunch break. This is your one chance for that appointment time. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Thorb drew his pistol and pointed it at the Veetch. “I’m going to have to leave it. I want—no, I need—sooner.” Although he felt ludicrous pointing his pistol at an image, he was tired of dealing with the alien, if indeed it was an alien and not some sort of rogue autonomous program. 
 
    “None exist, and you are in danger of losing the appointment I have already given you. Last chance; take it or leave it.” 
 
    “I think I’ll pass,” Thorb said. He pulled the trigger, and the image flashed as the round went through it. It was a trivial disturbance, compared with the lights that began flashing and the sounding of horns that followed. 
 
    “Warning,” a voice sounded over the warning horns. “Atmospheric loss. Warning. Atmospheric loss. Emergency teams proceed to the entrance office. All other personnel, prepare for loss of pressurization and atmospheric loss.” 
 
    Thorb looked around the Veetch and could see a hole that went through the wall behind him. Apparently, the round had not only gone through it, but through another wall on the other side as well. Oops. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Thorb walked back to the underground tram with a “Certificate of Intelligence” that said he was smart enough to go die for money, if that wasn’t some sort of contradiction. He had received a 7.5 on some scale he didn’t understand. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and chuckled at the robots repairing the second hole he’d made through the exterior wall. He’d told the medical robot that he was done being poked and prodded—he was still walking bowlegged from the one “exploratory procedure” they’d done on him—but the thing hadn’t listened. He had no idea what most of the things they’d done to him had to do with intelligence and the ability to get killed for money, and the robots hadn’t been particularly forthcoming on any of it. 
 
    The whole process was weird. Since when did robots determine how smart someone was? He shook his head. And 100,000 credits for the data file on his slate that said he was worthy? What a rip-off, as the Humans would say. An hour spent bent over some examination bed was hardly worth 100,000 credits. They should have been paying him for all the things they got to do to him. 
 
    Not only was the procedure weird, but the staffing of the building was, too. Not only had the tests all been administered by robots, that’s all he’d seen in the building—robots. There hadn’t been so much as a Flatar walking around. For a headquarters building, it was remarkably understaffed by living, breathing individuals. The only non-robot he’d seen was the Veetch and the Jeha, but those were programs, not people. Weird. 
 
    He looked up as the tram chimed for the next stop—the Unified Credit Exchange. As that was the second place he had to go, he decided to get that taken care of this trip, too. Still sore from the probing he’d received at the Science Guild, he wobbled up the ramp to the door marked “Unified Credit Exchange.” A Lumar stood on both sides of the passage, just prior to the door, outfitted in combat armor and carrying large laser rifles. 
 
    “Dropping off or picking up?” asked the one on the right. 
 
    “Uh…neither?” Thorb replied. “I’m just trying to get my race certified so we can join the Merc Guild.” 
 
    The Lumar looked at each other, looked at Thorb, then looked back at each other. “Wait,” the one on the left said. His eyes went glassy, as if he were comming someone via his implants. 
 
    “Okay,” the left Lumar said after a few moments. “You can proceed. Window 137.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Thorb replied, walking toward the door. It opened at his approach, admitting him into a cavernous room as big as some hangars he’d been in. Teller windows, like in a bank on Earth, ran along one side of it for what was probably about three or four hundred yards. There were no other customers in the building; however, all the windows were open and had what looked like a Veetch sitting behind them. 
 
    Thorb walked over to the first one he came to. “Hi,” he said. “I’m here to—” 
 
    “One,” the Veetch said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “One what?” Thorb asked, his brows knitting. 
 
    “This is Window One,” the Veetch said, pointing to the symbol for the number one on the counter in front of it. “I handle monetary conversions between Tortantula currency and credits. Did you want to convert funds between those currencies?” 
 
    “Well, no. I was hoping—” 
 
    “We’re the Unified Credit Exchange. Hope won’t get you anywhere. Only credits will get you anything…and at this window, it’s Tortantula Biznots. If you’re not looking to buy or sell Biznots, go away.” With that, the Veetch drew a partition across the front of his window, blocking him from sight. 
 
    Thorb looked at the partition for a moment, wondering if a hypervelocity round would penetrate it. As the UCE was somewhat like a bank, he figured they’d probably have a better response team than the Science Guild had, and he decided discretion was the better part of valor. This time. 
 
    He looked at the next window and saw it was #3. “Where’s Window Two?” he asked the Veetch sitting behind the counter. 
 
    “It was done away with when the race was extinguished,” the Veetch said, looking put out for having to answer. “Do you want Sumatozou Kazingas or not?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Then go away.” The Veetch drew a partition across his window, blocking any further conversation. 
 
    Thorb fondled his pistol, dearly wanting to shoot one of the annoying Veetch. He’d happily have shot all of them, but he only had 19 rounds left with him after the two he’d used at the Science Guild, so he decided to keep walking. 
 
    Having broken the code on the numbering system, he decided to walk down to #137. The numbers grew as he walked along, skipping over a number or two periodically. He finally reached #136, but then the next number jumped to #139. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said to the Veetch at #139, “but I was looking for Window 137.” 
 
    “Nobody looks for Window 137,” the Veetch said. 
 
    “I am,” Thorb replied. 
 
    “You’re what?” 
 
    “I’m looking for number 137.” 
 
    “No, you already said that. I’m asking what race you are.” 
 
    “What race I am?” 
 
    “Are you going to repeat everything I say, or are you going to just answer the question?” 
 
    “I’m a SalSha.” 
 
    “Sorry, but we don’t have a SalSha window.” It cocked its head a second then added, “We don’t even have a currency listed for SalSha, nor is that race listed on any of our forms.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Thorb said, grinding out the words slowly to keep from shooting the Veetch. “That is why I’m here—I’m trying to get my race certified so we can join the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “Oh, then you need Window 137. Good day!” 
 
    Thorb reached out, trying to grab the Veetch’s throat, but the alien pulled the partition across the window, and all Thorb got for his effort was bruised knuckles as his paw slammed into the partition, which was a lot more solid than it looked. 
 
    “Damn it,” Thorb muttered as he rubbed his paw. He moved to the next window. “Excuse me, but can you please tell me where Window 137 is?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the Veetch said. “It’s down that way.” He pointed in the direction Thorb was already going. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Thorb said, looking down the row. “It’s the one all the way down at the end.” 
 
    “Well if you knew where it was,” the Veetch said, sounding exasperated, “why did you ask?” 
 
    Thorb tried to grab the Veetch, but once again the avian’s reflexes proved faster, and all he got was a set of bruises on his left paw to join the ones on his right. 
 
    “Stupid fucking Veetch,” Thorb muttered as he walked along the row of tellers. 
 
    Thorb arrived at the end of the row and, sure enough, the last window was marked “137.” As he reached it, the Veetch behind it looked at his slate and started to draw the partition across it. 
 
    This time, Thorb was faster. “Wait!” he exclaimed as he reached forward and grabbed the partition, holding it halfway open. “I have business with you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the Veetch said. “Closing time. Guild rules. Come back tomorrow.” He made another effort to close the partition. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll come back tomorrow,” Thorb said. “But if I have to, I’m bringing Vestigial Dust Bunnies, and I’m going to release them in here.” 
 
    “You’re bringing…what?” the Veetch asked, sitting back. 
 
    Thorb slid the window open the rest of the way. “Vestigial Dust Bunnies. What? You’ve never heard of them? Oh, they’re little mites that get down into your feathers and make all the natural oils harden, causing your feathers to chafe something fierce. If I have to come back tomorrow, I’m bringing a whole bunch of them, and I’m letting them loose here.” Thorb smiled. “Or, maybe, you could just take care of me now, and then I’ll have no reason to come back.” 
 
    “Yes, maybe that would be preferable,” the Veetch said. “It will save us both some time.” He nodded several times. “What is it you need?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get my race certified so we can join the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “What race is that?” 
 
    “The SalSha.” 
 
    “Never heard of them. What are SalSha?” 
 
    “SalSha are…me. I’m a SalSha. I’m an uplifted Salusian.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone that,” the Veetch said, looking around furtively. “Uplifting is illegal.” 
 
    “I didn’t do any uplifting; my race was uplifted by the Humans.” 
 
    “Never heard of them, either.” 
 
    “I have,” said the Veetch from #997, as he walked past. “Didn’t the Merc Guild just go to war against them?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but the war’s over now.” 
 
    “Was the war because the Humans uplifted you?” asked #137. 
 
    “Sort of…maybe? We’re not really sure what the war was about. Can I—” 
 
    “I heard the Humans had antimatter,” #976 said, stopping to join the conversation. “I heard they blew up three planets with planet-killer ships.” 
 
    “No, they didn’t,” Thorb said. 
 
    “How would you know?” #976 asked. “You’re not a Human—I’ve seen them. You’re a…I don’t know what you are.” 
 
    “He says he’s a SalSha,” #137 replied. “But I never heard of that or the Salusians he says he was uplifted from.” 
 
    “Me either,” #976 said. 
 
    “And I heard the war was because the Humans were trying to genocide the MinSha,” #997 interjected. 
 
    “No,” Thorb said. “There was no genocide, just like there were no planet killers used. Well, one did sort of get loose, but it was stopped before it could do any harm. “ 
 
    “I heard the planet killer was aimed here, at Capital Planet.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Thorb said, “it was, but we stopped it.” 
 
    “Wait,” #137 said. “You launched a planet killer at Capital Planet?” He started to draw the partition closed again, but Thorb was ready and grabbed it before the Veetch could shut it. 
 
    “No, the Humans launched it. Well, that’s not true; a Human launched it—accidentally—and then the Humans and the SalSha chased it down, and I flew a team over to the ship which detonated it early and saved Capital Planet.” 
 
    “You did?” #976 said. He patted #137. “Give the little…creature…whatever it is it wants.” 
 
    “Yes,” #997 said. “Give him what he wants so we can go get a drink and celebrate being alive.” 
 
    “Okay,” #137 said. “So, what was it you wanted again?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get my race certified so we can join the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “Oh, well, you can’t get certified without having a race identity for the ‘Race Field’ on our forms. Currently your race—the SalSha, right?—isn’t one of the races in the dropdown menu. As such, you can’t send any other races money, or receive it, either, which you need to be able to do to be a merc.” 
 
    “I am well aware of that. It’s the reason I’m standing before you today—I’m trying to get added to that, and certified, or whatever else is needed.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come to the right place,” the Veetch said, pulling its slate back out and tapping furiously on it. “Nothing could be easier, as that’s what I do. If you’d have just said so at the beginning, we could have gotten this taken care of quickly, and I’d be enjoying a nice beverage now.” 
 
    “I tried—” 
 
    “There,” the Veetch said, looking up. “All done. The fee is 100,000 credits. Will that be cash or credit transfer?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Golden Horde Light Cruiser Sarisa, Karma 
 
    The mood was tense as the trio of ships translated into Karma. 
 
    Spartan bit his tongue from his position, strapped into a seat near the back of the bridge, and let Captain Barjati do her job. It was going to take a while to get used to someone else commanding what he still thought of as his ships. 
 
    “Polybolos and Ocean Trader have arrived; no ships in the engagement envelope,” Lieutenant Batir “BB” Bazarov reported from his sensor console. 
 
    “Stand down from General Quarters,” Barjati ordered. “Contact Karma Control and establish the docking location for Ocean Trader to pick up our supplies.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lieutenant Scafideli responded from communications. 
 
    A few moments later, Scafideli looked up from her console. “Ocean Trader has the coordinates, and there will be room for us to hold close by.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re set, Spartan,” Barjati said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go get our equipment. We need to get back to Capital Planet as soon as we can,” Spartan said as he stood. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “You think I’m letting my troopers down there alone? Not a chance. I’ll be taking a few of my squad in an assault shuttle to oversee things. Besides, I need to stretch my legs,” Spartan responded as he headed for the lift. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Approaching the Peacemaker Consulate, Capital Planet 
 
    Thorb exited the underground tram, took a deep breath, and squared his shoulders. Only one more signoff to acquire before he could apply for membership with the guild. It hadn’t been an easy two weeks; in fact, it had probably been the most annoying two weeks of his entire life, and it had left him yearning for the war to begin again anew. There, he got to kill his tormentors, rather than have to be nice to them, and—even though he spent most of his time in the cockpit terrified—at the end of the day, the worst any of his aggressors could have done was kill him. 
 
    On Capital Planet, they could do much worse. 
 
    The trip to the Info Guild had resulted in the loss of his yack. The robot who had met with him—more robots!—had asked for his Universal Account Access Card for inspection, which Thorb had given him. The robot had inserted it into a slot, then had blown the shredded chunks of it back at him because the card said he was a Human, and it was obvious to the robot that Thorb was definitely not a Human. 
 
    After a payment of half a million credits to add the SalSha as a legitimate race that could use yacks—and could be selected on yet another dropdown menu as a race eligible to receive them—the robot had sent Thorb away with the promise that it would call him when the information had been updated, and Thorb could pick up his new yack. 
 
    He had then gone to the Trade Guild and then the Merchant Guild. The Trade Guild had taken a 100,000-credit chit as the fee to upgrade and modify seats to fit the SalShas’ bodies across a wide range of places from MinSha fighter spacecraft to the seats in the Merc Guild auditorium. Not that the SalSha didn’t fit just fine into them the way they were now. With a little padding, anyway, that is. 
 
    The Merchant Guild—staffed by a bunch of Zuparti—had also liberated a 100,000-credit chit from him. The little weasels hadn’t really been able to tell him what he got for it except “access to services.” That must be something outside his experience as a warrior, as every time he’d needed something or had gone into a shop to buy anything, the proprietor had always been more interested in his credits and his race than whether or not he was a member of the Merchant Guild. Perhaps it was so SalSha merchants could buy things? Thorb had no idea. 
 
    The form said he had to be certified by the Merchant Guild, so he had been. 
 
    Last stop, the Peacemakers. 
 
    It literally was the last stop, too. Unlike the other guilds, the Peacemakers didn’t keep their headquarters on Capital—they were on Kleve—and the Peacemaker Consulate was nowhere near the other guild headquarters buildings; it was a 15-minute tram ride and the last stop on that line. Just one final annoyance in an utterly aggravating process. 
 
    Thorb shook his head once and strode up the ramp to the Peacemaker Consulate. Two Zuuls in combat armor met him at the door into the guild. “Well met,” the one on the left said. “Identification?” 
 
    “I don’t have any at the moment,” Thorb replied, pulling out a small piece of plastic. “I’m trying to get my race certified for entrance into the Merc Guild, and as part of it, I had to go by the Info Guild. While I was there, a robot chewed up my yack. While they said they would give me a new one, they haven’t yet, so I don’t have one. Here’s the biggest piece I have left.” 
 
    Thorb handed it over and the guard on the right took it, looked at it a second, then handed it back. “Don’t ever trust robots,” the guard said. 
 
    “And especially don’t trust robots at any of the guild headquarters,” the guard on the left added. “They’re all fucked up.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed,” Thorb replied. “Is everything always this screwed up?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” said the guard on the left. 
 
    “Yep,” added the guard on the right. “So, what do you need here?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get my race certified for entrance into the Merc Guild. I need to speak to—” Thorb pulled out his slate and looked at it, “—Deputy Selector Treeplo.” 
 
    “Third door on the left,” the guard on the left said. They separated, allowing Thorb to pass. 
 
    “Thanks,” Thorb said, smiling. “That’s the most professional welcome I’ve received at any of the guilds.” 
 
    “We aim to please,” the guard on the right said. 
 
    Thorb walked through the door and found himself in a long hallway. The third door on the left opened as he approached, and he went in to find an elSha behind a small desk. The tiny reptilian—shorter even than Thorb—was thin, and he both talked and moved with a natural quickness and dexterity. 
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel Thorb,” the Peacemaker said, waving Thorb to a seat in front of the desk. “Welcome. I am Deputy Selector Treeplo. How can I help you today?” 
 
    “Thank you, Deputy Selector; it is good to be here. I am working to help my race gain entrance to the Merc Guild, and I need to get your certification.” Thorb held up his slate. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Treeplo replied. “Nothing could be simpler.” He took the slate, tapped on it a bit, then held his yack up to it until it chimed. He handed it back to Thorb. 
 
    “That’s it?” Thorb asked in amazement. “No fees? No nothing?” 
 
    “Well, of course there is a fee,” the elSha said. “It is 100,000 credits, but I figured you’d already paid it. You haven’t? Hmm, that will cause issues.” 
 
    Thorb sighed and pulled the last 100,000-credit chit he had from the pocket on his vest. “I knew it was too easy,” he muttered. 
 
    “Thank you,” Treeplo said, taking the chit. “When can I expect your candidates?” 
 
    “My candidates for what?” 
 
    “As members of the Galactic Union—which you would have to be to attain guild membership—you need to have at least one member of your race as a Peacemaker at all times. As Deputy Selector, I function as one of the guild’s recruiters and talent managers. While many of my compatriots search the galaxy’s universities and mercenary academies looking for potential Peacemakers, I am responsible for choosing from the candidates presented upon a race’s initial request to enter the union. You will need to have ten prospective candidates here at your earliest convenience, and I will rank them on their suitability to be a Peacemaker. 
 
    “The most likely candidate will then proceed to the Academy at Ocono for training.” 
 
    Thorb shook his head. He should have known that this wouldn’t be easy; nothing else had. He forced a smile, knowing that this was the last hurdle between him and applying for guild membership. “As it turns out, I am on my way to my home planet now. I will have the ten candidates here as soon as they can be gathered.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Karma Station, Karma 
 
    Spartan stood with Irish and Moh as they oversaw the loading of crates of unmarked munitions from a nondescript warehouse onto the transport shuttle from Ocean Trader. He had vetoed Irish’s request to bring their CASPers. He didn’t want to appear too threatening after recent events. 
 
    He was accustomed to seeing many races on and around Karma, some even from companies he’d fought against before, but generally, once the contract was over, it was over. In this case—after the war—Spartan wasn’t confident everything would go well, and loading a bunch of crates that didn’t have any markings on them…didn’t go a long way toward easing his anxiety. 
 
    “Stay sharp,” Spartan sent to Moh and Irish through his pinplants. Three approaching MinSha were marked as potential targets. 
 
    “I should have known it would be Human criminals who stole our munitions,” the lead MinSha accused and stopped. 
 
    “Stole? I have no idea what you’re talking about. These were purchased by the Horde…” Spartan’s voice trailed off. “Wait a minute, you look familiar. W’lto?” 
 
    “Fair memory for a human criminal. You are lucky the Peacemakers stepped in and saved your worthless planet. Pity they aren’t here to protect you now.” 
 
    Spartan grinned. “Jump if you’re feelin’ froggy.” 
 
    W’lto clicked her legs on the ground. 
 
    “You remember W’lto, don’t you boys? She’s the one who abandoned her job on Trua Station without even letting Ther’Kla know. Certainly shows a lack of honor,” Spartan taunted. 
 
    Irish nodded. “Yeah, I remember that. Pretty much a coward’s move.” 
 
    W’lto clicked her mandibles together and began to unsling her laser rifle, but was stopped by one of the other MinSha, who said, “We have a mission to attend to. We will file the appropriate complaint about the theft of our equipment.” 
 
    “I should allow him to insult my honor?” W’lto was visibly outraged and charged at Spartan with her mandibles spread wide. 
 
    Before she made it more than a few feet, Spartan, Irish, and Moh had all fired their sidearms. The force of the impact of the three shots sent W’lto flying back. 
 
    The Humans kept their weapons aimed at the remaining two MinSha, while the loading crew moved more quickly to get the crates into the shuttle. 
 
    “We have no quarrel with you, Human, for now. May we tell our commander who killed Sergeant W’lto?” one of the MinSha asked. 
 
    “Captain Markus Nicolos of the Golden Horde,” Markus responded without lowering his weapon. 
 
    “You—that was you,” one of them said as she backed up a few steps. “Let’s go,” she said to her companion. “This Human is not worth the effort. Security will be here soon.” 
 
    Karma was unruly at the best of times, but they did try to keep the peace around the loading areas, where a lot of credits moved around. The two MinSha left, backing away for some distance before they turned and made their way quickly out of the loading area. 
 
    “Let’s hurry up; they may be back,” Spartan ordered. 
 
    “Last load, Captain!” one of the troopers pushing a crate called out. That crate, like all the rest of the crates, was unmarked except for a Golden Horde logo on the side. 
 
    “Good. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “What do you suppose that was about? Stolen gear?” Moh asked. 
 
    “Sometimes, Sergeant, it’s best not to ask too many questions,” Spartan replied as he walked toward the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Outside the Secretary’s Office, Mercenary Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Alexis Cromwell handed the million-credit chit to Thorb. After visiting all the other guild offices, he’d completed the paperwork he needed to join the Merc Guild. Unfortunately, visiting the other guilds had cost him all his funds, and he had to borrow the million credits required to join the Merc Guild. 
 
    “Don’t go spending that all in one place,” Nigel Shirazi said with a smile. 
 
    Thorb looked at Nigel and could see his eyes twinkling; the Human was kidding. Still, it wasn’t a moment for kidding, so Thorb nodded gravely to him, then looked back to Alexis. “Thank you very much for the loan. We’re good for it.” 
 
    “I know you are,” Alexis said. “Besides, we wouldn’t be here right now if it weren’t for you and the rest of the SalSha pilots. There wouldn’t be a New Warsaw to go home to, either.” 
 
    “A lot of people died to get us here,” Thorb replied, “both Human and SalSha. Everyone did their parts. Just the same, I appreciate the loan and will make sure we pay it back, as soon as we can.” He shrugged. “It’ll be hard if we can’t take any merc contracts, though. What the Speaker was saying in the council meeting was ludicrous. How are we supposed to make any money if we can’t take contracts?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what angle he’s playing,” Alexis replied. “I’m sure there is plenty of behind-the-scenes politics going on that we are neither privy to nor understand yet.” 
 
    “What does that mean? I thought the Galactic Union didn’t have politics.” 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “We didn’t think so, either, but we’re coming to find out there are a lot of things we didn’t know about that are going on. The guilds have a stranglehold on the information flow, too, so what you think you know isn’t necessarily the truth—it’s what the Information Guild, or some of the other guilds acting in conjunction with them—want you to know. We’re just now starting to see the real truth behind the Galactic Union, and it isn’t pretty.” 
 
    “There’s a lot more going on than meets the eye,” Alexis confirmed. “We—the Merc Guild council—just sent a ship to the front to find out the status of the war with the Kahraman.” 
 
    “The war with the Kahraman? I thought our war was with the Merc Guild!” 
 
    “Well, it turns out that, in addition to the war with us, there were also other factions of the Merc Guild who are fighting the Kahraman and holding them off.” 
 
    Thorb startled. “War with the Kahraman? Going on now? Why aren’t we out there now, fighting them? If they did all those evil things they are supposed to have done, why isn’t there a full-force effort to drive them back and obliterate them?” 
 
    “Beats the hell out of me,” Nigel said. 
 
    “We really don’t know,” Alexis added. “It’s all very strange that we are sitting here arguing over minutiae when the worst villains in the history of the galaxy have returned. We honestly don’t know why we’re not all fighting them right now. We also don’t know why we haven’t been allowed access to some of the technology that’s been created to defeat them.” 
 
    “Who does know?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “I suspect that the Goltar and the Veetanho know,” Alexis said. “Maybe some of the other races, too. There appears to be a long-standing grudge between those two societies. What it is, we don’t know, though, and no one’s talking. We can also guess that the Merc Guild’s war on Earth plays into this somehow, but we don’t know how and why just yet. There are a bunch of things we’re still trying to figure out that don’t make sense from the outside.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up and figure all this shit out so we can get it solved and start taking contracts again.” He held up the credit chit. “I don’t want to owe you this forever.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Nigel said. “Jim Cartwright says things are looking kind of grim on Earth; we are trying to move things along here to support him.” 
 
    Thorb nodded. “We will do our part, too.” He winked. “As much as an associate member can do. Especially one who doesn’t have any troops at the moment. And whose society is mostly at a level of animal intelligence.” 
 
    “It seems like you have your hands full,” Alexis said. 
 
    “I do,” Thorb said, “and it’s time to start making things happen.” He bowed. “Thanks again for the loan.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Alexis said, and the Humans turned and walked off. 
 
    Thorb straightened his shoulders and opened the door to find the Merc Guild secretary, Major Bystyan-Kaan, sitting behind a small desk. 
 
    “Yes?” the Goltar said, looking up. 
 
    Thorb swaggered into the office and slapped the million-credit chit on his desk. The red diamond in it sparkled in the light as he removed his paw. “The SalSha are ready to take their place as probationary members of the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “I got the message that you’d been approved,” the secretary said. “Congratulations. With this payment, you are now official probationary members of the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Thorb said, “but aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want my receipt.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 EMS Sarisa, Capital Planet Orbit 
 
    “You’re going to do what?” Irish asked Spartan. 
 
    “I’m going down to the Merc Guild. I want to chat with Colonel Cromwell about that battlecruiser we left in Kelfor. I’d love to see it operational for the Horde.” 
 
    “Then Moh and I are coming with you,” Irish said and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    Spartan shook his head. “I doubt that’s a good idea. It’ll be tough for me to get in as it is. I understand they don’t let just anyone walk in.” 
 
    “More the reason for us to go with you. If someone tries to start something, we’re there to finish it.” 
 
    Moh walked up and looked expectantly at Irish. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re accompanying Spartan down to Capital Planet,” Irish answered without taking his eyes from Spartan. 
 
    “Why would we want to go down there?” Moh asked and looked at Spartan. 
 
    “Because Colonel Cromwell is down there, and if there’s anyone I trust to talk about bringing our battlecruiser back to battle readiness, it’s her.” 
 
    Moh nodded. “Makes sense. Okay, I’ll meet you at the CASPers.” 
 
    “We’re not taking the CASPers,” Spartan said before he left. 
 
    “What?” Irish and Moh asked at the same time. 
 
    “With the current state of things, it wouldn’t be a good idea. Things are tense enough as it is,” Spartan explained. 
 
    “Fine. But we’re all wearing body armor, and we’re carrying our rifles,” Irish said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Spartan considered arguing but had a feeling he wouldn’t win this one. “Fine. Meet at the dropship in ten.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the three met at a dropship in Sarisa’s hangar bay. 
 
    Irish stared at Spartan’s chest armor and shook his head. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Spartan said as he looked down at the Spartan helm which had been embossed on his armor. “Must have been Steph. She’s been handling my gear.” 
 
    Irish sighed and walked onto the dropship. 
 
    “I think it looks sharp, boss,” Moh said with a grin before he walked up the ramp behind Irish. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Spartan convinced Irish and Moh to wait outside while he proceeded through the airlock and into the interior of the massive building. He looked around and noted signs of the battle that had been fought to rescue Sansar, and he frowned slightly as he wished he’d been here to help. 
 
    He walked over to examine a massive mural that showed a Canavar and a Raknar engaged in combat. Then he looked over the cases, which allegedly held the skulls of actual Canavar. He shook his head as he considered that the skull alone was larger than his CASPer. 
 
    He shook himself from that particular nightmare and turned toward the desk at the back of the atrium, where a squad of MinSha troopers waited. “Just so you know,” he commed Irish and Moh through his pinplants, “There are MinSha guards here.” 
 
    “Want us in there, boss?” Irish asked. 
 
    “No. I doubt there will be trouble,” Spartan responded. I hope, he thought. 
 
    He noted several of the MinSha were glancing at each other and had spread out a bit from behind the desk. The sergeant was paying particular attention to him as he approached. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Captain Nicolos? I do not see you on the list for today, or any day for that matter,” the MinSha said icily. 
 
    Spartan had been around enough MinSha to catch the attitude through the translator in his pinplants. He wasn’t surprised they’d scanned his identity. It was no less than the Golden Horde did. 
 
    He couldn’t help but do a quick assessment of his situation and identified two potential places to retreat to if necessary before he spoke. 
 
    “I’m not on any list that I’m aware of. I’m here to speak to Colonel Cromwell.” 
 
    “Interesting decoration you have on your armor,” another of the MinSha said. 
 
    Spartan turned to face her. “It suits me, so I’m told. I have the same thing on my CASPer,” he said with a grin and turned back to the sergeant. 
 
    Several of them twitched their antennae or shifted their legs. 
 
    “I’m just here to see Colonel Cromwell for a few moments. I’m sure that won’t be a problem, will it, Sergeant?” Spartan asked in an overly polite tone. 
 
    The sergeant gestured to her slate. “I’m sorry, Captain, but you are not on the list, so I cannot admit you.” 
 
    Spartan took a step forward, and a slow smile came to his lips but never made it to his eyes as the MinSha took a step back. 
 
    “Of course, times are uncertain, and there have been changes recently with the Guild Council. Perhaps we could make an exception,” she quickly added. 
 
    “That would be most kind of you,” Spartan said but didn’t back off. 
 
    “Private, escort Captain Nicolos back to the meeting rooms. The council is between sessions; I’m sure he can find Colonel Cromwell there.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant. Right this way, Captain,” the private said, almost too politely. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spartan strode through the halls of the Mercenary Guild Headquarters’ meeting area after getting dropped off by the MinSha private, who seemed more than ready to be away from him. Within a minute, he caught a glimpse of Alexis Cromwell walking through a door. He called out, “Colonel Cromwell?” 
 
    Alexis paused and turned, and Nigel Shirazi stepped back out into the hallway behind her. 
 
    Spartan approached, then came to attention and saluted. “Captain Markus Nicolos, Golden Horde. Sorry, but do you have a few moments? I know Thorb was meeting you down here and wanted to get a few minutes of your time to discuss an issue with a ship.” 
 
    “I believe we can spare a few more minutes,” Alexis said, glancing at Nigel. She gestured toward the doorway. “Come on in.” 
 
    “How did you get past the guards?” Nigel asked as they entered the room. 
 
    “I asked nicely,” Spartan said with a wink. 
 
    “Right,” Nigel said. “I probably don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Probably not, sir,” Spartan said. 
 
    They all sat, and Alexis leaned back in her chair. “So, what can we do for you, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re busy, and we have to get going as well, so I’ll get straight to the point. A few months ago, my troopers disabled a MinSha battlecruiser. The torches and the rear of the ship are…trashed. I’m sure it’ll need a yard and some serious work, but the way I figure it, every ship matters. I wouldn’t mind having a battlecruiser to add to our little fleet.” 
 
    “Wait. Your little fleet? I didn’t think the Golden Horde had any ships, except for War Pony.” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, my troopers and I captured a frigate, a transport, and a light cruiser on our last mission. And that battlecruiser is property of the Horde as a war prize as well.” 
 
    Spartan could feel the commanders of the Winged Hussars and Asbaran Solutions studying him, and he shifted in his chair. 
 
    “Do you have an analysis of the damage?” Alexis finally asked. 
 
    Spartan nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled a data chip from one of his uniform pockets and placed it on the table. “That contains the full download of the ship’s diagnostics, as well as imagery of the damage.” 
 
    “Now I’m curious,” Alexis said and grinned as she slotted the chip into a slate. 
 
    Nigel looked over her shoulder. “How did you do that? Did you already have the other ships?” 
 
    “As crazy as it sounds, sir, my CASPers fired missiles at the rear of the ship. They got in under the shields. Colonel Enkh has the full report, of course.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Alexis interrupted. “That’s some significant damage. It can be repaired…but you’d almost have to build a shipyard right there to work on it. It’s docked to a station?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Spartan replied. “It floated into the station after it was disabled, and we repositioned it to a docking collar. We ran power conduits from the station so some of the weapons are hot and can be used for defense.” 
 
    “Leave this with me. I’ll see what I can come up with. Where is it?” 
 
    “Kelfor system. Kelfor-6. The planet is leased by the Zuparti. We had a contract with them, which is now concluded, but they’re friendly.” 
 
    “We need to get going,” Nigel prompted. 
 
    “Right. Well, thank you for bringing this to me, Captain. I’ll see if we can help you get it space worthy again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Sarisa, Capital System 
 
    “Did you get everything you needed on the planet?” Captain Barjati asked. 
 
    “Everything I needed?” Thorb asked. “Yes. And in some places, a lot more than I wanted,” he added ruefully. “If you ever get the chance to be the first person of your race to be checked out by the Science Guild, let someone else do it!” 
 
    Everyone chuckled, having already heard some of the stories. 
 
    “That’s everything I ‘needed,’ not everything I wanted. I had hoped to come away from Capital Planet not only with the SalSha as a member of the Merc Guild, but also with our first contract in hand. Unfortunately, the Merc Guild isn’t currently taking them at the moment.” 
 
    “What good is a guild that doesn’t do what it is set up to do?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “That’s what Colonel Cromwell and Colonel Shirazi were wondering when I saw them. They said there’s a lot going on in the shadows they haven’t figured out yet.” Thorb didn’t mention the Kahraman War. He was pretty sure he didn’t want to have to deal with those rumors. “I can tell you, though, that the Veetanho are still pricks, even though they lost their seat as Speaker of the guild.” 
 
    “They lost the Speakership?” Barjati asked. “How?” 
 
    “Apparently, there was a revolt and everyone at the meeting shot each other. It’s obvious to me that my people and I need more training with our pistols, as you never know when you’re going to need them. What if we set up a target range in the cargo bay and fired them through the open doorway?” 
 
    “No!” exclaimed Barjati and Spartan simultaneously. 
 
    Thorb cocked his head at the CO. “Is there any room to discuss that?” 
 
    “Not a bit,” Barjati said. “We’re not having anyone firing weapons on the inside of the ship.” 
 
    Thorb sighed. “I don’t know how we’re supposed to get better at it if no one ever lets us train. You never know when a gunfight is going to break out in a meeting.” He smiled. “Maybe this one?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Barjati answered. “And I’ll make sure my master-at-arms comes by and picks up your personal weapons until we reach Trigar.” 
 
    “When is that going to be?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “We’re heading for the stargate now, and it should be opening in about eleven hours. We’ll be there in just over a week.” 
 
    “Home,” Thorb said. “I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cargo Bay, EMS Sarisa, Capital Planet 
 
    Spartan floated into the cargo bay and immediately identified the crates he was after. He was glad Sansar had been able to fulfill his request. 
 
    Steph arrived a few moments after he did. “You called, boss?” 
 
    “Yep. I have two projects for you,” Spartan replied. 
 
    “Something you need taken apart?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    “Actually, yes. Those ten crates contain standard space recon drones. We’re going to try something with them. I’ve come up with plans to convert them into suicide drones.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “I got the idea from the missiles Hazard and his team used in Kelfor. What if we could program drones to use minimal thrust to get behind a ship, then suicide into their torches with a small amount of explosive?” 
 
    Volk’s jaw dropped. “Oh…what, you want to capture more ships?” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe just stop a ship from pursuing or attacking,” Spartan said without taking his eyes from the crates. 
 
    “You know something I don’t?” 
 
    Spartan shook his head. “I’ve just got a bad feeling about this mission.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay, get me the plans, and I’ll work on it. What else?” 
 
    “Thorb and his team need to practice. Obviously, they can’t use hypervelocity weapons on a ship. Can you come up with a mock version that feels and acts like the real thing, without the boom on the other end? Just get the weight right. I’m going to draw up some simulations for them. I managed to track down the exact profile and feedback measurements on the version they’re using.” 
 
    “How did you…” She shook her head. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Work on the guns fast. I want to have them to Thorb before we hit the gate.” 
 
    “Can do!” Steph said with a smile and pushed off toward the armory. 
 
    Spartan was already working on the simulations as he made his way back to his quarters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Captain Nicolos’ Quarters, EMS Sarisa, Capital System 
 
    With only two hours before the gate opened, Spartan got a one-word comm from Volk. “Done.” He nodded to himself as he reviewed the simulations for the last time. He’d come up with three different variations, all of which could be tweaked by Hazard so he could run the sims for the SalSha and keep them guessing. The planet the simulations took place on was Trigar 2-A. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this mission would not be peaceful at all, and that Thorb would, for some reason, be on his own. 
 
    He cleared sending a shuttle over with Captain Barjati and had it loaded with the practice weapons Volk had designed. Spartan considered going over in person to give them to Thorb and explain their purpose, but he wanted every spare minute he had to work on the drone design. 
 
    Using his pinplants, he opened communications with Thorb and Hazard. 
 
    “Hazard, Lieutenant Colonel Thorb, there’s a shuttle on the way over to Ocean Trader with a care package. I know lack of practice has been a concern, so Specialist Volk and I cooked up a little surprise.” 
 
    “Surprise?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Shit,” Hazard muttered. 
 
    “The shuttle has practice weapons for you and your team that feel exactly like the real thing. Even though you can’t shoot anything with them—” 
 
    “Then what’s the point!” 
 
    “—they work great in the simulations I wrote. Hazard, you’ll be running the sims. Standard variable capacity. Lieutenant Colonel, once you and your team are connected to the simulator via your pinplants, you will be there. The weapon will feel and act exactly like the real thing. It’ll help you train accuracy and muscle memory without damaging anything.” 
 
    “So, just like the simulators we use to train the pups on how to fly the Avenger bombers?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Boss, something we should know?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Hazard. I’ve got a bad feeling.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “So what,” Thorb said, “I get bad feelings all the time!” 
 
    “When Spartan has a bad feeling,” Hazard said, “I pay attention. It means there’s trouble coming.” 
 
    “Oooh…something we can shoot?” 
 
    “Hopefully not,” Spartan said. “But Sansar said we needed to be ready for anything…and I have a feeling she’s right, like she usually is.” 
 
    Spartan ended the transmission and took a deep breath. With the delivery on the way, he turned his attention to the drones. He only had ten, but hopefully, they wouldn’t need more than that. He hoped they wouldn’t need them at all, but his gut told him differently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hangar Bay, EMS Ocean Trader, Capital Planet 
 
    “So how does this work?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “You just attach the leads onto your pinplants,” Hazard said. “We have full motion simulators for the CASPers, but we didn’t bring it for ground troops.” He shrugged. “Sorry, we didn’t think we’d need it.” 
 
    “But it will work just like the space fighter simulators?” 
 
    “Yes, just like that. It is fully immersive, and you should feel just like you’re there. The sights and sounds—even the smells—should be just like real life. If you didn’t know you were in a simulator, you’d think it was real life.” He handed out leads to the five SalSha, who spread out to their separate couches and clipped them to their pinplants. 
 
    Hazard walked back to the monitoring station. “Okay, here we go.” He pushed a button, and Thorb found himself on the beach. Although he recognized the shoreline—it was close to where he’d first met the Golden Horde troopers—it wasn’t the exact experience Hazard had promised. It took him a moment, and then he realized why—the ocean had a salty tang that was slightly different than the ocean at Home. After a second, he realized why. The water was a little saltier and smelled like Earth’s ocean, not Home’s. 
 
    Aside from that, though, Hazard had been right; it was just like being there. He turned to the rest of the group; they were looking at each other with their mouths open. 
 
    “It’s Home,” said Brack. Wonderment colored his voice. 
 
    Dolf sat down in the sand and tore off his boots then jumped back to his feet with a smile. “Yes!” he exclaimed. 
 
    Within seconds, the rest of the SalSha had their boots off, and Thorb luxuriated in the feel of the sand on his paws and the sun on his back. His mind flashed back to a time before he’d met the Humans…a much simpler time without any of his current cares or responsibilities. A time that was lost, probably forever. He tore off his equipment belt and holster, dropped to the sand, and rolled around in it, lost in its warm comfort. 
 
    “If you’re all done playing around,” Hazard’s voice interrupted with a sarcastic tone, “we can get back to the reason we’re here…” 
 
    Thorb wasn’t finished—after months of non-stop combat, he could have stayed in the sand’s warm embrace a lot longer—but he reluctantly stood and shook the sand from his fur. 
 
    “Okay,” he said as he strapped his equipment on. The other SalSha were likewise gearing up, with a similar lack of enthusiasm. “What’s the mission?” 
 
    “There is a former C’Natt research laboratory located a kilometer to the north of your position. Your group, along with two CASPers, will go to the facility and recover any C’Natt technology that still exists there.” 
 
    “CASPers?” Thorb asked. “We don’t have any—” 
 
    “We’re right behind you, Colonel,” a metallic voice said from behind him, and Thorb spun to find two CASPer Mk 8 mechs behind him. “CASPer One and CASPer Two standing by to support you.” 
 
    “Cool,” Krong said. “Can I drive a CASPer instead?” 
 
    “No,” Hazard said. “That isn’t part of the simulation.” 
 
    “Can we do another simulator after this one?” Slorg asked. “I want to drive one, too!” 
 
    “Me, too!” Brack exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes!” Thorb said. “Can we do one where we all get to drive CASPers instead?” 
 
    “No,” Hazard said. “The point of this simulation was to use your hypervelocity pistols in a combat scenario.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Thorb said, “but that’s only because no one said we could drive CASPers instead.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Hazard said, starting to sound frustrated. “You don’t have the training to drive a CASPer.” 
 
    “But that is just a matter of downloading the operations and tactics manual,” Krong said. “You could probably send that to us now, and we’d be ready in a minute or two.” 
 
    “No!” Hazard said. “I don’t have it, and I can’t send it. Now, can we please get back to the original scenario?” 
 
    Thorb, along with the rest of the group, sighed. “Okay. So, there’s some sort of facility…” 
 
    “It’s a C’Natt research facility.” 
 
    “What’s a C’Natt?” asked Dolf. 
 
    “The C’Natt were researchers for the Kahraman.” 
 
    “What did they look like?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hazard said. “Wait…okay, they are reptilian.” 
 
    “Do they have sharp claws?” Krong asked. 
 
    “I suspect so.” 
 
    “Just hand claws or on their back paws, too?” Brack asked. 
 
    “I don’t know; it doesn’t say. Expect claws on their back paws, too; always expect the worst.” 
 
    “How are they armed?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Could be anything. Standard weapons.” 
 
    “But if they’re researchers,” Krong said, “couldn’t they have developed a new weapon?” 
 
    “Maybe since they’re researchers, they aren’t trained with weapons,” Brack said. 
 
    “Yeah, kind of like us,” Slorg added. 
 
    “I guess they could have new weapons,” Hazard said, “but that’s not the point of this simulator.” 
 
    “Well, how are we going to prepare for what they have if we don’t know what to expect?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “He’s right,” Thorb said. “When we do bomber simulators, we usually get an intel and threat assessment brief. You haven’t given us one.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we don’t really know about the C’Natt. They haven’t been seen in thousands of years.” 
 
    “So how do you know they still exist?” Brack asked. 
 
    “We don’t,” Hazard said. “We just know this facility was originally a C’Natt facility.” 
 
    “But if they haven’t been seen in thousands of years, why would you use them in this scenario?” Krong asked. “Wouldn’t it be better to use something we’re more likely to see?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thorb added. “I thought this was supposed to be realistic. It’s not realistic if you use races we’re unlikely to ever see.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were likely to run into any C’Natt; I said the facility was a C’Natt facility.” 
 
    “Why would we run into someone other than a C’Natt if it’s their facility?” Dolf said. “Wouldn’t there be C’Natts or whatever they’re called at the facility if it’s a C’Natt facility?” 
 
    “Right,” Slorg said. “If it was a Besquith facility, I’d expect there to be Besquith manning it.” 
 
    “It’s a C’Natt facility, because they’re the ones who built it!” Hazard exclaimed. “We don’t know who’s there now.” 
 
    “That’s not a very good intel summary,” Thorb said. “In fact, that is pretty much useless as an intel summary. You could have just said, ‘We don’t know anything about this facility.’” 
 
    “But we do know something,” Hazard said. “We know it was a C’Natt research facility.” 
 
    “But you don’t know if it’s manned by anyone.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Then how do you know it’s a C’Natt research facility?” 
 
    “Because we found a Tri-V video that showed a C’Natt in the facility.” 
 
    “Did it show them building the facility?” 
 
    “No, it showed a doctor operating equipment in it.” 
 
    “So, the facility could have been built by someone else.” 
 
    “I guess it could have…” Hazard said. “Wait! Stop! This has nothing to do with the scenario! Can we please get to the scenario?” 
 
    “I thought you were briefing it,” Thorb said, “but you’re not doing a very good job of it. So far, all you’ve told us is that there is a facility, which you called C’Natt—although you admit to not knowing who actually built it or having even seen a C’Natt in thousands of years—that might have technology for us to acquire. I don’t know why you’d think there was technology there, if you don’t know who built the facility, but you keep getting angry when we try to find out more about it. The only thing we know so far is that we can’t operate the CASPers that are with us, although that would seem to be a lot more fun and useful than trying to go to some unknown facility to do who knows what.” 
 
    “You ungrate—” Hazard started, then his voice cut out with a small, strangled noise. “Okay,” he said after a couple of seconds, his voice soft and slow, “here’s the scenario. Listen all the way to the end, with no questions. At the end, I will take questions. Do. You. Understand?” 
 
    When the SalSha chorused their understanding, he continued, “Your mission is to go about a kilometer north, to a research facility the Golden Horde found on an earlier mission. Although it was determined to be a C’Natt research facility, it had been vacant for quite some time when it was found. Upon arrival in the system, it appeared that there was activity at the facility, but it has now gone quiet. It is possible that other groups may be trying to acquire the technology you’re looking for. Your mission is to go to the facility and acquire any advanced technology you can find there, while dealing with any threat you come across. Are there any questions? If so, raise your hand.” 
 
    All five of the SalSha’s hands went up. 
 
    “If your question has to deal with driving the CASPers, put your hand down.” 
 
    Krong’s hand went down. 
 
    “If your question deals with who built the facility, put your hand down.” 
 
    Slorg’s hand went down. 
 
    “If your question deals with who’s there now, we don’t know, so put your hand down.” 
 
    Brack’s hand went down. 
 
    “Dolf, what is your question?” 
 
    “Can I go to the bathroom? Like behind a bush or something?” 
 
    “No! You’re still in the hangar bay. If you go to the bathroom, you’ll have to clean it up. If you really have to go, you’ll have to unclip and go to the head.” 
 
    “I can hold it, I guess.” 
 
    “Fine. Colonel Thorb, what’s your question?” 
 
    “Can we get on with this? I thought a simulator would be fun, but this is really boring and kind of a waste of our time.” 
 
    Hazard made the strangled noise again, and Thorb began to wonder if the officer had a medical condition that ought to be checked out. 
 
    “Yes,” Hazard said after a few seconds. “You’re all set.” The scene flashed, and all of the SalSha were dressed as they had been at the start. “Go!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Simulated Beach, Trigar-2A 
 
    A message came into Thorb’s pinplant, and he clicked on it to reveal a map that showed his current position and the location of the facility. “That way,” he said, pointing to the north. 
 
    The SalSha began walking north. After a couple of seconds, the CASPers began following them. 
 
    “Is that all they’re going to do?” Thorb asked, indicating the CASPers. 
 
    “In lieu of other orders, they are set to follow you,” Hazard replied. Thorb noticed his voice was closer to normal now. “If you want them to do something else, you have to tell them to do it.” 
 
    “I’m not experienced with ground combat,” Thorb said, “nor are any of the rest of us. Can you give us some instructions on how best to use them to our advantage?” 
 
    “Sure,” Hazard said. “First off, they are the only ones with armor, so I would have one of them ‘on point’ and the other ‘in trail.’ That way, hopefully, they take the first hit or two, rather than one of the SalSha.” 
 
    Thorb directed one of the CASPer troopers to lead them to the facility and the other to fall into trail. Both obeyed. 
 
    “I had a thought,” Thorb said. “Why are they the only ones with armor? Isn’t there combat armor we can wear?” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” Hazard replied. “Good point.” 
 
    After a few seconds, the simulator flashed, and all the SalSha had on medium-weight combat armor. 
 
    Thorb didn’t like the feel of it—it restricted his movement—and it was heavier than what he wanted to carry around. The helmet alone restricted what he could see, taking away a lot of his peripheral vision. 
 
    “Is this what Humans wear outside of their CASPers?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Usually what we’re wearing is a lot heavier and bulkier,” Hazard said. 
 
    “How do you move around in it?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “You get used to it after a while,” Hazard said. “Yeah, it’s uncomfortable, but if it stops a laser blast or slug that would have killed or maimed you, then it’s awfully worthwhile.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Slorg replied. The other SalSha nodded. 
 
    “Also, the helmet will allow you to see laser rifle fire.” 
 
    “That’s helpful,” Thorb said. Maybe his reduced vision was worth it, after all. 
 
    “If I might make a suggestion,” Hazard said, “I would spread the group out a bit. As it is now, one grenade—and not even a big one—could wipe out the whole party.” 
 
    “Can you direct us into the best formation?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Sure.” They spent the next five minutes cycling through various formations to see what each of them looked like. 
 
    “Contact!” CASPer One said from the front of the formation. 
 
    The SalSha stopped and looked at each other. 
 
    “Now what?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know,” Thorb said. 
 
    “Min—” CASPer One said. 
 
    “Min?” Thorb asked. “Is that MinSha?” 
 
    “CASPer One has been disabled by MinSha laser fire,” CASPer Two said. Thorb noted the second mech had a female voice. “He had multiple MinSha on his sensors when he was targeted.” 
 
    Thorb’s eyes twitched to motion on the right as a squad of MinSha crested a sand dune. As soon as they saw the SalSha on the beach, they began firing their laser rifles. CASPer Two went down on the first volley as most of the MinSha targeted it. Several other blasts went close by the SalSha. 
 
    “What do we do?” Dolf yelled. 
 
    “Fire!” Thorb yelled. 
 
    Before he could draw his pistol, Brack and Slorg were down. As he aimed at one of the advancing MinSha, Krong and Dolf went down. He was just starting to pull the trigger when he dropped out of the scenario and found himself back in the hangar bay. 
 
    “All of you are out of the scenario because you’re dead,” Hazard said. 
 
    “Wait!” Thorb cried. “We didn’t have time to react to the MinSha!” 
 
    “I had them set for the slowest reaction speed,” Hazard said. “You had time, you just didn’t do anything with it.” 
 
    “We didn’t know what to do,” Thorb said. “It all happened so suddenly.” 
 
    “That’s the nature of combat,” Hazard said. “The first one to orient on the situation and determine what needs to be done is normally the one who survives it.” 
 
    “But we didn’t have time!” 
 
    “Yes, you did. CASPer One saw the MinSha before they could shoot him, but he didn’t have orders for what to do in that situation, and you didn’t tell him what to do. There was time, but you didn’t use it.” 
 
    “What should we have done?” asked Slorg. 
 
    “I would have found some cover and readied my weapon,” Hazard said. “Wait. Don’t you folks have even the most basic training in ground combat?” 
 
    “Nope,” Thorb said. “We’re uplifted pilots. We’ve never had any training in ground operations.” 
 
    Hazard sighed. This was going to take a lot longer than he’d thought. “Okay,” he said, “I don’t have time to turn you into qualified ground combat troops, but now that I know you have absolutely zero experience, there are a few things we can do.” 
 
    “Like what?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Like this—I just sent the tactics guide for basic ground combat to each of you. Download it and go through it at your leisure. I will send another couple of manuals to you once we’re done here. Let’s go over what just happened, though, and then we can run the simulator again, while we do it a little slower. 
 
    “Okay, first thing—” Dolf’s hand went up, and Hazard sighed. “Yes, go take a bathroom break, and then we will review the scenario.” 
 
    Brack’s hand went up. “Can I go, too?” 
 
    Hazard sighed. Spartan was going to owe him big-time for sticking him with the SalShas’ training. “Yes,” he said. “Go ahead and go. In fact, why doesn’t everyone go so that we can all start fresh when you get back?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Simulated Beach, Trigar-2A 
 
    “Contact!” CASPer One reported. 
 
    “What do you have, One?” Thorb asked, holding up a fist to stop the group of SalSha. 
 
    “Looks like a squad of MinSha coming over the dunes.” 
 
    “Do not engage. Fall back to our position.” 
 
    Thorb waved the rest of the SalSha off the beach and to the base of the first large sand dune. In less than a minute, CASPer One came over the dune in a cloud of sand as it rode its jumpjets over the crest. It landed next to Thorb. “What’s the plan, sir?” 
 
    Thorb looked up at Trigar 2-B, hanging just over the horizon, as he plotted out the MinSha’s route of travel the CASPer sent him. There was no other terrain to use as cover or even concealment, and the MinSha were coming straight for them. The SalSha could have run for the water—even the CASPers would be good for a little while underwater, but the SalSha’s objective lay on the other side of the MinSha force, and they had to be dealt with, one way or another. 
 
    If I only knew where they were, Thorb thought, I could set up the ambush better. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any way of doing so. A ship in orbit could have sent imagery, but there wasn’t a ship in orbit. He thought as hard as he could but didn’t have an idea. Hazard had told him to use everything at his disposal—what else did he have? Part of his problem was he didn’t know what he didn’t know. “Hey, CASPer One. Do you have a means of keeping up with their position?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “I have a small drone I can launch and bring in from behind them to get their position.” 
 
    “Do it, please.” 
 
    The CASPer picked a small dragonfly off its shoulder and launched it skyward. A drone. Thorb chuckled to himself. He’d wondered about the creature—he’d never seen a dragonfly on Home before—but he hadn’t had time to ask. The little drone was quickly lost to sight, but almost as quickly began reporting on the MinSha. 
 
    “They are two dunes over,” CASPer One reported, sharing the data with Thorb. 
 
    “We’ll go up to the crest of the dune,” Thorb said. “When they make their appearance, we’ll assault though them.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Slorg asked. “There are ten of them and only seven of us.” 
 
    “We have surprise and CASPers,” Thorb said. “They’ll never know what hit them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hazard watched as the MinSha came over the hill, and the battle was joined. Half of the MinSha went down on the initial barrage and then three more before the insectoids could react. The last two each got a shot off, wounding Brack and damaging one of the CASPers, but then they went down, too. 
 
    Overall, not too bad, even though he had the MinSha set on Level One—recruit—and the CASPers on veteran. The SalSha were quick learners once you showed them something. They weren’t super-intelligent, but they had an animal-like cunning and were very inquisitive. 
 
    They’d come a long way in just five simulations; hopefully, they could run some more sims while they were in hyperspace, and they would continue to improve. He had a target range simulation they could use to work on their marksmanship and changing out barrels. Still, target ranges and simulators only got you so far—there was nothing like the adrenaline boost of actual combat to throw everything you had learned in practice right into the crapper. 
 
    And if Spartan was right, it would probably go there quickly… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Hyperspace 
 
    Spartan walked in and quietly took his seat at the rear of the bridge five minutes before the scheduled transition into Trigar. The ship was at General Quarters, and the drones were as ready as they were going to be. His squad of CASPers were in the cargo bay monitoring the drones, prepared to release them if it became necessary. 
 
    Captain Barjati turned and acknowledged Spartan’s presence before returning her attention to the main screen. They had discussed the drones, as well as their usage, capabilities, and deployment strategy. The drones were now under Barjati’s command, with Spartan there to consult and advise. 
 
    The familiar sensation of transiting out of hyperspace to real space hit, and the main screen displayed the sensor readouts that were coming in. They weren’t alone. 
 
    “Multiple ships in system,” BB reported. “Looks like two transports, a destroyer, and a frigate, although the frigate is unlike anything I’ve seen before.” 
 
    Spartan had to bite his tongue to keep from giving orders on how to respond. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Most of them look like they just got here, although there is one transport in orbit over the desert planet. The other three are en route to the planets, although the destroyer and frigate are slowing—looks like they may be coming back for us.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “We’ve got a bit of throw weight over them and some maneuverability since our speed will be greater than theirs. Do we have any ID on whose ships those are?” 
 
    “No. They aren’t emitting any codes. In fact, they aren’t emitting anything at all.” 
 
    “Comms, get in touch with them. See if they’ll talk to us.” 
 
    “Talk to us, ma’am?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we have a big advantage over them. Maybe they’ll surrender or just pack it in and leave. It doesn’t make financial sense to lose a bunch of ships if they can work something out with us. It’s also better for us—even a lucky hit that gets in on us costs the Horde money and resources, and we don’t have any extra to waste on repairing damage we don’t have to take.” 
 
    “I’m not getting anything, ma’am,” the comms officer said. “Looks like they don’t want to talk.” 
 
    “Keep trying,” Barjati said. “I’d rather not have to fight them, but I will.” 
 
    Spartan looked at the tactical display. The transport was continuing on its course toward what appeared to be the water world, while the other transport remained in orbit over the desert planet. Whoever they were, they’d beaten the Horde to the system; hopefully, they hadn’t already absconded with any tech that was on-planet. 
 
    “The ships have stopped and are now accelerating back in our direction.” 
 
    Captain Barjati shook her head. 
 
    “What’s wrong, ma’am?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense. We have them out-massed and outgunned. They can’t hope to beat us. They should be calling us, asking for terms, or doing the smart thing—running—but they aren’t. What do they know that we don’t? Something’s wrong, but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    She shook her head again. “It’s like this one time I was walking, and I saw a loose dog. It didn’t look very big, and I wasn’t particularly worried about it. Then, all of a sudden, it charged me, and it wasn’t until the last moment that I saw it was foaming at the mouth.” 
 
    “You think we’re about to be attacked by rabid Zuuls?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it feels like that—something is charging at me that shouldn’t be. I’ve still got the scars from the first one; I don’t need another set.” 
 
    “Coming up on missile range, ma’am,” said the situation controller. 
 
    “Fire all racks, half at each ship. Coordinate with the Polybolos and have her do the same.” 
 
    “Firing!” the SitCon announced. The ship rocked slightly as the missiles launched. 
 
    “Keep firing until we reach laser range.” 
 
    The enemy ships continued toward them as if unconcerned about the missiles streaking toward them. 
 
    With the relatively short range, the missiles crossed to the targets quickly. The destroyer surged into the lead, and a number of anti-missile missiles fired at the ones heading toward it. Anti-missile lasers fired from both ships. 
 
    “They’re only firing at the missiles targeted on the destroyer, ma’am,” the SitCon reported. “And they aren’t going to get them all.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Spartan asked. “Don’t they value the frigate?” 
 
    “No idea,” Barjati said. “Maybe they think her shields are super-strong? I don’t know.” 
 
    Despite the missiles and lasers, the enemy was unsuccessful in stopping all the missiles targeted on the destroyer, and several got past to lash its forward shields with nuclear devastation. “The destroyer’s shields are down!” the SitCon exclaimed. “Impact on the frigate in three seconds! They still aren’t trying to stop the missiles.” 
 
    Barjati stared open-mouthed as the first of over a dozen missiles reached the frigate. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    There were no flashes or explosions on the long-range viewer or any of the screens. 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said the TacCon. He raced through several screens of sensor data. “It’s almost as if—I don’t know—as if the missiles were disarmed. I had telemetry until the point where they should have exploded and then…nothing.” 
 
    “Want me to have my folks release the drones?” Spartan asked. 
 
    The CO nodded. “I think you’d better.” 
 
    Spartan told his people in the bay to launch the drones as the second wave of missiles arrived at their targets. Five impacted on the destroyer and it was wreathed in nuclear fire. What survived the explosions bore little resemblance to a ship. 
 
    The second wave arrived at the frigate, but, once again, there were no explosions. Long-range imaging showed the missiles hitting the ship but nothing else. The enemy frigate was generally shaped like a flattened spear point, and the missile impacts barely dented the leading edge of the ship’s mottled hull. 
 
    “Drones in the black!” the sensor operator confirmed. “Programming them for the frigate.” 
 
    “Good,” Barjati said. “Fire all lasers at that frigate, and we’ll see what effect they have.” 
 
    The lasers caused as much damage as the missiles had—just about none. The long-range cameras showed the enemy hull absorbing most of the lasers, although some were reflected away harmlessly, and a few others caused small, glowing points and a few palls of material to blow off the hull. 
 
    Before Barjati could order another strike, the enemy frigate seemed to pulse with a crackling static discharge, and the Polybolos shuddered from a series of internal explosions. 
 
    “What was that?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “No idea, ma’am,” the SitCon said. “The Polybolos’ reactors are offline, and they are showing major internal damage!” 
 
    “Fire!” Barjati ordered. “All systems, fire! Kill that bastard right now!” Lasers lashed out and missiles crossed the intervening distance in seconds as the two vessels passed each other. The cameras now had great views of the enemy ship. Very little damage was done by any of the weapons. 
 
    Polybolos came apart in a massive explosion. 
 
    “Weapons aren’t having any effect!” said the SitCon. 
 
    “Unless you have a better idea, keep firing!” Barjati yelled. “Where are those drones?” 
 
    “Coming, ma’am!” the sensor operator replied. “Five seconds!” 
 
    The enemy ship sparked again, and damage tore through Sarisa’s interior spaces. All the lights went out, then the emergency generators kicked in, and the emergency lighting came on. 
 
    “Helm’s offline!” the helmsman called. 
 
    “All weapons, offline,” the SitCon added. “The frigate is firing again!” 
 
    “Got him!” the sensor operator yelled suddenly, and everyone relaxed slightly, not having received the expected final blow. 
 
    “Enemy ship is dead in space—all of its fusion torches are out,” the SitCon said. “Looks like it’s lost a number of its generators, too.” 
 
    “Status meeting in my conference room immediately,” Barjati said. “I want a damage report, now! And, SitCon, I want to know what that thing was firing at us, ASAP!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Sarisa, Trigar System 
 
    “Okay,” Captain Barjati said, once everyone had assembled. “Give me a status of our ship, first.” 
 
    “We’re hurt, ma’am,” said the damage control coordinator, “but it isn’t anything we can’t fix, given enough time. There was a big jolt to the system which shorted out a lot of things, and the fusion reactors shut down automatically. We’re in the process of restarting them.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “It’s going to be several hours, ma’am.” 
 
    “Do we have several hours?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “It’s going to be close,” said the SitCon. “Basically, what happened to us happened to them. When we blew their engines, their generators took a hit, too. They may be able to get them going again. I don’t know. It’s going to be a while before they get their engines going again, though.” 
 
    “So, they may not be able to maneuver, but they may be able to fire that weapon at us if we get too close?” 
 
    “Unknown,” said the SitCon, “but it is certainly possible. I don’t know if they need their engines running to fire the weapon, but I wouldn’t get too close if I didn’t have to.” 
 
    “What was that weapon?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied the SitCon. “It isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “I think I know,” said Thorb, who was participating by link. “In the Second Battle of Earth, four unknown frigates popped into the battle. They were later identified as Biruda-made vessels. They were armed with weapons I’m told performed exactly like these did—it was some sort of meson weapon.” 
 
    “A meson weapon?” 
 
    “That’s what I was told—I wasn’t there. It’s some sort of old-tech weapon left over from the Great Galactic War. Apparently, four of the Biruda frigates appeared with them and destroyed a dreadnought, all by themselves. Nothing we had could damage them.” 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” the SitCon muttered. 
 
    “How were they defeated?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “The Dusman popped in with some sort of ship they built and launched some sort of old-tech weapon of their own at the frigates. One of them was destroyed, and the rest jumped out of the system on internal shunts, never to be seen again.” 
 
    “So, we don’t know where they’re from or how to defend or attack these frigates?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of.” 
 
    Barjati sighed. “Well that sucks. At least we don’t have to worry about the frigate immediately.” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” the SitCon said. “The enemy frigate is headed out-system unless they get their engines fixed, and we’re heading toward the two planets. Our distance to the frigate is increasing with every minute.” 
 
    “Have we had any luck finding Polybolos’ survivors?” 
 
    The SitCon shook his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. It completely came apart in the explosion. The crew would had to have been in an escape pod or something similar to have survived.” 
 
    “Well, keep looking.” 
 
    The SitCon nodded. 
 
    “So, where do we go from here?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Thorb said. “We go Home.” 
 
    “At the moment, I can’t get you there,” Barjati said. 
 
    “We don’t need the Sarisa to get there,” Thorb replied. “The Ocean Trader can get us there and we can shuttle down to the surface. That other transport is going to get there before us, so it’s going to be a race, but they may not know about our civilization on the planet, which will give us an edge.” 
 
    “We can shuttle over and go down with you,” Spartan said. “We are supposed to support you.” 
 
    “While I would like the support, I don’t think that’s going to be the smartest thing,” Thorb said. “If there’s another force there, we’re going to have to operate from the water, not the land. CASPers—no matter how awesome—are going to be operating at a handicap in that environment. And, if the enemy is an aquatic race, you will be at an even bigger handicap. No, I think we have to do this ourselves.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Colonel,” Spartan said, “but I just don’t think splitting our forces is a good idea. We may not be as much help under water, but at least some of the search for tech is going to be on land, and we excel there.” 
 
    “Which is why you would be better served to find out what is going on at Trigar 2-B. If there is a transport in orbit, obviously there is something valuable there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The last time the Horde was here, the MinSha had a base on 2-B. They must have found something—that’s why the transport is there. If they did find something, you have to take it away from them. That’s what Sansar would want.” 
 
    “Sansar wanted us to help you first,” Spartan said. “She was quite specific.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Spartan,” Thorb said. “I know we’re not supposed to split our forces—not only isn’t it what Sansar wanted, but that’s also what the tactical manual says—but we just can’t go where you need to go, and you can’t go where we need to. Trying to bring air down for you if you go to our city at the bottom of the ocean—especially if there are aquatic forces onboard the enemy transport—isn’t going to be feasible. Similarly, we can’t live on a desert planet. Not well, anyway. Our fur has to be moistened periodically, or we get eczema and something that looks like the mange your dogs get. Besides, we don’t know if they’re after our city or other C’Natt sites. And we have to warn our king.” 
 
    “Wait,” Spartan said. “Manual? What manual are you referring to?” 
 
    “The Golden Horde Tactical Manual.” 
 
    Spartan laughed. “I didn’t know we had a manual.” 
 
    “It was developed from The Art of War, by Sun Tzu, and Clauswitz’s On War. It says you’re not supposed to split your troops, but I think we have to this time.” 
 
    “I understand,” Spartan said, “but I don’t see how we would stay alive on 2-B. The planet, like you said, is a desert world, and we didn’t exactly bring the normal loadout for setting up a defensible base.” 
 
    “Maybe there are some Kahraman ruins there with something you can use. That’s obviously why the other force is there.” 
 
    “Why would there be ruins there? I thought the main C’Natt facility was on 2-A.” 
 
    “You know how we were upgraded—the crime they charged Colonel Enkh with?” 
 
    “Sure. I knew that happened, but I never heard how that happened.” 
 
    “There was an ancient abandoned facility on my planet that the Golden Horde found. It wasn’t Kahraman, but one of their scientific thrall races: the C’Natt. One of the things that still worked was an uplift machine Sansar used on us Salusians to upgrade us to what you see now. The facility there was used to train and develop sea creatures; it’s possible there’s a similar facility on the desert world to train desert monsters. If so, you can use it to hide in. Maybe there are weapons and tech you can use, too.” 
 
    “It’s worth a look; we’ve made it through worse. But I’m not letting you go down there without an escort. I’m sending a squad of CASPers with you. This is a bit outside of SOP, because we’ve never had members of the Horde without CASPers or vehicles, but the ranking officer on a mission never goes without escort. That was made brutally clear to me on my last mission.” 
 
    “Your CASPers can’t go underwater, Spartan.” 
 
    “Well, they can, but not for that long. They can, however, stop anything from going down there after you. I’m afraid this isn’t a point I’m willing to debate, sir. Hazard will go with you and take a squad. You already know him from running sims, and he’s familiar with your capabilities. No offense, sir, but a CASPer’s weapon loadout is a bit more of a deterrent than a few hypervelocity pistols. I’m also sending you a crate of dragonflies to scout the surface.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Thorb said. “It may handicap us. I don’t want to be put in a position where I have to stand and defend them when I could have fled to the ocean.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’m telling you they’re going, anyway. If it comes to that, leave them to fend for themselves. You can bring me up on insubordination charges if you want when we get back—if we get back—but they’re going.” He looked over to Barjati. 
 
    “This is between you two,” she said. “My job is to get you here. I don’t have any say in the on-planet portion of the mission.” 
 
    Spartan smiled. “So, it’s settled. Hazard’s squad will go with you to 2-A, and we’ll go see what we can find on 2-B.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Ocean Trader, Enroute to Trigar 2-A 
 
    “Sir, something just detached from the unknown transport headed to 2-A,” the sensor operator reported. The Ocean Trader had chased the transport since the battle but the enemy ship had started with too great of a lead and arrived at the planet first. “No, make that a number of objects have separated from the transport.” 
 
    “What are they?” Spartan asked. He, along with his troopers, had transferred to the Ocean Trader when he’d seen Sarisa was going to be unpowered for longer than he was willing to wait. Not only did it get him out the Sarisa’s crew’s way, but with the enemy already on 2-B and more approaching 2-A, they had to get there now, and sitting helpless on a ship that was damaged was more than he could stand. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the sensor operator said. “They are in freefall to the target. They appear to be larger than orbital bombardment rounds, and telemetry indicates they’re going to land in the water, not on the land.” 
 
    Spartan turned to the ship’s CO. “Any idea?” 
 
    Captain Besud shrugged. “Not really. Maybe they’re dumping garbage?” 
 
    “No,” Thorb said as he concentrated on the objects falling away from the ships. “You don’t know what they are because you’re not used to aquatic combat. Those are Xiq’tal drop pods.” 
 
    “Xiq’tal?” asked Captain Besud. “What are they?” 
 
    “Crabs,” Thorb said, his eyes still focused on the main Tri-V. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Spartan said, “but I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    Thorb turned to Spartan, who could see an intensity in the SalSha he’d never seen before. “I haven’t seen them, either, but I’ve read up on them in case something like this happened. The Xiq’tal are one of the least intelligent of the merc races—in fact, their baseline trooper is less intelligent than your average Lumar. Just like the Lumar, though, they are good as shock troops, and far less expensive. Like the SalSha, they are amphibious, so they’re good at assaulting coastal targets—you’ll never see them coming unless you have good sonar. 
 
    “The typical Xiq’tal trooper is about two meters wide, with six legs, a pair of fighting arms ending in large claws, and a pair of manipulator arms. They usually have weapons pods wired into their nervous system, all the way up to rocket pods.” 
 
    “Sounds tough,” said Spartan. 
 
    “They are,” said Thorb. “The reports say that fighting a crab is like fighting a small armored vehicle that wants to eat you.” He shrugged. “What’s worse is that sometimes they deploy with king crabs. The baseline troopers are prone to surrender if you kill enough of them; king crabs are a lot smarter and they make the generic troops fight harder; you can’t make them give up when a king crab is around.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll have a king?” 
 
    “Whoever is in charge of this operation got a Biruda frigate to come and watch over them. What do you think?” 
 
    “That there’s a king crab in charge of them.” 
 
    Thorb nodded unhappily. “And they are headed toward my home.” 
 
    “I have Captain Barjati on the comms,” the communications officer said. 
 
    “On speaker,” Captain Besud said. “Captain Barjati, Captain Besud here.” 
 
    “Captain Besud, my people have objects dropping on 2-A that we believe to be Xiq’tal drop pods.” 
 
    “We see them and concur,” Besud said. “We were just discussing our options.” 
 
    “We’re close to being operational—or at least partially operational, enough to get back helm control, anyway. If you give us a few hours, we can be overhead the planet to drive off the transport and support the landing.” 
 
    “That’s three hours the crabs will have to destroy my home,” Thorb said. “No. We’re going as soon as we’re within range.” 
 
    “Certainly your civilization on the planet can hold off the crabs for a few hours,” Barjati said. 
 
    “No, I don’t know that they can,” Thorb said. “I don’t even know that they’ll understand what is happening.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Captain Barjati, I’m sure you know that I—along with the other SalSha with me—were uplifted. The rest of my race wasn’t. There wasn’t time when the Golden Horde was last here. Colonel Enkh uplifted the ones who were coming with her, but the rest of our civilization was left behind. It is very possible that the rest of my people will rush out to meet the crabs, thinking it’s the return of the Golden Horde, only to find out there’s a new enemy on the planet.” 
 
    “The crabs shouldn’t mess with your people. They’ll be looking for advanced tech, not looking to destroy your race.” 
 
    “How do you know that? How do you know they aren’t there because someone in the Merc Guild—or one of the other guilds—doesn’t want a new race on the scene; one that can fly bombers as well as the MinSha. Especially one that is aligned with the Humans. How do you know they’re not there to plant a bunch of explosives and destroy my people?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t, of course, but I don’t think—” 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” Thorb interrupted. “We have to get down there and help them. If nothing else, we can at least explain to the Salusians what’s happening.” 
 
    “We showed at least ten drop pods descending from the enemy transport,” Barjati noted. “There’s going to be at least one hundred of their troopers down there. And you have what? Five SalSha to fight them with?” 
 
    “They also have a squad of CASPers, led by Lieutenant Quinn,” added Spartan. 
 
    “Who are less effective underwater,” Barjati noted. “Besides, even with the CASPers, you’re still outnumbered about seven-to-one.” 
 
    “That’s better than twenty-to-one,” said Spartan, “and they won’t be expecting CASPers.” 
 
    “And besides,” Thorb said, “we don’t know when the Biruda vessel will be repaired and come after us. If they do, we need to be able to leave at a moment’s notice. Time may be shorter than we know—if they fix that frigate, there’s nothing here that can stop it.” 
 
    They could hear Barjati sigh. “That much is true,” she said. “I have them trying to make more of Spartan’s drones, but there’s only so much our engineers can do, and most of them are working on fixing the ship.” 
 
    “So we have to go in, and we have to go now.” Thorb said it flatly, and Spartan could see he was telling the captain what he was going to do, not asking permission. 
 
    “How are you going to get past the transport in orbit?” Barjati asked. “Even though it is only a transport, it can defend itself from a lightly armed shuttle.” 
 
    “We’ll keep the planet between us on the way in and jink a lot,” Thorb said. “The SalSha can bail out over the water and the CASPers over the land.” 
 
    “And while they’re doing that, we’ll make a run for 2-B,” Spartan said. 
 
    “I wish you could wait for our assistance, but I understand the urgency. I know I don’t want to be here when the Biruda frigate gets going again. Good luck, and Blue Sky watch over us all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Golden Horde Dropship One, Descending to Trigar 2-A 
 
    The dropship jumped in the thermals coming off the water 10 feet below it, bucking back and forth, and the constant vibration had many of the CASPer troopers complaining. 
 
    “How much longer?” Hazard asked. “A couple of the junior troopers are about to lose their lunches.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Thorb said, opening his eyes to look at the Human in his CASPer. His eyes swept the row of open cockpits—many of the Humans appeared green. He smiled; he found the constant motion soothing, like riding an ocean current while someone else was watching out for grahps. Like all good things, though, it had to end, and his pinplant pinged that they were two minutes out from their drop. 
 
    “Change your mags,” Thorb said. He ejected the bronze mag/barrel combination and snapped in a black one. 
 
    “What the hell’s that?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Supercavitating rounds,” Thorb said. “Sansar had a…connection that got us some.” 
 
    “A super what?” 
 
    “The normal bullets are no good underwater.” 
 
    “I know that,” Hazard said. “They only go a few feet before they lose their energy. Even the hypervelocity pistols don’t go much further. I figured you’d use your laser pistols underwater. They’re not that great, but they’re better than nothing. I thought that’s why you ran some simulators with them.” 
 
    Thorb shook his head. “Laser pistols suck, but there might be a time where that’s all we had so we ran the simulators with them, just in case. Laser rifles are good, but they’re too big for us.” He shrugged. “Happily, we don’t need them. The rounds in my pistol were originally developed by the Russian Spetznaz a hundred years ago and modified to fit our hypervelocity pistols. 
 
    “The projectile is coated with a material that ablates into a gas, creating a bubble that allows the projectile to supercavitate. It’s good to about one hundred yards and has an accuracy of about 2.1 inches at that distance.” He smiled. “For a grahp, that’s good enough for me. If I can stay that far out and plink away at it, I’m good.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds to jump,” the pilot advised. “Ramp coming down.” The ramp in the back dropped and everyone could see the water racing past them. It didn’t appear to help the Humans. 
 
    “I’ve seen pictures of grahp. It’s going to take a lot of shots with a pistol to put one down.” 
 
    “Better that than having to take it down with handheld weapons.” Thorb nudged the spear gun protruding from his pack. “We’ve got them, too, if needed, but that requires you to get a lot closer to a grahp than I prefer.” He shrugged. “They won’t be much good on a Xiq’tal, either, if it comes to that, but the pistols will.” 
 
    “Fifteen seconds to jump!” the pilot said. 
 
    “See you there,” Thorb said. After they jumped, the CASPers would go a little further to the large island to the west, where they would begin exploring the C’Natt facility. Thorb and the other SalSha would organize the Salusian resistance, then meet them there. Thorb led the other SalSha to the back of the ramp. 
 
    The dropship slowed slightly, the rocking motion smoothed out, and a green light illuminated. “Here’s our stop,” Thorb said. “Let’s go!” 
 
    He took a deep breath and closed his eyes to savor it. This was what his ocean smelled like. He was Home, and no stupid crabs were going to wreck it; he would see to that. 
 
    He smiled and stepped off the ramp. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Golden Horde Dropship Two, Descending to Trigar 2-B 
 
    “All right. As soon as we hit the ground, deploy the dragonflies. Steph’s been busy with the printer, so we have four hundred to spread around. We’ll use half of them to scout the area and park them to ensure nothing sneaks up on us. Immediate mission is to find cover,” Spartan ordered as the dropship buffeted through the atmosphere. 
 
    Irish took over and made the assignments for who was to do what. They were executing a combat drop, and the dropship was going to return to the air quickly to provide them with cover. 
 
    “Expecting resistance, Spartan?” Moh asked. 
 
    “I always expect resistance, Moh. You know that. We know Xiq’tal ships were going down to 2-A. We didn’t see anything heading for 2-B, but let’s assume they won’t want us here and will send someone to kill us.” 
 
    “You’re just full of good news!” Moh quipped. 
 
    “I really wish you’d take that off of your CASPer, sir,” Irish said seriously. 
 
    “Take what off?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “That helm painted on your chest. The MinSha at Karma recognized you. I don’t know how, but word is getting around about you, and I have a bad feeling your CASPer will be recognized, too. It’s going to become a bullseye painted on your mech.” 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t me. Maybe she was referring to the Horde,” Spartan replied. 
 
    “Oh, give me a break,” Moh said. “After the shit you pulled on Kelfor, word is going to get around about Spartan the bug killer or ship capturer or, hell…who knows! You know how the Zuparti talk.” 
 
    “Even without the footage, they heard the traffic. The Zuparti know there were a lot of bugs—” 
 
    “And I was out by the end of it,” Spartan interjected. 
 
    “They don’t know that,” Moh stated. 
 
    “Look, I think you’re overreacting. One merc is not going to be the target of anyone. So, let it go. It’s not up for negotiation. Hobo put it there; it stays,” Spartan said, and his voice left no room for debate. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds to touchdown,” Specialist Godina commed from the cockpit. 
 
    “Thanks, Anya. Fast, fast, fast,” Spartan responded, thankful there was no more time to debate the issue of his CASPer. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dropship One, Trigar 2-A 
 
    The SalSha jumped off the ramp, waved once, then dove below the surface of the water. In a few seconds, they were past where Hazard could easily see them. 
 
    “Clear,” he commed to the pilots, and the dropship continued on its way. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to make it to the island, and within a couple of minutes, sand was passing below the open ramp. 
 
    “We’ll have to hurry,” the pilot said. “The enemy transport will be above the horizon momentarily; you need to be hidden, and I need to be gone before that happens.” 
 
    “I’m not driving this bus,” Hazard said. “That part’s up to you.” 
 
    “Smartass,” the pilot replied. After a couple of seconds, he added, “Coming up on the drop zone. You’ll have to jump; I don’t have time to set down.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Just get us close, and we’ll bail out.” He motioned to the troopers. “Let’s go.” they gathered around him at the back of the ramp. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Hazard counted to himself and had just hit 13 when the light switched to green. “We’re here! Go! Go! Go!” He stepped off the ramp and rode his jumpjets to the surface of the planet 15 feet below. 
 
    “It’s over there,” Sergeant John “Kiwi” Kane said, pointing to the south as he landed next to him. 
 
    Hazard nodded; Kane was selected for this mission because he was in the original group to come to Trigar 2-A. After a year of war, most of the others were now dead. 
 
    Bringing up his map, Hazard could see that the entrance to the C’Natt lab was only about 30 feet to the south. The pilots had done a reasonable job getting them to the right spot, and he still had two minutes to get below. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Hazard said as the dropship rocketed off. He jogged over to a hole in the ground. 
 
    “Looks like there’s been some windstorms since we were here last,” Kane said, joining him at the edge. “The floor used to be a lot further down.” 
 
    “We can worry about that later,” he said. “We’ve got to hurry.” He stepped over the edge and dropped to the sand. It was deeper than he’d thought; the sand filled the open doorway at the side of the space almost to the top. The other CASPers dropped into the room and spread out to watch for the enemy. The room hadn’t been built for CASPers, though, and the 11 suits filled up most of it. 
 
    “Carter, Howell, see if you can clear a way through that doorway,” Hazard said. 
 
    The two privates began scooping the sand away from the door, but found it was easier to push it through the doorway instead. In a few minutes they had cleared a space big enough to slide through, and Private Sam Howell dove through the doorway on his stomach on the shifting sand. 
 
    “Clear on this side,” he said as Private Michael Carter dove through after him. 
 
    Hazard went next, and he motioned for the two privates to continue onward as there wasn’t much space in the kitchen area on the other side of the doorway. He felt a momentary sense of déjà vu as he looked around. He’d run the simulation with the SalSha so many times he knew the C’Natt facility like the back of his hand. 
 
    He followed Private Carter into the next room and stopped to take it in. The facility was originally built to experiment on the grahp and Salusians, and the center of the room held a pressure door that could be opened to allow access to the ocean. Without the ability to pressurize the room now, though, the ocean would be able to flood it. The room was below sea level, so opening the hatch probably wasn’t the best idea. 
 
    The room itself was a hexagon about 50 feet across, with doors on each side. Only one door was open—the door that had originally held the machine the Golden Horde had used to uplift the SalSha. 
 
    Unfortunately, everything else he’d done in the simulator was conjecture; this was as far as the Horde had gone. Faced with impending attack, they hadn’t explored beyond any of the other doors. 
 
    “All right,” Hazard said as the rest of the squad filed into the space. “Here’s where we start. We’ll open these doors first, and then, based on how much time we have, we’ll try to excavate some of the area that’s full of sand. Henderson and Corrales, you’ve got watch on the way we came in. Don’t let anyone surprise us.” He pointed to the closest door. “Everyone else, let’s see what lies behind door number one.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ocean, Trigar 2-A 
 
    The warm ocean waters enfolded Thorb in their grasp, and his gills sprang open to accommodate the new method of breathing. Like the stupid Xiq’tal, the SalSha—and the Salusians that spawned them—were as equally adept in the water as on land. While the crabs had evolved the ability to live in both environments, the Salusians had been modified by the C’Natt thousands of years prior to have it. 
 
    There was a little pain as systems that had been dormant for many months started working again, and a transient feeling of choking, but then he was breathing water as he normally did. It had been a long time since Thorb was completely immersed—baths and showers, even on-planet, weren’t the same—and he took a moment to luxuriate in the feeling of the salt water flowing over his fur and through his gills. 
 
    Then, forcing a mouthful of water out his gills, he sighed and opened his eyes; he had things to do. And, besides, the ocean was a dangerous place—you never knew when a grahp might be nearby. His people normally killed any that tried to stake a claim to the area as the giant predators preyed heavily on the younger Salusians who couldn’t swim fast enough to get away from them, but you never knew when a rogue grahp might come swimming past. 
 
    Thorb checked the other members of his group; all four were floating nearby, waiting for his instructions. Each had his pistol out with a black mag/barrel combination in; they were all ready. 
 
    He waved in the direction of the city. They descended almost to the bottom and proceeded toward it. Keeping to the bottom meant they only had to look up to spot any enemies, and that the crabs—if they were nearby—would be highlighted if they were swimming at the surface. The Xiq’tal drop pods had come down south of the large island, so it was unknown if they were proceeding to the city or to the C’Natt facility on the island. 
 
    They were met by a patrol of two warriors as they approached the city, who rose up from a hidden position and held up a paw to stop them. The SalSha glanced between each other, eyebrows raised. Warriors had carried spears when the SalSha had left with the Golden Horde, however, these warriors now held spear guns. In addition to small, pistol-like guns, they also had large spear-rifles on their backs, with quivers of bolts. 
 
    “Look who’s returned,” the first guard said, bowing. “Welcome home.” He stared a second at Thorb. “And striped, now, too? That will make things…interesting.” 
 
    “What’s with the spear guns?” Thorb asked. “Did you make them? How?” 
 
    The guard smiled. “I think you will find a great many things have changed here while you were gone.” 
 
    “For the better or worse?” 
 
    “Better, mostly, I guess,” the guard said with a shrug. “But, certainly, very different.” The second guard nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Come. The king will want to see you immediately.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I’ll let him tell you. Follow me.” 
 
    The guard went off at a fast swim, while the second guard motioned for the SalSha to follow him. After a second, Thorb started after the guard’s rapidly disappearing form, and the rest of the group followed along after him. 
 
    Slorg caught up to Thorb and swam alongside him. “They’re both uplifted,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I know,” Thorb replied. “And I recognize both of them—they weren’t uplifted when we left.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Besides the fact that they found another uplifter?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    The group traveled on for another couple of minutes of travel, but then Thorb had a question. “Where are you taking us?” he asked. “Unless my bearings are all messed up, the city is further left than our direction of travel.” 
 
    “Your bearings are good. We aren’t going to the city.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” The guard turned and swam away again. He swam for another five minutes and then the seabed began climbing as the land sloped upward toward another small island. Fifty feet below sea level they came upon a large opening that Thorb could see had been drilled out by someone in time long past. Steel doors were recessed on both sides; both were nearly four inches thick. 
 
    The guard swam through the opening, then waved a paw toward the surface of the water above them. “We’re here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dropship Two, Trigar 2-B 
 
    The ship touched down, the ramp fell, and Spartan’s squad deployed quickly. Two of the troopers opened cases, and two hundred dragonfly drones took off in every direction as the pilot applied thrust and lifted off again. 
 
    Around them, two other dropships touched down to unload the rest of the company. 
 
    Spartan looked around; there was nothing but desert. No cover at all. “I’ve got a—” 
 
    “Please don’t say that,” Moh begged. 
 
    The troopers chuckled, and Spartan quickly got everyone back on task. 
 
    “Scan the ground, look for anything that might indicate metal belowground. That’ll be what we’re looking for,” Spartan ordered. 
 
    The company’s three squads set out on magnetic compass bearings, north, south, and east to scout for something they could use as cover. Spartan intentionally had them land on the opposite side of the planet from the MinSha base, which had been the base of operations for the attacks on the Golden Horde during their contract in Trigar. 
 
    Spartan knew Irish would keep an eye on the troopers, so he kept much of his attention and processing power on the input from the dragonflies. It was desert and more desert in every direction. He shook his head inside his CASPer and hoped no one would be coming down after them. 
 
    After half an hour of no readings, Sergeant Aslan “Batty” Batukayev transmitted, “Got something over here. Going to take a closer look.” 
 
    Spartan heard Batty’s squad leader, Staff Sergeant Matova, respond, “Be careful, Batty. Covering positions.” 
 
    He watched on his command display as Batty’s right leg suddenly went yellow, showing damage. 
 
    “Status?” Spartan demanded. 
 
    “Batty fell into a hole, Captain,” Matova responded. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Batty said, annoyed. “I definitely found something, though. It looks like a thin point in the roof, and there’s definitely a complex underground here.” 
 
    “Hold position,” Spartan ordered. “Company, converge on Second Squad.” 
 
    Running and using their jumpjets, the company arrived to meet Second Squad in a few minutes. 
 
    Spartan walked up to the CASPer-sized hole in the ground and looked down. “How’s your CASPer, Batty?” 
 
    “Right leg is a little banged up, but I’m still combat capable, sir.” 
 
    Spartan switched his view so he could see through Batty’s cameras. “Looks like there’s some room there. Move into the large room ahead of you. My squad will come down to scout the area. Everyone else, stay frosty.” 
 
    “More tunnels? Shit,” Moh grumbled. 
 
    “Dropship One to Spartan. We’ve got incoming. Multiple assault vehicles bound for the surface of the planet.” 
 
    “Shit. Let’s accelerate this process, Irish. Send the drones,” Spartan ordered. “Anya, what have we got?” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say MinSha assault transports.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Moh grumbled. 
 
    “Keep the channel clear, Moh. Anya, give me a visual,” Spartan ordered. 
 
    Through his pinplants, he could see the assault transports through the zoomed-in cameras from the dropship. Even at long range, he could tell what they were. They were a general use transport, but lately, he’d only seen them used by the MinSha. 
 
    “Concur. Unless there’s a new major player, they’re MinSha. They have a pretty nasty bite of their own, Anya. Keep your distance and be available for air support as necessary.” 
 
    “Copy that, Spartan. I’m a ghost.” 
 
    Sergeant Gallas, new to Spartan’s squad, jumped down with a crate as Spartan was talking to the dropship and let loose a hundred of Spartan’s dragonflies. They filled the corridors of the new complex and created a map for the troopers as they went. 
 
    Suddenly, all of the dragonfly feeds went dead. “What the hell,” Spartan muttered. 
 
    “Something wrong, sir?” Irish asked. 
 
    “The dragonflies…they’re all dead.” 
 
    “Now I’ve got a bad feeling,” Moh said. “What do you think happened?” 
 
    “No idea, Moh,” Spartan replied. “My guess would be some kind of defensive system got triggered. EMP, maybe.” 
 
    “So this…whatever it is, can defend itself.” 
 
    Spartan opened his comms to the company-wide frequency. “Okay, troopers, we’re going in blind. We have to assume the base has at least some power and defensive mechanisms in place. All the dragonflies just went dead, so my assumption is some sort of EMP, but we didn’t detect anything here, so it’s weak or limited in area. 
 
    “Even with that, we have incoming, and we need cover. We don’t know who or what is coming down, so let’s do what we do. This complex is ours now, and we will hold it. Everyone, make your way down. Third Squad, you’re last down; set up the defensive perimeter here in the first room. Use anything that isn’t bolted down for a barricade. This time, we hold what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Sir, what if they just drop the roof on us?” Moh asked. 
 
    “Good question. I don’t think they will, Moh. I have a feeling they’re in the system for the same reason we are, and they’ll want anything they can find intact. And if they do, we’ll dig our way out and kill them,” Spartan responded confidently. “Any other questions? No? Good, let’s get moving, Troopers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    The guard led Thorb and his group out of the water into a large underground cavern. Overhead lights 30 feet up provided bright illumination to the area, giving it the appearance of an afternoon along a beach. The small bay they emerged from covered about a quarter of the space; the other three-quarters was being used by SalSha engaged in—if it could be believed—preparing for war. 
 
    At least 50 SalSha—for it was obvious they had been uplifted—were readying weapons and putting on armor. Some of the SalSha were people Thorb recognized, but others he saw were definitely not from his city—their coloring was different. 
 
    Thorb’s group stopped and goggled at the activity. “What is—what is all this?” Thorb finally asked when he could find his voice. 
 
    “We’ve been invaded,” the guard replied. “I would have thought you’d be aware of that, Mr. I’ve Gone to the Stars.” 
 
    “I did know,” Thorb said, a little put out at the guard’s derisive tone. “There were a number of ships of Xiq’tal that splashed down south of here.” 
 
    “So why did you ask, then?” The guard sneered. “Or did you just think we wouldn’t defend ourselves?” 
 
    “We’ve always defended ourselves,” Thorb said. “I wouldn’t have thought this was any different. But these are alien mercs; they’re a whole lot tougher than fighting a grahp.” 
 
    “We know. There have already been losses.” 
 
    “Where is the king?” 
 
    “This way.” The guard turned and walked across the beach, then entered one of the three tunnels leading away from it. 
 
    Slorg shook his head as he walked alongside Thorb. “This has to be another ancient facility, like the C’Natt uplift facility on the other island.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s no way that we built this—even all the SalSha acting together with high tech couldn’t have tunneled all this out in the time we were gone.” 
 
    “It’s weird,” Slorg said. “It’s almost like we’ve returned to find aliens have taken over our planet.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thorb replied. “Like the Humans say, we have met the enemy, and it is us.” 
 
    Slorg nodded, and the group kept walking. They traveled for several minutes, then came to a set of massive blast doors in the side of the passageway guarded by two SalSha in full combat armor with spear rifles and laser pistols. 
 
    Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
    Thorb thought the pistols looked like older models but was unable to get more than a cursory glance as the blast doors opened, and they were ushered into the room beyond. Thorb couldn’t tell what the room had been used for before, but it was obviously now a throne room. The cavern was immense—easily as big as one of the Human’s football fields back on Earth—although it was almost completely empty. The walls were bare rock with some sort of coating on them. Probably to hold them in place. 
 
    At the other end of the space, a throne had been set up on a dais. A SalSha sat on the throne, and another 20 or so SalSha waited on the floor in front of the dais. 
 
    “That’s not your dad,” Slorg muttered. 
 
    “I can see that,” Thorb replied. “It’s Martan.” Martan had been a warrior in the king’s guard when they’d left, and one who Thorb hadn’t particularly liked. “My dad’s not in the group around the throne, either.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Thorb noticed the guards had gone from acting as escorts—with one in the front of the group and one behind—to acting more like guards, with one on each side of Thorb’s group with their weapons at the ready. In fact, I’ve got a really bad feeling. 
 
    The rest of the SalSha at the foot of the dais separated as they neared, making a path for them to approach. 
 
    “What’s going on here, Martan?” Thorb asked as they reached the dais. “Where’s the king?” 
 
    “Kneel!” the guard said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Kneel!” the guard commanded. “You are in the presence of royalty.” 
 
    “We never knelt before,” Thorb replied. “That’s not something you do underwater. And besides, he’s not the king.” 
 
    “We’ve modernized,” Martan said. “And along with a new society comes new ways of doing things and new traditions. I’m sure you were unaware of the new societal norms, so I will allow your faux pas to pass this time, but I will expect the appropriate courtesy next time you are in my presence because I am indeed the king.” 
 
    “Since when?” Thorb said, caught off guard by the whole process. “What—what in the world has happened since I left? Where’s my father?” 
 
    “Much has happened since you left.” 
 
    “Including Martan becoming King Martan,” the guard said. “He became king at the joining of the civilizations.” 
 
    “The joining of civilizations?” Slorg asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “When the Humans were here,” Martan explained, “they uplifted several of our people to help protect us from the grahp. I was one of them. It didn’t make sense for a non-uplift to be king when there were people who were far more intelligent around, so I took over. Knowing what to look for and how to operate the technology, we found this place. After that, we brought in all the other local Salusian cities.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Thorb said. “And uplifted everyone?” 
 
    “The ones who wanted it and who chose to accept me as king.” 
 
    “And if they didn’t choose to accept you?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, they had to be banished. For their own good, of course.” 
 
    “For their own good?” 
 
    “Absolutely. They weren’t able to function in the new society.” He tapped his head. “Not smart enough. I didn’t want them around, getting in the way and having people take advantage of them, so they were banished.” 
 
    Thorb took a deep breath, trying to get ahold of himself and his emotions. Everything was spinning so fast he wasn’t sure of anything—and there were still Xiq’tal nearby that needed to be dealt with. He could barely focus. What was going on? 
 
    “Where is my father?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he’s around here somewhere,” Martan said. “Couldn’t have him running around fomenting dissent, after all.” 
 
    At least he wasn’t killed. Or banished. “What are you doing about the Xiq’tal that just landed?” 
 
    Martan yawned. “They are being taken care of. I sent several squads of our best troops to deal with them.” 
 
    “Martan, just because you got an uplift doesn’t mean you know everything there is to know about galactic society. If you found another uplift facility here, it’s still thousands of years out of date. The Xiq’tal are going to be better armed and trained than anything you’ve got.” 
 
    “Not everything.” Martan called out, “Handlers! Bring my pets!” 
 
    A massive door behind the throne slid open and a number of SalSha led out two young grahp, one on each side of the throne. Each monster had four chains attached to its skin; each chain held by a young SalSha. 
 
    Martan smiled. “If the troops can’t take care of the Xiq’tal, I’m sure my pets can.” 
 
    “You have two grahp? How do you intend to control them?” 
 
    “Easy. We ran the uplifter on them, too, and made them smarter so we could train them better.” 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    Martan sighed. “We uplifted a couple of baby grahps. We killed their parents right after the mother spawned them, and they would have died if we hadn’t taken them in.” 
 
    “You should have killed them, not taken them in. Those things are a force of nature, and you want them inside with you?” 
 
    “I told you, we uplifted them. They’re smarter now; we can train them.” 
 
    “Did something go wrong when they uplifted you? The process is supposed to make you smarter, not more stupid. You think you can actually control them? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “We can absolutely control them. Look at them—they’re tame.” 
 
    Thorb looked at the two grahp. He’d never been this close for this long. Usually the grahp were trying to eat him, so he’d never gotten a chance to really look at them. The creatures in front of him were every bit as fearsome looking as the adults he had fought. 
 
    From the front, all you could see was a grahp’s mouth, a giant circle four feet across with four-inch-long teeth. Inside was a second ring of three-inch-long teeth. Inside of that was a third ring of teeth, each about two inches long, surrounding the actual maw. When an adult opened its mouth underwater, it created an inescapable vortex that sucked in anything around it. Although the smaller ones before him were only five feet long, Thorb figured they would still be able to generate a pretty good vortex underwater, and if that failed, their tentacles could reach out nearly three times their body length. To get close to them underwater meant death, and before the Salusians had met the Golden Horde, all they’d had were spears to fight them with, which meant having to get really close to them. 
 
    The grahp didn’t have eyes—the adults didn’t either—but their gaping maws followed Thorb. They either had a great sense of smell or hearing, or both, but no one had ever figured out which sense they used to hunt. It worked well, whichever it was. As Thorb watched, both started opening and closing their mouths, and he could hear them sucking in air as if they wanted to suck him into their gaping maws. 
 
    “If there’s one thing I know, it’s that those things are not tame.” 
 
    “They’re tame enough. Besides, this is what they were bred for—to be our steeds in battle.” 
 
    Thorb laughed. “I think someone has been watching too many Tri-V adventure movies. I wouldn’t trust one of those as far as I could throw it. Which is nowhere.” 
 
    “Can’t you see it? The glamor of achieving what the C’Natt intended us to be? I would love to ride one of these into battle, wearing a suit of powered armor like the CASPers the Humans wear, while we attacked a horde of aliens in a desperate battle against incredible odds. Come on—even you have to admit that a few grahp could really turn the tide of a battle.” 
 
    “They could, but then they’d turn on you, and you’d be dead. Enough fooling around. Where is my father? I want to get him out of here before the Xiq’tal get here.” 
 
    “How would they get here? They don’t know about this facility…unless you told them.” The guards shifted uneasily and turned their weapons to point more toward Thorb’s group. 
 
    “I haven’t told them anything; I didn’t even know this facility existed. Look, I just want to get my father and go, all right?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. He is…indisposed.” 
 
    “What do you mean, indisposed?” 
 
    “I mean, he can’t be bothered. Besides, your family no longer makes the rules around here; I do. And I don’t take orders from you; you take orders from me.” 
 
    “Actually, no, I don’t. I’m a lieutenant colonel and airwing commander in the Golden Horde. I take orders from Sansar Enkh, and that’s about it.” 
 
    “You’re a SalSha, and you take orders from your king. That’s me. I can have you tossed into jail if you need some time to think about it.” 
 
    Thorb’s jaw dropped in disbelief. Xiq’tal were on the planet, and he had to fight with someone who’d never been off the planet over who was supposed to be in charge. “Look,” Thorb said, trying to keep a handle on his temper, “I have a squad of Humans in CASPers waiting for me. Just give me my father and you can have your little fiefdom here. Otherwise you’re going to make me have to challenge you for the kingship.” 
 
    “You can’t; sorry. My rule is absolute. All of my subjects have sworn vows of fealty to me.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Thorb said. “And now I have my stripes, making me the legitimate ruler.” 
 
    “Like I already said, things have changed. The old rules of succession no longer apply, and you can’t challenge me for the kingship. All you can do is bow to my authority, or you’ll be tossed into the holding facility we have for malcontents.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll all leave, then. Banish us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that isn’t possible,” Martan said. He made a sweeping motion with one of his paws. “You have seen our domain. I can’t let you go meet up with the Xiq’tal to bring them here.” 
 
    Thorb drew his hypervelocity pistol, and nearly all of the SalSha drew weapons and pointed them at him. The rest of his group drew their pistols, too, but they were outnumbered about five to one, not counting the grahps and their handlers. 
 
    “You are vastly outnumbered, and all you have are those little pistols,” Martan said. “Surrender, and we’ll make your deaths quick and easy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-A 
 
    “Another dead end, sir,” Kane reported from the fourth door. “Anything that might have been here at one time’s gone now.” 
 
    “All right,” Hazard replied. Whatever had been in the complex when the Horde had visited previously had vanished. The rooms were empty of anything that wasn’t bolted down, and in many places there were bolts in the floor showing something was removed. In most cases, it looked as though the theft had been recent. The rooms off the central space appeared to be laboratories, but all of their equipment was gone. Worse, whoever had been in the space had cleaned as they went—there were no footprints to tell what race had been here in the interim. 
 
    “Think the Xiq’tal got it all?” Kane asked. 
 
    “I don’t think they had enough time to get here, strip the place, and then sanitize it,” Hazard said. “They haven’t been on the planet that long.” 
 
    “If not them, then who?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hazard said. A chill went down his spine as he realized there was an unknown third party at work on the planet. I hate unknowns. 
 
    “Last door,” Kane said as the squad lined up on both sides of the door frame. Hazard followed them into the space and found yet another empty laboratory. 
 
    He shook his head. He’d really hoped to make a find among the laboratory spaces. The only other places to search were the living areas, presumably on the other side of the space where the ceiling had caved in. Since the area was buried in sand it was going to take a ton of effort to excavate it, plus they’d have to rig something up above to keep more sand from falling in. They’d have to call more gear down from the Ocean Trader to get it done; ten CASPers weren’t going to move a whole lot of sand with just their— 
 
    “Lieutenant, we’ve got a problem!” Corporal Beau Corrales called. “Better come see this!” 
 
    Hazard returned to the central area to find Corrales standing by the hatch on the floor. Sparks were flying up from around it. 
 
    “What have you got?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Looks like someone is cutting their way through from underneath.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they just use the hatch?” Private Johnson asked. 
 
    The shiver returned to Hazard’s spine. “Ever seen a Xiq’tal?” 
 
    “No,” the private replied. “Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re too big to fit through the hatch. The SalSha would probably come from above, like we did. The fact that they’re coming from the water side tells me it’s the Xiq’tal.” 
 
    Water started spraying through the cut as the welder’s torch moved. A second flame appeared on the opposite side of the hatch as a second torch was put into action. 
 
    Hazard attempted to call Thorb but couldn’t get a response. He tried the other SalSha who were with Thorb, but none of them answered, either. 
 
    The force of the water coming through the cut increased. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Sergeant Kane asked. 
 
    “Well, I can’t get the SalSha, so we’re on our own with this.” Hazard looked around the space. They were under sea level, so as soon as the hatch was removed the area was going to flood, and it was going to do so with explosive force. All of the rooms were dead ends—there was no way out from any of them, except the one they came in through. In just a couple of minutes, they were going to be underwater and trapped. 
 
    “Back!” Hazard ordered. “Back to the kitchen! Kane, take half the squad to the surface and make sure we don’t get trapped down here.” 
 
    The water continued to jet up through the cuts as Hazard supervised the troops setting up defensive positions, and he realized there was already an inch of water on the floor. He looked back to the main room, then down at the MAC on his arm. When the water came into the room, it was going to be useless. The entry point was over 20 feet away. Any rounds he fired would be useless; they would fall, spent, in less than a quarter of the distance. The lasers, while better, wouldn’t be that effective either, especially against creatures with hard shells that would be in their natural environment. The only thing he had to fight with were a handful of rocket-propelled grenades and his suit’s sword blade. 
 
    In a blinding flash of the obvious, he realized there were only two choices: wait for the Xiq’tal at their point of entry and try to engage them in hand-to-hand fighting underwater or cede the area to them and fall back. 
 
    “Back!” he said again. “Everyone back to the surface.” 
 
    “But…we’re just going to give them the facility?” Private Dawn Chapman asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Hazard said, making shooing motions to help get the troopers moving. “We’ve already been through the facility, and there’s nothing here worth dying for. They can have it.” 
 
    He followed the troops to the entry room and heard a woosh! from behind him as the hatch came out, and water rushed into the facility. Tapping his jumpjets, he rocketed up to the surface. 
 
    He shook his head as he watched the room beneath him flood, comforting himself that, while they hadn’t held the facility, there was nothing there they would lose to the Xiq’tal. And, like he’d told his troops, the space itself wasn’t worth losing anyone over. 
 
    He who turns and runs away, lives to fight another day. 
 
    Although he knew it was the right decision, the platitude didn’t clear the bad taste of running out of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-B 
 
    Spartan reviewed the dragonfly footage collected before they were rendered useless. The good news, from his perspective, was that it looked like there was a choke point where all the drones were going, and there was plenty of room to move around before that point. He sent the map to all the troopers in the company once everyone was underground. 
 
    “Okay, I’m giving each squad a sector to search except for Third Squad. Third Squad, you stay here and shoot anything that comes down that hole. The rest of you, anything you see that looks like it isn’t bolted down, take a look at it. If it is bolted down, take a closer look. Pay special attention to anything that’s lit up on its own. This place obviously still has power from somewhere.” 
 
    “Probably geothermal, sir. Never runs out,” Specialist Ekman suggested. 
 
    Spartan remembered that he’d been the trooper with engineering knowledge who’d helped get Ocean Trader running with the new pinplant setup. 
 
    “Which means who knows what else might be working or functional,” Spartan pointed out. “So, everyone, watch your step. Clear the doors and rooms as if there’s an army on the other side waiting for you.” 
 
    “Sir, I notice you have us going toward where the dragonflies died,” Irish observed on a closed channel. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. You’re the commander of this company. You should stay back.” 
 
    “I’m also the person down here with the most technical knowledge, Irish. If anyone is going to check that out, I’m the person to do it.” 
 
    “Negative, sir. If you want us to go and send you readings, we’ll do that. But you’re not going anywhere near a potential EMP.” 
 
    “Staff Sergeant, you’re starting to annoy me,” Spartan warned. 
 
    “Would you do any different if Colonel Enkh were the one who wanted to go in there? You’re not a front-line trooper anymore, Captain. I let it go on Kelfor because we had to do what we could, but this isn’t that. You’re a company commander. Act like it. Sir.” 
 
    Spartan was speechless for a moment. He hadn’t been called to the mat in a long time, and never by someone who reported to him. The worst part was that Irish was right, to a point. Sansar was definitely the kind of leader who would go right on in, but he knew he would make every effort to stop her. Losing a company commander would definitely hurt the morale of the troopers, which was dangerous, especially with incoming hostiles. 
 
    “Thanks, Irish. Okay, I’ll hang back. A bit. To check out what the other squads might find. Once you hit the line I’ve indicated on the map, be careful. I honestly don’t know what’s over there, but I have a feeling we want to see what’s on the other side.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Irish responded and dropped back into the squad’s channel. “Okay, let’s move out.” 
 
    Spartan moved further into the room as Second Squad took up their positions in the room facing the single entrance. He approved of the deployment, noting that Staff Sergeant Matova had thought to have a couple of CASPers hold back in case the ceiling fell through somewhere else. As he made his way into one of the adjoining rooms, he noticed that Batty was keeping pace behind him. “You lost, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Negative, sir.” 
 
    “Then why are you following me and not with your squad?” 
 
    “Following orders, sir. Staff Sergeant Matova figured you might want company.” 
 
    “I see.” Spartan grinned. He was quite sure Irish was behind this, and Matova was covering for him. Maybe it was time he got a promotion. 
 
    There were a few items flagged in the room by the squad as they’d made their way through, and Spartan checked on each of them. They all looked to be ancient versions of slates, and he flagged them for retrieval. Troopers would pick them up and use the crates the dragonflies were transported in to move them out when they left. 
 
    He switched back and forth between standard and thermal imaging a few times, hoping to catch traces of something showing heat from being operational, but nothing was hot, yet. He did note that all the rooms in the complex seemed to be sizeable, as were the hatches. So far, there had been surprisingly little in the way of what he thought might be there. Just large rooms and large hatches. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Spartan said as he turned in place. “The hatches are big enough for a CASPer, and then some. The rooms are big, but there’s hardly anything in them.” 
 
    “What were you expecting, sir?” Batty asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, really. Something. Desks, chairs, displays, anything that would indicate technology necessary to build a complex like this, but there’s nothing.” 
 
    His concern grew as reports came in that every chamber was empty with only a few small devices here and there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    “I have no intention of surrendering,” Thorb said. “Not to you or anyone else here. You have no idea what being a member of the galactic society is like, nor anything else from off planet. You’re going to get yourself killed with those things”—he nodded toward the grahps—“which I don’t care about, but you’re also going to get a lot of people killed when the Xiq’tal come here.” 
 
    “I already told you, unless you brought them here, they won’t find this facility. It’s been here for thousands of years, and no one’s found—” 
 
    “King Martan!” a voice yelled from the door. 
 
    Thorb turned slightly so he could see the newcomer while keeping Martan in his peripheral vision. His pistol stayed pointed at Martan. 
 
    “King Martan!” the SalSha said. “Enemy forces have come to the bay entrance!” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “The force you sent to drive them off was destroyed. Only a handful made it back here, but it appears the enemy followed them! The guards say a force of about a hundred giant crabs are approaching!” 
 
    Martan turned back to Thorb. “I don’t have time for you now. We will finish this after the crabs.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Thorb said. 
 
    Martan nodded toward the pistol in Thorb’s hand. “Will those kill Xiq’tal? 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Then your assistance is requested.” He ran off toward the door. “Everyone else, come along!” he yelled as he ran. “And bring the pets!” The rest of the SalSha followed after Martan, including the SalSha holding the reigns of the grahps. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Brack asked. “Do we help the ratfuck sonofabitch?” 
 
    Thorb nodded. “These are our people, regardless of the stupid choices they’ve made in helping Martan. There’s always a draw to what’s new, and being uplifted has an allure all its own. I don’t blame them for following him. It’s not their fault we’re being attacked; it’s Martan’s arrogance.” He sighed. “Yes, we help them, then we kick Martan’s ass. Let’s go.” 
 
    He raced after the king, trying to call Hazard as he went, but all he received was silence. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-A 
 
    “How long do you want to guard this?” Kane asked. 
 
    Hazard sighed. The squad had taken positions around the entrance to the facility an hour prior but had yet to see the first crab venture forth from the hole, and it was looking decreasingly likely that there would be a battle. Either the crabs didn’t know Hazard’s force was above them, or they didn’t care. 
 
    “Not much longer,” Hazard replied. “If they were looking for a battle, they would have come looking for us by now. Their focus must be on whatever they’re looking for down below.” 
 
    “Which is probably what we were looking for,” Kane said. 
 
    “Yeah, so they’re as out of luck with it as we are.” Hazard got out of the shallow hole he’d scooped out and walked toward the entrance. 
 
    “Think that’s wise, sir?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Probably not, but I’m not going to ask someone else to do it.” He reached the hole and looked down. Water filled about three-fourths of the room below him, but it was dark and calm. 
 
    “See anything?” Kane asked. He’d come about halfway to the hole. 
 
    “Nope. It looks quiet down there.” 
 
    “Want me to send someone down?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t want them to engage, I just want to know if the crabs are still there.” 
 
    Kane looked back to the firing line. “Corporal Khatri, Private Carter, front and center.” The two troopers got up and approached the hole. “Go down there and see if the crabs are still around. If so, don’t engage, just return here ASAP. Got it?” 
 
    “Sure,” Corporal Yvonne Khatri said. She didn’t sound enthusiastic about potentially meeting up with the crabs underwater but took a step off the edge and splashed down into the room below. After a second, Carter dropped down as well. 
 
    Both troopers kept their lights off and moved into the kitchen area, where they were lost from sight. Hazard waited impatiently as the seconds turned to minutes, but nothing happened to disturb the waters. After about five minutes, the troopers returned, with Khatri breaking water first. 
 
    “Nothing there,” she said. “The crabs are all gone.” 
 
    “Where the hell do you think they’ve gone?” Kane asked. 
 
    “No idea,” Hazard replied. “If they—” 
 
    “Lieutenant Quinn, this is Colonel Thorb!” 
 
    “Quinn here. We saw the Xiq’tal, but they’ve moved on.” 
 
    “They’ve moved to where we are,” Thorb said. “They’re all here.” 
 
    “Can you escape and evade?” 
 
    “No. We’ve found a different facility, and the crabs are coming for the tech here. Based on the SalSha and the gear they have, there is at least an uplift facility and a manufactory here.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “The facility is under an island about five miles away. Can you make it here?” 
 
    “We can, but we won’t have much jump juice left when we get there.” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t stop them, they’re going to get away with what Sansar wanted us to bring back.” 
 
    “We’re on our way.” 
 
    “We’re going to fight a hundred crabs underwater?” Kane asked skeptically. 
 
    “No choice,” Hazard said. “We’ll have to figure something out when we get there.” He chuckled wryly. “Maybe the SalSha will have whittled them down some by the time we get there.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Not really.” Hazard waved for all the troops to come over. “Okay, the SalSha are under attack by the crabs, who are trying to take a facility the SalSha found. We have to help them hold what they’ve got. We’ll have to come up with a plan when we get there, but we have to go now. Follow me!” 
 
    Hazard jumped and fired his jumpjets in the direction of Thorb’s signal. Their jumpjets would be sucking fumes before they reached the facility, but they’d get as close as could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-B 
 
    Moh led the squad through a few chambers, only taking a cursory look for hostiles. He knew the rest of them would be looking closely for anything that might interest them for later examination. His focus was ahead of him. 
 
    He cross-checked the map and noted they were about to enter a large chamber. The dragonflies had converged here from the other paths and gone down a hallway on the other side of the room. There was no video, though. The room was pitch black, so he had no idea what they could be walking into. 
 
    The hatch was cracked slightly open, and Moh approached it slowly. “Irish, I hate to say it, but—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Irish said. “You’re getting as bad as Spartan. Okay, troopers, stack up. Big room, potential for hostiles. Be ready.” 
 
    A countdown was transmitted to the squad. On one, Moh pushed his way in, and the squad rapidly entered and covered all aspects of the vast chamber, using their mounted lights to illuminate the area. What they saw was not anything they were prepared for. 
 
    The room was wider than it was long. As the troopers hit their marks, the entire room was lit up, and they saw a huge skeleton, ending in the head of something none of them had ever seen. 
 
    “What. Is. That?” Moh asked. 
 
    His response was silence as the troopers slowly spread out around the skeleton. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m glad it’s just a skeleton,” said Sergeant Chinara Enkh. 
 
    Irish opened a comm to Spartan. “Sir, you’re not going to believe this.” He shunted his cameras to Spartan’s CASPer. 
 
    “Shit. I’ll be right there. Hold what you’ve got,” Spartan said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After sending Batty back to join the rest of his squad, Spartan made his way to the large chamber. The troopers made a gap for him, and he walked up to the skull. 
 
    “What is that?” Moh asked. 
 
    “Canavar. I recognize the skull from the Merc Guild atrium,” Spartan responded as he walked around the room. He stopped to examine some metal clamps which had fallen away. “Looks like they used these to hold them down until…whatever came next.” 
 
    The squad spread out further and looked around the room. 
 
    “So, you think—” Irish started. 
 
    “This was a Kahraman facility,” Spartan finished. “Any intel we can gather here could be a huge advantage for us.” 
 
    He turned his CASPer toward the far end of the room. “We need to know what’s down there, and what’s on the other side of whatever the dragonflies hit.” 
 
    “Sure, but what took out the drones?” Irish asked. “And can it take down a CASPer?” 
 
    “One way to find out,” Moh said as he walked toward the hallway. 
 
    “Stand fast, Moh,” Irish ordered. 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Moh said. 
 
    “If you really want to check it out, leave your CASPer here,” Spartan said. 
 
    “Dammit,” Moh grumbled as he popped the cockpit and climbed down to grab his laser rifle from the leg compartment of his mech. 
 
    “Never volunteer,” Sergeant Enkh offered. 
 
    “Hush newbie,” Moh said with humor in his voice. 
 
    Spartan chuckled, then everyone else joined in. Enkh wasn’t new to the Golden Horde by any stretch, but she was new to Spartan’s unit, and Moh was pretty protective of the squad. Spartan thought maybe he just didn’t want to risk getting to know anyone too well, given the track record they had for losing people. Moh walked down the corridor, and the rest of the squad waited. 
 
    “Passage gets smaller as you go. No way to get a CASPer down here,” Moh reported. “Got the dragonflies, looks like some kind of airlock. Lights are on, but nobody’s home. Checking it out.” 
 
    “Tread carefully,” Irish responded, concern obvious in his voice. 
 
    “Oh shit! Oh, okay. Whew.” 
 
    “What?” Irish demanded. 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s some kind of decontamination chamber. The door snapped shut behind me, then there was a gust of air and a pulse of some kind of energy. Readings on my laser rifle jumped a little, but it seems fine.” 
 
    “Probably a weak electromagnetic pulse,” Spartan observed. “The circuitry in the dragonflies is pretty sensitive so it wouldn’t take much to flash their circuits.” 
 
    Spartan fell silent for a moment as he considered the purpose of such a system. “Nanites. It’s made to kill nanites. Moh, check your emergency med injector.” 
 
    Another moment of silence, and Moh responded. “Damn, how do you do that? You nailed it, boss; injector reads as empty like it’d been used. Okay, I’ve got a single button here, gonna push it and hope it opens the other door instead of, oh, vaporizing me or something.” 
 
    Spartan waited in silence and hoped he wouldn’t lose another trooper. After what felt like too long, he had to check. “Moh? Report.” 
 
    “Sorry, boss. This place is…you’re going to want to see this.” 
 
    Spartan and Irish opened their canopies at the same time and hopped down. Irish armed himself with a projectile rifle, while Spartan grabbed his tech bag. His always-on pistol was already on his hip. 
 
    “The rest of you keep a sharp eye out. Those MinSha will be coming for us,” Spartan ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After going through the decontamination chamber after Irish, Spartan felt like a kid in a candy store. Here were the consoles he had been expecting, and some of them were active. 
 
    “It’s a damn shame we can’t lift this whole room out of here,” Spartan said, mostly to himself. “Look for a data port of some kind.” 
 
    “One step ahead of you, boss. Here’s the thing I found that looked closest to what we use,” Moh said and pointed to a console. 
 
    Spartan walked over to it. He was excited about the find but also concerned. The equipment was untouched by time, as though whoever was using it had just left for the day. He’d read the reports of Trigar 2-A, the cave-ins, and corpses. Here, everything was pristine. It didn’t feel right. 
 
    Spartan frowned when he got a closer look at the console. “It’s been modified…recently,” he said as he pulled a cord out of his tech bag, plugged one end neatly into the jack, and hooked up pinlinks to his pinplants. 
 
    Within a moment, dread overcame him. “This place crawls. We found the back door by accident, the MinSha will use the front door. Redeploy, I need time,” Spartan ordered before his eyes became distant, and he dove into the computer system of the facility. 
 
    “Shit!” Irish exclaimed. “First Squad, unass, and get in here! Arm for a close-quarters engagement. Second Squad, hold what you’ve got. Third Squad, calculate our bearing, get on the surface, and move. See if you can cut them off or at least find out where they’re landing.” 
 
    Spartan heard Irish giving orders and briefly watched the squads redeploy with satisfaction. The system had a firewall, but that could be defeated…if he had enough time. He trusted his troopers enough that he put most of his attention into doing just that. The information could be invaluable, not only as further evidence of what had been happening during the war, but it could potentially expose a weakness if there were any more Canavar out there waiting to be used. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Enkh and the rest of First Squad made their way in through the decontamination chamber. “What’s up, Spartan?” she asked. 
 
    “Spartan’s busy. Check every entrance to this location, what’s on the other side, and let’s determine the best defense for each location,” Irish said. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” she tilted her head. 
 
    Moh glanced at Enkh. “Newbie,” he muttered before he went to check the first hatch into the room. 
 
    “He’s hacking into the computer system, Sergeant. You worry about doing your job and make sure he doesn’t get shot while he’s doing it. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” she said and jogged to another hatch while the rest of the squad spread out. 
 
    There were four entrances to the room, counting the decontamination chamber. Irish wasn’t worried about that one but was concerned about the rest. He had no way of knowing where the MinSha would come from, or if they’d be alone. They were at a disadvantage without their CASPers, and he knew it, but if Spartan thought this intel was valuable enough to risk it, he’d get Spartan the time he needed. 
 
    Moh jogged back up to Irish after a few minutes of investigation. “It’s a warren of tunnels past that hatch. I wish we had time to check the whole place out, but—” 
 
    “We don’t,” Irish finished. “Can we collapse the hallways?” 
 
    “Not without risking bringing the roof down on ourselves,” Moh said, shaking his head. “Everything’s reinforced; it would take a pretty big bang to collapse it.” 
 
    Irish frowned as he considered the options. He had a single squad of troopers without CASPers against who knew how many MinSha. He didn’t know how many of the aliens they could kill before they were overrun, but he was sure the MinSha would send more than that. 
 
    “Captain, we do not have a defensible position here,” Irish said through his pinplants, as he knew Spartan was ignoring the sounds around him. 
 
    “I need time, Irish,” Spartan responded. 
 
    “You’ll get it, sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Thorb raced out of the throne room, still calling Hazard. As he exited the room, he finally got a reply. 
 
    “Quinn here. The Xiq’tal were just here, but they’ve moved on.” 
 
    He stopped and had a quick conversation with the Human. “Well,” Thorb said when he’d finished, “the Humans are coming. Hazard isn’t sure they have enough jump juice to get here, but they’re going to try.” 
 
    “Hurray,” Slorg said. “Then we’ll only be vastly outnumbered, rather than overwhelmingly so.” 
 
    “Yeah, this is almost like the Horde’s Black Death scenario, except with grayish crabs,” Dolf added. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to help the SalSha, but we’re going to try to do it without getting ourselves killed. We’ll let Martan’s forces do the brunt of the fighting and try to make a difference where we can.” He took a deep breath, trying to think. “Try to hit the crabs in the mouth or somewhere soft. If you hit the shell at a slant, it will probably just bounce off.” 
 
    “Like hitting the front of one of those Zuul tanks in the simulator,” Slorg said. 
 
    “Yeah, just like that. Let’s go.” 
 
    Thorb led them to the entrance to the beach area, just as the first Xiq’tal emerged from the water. The rest of the SalSha were already behind makeshift cover and began firing at them with their laser pistols. Most ricocheted off harmlessly, although a few of the crabs dropped. Thorb shook his head. That’s nowhere near enough to stop the advance! 
 
    Thorb ran forward to a large metallic container and began firing at the Xiq’tal. His first two rounds went off track and hit his target glancing blows on the shell. “Grahp shit!” he swore, looking at his pistol. “Don’t forget to swap out your magazines!” He took the underwater magazine off and snapped a normal one in place. 
 
    He fired again and hit one in the mouth. The round punched through and bounced around inside the Xiq’tal’s shell. It collapsed. Brack and Slorg began firing next to him, and he could see Krong and Dolf firing from behind other pieces of gear. It looked like their weapons were slowing the advance, but then the water roiled, and the main body of the crab attack exploded from under the surface. 
 
    The crabs advanced up the beach, overwhelming the SalSha positions one by one. Two of the crabs emerged with rocket launchers on their backs, and they began firing as soon as the launchers cleared the water. The SalSha position next to Thorb’s went up in a fiery explosion, along with one on the other side of the cavern. 
 
    “Hit the ones with rocket launchers!” Thorb yelled over the ringing in his ears. He aimed at the closer of the two, but the crab kept going in and out of focus. Thorb fired at the center of the image until he was out of rounds, then kept looking at the crab as it collapsed at the water’s edge. 
 
    Brack shook him, and he realized he had spaced out. “Are you okay?” Brack yelled. 
 
    Thorb shook his head to clear it. “Yeah,” he said finally as he slapped in a new magazine. “I’m good, now.” He scanned the battlefield and saw both the crabs with rocket launchers had been killed, but the Xiq’tal assault was almost complete. The crabs had reached the tunnel on the far side of the cavern and were almost to the tunnel in the center where Martan and several of his people fired from behind an overturned weapons rack. 
 
    “Release my pets!” Martan yelled, looking over his shoulder, and the two grahps emerged. The two creatures charged toward Martan’s position. One ran past, but the other stopped to eat the SalSha next to Martan. The SalSha leader grabbed a spear from off the ground and jabbed the grahp with it. The creature squealed and ran off toward the Xiq’tal. 
 
    The first grahp hit the Xiq’tal advance in a flurry of tentacles and waving crustacean arms, and it flipped over a number of the crabs. Several of the nearby Xiq’tal shot it with laser rifles, and it screamed and lumbered into the water. The crabs continued to shoot at it, but it submerged and was gone. 
 
    The Xiq’tal turned to fire at the other grahp, but it also fled to the water and submerged. It took several hits, but it still looked healthy to Thorb as it escaped. 
 
    So much for the pets, Thorb thought. Make them smart enough, and they’ll be more worried about their own self-preservation. 
 
    The Xiq’tal—those that hadn’t stopped to eat the fallen SalSha anyway—pushed forward with a renewed effort, and Martan turned and ran. The cavern’s central defense crumbled with his departure, and the few remaining SalSha retreated, leaving Thorb’s group as the only defenders still on the field of battle. As one, the remaining crabs surged in their direction. 
 
    “That’s it for us!” Thorb yelled. “Run!” 
 
    He turned and raced for the tunnel, with Brack and Slorg right beside him. Krong also sprinted for the tunnel, but Dolf lay slumped over the rock he was hiding behind. He wasn’t moving, and Thorb didn’t stop. 
 
    They ran up and into the tunnel, and out of the field of fire. “Keep going,” Thorb said. “They’ll be right behind us.” 
 
    The group continued on, looking for a place to mount a defense, but the tunnel was straight and there was nothing that could be used as cover. 
 
    “We…need…a guide,” Slorg said after a minute of running. 
 
    “And…a rest,” Krong added. 
 
    Thorb stopped and looked around. They were deep enough in the facility that it would take a while for the Xiq’tal to get to them as they would have to clear the rooms as they went. “See if you can find someone who can show us where everything is,” Thorb said. “I’m going to call Hazard again.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Quinn, Colonel Thorb.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The SalSha defense failed. We killed a number of the crabs, but ultimately had to run. The Xiq’tal have invaded the facility and are probably going to get any technology the facility holds.” 
 
    “Not if we can help it.” 
 
    “I don’t know that you can do anything about it. There are too many of them—at least sixty or seventy survived. I doubt the SalSha will provide much more help; they are routed and out of their league on this. We lost Dolf so we’re down to four effectives.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear of your loss. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Recommend you abort.” 
 
    “Would love to but we can’t. We don’t have the jump juice to get us back. For good or ill, we’re committed.” 
 
    “Well, keep coming toward my transmitter. There is an underwater entrance to the facility. We will try to come back and meet you there.” 
 
    “Okay, if you can. Don’t lose anyone trying to make it back. We’ll hook up when we get a chance. Gotta go; we’re almost there.” 
 
    “They’re coming,” Thorb said, “But I don’t know what they’re going to be able to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Martan fired his cut-down laser rifle from behind an overturned weapons rack in the center of the cavern until it went dry, then he slapped in another magazine. Despite the speed at which he—and the rest of his guards—fired, the giant crabs continued to advance. Most of the SalShas’ shots bounced off, doing no damage. He fired again and felt a surge of excitement as an eye stalk separated from the body of the one was aiming at. They could be harmed, after all! 
 
    “Aim for their eyes!” he yelled. 
 
    Although a couple crabs were blinded, it was difficult to hit an eye or an eye stalk—especially with them racing forward—and he could see the strategy wouldn’t stem the tide. Two more emerged from the water with boxes mounted on their backs. When the first one cleared the water, there was a flash of fire from the box, the position to his left exploded, and the crab assault gained momentum. 
 
    Fire from the left side of the cavern knocked out the two Xiq’tal with the boxes—rocket launchers, he learned from his pinplants. He risked a glance and saw the shots had come from Thorb and his friends. Even though they only had pistols, they were able to damage the crabs. 
 
    Damn him! 
 
    The Xiq’tal reached the tunnel to his right and closed on his position. They were in danger of being overrun. He looked back, preparing to flee, and saw the two tame grahps in the tunnel. 
 
    “Release my pets!” he yelled. 
 
    The handlers dropped the leashes, and the creatures raced forward. The first one ran past his position, but the other stopped behind Kralt, who was firing next to Martan, and ate him. 
 
    “No! he yelled as his best friend vanished into the grahp’s mouth. Martan picked up a spear and stabbed it into the side of the grahp. The creature yelped and ran away down toward the water. 
 
    As the beast moved, Martan could see Thorb looking at him from the next tunnel over. Thorb shook his head once, then he turned back to the Xiq’tal and fired his little pistol again. 
 
    Like the sanctimonious bastard wouldn’t have tamed the grahps! 
 
    Although the two grahps did collide with the Xiq’tal and made a passing attack, it didn’t appear that either truly harmed the other, then the grahps were in the water and gone. He saw with horror that some of the crabs were stopping to eat the fallen SalSha, though the rest were charging forward even faster now. 
 
    “Back to the infirmary!” he yelled, then he turned and ran. 
 
    He raced down the tunnel and saw only two of his guards had escaped with him. They reached the infirmary with no further losses. 
 
    Martan looked around quickly but aside from a couple of beds saw nothing he could use as cover. “Into the armory!” he yelled, gasping for breath. “We’ll hold them from there.” 
 
    They ran through the infirmary, and he unlocked the door at the back of the room leading to the armory. They burst into the room, and Martan stopped to survey it. Most of the weapons in the front section were gone—they now littered the beach. 
 
    “Bright orb above!” Kalgh swore. “What is that?” 
 
    Martan spun and then dove to the side as laser bolts flashed past him. A new crab—almost half again as large as the ones they had fought on the beach—scuttled into the infirmary and advanced toward him. Kalgh kept firing, but it seemed impervious to the laser, and the bolts bounced off it. It even had some sort of protection over its eyes. All three of the SalSha fired, but their shots glanced off the alien’s shell as it strode toward them, unconcerned. Unlike the smaller ones that had single box rocket launchers on their back, this one had two, and the packs appeared larger than the earlier ones. 
 
    It moved inexorably, pushing the smaller ones aside as it marched forward. 
 
    Martan looked around the armory again. There was nothing to use as cover, and no weapons that might be used to kill it. He turned back and fired again at its eyes. If he could stop it, maybe they still had a chance. His last two shots glanced off ineffectually, then his weapon was empty. He reached for the next mag, but there were no more hanging from his belt; he was out. There were more magazines in the back of the armory but getting to them would expose him to fire from the new, larger crab. 
 
    Still, he had to try. He couldn’t let the crabs take the uplifter sitting in the infirmary—it was the source of his power. Martan spun back to take a last look at the giant Xiq’tal, and he was just in time to see flames ignite from one of the launchers on its back. Maybe I should have listened to Thorb, he thought, and then there was nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-A 
 
    Hazard’s right boot sputtered out as he signed off. The suit tried to compensate with the left boot, but it ran out of jump juice, too, and he fell from the sky to hit the water awkwardly. Happily, he was only 10 feet up when the boot’s rocket cut out, but his head still snapped to the side and hit the metal hard. The suit sank quickly as he tried to collect his thoughts. 
 
    “Lieutenant? Lieutenant!” Kane called. 
 
    “I’m here,” Hazard replied, trying to blink everything back into focus. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kane asked. “That looked like it hurt. Growing up, we’d have called that a belly buster.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got kind of busted. Got my bell rung a bit, too, but I’m okay now.” Hazard still had a bit of juice for orientation, and he used his maneuvering thrusters to turn him vertical just before he touched down on the bottom. He did a quick scan and saw the rest of the squad had come to the bottom with him. 
 
    “Okay, everyone, spread out and head east. We have to find the underwater entrance to the facility. It’s going to be cut out of the rock somewhere once the ground starts sloping up to the next island.” 
 
    The squad spread out and started walking along the bottom. The suits were certified for several hours in space, so he knew they’d be all right as long as they found the entrance fairly quickly. Of course, the ocean floor had higher than normal pressures, not the lack of pressure, but they were rated for several hours in both environments. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Private Dominique Ross commed from the end of the line. “You shoulda seen da sea monsters I just saw.” 
 
    “Did they look like giant crabs?” Kane asked. 
 
    “No, mon, I know what the Xiq’tal be lookin’ like,” the Jamaican woman said. “These be real sea monsters, with giant tentacles.” 
 
    “Grahps, maybe?” Kane asked. “How big were they?” 
 
    “Maybe ten feet long and five feet high? But their tentacles were a lot longer.” 
 
    “Too small to be grahps,” Kane remarked, “unless they’re little ones.” 
 
    “Should I go after them?” Ross asked. “They be comin’ from the direction we be headin’.” 
 
    “No,” Hazard said, “they wouldn’t have anything we needed, and we need to go help the SalSha. Press on.” 
 
    The troopers marched along the seabed for another two minutes as the ground slowly rose. There was nothing but strange forms of seaweed and tiny fish, until Ross called out, “I be seein’ it.” 
 
    The rest of the squad moved over toward her, and they could see the area that had been tunneled out. Even thousands of years later, the ramp up into the facility was still obvious if you knew what to look for. 
 
    “Here we go, boys and girls,” Hazard said. “Be ready for anything.” He switched to his comm. “We’re coming into the facility now.” 
 
    The squad rose out of the water and were immediately taken under fire by two Xiq’tal that had been left behind. Several rounds splashed into the water around them, and Private Chapman cried out in pain, but then the squad’s MAC rounds tore through the enemy, and they both dropped. 
 
    “How you doing, Chapman?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “My left arm is trashed, but the MAC on my right still works. I’m good,” the trooper said. 
 
    “Okay,” Hazard said, looking around. A major battle had obviously been fought on the beach, and it looked like the SalSha had given as well as they’d received. Whoever had held the right side of the beach had stacked up a number of the crabs. “Henderson, I want you and Chapman to stay here as a rearguard. See if you can put together a defensive position. If nothing else, stack up some crabs—their shells are pretty good defense for lasers, at least. Don’t be heroes. If an overwhelming force of crabs shows up, get out of their way. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Henderson said. “No heroics.” 
 
    “Good.” Motion showed on Hazard’s system, and he spun to find five SalSha coming through the tunnel entrance on the right. He released the trigger he’d half-pulled. “Warn us next time, huh?” he asked. “You almost got yourselves shot.” 
 
    “We’re trying to be stealthy,” Thorb said. “Lots of big, bad crabs here, and we don’t have big metal suits.” 
 
    “Do you know where they are?” 
 
    “No, but we have a guide,” Thorb said, nodding to the female SalSha standing next to him. “Roush knows the way through all of the tunnels here.” 
 
    “They are fairly extensive,” Roush said. “If you don’t know where you’re going, it’s easy to get lost.” 
 
    “Well, we want to get to the uplifter, hopefully before the crabs,” Hazard said. “Based on the fact that their rearguard was at the left tunnel over there, we probably don’t want to go that way, or we’ll end up having to go through all of them to get there.” 
 
    “Follow me,” the SalSha said, and she headed back into the tunnel on the right. Hazard waved for the other SalSha and the squad to follow. They could hear firing in the distance, but in the tunnel system it was difficult to determine where it was coming from and how close. 
 
    Roush stopped at a cross passage, looked around the corner, then came back to the CASPers. “We need to go past that intersection, but there are crabs about two hundred feet down the cross-passage. They are sure to see you when you cross.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to give them something to keep their heads down,” Hazard said. “Why don’t you five all scamper across, and then we’ll take care of it?” 
 
    The five SalSha sprinted to the other side of the intersection. If the crabs saw them, they weren’t fast enough to shoot or else were indifferent to their passage. Hazard motioned to Corporal Corrales, who had the squad’s rocket launcher. “When I say, I want you to pop out there and launch three rockets down the passageway at whatever’s down there. We’ll all run across while you do that, and maybe we’ll get lucky and take out a few that we won’t have to kill later.” 
 
    “You got it, sir.” Corrales moved up to the edge of the intersection and gave Hazard a thumbs-up. “Ready.” 
 
    “Go!” Hazard ordered. 
 
    Corrales side-stepped into the intersection. He fired his first rocket down the passage at the Xiq’tal in the next intersection. Although the crabs weren’t hot-blooded, their bodies were warmer than the ambient temperatures, and the rocket homed in on the closest Xiq’tal. It had a moment to lift its weapon before the rocket struck, blowing out a huge chunk of its carapace and severing one of its fighting arms. 
 
    The rest of the squad ran across the intersection as the second rocket fired. Locked on before launch, it hit a second crab, turning the front of it into sushi. Corrales locked up a third crab—far bigger than the first two—that poked its head around the corner and fired, but the Xiq’tal pulled back, and the rocket continued down the cross passage to explode harmlessly. Corrales turned and hustled after the rest of the squad. 
 
    “I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said as he caught up with Hazard. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. I killed two of them, but they have a king crab with them. He stuck his head out, and I shot at him, but he ducked out of the way, and the rocket missed.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Hazard said. 
 
    “King crab?” Roush asked. 
 
    “It’s one that’s bigger and smarter than all the others,” Hazard said. “They also make the smaller ones fight harder; they won’t surrender when there’s a king around. If you see a bigger one, shoot it first.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Roush asked. “Do we go back and fight it?” 
 
    “There’s no telling which way it went,” Hazard said. “No, we still try to beat them to the uplifter. We’ll get a chance to kill the king there, I suspect.” He nodded up the passageway in the direction they’d been heading. “Lead on.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-B 
 
    “We’ve got them, Captain,” Staff Sergeant Joyce Sanford transmitted from the surface with Third Squad. 
 
    “Spartan’s occupied, what have you got?” Irish asked. 
 
    “Dragonflies spotted the MinSha. They’re going underground. Looks like about fifty infantry…and that’s not all, sir.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Joyce, we’re short on time here.” 
 
    “They’ve also got a squad of Besquith.” 
 
    “MinSha and Besquith? What the—Okay, thanks.” 
 
    “We’re moving to attack them from behind.” 
 
    Irish considered. He wouldn’t hesitate if he were in the same position. “Keep me updated. Irish out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spartan heard the conversation and knew it would be a tough fight, but he couldn’t order them not to launch the assault. Not after what he’d done on Kelfor-6. If it had been his full company against their unit, it would have been what he considered an easy fight, but his troops were spread out, and a full squad was out of their CASPers. This was anything but easy. 
 
    The firewall finally came down, and he had full access to the system. “I’m in,” he said out loud. 
 
    He was drawn to the data archive, but he first looked for the facility controls. He disabled the decon chamber and locked the doors open to make egress easier when the time came. Then he closed and sealed every doorway between him and the incoming infantry. Unfortunately, there were only two; one in a hallway and the door to the room they were in. Both, he had a feeling, could easily be defeated by explosives. This wasn’t a military facility; it was a scientific lab. There were no defensive positions, no turrets, and no armory, and nothing indicated it had ever been used for any purpose other than research and development. 
 
    “We’ve only got two doors between us and the MinSha and Besquith who want to kill us,” Spartan said before turning to the data he really wanted. “I’m going to have to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Sanford ordered her squad to assault, and they launched forward on their jumpjets to come down near the MinSha and Besquith, who were still making their way underground. 
 
    Two of the CASPers launched rockets at the assault shuttle that was still on the ground before they even touched down. Most of them were on target, and the shuttle exploded, though thankfully the power plant didn’t explode with it. 
 
    The Besquith and MinSha who weren’t already underground turned to engage and fired laser rifles at the CASPers as they retreated behind the burning hulk that had been their ride back to their ship. 
 
    “Team One around the sides. Team Two with me, up and over!” Sanford ordered. 
 
    Team One triggered their jumpjets and leapt around the sides of the shuttle, spraying the area with MAC fire before they could even see their targets. The MinSha and Besquith, now ready for them, fired back with effect. Two MinSha had unlimbered MACs and fired, taking down the lead CASPer on each side. 
 
    Stafford saw both of the lead CASPers go red, and the indicator showed the troopers were dead immediately. The troopers who followed saturated the area while Stafford and her team jumped over the shuttle. 
 
    A few of the Besquith managed to stay below the barrage of MAC rounds and lasers from Team One and fired up as Team Two made their appearance. With the high angle, the CASPer’s shoulder-mounted weapons were useless, so it was arm-mounted weapons only. For her squad, that was light MACs and heavy lasers, and both fired down with a fury into the gathered enemy forces. 
 
    One of the troopers took a MAC round to the foot that knocked out a jumpjet, sending him wildly out of control. The CASPer flew into the ground and hit hard, knocking the trooper out from the force of the impact. 
 
    Two more troopers were hit by lasers and also hit the ground hard. Sanford didn’t have time to check their status as she turned in mid-air to keep the targets in front of her and emptied the small canister holding the ammo for her MAC. 
 
    There had only been eight MinSha and two Besquith, and by the time the CASPers landed, all that was left was a collection of body parts that it would have taken weeks to re-assemble if anyone cared to. 
 
    Sanford quickly checked on her squad. The three troopers that had gone down hard were alive, but injured, and their CASPers would need a maintenance crew. Two troopers were dead from railgun rounds, and several others had minor injuries. 
 
    “Topside bugs are squashed,” Sanford reported. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Irish watched the engagement through his command interface and winced as half of the squad went down. It was a sloppy assault, but now wasn’t the time to deal with that. There were ten fewer attackers he would have to worry about, even though it had cost two troopers. 
 
    “Topside is secure, they’re going to need medevac for a few troopers,” Irish reported over the company-wide comm net. “Third Squad, police your injured and make sure the bugs don’t come back up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spartan was only peripherally aware of what had happened, but he continued to work on the network. He navigated into the data archive, and what he found sent a chill down his spine. 
 
    “It’s the Science Guild…” he said. He wanted to analyze every piece of information he could, but instead, he initiated a full data download to his pinplants. “Irish, I’m getting everything I can, but we need this place to stay intact.” 
 
    “No promises, sir, but we’ll do our best.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” Spartan said and closed his eyes to analyze what he could in the time he had. 
 
    The ground shook as explosions went off elsewhere in the facility. 
 
    “I’d say they’re past the first door,” Enkh said. 
 
    “Ya think?” Moh quipped as he shouldered his rifle and pulled a grenade from a pouch on his belt. “Let’s show ’em how the Horde does things.” 
 
    Enkh grinned and mirrored Moh’s action. 
 
    “Another shuttle coming in. It looks like they’re going to hit us from behind, too!” Staff Sergeant Matova commed from where they had entered the facility. 
 
    “Oh, good! I was worried there wouldn’t be enough for everyone!” Moh said as he peeked through the hatch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Roush led them along the passageway and through another two intersections, then turned left at the third. The sounds of weapons firing began to get louder and closer. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roush said after a minute, “but it appears the enemy has beaten us to the uplifter room.” She pointed ahead of her to the next intersection, where two SalSha could be seen firing laser pistols down the corridor to the left. “The room is around the corner to the left. If those people are there firing, the crabs must be close by.” 
 
    “Thanks for trying,” Hazard said. “We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    He continued to the intersection, and the SalSha spun and pointed their weapons at him. “Easy, guys, I’m on your team,” Hazard said, holding up his hands. “If you’ll back up a bit, we can probably hurt them a little more than you can.” 
 
    “Might as well,” the taller of the SalSha said. “We’re barely doing anything with these things.” He hefted his laser pistol for emphasis. “Besides, we’re about out of rounds. The armory is on the other side of the uplift room.” 
 
    Hazard pulled a dragonfly off his shoulder and launched it toward the intersection. The little drone reached the corner, turned left, then was lost to sight. Hazard flew it for about 15 seconds, then shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, they destroyed my drone, but I saw enough. There is a huge mass of Xiq’tal in the passageway and into a large room with a lot of equipment in it.” 
 
    “The uplifter room,” Roush noted. 
 
    “There is a lot of other equipment there, and there are a number of Xiq’tal taking it apart. There are a few SalSha firing at them through a doorway on the other side of the room; I didn’t see how many because they zapped my drone. Regardless, I don’t think they were providing anything beyond harassing fire. The Xiq’tal had moved up to the doorway and looked like they were about to charge them.” 
 
    “That’s the the armory,” Roush said. “If they’re in there, they’re trapped; there’s no way out.” 
 
    “Well, then they’re seriously screwed, because I don’t know how we’re going to get to them,” Hazard said. “There are at least fifty Xiq’tal between us and them.” He paused. “Is there any way to go around?” 
 
    “No, that’s a dead end.” 
 
    “Well, maybe if we put some pressure on them here, it will draw the Xiq’tal away from them. Kane, let’s get some fire on the ones we can hit. You keep Khatri, Howell, and Carter here and harass the shit out of them. Kill as many as you can without opening yourselves up. I’ll take Corrales, Johnson, and Ross and go back to the other intersection and hit them there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kane said. “Howell and Carter, on the firing line. Let’s put some rounds into those crabs around the corner.” 
 
    “You got it, Sarge,” Howell said. 
 
    “On it,” Carter added. He ran across the intersection. A few rounds went past, but the Xiq’tal hadn’t been ready for it, and they missed behind him. 
 
    Both men began firing down the passageway. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Hazard said, turning back the way they’d come. 
 
    “What about us?” Thorb asked. “This is our home. We want to fight, too.” 
 
    “Go back to the entryway and help the troopers I left there.” 
 
    “But we want to fight,” Thorb reiterated. 
 
    “I know that,” Hazard said, “and I’m not trying to keep you out of it.” He paused, obviously wanting to be on his way, but then stopped and explained, “Look, the Xiq’tal are trying to take what we’re here to get. At some point, they’re probably going to start moving the equipment out. I need you to help my guys keep them from getting away with it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Thorb said. “Okay, we can do that.” 
 
    The five SalSha raced down the corridor ahead of the CASPers and sprinted through the intersection where Corrales had fired at the Xiq’tal. 
 
    “Here’s where we earn our pay,” Hazard said, stopping just prior to the intersection. “If we can cut them off from the water, they can’t escape with what we came here for. When I say, we’ll come around the corner, led by Corrales, who’ll fire off the rest of his rockets. We’ll charge down the corridor and take the next intersection, trapping the crabs.” 
 
    “Then what we gonna do?” asked Private Ross. 
 
    “We’re going to kill them and keep killing them until we either run out of Xiq’tal to kill or they surrender.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say they wouldn’t surrender without us killing the king crab?” asked Private Johnson. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. So, if you see one that’s bigger than the rest, that would be a good one to kill.” 
 
    “You got it, sir.” 
 
    “Any other questions?” When no one asked, Hazard said, “Okay, here we go. Lead us out, Corrales!” 
 
    “On three,” the trooper said. “One…two…three!” 
 
    Corrales ran around the corner, yelling a battle cry, and fired his remaining rockets as he charged down the corridor. Rockets hit two in the intersection, blowing pieces of them away, then the four CASPers plowed into the remaining two Xiq’tal as they moved forward to take their place. Hazard’s sword blade snapped into place as the first one came around the corner, raising the MAC attached to its arm. Its carapace might have been proof against lasers, but it couldn’t stop a titanium blade driven by the momentum of a sprinting one-ton CASPer. Hazard drove the blade through its shell just behind its right eye, then pulled across the crab’s body as far as he could. 
 
    The sword cut through about three feet of shell before it hit something that stopped it, but that was enough. It destroyed enough of the Xiq’tal’s internal organs to kill it, and the crab dropped to the floor and was still. 
 
    Hazard looked up to find Corrales pulling his sword blade out of the fourth crab. It was also down and unmoving. 
 
    “Incoming!” Ross yelled, firing her MAC up the passageway at the crabs in the next intersection. 
 
    “This way, too,” Johnson yelled, firing in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Out of the intersection!” Hazard ordered, moving back into the cross passage. 
 
    The troopers dove for the sides, but Johnson took a laser through the chest, killing him. His icon went red in Hazard’s command view. He hit the ground and didn’t get up. 
 
    “Ross, you take that side,” Hazard said, pointing in the direction opposite the uplifter room. “Corrales, you and I will stop anything coming from this direction.” 
 
    Corrales began firing, but Hazard could see a mass of the giant crabs coming at them, and he doubted they could kill them all before they were overrun. “Fire in the hole!” he yelled as he snatched a K-bomb—a CASPer-sized grenade—off his belt, armed it, and lobbed it down the passageway. 
 
    The grenade blew, and the concussion wave pushed their CASPers back in the confined space. As Hazard took his place again and the smoke cleared, he could see that—while the grenade had killed a number of the Xiq’tal—there were plenty more still coming. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-B 
 
    Staff Sergeant Matova positioned her CASPers behind what cover they could find and prepared for the assault. She’d been a part of the defense of the underground facility on Kelfor-6, so she was more ready for this than many other members of the Horde might be. 
 
    Unlike Kelfor, she didn’t have a prepared position to defend. This was as improvised as it could be. There wasn’t even equipment they could use to barricade the entrance. Instead, each trooper was assigned a field of fire and a sector to cover from the minimal cover they had. 
 
    The incoming enemy shuttle fired some rounds to soften them up, hoping to get lucky. She could see blasts of coherent light firing through the hole in the surface that penetrated the roof of the room they were set to defend. She frowned as she briefly considered the possibility of a cave-in. 
 
    “Dammit!” Batty screamed as one of the laser blasts came through the ceiling and struck his already damaged leg. “That one hurt!” 
 
    “Status!” Matova demanded. 
 
    “Locked the leg; I can stand and shoot!” Batty responded. “I owe ’em now! Those bastards are gonna pay!” 
 
    Matova knew Batty was hurt, but she also knew he wouldn’t give up until he was dead or unconscious. He was a bit of a klutz, but he was a stubborn son of a bitch. 
 
    “Grenades!” she announced over the comms, and several rolled into the room from above. She, like the rest of her squad, expanded the laser shield integrated into the left arm of her CASPer and covered her core the best she could. The concussive force of an explosion in such a confined environment was enough to rock her, and it might have disabled her momentarily if not for the fact that she controlled her CASPer with her pinplants. 
 
    More of the ceiling collapsed, as she’d feared. Corporal Jonas’ CASPer was pinned from the legs down, but he was still alive and aware. He sat up and was ready when, on the heels of the explosion, the MinSha flooded through both the original opening and the new one in the ceiling. 
 
    Matova opened fire with her MAC and sprayed her sector, but the MinSha were ready to fight, and her CASPers were severely outnumbered. MACs, lasers, and even rockets flew from both sides of the engagement. A Besquith came in behind the MinSha, surprising her, and snarled and leapt at her. 
 
    Elsewhere, several of the troopers had engaged hand-to-hand with the MinSha and the Besquith that followed them. The aliens had swarmed the outnumbered CASPers rather than stay in the abattoir of a crossfire, but the aliens soon found themselves at a disadvantage. 
 
    After his battle with the MinSha on Kelfor, Spartan had upped the hand-to-hand training time for his troopers, both in and out of their CASPers. The MinSha found themselves unable to cope with Humans who were as ready to fight at close range as they were with lasers and MACs. 
 
    A Besquith fired its laser rifle as it charged, which she blocked with her damaged laser shield. The werewolf-looking alien closed quickly and was on her before she could shift her targeting. She fired, but the alien was under her shot. 
 
    It tackled her and used its inertia to drop her onto her back. She tried to collapse the laser shield on her left arm to get it out of the way, but the damage from the grenades prevented her. That valuable second was enough for the Besquith to rear back and fire its laser pistol. The shot penetrated the chest armor of the CASPer and burned into the right side of her chest, and she cried out in pain. 
 
    She was finally able to trigger the ejection on her laser shield. She reached up and grabbed the Besquith’s gun and paw in her left hand and squeezed. The Besquith howled as bones were crushed under the CASPer’s augmented strength. Matova punched it in the stomach and extended the blade in her right arm. The sword flipped out like a switchblade and didn’t even slow though there was meat and bone in the way. The hydraulics pushed it out, and once it was locked into position, it had split the Besquith from its skull to its abdomen. 
 
    Matova pushed the bulk of the now-slippery Besquith off and came to one knee just in time to see Batty lose his battle with two MinSha. Unable to maneuver, Batty had blocked one of the doorways out of the room with the bulk of his CASPer to stop them from getting through to where Spartan’s squad was working. Two MinSha focused their fire on him, hiding behind another downed CASPer, and holed Batty’s CASPer in several places before charging past and down the tunnel. 
 
    She fired after them, but they had already rounded a corner. She saw the other opening was also lost, and the bugs were moving in to surround Spartan. 
 
    “Incoming, Spartan! We stopped as many as we could, but they’re coming!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” Moh shouted as he threw his grenade and slammed the hatch shut. 
 
    Around the room, two other teams did the same, and they backed away from the doors in case the MinSha decided to blow them. They heard three distinct explosions as the grenades went off, and they waited. 
 
    “Sir, we need to move,” Irish said to Spartan through his pinplants. 
 
    “One more minute,” Spartan responded. 
 
    Irish ordered half the squad back to their CASPers as he watched the doors. The room shook as explosives went off at each door simultaneously, but they held. 
 
    “Good doors. We should find out who built them,” Moh said. 
 
    “Done!” Spartan said as he unhooked. “Let’s move out, Troopers!” He led the way, sprinting back through the locked-open decontamination chamber and to his CASPer. 
 
    The rest of the squad turned to follow as one of the doors blew inward from another explosion, narrowly missing Moh’s head as he ducked. Enkh wasn’t so lucky; she was crushed against the wall by the door-turned-projectile. 
 
    Moh turned to back out of the room, firing his laser rifle at the swarming MinSha, providing cover as everyone else fled. 
 
    “Moh, get out of there!” Irish ordered as he ran. 
 
    “Get the boss out of here; I’ve got this,” Moh said as his laser shots reflected off of the MinSha’s chitin. “Shit, screw this.” 
 
    “Get out of there, that’s an order!” 
 
    Moh pulled two grenades from his pouch and triggered them both as several of the MinSha’s shots punched through him. He grinned and stared at the MinSha as he fell to his knees. “Burn bugs.” The two incendiary grenades went off and turned the enclosed space into a crematorium. 
 
    The flames from the grenades triggered a fire suppression system that closed and locked the decontamination chamber’s doors and sucked the oxygen from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Hazard fired his MAC as fast as he could at the mass of Xiq’tal scuttling down the passageway. The corridor was just big enough for two to attack side-by-side, and there were several ranks approaching. Although Corrales and he were killing them, the ones behind just climbed over the dead bodies of their comrades and kept coming. 
 
    Hazard fired a last time, dropping a Xiq’tal, but the one behind it launched itself over the fallen crab, reaching out with both pincers to try to grab him. Hazard backpedaled, slapping away one of the pincers with his left hand as his sword blade snapped into place on his right. He blocked the attack with his sword blade, but then stumbled over Johnson’s CASPer and went down on his back. Before he could move, the Xiq’tal leapt forward and pinned him with a claw in the center of his chest. The crab’s other pincer grabbed his left arm, and it started to pull. 
 
    Yellow lights illuminated on his screen, and he could hear metal and gears screaming. But then Ross was next to him, and she chopped through the crab’s other pincer, severing it at the joint. The Xiq’tal lifted the pincer holding Hazard down and punched her with it, knocking her back, but before it could take advantage, Hazard drove his sword blade up through its mouth and into its brain. 
 
    Ross stepped up and flipped the dead Xiq’tal off Hazard but was immediately engaged by another one. Hazard climbed to his feet and ran to her defense, but he wasn’t fast enough. The crab grabbed both of her arms in its pincers and ripped the right arm of her suit off. Before she could move, it tossed the suit arm and grabbed her flesh arm in its pincer and tore it from the socket in a spray of blood. 
 
    Hazard stepped forward and stabbed through the Xiq’tal’s shell, killing it, then turned to find two more on him. Beyond them, Corrales was also battling two; Hazard would have to take care of these two on his own. They skittered toward him, but one stopped to pick up Ross’ arm and throw it into its mouth. Hazard leaped forward toward the other crab and fired his MAC into its face. The first round took off an eye and bounced away, but the other two rounds penetrated, killing it. 
 
    He started to turn to the other crab, but it was already on him and backhanded him across the passageway. He slammed into the wall, and another handful of warning and caution displays illuminated, then he bounced back toward the crab, who was waiting with both its arms open and its pincers spread wide. 
 
    Hazard knew he couldn’t stop, so he didn’t try. He dove forward, under the crab’s arms, and drove his blade into the crab’s open mouth. His momentum carried him forward and drove the blade in up to his forearm, then he fired a MAC round while his arm was still inside the alien. The round fired exited the back of the Xiq’tal, and it dropped to the floor, lifeless, wrenching his arm down to the ground with it, throwing him off his feet. 
 
    Hazard managed to pull his arm out of the crab, then there were two hands on him, helping him to stand. “Thanks,” he said to Corrales, whose suit was also covered in blue crab blood and viscera. 
 
    “No problem,” Corrales said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to Ross in time, but I was up to my ass in crab dip.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Quinn, the crabs are moving,” Kane commed. 
 
    “I know; we just fought off a bunch of them,” Hazard replied. 
 
    “No, they’re coming now!” 
 
    Hazard and Corrales looked down the passageway. 
 
    “I don’t know where they are,” Hazard said, “but we don’t see—” 
 
    “Ugh,” Corrales said, his breath blowing out explosively as the MAC round went through his suit from the side. 
 
    Hazard dove out of the way, avoiding the crab’s second shot. “They’re going around us!” Hazard commed. “They must have found an alternate passage!” He threw himself down the main passage, avoiding another shot from the crab that was down the cross passage. 
 
    In a flash it came to him; there were three tunnels leading from the beach. The crabs had found a way over to the third tunnel, bypassing his roadblock. If that was true— 
 
    “Henderson, Chapman, all SalSha—watch out! The crabs are coming back en masse. They’ll probably be coming out of the far tunnel. We’re on our way!” 
 
    Well, I’m on my way, he realized as he looked around. Ross, Johnson, and Corrales wouldn’t be coming. “Kane, get your folks to the entrance as quickly as you can! I’ll meet you there!” 
 
    He raced down the passageway; there weren’t any crabs in his way. He could see flashes coming from the entrance in front of him, and he heard MACs firing and explosions. Running as fast as he could, he drew to a stop at the entrance to the tunnel. The battle was already in progress, with Xiq’tal streaming from the third tunnel to the water. Some of the crabs were carrying gear in baskets mounted to their carapaces, while others were stopping to fire at the Humans and SalSha on the other side of the cavern. Although they didn’t appear to be hitting anyone, the constant level of fire ensured that his troopers—and especially the SalSha—kept their heads down. They returned fire, but it was sporadic and ineffectual. 
 
    None of the crabs were looking at him, though, and he fired into one providing covering support. He killed two more with his MAC before the others noticed him, and he had to dive under cover to avoid the rounds redirected at him. 
 
    “There’s the king!” Private Chapman called. 
 
    “Kill it!” Hazard ordered. He inched forward, trying to get a shot, but the Xiq’tal kept up a near-constant fire on his position, driving him back with two new holes through the top of his suit. 
 
    “Shit!” Kane commed. “We’re on scene, but the king just made it into the water. He’s gone.” 
 
    The amount of fire from the CASPer side of the cavern picked up with Kane’s arrival, and the attack on Hazard eased up. He stuck his head out just in time to see the last of the Xiq’tal submerge. He fired twice, but the rounds didn’t appear to do much damage to it as it fled underwater. 
 
    With a scraping noise, one final crab exited the tunnel, pulling itself along without the use of at least two pairs of feet. Everyone in the cavern fired at it, and it went down, its shell riddled with holes. 
 
    Hazard jogged over to the rest of his troops. In addition to Henderson and Chapman, Kane still had Khatri and Carter with him. “Howell?” he asked. 
 
    “Didn’t make it,” Kane replied. He pointed toward the water. “We going after them?” 
 
    “As much as I want to, there’s no way we can,” Hazard said. “Even with all the ones we’ve killed, we’d still be outnumbered, and we’d be fighting them in their element. Worse, we’re out of jump juice, low on ammo, and a couple of us have holes in our suits. My suit would flood as soon as I got into the water, and I can’t breathe water. We’d be slaughtered worse than we already have been if we go after them.” 
 
    “It’s our element, too,” Thorb said. “We can go after them.” 
 
    “No,” Hazard said flatly, even though he didn’t command the SalSha. “While I applaud your energy, they’re armored, and you’re not. There’s also probably at least thirty of them left and you’ve only got what? Five of you? It would be suicide.” 
 
    “We could see if there are others—” 
 
    “No,” Hazard said. “It’s better if we get picked up, rearm and armor, and go after their transport. Hopefully, they’ve put the Sarisa back together by now and we can stop the crabs from getting away. A few rounds across their bow ought to get them to see things our way.” 
 
    “You really think we can do that?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “I don’t think we can do anything else,” Hazard said. “Let’s get our suits patched up and call for evac. The Xiq’tal already have a head start on us, and it’s only getting longer the more we sit around.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Thorb said, “but there’s a couple of other things that need to be done here first.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s just down this corridor,” Roush said, leading Thorb down a small corridor offset from the main one. She stopped in front of a door that had a bolt—obviously added some time in the recent past—on the outside of the door frame. She flipped the bolt and opened the door. 
 
    “Father!” Thorb exclaimed as he walked into the room. 
 
    He ran over to the bed to find a greatly shrunken version of the man he’d left behind. “What happened?” 
 
    “Thorb!” the SalSha exclaimed softly. “You’ve returned.” 
 
    “I have. What happened here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” his father said, but then he broke down into a coughing fit. “Alas, I don’t think I’m fit to tell it all.” He paused, then started again. “The short version is we found an uplifter and decided to uplift some of our people. Unfortunately, greater responsibility didn’t come with the greater knowledge, only greater greed. Martan—as one of the first people uplifted by the Humans—decided he knew better than anyone else how to run our society. He convinced me to uplift some of his friends and they figured out how to use the small manufactory here. They made some laser pistols for themselves and took over.” 
 
    He coughed again and then shrugged. “The actual story is much longer, of course, and involves a series of bad decisions on my part and ever-increasing lust for power on Martan’s, to the point where he proclaimed the old ways defunct and had some of his boys throw me in this room. They also put me on that diet I always meant to go on.” He smiled weakly. “I’m a much-reduced specimen of myself, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Nothing that can’t be fixed with food and some medical nanites,” Thorb said. 
 
    “You better be careful,” his father said, “or you’ll be put in your own room. That Martan is a bad person.” 
 
    “Was. Martan was a bad person.” 
 
    “You killed him?” 
 
    “No. He had the misfortune of positioning himself between a battalion of Xiq’tal and something they wanted very badly. I just saw what was left of his body—his and all of his cronies’. They won’t be an issue going forward.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a Xiq’tal is, but good riddance to him,” his father said with some heat. 
 
    “They’re big monsters,” Thorb replied. “Unfortunately, we were here for the same thing the Xiq’tal took, so we’re going to have to get it back from them.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you brought friends if you’re going to fight sea monsters.” 
 
    Thorb indicated his companions. “I have great friends,” he said. “I also have a group of the Humans in their metal suits. The Xiq’tal are like smaller, better-armed grahp.” He patted the pistol on his hip. “You have to be careful when you attack them, but they die just the same if you put a few hypervelocity rounds through them.” He smiled. “The corridors here are littered with their bodies. You’ll be some time cleaning up.” 
 
    “We’ll be some time cleaning up, don’t you mean? What about you?” 
 
    “I have to go after the Xiq’tal and get back our uplifter. Then I will be leaving to go back to Earth, which is the home world of the Humans. I sort of have…plans.” 
 
    “Plans, eh?” His father coughed. “Do these plans involve your taking over as king?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. I’m afraid you’re stuck with it a while longer. I’m setting up a colony for us on Earth, so we can be better protected, and a mercenary company of our own so we can make some galactic credits.” 
 
    “Whoa, you’re talking way too fast about things I barely comprehend,” his father said. 
 
    “I know.” Thorb smiled. “They are things I can do which most of the other SalSha can’t. Not yet, anyway. I have to do them until we get more of our people adapted to being galactic citizens, which means I have to leave.” 
 
    “There are going to be plenty of people who aren’t going to want to go back to the ways of old.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to ask them; I’m going to tell them. Those who want to stay here under your rule can, those who don’t want to can leave. There’s no uplifter here for anyone to fight over, which should also help. I’m also going to be taking some folks with me to Earth.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “As many as I can.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Trigar 2-B 
 
    Spartan and the remainder of his squad manned up their CASPers and were combat-ready in record time when they heard Matova’s call. Irish secured his canopy as MinSha entered the room from two sides and immediately began firing. 
 
    The squad, with nowhere to take cover, grouped up, expanded their laser shields against the barrage of laser fire, and returned fire with their own lasers and MACs. 
 
    Unwilling to remain a stationary target, Spartan charged toward one side with his laser shield unfolded. His shoulder-mounted MAC fired, and he extended the sword blade on his right arm. “Get in close! Take them out!” he ordered. 
 
    “That is the one! Kill him!” Spartan heard one of the MinSha before him yell. He had no doubt she meant him, as all five of the MinSha on his side focused their fire on his CASPer. 
 
    Spartan triggered his jumpjets while maintaining his forward momentum. He saw Irish had predicted his move and was firing underneath him as he closed ground. Several of the MinSha fell to Irish’s assault, then Spartan came down among them, slashing with his sword blade before his feet touched the ground. 
 
    By the time he landed, only one MinSha was left. She tried to bring a laser rifle to bear, but Spartan swatted it aside with his shield and sliced the MinSha’s head off with his blade. 
 
    Explosions went off on the opposite side of the room as one of his troopers launched a fusillade of rockets, decimating the MinSha trying to come in from another entrance to the chamber. The explosions triggered a tremor and pieces of the ceiling fell around them. 
 
    “Dammit! What idiot used rockets underground? Everyone out! Make a hole if you need to!” Spartan ordered as he skewered a Besquith who rounded the corner too quickly. 
 
    Two MinSha directly behind the Besquith took advantage of the fact that Spartan’s blade was still stuck in the Besquith. They skidded to a halt, leveled and fired their laser rifles almost point-blank at Spartan’s chest. He swung his right arm, throwing the Besquith off his blade and blocking most of the incoming fire. Spartan grunted as one of the bolts got through his armor and grazed his left side. Alarms went off in his CASPer showing system faults, but he ignored them as he slashed at the first MinSha. 
 
    The second MinSha grabbed the shield attached to his left arm and pulled at it to expose his torso. The MinSha he was attacking avoided his strike and fired again. The laser didn’t hurt Spartan, but it did damage the control linkage for his right leg, which folded under him unexpectedly. 
 
    As he went to one knee, a well-placed series of rounds from Irish’s MAC blew off the first MinSha’s head, and Spartan plunged his blade into the second’s thorax before she could fire again. 
 
    “You okay, sir? That’s a bad hole, through and through,” Irish said as he helped Spartan back to a standing position. 
 
    “Just a graze,” Spartan responded as he locked the right leg in place. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    He charged ahead through the passage as quickly as he could with a bum leg, Irish hot on his heels. Spartan nearly collided with Matova, who was pursuing the MinSha. He folded his blade just in time to avoid running her through. 
 
    “Glad to see you in one piece, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks. Now, everyone out!” Spartan ordered again. “Irish, Matova, collect the wounded and get to the surface. I’ll get us a ride.” 
 
    Spartan made it to the first chamber and saw the gaping hole in the ceiling. He triggered his jumpjets but only the left leg fired, and he careened into the wall before managing to adjust his leg to correct himself and get to the surface. He opened his comms. “Captain Nicolos to Ocean Trader. We need evac.” 
 
    “Ocean Trader reads. Dropships incoming, one zero mikes.” 
 
    “Nicolos copies. One zero mikes.” 
 
    “Sir, we’ve got a few CASPers buried, troopers are alive, but we need to dig them out,” Irish reported. 
 
    “You’ve got ten minutes. Make ’em count.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Island above the Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    “Ocean Trader, Lieutenant Quinn.” Hazard looked up to space, as if that would somehow make the signal carry better. He, along with the remainder of the squad, had come to the surface of the island with one of the SalSha as a guide to show them the secret door. 
 
    “Calling Ocean Trader, go ahead.” 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Quinn. We need immediate evac. The Xiq’tal got away with an uplifter; we need to get it back from them.” 
 
    “Understood, Lieutenant Quinn. Be advised, we’re kind of busy at the moment. The Biruda ship is under control again, and it is headed back toward us. Sarisa is trying to intercept them, for all the good that’s going to do. We’re going to try to chase down the enemy transport—the one the Xiq’tal just flew up to—but it’s heading toward the stargate at great speed. If the gate opens on their arrival, they’re going to escape.” 
 
    “Well, shit. When can you get someone down here to pick us up?” 
 
    “A shuttle is on the way. The CO wants to know if we’re still taking SalSha back with us when we go.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Thorb is talking to them. Things are…complicated. We’ll explain when we get up there. How many shuttles are available for transport?” 
 
    “Just one. The other dropships are picking up Captain Nicolos and his troops from 2-B.” 
 
    “Roger. We’ll be ready. I’m going to go find out what’s going on with the SalSha.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Throne Room, Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Thorb took a deep breath as he looked out over the assembled SalSha, then he let it out slowly. Reports were still coming in, but the death toll was going to be in the hundreds, just from the attack on the facility alone. Worse, the force that had met the crabs in battle was almost a total loss. Many of the bodies were in bad shape, too, as the crabs often fed on their fallen opponents, even with the king crab around to keep them focused. That would make the clean up more difficult. 
 
    He held up a hand to get the attention of the assembled SalSha, and, after a few moments, most of the group had turned toward him. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters,” he said, talking over the ones still chattering away, “I’ve looked forward to returning here for as long as I have been gone. I wish my homecoming had been under better circumstances, but this is just one more example of what I’ve learned about the Galactic Union—the ones in power take what they can, and what they will, from those who can’t protect themselves. I know you have all been uplifted and have a basic knowledge of what’s out in the stars, but that information is thousands of years out of date. 
 
    “Since this facility was last used, a Great War was fought and a Galactic Union rose from the ashes. The aggressors fled to one of the arms of the galaxy, only to re-emerge here recently. The galaxy is in a time of turmoil, where the strong take from the weak, and very few races are interested in anything other than what’s currently under their noses. There are those who have great power, but they don’t feel any responsibility to use it for the good of all. 
 
    “Which isn’t much different from what I found here when I returned. Although you’d been given great power—an uplifter and a manufactory—there was no responsibility for doing the right things with it. All our ways of doing things, all of our traditions, were thrown away in the rush to become something more. Instead of becoming more, though, we became something less. We lost what made us who we were. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we can’t go back to the time before the Humans came here. And, even if we could, I wouldn’t want to. We were unaware of what was going on in the galaxy, and we had no say in what happened to us. The C’Natt—the race of beings that made the first uplifts to our race and who built this facility—could have come back at any moment and re-enslaved us, and we wouldn’t have been able to prevent it. Now that we’re uplifted, we’re stronger and more able to have a say in what happens to us. 
 
    “We are currently aligned with the Humans, and all the SalSha who went with me helped them win a war to throw off the chains the Merc Guild wanted to put them in. There are some Humans who aren’t any better than some of the galactics, and who only want power for themselves, but by and large, the Humans want to help people and do the right things. One of the things they are working on is to defeat the ancient enemy once more. My friends are worried there is going to be another war, and it is going to be awful. The last war resulted in thousands of races being obliterated; this one may be worse.” 
 
    Thorb paused while the audience made noises of dismay. 
 
    “I do not tell you this to scare you, but to make you aware of our position in this galaxy. We are a minor cog, at best, and on our own, we will be easily swept aside if war comes here. I feel our only way of protecting ourselves is for us to move our society to the Humans’ planet of Earth. They will help protect us there, and we can train to protect ourselves. In the last war, I flew small attack spacecraft called Avengers for the Humans. The war was brutal, and almost all the SalSha with me were killed. 
 
    “But we made a name for ourselves. The Humans couldn’t have won without us, and they know that. Our sacrifice helped them win, and they are interested in helping us move forward to take our place among the societies of the Galactic Union. To that end, I am going to take a colony of SalSha—everyone who wants to go—to live on Earth. I have purchased a spot there that is just like Home, and I think everyone will like it. I am also going to be recruiting for a new mercenary company I will be forming.” 
 
    “What if we don’t want to go?” yelled someone in the back. 
 
    Thorb smiled. He’d been expecting that question. “If you don’t want to go, you don’t have to. Things here will continue the way they were prior to the Humans’ arrival. The king—my father—who was deposed has been reinstated, and all of the traditions that were thrown away have likewise been reinstated.” 
 
    Thorb looked over his shoulder to where his father sat on the throne. His father nodded to him. Malnourished and weak from his time in Martan’s captivity, it was all he could do for the time being. Thorb had given him the promised shot of medical nanites, and he would be fine; it would just take a while. 
 
    Martan had made the transition back to the legitimate king easy by defending the uplifter to the last man with his lieutenants. They’d all been killed by the crabs—and most of them mutilated. Thorb would be a long time getting those images out of his head. 
 
    “I am renouncing my claim to the throne. I will also not be leading the SalSha contingent on Earth; the government of the colony will be for those who want to live there to decide. As I said, I will be forming a new mercenary company to fly the space attack craft. I think it’s important to pass down the knowledge, skills, and experience I have acquired in the Humans’ war against the Mercenary Guild. Those who want to sign up will be accepted. As it turns out, we have a number of vacancies at the moment.” He smiled wanly. 
 
    “For those who stay, I leave you with one task. There were two grahps that were uplifted. They escaped in the Xiq’tal assault on this facility. They need to be found and killed before they are old enough to mate and breed. Otherwise, there is no doubt in my mind that there will be a constant war with them.” 
 
    “What if we want to come with you?” a male in the front row asked. 
 
    “Then you’d better grab your gear,” Hazard said as he walked down the side of the group. “We need to leave, and we need to do it quickly. The Xiq’tal are getting away, and we need to be after them.” 
 
    “The Sarisa wasn’t able to stop them?” Thorb asked. 
 
    Hazard shook his head. “The Biruda ship regained control of its steering and Sarisa is moving to intercept them.” 
 
    “But they’ll be slaughtered!” 
 
    Hazard shrugged. “They’re doing what they can to help us get away. I won’t throw away that sacrifice by missing our flight out of here.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes, tops. They’ll meet us topside.” 
 
    “You heard it, folks,” Thorb said. “If you’re coming with me, you have twenty minutes to say your goodbyes, gather your gear, and meet me on the island above us. If it takes you twenty-one, you’re staying here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Trigar System 
 
    “They’ll be within weapons range in two minutes, ma’am,” the SitCon reported. 
 
    “Their weapons or ours?” asked Captain Barjati. 
 
    “Our weapons, ma’am. I don’t really know what the range of their weapon is. They waited until we were within laser range last time, but did they have to? I don’t know.” 
 
    “How many of the drones do we have?” 
 
    “Only three.” 
 
    “Launch them all, and do so as obviously as you can.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “So far, the drones have been the only thing that’s hurt that ship and they may be a little leery of them. I want them to know they’re coming.” She shrugged. “Maybe they’ll back off. Hell, maybe we’ll get another hit with them, and it’ll detonate catastrophically. That would be even better.” 
 
    “Cease thrust,” the SitCon ordered. “Swing the ship ninety degrees right. Stand by in the bay to launch the drones!” 
 
    “Killing thrust,” the helmsman said. “Spinning ninety degrees right.” 
 
    “Is that obvious enough?” the SitCon asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” Barjati said with a nod. 
 
    “Drones are launched,” the SitCon reported. “Shall I throw some missiles at them, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Barjati said. “We’ll keep firing at them as long as they keep coming. Maybe we’ll get lucky. What’s the status of the transport engagement?” 
 
    “Ocean Trader is chasing both of the enemy transports,” the SitCon said, “but they are going to get to the stargate prior to the Trader getting into weapons range. They are almost there now.” 
 
    “Will the shuttles make it to the Trader before this devil ship can get to them?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. Then we’ve done our jobs, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Missiles ineffective, ma’am,” the SitCon reported. “Drones also were ineffective. It doesn’t look like we got lucky a second time.” 
 
    Too much to hope for. Barjati sighed. At least the SalSha will get away. 
 
    “I hate losing,” Barjati said, “especially when that means dying. What else can we do to this ship?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the SitCon said. 
 
    “Enemy transports are through the stargate,” the SitCon reported. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Ma’am, the frigate is increasing power. Looks like it’s getting ready to shoot.” 
 
    “Spin the ship,” Barjati ordered. “Maybe we can protect our engines and motors. Continue firing all weapons!” 
 
    “Enemy frigate power levels are higher than we saw before!” the sensor operator exclaimed. “Whatever that ship is going to do, it’s going to be big!” 
 
    “All hands, brace for shock!” Barjati transmitted on the ship-wide comms system. 
 
    “What?” the sensor operator asked. “It vanished!” 
 
    “What?” Barjati asked. “What do you mean, ‘it vanished’?” 
 
    “I mean it’s gone, ma’am. It didn’t explode or anything like that; it just vanished. They must have hyperspace shunts on the ship, and when the transports jumped through the stargate, they did too.” 
 
    Barjati shook her head. “Well, I don’t know why they did it, but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth—I’ll take it! Secure from General Quarters and come about to rejoin Ocean Trader. Let’s go get our people.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Sarisa, Trigar System 
 
    “Well, whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it soon,” Captain Besud said via video hook-up. “I’ve got hundreds of SalSha roaming my ship, getting into everything, and I need to give them some direction before the entire ship falls apart.” Spartan grinned and shook his head. He could see a SalSha wandering around the bridge in the background while one of the ship’s crewmen tried to shoo it away. With the threat of the Biruda ship gone, they were able to make a number of shuttle runs to the planet to bring up all the SalSha who wanted to come with them. Quite a few had. He was just glad they were running around on the bridge and not in the CASPer storage area. 
 
    “Colonel Thorb?” Captain Barjati asked. “They’re your people; can’t you maintain some control over them?” 
 
    Spartan couldn’t remember ever seeing Thorb look embarrassed, but now he was. “I’m trying,” he said, looking down. “Apparently the uplift they got wasn’t the same one I did. I don’t know if the machine had a setting that was different, different software, or what else might have been different, but they are somewhat less a model of ‘galactic citizens’ and more ‘really smart otters,’ as you would probably say. They are every bit as inquisitive as the rest of my race, and smart enough to figure out how to open things—almost anything, in fact—without having the restraint and self-control to know when not to do something.” He shrugged. “We’re trying to keep them gainfully occupied, but it’s difficult.” 
 
    “I think we need to go after the Xiq’tal,” Spartan said. “We were sent here to get the uplifter, and I don’t want to go home without it. I’m also concerned about what I found in the data banks on 2-B. I haven’t really started my analysis yet, but based on what I already know, I think it’s a trail worth following.” 
 
    Thorb appeared grateful for the change of subject. “What did you find?” 
 
    “The Science Guild was behind the re-introduction of the Canavar. 2-B was where they did some, if not all, of the development and engineering.” 
 
    “Bastards,” Thorb spat. “Yes, we’re going after them. For that, and for what they did to my people.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Captain Barjati said. “Unfortunately, they made it through the stargate, and they’re gone. I don’t see how we’re going to find out where they went.” 
 
    “About the only thing we can do is go to the stargate control facility,” Spartan said. “Although I haven’t been successful with it in the past, I’d love to have another shot at breaking into their computer system. If I can, I can find out where they were headed.” 
 
    “And if we get there and find the Biruda frigate?” Barjati asked. “What then? Do you have an idea for defeating it, because it’s already destroyed Polybolos, and I don’t want to be its next victim.” 
 
    “We can try the drone trick again. We’ll have plenty of time in hyperspace to make more of them, and maybe I can adjust the design a bit.” 
 
    “It didn’t work the second time we tried it,” Barjati said, looking down her nose at Spartan. “All things considered, I’d rather not have to try that gimmick a third time.” 
 
    “We may not need it,” Spartan said. “It’s only a hunch, but I’ll bet the Biruda was a mercenary crew hired to safeguard the transports while they searched for the technology. I suspect their contract was completed when the transports jumped through the stargate, and that’s why it jumped out, too. I’ll bet it went back to wherever it’s from.” 
 
    “There are a lot of lives at stake on that bet, Captain, including your own. Is that a gamble you’re willing to take?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it is. And if I’m wrong, feel free to say ‘I told you so’ right before they blast us into our component atoms.” 
 
    Captain Barjati sniffed. “Don’t think I won’t,” she said, frowning. She sighed. “Still, I hate going back having failed in our mission when we were so close.” She shook her head once, and Spartan could see the captain was having an internal argument with herself. “All right,” she finally said. “If you can get the coordinates, we’ll go pay the Xiq’tal a visit.” 
 
    Spartan tried to clamp down on his emotions, but a small smile escaped. “Thank you, ma’am. We’ll get this done.” 
 
    “While you work on cracking the stargate’s computer system, I’ll go pay the gate master a visit,” Thorb said. “Maybe I can say the Xiq’tal stole something from us and get him to give us their destination so we can go get it back.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt,” Barjati said. “We’ll need to go through the stargate, whether we’re chasing the crabs or heading home, so we might as well head in that direction.” 
 
    “If that doesn’t work, take some credits. In out-of-the-way systems like this—no offense, Thorb—the guild doesn’t tend to send its best or most scrupulous,” Spartan suggested. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 EMS Sarisa, Trigar System 
 
    Spartan sat in his quarters as Sarisa approached the stargate and got himself ready for what he knew would be a challenging effort. He’d asked Captain Barjati to give him an hour. He knew from experience that if he couldn’t crack the system in an hour, it would take at least five, and they didn’t have that kind of time. Specialist Volk was already working on repairing the leg joint and patching the hole in his CASPer’s torso. 
 
    He hooked his pinplants directly up to the ship’s communication systems. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but in an effort like this, even a millisecond of reaction time could make the difference in getting through or not. 
 
    Before he began, he allowed himself a moment to think about Sergeant Mohammed “Moh” Bridges. Spartan had only gone over the high-level after-action report from 2-B, and he knew it could have been much worse, but it also could have been better. More troopers dead under his command. 
 
    He mentally activated some music to help him focus and closed his eyes to begin his assault on the stargate’s transit logs. The first firewall fell away quickly to routines he had developed over the years. They were familiar, almost like a test for an amateur, but he knew that was the easy part. Two more layers of encryption fell to his attack, each more difficult than the one before it, and then he came to an encryption layer his pre-built routines couldn’t handle. 
 
    A frown grew on Spartan’s face as he attacked what he believed was the last layer before the system was defeated, and the logs were available. He’d seen this before, and he knew without a doubt that the security routines had been built by the Information Guild. His frustration grew every time he thought he was about to break through, and the algorithm shifted in real-time, which should have been impossible. The power of his four pinplants and some borrowed computing power from Sarisa still weren’t enough. 
 
    An hour after he started, the timer went off in his mind, and he unhooked his pinplants. Just before he did, he could swear he heard laughter coming from the data bank itself. He made a mental note to talk to Sansar about upgrading to six pinplants the next time they were on Earth. 
 
    “Captain Barjati, no joy. I couldn’t get through,” Spartan commed. “I’ve seen something like it before, and I think it would probably take an army of people like me to get through it.” 
 
    “Okay, Captain. I’ll give Thorb the green light.” 
 
    Spartan closed the channel and floated over to look at the armor plate mounted to the wall of his quarters. He ran his fingers over the names etched into the metal, and he wondered how large it would have to be to account for all his losses. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 EMS Ocean Trader, Trigar System 
 
    The light over the hatchway went green, and the crewman opened the hatchway. “There you go, Colonel,” he said. “I’ll close it up after you go across.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” Thorb said, with a smile. “Just leave it open.” 
 
    The crewman looked up and down the passageway, lowered his voice, and said, “If I don’t close it, the rest of your…kind will probably find their way over to the stargate control station. You know how curious they are; they won’t be able to help themselves when they see an open portal.” 
 
    “I know.” Thorb winked, then looked at his companions. “Shall we go?” 
 
    The group nodded, and Thorb pulled himself through the accessway from the ship to the station. The Trigar system only had a small Class 3 stargate as—until recently—there hadn’t been much traffic through it, and the gate control station was similarly modest. Thorb had a feeling they would need a bigger one as trade picked up with his home planet, and he suspected archaeologists would probably come to visit the C’Natt ruins. He had already spoken to his father about how they could arrange contracts—and get paid—to allow the archaeologists access. 
 
    The control station for a Class 3 stargate wasn’t big enough for a landing bay like the ones for the larger stargates. Instead, to enter a Class 3’s control station, you needed a ship with the capability to mate up with an airlock, which happily the transport had. Otherwise, they’d have had to take a shuttle or dropship over, which would have changed the way he planned to approach the meeting with the gate master. 
 
    Thorb swung out of the tunnel and latched his magnetic boots to the deck. The station was too small to spin, so the people living on it—Jeha mostly, it looked like—lived in zero gravity and used magnetic boots when they needed to. Having just spent some time in the water, Thorb didn’t feel like he needed to do “the swimming in zero-G” thing. 
 
    “Do you want to stop and ask for directions?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “Nope. We’ll just take our time.” Thorb looked over his shoulder at Brack. “You told the rest of the SalSha, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said with a smile. “I told the entire bay that we were coming to the station, but that no one was supposed to come over because there were things they hadn’t seen before.” 
 
    “Good,” Thorb said. He looked back the way they’d come in time to see three SalSha exit the tube. They went in different directions. “Let’s go find the gate master.” 
 
    It only took about five minutes to find the office—it was the only one with gold trim around the door jamb. A plaque announced, “Frapotonal, Esquire. Gate Master.” As they approached, Thorb could hear a muffled voice coming from the door. While most of the words were incoherent, a large percentage of the ones he could understand were swear words in various languages. The breadth of the person’s knowledge was impressive, as was the fact that Thorb didn’t hear a single repeat. 
 
    Thorb pressed the entry stud and walked into the waiting area. The yelling appeared to be coming from behind the only other door in the room—opposite from where they entered—and it was much louder inside the waiting area. 
 
    The room was a 30-foot square with an 11-foot ceiling, which Thorb decided was a huge waste of space for a station so small. The SalShas’ mouths dropped open as their eyes wandered. The waiting area was opulent beyond what most had ever seen. The wood paneling was especially significant as neither of the planets in the Trigar system had trees, and it would have had to be transported into the system. The decorations—paintings and statues—looked expensive, but Thorb had no idea how much they were worth. A lot, probably. 
 
    There was no one behind the desk in the waiting area, so Thorb knocked on the other door. Within seconds, it was slammed open by a Sumatozou. Thorb had never been so close to one before. He had to agree with the reports that the aliens looked like elephants, although with bifurcated trunks, and at nine feet tall, the alien in front of him was impressive. The gate master had large green stripes with red trim that ran down his trunks and covered most of his head. The rest of his body was a light gray. Thorb took an involuntary step back as the alien began yelling at him. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” it screamed. 
 
    “The meaning of what?” Thorb asked. “We just stopped here to get some information.” 
 
    The Sumatozou grabbed Thorb’s arm and pulled him roughly into the office. A wall of monitors showed positions throughout the station. Nearly all of them seemed to have a SalSha or two in them. The only ones which didn’t were the ones in space. 
 
    “The members of your race are everywhere!” the Sumatozou shouted. “They have no respect for the spaces they should stay out of, which are…are…everywhere! They shouldn’t be walking around in the secured spaces!” He pointed to a monitor. “This is the fusion plant!” he screeched. “They definitely shouldn’t be in there! I don’t even know how they got in!” 
 
    “Probably the ventilation ducting,” Thorb said, looking at Slorg, who nodded. “They do seem to get up into the ducts frequently.” 
 
    “Well, get them out!” the gate master yelled. “Quickly! Before they break something important!” 
 
    “I told my assistant to make sure they knew not to come over to this station. Didn’t I tell you that, Assistant?” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Slorg said. “And I told them all to stay over on the ship. I guess they didn’t listen to me.” 
 
    “See? We told them to stay over there.” Thorb sighed. “We thought they’d been uplifted, but we’re finding out that it didn’t take. They aren’t as smart as I thought they were.” 
 
    “Well, they’re getting into everything!” the gate master yelled. “One of them almost opened an airlock when the other side was open to space! All of our air might have been sucked out!” 
 
    “That would have been unfortunate,” Thorb said. “I would change your codes so they aren’t able to do that.” 
 
    “We did, but they just sit there playing with the lights on the access panels until they get it open. My men are going around collecting them, but two more seem to appear for every one we send back!” 
 
    “We’re really sorry about that,” Thorb said. “If you could just give us one tiny piece of information, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    The Sumatozou frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m from the water world,” Thorb said. “I grew up there, and my father is king there.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the gate master said, tapping on a monitor. “Those are our food stores!” he screamed. “Hey! That’s my favorite cut of meat! Hurry! How is your story relevant?” 
 
    “Well, the Xiq’tal troopers that were in-system assaulted a facility of ours and stole several things from us. We need the coordinates of the system they went to so we can go get them back.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Sumatozou said, “but we don’t keep those kinds of records.” His eyes got big. “They’re wasting our limited water supply!” 
 
    “As it turns out, we have plenty of water, and I can bring you some,” Thorb said. “Also, I have it on good authority that you do keep those kinds of records, and if you wanted badly enough, you could tell me where they went.” 
 
    “I can’t! I’m not allowed—how in Entropy’s sake did they get into my stateroom?” 
 
    “No idea,” Thorb replied. “We’d be happy to help you catch all the little troublemakers, just as soon as we have the coordinates.” He looked at his watch. “What time did you say the young ones got up from their naps, Assistant?” 
 
    “Right now, Colonel,” Slorg said. “Without us over there, they will probably be roaming this station soon, too.” 
 
    “Oh no!” the Sumatozou said. “They’re in the armory! They’re going to blow us up!” 
 
    “Well, give us the coordinates, and we’ll be on our way,” Thorb said. 
 
    “Fine! I’ll get the coordinates. Now get those…people…off my station!” 
 
    “Right away!” Thorb said. He covered his smile as the Sumatozou looked back at him from the monitors. 
 
    “Well?” the gate master asked. “Why are you still here? Go get them!” 
 
    “On our way!” Thorb said, and his group turned and left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” Thorb asked as Brack herded two of the SalSha back through the access tube. 
 
    “I think so,” Brack replied. “These two were in main engineering trying to optimize the fusion reactor.” 
 
    “Did they know what they were doing?” 
 
    “Nope. They almost caused it to go into automatic shutdown.” 
 
    “Happily, you got them in time?” 
 
    “Happily, I did,” he said with a nod. “Did we get the coordinates?” 
 
    “Yes. The gate master tried to renege on our deal, but when I told him it looked like some of the SalSha were going to re-escape, he came through.” 
 
    Brack and Thorb went through the tunnel and asked the crewman waiting there to disconnect the accessway and secure the door. 
 
    “Colonel Thorb?” Captain Besud called as the door slammed shut behind them. “Your father just radioed us.” 
 
    “That didn’t take long,” Thorb said with a sigh. “What did he want?” 
 
    “He said something about there being grahps in the facility. His exact words were, ‘The two little ones are back, and they brought a bunch of others with them.’ That was the last we heard, and we haven’t been able to get him on the radio since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 EMS Ocean Trader, Trigar System 
 
    “Well, fuck.” Thorb looked at Slorg and sighed. “And that, boys and girls, is why you don’t make smart sea monsters. Too bad we can’t bring Martan back and show him what his pets are doing now.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to get Spartan, Hazard, and a bunch of CASPers, and we’re going to go kill the smart grahps, like Martan should have done in the first place.” 
 
    “What about the adults?” 
 
    “I hate to kill them for just doing what grahps do, but now they know there’s food in the facility, and by that I mean SalSha. We’re going to have to kill them all or else they’ll be back when they’re hungry again.” 
 
    Thorb called everyone for an impromptu meeting as they raced to the CO’s conference room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Captain Barjati asked via Tri-V as they entered the space. 
 
    “Apparently, the two grahps that the SalSha uplifted have returned to the facility and brought a bunch of other grahps with them,” Thorb said. 
 
    “Other grahps?” Hazard asked. “Ross called them sea monsters. They will take some killing.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Thorb replied. “Apparently, they brought along some of the adults.” 
 
    “You mean like the ones I saw video of?” Spartan asked. “That the Horde fought the first time they were here?” 
 
    “Yes, fully grown ones. They won’t be able to get into the facility, they’re too big for the tunnels, but they’ll be able to make it onto the beach, and they will also be able to block access to the facility from the island above.” 
 
    “How would they know to do that?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “They’re deceptively smart, even without an uplift,” Thorb said. “Now that the two were uplifted, there’s no telling what they’re capable of. We know they communicate with each other, and I wouldn’t put it past the small ones to have stationed big ones on the island.” 
 
    “To keep us from coming in?” 
 
    “No, to harvest the SalSha trying to get out that way.” 
 
    “Oh. That sucks.” 
 
    “It does,” said Thorb, “but I don’t think they uplifted the grahps to the point that they understand space and planets and starships.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “They’re not going to be ready for what we’re about to do to them.” 
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
   
  
 

 Dropship One, Trigar 2-A 
 
    “Colonel Thorb, it looks like you were right,” the dropship pilot said. He pointed out the front canopy. “There are two big-ass monsters sitting on top of the island.” 
 
    “Looks like a couple of adults,” Thorb noted, looking over the pilot’s shoulder. The grahps were on either side of the exit doorway. Each was over 10 feet tall and 20 long and had tentacles that reached almost 30 feet. “I’m happy not to be underwater with them.” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Spartan exclaimed, looking over the co-pilot’s shoulder. “Those are pretty big. Are those large examples of the species?’” 
 
    “No, those are just average-sized. If anything, they’re on the small side. They may be all the uplifted ones could find in the area. We tend to kill them when we find them close by, as they can outswim young SalSha, and they find us tasty.” 
 
    “Damn,” Spartan said, shaking his head. “The reports and gun camera footage don’t do them justice. I hope they don’t have a lot of them for us to fight, but at least they’re not Canavar.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do about them?” the pilot asked. “I think they’ve seen us.” 
 
    Thorb laughed. “What do I want you to do? I want you to use the largest guns you have and shoot them into little pieces. Otherwise, we have to go down and face them…and I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Spartan added. 
 
    “Dropship Two, Dropship One, come along side of me. When I say, you hit the one on the left, and I’ll hit the one on the right.” Thorb watched out the port window as the other dropship moved into position. “Now.” 
 
    The chin-mounted heavy MACs fired, and Thorb could feel the recoil hammer through the craft. The results were devastating. Although the grahps had thick hides, the rounds tore through them at four times the speed of sound, ripping monstrous exit wounds that splashed their blood and internal organs across large areas of the island. As the first rounds hit, the creatures tried to flee, but from minimum range, the pilots barely had to lead them, and they walked the rounds back and forth across their bodies. The pilots then skewed their craft slightly to fire into the monsters from the front. After 15 seconds, both monsters were down and leaking out the last of their fluids though massive holes. 
 
    “How’s that?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “Gross but effective,” Thorb said. “It’s unfortunate we had to kill them; they’re just dumb animals, but better them than us.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Spartan said. “I’ve already lost too many people in this system.” 
 
    Thorb pointed to a relatively clear area in front of the grahp corpses. “Have Dropship Three land there, please. You can take us and Two to the alternate drop point.” 
 
    The dropships pulled up and away as the third craft dove for the island. 
 
    “You sure you want to do this?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “Want to?” Thorb asked. “No, I don’t.” He shrugged. “It’s something we have to do, though. If we don’t bottle them up and kill the smart ones, they’ll be back with a bigger assault force next time. They underestimated us. They didn’t know we had more troops and dropships. We need to kill them now while we have the chance.” 
 
    “Two minutes to our drop zone,” the pilot noted. 
 
    “Then I better get back and into my suit,” Spartan said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dropship Three, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Hazard stepped off the ramp, the rest of his squad right behind him. Roush followed the CASPers, but then had to stop and cover her mouth as she saw the remains of the grahps. 
 
    “That’s—I don’t know,” she said. “I want to say ‘awful,’ but I know it had to be done. I know they would have eaten us if they’d had a chance.” She shrugged. “It’s wasteful, too. There’s a lot of meat going to waste there.” 
 
    “You eat that?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “They try to eat us,” Roush said with a small smile. “Turnabout is fair play?” The smile evaporated. “Actually, the meat tastes pretty good. Even better now that we can cook it and spice it. Before, when we lived our lives underwater and had to eat it that way, it wasn’t as good. It was pretty bland.” 
 
    “All right,” Hazard said, “I just got word everyone else is in place. Time to go earn our pay. Lead us in, but at the first sign of grahp, get behind us and let us take care of them.” 
 
    Roush held up a laser pistol. “This is an annoyance to a grahp, nothing more. Trust me, when we find them, I’ll let you lead.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dropship One, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Thorb stood on the end of the ramp as the ocean slid by beneath them. The water didn’t seem as comforting as it had just a couple of days ago, and he was not looking forward to its embrace or what was to come. It was one thing to defend your home against a grahp that was attacking it, it was another thing entirely to go hunting grahps intentionally with malice aforethought. He snapped a magazine for underwater action into place and squared his shoulders. He was as ready as he was going to be. 
 
    “Think there will be some grahps on this side?” Spartan asked as he strode out to the end of the ramp. His CASPer was especially imposing with the rocket pod mounted on the shoulder, like all of them had for this mission. 
 
    Thorb sighed. “Without a doubt. You know combat; would you give your enemy a way to escape?” 
 
    “If I didn’t want to kill them.” 
 
    “The grahps want to kill us.” 
 
    “In that case, no.” 
 
    Thorb nodded once. “There will be grahps waiting for us. Maybe one, maybe more. I expect there will be a mated pair waiting down below, like there was on the island, but it wouldn’t surprise me if there were more.” 
 
    The light went green, although the dropship continued forward slowly. 
 
    “Here we go,” Spartan said. 
 
    Thorb waved a paw at the water. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Spartan stepped off. The splash when he hit the water 10 feet below came all the way back up to the ramp. 
 
    “Shit,” Thorb said. He holstered the pistol and dove off the ramp. 
 
    The water was just as warm as it had been the other day, but he didn’t luxuriate in it. He swam to the bottom and drew his pistol as he swam. He reached Spartan’s CASPer as the Human started forward. The rest of the company, what was left of them, was spread out in a line abreast as they approached the facility. After the fighting on 2-B, the company was down to just over a platoon’s worth of effectives, including the five troopers with Hazard. The SalSha were spread out with Spartan’s group for situational awareness and to help spot the grahp. 
 
    The closer they got to the facility, the more Thorb’s pelt itched. He knew there would be grahp, but where were they? 
 
    The CASPers started up the incline leading to the facility, and motion caught Thorb’s eye. 
 
    “There!” he yelled. 
 
    “Where?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “Right, three o’clock!” Thorb said, realizing he needed to report contacts just like he would in a dogfight in space. “Same altitude!” 
 
    “Damn things don’t show up on IR,” Spartan said, and made a quick mental note about aquatic drones. “Heads-up, platoon,” Spartan called. “I’ve got two incoming from the right. Looks like two small ones.” 
 
    Thorb laughed to himself as he aimed at the grahps coming toward him. “Small ones” they might be, but both were eight feet tall with mouths big enough to eat him in one bite. 
 
    “Firing,” Spartan warned. With a burst of flame and boiling water, a rocket launched from his pack and streaked toward one of the monsters. A second later, another rocket launched toward the other. 
 
    “I’ve got two more over here,” Irish said from the other end of the line. “Firing!” 
 
    Thorb was too far away to see the other launches, but he was close enough to see Spartan’s rockets explode. Built to be used in atmosphere, the explosions were compressed and the area of effect was smaller, but both rockets took chunks out of the grahps where they hit them in the sides. 
 
    Spartan launched a third and a fourth rocket. The grahps turned toward him, and both were hit in the mouth. The explosions tore a number of teeth out and left big holes. Both grahps slowed noticeably. 
 
    Thorb fired his pistol at one, using the hole in its mouth as a target, and fired off an entire magazine. While some hit to the side, opening new holes, others found the target and ripped through the creature’s insides. 
 
    Spartan fired the MAC on his arm at the other one. Modified to use the supercavitating underwater rounds, the slugs tore through the second one, stopping it in its tracks. The first slowed to a stop after Thorb’s second magazine; Spartan administered the coup de grace. 
 
    “Clear on the right,” Spartan said. “One rocket isn’t enough to stop them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it took all six of mine,” Irish said. “And a shit-ton of MAC rounds. These things don’t go down easily.” 
 
    Thorb shook his head. He wasn’t sure how many rockets the CASPer troopers had, but he was pretty sure there weren’t going to be enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Roush led the group through the first level of the facility faster than Hazard was comfortable with. Even though no one lived there, he insisted they check the level out. ‘Never allow the enemy to surprise you from behind’ was one of his favorite operational tenets. 
 
    “You need to slow down,” he finally said. “I can’t cover you when you race that far forward.” 
 
    “Can’t you go any faster?” she asked. “My brother is down there and having to go through this level is a waste of—” 
 
    Her voice cut off as a tentacle snaked out of an open doorway, wrapped around her, and pulled her into the room. 
 
    “Contact!” Hazard exclaimed, racing forward. He entered the room to find the monster trying to stuff Roush into its mouth. The creature dangled her in front of its gaping maw, sucking for all it was worth, but out of the water there wasn’t enough suction to break her grasp on the tentacle. 
 
    “Help!” Roush yelled. “I can’t hold on.” 
 
    Hazard ran to the side of the creature and realized she wasn’t holding on; she was actually sliding down the length of the tentacle. In seconds she would reach the end and be drawn in to its gaping maw. 
 
    “Stop!” Hazard yelled, and to his surprise, the wind tunnel effect ceased. A second tentacle snaked around Roush and the creature interposed her between Hazard and itself. 
 
    In an instant, Hazard realized what he was dealing with. “That’s one of the uplifted ones, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Roush gasped, struggling to breathe. “Don’t worry about me, kill it!” 
 
    As the rest of the squad ran into the room, the grahp began waving her around, trying to shield itself from all of them at once. The effect it had on Roush was immediate; her eyes rolled back into her head, and she went limp. The grahp edged toward the door. 
 
    “Do we let it go?” Corporal Henderson asked. 
 
    And let it take Roush with it? Not a chance. “No,” Hazard said. He crept to where he was almost alongside the grahp. “Don’t move, but on my mark, fire.” He aimed his MAC at the tentacle holding Roush. The creature stopped flinging her around when the squad stopped moving. 
 
    “Three, two, one, fire!” Hazard ordered. He fired his MAC, and the projectile tore through the tentacle just to the side of Roush’s limp form. Most of the tentacle was severed, and she dropped to the floor. The creature squealed in pain, but then the squad’s six MACs riddled it with rounds. After a second, it fell to the floor. Hazard let the firing go on another second just to be sure, concentrating his own rounds where he thought its brain would be. 
 
    “Cease fire,” he finally called. He walked over to Roush, but Corporal Khatri was already out of her CASPer and racing over to the SalSha. 
 
    The medic worked on Roush for a few moments, then she looked up. “I think she’s going to be fine,” Khatri said. “I gave her a shot of medical nanites to make sure, but I don’t think there’s any long-term damage.” 
 
    “Hazard, Spartan,” a comms call interrupted. “We need you at the bay entrance if you can get down here!” 
 
    “On our way!” 
 
    “Hand her up to Chapman,” Hazard said. “We’ll take her with us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Approaching the Bay Entrance, Trigar 2-A 
 
    The platoon walked up the slope toward the bay entrance to the facility. Spartan hadn’t seen any more of the grahps after the first two, but he wasn’t kidding himself; he knew there’d be more. 
 
    “I’ve got movement,” Irish commed. 
 
    “I see it, too,” said Spartan. “Tentacles at the waterline. Damn, it’s a big one. First Squad, go around it to the left and hit it above-water. Second Squad, we’ve got it if it comes back into the water. We’ll assault through it if it stays up on the beach.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t just want to let it go if it decides to flee?” Irish asked. 
 
    “No,” Thorb said. “Now that it knows there’s food here, it will come back when it gets hungry enough. We need to kill it.” 
 
    “You heard the man,” Spartan said. “Irish, your call on when to fire.” 
 
    Irish’s squad worked its way to the left and advanced up the slope. They made it about halfway out of the water when Irish yelled, “Fire!” 
 
    In addition to the gouts of flame illuminating the water, several of the troopers threw K-bombs. The explosive charges were standard for the CASPer troopers. Each bomb had the explosive power of an entire block of the old C-4. They weren’t designed for hard targets, but they worked really well against troops in the open. Or grahps. 
 
    Unfortunately, one of them hit in the water like a depth charge, and Spartan could feel his suit move. It had to be far worse for the SalSha. 
 
    “Easy on the K-bombs in the water!” he ordered. 
 
    The grahp came out of the water and moved in the direction of First Squad. “Help!” Irish called. 
 
    “Move up!” Spartan ordered. He jetted forward as fast as his maneuvering thrusters would allow, until he broke the surface and was able to walk the rest of the way. It was obvious why Irish had called for help. In addition to the one adult they’d seen, there were two more on the beach destroying all the gear in sight. When First Squad fired at the one grahp, all of them had turned to attack. 
 
    The beach looked like a mass casualty drill—SalSha bodies and pieces of bodies lay everywhere. When the grahp had hit them, they must have done it fast. 
 
    “Fire at will!” Spartan said, marking the closest one. He fired his MAC and was joined by Thorb who had come out of the water next to him. 
 
    The grahp spun faster than something its size should have been able to, and a tentacle lashed out and knocked Sergeant Tucker off her feet, flinging her back into the water. The tentacle clipped Brack on the backswing and he went flying into the middle of the bay. 
 
    Another tentacle reached out and grabbed the CASPer next to Spartan and lifted it up. Corporal Gilliam screamed for help as the grahp’s mouth opened and it began sucking, obviously intending to eat Gilliam. Spartan fired both of his remaining missiles at the giant maw before it could draw the struggling CASPer in. One hit on the side of its mouth, blowing off a huge, toothy chuck, but the other flew true and blew up inside the creature. 
 
    The grahp’s tentacles drooped, and it dropped Gilliam. Although the grahp wasn’t dead—and was still trying to pull itself toward Spartan—most of the fight was out of it. Spartan, along with the rest of Second Squad, fired into the giant creature and it slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Spartan muttered as he scanned for additional targets. Irish’s squad was getting hammered by the two remaining grahp—literally—and several more of the smaller ones had just emerged from the tunnels. “Second Squad, go help First Squad,” he ordered. “SalSha, you’re with me; we need to stop the smaller ones.” He called for Hazard to come help, but he knew it would arrive too late. Spartan had to do something now. 
 
    He unclipped three K-bombs from his belt as he walked out of the water, armed them, and tossed them toward the grahps coming from the tunnels. One detonated under a grahp charging toward him. The force of the explosion lifted it into the air and tore out a huge chunk of its underside. The other three grahps slowed but kept coming, and he began firing his MAC at the closest one. 
 
    Several explosions rocked the side of the beach where the rest of the platoon was fighting the other two adults, and Spartan risked a glance. It looked like one of the grahps was down, but the other had a CASPer in one of its tentacles and the fight was continuing. He wouldn’t get any help from them any time soon. 
 
    He turned back to the charging grahps. The one he’d fired on had opened its mouth, and several of the high-velocity slugs had entered and ripped through it from front to back. It had slowed almost to a stop and dropped back. The other two, however, were both headed at Spartan, and he began firing at the one on the left. Slorg and Thorb fired at the charging grahps as well, and he was impressed with how quickly they could fire off a magazine and then change out the next one. At the last moment, the one on the right turned slightly and lunged at Thorb, who dove out of the way behind Spartan. The grahp kept going, but Spartan had to defend himself from the one he was attacking as it tried to bowl him over. Spartan dove to the left, and Thorb stayed right behind him as the grahp continued past. Spartan quickly righted himself and tapped his jumpjets in pursuit. The creature had just reached the water as Spartan landed on its back. Sword extended, he crashed onto the grahp sword-first, driving the blade deeply into the creature’s back, then pulling it toward himself to open a massive cut. 
 
    Spartan ripped out the blade and started to slide down the creature’s flank, but he was able to grab onto the grahp’s crest with his other hand and stop himself. The creature continued into the water and flailed at Spartan with its tentacles, trying to sweep him off. Spartan was slapped with one and lost his grip. He started sliding again but plunged his hand into the cut to arrest his fall. Stabilized for a second, he grabbed the last K-bomb from his belt, armed it, and shoved it as far as he could into the cut as the grahp went underwater. 
 
    He pushed off, trying to get away from the creature in case it turned around, but the grahp was bent on escape and went as fast as it could in the opposite direction. The K-bomb detonated, nearly splitting it in half in an underwater explosion of blood and guts. 
 
    Spartan desperately wanted to rest but instead pulled himself back onto the beach. As he did, Hazard and his squad emerged from the tunnels, and several rockets flew from the group at the last adult grahp as they charged toward it. Thorb and Slorg stood watching as if unsure whether to help. 
 
    “Let’s go help kill the last one,” Spartan said. 
 
    “No,” Thorb said. “We have to go after the one that got away—it’s one of the smart ones.” 
 
    “Shit. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, it had a mark on it I recognized just before I had to dive out of the way.” 
 
    “Hazard,” Spartan commed, “I need a couple of troopers that still have rockets to go after one of the smart grahps.” 
 
    “Good,” Hazard said. “We got the other one, so there’s only that one remaining. You said ‘go after it,’ though. How are we going to track it?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Brack said. “I was underwater when it swam past. I recognized it and went after it. I’m following it right now. I’ll find out where it goes to ground while you organize a group to come kill it. Even though it’s still a small one, I’m not taking it on by myself.” 
 
    Hazard and two of his troopers jogged up. “Sergeant Kane, Corporal Khatri, and I will go after it, if we have someone to guide us. We have the most fuel remaining and all of us have full rocket loadouts.” 
 
    “If you’re ready, follow me,” Thorb said. He walked to the water and dove in, followed closely by Slorg. 
 
    Spartan made a “be my guest” motion with one hand, and the troopers started after the SalSha. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Got a spot for us yet?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brack replied. “Believe it or not, the stupid thing is hiding where we used to play ‘Hide and Search.’” 
 
    “Where’s that?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “I know the place,” Thorb replied. “It’s full of old lava tubes. It’s a great place to hide and a sucky place to have to search.” 
 
    “Goodie,” Hazard muttered. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “At least it’s close,” Thorb said. 
 
    “The grahp’s wounded,” Brack said. “It was trailing blood as I followed it. You’d almost have to be blind and scent-less to not be able to follow it.” 
 
    “Wounded enough to die on its own?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “No,” Brack replied. “They can take a lot of wounds and recover. Their skin closes up pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably something bred into them by the C’Natt,” Thorb said. “One more thing I have to thank them for if I ever find them.” 
 
    “They made you guys pretty good pilots,” Hazard noted. 
 
    “Against our will,” Thorb said. “And even then, getting a marketable skill but having to worry about a lifetime of sea monsters who would just as soon eat you as look at you is not worth it.” 
 
    “I see you,” Brack said. “Come right a little.” 
 
    The group did as instructed, and they joined up with Brack. He pointed to a large tunnel about five feet in diameter. “It’s in there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought the grahp could fit through that,” Hazard said. 
 
    “They can squish themselves into small places,” Thorb said. “It is not going to be fun to get it out of there.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Hazard said. “Should we wait and see if it comes out on its own?” 
 
    “It’s fed a lot today,” Thorb said, “and it has damage it will want to regenerate. It probably won’t come out for a couple of days.” 
 
    “That’s longer than we can stay,” Hazard said. “I guess we go in after it.” 
 
    “So, uh, who wants to go first?” Slorg asked. 
 
    “I grew up in India,” Khatri said, “and we had a story about a mongoose who said you don’t follow a snake into its hole. You just don’t. I think this is a lot like that. How about we stuff a nuke up there instead?” 
 
    “No, we need to know it’s dead,” Hazard said. “And I doubt a nuke would be good for the other things living in the area…like the SalSha.” 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Brack said. “It’s our planet and our problem.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Kane said, “I’ll go first, and you can follow me and tell me where to go.” 
 
    “You sure?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I am. It’ll be just like the glowworm caves back home in New Zealand,” the Kiwi said. “Aside from the sea monster, that is.” 
 
    “All right, you’re first, then Brack, then me,” Hazard said. “Then the other SalSha, and Khatri can bring up the rear.” 
 
    “Right. Here we go then,” Kane said. He moved to the entrance and paused, and Thorb wondered if the Human had the courage to enter the tunnel. Kane did, and, after a second, he maneuvered himself headfirst into the hole, using his thrusters to push forward. Brack swam in behind him, followed by Hazard. 
 
    Even fourth, it took all of Thorb’s nerve to enter the hole. The SalSha had a similar prohibition to Khatri’s about swimming into grahp holes, based on practical experience. Those who had done so had never returned. Of course, the SalSha hadn’t had powered armor, so hopefully Kane’s CASPer would even the odds. Thorb wouldn’t have wanted to be in the front, even in a CASPer. 
 
    They progressed slowly, as Kane checked a couple of small offshoot tunnels to the side. Thorb didn’t think the grahp would have been able to get into either of them, but they really could squish themselves down a lot. 
 
    “Look,” Hazard said, pointing to something on the floor of the tunnel. “Bones. We’ve come to the right spot.” 
 
    Thorb looked, then swam down for a closer look. “Oh, fuck,” he said softly. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, what?” Hazard asked, having heard in spite of the lack of volume. 
 
    Thorb held up one of the bones, and Hazard shone his light on it. The bone was covered with tiny scratch marks along the length of it. 
 
    “These scratches weren’t made by the grahp we’re following,” he said. “These are from baby grahp.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Slorg said, his eyes widening. 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “It means that this isn’t a grahp lair,” Thorb said. “It’s a nest.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Brack said, having stopped to listen to the conversation. 
 
    “Why is that bad?” 
 
    “Because the grahp lay like a hundred eggs,” Thorb replied. “They feed the babies, but the babies also feed off each other in a survival-of-the-fittest competition.” 
 
    “Given the presence of other food, though,” Slorg added, “they will all swarm to it. Imagine sixty or eighty of those little bastards coming at you. Individually, the baby ones are easy to kill. Get forty of them attached to you, though, and they will drain you of blood in about two seconds.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Hazard said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Thorb replied. “And what’s worse is that we don’t have shiny metal suits to stop the little vampires’ attacks.” 
 
    “Want to go back?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “With all of my heart and mind,” Thorb said. “However, nothing has changed; we still have to find and kill the grahp. Just…ah…keep your K-bombs handy. I would rather be torn apart in an explosion than ripped apart by thirty little grahp babies.” He put a paw on Hazard’s arm. “I mean that, very much. I would rather be dead in an explosion than eaten by baby grahp. Promise me you won’t let it come to that.” 
 
    “I’m out of K-bombs,” Hazard said, “so I can’t help you.” 
 
    “Here you go,” Khatri said, reaching forward to hand one to Slorg and one to Thorb. She showed them how to pull the pin to arm it while Kane gave one of his K-bombs to Brack. 
 
    “We all ready now?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “No, but let’s go before I change my mind,” Thorb said. 
 
    “You got it,” Kane said. He moved forward slowly, going past another four-foot-wide offshoot tunnel. 
 
    As Brack went past, a tentacle snaked out and grabbed him, pulling him into the tunnel before Hazard could stop it. 
 
    “Help!” Brack yelled. 
 
    Hazard pointed his MAC toward the hole but couldn’t get a shot off without hitting Brack. The grahp moved the SalSha back and forth in response to Hazard moving the barrel of his MAC. 
 
    “Damn it,” Hazard said. “That tunnel widens just past the entrance. The grahp has room to move, but we can’t get in there to get at it.” 
 
    “Send me your camera feed,” Kane said, edging up to the lip, “then back away.” 
 
    “Okay,” Hazard said. He stopped trying to aim at the grahp and moved away from the mouth of the side tunnel. “It’s moving forward a little.” 
 
    The grahp moved toward the main tunnel, still using Brack as a shield. 
 
    “Gotcha!” Kane yelled and reached forward to grab the tentacle that held Brack. The grahp released the SalSha then pulled back hard, drawing Kane to the opening. “Shit!” he yelled and tried to pull away. Two tentacles snaked out and wrapped around his feet while he struggled, then the grahp let go of his hand and yanked him forward by his feet. 
 
    Surprised by the move, and the fact that the grahp had leverage from a number of tentacle-holds in the passageway, Kane was drawn into the tunnel, and several more tentacles wrapped around him. With a mighty tug, the grahp ripped off the suit’s right leg, leaving his leg to dangle in the water. 
 
    “Shit!” Kane yelled again as the grahp pulled him farther in, exposing another passage underneath it. “No!” Kane began screaming as the grahp pushed him down into the tunnel. “No! No! No!” 
 
    Thorb saw several small tentacles reach up to wrap around his leg and realized the space below the grahp was the nest. Having deposited the trooper in the nest, it jetted forward, covering the opening, and a tentacle lashed out to grab Brack again. 
 
    “No!” Brack yelled, grabbing onto the lip of the tunnel. 
 
    Hazard moved forward, thrust his MAC past the struggling SalSha, and fired. The grahp screamed and its grip on Brack loosened. 
 
    Brack pulled the K-bomb off his belt with one hand—while holding onto the lip with the other—then he tried to pull out the pin with his teeth. Thorb saw him struggle with it and realized the problem—the CASPers pulled out the pins with their hydraulically-augmented arms. The giant grenades weren’t meant to be armed by normal people—or especially SalSha—and he couldn’t do it with a hand and his teeth. 
 
    Hazard maneuvered around Brack and fired again, but the grahp wouldn’t let go of Brack. 
 
    The SalSha’s eyes met Thorb’s. “Goodbye,” he said. He let go of the lip, the grahp snatched him back, and, with a rush of water, sucked him into its mouth. There was a pause, then the K-bomb detonated inside of it, followed by a string of three below it as Kane detonated the rest of his K-bombs. The grahp shuddered once and went still. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Underwater Facility, Trigar 2-A 
 
    Spartan looked up as the group trudged from the water. Hazard had commed that they were successful, and that they were returning, but he didn’t want to talk about it any more than that. Spartan could see why now—they had lost one of the SalSha as well as Sergeant John Kane. 
 
    He strode down to meet them at the water’s edge. 
 
    “Kane?” he asked. 
 
    “The lair we went into wasn’t a lair but a nest. Kane got gnawed on by some of the little ones…they shredded his leg down to the bone after their mother pulled the leg off his suit. He detonated several K-bombs to take out the young while they were doing it. That had to suck.” 
 
    “And the SalSha?” 
 
    “He sacrificed himself to wipe out the mother. He let the grahp eat him, then blew a K-bomb inside it.” 
 
    “He let it eat him? On purpose?” 
 
    “Looked like it.” 
 
    “Damn.” Spartan shook his head then sighed. “But they’re all gone?” 
 
    “Yeah, the grahp menace is over with.” 
 
    “Good, because I really want to go talk to the Science Guild.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thorb said as he walked ashore, his eyes focused on something distant. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Sarisa, Approaching the Stargate, Trigar System 
 
    “You’re the ground component commander,” Captain Barjati said, “but I’m going to have to recommend going back to Earth before following the transports.” 
 
    “If we do that, we’re going to give them weeks—hell, we’re going to give them over a month’s worth of time to do whatever they’re going to do with the uplifter and whatever else they stole. We’ve already given them almost a week’s lead.” 
 
    “True,” Barjati agreed, “and that’s my point. They already have a week’s lead on us. Anything they were going to do, they could have already done it, and we’d never know. Blue Sky! They could get to their destination and immediately go to the stargate and jump somewhere else. We’d never be able to catch up to them unless they wanted us to, and if that’s the case, I’m not sure we’d actually want to do so.” 
 
    “I’ve still got almost a platoon’s worth of CASPers and troopers,” Spartan said. Hazard held up a hand. “Well, okay, we don’t have a platoon functional at the moment, but by the time we go through hyperspace, maintenance will be able to rebuild and rearm the ones we brought back, then we will have a platoon of CASPers. We should also get back most of the troopers who are in medical by then, so we’ll have enough troops to man them.” 
 
    “Still, you’ve lost half the people and CASPers you started out with. How would you be able to defend against another wave of MinSha or grahp or anything else you might find at our destination? At a minimum, we know they have thirty or so Xiq’tal with them; who knows what other troops are on those transports or at whatever base they’re heading to?” 
 
    “Outnumbered? We’re sort of used to that. My troopers will do their jobs,” Spartan said. 
 
    “Here’s another issue,” Captain Besud said via video hook-up. “I have several hundred SalSha onboard that are non-combatants. Not only are they non-combatants, they actually reduce the combat efficiency of Ocean Trader by just having them onboard. I can’t know from moment to moment what systems they’re going to get into and what will be operational when I need it. If I am going to go into combat—something a transport normally doesn’t do, let me remind you—then I don’t want to do it with the SalSha aboard.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I must agree with Captain Besud,” Thorb said on the Tri-V from where he sat next to the captain. “While I want to get the uplifter back, the modules it created weren’t as effective as the first one the Humans found on Home. Its loss, while annoying, isn’t as big a deal as it might have been. I’m more interested in the other things they took, especially the manufactory. Who knows what technology it had in its memory banks that’s been lost since the C’Natt were on our planet? That, I am interested in.” Thorb looked down. “The captain also has a point about the level that most of the SalSha were raised to. They are like adolescents. They think they know everything, but they don’t have the life experience to really think things through. They don’t know when to leave things alone.” He shrugged. “We would be better off going into combat without them onboard. If we take them to Earth, they can be upgraded the rest of the way to where they’re functional.” 
 
    “It would take months to uplift all the ones on Ocean Trader!” Spartan protested. 
 
    “I’m not saying we should wait for that,” Thorb said. “We can just drop them off with Sansar and let her take care of the logistics.” 
 
    “Oh, she is not going to like that,” Besud said. 
 
    “I can’t imagine she will, at that,” Spartan said. 
 
    Thorb shrugged. “I didn’t say she’d like it, I just said we could do it. It makes things easier. I could also pick up a few more SalSha from Earth in case we have to go into a water environment again. Right now, it’s just me, Slorg, and Krong. We could also see if the Winged Hussars has any Avengers in-system. If we had a few of those, it would give us an additional attack capability.” Thorb shrugged again. “Besides, Sansar will get over us dropping a few SalSha off with her. How much trouble could they get into on Earth?” 
 
    “Lots,” said Barjati, Besud, Hazard, and Spartan, simultaneously. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about ‘lots,’” Thorb said defensively. “That seems a bit harsh—” 
 
    “I do,” Besud said, “and ‘lots’ is exactly the right descriptor. There are hundreds of them. We’ll have to warn Sansar in time for her to get something set up to contain them.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Thorb said. “The point stands: we’d be better off if we went by Earth first.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Besud said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Barjati said. 
 
    “Fine,” Spartan said. “Some additional troops—if Sansar will let us have them—would probably be helpful, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Genghis Kahn Import/Export, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Sansar looked across her desk, her eyes going back and forth from Spartan to Thorb and back as if she couldn’t determine where to start. Or who she wanted to yell at first. 
 
    Thorb smiled. He’d been yelled at by some of the best. Alexis Cromwell knew how to give a good ass chewing. Walker, though—he’d been the best Thorb had ever heard. Unfortunately, he’d put himself in front of a laser to save Nigel Shirazi. Thorb frowned in remembrance. They could use Walker’s talents now, and Thorb wasn’t sure the sacrifice had been worth it. 
 
    Sansar’s eyes came back to Thorb, and he smiled brightly. “You look upset, Colonel. Is there something we can do to help?” 
 
    “Help?!” Sansar exclaimed. “The reasons I’m upset are because of you. I’m not sure I want you to do anything to ‘help.’” 
 
    “That seems unfair,” Thorb said. “Yes, we did lose the uplift machine and the manufactory from 2-A that we were sent to look for, but we were pretty outnumbered, and we did hold our own.” 
 
    “You not only lost the uplifter and the manufactory, you also lost Polybolos!” 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t our fault. We didn’t have any Avengers to fight them with. By the way, do you have some that we can take with us when we go back to finish up this mission?” 
 
    “Avengers? Lying around?” Sansar asked. “No! There aren’t any of them in the Golden Horde’s inventory, much less just ‘lying around.’” 
 
    “That’s disappointing,” Thorb said. “They would be helpful.” 
 
    “Helpful? I’m not even sure I’m going to let you go any further with this.” 
 
    “What?” Spartan asked. “We have to go after them. I know the trail is a little cool—and I argued we shouldn’t have come back here—but it isn’t totally cold. We know where the transports were heading, and we can be there in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “So far this quest has cost a frigate, with crew, and a platoon of troopers, and it has nothing to show for it but the knowledge of where a manufactory and an uplifter were weeks ago.” 
 
    “Sansar, trust me, I know that. I knew the crew of Polybolos. My troopers and I rescued their families. We put our lives on the line for them, and they for us. We saw the looks on their faces when they were reunited. Now they’re all gone, and so are a lot of my—your—troopers.” Spartan paused for a moment and visibly collected himself. “We also know that the Science Guild was working with the Merc Guild to make Canavars, and that they were doing it on Trigar 2-B,” Spartan said. 
 
    “And where did the Canavars go? Did they use them all? Are there more? How do we know the Merc Guild was in cahoots with the Science Guild?” 
 
    “I haven’t finished decrypting and analyzing everything I downloaded. There are some correspondence files that mention the Merc Guild, and there were mercs that showed up to try to stop us—” 
 
    “But those mercs could have been hired by the Science Guild. Or the Info Guild. Or someone else. Maybe the Cartography Guild knows where there’s a planet that has a population of Canavars. Who knows? You have some files, but you don’t have proof of anyone’s involvement—not anything that would hold up if we were to give it to a Peacemaker. And we can’t even say, ‘They stole our uplifter,’ because having an uplifter is illegal in the first place. The Peacemakers would go get it, and then take it for themselves.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not helpful,” Thorb said. “By the way, the Peacemakers want SalSha for their academy. They were a pain in the ass when I went to their consulate. Not as much as the Science Guild, but certainly all high and mighty.” 
 
    “They want SalSha for the Peacemaker Academy? Ha! Good luck with that! They can have as many as they want!” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I already have reports of all the trouble caused by the SalSha you brought back.” 
 
    “Well, the uplift wasn’t very good, or didn’t hold, or something,” Thorb said. “We need to have it re-done for them with the uplifter you brought back from 2-A.” 
 
    “Having an uplifter is illegal,” Sansar said with a smile. “Remember?” 
 
    “I remember bringing it with us, because I was there,” Thorb said. He stared at her for a moment then sighed. “Can you please redo the uplift on them? It would make all of our lives easier, and they’d be far less likely to break things.” 
 
    “That much is true,” Sansar said, tapping on her slate. “Yes, we will get that done as soon as we can run all of them through it.” She looked up. “And yes, we will try to find a transport to get your candidates to the Peacemaker Academy.” She chuckled and muttered, “Blue Sky help them.” 
 
    “I heard that.” 
 
    Sansar smiled. “You were supposed to.” Her eyes went back and forth between Thorb and Spartan again. 
 
    “What?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to decide if I should allow you to chase after the uplifter.” 
 
    “You know I don’t work for you, right?” Thorb asked. “You can’t stop me.” 
 
    “No, I can’t stop you,” she said. “I can, however, stop him.” She looked at Spartan. Her eyes returned to Thorb. “I also can make it a lot harder for you. You want transportation? You need my say-so. You want more troops? Same thing. Equipment? Stores?” 
 
    Thorb sighed. “Okay, I get it.” 
 
    “Do you want your people to get the uplift?” 
 
    “Hey! You owe us that one, because you started the uplift process.” 
 
    Sansar gave Thorb a half smile. “Well, I’d have to look at the relevant laws, but you’re probably right about that.” She turned back to Spartan. “If I let you go on this mission—and that’s a big if—I want you to be careful. If you see one of those Biruda ships, I want you to run. You do not engage, under any circumstances. Am I clear on this?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “What do you think you’ll need to complete this mission?” 
 
    “Enough troopers and supplies to field a company of CASPers, plus the use of Sarisa.” 
 
    “You don’t need Ocean Trader?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. We’re not planning on bringing anything back besides the manufactory and the uplift machine. We won’t need the transport; it would only potentially slow us down, especially if we have to run from the Biruda.” He gave Sansar a wink to show he understood her directive. 
 
    “And how many SalSha will be going on this little excursion?” she asked Thorb. 
 
    “Just three of us to oversee the reacquisition of the equipment the Xiq’tal stole.” 
 
    Sansar looked at Thorb long enough to make him start squirming in his seat. “Fine,” she finally said, “under a couple of conditions.” 
 
    “Okay,” Spartan and Thorb chorused. 
 
    “You don’t want to know what they are, first?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re in charge, ma’am,” Spartan said. “I’m going to do whatever you say.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that—well, not much, anyway—I’m more worried about Thorb.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. You’ve made it clear you can make my life difficult if you want to,” Thorb said. “I will do as you ask.” 
 
    “Good. In addition to running if the Biruda show up, I am putting Captain Barjati in overall command of this mission. Whatever she says, goes. Am I clear on that?” Spartan and Thorb nodded. “She outranks both of you, especially you.” She stared at Thorb. “Since, as you noted, you don’t work for me. She has my permission to throw you out an airlock if she thinks you’re disobeying her.” She paused. “Am I clear on this?” 
 
    “Crystal,” Spartan said. 
 
    “Yes, you’re clear,” Thorb added. 
 
    “Good, then go get back the stuff the Xiq’tal stole and figure out the connection between the Merc Guild and the Science Guild. I have a planet to help run and SalSha to get further uplifted, since Blue Sky knows having them running around not uplifted is only going to make my first task infinitely harder.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Thorb and Spartan said, getting out of their chairs. 
 
    “Would she really do that?” Thorb asked Spartan as they walked out the door. “Throw me out of an airlock?” 
 
    “You want to find out?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Me, neither.” 
 
    Sansar smiled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spartan sat behind a desk in the office space he’d commandeered to work out the plans for the next mission. He had his filled-out company and did a quick review of the personnel files. Everything looked good there, and he shuffled it down to Irish, who had essentially become his XO since Hazard was babysitting the SalSha. Once this mission was complete, he’d see about getting Irish the rank to go with the position, but he didn’t feel like this was the time to push that up to Sansar. There would be time for that later…if they survived. 
 
    He also had a person-to-person chat with Private Britt, who was the trooper who fired the rockets underground on 2-B and cut off one of their paths of egress. Irish would be keeping a close eye on her from now on, and her armament would be carefully managed. 
 
    Moh came to mind when he thought about that engagement. His sacrifice had likely saved the squad. Spartan did some research but found that none of Moh’s family had survived the fighting on Earth. 
 
    There was a single knock on the door, and Sergeant Christine Russell stuck her head in. “Got a sec, Spartan?” 
 
    He nodded and indicated a seat. “Sure thing, Christine. Just going through the prep for the next mission. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Christine had been one of his intelligence staff before he’d gotten back into a CASPer, and she still handled those duties now, though she’d been riding along with his company instead of sitting behind a desk at Golden Horde HQ, which is where she was now destined. 
 
    She walked in and sat down after briefly coming to attention and saluting. “Got a message from Stone Mountain. They’ve reached Azure, and Sergeant Baker has been moved to their facility.” 
 
    Spartan nodded. “Thanks, Christine. You could have commed me that. What’s really on your mind?” He leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “You’re going back out after them, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course we are. Moh and a lot of other troopers died, and I want to know why.” 
 
    “I want to come with you.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You’re slated to move back to Intel. They need analysts on Earth now more than ever.” 
 
    “And you’re going to need help out there. You need to focus on your company. Let me handle the flow of information for you.” 
 
    Spartan surprised her by chuckling. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked. 
 
    “Just remembering the first time you went into space and through a gate.” 
 
    She grinned. “Yeah, it seems like a long time ago.” 
 
    Spartan sighed and sat up. “You’ve come a long way and gotten a lot more confident, that’s for sure.” 
 
    She nodded. “I never knew what it was like out there…now I do. I want to be there so I can help.” 
 
    Spartan smiled a bit sadly. “Carrie said almost the same thing when she came along to Kelfor.” He studied her for a moment and considered. She was right. He was in the odd position of being both an information tech and a company commander. 
 
    “Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll see if I can get you permanently assigned to my company as our chief intel analyst. But know this, the pressure is going to step up, and I’m going to be counting on you to get what we need when we need it. Clear?” 
 
    She nodded. “Crystal, sir.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll push you some of the data I pulled from 2-B. Start going through it. The encryption isn’t easy, but you have my library to use. See what you can do with it before we leave.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” she said as she stood and left his office. 
 
    Spartan sighed as he looked at the closed door, hoping he wasn’t taking another analyst into a situation he couldn’t get her out of. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand 
 
    Thorb and Slorg jumped from the back of the VTOL flyer into the warm, calm water of the bay and swam ashore on the island’s black sand beach. Thorb waved to the pilot, and the flyer lifted and sped off back toward Whangarei. 
 
    “This is it?” Slorg asked. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    “That’s the best part of it,” Thorb said. He nodded as he motioned toward the interior of the island where there was no sign of civilization. “The Humans haven’t spoiled anything. I have a crew coming in that will cut down some of the trees and build a small town so we can conduct commerce and have a headquarters for our new merc company. Oh, and tourism, because who wouldn’t want to come and see ‘the adorable little otter people?’” The local news media was having a field day with the SalSha’s purchase of the island and surrounding area. 
 
    “Where are we going to live?” 
 
    “We have from the island’s coastline out to the 12-mile limit to the north and east of the island. I’ve also contracted with a company to build underwater modules for housing, so people will be able to live above water on the island or underwater. It’s all in the files I sent you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re leaving me with this.” 
 
    “You’re the smartest SalSha I know. Who better to run it? Let’s have a vote as the first two citizens of Rimariki. I vote for you for mayor. Any other candidates? No? Okay, you’re now our mayor. Congratulations.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s legal and binding.” 
 
    “It is if we say it is. At the moment, we’re the only ones here, and we’re in charge.” 
 
    Slorg sighed. “How long do I have?” 
 
    “Sansar said she would be able to start getting the rest of the SalSha through the uplifter starting next week, so you’ll probably start seeing transports drop them off in a couple of weeks. You’ll want to have somewhere for them to stay.” 
 
    “No pressure there,” Slorg muttered. 
 
    “Would you rather come fight the Xiq’tal?” 
 
    “Than ride herd over a bunch of recently modified SalSha? Yes, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Well, sorry. Sansar only found one Avenger and I’m the senior pilot, so I called dibs.” 
 
    “That isn’t a very military way to make a decision.” 
 
    “Okay, how about if I said the squadron commanding officer assigned me to it.” 
 
    “I’d say that you’re the commanding officer, and, as such, you should order someone else to do it. Like me. You can stay here and do this, since you’ve been so intimately involved with it.” Slorg smiled. “You just don’t want the responsibility of being in charge here.”  
 
    “Of course not. Neither do you!” 
 
    “Of course not. I want to go fly!” 
 
    Thorb shrugged. “Sorry, I’m senior. You can go on the next mission.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Yes, I promise.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll stay and do this. Mostly because I’ve seen some of your plans. It’ll probably take me the first week to get everything in the right order.” 
 
    “Probably,” Thorb said with a nod. He smiled. “Thanks for taking this on.” 
 
    “Just don’t do anything stupid, so you can come back and see what I’ve built, okay?” 
 
    “Stupid? Me? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Spartan’s Cabin, EMS Sarisa, Hyperspace 
 
    Spartan knew information would be one of the keys to recovering what he thought of as theirs, so he locked himself in his cabin to work on the files he’d downloaded on 2-B. Sergeant Russell had tried, but the encryption had proven to be more difficult than she could manage for the most part. She’d been able to unlock some of the files, but they were routine. Equipment requisitions, things like that. Spartan wanted to know the who, where, and why. 
 
    He had Hazard running sims for the company while he worked, focusing on underground engagements. Something told him that would be important. 
 
    Once again, he hooked himself into the ship directly to amplify his processing power. He closed his eyes, cranked up his preferred music, and attacked the files as he would strike a MinSha emplacement behind which was the key to survival. 
 
    After several days of work, with breaks only to eat—mainly when he was reminded by Specialist Volk—and a few visits to the gym to stay in shape, he finally got through. Layer after layer of encryption fell as he disassembled and reassembled multiple files simultaneously. He grinned as he finally broke through several of them, but the grin fell away when he read the contents. 
 
    It was the Science Guild. They hired Mercenary Guild troops to manage the Canavar they were developing. The Science Guild had grown and modified the beasts. He frowned as he read through the correspondence he had unlocked. 
 
    It was called Project K. 
 
    He reviewed the training protocols, which involved inflicting massive amounts of pain to the beasts to enrage them to fight. The Canavar were nasty beasts, but no living thing deserved that kind of treatment. Well, maybe one, he thought. 
 
    Peepo was definitely involved. She had been the one to accept the contract with Agernon from the Science Guild. The Canavar had been used on a Wathayat F11 plant on Slost—Ther’Kla would probably pay well for that information, he thought—as a test run for the massive living weapons. 
 
    He read the after-action report that had been logged from that test run and shook his head. It had proven brutally effective. He kept digging and came up with the plans for the transport ship, which had been specially devised for the transport and deployment of the Canavar. His mind swam as he considered how many credits must have been pumped into the project. 
 
    The last entries referenced the destination of the final batch of Canavars as Chimsa, which immediately triggered Spartan’s memory. He did some quick cross-referencing and realized that was where the footage of the Raknar—piloted by Colonel Cartwright—and the Canavars the Merc Guild used against him came from. 
 
    Spartan shook his head as he disconnected and pondered what he’d discovered. He wondered if any of it would be admissible with the Peacemakers and decided he’d leave that decision to Sansar. He wrote a summary of what he’d found and included the original files and full texts for transmission. He put his own encryption on the report, which he flagged to go directly to Major Good, Bambi, or Sansar. They were the only ones with the other key to decrypt the information. 
 
    He sighed as he remembered when he wouldn’t have felt that necessary, but times had changed and the number of people he trusted was dwindling. There were conditions in place that would send the package to the other leaders of the Four Horsemen if it was, for any reason, unable to reach the Golden Horde. 
 
    He also included the note about potentially contacting Ther’Kla about the use of the Canavar against the Wathayat. These were times when a favor could come in handy, and Ther’Kla already owed him one. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Hyperspace 
 
    Spartan entered the CIC and took his seat at the rear of the bridge as the ship went to General Quarters. 
 
    “Are your people ready?” Captain Barjati asked without looking up from the Tri-V. As they were still in hyperspace, nothing was currently displayed. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. They have a full load of drones ready and available, should we need them.” 
 
    “Good,” Barjati said. She continued to watch the display as she tapped her fingers on the arm of her command chair. Spartan had never seen her appear nervous, much less display any kind of anxiety. 
 
    “Where’s Thorb?” Spartan asked. “I would have expected him to be here.” 
 
    “He and Brack manned up the Avenger. Just in case.” 
 
    Spartan didn’t have to ask, “Just in case what?” They were going to a new star system that no one, at least no Human, had apparently ever been to. Sansar had been unable to find it in any of the records, and the Winged Hussars’ people he’d talked to at their headquarters hadn’t been able to find it in any of their logs. It was a complete unknown. When added to the fact that the people in the system had had over a month to prepare for their arrival, nearly anything was possible, and Barjati could be forgiven her misgivings. About the only thing they had going for them was that the system was secret, so they probably wouldn’t be expecting the Humans. 
 
    It was a pretty thin “probably” to pin their hopes on. 
 
    A momentary sense of falling passed, then the ship was back in normal space. 
 
    “What have you got?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Looking,” the sensor operator replied. 
 
    Thorb’s voice came over the comms. “Avenger One, looking for launch!” 
 
    “Do you want to launch the bomber, ma’am?” the SitCon asked. 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Barjati replied. “Let’s see what we have before we go throwing our assets away.” 
 
    “I don’t…I don’t show any ships or defenses in this system,” the sensor operator announced in a tone that sounded like even he didn’t believe it. 
 
    “Well, what do you have?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Nothing, ma’am. I don’t see any ships, orbital stations, or even any satellites around any of the planets—I’ve got nothing.” 
 
    Barjati’s eyebrows knitted. “They jumped to an unknown system just to use it as a transit point to jump somewhere else? I don’t think I believe it.” 
 
    “Well, there is a habitable planet in this system,” the sensor operator said, “but I’m not getting any signs of civilization from it. I don’t see any radio, radar, or any other electromagnetic emissions from it, and long-range viewers don’t show any signs of habitation or civilization. I’m not getting any of that from the other three planets in the system, either. Basically, I’ve got nothing, ma’am. The only thing I have that isn’t natural is the stargate at the other Lagrange point.” 
 
    Barjati looked over her shoulder at Spartan. “Does this make any sense to you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, it doesn’t. Like you, I expected something defended here—some sort of base or station. Something. Maybe even some laboratory complex where they could exploit the gear they stole.” He shrugged and waved a hand at the Tri-V display. “This? This doesn’t make any sense at all to me. All I can think of is that there’s a hidden facility somewhere. I can tell you from experience, if you put it far enough underground, it won’t show from out here.” 
 
    Barjati nodded. “Well, you heard the man,” she said to the sensor operator. “Find us that hidden facility.” 
 
    “On the habitable planet? Or one of the other planets?” 
 
    “I don’t know any more than you do,” Spartan said. “If I were you, I’d start with the habitable planet.” 
 
    “You don’t think…” Barjati pursed her lips. “You don’t think they went to the stargate control facility with it, do you?” 
 
    Spartan shook his head. “No, I don’t. Everything we found in the Trigar system pointed to the Science Guild being behind it. Well, everything on 2-B anyway. I guess the Xiq’tal could have been hired by anyone, but my money is still on the Science Guild being behind this.” He shrugged. “Besides. What would the Cartography Guild get out of it?” 
 
    “With a manufactory?” Barjati asked. “Could be anything. Maybe it had a new weapon or some other technology in its data banks. Maybe it had a type of hyperspace shunt that has been lost since the Great War.” 
 
    “You believe in lost technologies?” 
 
    “I know what I’ve seen the last few years, and I know what the rumors say now that we’ve got folks on the Merc Guild council. I also know I fought some sort of ship I could barely scratch, and I have no idea what technology it was using. It destroyed our sister ship without even trying. Someone knows where that tech came from, but it ain’t us Humans. And if that technology exists, then there is other technology that exists we don’t know about. Would the Cartography Guild want it? You bet your sweet—” She stopped and smiled. “I’m sure they do. If nothing else, they’d be able to sell any new technology for a mint’s worth of credits.” 
 
    “Well, how about a call to the stargate control facility,” Spartan asked. “If nothing else, they would know if someone came into this system. They’d also have a pretty good idea of where they went, and they would certainly know if they left.” He winked. “And, for a fee, they might even tell us all that and make our lives a lot easier.” 
 
    “True.” Barjati nodded. “Bazarov, keep scanning for any signs of civilization, starting with the habitable planet. Comms, get me a link to the stargate control facility.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” both officers replied. Spartan stood and walked over to the captain’s chair to watch them work. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” the comms officer said after a few moments. “I’m not getting a response from the stargate facility.” 
 
    “Not getting a response? Nothing at all?” 
 
    “I’m getting nothing,” the comms officer reiterated. “In fact, I’m not even sure it’s operational.” 
 
    “She’s right,” the sensor operator said. “I’m not getting any indications of life aboard the stargate. It isn’t emanating on any of the normal frequencies, and it doesn’t show up on thermal scans. It looks dead.” 
 
    “Well, that will certainly complicate things,” Barjati said, “especially when we want to leave this system.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” Spartan asked, catching several glances between the members of the CIC crew. 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious,” Barjati said. “If they’ve broken the stargate, we’re never going home again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Unknown System 
 
    “Wha—what?” Spartan asked. “Never going home again?” 
 
    “If the stargate is broken, there’s no way for us to get into hyperspace,” Barjati said. “We’ll be stuck here.” 
 
    “But…how could someone break the stargate and not have anyone here? Wouldn’t whoever did this be trapped with us?” 
 
    Barjati shrugged. “Not necessarily. They may have had internal shunts that could get them into hyperspace without using the gate. Maybe they left someone behind who killed all the stargate crew once the ship jumped into hyperspace. Who knows? There are a number of scenarios where it would be possible for someone to booby-trap a system like this.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “A couple of things. First, we head to the stargate and check it out. We need to find out what happened and the current status of the stargate equipment. We won’t know what’s possible until we do. Second, we keep looking for whoever did this. Odds are, there’s still someone around who knows what happened and who may be able to help us.” 
 
    “And if we get there and find out the stargate is wrecked beyond repair?” 
 
    “Then we wait here until either someone comes looking for us or someone else shows up that’s passing through.” 
 
    Spartan cocked his head. “How long will that be?” 
 
    Barjati shrugged again. “Who knows? Maybe never. The Horde doesn’t have extra ships to send looking for us.” 
 
    “What about the Ocean Trader or War Pony?” 
 
    “I hope Sansar doesn’t send them.” 
 
    “Wait. Why not?” 
 
    “Neither of them has hyperspace shunts. If they come here, they’ll be stuck just like us, and Sansar will never know what happened. I can imagine her sending one of them, then writing us all off as a bad idea. Maybe she asks the Hussars to check the place out, but I have to believe they have enough on their plate without looking for some wayward children of another merc company. Especially ones that disappeared pursuing a guild transport. They’re going to expect foul play, or that we had an accident in hyperspace and disappeared, never to be seen again.” 
 
    “And the odds of someone else randomly passing through the system?” 
 
    “Extremely small. This is an unknown system, remember? It’s possible the Science Guild, or whoever it is that owns this system, will have more ships come through here, and they’ll know to send ships with shunts, but anyone else who shows up here will probably end up stuck here with us. There just aren’t that many ships with shunts.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to go check out the stargate?” 
 
    Barjati nodded. “And Blue Sky knows, I hope there’s a way of fixing whatever damage was done to it.” 
 
    “If there’s a way, we’ll find it, ma’am,” Spartan said confidently. “My team wired up a ship to be controlled through pinplants. We’re pretty good at doing what can’t be done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Avenger One, Unknown System 
 
    Thorb slowed as they came alongside the stargate control facility. The stargate, and the station controlling it, were medium-sized facilities, far bigger than what he would have expected for an unknown system without a permanent civilization. Normally, you had to have quite a bit of traffic daily to justify something of that size. 
 
    “What can you see?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve got the right sun angle,” Brack said, “or I wouldn’t be able to see shit. The whole thing is dead—no lights are on and it doesn’t look like anyone’s home.” He paused and then added, “It’s creepy.” 
 
    Thorb scanned his monitors then reached over to tap the weapons panel as a shiver went down his spine. Although not armed, the weapons were warmed up and wouldn’t take long to put into action, should they be needed. 
 
    “Oh—well that’s not good,” Brack said. He sat back and pointed at one of his displays. 
 
    “Nope,” Thorb said. The shuttle bay was in the sunlight, and he could see it was open to space. 
 
    “That’s the case everywhere,” Brack said. He moved the camera around the station. All the airlocks were open, both interior and exterior doors. 
 
    “It’s going to be hard to live aboard that station,” Thorb said. 
 
    “Glad I’m not one of the troopers,” Brack said. “That place really gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I’ll let them know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dropship One, Unknown System 
 
    “We just heard from the Avenger on station,” the pilot reported. “They’re saying the entire facility is dark and open to space.” 
 
    “Well that’s not good,” Spartan said. “Did they see any signs of damage?” 
 
    “Not externally.” 
 
    “That’s something at least.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “It means they didn’t blow it up and then jump out on internal shunts,” Spartan said. “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    The squad was quiet the rest of the way to the station as each person deliberated on what the information meant and how it affected their chances of getting home. 
 
    “The bay is open,” the pilot noted as they approached the station. “Want me to land inside?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Spartan replied. “That’ll make deployment easy. If anything looks wrong, though, get the hell out as quick as you can.” 
 
    “Wrong?” the pilot asked. “Like landing in the bay of a station that’s dead and open to space? That kind of wrong?” 
 
    Spartan couldn’t tell if the pilot was kidding or not. He assumed the pilot was, but could see why there might be some trepidation in the pilot’s voice. There were plenty of butterflies running around in Spartan’s belly. “Okay, how about, ‘if it looks like you’re under attack, run?’” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the pilot said. “Standby…” There was a loud, metal clank! as the skids touched down and magnetically locked to the deck. “We’re down. No gravity of course, just so you know.” 
 
    “Gotcha. We’ve gotten used to that lately.” Spartan knew the facility didn’t have gravity; the long-range views had shown it wasn’t spinning. It was a good reminder for the troops, though. “Thrusters or mag boots,” he noted as he lowered the ramp. 
 
    The platoon spread out as they cleared the ramp and set up a defensive perimeter. The last person out, Spartan paused to survey the bay. With everyone’s lights on, it was lit enough to see most of it fairly well, although there were some shadows in the corners. All in all, it looked normal—as normal as an unpowered shuttle bay could look. Everything was strapped down and as much “in place” as he could tell. No obvious signs of weapons damage or bodies floating around. 
 
    That changed as the squads entered the facility. “Dead Jeha,” Irish reported as he opened the main hatchway into the facility. “Couple of them. Looks like they were decompressed.” Spartan could tell from his voice it wasn’t a pretty sight. 
 
    Hazard was right, Spartan saw as he followed First Squad into the interior of the station; it wasn’t pretty. They passed a number of bodies as they worked their way toward operations. All had the hallmarks of being in the station when it decompressed. 
 
    “At operations,” Irish noted. 
 
    “Wait for me,” Spartan ordered. He moved to the front where the troops were stacked at the door. “Okay, go!” 
 
    There was no need to blow the door; it was unlocked. Spartan followed the troopers in then safed his weapon. Everyone in operations was obviously dead, and had been for some time. Unlike the rest of the station, though, everyone here had been shot with either a laser pistol or rifle, and they floated wherever they’d died. The space was large, nearly forty feet across, with computer terminals throughout that controlled the various aspects of the facility as well as the stargate that waited close by. Although the crew had all been shot, none of the equipment appeared to be damaged. 
 
    “I think we can pretty much say foul play was involved,” Irish said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Spartan agreed. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Corporal Gilliam asked. “Ain’t never seen an alien like this before.” 
 
    Spartan walked over to the trooper and looked down at the alien in question. Unnaturally thin, the alien was almost eight feet tall with a giraffe-like neck and an oblong head that seemed too small for the rest of the body. The alien wore magenta robes and had skin so white it had a tinge of blue in the CASPers’ lights. 
 
    “Damned if I know what it is, either,” Spartan said. He passed the image through the platoon, but no one had ever seen one. He couldn’t pull a match up in his pinplants, either, which he found odd. 
 
    He surveyed the large room, looking for other anomalies. Several Jeha were clustered in one spot, a Cochkala floated near the doorway, and a Sumatozou blocked the middle of the room where the command chair sat. Those were all normal and expected. This other person wasn’t, but he didn’t appear to be one of the invaders. He had a matching laser burn through his chest like the rest of the control facility’s crew, and he certainly wasn’t dressed for combat operations. Spartan shook his head. He hated unknowns, and that was what he had here. It was a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma. And, unfortunately, he had no idea what the key was to unlock it. Perhaps it was in one of the consoles, but perhaps it lay elsewhere. 
 
    “All right, Sergeant Tucker, I want you and Corporal Gilliam to set up a power source here and see if you can get any of these terminals working. Coordinate with Sergeant Russell on Sarisa if you have any questions. Start with the command terminal and then the two over here labeled ‘Stargate.’ Everyone else, let’s go see what we can find in engineering.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Sarisa, Unknown System 
 
    “So that’s it?” Captain Barjati asked, disbelief heavy in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, that’s it,” Spartan said. “I don’t know what to make of it, either. All the crew was dead, and everything appeared to be in perfect working order. It looked like the crew of the station was forced to depressurize the station, and then the invaders—whoever they were—killed everyone who was in operations and engineering. 
 
    “Worse, the station crew knew the people that did this. There was no damage anywhere outside of operations and engineering. The crew let the people in and didn’t appear to be worried about them. It looked like people were walking around in the corridors when they let the air out of the station.” 
 
    “I can confirm the exterior view,” Thorb said. “There are no signs of damage on the outside. It looks like you could just shut all the doors, pressurize it again, and everything would be fine.” 
 
    “You probably could,” Spartan agreed. “All of the consoles in operations seemed to still be operational. We booted a few of them up, and they worked just fine. We could even see where they overrode all the safeties and opened the facility to space. Similarly, the station’s fusion reactor appears to be fine; it just needs to be fired up. It looks like the intruders went through and turned everything off, but they didn’t destroy any of it. They must have had some engineers with them. Specialist Ekman used to be an engineer, and he said everything was squared away. If he says it’s good, I trust him.” 
 
    “Okay,” Barjati said, “so where did the intruders go?” 
 
    “Well, that’s where things get a little fuzzy, ma’am. It appears there was a stargate jump made, but there was a code entered to delete the record of the transition and then to shut down everything in the facility.” 
 
    “So, you can see that a jump was made, but not where it went? And then everything left behind turns off?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. But the coding’s really sloppy, unlike all the other coding I’ve seen having to do with a stargate. It’s like it was amateur hour at the station. The normal code is solid and unbreakable—at least, it’s been beyond me—but this add-on was easy to see. It’s almost like they wanted us to find it.” 
 
    “Or didn’t care that we did,” Hazard added. 
 
    Spartan thought for a second then nodded. “Maybe they didn’t care. Maybe they didn’t know they were being followed and didn’t think anyone would be coming to the system anytime soon.” 
 
    “Two questions,” Barjati said. Spartan nodded, and she continued, “First, if everything was set to shut down, we can bring it back online and leave through the stargate?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I believe so.” 
 
    “You believe so?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The only way we’ll know for sure is to bring it back online and see if it works.” 
 
    “Okay, I want your tech over there after this meeting to check it out.” 
 
    Spartan nodded. “He’s grabbing his gear as we speak. I figured you’d want him back over there. I’m also taking Sergeant Russell to help me out on the technical side.” 
 
    “Second, you said the coding was, I quote, ‘amateur hour.’ Can you undelete their deletion and figure out where they went?” 
 
    “I don’t know, ma’am, but it may be possible. I do like a challenge.” 
 
    “Good, do it. I don’t care how, but get it done.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Spartan cocked his head, not understanding the vehemence in her voice. 
 
    “We’re going to go find out who did this,” Barjati said, “and we’re going to kill them. No one kills a gate crew and turns off the gate. For some crews this would be the kiss of death, stranding them here. We’re lucky we have folks who can figure it out. Not only are we going to get back our stuff the Xiq’tal stole, but whoever did this is going to pay.” 
 
    “Ma’am!” Lieutenant Bazarov said as he burst through the door. “Sorry for the interruption, but you’re going to want to see this!” 
 
    Captain Barjati looked up with a raised eyebrow. “Oh?” she asked. 
 
    “I found it!” Bazarov exclaimed. 
 
    “I’ll bite. Found what?” 
 
    “Well, you never told me to stop looking for signs of the…whoever it is that was in this system, so I kept looking. And I found them!” He took a deep breath and continued, “Well, I found a hollowed-out mountain, anyway. There appears to be a system of tunnels underneath a mountain in the central plateau. I couldn’t find the door—not at first—but then I ran a hyperspectral imagery analysis—” 
 
    “Sorry,” Thorb said. “A what? Could you explain that for those of us here who are uplifts?” 
 
    “A hyperspectral image is a picture that looks at data within a set range of wavelengths. I can play with the picture and filter out different things or find particular wavelengths I’m looking for, including ones outside the visible light spectrum—well into both the infrared and ultraviolet. This allows me to see things that a Human eye—or a SalSha eye, for that matter—would miss. 
 
    “One of the things I can look for is where people or vehicles have been moving.” 
 
    Thorb held his had up. “You mean, like finding tire tracks and footprints?” 
 
    “No. Well, sort of, but not the way you’re thinking. You’re asking if I can see the actual tracks, but what I’m looking for is disturbed soil. Topsoil and subsurface soil have different properties that I can see in a hyperspectral analysis. For example, disturbed soil has an increased emissivity in a narrow wavelength range. 
 
    “Take this image,” he said, activating the Tri-V viewer in the center of the conference room table. An image of a mountain, surrounded by a flat, desert-like area appeared. “Where is the door to the facility?” 
 
    Everyone around the table shook their heads. 
 
    “Can’t see it, right?” He adjusted the image via his pinplants. “Now, if I look in the eight point five to nine point five micrometer range…” A series of lines appeared on the image. While they went all over the central plateau, all of them emanated from one area at the base of the mountain. “There’s your door,” he said with a smile. 
 
    He slid the center of the image over to a large, highlighted circle, darker than any of the tracks had been. “Any takers on what this is?” 
 
    The people around the table looked at the circle then at each other, trying to figure out what they were seeing. 
 
    “I know,” Thorb said. “That’s where they set down the shuttle and the downdraft blew away all the topsoil.” 
 
    “Very good,” Bazarov said. “That’s exactly what it is. A shuttle landed here sometime fairly recently. Judging by the amount of topsoil that was removed, it was heavily laden when it either took off or landed. My guess is when it took off.” 
 
    “So, they may have already evacuated everything,” Barjati said. 
 
    “It’s possible, ma’am,” Bazarov agreed. “I can’t tell for certain, based on the imagery alone. That’s just a hunch.” 
 
    “And it’s probably a good one,” Barjati said. “Still, we have to go down and see.” Her eyes swept the table, and she nodded once. “There are a lot of things we need to do, and we need to get moving on them as soon as possible. Spartan, see if you can break the code the people used on the stargate. We are going to get things operational again, and we are going to follow them. I need to know where they went.” 
 
    Spartan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll break it.” 
 
    Her eyes moved to the man sitting next to him. “Hazard, while he’s doing that, I want you to take a platoon down to the tunnels Lieutenant Bazarov found. If there’s any tech there, I want it.” 
 
    “I’ll see what we can find.” 
 
    “Good. If you can find anything else on the giraffe people, or what their part in this is, so much the better.” He nodded. “Colonel Thorb, I want you to provide cover for them with your Avenger for their trip down. If anything pops up, blast it. I’m about done with these people, or whatever they are.” 
 
    Thorb nodded. “Can I set it down once they’re safe and go in and look with them? I can take Roush with me; she’s familiar with the gear the Xiq’tal stole.” 
 
    “Is she a qualified weapons operator on the Avenger?” 
 
    Thorb looked at the deck. “No…but I’m—” 
 
    “No. I want someone qualified on the weapons.” Barjati smiled. “But she can go down in the shuttle with Hazard’s troops.” Thorb raised his hand. “And yes, you can set down if there’s no sign of enemy activity and go in with them. If you have the fuel to do so and get back.” 
 
    Thorb nodded. 
 
    “Spartan, I’ll need any of your people who are familiar with fusion plants or stargates or similar technology. I don’t want to spend any more time in this system than we have to. Also, I’m going send some of my off-duty personnel to get the stargate control facility cleaned up. If you have anyone to spare…” 
 
    “We’ll send them, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. They’re probably more experienced with what you found over there and better able to deal with it.” She looked around the table. “Any questions?” She paused and, seeing none, added, “We’ve got a lot of work to do. Let’s get to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stargate Operations, Unknown System 
 
    Spartan walked up to one of the consoles in operations. One of the fingers of his CASPer’s right hand flipped open to reveal a data jack, and he connected directly to the station’s computer system. Irish stood behind him facing the door while Spartan worked. They didn’t expect trouble…but Irish was paranoid like that, which Spartan thought was a good thing. 
 
    Specialist Ekman was working to bring the reactor back online, and all of the exterior hatches had been closed. While they were reintroducing atmosphere, everyone would stay in suits or CASPers. Spartan was concerned there might be a secondary code he hadn’t identified that would do bad things if the station were brought back online, so he’d brought a platoon of CASPers, plus techs to clean up and make the station useable. Which is what he intended to do. 
 
    Once connected to the system, he carefully started to poke around the new code that was layered on top of the station’s primary software. It was a kludged-up mess. Whoever had written it had known just enough about what commands to send, but he could tell they weren’t a career programmer. They had a phrase for that: spaghetti code. 
 
    The positive was the code revealed at least some of the commands used for stargate control and had a tunnel through the firewalls to execute the command. Spartan logged that for later, thinking it could be used to get further into the system, although he was doubtful. 
 
    He first checked for any unexecuted code and any potential traps that might have been left behind, but there was nothing. Either the perpetrator was sloppy, stupid, or arrogant enough to think his code couldn’t be cracked. Spartan decided it was probably a combination of all three. He worked through the code line by line, looking for any kind of telltale about who had done it. As he searched his library of other code samples he’d saved in his time in intel, he decided it had to be Science Guild. They had a way of doing things, and even though they were great at some things, not all of their people were programming experts. 
 
    For example, to delete something, you have to tell the system what to delete. If it were him, he would have wiped the entire command and control system, but the purpose of these commands was focused on only one transit. Small picture thinking that left a fingerprint. 
 
    He frowned as one of his search algorithms flagged something buried that he’d missed earlier. “All units stay alert! We may have hostiles on the station!” 
 
    “Everything’s dead, sir,” Sergeant Enkh replied. 
 
    “Not everything breathes air, Sergeant,” Enkh’s new squad leader, Staff Sergeant Sanford, warned. 
 
    Spartan heard Specialist Ekman next. “What the hell is that? Fire!” 
 
    Spartan checked his command display and saw the three CASPers in engineering were firing at their maximum rates at something. He switched his view to see through Ekman’s cameras a split second before his CASPer went redline. Spartan had no idea who or what had attacked Ekman’s team. 
 
    “Confirmed. We have hostiles,” Spartan said as he disconnected from the station’s system and armed his weapons. “All units, converge on engineering. Stay frosty, we don’t know who’s in here with us. Russell, keep at it in here.” 
 
    Irish was already at the door to the hallway from operations and checking to see if the way was clear. “You should have let me keep at least a fire team here, sir,” Irish said with his “I told you so” voice. 
 
    Russell looked up at Spartan’s CASPer, the fear plain on her face. She’d been on ships in combat, but she’d never been this close. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, Christine. I’ll route a few CASPers to guard the room…but I need to go,” Spartan said. 
 
    She nodded and turned back to the console where she was going through the code Spartan had shunted to her. 
 
    Spartan lined up behind Irish. “I don’t suppose you’d stay here, watch Christine, and let me go to engineering alone?” Spartan asked, though he knew the answer. 
 
    “Sir, you know better.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do, and I know better than to make it an order. Okay, let’s go find out who’s killing our troopers and show them how the Horde handles things.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dropship One, Unknown System 
 
    The light changed from red to yellow. “Get ready!” Hazard said. He stood and put the ramp down as the rest of the CASPers stood. After a moment, the bay’s single SalSha—wearing a breathing mask—also stood. 
 
    The ground racing by underneath was a dusty red in color, sort of like one of the training ranges on Mars back home. The shuttle had come in low to avoid any anti-aircraft systems, but, so far, none had illuminated. In fact, it had been the quietest mission drop he’d ever experienced. 
 
    He hated it. 
 
    It was much better when you knew where the enemy was, then you could orient on them. Coming down to, from all appearances, a deserted facility was far worse than assaulting a defended target, even though there was a far greater chance of death. He smiled at the thought. 
 
    No, on second thought, I’d rather have this, even if it is really spooky. 
 
    The shuttle touched down, the light went green, and Staff Sergeant Antoine Guillaud yelled, “Go! Go! Go!” as he led them out in a combat deployment. Guillaud was new to the squad, a replacement they’d picked up on Earth. He seemed to be working out pretty well. Hopefully, he’d stick around for a while. 
 
    Hazard strode down the ramp then turned back. “C’mon,” he said. “It looks okay.” Roush nodded and followed him out. As soon as he was clear, the dropship lifted off and flew to its alternate rendezvous site five miles away. They hadn’t seen any defenses yet, but there was no sense leaving your ride home where someone could easily blow it up. 
 
    The doorway into the mountain wasn’t far from where the dropship had set them down, even taking his time so the SalSha didn’t have to run alongside him. Built for swimming, not running, he could easily have outdistanced her, even without the CASPer’s jumpjets. 
 
    “What’ve you got?” Hazard asked as he made it to where the squad waited. 
 
    “Blast doors,” Guillaud reported as Hazard looked up at them. 
 
    Thirty feet high and wide, the doors were immense and looked impregnable. Some of the troops had wiped away the dirt and dust from the doors—as high as they could reach—and from the rock to both sides. Hazard looked closer at the doors. They’d been painted the exact shade of the surrounding earth; even up close they were hard to see. 
 
    “If there’s an entry pad,” Guillaud said, “we haven’t found it yet. It may have to be opened from the inside or via some sort of remote.” 
 
    “Did you try knocking?” 
 
    “Wha-what?” 
 
    “Just kidding. Have the troops search the area, there may be some sort of jack or panel, or maybe even a vent we can enter through.” 
 
    The soldiers dispersed to look but were unable to find anything. 
 
    “Okay, blow it,” Hazard said. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Corporal Rick McCartney said. The squad’s demolitions expert began placing charges on the door. “You’re going to want to move to the side and get way back,” he added. “These doors were meant to keep people out. Seriously. They’re almost as good as on a starship.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” McCartney replied. “You didn’t bring me along for my dashing good looks. Well, not to this planet anyway.” 
 
    “Less talking,” Hazard said, moving off to the side. “More booming.” 
 
    “You got it.” McCartney finished setting the charges and moved over to the side with Hazard. “Probably want to go a little farther,” he said. 
 
    Everyone moved back, and Roush hid behind Hazard’s mech. 
 
    “Here we go,” McCartney said. He sent the signal, and the charges detonated in a cloud of smoke and debris that made it difficult to see for a few seconds. The air cleared just in time to see the left door fall inward. It made a loud clang! as it landed inside. 
 
    “One entryway,” McCartney said. “No waiting.” 
 
    “All right, Guillaud,” Hazard said, “let’s go take a look. Carefully, though. We don’t know what surprises they may have left behind for us.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the staff sergeant replied. “Corporal Henderson, you’ve got point. You heard the man; watch for booby-traps and other surprises.” 
 
    “Always,” Henderson said. He punched the door that still stood as he walked past, and it fell to the ground with another loud clang! 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    “Hey, Henderson?” Guillaud asked. “See if you can be a little quieter?” 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant,” Henderson said. He continued forward, muttering, “Like they wouldn’t have heard the damn explosion, too…” He turned on his suit’s light as he went into the the mountain, followed by the rest of the squad. 
 
    Hazard followed him. An immense tunnel, almost as big as the doors, led back into the mountain. After about 100 feet, the tunnel branched, and a more Human-sized tunnel spurred off to the left while the large main tunnel continued deeper into the mountain. If this was a Canavar facility, the oversize tunnels probably led to where the creatures were raised, while the smaller tunnels went to the administration and living spaces for the people. 
 
    “Which way?” Guillaud asked. 
 
    “Let’s check out the smaller tunnel first,” Hazard said. “We’re more likely to find what we’re looking for there.” 
 
    “And what is that, sir?” 
 
    “Documentation that this was a Canavar facility and anything else the Science Guild was doing here. If they’re doing one thing that’s off the books, odds are, there were other shady things going on.” 
 
    “Got it, sir,” Guillaud said. “All right, Henderson, off you go into the small tunnel.” 
 
    The platoon turned into the offshoot and found that it soon led to a number of smaller tunnels. They moved forward, stopping to check the doors on either side of the passageway. The complex just off the main tunnel was office space, although the people appeared to have vacated it in a hurry. Equipment was scattered around, and computers had been destroyed rather than carted off. 
 
    “Do you hear something funny?” Roush asked as the troopers searched the third office. 
 
    “No,” Hazard said, turning up his audio. “What does it sound like?” 
 
    “It sounds like…I don’t know…squeaking?” 
 
    Hazard turned his audio up a little more, and then he could hear it. It was definitely mechanical in nature. Something, or a number of somethings, was coming toward them from the direction of the entry tunnel. 
 
    “Movement from the rear!” Hazard called out, and the squad reoriented to meet the potential threat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stargate Control Station, Unknown System 
 
    Being the closest to engineering, Spartan and Irish were the first to see what they were facing, and it wasn’t a who…it was definitely a what. 
 
    His first thought on seeing the six-legged mechanoid magnetically attached to the ceiling of the station was that he wanted to kill it. His second thought was that he wanted to take it apart to see how it worked. Both thoughts occurred in less than a second as the robot rounded the corner in front of them and opened fire. 
 
    Spartan and Irish used their jumpjets to thrust into side corridors as railgun rounds ripped past them at supersonic speeds. 
 
    “I’m hit!” Irish called out. 
 
    “How bad?” Spartan asked as he stuck his left arm around the corner to fire a spray of MAC rounds at the walking gun after magnetically locking his feet to the deck. The bullets bounced off the robot’s armor. “Damn thing’s armored. MAC is worthless.” 
 
    “Right arm’s useless, and I’m gonna need a medic.” 
 
    “Spartan to Sarisa, we have hostiles onboard. Requesting support!” Spartan commed, but heard nothing but static. He switched to company comms. “Bad news, people, we’re on our own. I can’t get through to Sarisa. Something blocking comms.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” Specialist Godina added from the dropship. “The bay door just slammed shut, it isn’t responding to commands to open, and something is in the bay. I’ve never done it, but I may have to go hot inside the station.” 
 
    “Do what you have to do, Ayna,” Spartan ordered. “Just try not to shoot toward the interior.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Spartan turned his attention back to the robot, which was standing still, waiting. “Well, it’s got some kind of intelligence system built into it. It knows these corridors don’t go anywhere, so we’re trapped. It’s just waiting,” Spartan observed. 
 
    “Great, smart robots. Just what I wanted,” Irish said. “Couldn’t it have just been more MinSha or Besquith?” 
 
    “What, you want to get bored?” Spartan asked with a chuckle. 
 
    He peeked around the corner again, and a shot from the railgun mounted on top of the robot’s body fired. It didn’t hit anything vital, but it did take out the camera he was using to look around. “Well, that was rude,” Spartan grumbled. “I think I’ve had enough of this thing.” 
 
    Spartan pulled a K-bomb and armed it. He cooked it down and tossed it at the last second. As soon as his hand broke the plane of the wall’s edge, the robot fired again. The shot went through his CASPer’s wrist, but he was unharmed, and the bomb was on target. It exploded directly in front of the robot and filled the corridor with shrapnel. 
 
    He risked another look, saw that the robot was now in pieces, and walked around the corner. “Clear,” he said as he walked up to the wreckage. “Shit.” 
 
    “Something wrong, sir?” Irish asked as he walked up, his right arm hanging limp at his side. 
 
    “Not enough left to analyze. I want one of these in one piece.” 
 
    “You don’t ask for much, do you, sir?” 
 
    “Are you combat capable?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Right arm is out of commission, but I’ve still got control of my left and shoulder mounts.” 
 
    Spartan frowned. Usually, he’d have Irish stay back, but he didn’t like the idea of potentially facing one of these things alone. “So that’s a, ‘not really, but I’m going anyway’?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “You know me too well.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm. Sanford, report.” 
 
    “I’ve got the rest of the platoon with me, sir. We’re almost to the reactor. No sign of hostiles.” 
 
    “Copy. Hold position and wait for Irish and me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Unknown System 
 
    “Captain,” Lieutenant Scafideli said from Communications, “we’ve lost contact with Captain Nicolos.” 
 
    “What do you mean, lost contact?” Barjati demanded. 
 
    “They were keeping an open channel so we could stay apprised of the status, but it just went dead. Nothing.” 
 
    “I was listening,” BB reported, “and it sounded like I heard weapons firing right before it cut out.” 
 
    “Shit! Scafideli, listen to the recording and see if it was weapons fire.” She switched to her comms. “Avenger One, what’s your status?” 
 
    “Nothing to report so far,” Thorb replied. “Hazard’s team is deploying. Kind of boring orbiting overhead. Request permission to land.” 
 
    “That’s a negative. We’ve lost contact with Spartan’s team.” 
 
    “Lost contact?” 
 
    Scafideli waved. “There’s definitely weapons fire in the background before we lost contact with them.” 
 
    Barjati’s face was grim. “Comms are down, Avenger One, and we’ve got weapons fire on the station. Something’s going on, but we have no idea what.” 
 
    “We’re on the way!” 
 
    Barjati watched as the icon that represented Avenger One executed a ridiculously high-speed climbing turn and raced toward the stargate control station. “Do I need to remind you not to blow the station up?” 
 
    “No blowing up the station. Got it! We need that to get home.” 
 
    Barjati heard Brack in the background. “You weren’t really going to blow it up were you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Thorb said, “but blowing things up is fun.” 
 
    “Your comms are still open, Avenger One,” Barjati said, unamused. 
 
    “Oops! Avenger One, out!” 
 
    “The problem may be bigger than we thought, ma’am,” Scafideli reported. “I can’t get Hazard’s group on the surface now, either. They reported they were going into the mountain. Now? Nothing. I can get the dropship, so whatever is jamming the comms is localized to the mountain and gate control station. Want me to send the Avenger back to the planet?” 
 
    “No. They’re better going to the station. Besides, fuel will be an issue if we send him back to the planet again. Have the dropship move back to the mountain entrance and let me know what they can see but let them know that they may lose comms.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Science Guild Facility, Unknown System 
 
    Hazard tried to call Sarisa, but he couldn’t reach anyone onboard the ship. Nor, he realized, could he reach the dropship. Or the Avenger. 
 
    “Back to the main tunnel,” Hazard ordered, hoping to keep from getting cut off. As they reached the exit, though, he saw his hope was in vain as the first robot rolled through the doorway from the main tunnel. 
 
    Hazard was unable to determine what the original purpose of the robot was. It had tracks on both sides of its body with wheels set in a triangular pattern. The drive gear was housed in a squat lower section, on which was built a humanoid torso. Four appendages projected from the torso, all of which held weapons or equipment. Two of the arms on the first robot held lasers, and it fired both of them at the approaching Humans and SalSha. 
 
    “Eek!” yelled Roush as she dove into one of the open doorways. Lasers tracked her movement and scored the door she’d retreated through. 
 
    “Contact!” Hazard called, firing his laser at the robot. The beams bounced away ineffectually. “Shit!” he yelled as the robot turned to track him. He dove out of the way, and the lasers fired through where he’d been standing. “Take cover!” he commed. “Lasers don’t work on those things.” 
 
    The platoon took cover in rooms along the corridor and fired at the robots from the doorways. 
 
    “There are at least four or five of them,” Hazard said. 
 
    “I think it’s six,” Guillaud said. “Oh, and MACs don’t work very well, either. I hit the first one and all it did was bounce off with a little dent.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Hazard said under his breath. He looked across the corridor. Roush had her hypervelocity pistol out, and it looked like she intended to shoot at the robots. “Stay back, Roush,” he called. 
 
    “We have to do something! They’re still coming!” 
 
    Hazard ran through his options. Lasers and MACs didn’t work; that left only…grenades. He grabbed one of the K-bombs off his belt, armed it, and tossed it out into the corridor, using the opposite wall to bounce it back toward the robots coming toward them. “Fire in the hole!” he yelled. 
 
    The grenade detonated, shaking the walls of the facility. Roush looked stunned then shook her head a couple of times, as though trying to clear the cobwebs. 
 
    Hazard risked a glance out the door. The first robot was on its side with one of its tracks detached. At least explosives worked! 
 
    “On my mark, we’re going to pull back and look for a more defensible spot,” Hazard said. He looked across, and Roush nodded. Good, she’s tracking again. Hazard pulled two more K-bombs from his belt and pulled the pins. “Three.” He threw the two grenades and mimed putting his hands over where his ears would be. Roush followed his example. “Two. One.” The grenades detonated. “Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    Roush was more conscious than after the first detonation, but obviously wobbly, so Hazard scooped her off her feet and raced down the passageway after his troopers. The smoke cleared a little behind him, and he could see several more robots on their sides. The remaining ones fired lasers through the smoke but didn’t hit him. 
 
    Guillaud was waiting for him three cross-passages down. “I’ve got people working on booby traps,” he said. “It looks like the only thing those robots respond to is the application of high explosives.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Hazard said. “Have you seen how far back these tunnels go?” 
 
    “Only about one hundred feet,” Guillaud said. “Then it comes to a locked door.” 
 
    “Can you blow it?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Good. Do so.” 
 
    Guillaud ran off, calling out orders. 
 
    “You can put me down now,” Roush said. Hazard looked down to find the SalSha staring into the camera. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Hazard set her down. “Sorry. You looked a little unsteady.” 
 
    “I was. Those explosive things are pretty powerful.” 
 
    Hazard could hear the squeaking again, getting closer. “Keep going down the passageway,” he said. “There are going to be more explosions and you don’t want to be close to them.” 
 
    She scampered off, and, after a couple of seconds, Hazard followed her, passing several clusters of people setting traps while others threw gear from the administrative spaces into the hallway to camouflage the traps. If nothing else, the robots would have to slow down and search the garbage to avoid setting off the explosives. 
 
    A detonation sounded from further up the tunnel. “Hey, sir,” Guillaud commed. “Come on back. You’re going to want to see this.” 
 
    Hazard jogged down the passageway and met up with Guillaud, Corporal McCartney, and Roush standing next to a set of double doors that once spanned the passageway. One was now lying on the ground. Through the hole, Hazard could see the tunnel extending into the darkness. 
 
    “I wonder where that goes,” Hazard says. 
 
    “It goes that way,” McCartney said, pointing into the darkness. 
 
    “Thanks,” Hazard said dryly. “I never would have guessed.” 
 
    An explosion from the direction of the booby traps reverberated through the tunnel. 
 
    “More importantly,” Hazard said, “it goes in the opposite direction of the robots. Staff Sergeant, gather the troops, and let’s see where it goes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stargate Control Station, Unknown System 
 
    Specialist Godina activated all the exterior lighting on the dropship, typically used to light the way for night landings, and finally saw what was in the hangar with her. A six-legged robot with some sort of weapon mounted to the top of its spherical body was maneuvering down the now-closed hangar door. 
 
    She considered her options. It hadn’t fired yet, so maybe if she just sat there, it wouldn’t consider her a threat. 
 
    “What am I thinking? It’s a robot with guns, of course it’s going to try to kill me.” She switched back to the open frequency, which thankfully still worked inside the station. “Going hot!” 
 
    She carefully targeted the robot and fired a burst from the MAC. Her jaw dropped as some of the rounds went through the hangar door, but others bounced off the robot and without leaving a dent. 
 
    “What the hell—” The robot fired its own weapons, which easily penetrated the cockpit of the dropship and Specialist Godina, and continued through to damage the primary control system and cause the dropship’s motor to shut itself down. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Avenger One, Unknown System 
 
    Brack pointed at the shuttle bay door as they approached the station. “Is that—” 
 
    “Something shooting through the door of the hangar? Yes, I think it is, and that means this has gone from bad, to very bad. Maybe the comms work now,” Thorb said. “Spartan, can you hear me? Are you okay in there?” 
 
    After the first burst, there was nothing more from the hangar, which was even more cause for concern. 
 
    “Well, what now?” Brack asked. 
 
    “We keep trying to find out what’s going on. And we stay out from in front of where they’re shooting.” Thorb avoided the hangar bay as he made a pass as close aboard the station as he could get without scraping the paint. 
 
    Brack leaned forward as they got closer. “I think there’s something on the station.” 
 
    “Well, of course, there’s something on the station!” Thorb rolled his eyes. “The platoon is there.” 
 
    “No. I mean on top of the station!” he pointed just as three missiles launched at the bomber. 
 
    “Shit! Hold on!” Thorb yelled as he banked the bomber hard enough to cause the straps to dig into him. He wished for a moment they’d filled the cockpit with water, but he hadn’t thought they’d have to do any high-G maneuvering. He made a new rule that for any combat hop to always expect and plan for the worst. He punched off a variety of chaff and flares to decoy the missiles. 
 
    “Why don’t we have water in the cockpit again?” Brack asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Shut up! I’m trying to concentrate!” 
 
    Thorb saw the missiles had been fooled by the countermeasures, and he brought the bomber back around, though at a slightly lower G than the previous turn. 
 
    “Heat seekers won’t help,” Brack said. “I’m going to have to guide these in.” 
 
    “Got it,” Thorb replied. “If they have these things outside, there’s no telling what Spartan’s facing inside.” 
 
    “Shit. They’re moving,” Brack said. 
 
    “They’re what?” 
 
    “Moving! The damn missile launchers have legs! What the—they’re robots!” 
 
    Thorb started jinking the craft. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the weapons system officer locking up targets with the video-guided missiles. “Got ’em,” Brack reported. “Fire!” 
 
    “Die robots!” Thorb shouted as he fired three guided missiles and banked away as the robots on the station fired a second and then a third wave of missiles in rapid succession. 
 
    “Determined little bastards,” Brack said as Thorb punched off more chaff and flares. 
 
    “Yeah. Guide those missiles in, and I’ll keep us alive—probably. And try not to make it a direct impact on the hull. We don’t know where Spartan and his squad are.” 
 
    “This sucks,” Brack observed as he watched the missiles home in on their targets. 
 
    “Yeah, but not as bad as if I’d brought Roush along like she wanted, rather than you.” Thorb said. Another note: Only combat-qualified people fly on combat missions. 
 
    Brack smiled. “Got ’em! That’s three dead missile launchers!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stargate Control Station, Unknown System 
 
    Spartan and Irish made their way through the station to join up with Sanford and the rest of the platoon without encountering any more homicidal robots. 
 
    “Anything?” Spartan asked as he and Irish made their way through the CASPers lining the corridor. 
 
    “Negative,” Sanford answered. “They must all still be in there,” she indicated the hatch to the fusion plant. 
 
    “Great place for a fight,” Spartan grumbled. “We can’t get the station active and get out of here unless we get the plant up, and we can’t do that without getting rid of those damn walking gun mounts.” 
 
    “Think we could lure them out?” Sanford asked. 
 
    “If I knew how they were programmed, maybe, but my guess is that those are programmed to kill anything that enters that room. Without the plant, though, nothing else on the station matters.” 
 
    Spartan considered the hatch for a moment. 
 
    “Irish, you’re sitting this one out. I need everyone through that hatch to be fully functional.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. I’ve got your six.” 
 
    “I know you do, Irish. Sanford, Matova, you’re with me. Everyone else stays back.” 
 
    Spartan knew Matova was still recovering from a few cracked ribs, but he also knew she was a hell of a shot. 
 
    “Contrary to any objections that may come, I’m first through the door,” Spartan said firmly. “Be incredibly careful when we go in. We need to take them out without damaging the plant. Some things in there don’t react well to MAC rounds or lasers.” 
 
    “Can do, sir,” Matova said confidently. 
 
    “Oh, and I want one of them in one piece,” Spartan added. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Sanford asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this before, so I want one in as close to one piece as possible so I can tear it apart and figure out how it works.” 
 
    As Spartan was about to give the order to move out, the station shook three times from explosions. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Spartan asked over the comms. 
 
    Thorb’s voice came over the comms. “Can you hear me now? You okay in there?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know, fighting walking gun turrets, trying not to blow up a fusion plant. The usual,” Spartan responded. 
 
    “Remind me to show him where I’ve got strap burn,” Spartan heard Brack say in the background. 
 
    “No thanks,” Spartan said and shuddered in his CASPer. “We’ve got casualties, but we have to get that plant operational.” 
 
    “We just destroyed three robot missile launchers,” Thorb said. “Sorry about any holes in the station. Hope we didn’t hit anything important, but they had to go. They were the ones jamming our comms, too, it looks like.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out if anything’s broken soon enough. Glad you’re out there, though. Thorb, see if you can find out what happened to my dropship. I’ve heard nothing from Specialist Godina, and I’m a little busy trying to capture the fusion plant.” 
 
    “On it!” Thorb responded. 
 
    “On my signal, Matova right, Sanford left, I’ll take the center lane,” Spartan ordered as they stacked up. 
 
    On a silent count, Spartan pushed his way into the room. Sanford and Matova followed so closely that their CASPers were nearly touching. Rather than remain stationary targets, they kept moving once they entered their sectors. 
 
    Spartan immediately looked high, after seeing how the one he’d faced used the ceiling to move around and found the robots. “High!” he called as he fired his arm-mounted laser at the legs of his target. 
 
    Matova and Sanford opened fire, having found their targets on the ceiling of the room as well. Fortunately, none of them were standing in front of control runs that would cripple the station. 
 
    All three of the robots in the fusion plant control chamber mounted pulse lasers of a type Spartan had never seen before. He was able to see the lasers thanks to the camera systems in his CASPer, and it was basically like a MAC, but firing bolts of laser light at a high rate. 
 
    Spartan knew he couldn’t use a K-bomb like he had in the corridor earlier. His first shot had hit, but was ineffective, so he unfolded his laser shield, disabled the magnetic hold his feet had on the deck and jumped toward the robot, which kept up its firing rate with no pause. 
 
    He knew there were robots to his left and right but trusted Sanford and Matova to handle their sectors and get rid of them one way or another. Just as the thought crossed his mind, a high energy blast hit the center mass on the “torso” of the robot on the left. It stopped firing and floated away from the ceiling as the magnets disengaged. 
 
    Spartan winced as the repeated hits from the pulse laser started to get through his laser shield to hit his armor. None penetrated his suit, but it was close. Finally, he reached the robot. He folded the shield back into his left arm and reached up to grab the pulse laser. His goal was to either tear it off or at least turn it. The strength of his CASPer was enough, and the weapon broke off the robot. With his right hand, he started to tear the legs off of it so it would no longer be mobile. He wanted it in one piece, relatively. 
 
    He checked the status of Matova and Sanford to find that Matova’s suit had gone red. He shifted to his right and fired his laser at the robot that was turning to target him. Spartan and the robot fired simultaneously, but Spartan’s shot was more effective. He overloaded his laser and hit it dead center, just as Sanford had done, which burned through the robot’s armor and, at the very least, disabled it. The robot’s fire scored Spartan’s armor but didn’t get through. 
 
    The robot he’d been fighting tried to escape his grasp by beating on his armor with the legs Spartan wasn’t holding, to no effect. He pulled the rest of the legs off of the robot and pushed it toward the hatch. 
 
    “Someone catch that. I want to take it back to the Sarisa,” Spartan ordered. 
 
    Sanford rushed over to check on Matova. “She’s still alive. Looks like the damn thing burned through her shield. She’s going to need a medic. Fast.” 
 
    “Everyone to the command center. We’ll use that as our base of operations while we wait for a ride, because I think our dropship is dead. Anyone know anything about powering up a fusion plant?” Spartan asked. 
 
    No one responded. “Fine, we’ll get someone from Sarisa to come over once Hazard’s squad is done on the planet. Let’s move, troopers!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Science Guild Facility, Unknown System 
 
    The platoon jogged down the tunnel for several minutes, with Hazard carrying Roush. Not only couldn’t she keep up with the pace of a CASPer, she risked getting stepped on, which could potentially have been fatal. The tunnel finally ended at another double door. 
 
    “Want me to open it?” Henderson asked. 
 
    “Is it locked?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but on this side.” 
 
    “Everyone else move back,” Hazard said. When they had, he added, “Open it.” 
 
    The doors opened onto a much wider space, and as Henderson’s light spilled through the door illuminating it, Hazard could see it was a tunnel very much like the one they had initially entered the facility through. 
 
    “I’m getting a feeling of déjà vu,” Henderson said, stepping into the tunnel. “Which way do you want me to go?” 
 
    Hazard looked at his plot. “Going right takes us back to the entrance, if this is the same tunnel we came in through.” 
 
    “They’re probably waiting for us there,” Guillaud said. “Should we try to find another way out?” 
 
    Hazard thought a second. “No, I don’t think so,” he finally said. “There’s no telling if there is a back door out of this place. We could end up trapped somewhere and overwhelmed. Besides, right now, we have them split—at least some of them are following us up the smaller tunnel. We can probably beat them back to the main entrance.” 
 
    Guillaud opened up a private connection. “Are you sure, sir? If we get back to the front and find that we can’t get out, the ones coming up from behind us will have us trapped, with no cover, and under assault from two directions.” 
 
    “I know, Staff Sergeant, but that’s a chance we have to take. We need to get out of here, not get trapped in the bowels of this place.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. You’re the boss.” 
 
    “Okay, move them out. Lights out; use your radar nav.” 
 
    The passageway got dark as the platoon turned out their lights, and then Guillaud had Henderson lead them back toward the entrance. Hazard flipped on his radar, and the system built a picture of his surroundings that was almost as good as his visual had been. It was actually better in some ways, as the radar could reach out further than the light in the large, open tunnel. It didn’t do as good a job at mapping soft things—like enemy troops—but it would show the robots just fine. Unless they had some sort of radar absorbing coating on them. 
 
    Not using visual light probably wouldn’t help them against the robots like it would enemy troops, as the robots probably had an alternate tracking source, like the radar the CASPers were using, but you never knew. Some of the robots he’d seen had lights on them, but whether that was to help the people they normally worked with, or because they actually needed it, Hazard had no idea. 
 
    Hazard had Henderson slow as they got closer to the entrance, and it was good he did. 
 
    “Contact,” Henderson said as he reached the last bend in the tunnel. 
 
    “What have you got?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “At least fifteen robots are lined up across the passageway just before the tunnel’s exit.” 
 
    “Damn,” Hazard said. “Let me look.” He handed Roush to Guillaud and moved forward to where Henderson was, and eased around the corner. 
 
    “Lieutenant…Dropship…read me?” 
 
    The dropship was calling? “Yes, I read you. You are broken.” 
 
    “…Quinn…be aware…entrance. Do…over.” 
 
    “Hey, sir,” Guillaud said. “I hear the robots coming from behind us. Whatever you’re doing, you better hurry.” His tone held a trace of accusation, like an “I told you so,” but he didn’t say it. 
 
    “Understood. I am attempting comms with the dropship.” 
 
    “Better hurry.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Quinn…there are robots waiting…want us…about them, over?” 
 
    “Dropship One, Lieutenant Quinn. If you’re asking if I want you to do something about the robots at the entrance, the answer is yes! Right now; as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Dropship One copies. Move back…weapon on them.” 
 
    “They want us to move back,” Hazard said. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go,” Guillaud said. MAC fire came from behind them. “We’re in contact with them.” 
 
    “Dropship One, Lieutenant Quinn. We are taking fire. You are cleared hot! Eliminate the robots at the entrance ASAP!” 
 
    Hazard eased out into the passageway in time to see the dropship descend to fill the entrance of the tunnel. Missiles immediately streaked from its wings into the line of robots, and the heavy MAC in the chin turret began firing at its fastest rate. He ducked back as quickly as he could. 
 
    He wasn’t fast enough. His system sparked and his visuals distorted as the first missiles impacted, and he realized what the dropship had done—they’d used EMP missiles on the robots. Designed to take out enemy radar systems, the electromagnetic pulse of the warhead fried the robots’ systems. He hoped. Although his system was hardened, and he’d only taken a bit of the spillover, his system had been perilously close to shutting down. 
 
    “Let’s go!” he yelled as his system stabilized. The platoon raced forward, all except for Henderson, who hadn’t moved. He’d been too far around the corner, Hazard realized, and had been hit with the EMP. “McCartney, gimme a hand!” he shouted, grabbing one of Henderson’s arms. “He got EMP’d.” 
 
    McCartney grabbed the other arm, and they dragged the deadlined suit with them. Guillaud set Roush down, and she raced off, then he walked backward alongside Hazard with his laser shield deployed, while Private Khatri did the same behind McCartney. They fired intermittently toward the robots behind them, but Hazard didn’t look back; he didn’t want to know. The laser rounds going past him were bad enough. He wanted to run! All of his senses told him to race forward, out of the tunnel, but he couldn’t leave Henderson behind. 
 
    He finally reached the exit and the final stage of the race to the dropship, but the ship lifted from where it was hovering, rising another 50 feet. He started to ask what the pilot was thinking, but then the dropship’s weapons began firing again. They had climbed to shoot over the top of Hazard’s group. 
 
    Within seconds, the laser fire from the robots dropped to nothing, and Hazard finally risked a glance at his rear camera. All of the robots were down. Judging by the number of piles of metal, there’d been about 50 robots in the tunnel. If the dropship hadn’t cut them a way out, they would have been slaughtered. 
 
    “I’m good,” Henderson said, and his CASPer began walking on its own. “The system shutdown, and I had to reboot everything.” 
 
    The dropship set down next to the platoon, all of whom were pointing their weapons back at the tunnel in case anything else came out. 
 
    “Load up the dropship?” Guillaud asked. 
 
    “No,” Hazard said. 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Somebody didn’t want us to see something in there,” Hazard said. “Now that we’ve killed off the defenders, I want to know what that something is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stargate Control Station, Unknown System 
 
    Christine looked up from the station as Spartan and the rest of the squad entered. She gawked at the robot two of the CASPers pushed into the room and grounded. 
 
    “No time for explanations,” Spartan said as he walked over to the data jack and connected again. 
 
    Basic first aid was conducted on Irish and Matova to take care of their injuries while Spartan focused on finding out where they were going next. Two of the troopers kept guns trained on the now-legless robot, just in case. 
 
    “Spartan? Thorb here. We can’t get into the hangar, the door is shot to shit, and it’s unlikely it’ll open without just tearing it off. I’d say your dropship is dead for sure. We’ve got no life signs on scanners.” 
 
    “Dammit. That means there’s probably at least one more robot in there,” Spartan observed. 
 
    “We could blow it up!” Thorb said excitedly. 
 
    “No! I’ll send a squad to take care of it. Do me a favor and coordinate evac for my team with Sarisa. I’m working on getting the destination, but we’re going to need a tech to start the plant.” 
 
    “Will do!” 
 
    Spartan frowned. “Sanford, take a team to the hangar. There’s at least one more robot in there. It has disabled our dropship, and I want this place clean before we bring in another tech.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Sanford replied and left the command center with a fire team. 
 
    Feeling that time wasn’t on his side, Spartan put aside his desire to dig around in the system and focused on cracking the destination of the last transit. It didn’t take long until he had what he needed. 
 
    He frowned as he decoded the coordinates. “Funny, seems like we were just there,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Sir?” Irish asked. 
 
    “I got a destination. The folks we’re after went to Karma.” 
 
    Though he wanted to keep digging, he unhooked from the station’s systems. “Sanford, report!” 
 
    “Almost there, sir. We’re taking it slow,” she responded. 
 
    “Smart move. I don’t want to lose any more troopers today.” 
 
    “Incoming! Shit, there’s at least five of them!” Sanford called out. 
 
    Spartan turned toward the door, but Irish stepped in front of him, back in his CASPer after treating his arm the best they could. “No, sir,” Irish said firmly. 
 
    “Use K-bombs!” Spartan ordered. 
 
    There was no response for several moments, but Spartan watched as his troopers’ suits went red, one after another on his command display. 
 
    “Got ’em. Blew a few holes in the corridor, though. This section is open to space. Hopefully, everything still works,” Sanford finally reported. 
 
    “Your team?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “I’m all that’s left, sir,” she responded. 
 
    Spartan turned his focus on the disabled robot he’d brought with him. “I’m going to find whoever is responsible for this, and they will pay,” he said. “Thorb, what’s the status on my evac?” 
 
    “Sarisa says a shuttle is on the way,” Thorb responded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Sarisa, Unknown System 
 
    “Without a doubt, they were raising Canavars there,” Hazard said, once everyone was assembled. “After we killed off the robots defending the place, we went back in. There were a number of pens for the beasts, as well as massive amounts of food for feeding them and other equipment for…for whatever else they did to them.” 
 
    “But the Canavars themselves were all gone?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Although it was pretty obvious they’d been there recently, all the Canavars were gone. We’re guessing they had three or four of them, based on the facility and what was left behind. We didn’t, however, find the SalSha’s manufactory or uplift device, although it’s possible there were hidden spaces we missed. We did go through the place pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Anything on the robots?” Thorb asked. 
 
    Spartan shook his head, frustration plain on his face. “It had anti-tampering systems. As soon as I accessed it, the damn thing sent a surge through itself that fried everything. Nearly fried me with it. If it weren’t for the counter—Never mind. No, nothing. Whoever these assholes are, they have well and truly pissed me off. We have to go after them,” Spartan said. “The station is clear of robots, and the plant is back up and running now. The gate is ready when we are. 
 
    “Someone has to do something about the Canavars. We have to at least let people—maybe the Peacemakers?—know about them.” 
 
    “And we still have to get our stuff,” Thorb said. “I agree with Spartan: we have to go after them.” 
 
    “They have a lot of lives to answer for,” Spartan added. 
 
    Barjati smiled. “In that, we are all in agreement. The people that did this—raised Canavars and killed the gate control station crew, much less stole the tech from the SalSha—need to pay. I hope we’ll be the ones to make them do so, but at the very least, we need to get the info out about them.” 
 
    “Happily, thanks to Spartan, the gate control station is operational again, and we also know where to find them.” She nodded once as she switched to her comm. “Helmsman, take us to Karma.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Karma System 
 
    “We’re established in the Karma system, ma’am,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Noted, thank you. BB, whenever you can, I’d like a report on likely candidates for our targets.” 
 
    “Uh, ma’am, that’s going to be difficult,” Lieutenant Bazarov said. “There are, literally, hundreds of ships in this system. Approximately half of them are transports, and half are merc ships of various configurations. Without knowing what we’re looking for, and who, it’s going to be impossible.” 
 
    “If I may, ma’am?” Spartan asked. 
 
    “If you have an idea, I’m all ears,” Barjati said. 
 
    “Well, we think they got away with at least one, and probably more, Canavars. You’re not going to hide many of those on anything short of a battleship or a Behemoth. And, if it were me, I wouldn’t want a Canavar on my battleship.” 
 
    “Nor would I,” Barjati said. She watched, obviously thinking, as ships filled in on the main Tri-V viewer. “I think you’re onto something,” she finally said. “BB, how many Behemoths are in-system right now?” 
 
    “Stand by,” Bazarov said. He worked at his console for a couple of minutes and then said, “None. There aren’t any Behemoths currently in-system, at least according to their transponders. It’s possible that there’s one hiding in the shadow of a planet, but there aren’t any among the ships currently visible to us. There are two battleships; both are in the vicinity of Karma Station.” 
 
    “It’s probably not them,” Barjati decided. “I know I wouldn’t want one of those monsters aboard my ship. And, even though a battleship is big, there are no places onboard to put Canavar. Every space has a purpose. You’d have to significantly modify a battleship in order to transport a Canavar.” 
 
    Barjati looked over her shoulder to Spartan. “Got any other ideas?” 
 
    Spartan thought for a moment, looking at the deck, then his eyes came up to meet Barjati’s. “Yes, ma’am, I do. I think it’s time to go to the source. There’s only one place in the system that tracks the movement of ships, and I have a feeling someone there is going to want to know what we found in the last system.” 
 
    “The gate master.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, the gate master. If nothing else, the gate master is going to have to contact his or her chain of command and have a replacement crew sent to that system. The Cartography Guild also has a vested interested in what we’re doing. I imagine they’re also going to want the killers caught and punished.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Barjati said, “you can’t have people going around wiping out gate control stations. It’s bad for business and disrupts transportation systems.” 
 
    “You know…” Spartan’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Barjati asked when he didn’t immediately continue. 
 
    Spartan blinked and then shook himself, looking sheepish. “Sorry, ma’am, I was just thinking. Karma is a big system; a lot of commerce and mercs go through here.” 
 
    “Yes, so?” 
 
    “So, I’ll bet there is a Peacemaker representative in-system, too. They might have some interest in this. People breeding Canavars is one of the few things that’s illegal in the Galactic Union. We have documentation of it. They also wiped out a gate control station crew. That may not be illegal in the Galactic Union, per se, but I’ll bet it’s frowned upon. Having a Peacemaker present might be helpful in getting the system’s gate master to come up with some information for us, without having to pass him a lot of credits.” 
 
    “You know, that’s not a bad idea,” Barjati said, nodding her head. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Thorb interrupted, “but one of the things we’re trying to chase them down for is to recover our uplifter and the manufactory the Xiq’tal stole. We might be able to convince the Peacemaker that the manufactory is a standard, current one and get him to let us have it, but there’s no way he’s going to let us keep the uplifter. That’s another of those Galactic Union no-nos.” 
 
    “We don’t have to mention it to the Peacemaker,” Spartan said. “We can just say they assaulted us on your home world and stole your manufactory, and then, while we were chasing them, we came upon the gate control station and thought we should tell someone about it.” He smiled. “Nothing to it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Thorb said. “I think that would work, but we need to be careful. It’s not the best, but we need that uplifter in case something happens to Sansar’s.” 
 
    “Noted,” Barjati said. “Helm, take us to the gate control station. Comms, see if you can find a Peacemaker in-system and arrange to have him or her meet us there. I suspect we should let the gate master know, too. If either of them ask, let them know this is something too sensitive to be handled over comms; it has to be a face-to-face meeting.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gate Master’s Conference Room, Gate Control Station, Karma System 
 
    The gate master’s assistant, a Veetch with a bad attitude, led Barjati, Spartan, and Thorb into a small conference facility, then it turned and left without another word. A table filled the majority of the space, with benches down one side and multi-species chairs on the other. 
 
    “Happy person,” Spartan noted, walking toward the side of the table with the chairs. 
 
    “I wonder how long it could hold its breath underwater,” Thorb muttered. He saw the chairs had holes big enough for his tail and smiled, a lot of times the holes were too small. 
 
    “Careful,” Barjati said. She motioned around the space. “The walls probably have ears.” 
 
    Thorb’s ear pricked up, and he looked around the room. “Where do they put them?” 
 
    “What?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “The ears. I don’t see any on the walls.” 
 
    Barjati frowned. “It’s a saying. I just meant to be careful; it’s likely other people are listening to everything said in this room.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s less fun.” 
 
    “But more accurate.” 
 
    Before Thorb could reply, the door opened, and a Sumatozou walked in. Thorb had seen one recently so he wasn’t overwhelmed by the bipedal elephant, although, at over nine feet tall, the room immediately got a lot smaller. The Sumatozou had large red stripes that ran down his bifurcated trunk and covered most of his head. The rest of his body was a light gray. He bowed slightly. 
 
    “Greetings,” Barjati said with a bow. “I assume you are the gate master?” 
 
    “Well met, and no,” the alien said, returning the bow. “My name is Keromnal, and I am the Peacemaker for this area. I am intrigued by all the secrecy surrounding this meeting, although I sincerely hope you are not wasting my time.” 
 
    “No, Honored Keromnal, I do not believe we are.” She introduced Spartan and Thorb and was just finishing up when the door opened, and another Sumatozou walked through. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” asked the new Sumatozou, who Thorb could see was a female with green stripes. “Entropy knows, there had better be an incredibly good reason you’re disturbing my time, or—” She broke off when she saw the other Sumatozou. “Greetings, Peacemaker,” she said. She gave the Peacemaker a bow, which he returned. 
 
    The Peacemaker chuckled. “Well met, Gate Master Shragontal. We were just discussing my expectations for this conference when you arrived. They do not vary much from yours, although I was perhaps a little more willing to give them the benefit of the doubt at the start.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” she said, sitting at the bench at the end of the table. With two of the large aliens in the room, Thorb suddenly felt claustrophobic. “Why don’t we get right to it then?” she added. 
 
    “Yes,” Barjati said, “I will, and thank you very much for your time. I asked for this meeting because I need to report that the entire crew at the gate control station in the system we just left was slaughtered.” 
 
    “What?” shrieked Shragontal. “How? Where?” 
 
    “I’d love to tell you,” Barjati said, “but I don’t know the name of the system. We can give you the coordinates—” She looked over to Spartan, who pulled them up on his pinplants and read them off. 
 
    Shragontal looked off into the distance for a moment, then her eyes narrowed. “What were you doing there?” she asked, her voice low. 
 
    “Wait,” the Peacemaker interrupted. “Where exactly is ‘there’?” 
 
    “That is a Science Guild system that is not accessible by ships that aren’t part of the Science Guild.” She looked back to Barjati. “My question stands.” 
 
    Barjati nodded. “It’s a good question. We were following a group of mercs who invaded Colonel Thorb’s home world and stole a number of items, including a manufactory, from them. We went there hoping to get it back.” 
 
    “And how exactly did you get the coordinates of that system?” the gate master asked. “Those coordinates aren’t given out to anyone not of the Science Guild.” 
 
    “They were given to us by the gate master in Thorb’s home system of Trigar. We did a favor for him, and he gave us the coordinates of the system so we could track down the mercs we were chasing.” 
 
    The gate master looked over to the Peacemaker. “I find it unlikely he would have given them the coordinates unless he was under duress. They are secret as part of a guild-to-guild agreement. It is more likely they are the ones who killed the crew at the gate control station. They probably killed the crew in Trigar, too, after getting the coordinates from them.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Barjati said. “You’re welcome to contact the gate master in Trigar. I’m sure Frapotonal is doing fine there.” 
 
    “Don’t think I won’t!” the gate master said. 
 
    “I can also provide the footage of my team’s discoveries on the station. The weapon marks were definitely not from CASPers,” Spartan offered. 
 
    “Okay, so a crime was committed in this system,” the Peacemaker said. “What about this murder makes it come under the purview of the Peacemakers and not the local authorities?” 
 
    “Well, first, there are no local authorities,” Barjati explained. “We went down to the planet and it was deserted. Everyone at the facility had left. When they left, they also took all the Canavars they were raising there.” 
 
    “What?” the Peacemaker asked. “They couldn’t have been raising Canavars. It is illegal to do so, and the Science Guild is well aware of that. Perhaps it is a rogue group, acting on their own.” 
 
    “Perhaps. The fact remains that they were doing so.” 
 
    “And you have documentation of these accusations?” 
 
    “We do. We are happy to give you all of our documentation from the system. We can also show you how we were attacked by robots, both on the planet and then on the gate control station.” She nodded to Spartan and he transferred the data. 
 
    “We also have documentation from the station on what we found there.” She nodded again to Spartan, who transferred that data as well. Barjati pulled a small Tri-V player from a pocket. “We believe that this race was somehow involved in the attack.” She turned on the player and an image of the operations facility appeared, showing the obviously dead alien no one had been able to identify. 
 
    Shragontal jumped backward, raising both of her hands to her face in dismay. The Peacemaker also was visibly stunned, although he hid it marginally better. “It can’t be—” Shragontal whispered. “Who would dare?” 
 
    “So, you know this race?” Barjati said. 
 
    “Um, no,” the gate master said, composing herself. “I have no idea who that is. I was just thrown by the amount of death in the operations space. Still, whoever did this must be found and punished.” 
 
    The Peacemaker nodded. “Indeed, they must.” He looked at Captain Barjati for a few moments as if trying to evaluate her. “These are also the same people with the Canavars?” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker, they are.” 
 
    “They must be found, and they must be brought to justice. The Canavars also must be killed. I am prepared to deputize you as bounty hunters to do so, and I will pay you for your time and the resources used.” 
 
    “You want us to bring the mercs back to you? That may be difficult.” 
 
    “By raising Canavars and slaughtering a gate crew, the mercs’ lives, and the lives of any associated Science Guild personnel, are forfeit. You are to kill any and all involved in this. You will not need to bring back any evidence of this, though, as I will be coming with you.” 
 
    “Get paid to do what we were already going to do, anyway?” Thorb asked, drawing a look from Barjati. “We would be happy to. There is, however, certain other…equipment that was stolen from my planet. We want it back.” 
 
    “The way you say that makes me think that it is some sort of contraband, and that I don’t want to know what it is.” 
 
    Thorb shrugged. “Probably not. However, it’s something the rest of my people need if they’re going to follow in our SalSha footsteps.” 
 
    The Peacemaker’s eyes narrowed. “So that’s what it is, eh?” He stared at Thorb, who met his gaze and held it. After a few long seconds, the Peacemaker nodded once. “You may keep your…technology, assuming we catch up with them and destroy the Canavars.” 
 
    “What about the manufactory and any other technology they might have stolen from my planet?” 
 
    “The manufactory you may keep; however, I will have to confiscate any other forbidden technology if such exists.” 
 
    Thorb nodded to Barjati, who said, “We agree to that, and we will agree to being bounty hunters for you. You may come aboard my ship whenever you’re ready, and we can leave.” 
 
    The Peacemaker nodded. “And where are we headed?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Barjati said with a shrug. “I was hoping the gate master would be able to help us identify the system.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Shragontal said. “Is this another system you are not supposed to be aware of?” 
 
    “We don’t know, honestly,” Barjati said. “We know the people we’re chasing left the other system eighteen days ago and that the logs at the gate control station—which they tried to erase—indicated they were jumping here. There are two ships that would have arrived eleven days ago. One of them—the Canavar carrier—has to be a Behemoth. The other is a smaller transport.” 
 
    “Let me see,” Shragontal said. Her eyes unfocused as she looked through the data via her pinplants. “I believe I have them. Yesterday, a Maki-flagged Behemoth and a Tree-class cargo ship went through the stargate. If past movements are indicative of what they’re doing now, the two ships are headed to the outer rim. They left on a profile we have seen Science Guild ships use many times. Their next stop is a vacant system that they have to use as a stopover to get to the Science Guild system.” 
 
    “We need to hurry, then. If it’s a Behemoth it may be going slowly enough for us to catch it at the stopover rather than having to go to the Science Guild system, which may be defended.” 
 
    The Peacemaker and gate master exchanged significant glances, then the Peacemaker gave a small nod, which was returned by the gate master. 
 
    “Perhaps I may be able to help with that,” Shragontal said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if I were to tell you that I could get you there in five days, rather than seven.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Outside the Emergence Area, Stopover System 
 
    “Coming up on ten minutes until when the transports should emerge,” the SitCon said. 
 
    Captain Barjati nodded. They would soon find out if the “five-day transition” the gate master had given them put them ahead of the transports. For all she knew, the gate master could have picked the wrong ships to follow, or she might have sent them off on a wild goose chase. The name for this system—“Stopover System” in the language of the Buma—was apt. The system held nothing but the star, a thin asteroid belt, and the stargate. There were no planets. 
 
    “General Quarters,” she ordered. 
 
    “You think they’ll put up a fight?” Peacemaker Keromnal asked as he watched the plot on the main Tri-V. 
 
    “If I were given the ultimatum we’re about to give them, I might think about it, yes,” Barjati replied as the siren sounded, and the lights flashed. 
 
    “That is why you launched your bomber, then, too?” 
 
    “It is.” Barjati smiled. “How did you know I did that?” 
 
    “I passed the SalSha in the passageway on my way up here,” he said. “They were going to the craft.” He paused and then added, “They are an…interesting race.” 
 
    “They are. They will be interesting Peacemakers when they get to that point.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will.” He turned and smiled at Barjati. “Every race brings something new—their own qualities—to the Peacemakers, and we are all stronger for it.” 
 
    The time continued to count down on the clock. “Emergence!” BB called with three seconds still showing. “There’s the Behemoth and…yep, the other transport is latched to the side of it.” 
 
    “Scafideli, get me a channel to them,” Barjati said. 
 
    “You’ve got it ma’am,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “Rolling Plains, this is EMS Sarisa,” Barjati said. 
 
    The image of a Maki appeared on the main Tri-V viewer. “Sarisa, this is Rolling Plains. Your presence here is…unexpected. Do you require assistance?” 
 
    The sensor officer waved. “The ships are separating.” 
 
    Barjati nodded to BB, then her eyes returned to the Tri-V. “No, I do not require assistance, and my presence here is due to your presence. You are currently transporting Canavars, which are illegal under galactic law. I’m here to destroy them.” 
 
    “Under what authority?” 
 
    Keromnal stepped in front of the pickup, his Peacemaker badge shiny and visible. “Under my authority.” 
 
    The sensor officer waved more strenuously. “They’re making a run for it!” 
 
    Barjati nodded to BB again, turned to the Tri-V, and said, “We will be back with you momentarily. Stop your thrust now. Or else.” She cut the connection. “Speak to me, BB. Where does the other transport think they’re going?” 
 
    “They’re running for the stargate.” 
 
    “SitCon, send Avenger One after them. Comms, get me their CO, please.” 
 
    “Go ahead, ma’am,” Lieutenant Scafideli said after a moment. 
 
    “Oak, this is EMS Sarisa. You are ordered to cut thrust and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    “We aren’t interested in your fake Peacemaker,” the Maki captain said as his image appeared on the viewer. “You just want to steal what we have aboard.” 
 
    “We want to see what you have aboard and check for contraband, yes. If there are items which were stolen from Trigar 2-A, we want them back, certainly. I also have a warrant for any Xiq’tal onboard, for the murders of the crew of the stargate control station in the system you went through prior to Karma.” 
 
    “Well, they all got off in Karma, so good luck finding them. Additionally, we don’t have anything from whatever system it was you named. All items onboard are property of the Science Guild. Anything you do to us will cause a major inter-guild incident.” 
 
    “You, and the people with you, have already caused a major inter-guild incident,” Keromnal noted. “Killing the crew of a gate control station will do that.” 
 
    “Prove that we did it,” the captain replied. 
 
    “I am the law,” Keromnal said. “I don’t have to prove anything to you to require your support.” He paused for a second then added, “Cease your thrust and allow us to board. Or else.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing. You wouldn’t attack a Science Guild vessel!” 
 
    “You think I’m worried about an incident? It’s only an incident if you make it to where you’re heading. If I destroy you, here and now, no one will ever know what happened.” He paused again. “You have two choices: cease your thrust now or face punitive measures.” 
 
    “Go tie your trunks in a knot!” the Maki captain said, and then he cut communications. 
 
    Keromnal turned to Barjati. “Captain, please use whatever force is required to stop that ship.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to. SitCon, is Avenger One in position?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it is. It is directly at their six o’clock.” 
 
    “Fire all missiles at the transport.” 
 
    “Ma’am, Colonel Thorb reports, and I quote, ‘Yeehaw! Four missiles launched.’” 
 
    “Yeehaw?” Keromnal asked. 
 
    Barjati smiled. “That’s your different qualities for you.” She watched the missiles streak toward the transport on the viewer. The crew must have seen them at the last moment because they tried to maneuver and unmask their defensive armament, but the missiles slammed into their engines and erased them in a nuclear firestorm. 
 
    Barjati smiled. “I think it’s safe to say that they aren’t going anywhere now.” 
 
    “Although the Canavars are on the Behemoth,” Keromnal said. “I would like to board that ship to check and make sure it is contraband-free.” 
 
    “I think we can support that,” Barjati said. “Especially since they probably have our gear aboard.” She turned toward the back of the CIC. “Spartan, could you give the Peacemaker a ride over to that transport?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Right away.” Spartan indicated the doorway. “After you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Boarding Pod Two, Enroute to Oak, Stopover System 
 
    “When last we saw them, there were about thirty Xiq’tal,” Spartan said. “There may also be Besquith and MinSha aboard. This ship tried to run from the Peacemaker, so they have someone onboard who thinks they’re above the law. These are the people who stole from the SalSha, raised Canavars, murdered the crew of a gate control station, and sent robots to kill all of us. Anyone who surrenders, we let the Peacemaker deal with. Anyone who doesn’t surrender, we deal with permanently, ourselves. Am I making myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the troops exclaimed. 
 
    “Good. We’re going to hit them with shock and awe, which is why we’re using boarding pods and not trying to tie up alongside them. We don’t want to give them a chance to prepare for us. We’ll take control of the ship, then we’ll search it, then we’ll let the Peacemaker decide what we’re going to do with it. Any questions?” 
 
    There weren’t any. 
 
    “Five minutes to breach,” the pilot said. 
 
    Spartan, like every trooper who wasn’t completely braindead, hated this part. He put on some music to help with the waiting and ran a final systems check. Everything was nominal. 
 
    “Final run!” the pilot announced. “Brace for impact!” 
 
    Spartan locked his harness, then felt the momentary queasy sensation as they went through the Oak’s shields. The pod’s motors went to full power, pushing them away from their rear-facing seats as ten gravities of thrust pushed them against their harnesses. 
 
    The boost was short, then the harness retracted, yanking Spartan all the way back in his seat. 
 
    Bam! 
 
    The boarding pod crashed into the transport at over 300 miles per hour, and the long nose on the pod pierced its outer hull. He’d been told the armor on the transport was lighter than on a warship, but when you’re colliding with something that fast, he doubted it made much of a difference. The shaped charge on the nose of the pod blasted a hole into the ship, and the pod forced it wider as it ripped its way into the interior. 
 
    Like crumple zones in a car, the nose of the pod collapsed in on itself, somewhat cushioning the impact, although the degree of “somewhat” was open to interpretation. It was over in less than half a second, though, as the pod came to a complete stop. 
 
    “Thanks for flying with us today,” the pilot called. “They say I crash better than I land.” Spartan hated him for his nonchalance and apparent disregard for the boarding maneuver, but realized he’d been better protected in his crash cocoon, so he’d come through the impact better than anyone else. Spartan, who felt the full force of the 300 mile-per-hour crash, was a little woozy, but the suit administered a low dose of nanites and a stimulant, and his head cleared quickly. 
 
    While he was pulling his head together and getting out of the seat, the pilot floated into the bay, locked the door to the cockpit, then an explosion rocked the craft as 100 pounds of C-8 blew the nose off it. The pilot opened the door and motioned through the doorway. “Ladies and gentlemen, the boarding ladder is deployed; be my guests.” 
 
    Irish was the first person to pull himself to the door, then, once clear, he used his thrusters to navigate through the gap and into the ship. Spartan was right behind him as he maneuvered to the deck and locked his magnetic boots to it. Their lights illuminated the space, and Spartan smiled. As luck would have it, they’d crashed into the hangar bay, and were only a couple of decks from their target, the ship’s CIC. 
 
    “Crabs!” Irish called. 
 
    Spartan turned to find a mass of Xiq’tal coming through one of the hatchways leading aft, and he fired his MAC at the lead alien. A brief firefight ensued, but the troopers were already spread across the hangar bay. The combined fire from eleven mechs met the entrance of each crab. Something kept driving the aliens into the hangar bay, even though they were killed upon entry, until fifteen Xiq’tal bodies floated in the bay. A final Xiq’tal, bigger than all the rest, with a massive rocket pod strapped to its shell, entered last. It was also killed, but it launched two rockets before it was put down, damaging a couple of CASPers. 
 
    “We’re in,” Hazard commed. “Headed for engineering. We met and defeated a few crabs already.” 
 
    “We’re in and on the way to the CIC,” Spartan replied. “Just killed over a squad of crabs ourselves, including the king crab.” 
 
    With the alien attack over, Spartan had a minute to look around the hangar bay. “Colonel Thorb,” he commed. “I think you’re going to be happy with what I just found.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Enroute to Engineering, Stopover System 
 
    “Lieutenant Quinn, we’ve got an issue,” Staff Sergeant Guillaud reported. 
 
    “What’s up?” Hazard asked. The platoon had been moving forward quickly, but they had suddenly stopped. 
 
    “We’ve got Besquith on the next deck.” 
 
    “Let me look.” Hazard moved forward slowly until he could see the ramp down to the next level. He only exposed one of his cameras to take a look, but it was immediately shot off. He got a quick glimpse of a Besquith with a laser rifle, then nothing. 
 
    “Bastards,” he said as he moved back from the ramp. 
 
    “What do you want us to do with them?” Guillaud asked as Hazard rejoined him. 
 
    “Besides killing them?” 
 
    “If we assault down that ramp, we’re going to lose people.” 
 
    “How about several K-bombs?” 
 
    “We might hole the ship with them…” 
 
    “And then the Besquith will have trouble breathing, which seems like something we should be encouraging.” 
 
    “I thought we were supposed to capture the ship intact.” 
 
    “Not at the cost of a trooper’s life,” Hazard replied. “Kill the Besquith and let me handle the repercussions.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” the squad leader said. 
 
    Several grenades went over the rail and detonated, then Guillaud led the squad down the ramp. Hazard followed them to find the squad standing by a hatch. “This is what they were guarding,” Guillaud said. 
 
    “Well, let’s see inside,” Hazard said. 
 
    “It’s locked.” 
 
    “Allow me,” Keromnal said from behind Hazard. 
 
    Hazard chuckled as he moved out of the way for the massive Sumatozou. “Be my guest.” 
 
    The Peacemaker moved forward to the hatch and knocked. 
 
    “Really?” Guillaud said. “I never would have thought to knock.” 
 
    “I have a hunch,” the Peacemaker replied. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, the hatch opened, and a humanoid stepped back from it. 
 
    “Excuse me, Peacemaker,” Guillaud said, stepping in front of the Sumatozou. “Let us check it out first. It’ll be my ass if I let you get hurt.” He stepped through the hatch, followed by Corporal McCartney. Hazard also stepped in front of the Peacemaker and followed the troopers into the space. 
 
    He was immediately overwhelmed by the interior, and if he hadn’t known he was in a spaceship, he never would have guessed. The metal walls were all covered with fine wood paneling, and various statues and other art were mounted to the walls—and they were walls, not bulkheads—and furniture in the room. Everything was at a level of opulence he’d never seen before. Then he realized just how big the room was. Even with three CASPers in it, there was still plenty of room to move around. Even the addition of the Peacemaker’s massive body didn’t make it claustrophobic. 
 
    He turned to the alien and saw it was a Lumar—a humanoid race with four arms—although the lower set of hands poking out from the brilliant red robe it was wearing were some type of metallic, cybernetic replacements. It was the smallest Lumar Hazard had ever seen, and it had more delicate features than any he’d ever come into contact with. With a shock he realized the Lumar was a female—the first female Lumar Hazard could ever remember seeing. 
 
    The Lumar looked down her nose at him. “You don’t seriously think you are going to capture me and take me in, do you? You obviously don’t know who and what I am.” 
 
    “No, but I do,” said the Peacemaker from behind Hazard. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Not even you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Raising Canavar? Killing a gate control station crew? You have gone too far, Proctor. Your guild has gone too far. I don’t know what kind of game the Science Guild is playing here, but it’s over. I’m taking you back to headquarters, and we’ll let my superiors work it out with yours.” He nodded to Hazard. “Take her into custody.” 
 
    Corporal McCartney reached for the Lumar, but she yelled, “No!” and stepped forward. Her lower hands came up, one on each side of the mech, and electricity arced from one hand to the mech then jumped to the other. McCartney screamed for a moment, then his entire mech seized and began to smoke. 
 
    Faster than Hazard would have thought possible, the Lumar spun toward the Peacemaker and drew a small pistol from within the folds of her robe. In a single smooth motion, it came out and she fired, but Guillaud pushed the larger Peacemaker out of the way. 
 
    The Lumar spun, tracking the Peacemaker, but Hazard fired a round from his MAC. It blew out her chest and threw her backward into the wall behind her. 
 
    Hazard turned to find the Peacemaker climbing to his feet, while Guillaud floated beside him. With a shock, Hazard realized that Guillaud’s icon—along with McCartney’s—had gone red in his display. Both were dead! 
 
    He grabbed Guillaud’s mech and turned it around. A small hole went through the suit from front to back, right at the level where Guillaud’s head would be on the interior. He let go of the suit and grabbed the Lumar’s pistol from where it spun in the lack of gravity. It was a laser pistol, but smaller, and obviously higher powered, than any laser pistol he’d ever seen before. 
 
    Hazard held it up to the Peacemaker. “Ever seen one of these before?” 
 
    “No, never, but it’s not surprising.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “The Science Guild has their toys, and we make do with what they allow us to have.” 
 
    Hazard offered it to the Peacemaker, and Keromnal put it into a large pocket on his belt. “I’ll dispose of it,” he said. “Having it around would only raise a lot of awkward questions if the wrong people were to see it.” 
 
    “Wrong people?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Keromnal said. “Science Guild people.” He waved a massive hand around the room. “I think you’ve found the real power behind all of this,” he added, “and I would bet you that the rest of the crew of this ship will be a lot more accommodating now that she is out the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CIC, EMS Sarisa, Outside the Emergence Area, Stopover System 
 
    As predicted by the Peacemaker, the rest of Oak’s crew surrendered when the Lumar was killed, and Sarisa was brought alongside to attach the hulk to it for transport back to Karma. It also made it easier to transport the SalSha’s manufactory and uplifter over to Sarisa, although there wasn’t any additional tech like they’d been hoping. Which only left the Canavars. 
 
    The comms officer nodded to the captain. “You’re on, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “Rolling Plains, EMS Sarisa,” Barjati called. 
 
    The same Maki as before appeared on the Tri-V viewer. “Sarisa, this is Rolling Plains. What do you want?” 
 
    “You haven’t ceased your thrust, and the Peacemaker and I are running out of patience.” 
 
    “Then you should leave and let me continue on with my business.” 
 
    “That is not happening.” 
 
    “Just a second,” Keromnal said. He moved in front of Barjati. “I’m going to give you two choices. The first is that you can aim the Behemoth at the star and shuttle your CIC crew over here once it is set on its path. Choice two is that I send some troops over there, kill everyone, take control of your CIC, and point your ship at the star myself.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” the captain said. “The Science Guild would kill me for losing the cargo.” 
 
    Keromnal smiled. “I don’t know why you’re worried about something that might happen when I’m right here, and I have the authority to destroy you now.” He paused, then continued, his voice as cold as vacuum. “You are carrying contraband that violates galactic law. That cargo must be destroyed, and the easiest way is for that ship to go into the star. The only question left to answer is whether you’ll still be onboard when it does.” 
 
    “But…but…but…Do you know how expensive this ship is?” the Maki screeched. “What kind of costs you are going to incur for us?” 
 
    “You forfeited the right to that ship when you accepted Canavars aboard it, just like the people working with them forfeited their lives when they accepted jobs raising and training the Canavars. The sentence has been laid down, and it will be executed. This is your last chance. Are you going to stay on the ship and be destroyed, or will you accept my more than generous offer to come over here and tell us everything you know for a chance at living beyond tomorrow?” 
 
    The captain looked around his CIC and found all the faces staring back at him. All the ones Barjati could see looked scared, as they should. None looked like they were ready to make a stand. 
 
    The captain looked back at Keromnal but couldn’t meet his eyes. “We will turn the ship as you request. We will abandon it once it gets past the point of no return.”
  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gate Master’s Office, Gate Control Station, Karma Station 
 
    “After that, the crew turned the ship toward the star and drove into it,” Barjati said. “The CIC crew shuttled off and was taken into custody by Peacemaker Keromnal, along with the crew of the smaller transport. All the mercs and the Science Guild personnel onboard were summarily terminated.” 
 
    “Which closes this case for me,” Keromnal said, nodding to the captain. “I will send the payment for your services to your headquarters on Earth.” He turned to Thorb. “And I don’t ever want to hear that your…technology…that I saw in the hangar bay was used for something other than yourselves. Am I clear on this?” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker, you are,” Thorb replied. “You can count on us to follow the rules.” 
 
    “I hope so…” the Peacemaker said, not sounding convinced. 
 
    “What?” Thorb asked. 
 
    “Captain Barjati says that you SalSha don’t make the best rule followers.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not, but we’re learning,” Thorb said. He smiled. “Honest, we are.” 
 
    “I have a long reach,” Keromnal said. “Don’t make me come after you, or make me regret my decision.” 
 
    “We won’t.” 
 
    Barjati smiled. It looked like Thorb meant it, and he probably did. Of course, he’d lost friends to the grahp that had been uplifted and could see the danger in doing things like that. He probably was serious about it—or at least as serious as a SalSha could get. 
 
    “I just have one question,” Barjati said. 
 
    “Ask,” Keromnal said. 
 
    “There is still something I am unclear on. What exactly is a proctor, and what was the proctor doing on the ship?” 
 
    “A proctor is a high-ranking member of the guild,” Keromnal replied. “They often function as project managers, as indeed this one was doing. I really can’t tell you much more than that.” 
 
    “Can’t? Or won’t?” 
 
    “Perhaps a little of both,” Keromnal said, standing. “Now, I have a lot of crew members to process so I need to go. Once again, thank you very much for your assistance.” He nodded to Shragontal. “A pleasure, as always, Gate Master.” She nodded back, and the Peacemaker left. 
 
    “Well, if there’s nothing else for us—” Barjati said as she stood. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, there is,” Shragontal replied. “Please sit.” She took a moment and then said, “This is definitely not over. Yes, you killed the minions who slaughtered the gate control station crew—the ones who carried out the deed—but the people who authorized and paid for it remain unpunished. The person they killed was very important to the Cartography Guild, someone in the highest echelons of our community. The fact that the Science Guild had the temerity—” She shook her head, her trunks gyrating. “The fact that the Science Guild thought they could get away with it is appalling and unprecedented. The bottom line is that the Science Guild must pay.” 
 
    She stared at Captain Barjati for a couple of seconds and then said, “I know your guild isn’t currently taking new contracts, but would your company be available for a mission that will pay well and was off the books?” 
 
    Captain Barjati smiled. “If it means paying the people back for the slaughter I saw at the gate control station, yes, I think that’s a contract the Golden Horde would be happy to service.” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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    Excerpt from “A Gulf in Time:” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?”  
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
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Excerpt from Overture: 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    May 21st 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof. 
 
    A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis. 
 
    “You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense. 
 
    “Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred. 
 
    “We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied. 
 
    “I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said. 
 
    “Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff. 
 
    “Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast. 
 
    “Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope. 
 
    Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times. 
 
    In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean. 
 
    The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated 10 times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond. 
 
    On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range. 
 
    The flash had incinerated everything on the other side. 
 
    The physical blast, travelling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Overture” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B077YMLRHM. 
 
      
 
    Find out more about Mark Wandrey and Earth Song: Overture at: 
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/mark-wandrey/. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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