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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    My crew and I wound up on a planet known as Tranquility. The planet was an unusual one among the stars of the Conclave, as it was dedicated to entertainment.  
 
    Tranquility’s climate was perfect with countless beaches, lofty mountains and vast primordial forests on every one of its sixteen small continents. Thousands of resorts were scattered across this blue-green globe, and they catered to every whim. Some were ski chalets, others sat on sandy beaches, while those built in the wild inland areas were usually hunting lodges for sportsmen. 
 
    Ignoring all that natural beauty, we sat in a dive bar off the main strip of Tranquility’s only city. My crew and I had gravitated toward this spot over all the outdoorsy locations due to our natural preferences. We were smugglers on a good day and pirates on a bad one, so our interests leaned more in the direction of urban entertainment.  
 
    To clearly demark the difference between this densely populated zone and the rest of the planet, the town was named Frenetic. The city certainly had a different vibe when compared to everywhere else on Tranquility, being full of gambling houses, bordellos and freakish theaters. Every establishment also seemed to be full of unsavory guests—like us. 
 
    After an hour of drinking, we ordered dinner. It was at that point that a stranger approached our table. 
 
    “Captain Gorman? Could I have a moment of your time, sir?” 
 
    The question came as a surprise. I was, of course, Captain William Gorman. But no one was supposed to know that. 
 
    Jort, Sosa, Rose and I fell instantly silent. Together, we regarded the intruder who’d dared approach and speak to us without an invitation. We stared at him with suspicious eyes. 
 
    “Who are you?” Jort asked, speaking up first. 
 
    Jort was like a watchdog. Every stranger had to be barked at and challenged upon approach. It was a good instinct, and his Slavic accent sounded menacing even when he wasn’t trying, so I didn’t interfere. 
 
    The man turned his odd, violet eyes toward Jort, as if noticing him for the first time. He had a bluish cast to his skin, his eyes were like those of a ferret, and he held his two hands high-up and against his chest. Each of them clasped the other, and he continuously rubbed his fingers over one another as he spoke. If he was human at all, he definitely wasn’t from a world that I knew of.  
 
    “You are Jort, yes? The animalistic one? I have heard things... Yes… I’m now even more certain I’m talking to the correct crew.” 
 
    Jort’s upper lip lifted from his teeth in a snarl. He began to stand up aggressively, but I put a hand on his arm. As Jort was from the high-gravity world of Scorpii, he could have easily overpowered my tug—but he didn’t. I was his captain, after all. 
 
    Jort sat back down again, still bristling at the stranger. 
 
    The man’s odd violet eyes moved back to me. “May I join you, Captain? I will be generous. Your bar tab has already been covered. You may all order anything you like.” 
 
    My crew looked interested. We had money still, but we weren’t rolling in wealth. Most of our cash had gone into fueling and maintaining our ship.  
 
    “Who and what are you, sir?” I asked the man. 
 
    “I’m known as Dernel,” the man said in a slightly quavering voice. “I come from outside the Conclave.” 
 
    “A colonial from the Fringe, then?” 
 
    The man appeared to think this over for a moment. “Yes… your description would be accurate from your perspective.” 
 
    “Why are you looking for this Gorman?” I asked, not yet willing to admit to my identity. After all, Captain William Gorman was a wanted man on many planets. There were a dozen planetary governors who had yet to forgive me for various misunderstandings in my past. This strange fop didn’t look dangerous, but he might turn out to be a paid bounty hunter, or a detective of some sort.  
 
    “You are not Captain Gorman?” 
 
    “You must answer my questions first, Dernel, if you want me to answer yours.” 
 
    Dernel’s face lit up. He finally seemed to understand. “Ah yes… duplicity. Subterfuge. Misdirection. I should have expected this. As I’ve said, I’m known as Dernel, and I have need of your services. My world needs weapons—powerful weapons.” 
 
    I hunched forward. He knew I’d been a gun-runner in the past. That was a sore spot, as transporting weapons to Fringe colonies was frowned upon by the misguided law enforcement officials of the Conclave.  
 
    “What kind of weapons?” 
 
    “Sardez rifles. Force-cannons—whatever you can offer.” 
 
    My eyes slid around the room. There were perhaps two dozen patrons in sight, sitting at tables in the dim lit bar. An android dancer cavorted on the bar at the back of the establishment. She was a model-K, nude, perfectly proportioned, and programmed to never land a foot on a customer’s drink or hand. The patrons at the bar only glanced up at the performance periodically. They seemed more interested in their private thoughts and their beverages. 
 
    Most importantly, no one seemed to be looking at us. No one appeared to be sizing us up for an ambush. That was good—but I didn’t let my guard down entirely. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, standing up. Surprised, Jort stood up with me, as did Sosa and Rose a moment later. “We were just about to leave,” I told Dernel. “I hope you find this William Gorman you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Such a pity…” Dernel said, rubbing his strange blue fingers together. 
 
    I walked out of the place. Jort followed, as did the others.  
 
    “There was something wrong with that man,” Jort complained. “He was not normal. Did you see his eyes? He had the evil eyes of a night-crawler.” 
 
    “He seemed all right to me,” Rose said. She was the most innocent and trusting of my crew, having been brought up as a wealthy kid on Prospero. “I was looking forward to a lavish meal—especially one that was paid for.” 
 
    “Trust your captain,” Sosa admonished Rose. “His instincts will keep us alive. A bad deal is a bad deal, and they often seem too good to be true at first.” 
 
    The two women frowned at one another, while Jort tried to look everywhere at once. He suspected a physical attack from every shadow we hustled past—but then, he always did. 
 
    My mind was churning. I didn’t like the idea that a stranger could come out of nowhere and accost me during my vacation. Tranquility made a good place for criminals to hide, but he’d found me here anyway. If Dernel could do it, others could as well. 
 
    We went back to the seedy hotel room we’d rented and gathered our things. The women complained, particularly Rose. “This isn’t fair. Why do we have to cut and run every time I start to have a little fun?” 
 
    “Because you joined a crew of pirates,” Jort told her sternly. “We make fast money, but we can’t let our guard down. Never.” 
 
    “Jort is right,” I said. “We’re getting off this planet. Even if Dernel is on the up-and-up, he’s not supposed to know we’re here. He managed to find us, so who else might be on our trail? There might even be a squad of patrol bots right behind Dernel, using him as bait.” 
 
    Grumbling but obedient, my crew bundled up our few belongings, and we rushed to the spaceport. We didn’t go to the commercial section, of course. We didn’t even head to the silver towers that stood over opulent private blast-pans. No, for our kind there were low-rent berths in tunnels underground.  
 
    We quickly walked through vapor-laden caverns manned only by androids that scuttled out of our way when we approached. At last, we came to the most soot-stained, junk-filled chamber of them all. In the midst of this pit rested our ship, the Royal Fortune. She was sleek, well-cared for, and built with engines that could generate three times the thrust a small starship normally needed. 
 
    But instead of rushing aboard and beginning our checklist, we all halted and reached for our weapons. 
 
    Dernel stood there, in front of our ship.  
 
    He wasn’t alone this time, either. At his side stood a female companion. Her skin was as blue as his, and there was a lot more of it to see. Her midriff was bare, flat and well-muscled. Her face was exotically attractive, and although her eyes were as reddish as Dernel’s were purple, they seemed to gleam wetly in the dim light, while his had more of a dull smoldering appearance. 
 
    “Let me apologize for this rude intrusion,” Dernel began. “This is my daughter, Morwyn. She needs your help as well, Captain Gorman.” 
 
    “Ah…” I said, eyeing Morwyn with interest. She was entrancing. 
 
    “Uh-oh…” Jort said. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Sosa muttered. 
 
    I snapped out of it immediately. After all, my crew was right. A pretty face couldn’t be trusted any more than an ugly one. Perhaps less, if the truth were to be told. 
 
    “Listen, Dernel. I don’t know who you are, or how you got down here before we did, but you should stand aside if you want to continue breathing.” 
 
    Dernel spread his hands, unclasping them for the first time. He lifted those hands high, and his cloak fell from his bluish, skinny arms. Then he walked around our ship, like a priest worshipping an altar. 
 
    “I’ve been studying your fine vessel. It is a lovely feat of engineering. I would estimate it could outrun any patrol ship—perhaps even a cruiser.” 
 
    “She can,” Jort assured him proudly. “She’s faster than—” 
 
    I waved a hand at Jort, and he shut up. 
 
    “I repeat,” I said, “stand aside.” 
 
    It was Morwyn’s turn to speak. So far, she’d stood back and watched. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said.  “My father hasn’t spent much time in the Conclave. He doesn’t entirely understand how rude and barbaric people can be here. He isn’t threatening—don’t be alarmed by his mannerisms.” 
 
    All our eyes fell on her. Every one of my crewmen frowned—except for me. I felt a smile form on my face. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Perhaps you can explain all this,” I said. “You have thirty seconds. After that, we’re flying out of here forever.” 
 
    Morwyn nodded. Her father lowered his thin blue arms and fell silent. A moment later, his arms were swallowed by his garments. Only those two hands with his squirming fingers stayed in sight. 
 
    “Captain,” Morwyn said, stepping toward me a few paces. “We need your help. We’re from far out—past the Fringe.” 
 
    “Outside the Conclave entirely?” 
 
    “Yes. I was born under the light of a lonely star that sits in the expanse between the Faustian Chain and the Conclave. Our home isn’t in either star cluster, you see. It’s in the empty desert that exists between the two.” 
 
    I nodded at last. This made some sense to me. I knew most of the worlds in the Conclave, even though there were hundreds of them. She wasn’t from any of them. 
 
    The other large star cluster occupied by humans was known as the Faustian Chain. Over the years, we’d lost touch with our brothers from that region. We suspected they’d had trouble with various aggressive aliens that we’d encountered only recently.  
 
    “You’re not quite a genetic match with a local human then, are you?” 
 
    “No, not really. We’ve evolved away from the human standard due to our environment. We found that certain genetic traits made our planet more livable.” 
 
    “Freaks!” Jort barked suddenly, but I shushed him. 
 
    “Don’t be rude, Jort,” I said, then I turned back to Morwyn. “What do you want from us?” 
 
    “Weapons, as my father said. And any other help you might be able to provide.” 
 
    “You can pay for this?” 
 
    “Of course. We are rich in metals and radioactives. Our world is bountiful, and we mine all the way down to the core of the planet.” 
 
    I nodded with interest. “Why don’t you have your own weapons, in that case? You can manufacture whatever you please, being beyond the reach of Conclave laws.” 
 
    Morwyn shook her head sadly. “The answer is complex. Let me simply say it’s one thing to mine metal, and another to build a factory to make fine weapons.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good… now, about our needs: I understand that you don’t trust us. Let us start small. We will ask only for safe passage upon your vessel.” 
 
    I thought that over for a moment. “Passage to where?” 
 
    “To wherever you’re headed. We don’t care. We only need the time the journey will provide for us to explain our problems and hopefully work out a deal.” 
 
    Sosa, ever the practical one, stepped forward. “You can pay for your passage?” 
 
    “Yes. We can pay with carbon.” 
 
    “Carbon?” 
 
    Morwyn opened a case. I saw a hoard of cut diamonds in there. “We understand these materials have value here.” 
 
    Sosa and I eyed the glittering mass. It was true that diamonds weren’t as valuable as they’d once been, as some worlds had them in abundance. But still, the jewels were rare enough and could be used as currency anywhere. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “You two can board our ship and travel with us long enough to explain yourselves. Gather your things.” 
 
    “Why are we in such a hurry?” Morwyn asked, puzzled. 
 
    I took out a scanner, and I showed her the screen. “You see here? That’s a full squadron in the tunnels above us. Four combat androids, class-Ks.” 
 
    We watched as they marched in perfect step. They carried rifles, and they moved fast. 
 
    “Patrolmen? They’re coming down here? How could they have—” 
 
    “Because when you found us, you led them to us,” I explained. 
 
    “We should kill them now, Captain,” Jort said, breathing hard over my shoulder. He was staring at the image on my scanner as well. “Leave them here. The exhaust from our jets will burn away all evidence.” 
 
    I looked up at the circle of faces. Morwyn appeared to be shocked. Rose was somewhat horrified. But Jort and Sosa were nodding, liking the idea. They were true pirates at heart. 
 
    Dernel, however, just watched us with those strange eyes and squirming hands. 
 
    “What do you have to say?” I asked him. 
 
    He shrugged. “You are the captain. You will do as you will do. I have already made my choices.” 
 
    I nodded. “All right then, get aboard. Hurry now, all of you.” 
 
    We took the stack of belongings our two passengers had at their feet and tossed them into the hold. Then we all hustled up the ramp and raised it behind us. 
 
    Jort didn’t head to the bridge as did the rest of us. He went below and wriggled into the belly turret instead.  
 
    There, he manned our single anti-personnel cannon. It was a newly installed improvement, a close-range gun with a high rate of fire. Using kinetic projectiles in rapid bursts, it wasn’t built for space battles—it was designed to deal with enemies around the ship while it was grounded.  
 
    “Captain!” Jort called me excitedly. “I hear the patrolmen. Let us wait for them! Let us end them all!” 
 
    “You’re too bloodthirsty, Jort,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense! These androids don’t bleed—not real blood at least.” 
 
    I turned toward Sosa. “Are you through the checklist?” 
 
    “Only half of it—but we should fly.” 
 
    I considered for a full second.  
 
    “Everyone strap in,” I announced, and my voice boomed around the ship.  
 
    Startled, our two passengers flipped down jump-seats and fumbled with their harnesses. Rose worked to help them with the squirming smart-straps. I could tell they were used to luxury vessels, not a runner’s ship. 
 
    “Hold on, William,” Rose said. “They’ll be thrown onto the deck.” 
 
    Ignoring both Jort and Rose, Sosa efficiently flipped toggles and swiped at a holo-screens. Daylight broke over the ship as the doors above us slid away.  
 
    I didn’t have clearance to launch, of course. That required filing a flight plan and getting it approved—things I rarely did. 
 
    I didn’t care. Running was what a runner did—and I was one of the best. 
 
    “Give me thirty seconds with them!” Jort demanded. 
 
    I glanced at Sosa. “How are the engines?” 
 
    “We’ll need a minute to warm them up. Otherwise, the scoops might fragment when we hit them with a lot of power.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’ve got your thirty seconds, Jort.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain! Thank you!” 
 
    Moments later, I heard a ripping noise. It didn’t quite sound like gunfire—it was too fast, too smooth. 
 
    Outside the ship in the landing pit, the four patrolmen advanced into the chamber. Jort met them with a stream of projectiles. The first three were torn apart instantly. They seemed to explode into fragments. 
 
    The last android managed to escape, however. He aimed his weapon around the corner of a thick rock wall and fired a mini-rocket at us. The tiny warhead flashed against our port side. 
 
    “Get that man, Jort. Put him down.” 
 
    The anti-personnel gun made more ripping sounds. They went on and on for several long seconds. Bringing up a camera view, I was able to see what Jort was doing. The stream of bullets were tearing into the doorway, blasting fragments of rock everywhere. Sparks and ricochets rang throughout the landing pit. 
 
    A moment later, the last patrolman’s smoking chassis fell from his hiding place. Jort had chewed through the wall he’d been hiding behind and destroyed him. 
 
    “Such barbarity!” Dernel exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s why we came here, Father,” Morwyn said. 
 
    “That’s all the time we can spare,” I announced. “We’re lifting off.” 
 
    The ship rose into the sky, slowly at first, then as we nosed up it shot into the clouds. Several curious patrol vessels were already gliding into the area, but after a brief pursuit, they fell behind and were lost in the hazy atmosphere of Tranquility. 
 
    “The next time we visit this place,” Rose said, “we’re going to have to fake our identities—again.” 
 
    I shrugged. It was nothing I wasn’t used to. She’d just described the life of a runner. We were always hiding, escaping—and occasionally biting the hands of those who tried to catch us. 
 
    Warning lights began to pop up all over my consoles. Alarm tones soon followed. 
 
    “Hull breach detected... Hull breach detected...” 
 
    The computer was talking, and it wasn’t telling us good things. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Everyone snapped their visors down on their helmets, including our new odd-looking friends. They didn’t have to be told that a sudden loss of air pressure could be fatal. 
 
    I gripped the controls of the ship more tightly and steered back down into the troposphere.  
 
    “What are you doing, Captain?” Sosa demanded. 
 
    “If we go all the way out into orbit we might blow a fuel tank.” 
 
    “A fuel tank has been ruptured?” Rose asked in alarm. 
 
    “It might be, why don’t you two figure it out and start patching things while I fly the ship?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “It was that belly-turret,” Sosa declared angrily on the way out. “That madman Jort blew up chunks of rock and sent bullets bouncing around everywhere!” 
 
    “It could have been that rocket they fired at us,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    Rose and Sosa left the bridge. Their conversation faded away as they took the main passage toward the aft of the ship. The damage control consoles indicated that’s where the venting had been detected. 
 
    After a few minutes, I had the ship gliding along inside the atmosphere at about five thousand kilometers an hour. That was enough to heat up the external hull quite a bit, but with the low friction of the upper atmosphere, it wasn’t enough to burn us up. 
 
    “Captain?” Dernel asked. “Can we possibly be of assistance?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Do either of you know how to spot-weld titanium? You’ve got to be careful with that kind of metal, you know. It can produce a thermite reaction…” 
 
    Dernel and his daughter looked alarmed. “I’m sorry,” Dernel said, “our talents lie elsewhere.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “I thought you guys were from a mining planet. I thought you lived with mines full of metal-workers.” 
 
    “That’s all true, but—” 
 
    Morwyn put her small hand on her father’s arm. He was wriggling those fingers of his around like ten snakes. Maybe he did that whenever he was nervous. 
 
    “What my father is trying to say, is that it’s a matter of caste. On my planet, we’re all born into certain duties, expectations and life-pathways—” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Dernel interjected. His eyes gleamed. “The Shining Path!” 
 
    “Huh…” I said, glancing from one of them to the other. “All right, so you’re telling me you’re nobility of some kind? Too good to work with your hands?” 
 
    “That’s a crude approximation of our realities,” Dernel agreed. “We’re philosophers, leaders—we guide people onto their proper pathways.” 
 
    I waved for Dernel to stop. I’d heard enough. I turned to Morwyn. “What about you? Are you planning to become a philosopher mumbling in a robe someday?” 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “I haven’t yet chosen my path.” 
 
    Hearing this, Dernel’s normally detached, unflappable demeanor changed. He became instantly angry. 
 
    “That is not true,” he said, staring at Morwyn. “Your path has been chosen, and it has been carefully lit for you. All you need to do now is embrace the truth and walk the path.” 
 
    Morwyn looked down at the deck, but she didn’t answer him. I sensed I’d found a family sore-spot. 
 
    The situation almost made me smile, but I managed to hold that back. They might have been offended. To me, it was only natural that a girl like Morwyn would want to choose her own way through life. It was equally natural for her father to try to hammer his square peg of a daughter into the round hole he’d chosen for her. It was a classic family problem, and it made me like both of them more. They seemed less odd to me. 
 
    “All right then. We’re in a stable situation. Excuse me while I check on my crewmen—and please, don’t touch the controls.” 
 
    To make sure they didn’t, I locked the piloting consoles with biometrics, then I went below. I soon found Jort and Sosa in an argument. Both were waving their hands around and shouting.  
 
    Rose, on the other hand, was working as she should be. She methodically patched one hole after another with a handheld device built for the purpose. 
 
    “Excellent, Rose,” I said loudly. “Keep working. Ignore these two breathers. They’re just trying to ride off your skill and shirk their duties.” 
 
    This comment immediately stung Jort and Sosa. They stopped arguing and went back to work. They grumbled steadily as they patched the hull.  
 
    “What’s our status?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s no big deal,” Jort said immediately. “A few holes the size of a marble. The engines are undamaged, and the fuel leak was minimal.” 
 
    “No big deal?” Sosa demanded. “Are you crazy? If some of those ricochets had hit the tanks and caused an internal spark—” 
 
    “But they didn’t!” Jort replied, his voice rising again. 
 
    “There they go again,” I said to Rose, jabbing a thumb over my shoulder at the others. “You could take notes on avoiding work from these two.” 
 
    They finally shut up and went back to work. Soon, all the hull breaches were patched and the ship was ready to pull up into orbit again. By that time, several patrol ships were nosing near, floating above us in high orbit. 
 
    My flight crew was back on the bridge and strapping in. I was at the helm again.  
 
    “They’ve got us boxed in,” Morwyn said worriedly, watching the screens. 
 
    “Yes…” I said without concern. “That’s what they’re trying to do. I can see they’ve been trying to encircle us. They’ve been waiting up here like fishermen in a boat.” 
 
    “What are we going to—?” Morwyn began, but she broke off and gave a little squawk. 
 
    I’d aimed Royal Fortune toward open space and gunned the engine. Seeing us make our move, the closing patrol ships suddenly swooped down. There were seven of them, and they moved like hungry predators. 
 
    They never had a chance. By the time we were within range of their weapons I was already moving at twice their speed. Their targeting systems pinged us, locking on with their disabling neutrino cannons. If I’d let them get any closer, they might have been able to destroy one or both engines, and our day would have ended disastrously—but they were never able to get off a focused shot. 
 
    Once we’d slipped out of their noose, I leaned back in my pilot’s chair and laced my fingers behind my head.  
 
    “Just relax in your seats, everyone. You’ll black out if you try to stand up.” 
 
    No one tested my warning. They stayed in their seats, riding out the heavy G-forces.  
 
    Several long minutes later I eased up on the thrust. We had left the patrol vessels safely in our stern wake. 
 
    “This ship is very powerful!” Dernel announced. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Sosa told him. I sensed a hint of pride in her voice. “There is no faster smuggler’s vessel in the Conclave.” 
 
    “Now,” I said, unstrapping myself from my seat. “I think it’s time the two of us had a conference, Dernel. Let’s discuss the exact nature of your proposal.” 
 
    Sucking in a sudden breath, he put the back of his wrist to his forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m not feeling all that well. Can you assign me a cabin to rest in?” 
 
    My eyes were smoldering. I was sensing a new dodge, a new effort to hide their true plans—but Morwyn spoke up before I could complain. 
 
    “I’ll discuss the matter with you, Captain,” she said. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” her father said. “I shall retire. Perhaps one of your crew could show me to the guest quarters?” 
 
    I glanced toward Rose. “Take Dernel below. Give him our best cabin. Shake out the sheets too, will you?” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips unhappily, but I pretended not to notice.  
 
    “Jort, stay on weapons and scanners in case we’re pursued. Sosa, you have the helm. This way, Morwyn, to our conference chamber.” 
 
    I sensed many eyes studying my back as I turned and glided the exotic-looking girl down the passageway. I ignored them all. I was the captain, and that meant it wasn’t my job to keep everyone happy at all times. Such a thing would’ve been impossible in any case. 
 
    Our conference chamber doubled as our officer’s mess and lounge. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was larger than any cabin on the ship.  
 
    In the center was a battle computer that doubled as a table or eating surface. There were cup-holders with magnetic rings embedded in the stained screen. One long crack ran between the two cup-holders on the starboard side. I guess that came with the territory when a ship was treated as roughly as was Royal Fortune. 
 
    Morwyn followed me into the chamber and slid the door shut behind her. She smiled and sat across from me. 
 
    “Captain… we haven’t been entirely honest with you.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, unsurprised. 
 
    “Yes… you see, we’re fugitives from our planet.” 
 
    “What’s your planet called, anyway?” 
 
    “Vindar. We are Vindari.” She looked at me as if this revelation had great import, but I’d never heard of either her planet or her people. 
 
    “Huh…” I said. “That’s very interesting. You already told me it’s a remote world, far from the major star clusters.” 
 
    “That’s right. Like Earth itself, we exist in a relatively deserted region of the Orion arm.” 
 
    “Earth… have your people pinpointed it?” 
 
    She blinked at me in surprise. “Of course we have. Have you… have people here in the Conclave somehow forgotten the coordinates of our ancient homeworld?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Regular people couldn’t tell you. It’s not stored in the grid anywhere that I can find. Either the location has been lost—or it’s been erased. I tend to think it was the latter.” 
 
    “Amazing. Yes, of course we know where Earth lies. Every child who gets a pilot’s license to fly a gravity-hauler could tell you that by heart.” 
 
    Studying the tabletop, she began pecking at it. Soon, she had a search screen up, then an archive. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’m filling out an informational grid-site update. I’ll share Earth’s exact location with everyone. How often does this ship transmit a pulse to the Conclave computers for an update? I’d like everyone to know—Captain? What are you doing?” 
 
    I’d reached out quickly and grabbed her arm. Her skin was cool and soft to the touch. I immediately suspected that her body-temperature might be lower than human standard.  
 
    Her light blue flesh looked strange in my grip. Somehow, my skin looked rougher, more animalistic than hers did.  
 
    With a small effort, I lifted her tapping fingers away from the screen. 
 
    “Don’t type in those coordinates,” I said. “We’ve just been flagged as runners by yet another world. If the Conclave government wishes the citizens to know where Earth is, the location wouldn’t be hidden from us.” 
 
    Morwyn gently tugged, and I let her go. She ran her fingers over her wrist, and I looked on with concern. I hadn’t meant to hurt or scare her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I made another mistake. We don’t hide facts from one another on Vindar.” 
 
    I smiled, as she didn’t seem to be upset. “I’m glad to hear that. But it does seem like your people hide their feelings.” 
 
    She nodded. “This is true. Feelings are a luxury. We’re given pathways to follow early in life, and those who deviate from them do so at their peril.” 
 
    “What happens if you turn away from that path? How are you punished?” 
 
    Morwyn shrugged. “Exile. Abandonment. Scorn… I might be banished into our darkest forests.” 
 
    I nodded. That didn’t sound so bad to me as I’d often suffered worse—but I supposed that to a Vindari, nothing could be more terrible. 
 
    “Tell me now, if you’re fugitives, what do you want from me? Just a free ride in space?” 
 
    “No, no. We need weapons. There is a war brewing on our world. A war between two peoples—maybe three.” 
 
    “A civil war?” 
 
    She looked up at me, startled. “A civil war? Oh… yes, it’s a term from Earth’s histories. No, no—let me assure you that our colony started off isolated and anyone with rebellious tendencies was banished generations ago. I’m talking about true outsiders—alien creatures.” 
 
    I’d begun frowning, and when she said the word “alien” my frown deepened into a glare. 
 
    “Tell me about these creatures.” 
 
    Morwyn talked for several minutes. Before she had finished, I’d begun to suspect Vindar had been invaded by the Tulk—and possibly by other more vile aliens as well. 
 
    “We understand the Tulk,” she said. “They have long existed among us, choosing to live within the bodies of a wise people. They aren’t all that bad, when you get to know them.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, but I managed not to shout at her. I forced a smile.  
 
    “We also know about the Tulk,” I told her. “Sosa had one in her body for years, in fact.” 
 
    “Oh really? I had no idea. What happened to her rider?” 
 
    I gave her a wolfish grin. “Jort and I removed it and stomped it to death on this ship’s steel deck.” 
 
    Morwyn’s mouth fell open. “Such a crime! Such barbarity!” 
 
    “Nonsense. The Tulk was abusing her, scarring up her liver and forcing her to do its evil bidding through pain.” 
 
    “Really? That’s not how the Tulk we know behave.” 
 
    I opened up some private files and displayed a short clip on the table under our elbows. She watched as Jort and I relieved Sosa of her Tulk. 
 
    Morwyn gasped and winced. “Such violence…” 
 
    “Look,” I said, “you’re on a gun-runner’s ship. What did you expect? That we’re all pacifists? You’re here to buy weapons. What do you think will happen if you form an army and start shooting things with those weapons?” 
 
    Morwyn nodded. “You’re right. We must steel ourselves. We aren’t used to violence, but it has come to us.” 
 
    “Who are you going to be shooting?” I asked. “You still haven’t told me that. What are these guns going to be used for?” 
 
    “To stop the Skaintz—that’s what the Tulk call them. They are violent aliens that come in many forms. They’re similar to ants, in that they nest underground and lay young in eggs in their queen’s chamber.” 
 
    I stared at her for another moment. Then I riffled through my video files again. 
 
    “Like this?” I asked, playing a recording of my struggle with a shrade, a snake-like being that was very difficult to kill. 
 
    She watched in fascination and nodded. “Yes. Exactly like that. Their species is called the Skaintz. They’re coming to Vindar from the Faustian Chain. They’ve overrun most—or maybe all the human colonies there. Now, they’re seeking a way to invade the Conclave.” 
 
    My hand went to my chin, and it rubbed there. I eyed the vids playing on the cracked table between us. There were several clips of the strange enemy I’d met up with on various occasions.  
 
    I now had a name to put with the alien species I’d been afraid of since I’d first encountered it: The Skaintz. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “You mentioned that there were three participants in this war,” I said. “The Vindari, the Skaintz… and who else?” 
 
    “The Tulk, of course. But they seem to be on our side.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I said, not trusting the parasites. Anything that dug into a man’s flesh and attached itself to his liver—well, it wasn’t something I wanted to consider an ally. 
 
    Morwyn reached out her hand and put it on my hairy wrist. “Will you help us, Captain?” 
 
    “Of course I will.” 
 
    She smiled in relief. 
 
    “Now then, let’s discuss the details of this arrangement, shall we?” 
 
    “Oh… of course.” 
 
    “When do you need these weapons?” I asked.  
 
    “As soon as possible. The Tulk tell us that the Skaintz are on their way in seed-ships. Once they land in the remote, wild areas of Vindar they’ll begin to nest. There are many isolated and abandoned mines in the countryside—such places would make a perfect home for them.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    Morwyn leaned close. “We left Vindar a long time ago, William. The attack we’ve been fearing might already be underway. When we left, rangers were walking the dark forests, seeking the aliens—but that isn’t enough. Some of them are bound to seed successful colonies. Some of them—” 
 
    “Yes, I understand. You have an urgent need, and I understand it. Now, tell me how and when you shall be paying me for my services? In advance, I hope?” 
 
    Morwyn stopped and blinked. “We have wealth. We have rare minerals and compounds. Rhodium, platinum, lithium—numerous radioactives as well. We can provide tons of any of them.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up, these were indeed valuable, trade-worthy assets. Still, my enthusiasm was somewhat dampened. Hard Conclave credits were infinitely preferable to trade goods, items which I would have to market myself. 
 
    “Hmm…the commodity prices on platinum are weak, but lithium is often used for batteries. Rhodium would be the best, as it has many useful industrial applications as a catalyst.” 
 
    “Very well then. Rhodium it shall be. Tons of it.” 
 
    I smiled. “Perhaps the easiest way would be to trade these two on the basis of weight? An equal measure of rhodium and rifles?” 
 
    “Oh… I suppose. But I’m not sure this single ship can hold enough of either. You’ll have to make many trips.” 
 
    I frowned. “Exactly how big of an army do you plan to equip with Sardez rifles?” 
 
    “Two, maybe three hundred thousand men.” 
 
    I snorted and stopped tapping numbers on my battle computer. “You’re dealing with the wrong man. I can’t deal in that kind of volume. Three hundred thousand? Is every man on the planet planning on taking up a weapon?” 
 
    “Every man and woman. We must defend ourselves.” 
 
    “A militia, then? Do you have a permanent army, a standing defensive force?” 
 
    “Not a professional one. It’s more of a policing organization. Some choose that pathway through life, but they’re rare. We aren’t a warrior people.” 
 
    “Too bad… you’re going to have to learn fast. In any case, you’re going to need outside professional help. Something bigger than a single smuggler from the Fringe can provide.” 
 
    “Who do you suggest?” 
 
    My mind was already calculating. “Do you have a map handy? Something displaying your world in a tactical sense?” 
 
    She blinked for a moment and perused her personal device. Finally, she made a gesture, and a globe appeared on the table under our elbows. “It’s only a geographical survey, but it will have to do.” 
 
    “Right…” I said, working on the image. I made motions, causing the planet to spin, zoom and shift into elevations and terrain gradations. It was a mining world all right. All sharp peaks and crags. Green valleys and shallow seas dotted the world, but it was mostly rocky land.  
 
    “Lots of volcanic activity?” 
 
    “It comes and goes with tidal effects. We have two stars, and sometimes the second sun comes closer and pulls our tectonic plates into a new order.” 
 
    I looked at her, alarmed. 
 
    “No, no,” she said. “This isn’t a seasonal occurrence. The last nearby brush with the second star was over eighty thousand standard years ago. We have countless generations to prepare for the next one—but the mountains, the glacial scarring, it’s all still there from long before we colonized the planet.” 
 
    I examined the land. An alien force would have literally an infinite number of locations they could land and nest. 
 
    “Hmm… here’s what I suggest. You had planned to arm every settlement with a local militia, right?” 
 
    “Yes. To defend themselves when the enemy comes. What else can we do?” 
 
    “You could go on offense. You could build a smaller, mobile army. A well-trained force that could deploy swiftly and destroy any nest the moment it was detected.” 
 
    Morwyn looked troubled. “We simply don’t have that kind of expertise. Our people—it’s difficult to get most of them to accept and understand the danger. They just want to go about their jobs, their lives. They don’t understand what’s coming.” 
 
    “Right… Let me suggest something else, then. Rather than building a rag-tag force of militia with top-grade weapons to defend every town, it would be much better to apply an elite force to hotspots. I know where we could find just such an army. As many men as you would want to hire—or would dare to.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Sword Worlds?” 
 
    She shook her head, but she looked intrigued. I began to explain, and she seemed fascinated by the idea of a mercenary society that spanned nine planets. 
 
    “Such a strange way to labor. So dangerous and daring. They must be brave men—like you.” 
 
    “They’re even braver,” I assured her. “In fact, they’re somewhat homicidal.” 
 
    “How can they get enough work to support nine populations through mercenaries contracts alone?” 
 
    My eyes were furtive. “The truth is, they don’t rely on mercenary contracts. Not entirely. They’re pirates as well. They go out and raid for what they need when honest work is hard to find.” 
 
    “How awful! Why doesn’t the Conclave protect the colonies?” 
 
    I shrugged. “For the same reason they don’t help your world or those like it. They’re content to sit in the middle of the star cluster, dreaming of better days. They relive their past glories and tell one another that the dangers of the cosmos will never come to haunt them.” 
 
    “But you feel they’re wrong?” 
 
    I stabbed my finger down on the various forests and craggy cliffs of Morwyn’s half-wild world. “They’re just like your people. They don’t grasp the danger, and they don’t want to understand it. The reaction is part of human nature, I suppose.” 
 
    Morwyn nodded, and she contacted her father with her device. His face sprang up between us, and he seemed to completely misunderstand the situation. 
 
    “The consummation is finished already?” he asked. “There hasn’t been much time—” 
 
    “Father, please,” Morwyn said. “The captain is an honorable man. He has made no special demands upon me.” 
 
    “Oh… I misread your character, Captain Gorman.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, somewhat insulted and bemused at the same time. Possibly, if I’d played harder to get—but oh well, it wasn’t to be. “Please come join us, Dernel.” 
 
    After I’d explained my proposed solution to Dernel, he was less than enthusiastic. 
 
    “So, if I understand, you suggest that we form small militias in our major townships, largely armed with inferior weapons.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “We will then rely upon hired mercenaries to protect us preemptively, hunting down and destroying alien incursions.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, sir. With this approach, you’ll need far less armament and your expenses will be lighter as well.” 
 
    Dernel looked troubled. He spun his globe around gently with a one long, thin finger-tip. “What if these violent mercenaries decide to conquer our planet? Aren’t we in danger of inviting one monster into the house to devour another?” 
 
    “Well, yes… that is a legitimate concern. The militia will be your defense in that case—we’ll make sure you could stop the mercenaries if you needed to. However, I suspect that if these aliens are as bad as you make them out to be, we won’t have to worry about the humans. It will be one species against the other.” 
 
    They both eyed me, but at last, they nodded. “It will be as you suggest,” Dernel said. “I trust you. Now, you may take my daughter to your cabin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ve been a gentleman thus far, but let us set all pretenses aside and seal this deal.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, and I meant it. 
 
    Morwyn placed her soft hand on top of mine. “In our culture, Captain, we seal major business dealings with an act of passion.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, thinking the idea had possibilities… “I think I understand, but I’m somewhat committed to Rose right now. She definitely wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Really?” Dernel said. “We’re not proposing marriage, children—just a small reward.” 
 
    “Tell me, how did this custom come about on your planet?” 
 
    The two looked at one another. Dernel decided to answer. “We started as a remote colony. Very few resources existed. Tools, technology—it became increasingly valuable to remote outposts. Trust became an issue as well, as some chose a path of banditry.” 
 
    “Uh-huh… I get that. But how does sleeping with everyone you bargain with fix such things?” 
 
    Dernel shrugged. “It’s not a constant, it would only apply to major arrangements. Maybe once a year or so. But the method solves several problems: A trade done and sealed is a trade both sides trust. Also… with so few people early-on, isolation and distance were a serious danger to every outpost. Our customs allowed a sharing of genetic material.” 
 
    “Ah!” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Morwyn admitted. “It was originally done to prevent in-breeding. Now, it has become expected in major bargains.” 
 
    “Okay… but still, I must refuse today. Perhaps if things change…” I eyed Morwyn thoughtfully. “But no, let’s do this the way we do it on the Fringe.” 
 
    I extended a hand toward Dernel. He looked at my appendage as if baffled. 
 
    “Take my hand, clasp it firmly, and shake it up and down. This is our custom. The way my people seal a deal and ensure honor.” 
 
    Hesitantly, he reached out and took my hand. It felt like I was clasping a moist dishrag, but I gave no sign of disgust. I smiled and pumped his hand up and down a few times. His arm flopped, and he looked even more confused. At last, I let him go. 
 
    He eyed his hand as if it held some kind of secret. “What a bizarre custom.” 
 
    I almost rolled my eyes at him, but I suppressed the urge. A number of the Earth colonies I’d visited over the years had diverged in both culture and genetics. It seemed like the farther you got out from the Conclave, the odder people became.  
 
    “Do we have a deal then?” I asked.  
 
    Dernel pursed his lips. “The arrangement hasn’t been properly sealed… but I will accept this. I have no choice.” 
 
    “Then I’ll set course for the Sword Worlds immediately—oh, and by the way, don’t offer to seal any deals that way with the mercenaries we meet.” 
 
    “Why not?” Dernel asked. 
 
    “Because, they’ll only take advantage of your daughter. It will buy you no loyalty from them.” 
 
    “How can we trust such animals in that case?” Morwyn demanded.  
 
    “They have a code of honor of their own. They couldn’t sell their swords to many planets if they turned on their own employers with regularity. They’d soon run out of customers.” 
 
    Dernel nodded. “That does make sense. Thank you for your honesty and your suggestions, Captain Gorman.” 
 
    I left the two of them whispering and headed toward the bridge. I was already wondering what fresh complaints our new plans might bring from my crew.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    My entire crew seemed to be irate after learning of my choices—but I wasn’t terribly concerned with their opinions. 
 
    “How can we even consider going back to that den of pirates?” Sosa demanded. “We were lucky to get away with our lives the first time.” 
 
    “Sosa is not often right,” Jort said. “You are the smart-man here. But this time… Captain Gorman, you are talking like a dummy.” 
 
    “Thanks for the input, crew,” I said evenly. “Be assured, your concerns have been carefully cataloged and considered. In this case, however, I’ve decided to overrule them.” 
 
    “So…” Rose said, “you’re setting course for Gladius? Even after all our concerns?” 
 
    “Actually, I already set course for Gladius over an hour ago. Before this meeting even started.” 
 
    They all looked unhappy, and I decided it was time to straighten them out. “Listen, crew, I’m the captain of this ship, right?” 
 
    “She is your ship,” Jort conceded.  
 
    The two women just stared at me sourly. They might have been thinking about pointing out that I’d stolen it from Kersen, or some other similar nonsense. But they didn’t say anything. 
 
    “That’s right, I’m the captain. This is my ship. This is no democracy. With that said, any or all of you are welcome to quit my service the next time we reach a quiet port. You can resign at any time.” 
 
    They studied their fingers, and no one said anything. 
 
    “All right then,” I said, slamming my hand on the table loudly. “Now that we have that settled, let’s move to our stations.” 
 
    Jort followed me down the main passage to engineering. The two women went in the opposite direction, and I might be imagining it, but I thought they were whispering and glancing back toward me. 
 
    “The crew is unhappy, sir,” Jort said in what he probably imagined was a whisper. 
 
    “You don’t say? Are you part of this unhappy conspiracy?” 
 
    “Huh? No, sir. I’m talking about the women. They don’t like this new girl. They are teaming up against you and her.” 
 
    I stopped walking and looked at Jort seriously. “Teaming up? How so?” 
 
    “Don’t you see it? Both of them have claimed you for their own, so they have always hated each other. But now, disaster! A new girl shows up! These two, who hated each other just a week ago, will seek to make an alliance against Morwyn.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jort. They don’t have any cause for such a reaction. Hell, I haven’t even kissed the girl.” 
 
    “Not yet! Not yet! But they suspect the worst. It’s only natural. No one likes a new rival in their territory.” 
 
    I shook my head and continued on to engineering. Jort often took a primitive view of people and their social interactions. Still, he was often right about base emotions. 
 
    We reviewed the damage the ship had suffered during our unscheduled launch. The patches were holding, but I decided I shouldn’t push the ship to full throttle until we could make repairs at a dock somewhere. 
 
    “I don’t think we should sail into the Sword worlds while wounded,” I told Jort. “We’ll find a friendly port and rent a space dock. Then, we’ll rent some extra drones to patch us up right.” 
 
    Jort grinned and nodded. “I like it. Good play. The crew will think you are listening to them.” 
 
    “But I am listening, Jort… aren’t I?” 
 
    He looked baffled for a moment. “Uh… I guess so.” 
 
    A few days later we arrived at a fairly civilized world known as New Heaven. This star system was close to the core of the Conclave—but not quite inside the border. That meant the inhabitants were trustworthy, but also more accepting of those from the Fringe who liked to bend the rules. As long as a man had hard credits in his account, he could get services without questions. 
 
    The planet itself was unremarkable. It had a gravitational tug that was very close to one standard unit, and a climate that wouldn’t have impressed anyone. As their only moon was tiny, the seas were sluggish. The natural atmospheric disturbances were so mild they barely qualified as storms. 
 
    “This place is almost as boring as Prospero,” Sosa complained. 
 
    “I like it,” Rose said, seeing the planet as a more exciting version of her homeworld. 
 
    We docked at the local orbital station and hired a tarnished collection of drones to work on the ship. We watched them closely, making sure there was no funny business—but we were soon bored with the task. The robots were dull type-Ds, unimaginative in the extreme. The worst they might do is let a power tool slip free and spin off into a decaying orbit. 
 
    Growing tired of staring at the bots, Jort and I returned to the ship and squeezed into the small airlock together. The moment the air had cycled, and the doors swished open, we were surprised to see an unexpected scene. 
 
    An argument was ongoing.  
 
    Sosa stood behind Morwyn, with her fine blue arms pinned behind her. Rose, baring her teeth, was grabbing at Morwyn’s clothing. While this assault was underway, the girl kicked at Rose and snarled. All three of them were making a lot of noise. 
 
    Jort and I had our helmets under our arms. Jort immediately dropped his and rushed forward. I restrained him with a hand on his bicep, holding him back. He could have broken away from me, but he stopped his charge and looked at me with big eyes. He would follow my lead, he generally did. 
 
    “Um… ladies?” I asked. “What seems to be the trouble?” 
 
    “She’s stealing things—out of Rose’s cabin,” Sosa insisted. 
 
    “Really? Like what?” 
 
    Rose dug into the girl’s pockets, dodging a kick. “Like this!” she said triumphantly. She held aloft a small plastic disk. She tossed it to me, and I caught it. 
 
    Opening the thing and examining it, I laughed. “What’s this? A make-up device?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said, “how do you think my eye-liner is always perfect? It was programmed personally for me on Prospero.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I said, looking it over.  
 
    “Theft from a crewman? That is a serious thing,” Jort said unhelpfully. “Are you going to space her, Captain?” 
 
    All three of the women looked somewhat surprised at this suggestion. It was the kind of thing a pirate crew would do, of course, but we were only half-hearted pirates at best. 
 
    I nodded slowly, as if thinking it over. “Rose is the injured party. What do you say? Do you want me to pronounce a death sentence?” 
 
    “What?” Rose looked shocked. “Um… no. I don’t think it’s that big of a deal. She’s a paying passenger, after all.” 
 
    “Right…” I walked up to Morwyn, looking her over seriously. “How will you make restitution for this act?” 
 
    “Captain, I was only—” 
 
    I raise a hand to stop her. “No explanations are required. Nor are they helpful. What are you going to do about this?” 
 
    “I… I guess I could pay for it.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded. I turned to Rose. “What do you think of that?” 
 
    “I can’t get another one. They don’t make them out here on the Fringe!” 
 
    “Ah, but don’t you have several others? A gold one, I believe—and two of varying shades of green?” 
 
    “Yes, but… I like this one.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could find another then that you don’t use often.” 
 
    With poor grace, Rose returned to her cabin and came out with a small pink item. It had a cracked case, but it still operated correctly. “Here. You can have it. I don’t need all of them—not really.” 
 
    Morwyn took the device and nodded her thanks.  
 
    The three women were no longer at each other’s throats, so I invited Morwyn below to our tiny lounge. There I asked her how her voyage was going. 
 
    “Those women might have killed me. You gave them the right to execute me if they wished—why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t think they would do it.” 
 
    “But… that’s an unacceptable risk! What would you have done if Rose had agreed to throw me out of the airlock?” 
 
    Leaning toward her, I gave her a piece of sage advice. “If you don’t want to find out, I suggest you stop stealing things and otherwise antagonizing people. This isn’t a luxury liner.” 
 
    Morwyn played with her cracked makeup device thoughtfully. “You would have stopped them. I know you would have.” 
 
    “Try stealing again, and you’ll find out.” 
 
    I left her there, sipping her drink. She looked troubled. 
 
    Dernel approached me in the passageway, coming out of a dark sub-module that was full of nothing but equipment lockers. Was the father like the daughter? My first thought was to do an inventory, but he looked so upset I dropped the idea. 
 
    “Captain Williams!” he said, his hands urgently washing one another like a raccoon’s. He seemed even more nervous than usual. “I’m so, so sorry for my daughter’s behavior! It’s a plague upon my house, it truly is!” 
 
    “Oh… well, don’t worry about it. She’s just young and rebellious.” 
 
    Dernel’s eyes bulged. “There’s no need for such horrible insults… but I understand your righteous rage.” 
 
    “No… I didn’t mean… look, it’s okay. We’ve sorted it out. Remember, this ship isn’t full of nuns. Morwyn will probably fit right in with the rest of the crew over time.” 
 
    “That’s another fresh fear you’ve instilled in my mind… but if you’re not upset, I must take that as a reassurance. I promise my family will not bother you in the future.” 
 
    He wandered off, making odd gestures toward each doorway and bulkhead as he passed them. It was like he was blessing the walls or something. 
 
    I shook my head and moved toward the bridge. Somehow, I doubted his promises. These Vindari were so culturally divergent from the rest of us that they were bound to cause more trouble. Every day they were aboard our ship was another roll of the dice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Eight long days passed while we repaired our ship at New Heaven. There weren’t many amenities on the planet’s only space station, so after many complaints, I allowed everyone some shore leave.  
 
    We left Sosa behind as she rarely wanted to exit the ship. The rest of us then traveled together down the umbilical elevator from orbit to the planet’s surface.  
 
    After a brief period of harassment with customs agents, we paid a small bribe and exited the place. Outside, a squalid city hugged the spaceport like a shanty-town surrounding a mining camp. It wasn’t much to look at, but it had the basics of human entertainment. 
 
    Jort made a beeline for the red light district, as usual. Rose curled her lips in disgust as she watched him march away eagerly. “Is he always like that? As eager to mate as a stray dog?” 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah. Maybe if you or Sosa were to show a little interest—” 
 
    “Are you crazy? I’m not going to bed with him!” 
 
    I shrugged. Jort’s troubles were plain to see for me. Neither Sosa nor Rose seemed to have any empathy for him, however. 
 
    Morwyn appeared at my side. She watched Jort disappearing into the seedy side of a seedy town with interest. “Do I understand this correctly? He plans to pay for sexual services?” 
 
    “Uh… I think that’s his intent, yes.” 
 
    “Is this normal behavior for Conclave males?” 
 
    “Not entirely—but then Jort is from the Fringe. He’s not really an over-civilized man from the finest planet. His homeworld, Scorpii… well, it’s kind of a rough place.” 
 
    “I see… what about you? Do you prefer to purchase your women?” 
 
    Rose had overheard the conversation and seemed to be listening in with interest. Her arms were crossed tightly. 
 
    “No! Never!” I half-lied.  
 
    As I was a clone, I had never personally indulged myself in that fashion. However, I did possess some rather lurid memories from the sordid past of the original William Gorman. 
 
     Morwyn studied me for a moment, as did Rose. Neither seemed completely satisfied with my response. 
 
    I lost interest and began walking toward the largest bar and grill I could find. The rest of the group followed in my wake.  
 
    Dernel soon became distracted, however. When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw the odd man was busy performing some kind of ritual over an automated fire hydrant. Passersby and the semi-sentient hydrant itself all examined him quizzically. 
 
     “Father, please stop that,” Morwyn said. “No one appreciates it, and it’s becoming embarrassing.” 
 
    “Embarrassing? This is a life-saving device. I doubt it’s ever been blessed for functionality. Not once in its entire existence!” 
 
    Morwyn sighed and walked away. A few of the local citizens stopped to watch and laugh. They seemed to think Dernel was either intoxicated or addled. I couldn’t blame them. 
 
    “My father doesn’t seem to grasp the fact that he’s not on Vindar,” Morwyn complained to me. “How can I convince him to stop doing this kind of thing?” 
 
    “You probably can’t,” I admitted. “But I wouldn’t worry about it. We’ll only be here a few days. Try to enjoy the sights.” 
 
    We reached the restaurant I’d been targeting a few minutes later. The bioluminescent screens inside my eyelids told me it was four pm local time. That was good enough for me. 
 
    “We’re having dinner, right here. The good news is… your captain is buying!” 
 
    Dernel hurried closer at this announcement. “Captain, you don’t need to do that. I’ve offered to pay all your expenses, remember?” 
 
    “I do remember, and you’ve been keeping that promise. If I buy you this meal, would that be an insult to a Vindari?” 
 
    Dernel cocked his head for a moment. “An insult? No. It would be an unexpected kindness.” 
 
    “Well then, I’ll do it.” 
 
    Dernel smiled and so did everyone else. We walked into the restaurant and were escorted to a large table by a flutter-fingered waiter.  
 
    Taking our seats, Rose insisted that we keep an empty chair for Jort—just in case he showed up. 
 
    I knew Jort would most likely spend the night in various unsavory establishments, drinking and carousing until dawn. But I didn’t bother to burst her bubble. 
 
    We ordered our food and my crewmen didn’t stint themselves. I put no limits on the cost of their chosen items, but the prices had me gritting my teeth. I decided to order a few drinks to enliven the occasion. Soon, we all began to relax and enjoy ourselves. Even Dernel seemed to be happy.  
 
    But then a shadow fell across our table. It was the unusual shadow of a big man with one misshapen arm.  
 
    Looking up quizzically, I studied the stranger. In the place of his missing arm, he’d installed an artificial limb made of metal and polymers. This was strange on the face of it. Most people who had cybernetic limbs chose to coat them in a lifelike plastic, or even an organically grown sheath of real flesh.  
 
    But not this fellow. His biomechanical arm was exposed to everyone. He hadn’t even bothered to put a shirtsleeve over it.  
 
    The stranger raised this odd limb toward us, flat metal palm outward, in a show of greeting. 
 
    “Hello travelers,” he said. “I’m visiting here from Tranquility, just as you are.” 
 
    We were immediately on our guard. After all, we hadn’t left Tranquility under the best of circumstances.  
 
    Only I, of all my crewmen, managed to fake a smile. “You’re mistaken, traveler. We’re from Prospero, not Tranquility. But don’t be embarrassed. I offer you a free drink as compensation for your error.” 
 
    The stranger stared at me blankly for a moment. “A drink? Ah, yes! Intoxication. Muscle relaxants… I’ll accept.” 
 
    Without another word, he used his mechanical arm to pull the extra chair we’d left for Jort away from the table. Then he sat in it and scooted close.  
 
    He examined each of us in turn. At that point, I noted that one of his eyes didn’t resemble the other. It was, in fact, an artificial camera in the shape of an eyeball. The camera’s iris was a metallic color, a pale golden shade. It gleamed and moved in a liquid fashion, and it didn’t track with his other natural, organic orb.  
 
    No one spoke for a moment, and I’d already begun to regret my decision to invite him to sit with us. The situation was awkward. 
 
    The flutter-fingered waiter returned and took his order. The stranger requested something expensive and unknown to me. When it was served, it bubbled in the glass.  
 
    The man’s organic eye studied the drink, while his mechanical one scanned each of our faces in turn. It was disturbing to see he had full control of both and could study two things at once with equal attention. 
 
    “My employers from Tranquility had assumed,” he began, “that you and your crew had given false names while docking there. Imagine our surprise when we checked them out and calculated that there was a ninety percent probability you’d provided us with real information!” 
 
    Everyone fell dead silent. They looked from me, to our guest, and back again. For my own part, I stared at the stranger with intensity. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, but I hope you’re not suggesting anything rude. After all, you’ve accepted our invitation to join us at our table.” 
 
    The man snorted. “I’m not one of your mercenary friends from the Sword Worlds, Gorman. I don’t follow their code of honor.” 
 
    “Who are you then?” 
 
    There it was, I’d finally asked him. If Jort had been present, he’d have barked the question out in the first minute. Perhaps his unsubtle approach was better than mine. 
 
    “I’m a bounty hunter,” he said. “My name is Huan. I find things, I collect them, and I bring them home to my masters.” 
 
    “And exactly who is your master today?” 
 
    “The Tranquility Board of Directors. They have reason to believe you left their docks without paying their charges.” 
 
    “Ah, is that all?” I said, laughing. “I’m glad, because you had me worried. Now, why don’t you hand me the bill? I’ll take care of it as soon as it is convenient.” 
 
    I stood up and made ready to leave. Both Huan’s eyes, one flesh and the other glass and metal, tracked my movements.  
 
    Huan began to stand and reach for a weapon at his hip. “This is no matter of convenience. There is no bill to deliver. You are to accompany me, as a sanctioned bounty hunter licensed by the free planet known as Tranquility, to the original place of the crime. There, you will be tried and convicted by—” 
 
    But at this point, a shadow loomed behind Huan. The man behind Huan was Jort. He’d actually come to join our party. His closed fist whistled downward. It connected with Huan’s skull and the resulting thud was quite satisfying. 
 
    Huan collapsed onto the floor. His organic body seemed to be senseless, but his mechanical eye was still rolling around, trying to spot us and focus on us. His arm, too, was still moving. It shivered and tried to reach up to grab the tablecloth. It failed when Jort stomped down and pinned the roving arm to the floor. 
 
    “Who is this stranger?” Jort asked us. “He is rude. I don’t like him.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” Morwyn asked.  
 
    “What? Are you a dummy? If I’ve killed him, I did a bad job of it. Look! He’s still struggling.” 
 
    The prosthetic arm and eye were indeed in motion, but the man’s organic components were limp. It was strange to watch the mechanical portion of the body move and shiver while the rest of him lay unconscious. His mouth was made of flesh and bone, so he could not speak. 
 
    Morwyn knelt and examined him.  
 
    “He should live,” she said. “Did you really have to hit him so hard?” 
 
    “You would prefer that I shot him?” Jort asked. “I could have shot him, but I wasn’t sure…” 
 
    I paid the waiter who was no longer wearing a happy face. I gave him a large tip and explained that the man on the floor had drawn a gun and attempted to rob us. The waiter nodded and gritted his teeth in a fearful imitation of a smile. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” I told my crew. 
 
    “Why leave now?” Jort asked. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Because where there’s one bounty hunter, there are likely to be others. Besides, the waiter is going to call the cops if he hasn’t already.” 
 
    We marched out of the place with the remainder of our meals in folding containers. We headed for the spaceport umbilical, but we found the ground station had shut down. 
 
    “There’s no more service tonight,” a guard told me. “Come back at dawn.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, and I tipped him with a large, gleaming coin. 
 
    He eyed the credit piece, but he reluctantly gave it back to me. “I can’t take it. The machinery is all shut down. It saves power during the night, you see.” 
 
    “Ah, a pity. But you can keep the coin. Consider it a bonus for your excellent service and honesty.” 
 
    Surprised, the man brightened and held his rifle higher. “Thank you, good citizen. Thank you!” 
 
    I left the spaceport and muttered curses as I walked the streets. The skies overhead were darkening in preparation for a long night. New Heaven had only one small moon which left the evenings here dimly lit, but not as black as on some worlds. The star system was close enough to the Conclave that neighboring stars lit up the skies with icy points of light. 
 
    “We’re trapped in this town,” Jort said. “Maybe the bounty hunter paid the guards at the umbilical station to keep us down here.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. What Jort was suggesting was possible—or it could have been a coincidence.  
 
    “Let’s move to the waterfront. There are public areas down there. We’ll turn our dinner into a picnic.” 
 
    The night was mild in temperature. Every night and day was mild on New Heaven, as there was virtually no tilt to the planet’s axis. Without such a tilt, there was a lack of seasons. 
 
    When we found the waterfront, we sat in the dark at a picnic table and ate our meals out of boxes. Morwyn seemed thoughtful. 
 
    “You and your crew are chased everywhere you go, aren’t you?” she asked. “What have you done in your past to cause so many people to hunt for you and your tiny ship?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Famous and infamous people share this problem. It’s a combination of celebrity and bad luck, I figure.” 
 
    “Celebrity!” Jort repeated, laughing. 
 
    When we’d finished our meal we walked along the quiet ocean shore. There were lapping waves, but they were less than a half meter in height. Earth’s oceans were brewing cauldrons in comparison. 
 
    “This is pleasant, but I don’t think I want to spend the night out here…” Rose said suggestively. 
 
    I sighed. “All right. We’ll find accommodations.” 
 
    “Why?” Jort asked. “I like the open air. I would rather sleep on this beach with the crawling things… It would be a pleasant change.” 
 
    Glancing at him then the two sour women, I shook my head. “Follow me.” 
 
    They did so dutifully, and we found the best hotel in the city. The women brightened, and even Jort looked appreciative.  
 
    “I bet they have gambling and excellent whores here,” Jort said. “I can tell these things. It is a gift of mine.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right, Jort.” 
 
    Leading them inside, I made a show of renting not one, but two rooms. We then took the elevator to the top floor. Once I was in the room I was to share with Jort, I tore up the beds. I threw pillows on the floor and made sure every thin blanket was wadded up. 
 
    “Um…” Dernel said. “Why are you disturbing the beds?” 
 
    “It’s a habit of mine.” 
 
    I moved on to the girls’ room next, and they complained a bit when I opened the door and barged in.  
 
    “William, I’m freshening up,” Rose scolded. 
 
    I paid no attention to her. I tore up their beds as well and then beckoned for everyone to follow me. Out in the hallway again, I carefully locked the doors and led them to the backstairs. 
 
    “Oh no!” Jort shouted suddenly. “I know this trick! You did this to me and my men back on Scorpii!” 
 
    “Did I? I’d forgotten.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rose demanded. 
 
    Jort jumped in to explain. “He’s a tricky bastard, our captain. He’s like a rat that is so smart he doesn’t just avoid your traps, he sets up traps of his own!” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Dernel whined. “I’m tired. Why don’t we take showers and—?” 
 
    I whirled around on the group in irritation. “You guys haven’t been hunted before. You’re soft. When you have a bounty hunter on your trail, the best move is to run from the planet. If that isn’t possible, you must hide. What we’re doing now is hiding.” 
 
    Glumly, they followed me down the stairway and out into an alley. We slunk away from the fine hotel toward the darkest, dirtiest streets we could find. Offering credits to various unsavory people, we finally found a house that would take us in. 
 
    “This is a thionite house!” Jort complained. “These people are violent addicts!” 
 
    “Yeah? So, keep your weapon handy.” 
 
    We spent the night in a windowless room in a noisy shack. People screamed, clawed the neighboring walls and generally made nuisances of themselves. We bought a tiny amount of the purplish drug known as thionite, and I immediately flushed it away in the provided toilet.  
 
    None of us got much sleep, but it was better than nothing, and I felt confident no one would find us until morning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    In the dawn light we staggered out of the flophouse. After sleeping poorly, we honestly resembled the other patrons who’d indulged themselves in a night of debauchery.  
 
    Heading back toward the spaceport umbilical station, I was unsurprised to spot an odd figure standing at the entrance.  
 
    Huan was dressed as before, but he had a short cape on his back today. He flipped a golden thousand-credit coin using his mechanical arm. His organic eye watched this, and he never missed grabbing it out of the air.  
 
    The other eye, the camera eye, scanned the streets continuously. It didn’t take much imagination for us to figure out who the other eye was looking for. 
 
    The four of us drew back out of sight around a corner building and held a short, angry conference. 
 
    “Of course he’s there waiting for us,” Rose complained. “We could have spent the night in that nice place. He’s probably been watching for us here for hours.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “This is a hard spot to make a collar, even if he’s bribed the local officials. He would have rather found us during the night in a private spot, believe me.” 
 
    They all sulked.  
 
    “What are we going to do now, boss?” Jort asked. “You want me to stomp him again? You should have let me kill him the first time.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right…” I admitted, “but we can’t kill him here in front of these guards. I’ll try something else. You guys stay here, and try not to get into trouble.” 
 
    I took the various hidden weapons I had secreted in my clothing out and gave them to Jort. My crewmen seemed startled, but they obeyed and waited out of sight as I walked around the corner and stepped confidently toward the station checkpoint. 
 
    Huan immediately perked up at my approach. He stopped flipping his coin and stared at me with both his strange eyes. 
 
    “There you are,” I said loudly. “I’ve been looking for you all night.” 
 
    “As have I…” Huan said. 
 
    I pointed a stabbing finger at Huan and turned to the bored-looking guards. “This man—or thing, whatever he is, attempted to murder my crew and I. He’s obsessed with us. Maybe because we’re fully human.” 
 
    The guard stood up and leaned on his rifle. “He’s told us a different story,” the guard said. “I’m thinking we should take you both down to the magistrate to straighten this out.” 
 
    Huan rounded on the guard. “This isn’t a matter for discussion. I will take custody of this fugitive as we discussed.” 
 
    The guard looked at him doubtfully. “I don’t know you. But I do know this other fellow. He’s a kind and good man.” 
 
    I smiled, glad to see that my bribe the evening before hadn’t been forgotten. Often, a single coin placed early could buy more good will than a stack of them could later on. It didn’t work that way with everyone, but those who weren’t completely corrupt tended to stay loyal to the first hand that fed them. 
 
    “But…” Huan said, baffled, “you took my coin.” 
 
    “And you can have it back. Settle your own affairs.” So saying, the guard tossed a coin back at the bounty hunter. Huan caught it deftly out of the air with his mechanical hand. 
 
    That’s when I threw my first punch. It came up under his chin, as I knew that part of him was built with flesh, not metal and plastic. His teeth clacked together, stunning him.  
 
    His powerful mechanical hand was clutching a valuable coin, so he swung back with a human fist. I dodged that, and hit him again—in the belly this time.  
 
    My second strike was less successful. His gut was as hard as a padded stone. I pulled my hand back, shaking it and hissing. 
 
    Having gotten his coin into a pocket, Huan snaked out his mechanical arm. He grabbed me by the collar and lifted me half off the ground. Servos whined with the strain. 
 
    “I hereby perform a citizen’s arrest,” he said. 
 
    At that point, he made a critical error. The very mistake that I’d hoped he might make. He pulled out his pistol with his fleshly hand. 
 
    “Hey! No guns!” I shouted. “I’m not armed. You can’t pull a gun on me now!” 
 
    Huan laughed. “Of course I can, ridiculous smuggler. You—” 
 
    A club-like object came whistling in from behind. It was the butt of the guard’s rifle. He cracked it into Huan’s skull. The bounty hunter collapsed immediately. 
 
    “When I said you should settle it among yourselves,” the guard said, stooping over Huan. “I didn’t mean you could murder another citizen. I’m beginning to think you’re not the injured party here, robot.” 
 
    Smiling, I leaned over Huan as well.  
 
    “He’s trying to say something,” I observed. 
 
    “Nah… he’s just drooling.” 
 
    “No, no… look, he’s going for his gun again! He’s going to shoot us both!” 
 
    Huan was, in fact, unconscious. As before, his mechanical parts were still writhing and scrabbling oddly. I had to wonder if they did that while he dreamed at night. 
 
    Whatever the case, the guard was repulsed and alarmed. He repeatedly crashed the butt of his gun down on Huan until the pathetic bounty hunter only shivered. Then he sprinkled several coins over him. 
 
    “Such a disgusting hybrid,” the guard said. “I don’t want his money.” 
 
    I nodded enthusiastically. “It’s probably fake—or even radioactive.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “It’s at least a possibility.” 
 
    The guard’s lip curled in revulsion. He continued to prod Huan warily. 
 
    Glancing back over my shoulder, I signaled my crewmen. They’d been watching from a distance. They came out of hiding to join me. 
 
    “Five tickets up to the spaceport, please,” I said to the guard.  
 
    He took our money and allowed us to travel up the umbilical to the docking area. From there, we quickly made our way to Royal Fortune and cast off. 
 
    “The repairs aren’t entirely finished yet, sir,” Sosa informed me.  
 
    “Is there anything that we can’t do ourselves over the next week or two?” 
 
    “Well… no, but we already paid—” 
 
    “We’re in a hurry. Disconnect from the docking tubes—that’s an order.” 
 
    Sosa grumbled, but she did as I commanded. A few minutes later, we were gliding away from New Heaven. 
 
    “How was your shore leave?” Sosa asked Rose. 
 
    “It wasn’t heavenly, I’ll tell you that much.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several days and several ports of call came and went after that. With each jump, we left civilization farther behind. The Conclave was the most advanced region in the galaxy that humanity knew of. It always felt both daunting and exhilarating to leave it behind and head out into the wilder regions. 
 
    Soon, the ship passed through the outskirts of the star cluster and entered the frontier zone known as the Fringe. In this zone, events were far less predictable. 
 
    “I still don’t know why you left that bounty-hunter freak alive,” Jort complained. He’d been grumbling about my decision for days. 
 
    “Jort, we can’t go around committing murder and mayhem on every neutral world we encounter. There are already many planets that won’t accept us. If we use the lowest level of force that’s effective, we’ll end up with more friendly ports in the long run.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but that Huan… he’s not the kind that gives up.” 
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted.  
 
    “Also, he knows you plan to head this way. He will follow. He will pester us—” 
 
    “Jort, the matter is finished. Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    “All right… Have you decided which female will receive your loyal attention? Maybe this new blue-skinned one is to your liking?” 
 
    I sighed. Jort was very single-minded and persistent—he was as bad as Huan in his way. He was convinced that if I chose a permanent mate among the women aboard, the others would look upon him more favorably. This may or may not be true, but he’d never grown tired of the subject. 
 
    “No Jort, I’m not chasing Morwyn. I’m not chasing any of them at this moment.” 
 
    “Very disappointing.” 
 
    Another week passed. Ship life went on as usual until we drew close to the Sword Worlds. This whorl of star systems in close proximity contained nine planets in total. Each of the worlds had been named after a type of sword. The one I knew best was known as “Gladius”. 
 
    “Traffic control is signaling,” Sosa told me. “We’ve been cleared to approach.” 
 
    Using gentle acceleration, I nudge our ship toward the planet. We watched every sensor closely, in case it was a trap. 
 
    Unfortunately, the various barons and knight-captains that ran the Sword Worlds could not be trusted. They operated as mercenaries when they could—but they also transformed into pirates when business was slow. 
 
    Gladius was a large planet, but its surface area was mostly land. There was one brackish sea, with a few green forests and plains surrounding it. The rest of the planet was a stark desert. Despite its barren brown mountains and gray-green sea, it wasn’t too bad of a place. 
 
    “Hailing Lord Trask,” I said, calling over an open channel. “This is Captain William Gorman. I’ve come back with a new offer, old friend.” 
 
    There was no answer. After several long minutes, I began to frown. Was Trask playing games again like last time? Or was he actually dead, replaced by one of his jealous knight-captains? I had no way of knowing, but I didn’t increase my speed. In fact, I braked a little. 
 
    Sosa spotted the first traffic we’d seen since we arrived. “Six small contacts sir—fighters. They’re inbound and moving fast.” 
 
    “All engines stop.” 
 
    We watched quietly as the fighters approached. They were small, deadly ships. Each was armed with a single torpedo. Agile and hard to hit, they could make quick work of a merchant vessel.  
 
    Generally, however, that wasn’t their goal. What they wanted to do was threaten destruction, then board and steal whatever they could find. 
 
    “Captain!” Jort shouted. “We have to run!” 
 
    “Not yet, Jort,” I said, staying calm. I opened the hailing channel and spoke confidently, broadcasting in the clear. “Gladius defense, we represent no threat to your planet. Please break off your attack. I’m here on business to meet Baron Trask.” 
 
    Sosa spoke after a moment. “Another ship—a big one—is coming up over the horizon.” 
 
    We all watched as a much larger vessel began rising up from the far side of Gladius. Had it been parked in orbit on the other side of the world? That was the impression that struck me. 
 
    The ship was an impressive light cruiser. Her big guns could pummel a planet. She had dark open chutes on either side—fighter bays.  
 
    “That’s the mother-ship!” Jort exclaimed, pointing at the image. “She sicced her fighters on us without reason!” 
 
    “There’s always a reason, Jort,” I told him. 
 
    The screen finally shimmered, and an ugly face appeared. It wasn’t Trask, it was another pirate leader. I knew him as Count Harkaman.  
 
    Harkaman wore a shaggy pelt of hair on his head that finished in a ragged beard that hung from his chin. A short black jacket, heavily decorated with gold braids, rode his hulking shoulders. 
 
    “William Gorman…?” he said. “I’m surprised you would have the gall to come back here.” 
 
    “Uh… what seems to be the trouble, Count Harkaman? I’m sure I can make it up to you and your master.” 
 
    “No. No you can’t—because my master is dead. Trask killed him and fled to Flamberge. It took our entire combined might to chase him from this planet.” 
 
    “I see… how did this unfortunate falling-out get started?” 
 
    “We’re involved in a civil war, not a falling-out. And it all started when you gave Trask thousands of Sardez rifles!” During this speech, Harkaman’s voice rose in volume with every word. He was furious, and he seemed to be directing that fury toward me. 
 
    “Listen, Harkaman!” I implored. “We’re just traders like you. I sell weapons—I could sell you weapons as well.” 
 
    “No. You’ve done enough harm here. My fighters will destroy you. Bleat and whine as much as you like. That will make my revenge all the sweeter!” 
 
    The shaggy face vanished from my screen, and the six sleek fighters glowed into life. Each of them was trailed by a long cone of blue fire. They had ignited their afterburners. 
 
    “They’re coming right at us!” Jort shouted. “Captain, we must flee!” 
 
    For once, I agreed with Jort. I spun my ship around and accelerated harshly. 
 
    Everyone was thrown back in their seats. Our harnesses cut into our skin painfully. For perhaps twenty seconds, we experienced fantastic acceleration and began to pull away gently from our pursuers. 
 
    But suddenly, the engines cut out.  
 
    “Have we been hit?” Jort demanded. He jumped up and rushed down to the aft gun turret without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve been hit, sir,” Sosa said, “but that repair job… we have warning lights all over the containment field.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. The repairs had been rushed and done on a remote planet. “Fire the engines up again. I’ll apply thrust more evenly.” 
 
    Sosa looked worried, but she did as I ordered. The engine flared back into life, and I eased the power up. This time, I applied thrust much more gently and evenly. 
 
    “Torpedoes fired…” Rose said in a surprisingly calm voice, “three… four… six of them are in our wake. They’re homing in on us.” 
 
    It took all my willpower not to put the hammer down again to race away. But I didn’t do it. If my engines cut out again, we would most likely be destroyed. 
 
    “Jort, try to take out the lead torpedo,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’m trying!” 
 
    I glanced at the aft sensors. It was true, Jort was taking careful shots at the approaching torpedoes. But with this kind of speed and distance a direct hit on something so small was unlikely. 
 
    Confident Jort was doing his job, I did mine with equal focus. I watched every gauge and reading closely. If the engines looked like they were becoming unstable, I eased off a little. Otherwise, I gave them as much power as I dared. 
 
    I altered course and accelerated steadily, but we didn’t lose the torpedoes. They were smart-weapons, designed to track and predict our flight path. They constantly shifted to a new course, cutting the angle on any twists and turns I attempted. I soon stopped messing around and jetted away on a perfectly linear course. Dodging around would only result in the weapons reaching us all the sooner. 
 
    Jort sent a blast of sound into my ear, causing me to jump. “I got one! I got one, Captain!” He laughed with glee. “Only five more to go!” 
 
    I checked my instruments then glanced at Sosa, but she just shrugged. “I see six torpedoes still on our tail, sir.” 
 
    “So do I. Jort, you’re mistaken. You haven’t knocked out any of the torpedoes. We’re watching them all closely.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Jort complained. “I’m not talking about those tiny things. Too hard to hit, and they fly with random twists.” 
 
    “Well then, what did you…?” I trailed off, checking the fighters. Sure enough, there were only five of them left. One of them had been transformed into a cloud of debris. 
 
    I heaved a sigh. If my chances of returning to Gladius to do business in the future had seemed bleak before, they were now completely grim. Jort had managed to make them hate us even more than they already did. 
 
    Over the next thirty hours, we finally left the torpedoes behind. Essentially, they ran out of fuel. I’d never dared to accelerate more powerfully than was needed to stay out of reach due to our damaged engine. 
 
    Content in the conviction that we’d escaped Harkaman’s men, I changed course several times and glided silently. We were far from any star, and with a cold exterior and no radiation releases, we became just like any of a billion other junk piles of drifting debris. The galaxy was full of them. 
 
    Groaning, I climbed out of my seat and staggered for my bunk. I didn’t even bother to shower, I just threw myself onto it. 
 
    Some hours later, I heard a scratching at my cabin door. That was odd. Pretty much everyone aboard knew enough to knock—but this was definitely a scratch. It was as if I smuggled a dog aboard. 
 
    Rolling over on my side, I dared to hope that the scratching would cease—but it didn’t. 
 
    “Did someone smuggle a pet aboard my ship? Come in, pet.” 
 
    The door swung open. Morwyn’s lithe shape was silhouetted in the oval doorway. 
 
    “Captain? Are you sleeping?” 
 
    “Not anymore I’m not. What is it, Morwyn?” 
 
    “You did an excellent job avoiding destruction today. We’re all in your debt.” 
 
    “It’s just a flick of the wrist. The trick is to know how much pressure your firing chambers can take and not pushing for more.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    The conversation lagged, but she still stood there, lingering. 
 
    Suddenly, I began to suspect she wanted more than to praise me. Maybe this was her form of awkward advance. She was like her father in that she didn’t always know how to interact with other humans socially. Maybe she was waiting for me to ask her about her visit—I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I rolled out of my bunk and stretched. I slapped the walls until they lit up and groped for my auto-filling coffee mug.  
 
    Morwyn watched all this quietly. She was dressed as usual, and I let my eyes travel over her form appreciatively. 
 
    “So, what brings you to my cabin tonight?” I asked her. “Just to thank me for saving your bacon, or…?” 
 
    Smiling at her, I hoped for the best, but she didn’t respond as I expected. 
 
    “I’m here to dissolve our relationship.” 
 
    “Our what?” 
 
    “Our arrangement—our deal. You seem unable to gain the attention of these mercenaries in a positive way. Therefore, my father and I must request that you allow us to disembark at the nearest convenient port. We’ll find our way from there.” 
 
    “Huh… really? Oh, I get it. You think that one rejection from one planet indicates abject failure?” I laughed, and she frowned at me. “Listen, Morwyn, there’s no problem! Didn’t you hear what Harkaman said? My contact, Trask, left this planet for another. We’ll simply go there to find him.” 
 
    “He’s a traitor. That’s what Harkaman said, isn’t it? Do we really want to deal with a traitor?” 
 
    “They’re all traitors out here. They kill each other to advance their positions, if they dare.” 
 
    “How awful…” 
 
    “Yes, well… don’t worry about it. We’ll change course again in the morning.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    I had to wrack my brain for a few moments. Morwyn stared all the while. “Flamberge! I said loudly when I remembered. “That where Harkaman said Trask had gone off to.” 
 
    “What’s a flamberge?” 
 
    “A type of sword, I believe… they name all their planets after swords.” 
 
    She nodded, and she turned to go.  
 
    I touched her elbow as she walked away. “Maybe you could stay awhile?” 
 
    “No… I have to talk to my father. I have to ask him if this change of plan is acceptable. He’s not entirely taken with your pirate friends, now that he’s met one.” 
 
    She left, so I closed the door and took a shower. I had to admit, I wasn’t entirely taken by Trask, Harkaman and the rest of their kind, either.  
 
    Even so, I was determined to fly to Flamberge in the morning and try again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Dernel and Morwyn decided to stick with us. I wasn’t surprised. After all, they’d never even met another runner who could boast of providing an army to go with his cache of weapons. 
 
    We changed course and flew to Flamberge. The journey took a few days, and everyone aboard was tense after having been chased away from Gladius by fighters and torpedoes. 
 
    Approaching Flamberge at a sedate pace, some might have described our behavior as stealthy. There was some truth to that. I’d shut down our engines before reaching the orbit of the star’s most distant planet.  
 
    “Let’s let the ship’s skin cool down first,” I told Sosa. 
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “We’re sneaking in? Again? I thought these people were your friends.” 
 
    “I thought they would be friendly at the last planet—but that didn’t work out too well, did it?” 
 
    Sosa engaged our various camo options. First, she allowed the ship’s reactor to release some vapor from the cooling jacket. A fine mist hissed out over the hull, freezing into a frosty slick. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Hiding,” I said, “the outer zone of any star system is full of chunks of ice and debris. With the engines shut down and an icy coating over our hull, local traffic control software will assume we’re a harmless rock from deep space.” 
 
    “You’re trying to fool them? They’re pirates too, you know. Don’t you think they’ll recognize this trick and assume we’re hostile?” 
 
    I shrugged. “At the very least, it should give us time to assess the situation here.” 
 
    “You mean we’ll be able to figure out whether Trask is a hunted criminal or a hero, right?” 
 
    “Hopefully, yes.” 
 
    Time slid on. One of the annoying things about gliding into a star system at the speed of a natural comet was the damnably long time such objects required to get to the inner planets. If you were going to imitate an asteroid, it wasn’t a good idea to use excessive speed, so we glided along in silence for many long days. 
 
    “At this rate it will take a month to get to Flamberge,” Dernel complained on the third day. “It took less time to cross a lightyear from the neighboring system.” 
 
    “A lot less,” I admitted. “Sosa, what have your sensors gleaned so far? Are they aware of us?” 
 
    “We’ve been touched by normal long range scanning. Lidar, gravimetrics… I would assume they’ve picked us up and analyzed our signature by now. The question is whether or not they’ll see us as a threat.” 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait. Two days later, an unknown ship appeared and came close. It was obvious she was looking for something—probably us. Rose had spotted it on her watch, and I praised her for her attentiveness. 
 
    The patrolling vessel was a sleek, deadly thing. Unlike the patrol ships we usually met up with in the Conclave, the ship had a longer hull and narrower beam. She looked like a shark seeking prey. 
 
    “Will it find us, Captain?” Rose asked me. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re all going to shut up and remain calm. No one move, even a small vibration transmitted through the outer hull might—” 
 
    A tremendous clang resounded as the bulkheads began to slam closed. A klaxon rang out, warning everyone that the ship was on an emergency footing. 
 
    Since Jort was the only man not on the bridge, I knew immediately who was to blame.  
 
    “All hands, silence is imperative!” I said into the PA, not having time to contact Jort or find him using the ship’s computer. 
 
    The ship quieted. Sosa had silenced the alarms. We all stood, breathing hard, looking at the curved walls of Royal Fortune’s inner hull as if we could somehow see the doom that lurked outside them. 
 
    Naturally, I considered firing up our engines and accelerating violently in a random direction. The trouble with that idea was we were already very close to the larger ship. Also, the last time we’d done anything similar the engines had rebelled under the strain. Had our repairs been done right this time? Or would we explode in a sheet of fire? 
 
    I decided to play dead. For several minutes, nothing happened. Then, Sosa signaled me with a pin-wheeling arm. She indicated her control panels. 
 
    Lights blinked on my console. The enemy vessel was hailing us. I touched a panel to listen without responding. 
 
    “Gorman? Is that you? Captain William Gorman?” 
 
    I slapped the panel, snorting aloud. The voice was familiar to me. It was Baron Trask. 
 
    The man’s big, unpleasant face filled the air above the holo-plate. The pirate’s floating head was mean-looking. He had the features of a wolf and a beard that was shot with gray. 
 
     “Lord Trask?” I responded a few moments later, scrambling to fix my headset into place. “Please forgive me, we didn’t think—” 
 
    Trask’s evil laugh filled the bridge. “Shivering and pissing yourself, is that it? A cowardly merchant to the last. We received word from Harkaman you were coming here. He said some very bad things about you.” 
 
    “Well sir, we—” 
 
    “That’s high praise to my mind,” Trask continued, ignoring me. “I hate that man, don’t you know? If you irked him, you must be the real Gorman.” 
 
    “I did it while I was thinking of you, Trask.” 
 
    He chuckled. “How do you like my new ship? Come aboard when I dock with your little schooner, and I’ll show you around.” 
 
    “He’s pulling up alongside, sir,” Sosa hissed to me urgently.  
 
    “Lord Trask, if you don’t mind—” 
 
    Trask’s voice shifted instantly. He was suddenly filled with menace instead of humor. “I don’t like refusals, Gorman. My hospitality is my honor. You’re not besmirching my honor now, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not, sir. I’d be glad to come aboard your sleek new ship and discuss our past glories. Mind if I bring—?” 
 
    “Come alone.” 
 
    The channel snapped closed. I shrugged and looked around at the worried eyes of my crewmen and passengers. I laughed.  
 
    “Same old Trask. He’s always moody. We get along very well in person.” 
 
    Jort came onto the bridge at last. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “If it isn’t the loudest ship’s mate in the cosmos.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry. I only meant to close the bulkheads in case—” 
 
    “Never mind, Jort. We’re not a smear of drifting debris—not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “Captain,” Morwyn asked me, “who were you about to ask permission to accompany you onto Trask’s ship?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Why, your name was the one I had in mind,” I lied smoothly. I’d been thinking of bringing Jort as my bodyguard. “You’re the one who has the proposition for Trask, after all.” 
 
    Morwyn smiled back, but her expression faltered. “I don’t like this Trask. I don’t think I like any of the Sword World people. They seem mean, even barbaric.” 
 
    I pointed my finger at her and nodded. “That’s a pretty accurate description.” 
 
    After fending off objections from the others, I suited-up, slicked back my wild hair with a few handfuls of water, and marched to the docking tubes.  
 
    There was no more negotiating to be done concerning the time and place of this meeting. We couldn’t outrun Trask’s missiles at this range. It was time to board his ship and hope for the best. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    When I floated aboard Baron Trask’s ship, I was surprised to find that the vessel didn’t employ any kind of artificial gravity. Most large ships had the ability to do so, and it wasn’t a bad idea as it gave workers better leverage. 
 
    My second concern came when no one was there to greet me as I climbed out of the docking tube. I almost turned around and left—but not quite. Instead, I decided to investigate further. Maybe most of Trask’s crew had died or deserted him when he’d left Gladius. That was a disappointment. If he didn’t have an army or a viable fleet… 
 
    “William? Is that you? You really did come alone, didn’t you?” 
 
    I pasted on a smile and turned around. Trask hulked in a doorway that had opened up behind me.  
 
    “That’s right. I’m honest and reliable. I trust my friends—like you.” 
 
    “Huh…”  
 
    Trask drifted into the room, totally at home in a weightless environment. His heavy shoulders didn’t even brush the doorway as he entered.  
 
    Reaching out, he flipped bright lights into life. The docking tube hatch under my feet closed with a snick at the same time. I glanced down at it in concern, but I tried my best to hide the reaction. 
 
    “If this is some kind of elaborate trap, Trask, it’s totally unnecessary. Your ship could have blasted mine out of space a minute ago. Now, I’m here on your deck and quite harmless.” 
 
    “Maybe you are, and maybe you aren’t.” 
 
    I squinted at him, trying to figure out his angle on things. Then, I thought I had it.  
 
    “You think they sent me out here from Gladius to assassinate you? Or something?” 
 
    “Or something, yes.” 
 
    Trask kept drifting closer. He’d been approaching slowly all the while. I had to force myself to relax. Sure, I could have bashed him one, but it would have been hopeless. We were on his ship, and I’d foolishly left Jort behind. 
 
    When he was only about a meter away from me, he lifted up his right hand. He had an instrument in his grip—the device looked like a small rebreather. “Here, take this.” 
 
    “What…? I’ve got my own spacesuit, Trask, I—” 
 
    “Take it!” he boomed. 
 
    Shrugging, I reached out and took it. He snatched his hand back, as if he thought I was going to bite him. I almost laughed. He seemed comically paranoid. 
 
    “What are you so worried about—?” I started, but then he surprised me. 
 
    His right hand had given me a piece of useless equipment, but in the next split second I remembered that Trask was left-handed.  
 
    That second hand flashed forward, thrusting something thin, bright and wicked at me. I tried to dance backward—but I couldn’t. I was floating, you see. My feet were several centimeters from the deck. Just try springing away from someone when you’re in zero gravity—I’ll give you a hint: it’s impossible. 
 
    The bright weapon punctured my suit and stabbed me low in the guts, just to the right side of my belly. I couldn’t believe it. He’d faked me out. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to spring away, but I was able to punch him and knock him away from me. He grunted and drifted away.  
 
    “You backstabbing—no, you gut-stabbing maniac!” I complained. “How do you expect a runner to come out here and do business with you if you attack everyone you meet? You’re a mad dog, Trask. Just like they say back at Gladius.” 
 
    During my tirade, he paid little attention. He was examining some kind of instrument attached to the needle he’d jabbed me with.  
 
    “What is that thing, anyway?” I asked, rubbing at my side. I’d kind of expected a drug or poison to enter my bloodstream—but I felt nothing other than a stinging sensation. 
 
    “A mad dog, hey?” Trask said, looking up at me and laughing. “Is that what that freak Harkaman said to you?” 
 
    “Yes he did… what the hell is going on, Trask? Is that some kind of test?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t worry. You passed—that’s why you’re still breathing.” 
 
    More doors opened and a half-dozen armed marauders flooded in. They pointed stub-barreled shredders at me, but Trask waved them back. “He’s clean. No Tulk—nothing.” 
 
    “Tulk?” I asked, my jaw sagging. “You’re looking for them out here?” 
 
    “That’s right. They aren’t satisfied with the fringe of the Fringe any longer, Gorman. Why do you think I was driven away from Gladius?” 
 
    “Uh… you don’t mean…?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said, and for the first time since I’d first met him, he looked haunted and a little lost. “They took my planet. They tried to kill you once you knew who they were. Didn’t you wonder about that? Or have you gotten dumber over the years?” 
 
    “Their attack did seem sudden and strange... You can’t sell mercenary contracts if you attack everyone who comes near to make a deal.” 
 
    “They aren’t in that business anymore. They’re into distributing spiny masses of jelly and stuffing them into people’s guts now. The same as they did back on Baden.” 
 
    Baden. The name of that world brought back a flood of memories. It was there, at that lonely border colony, that I met up with the humanoid aliens the locals called “ducks” and the colonists who were at war with them.  
 
    The ducks—not the best nickname for an alien species that was stronger than a man—had possessed webbed feet and vicious tempers. They’d been infested by the Tulk, who had taken over their normally docile minds and turned them into berserkers. 
 
    “So jabbing me in the guts was a test? You stabbed me in the liver? How can you be sure that I’m not infected?” 
 
    “You’re not. The test shows that. We’ve had time to learn more about the enemy over the last year—while you’ve been off wasting time and pestering disinterested women. The needle takes a small blood sample from your liver. It can tell if any Tulk has recently squatted in the vicinity. It tests for their piss or something—my techs dreamed it up.” 
 
    “I see…” and I did see. He’d been dealing with a true enemy while I sought vacation worlds. But if the Tulk had penetrated all the way to the Sword Worlds and managed to take one of them over… 
 
    “Have you reported this invasion to the Conclave?” 
 
    He snorted in amusement. “The Conclave? I’m a criminal to them, you know. They think the Tulk are imaginary, and that my kind is the real threat.” 
 
    “Hmm… yes, I could see why you’d have credibility issues. After all, you moonlight as a pirate.” 
 
    Trask straightened his spine and glared at me. “I’m a mercenary, that’s all. Sometimes I might take it upon myself to do a bit of raiding, mind you, when honest work is hard to find, but I always—” 
 
    I raised a hand for peace. “Excuse me, Lord Trask. I meant no offense.” 
 
    “Like hell you didn’t. Come on.” 
 
    He led me into a long, dark passageway. The six men with the shredders followed behind us. I got the feeling they didn't trust me, and the feeling was mutual. 
 
    We made our way to an officer’s lounge. The ship was big—it must have had a crew of three hundred or more. Outfitted with troop pods, she’d be called a destroyer anywhere else in the cosmos. 
 
    As she was a pirate ship, her designation wasn’t painted on her side or made readily available when you pinged her hull from a distance.  
 
    “This is a sleek vessel, Trask. What’s her name?” 
 
    Trask looked at me, and he smiled for the first time since we’d met up again. “Kharkov,” he said. “They tell me it’s an old Earth name.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is. How did you… uh… come to possess her?” 
 
    Trask’s frown returned. “Again with the insults?” 
 
    “Not at all. But the last time we worked together, you had three smaller ships that were nowhere near as new and well-appointed.” 
 
    “Well-appointed…” he laughed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Some level of explanation is in order. I was given this ship by our emergency governor, on account of my escape from Gladius to warn him.” 
 
    “A governor? I didn’t think the Sword Worlds went in for that kind of serious government. Don’t you find it restrictive?” 
 
    “In a word, yes. But the change was necessary. The Tulk infiltrated Gladius first, you see. I think they might even have been doing it when you last arrived and hired me. Devious bastards… Anyway, the attitude of various captains began shifting. They became more cooperative with each other and less with the rest of us.” 
 
    I leaned forward, putting my elbows on his table and tasting the beer I was served. It wasn’t bad. 
 
    “Just like back on Baden? They went for the leadership first?” 
 
    “Of course. First, they stopped raiding and hiring themselves out. They waited until the rest of us left on normal missions and stole things while we were gone.” 
 
    “Stole things? Like what?” 
 
    Trask shrugged. “Our ships, our thralls—even our family members. I led a rebellion against them, knowing what they were. We must have killed thousands… but it wasn’t enough. I had to withdraw and run to Flamberge.” 
 
    “They believed your story here?” 
 
    Trask laughed. “No, of course not. Not at first. I had to show them vids and all, but that wasn’t enough. We Sword Brothers don’t trust each other much more than we trust outsiders—probably less. But… certain events had already begun to transpire here. The local nobles had begun to suspect something was wrong.” 
 
    I nodded. The Tulk were devious and resolute. They’d come here because they’d been pushed out by Trask and his team before. It made perfect sense. 
 
    “How did the whole governor part arise?” 
 
    “We only cooperate when forced to. This is one of those occasions. An Earl with a fine fleet of his own assumed the office. As governor, he ordered all our ships to be pooled into an armada and distributed. As several captains fell in battle, I was given one of the best vessels as my flagship.” 
 
    “Do you still have your other three?” 
 
    “No. Only this and one other—the ship I escaped with.” 
 
    “That’s a pity…” 
 
    Trask eyed me. “Why did you come here, anyway?” 
 
    “To hire you again, of course.” 
 
    I explained at length about Morwyn and Dernel and their plight. 
 
    “Another invasion? This kind of thing has to stop.” 
 
    I shrugged. “That will take a war. A vast war of the kind none of us have ever seen.” 
 
    He eyed me. “Are you talking about going all the way to the Chain? That’s madness.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. How else can we win? These aliens have already consumed perhaps a hundred human colonies in the Chain. If we don’t push back, they’ll keep coming here until they wipe us out.” 
 
    “So peaceful coexistence is out of the question, huh?” 
 
    I leaned back and downed my beer. “I think so. At least, not without a lot of bloodshed first. We’re talking about an alien species, not another pirate band of humans next door.” 
 
    “You might be right. Damn… I’d hoped it wouldn’t go so far as that. What do you want to say to the governor when you meet him?” 
 
    I blinked twice. “Meet him?” 
 
    “That’s right.  This ship has been underway back toward the inner planets since you came aboard.” 
 
    “Ah… so I’m being kidnapped? Is that it?” 
 
    “If you like. Your crew is trailing us, by the way, in that speedster you coated with ice. A nice move, that. It almost fooled me. If I hadn’t been expecting you—” 
 
    “What are we going to do on Flamberge?” 
 
    “I’m talking about what you are going to do. You’ll meet the governor, you’ll impress him, and you’ll help me get him to attack these aliens. I told him all about you. He wants to talk, to hold a council meeting. Are you in or not?” 
 
    His voice was full of menace. Trask was used to being obeyed. He was often violent when anyone around him showed too much independent thinking. 
 
    I forced a smile. “I’d be glad to meet this governor of yours, Trask.” 
 
    He clapped me on the back and downed another beer. “I knew it! You’re a wild one, Gorman. A vicious fighter who loves battle almost as much as I do. You should have been born a Sword Brother rather than the clone of a two-bit smuggler. Let’s go up to the bridge.” 
 
    He stood up and walked out. Faced with few options, I followed him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Trask’s goon-squad followed right behind me. I ignored them. Henchmen were like guard dogs—it was important not to show fear. 
 
    The baron led me up to the ship’s bridge, where an impressive array of unsavory officers slouched in chairs and drifted about the place. 
 
    Suddenly, the gravity snapped back on. Most of the goons stumbled, and a few fell flat on their faces. Trask laughed. “We only had it turned off to make you easy to capture, Gorman—in case you were infected, that is.” 
 
    The crew didn’t look like they’d enjoyed his joke—but no one complained. They didn’t dare. 
 
    Trask waved me to the central console. A holographic display shimmered above it. The planet known as Flamberge was depicted in miniature. The image was only about the size of a man’s head, but it showed fantastic detail. 
 
    Unlike Gladius, it was a cheery planet full of green forests, sparkling seas and rugged mountains. All those mountain ranges… the world must be frequently torn by tectonic shifts or impacts by objects from space. 
 
    Trask made a spreading motion with his fingers, and we zoomed in. The planet suddenly filled an area several meters across. 
 
    “You see this mountain range here? That’s called the World’s Spine. Most of the planet’s population lives up there, several thousand meters above the sea. At sea level the planet is lovely but too hot to get much work done.” 
 
    I nodded. The world was larger than standard, and it had a higher pressure atmosphere than most. I knew that much from what I’d read on Royal Fortune’s atlas database. Walking those beaches required some ear-popping adjustments to cope with the pressure.  
 
    “We’ll land here at the governor’s mansion,” Trask said, poking at the region known as the World’s Spine. “He’s a friendly man—unless you cross him. In that case, you’ll be dead before you notice his smile has faded.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to operate with the utmost integrity.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s get our stories straight, shall we?” 
 
    I blinked at him. “How so?” 
 
    “Well… we both know that I demanded an opportunity to attack the Tulk personally at Barnard’s Star, right?” 
 
    Anyone else’s instinct would have been to either laugh or launch into an angry tirade. The truth of the matter was Trask had shown considerable reluctance to face the enemy in person. 
 
    But I understood the game. Baron Trask had boasted, telling a pack of lies to the governor. I was quick to realize it wasn’t the truth that mattered, but our political standing. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I remember the moment well.” 
 
    Trask smiled. “Very good…it’s important that our memories dovetail perfectly.” 
 
    He reached out to his glowing sphere again and tapped the imaginary surface. The computer interpreted the gesture correctly, and a communications channel was opened.  
 
    Governor Varrick eyed us sternly. He was a relatively thin man with a long tapering beard. Unlike the bulky men from Gladius, he seemed to be wiry and cunning rather than brutish and hulking. 
 
    “Lord Trask?” Varrick demanded. “Why are you bothering me now, man? Do you have some fresh tale of a planet overrun by rabid badgers?” 
 
    “Not at all, Governor Varrick. I’m here to introduce Captain William Gorman.” 
 
    The governor swung his gaze in my direction. “That’s Gorman, huh? He’s even less impressive in person.” 
 
    “But he’s the best runner in the region, sir. I’d stake my reputation on it!” 
 
    “You already have... and you have precious little in the way of reputation here, Trask.” After eyeing me intensely for several moments, Varrick waved for me to speak. 
 
    “Governor, I can be of use to you. I’m dedicated to stopping the aliens that are invading human worlds from the Faustian Chain.” 
 
    “Which aliens? I’ve heard there’s more than one species involved...” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true. There are the Tulk—and the others. The others come in a variety of strange forms.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t believe you if I hadn’t seen the evidence myself. A dozen knight-captains had to be put down. Such a waste.” 
 
    “Knight-Captains?” I asked. “Is that all you found?” 
 
    Varrick shrugged. “That’s right. A few of their crewmen succumbed as well. Now that we’re clear of the infection, Baron Trask wants us to focus on his home planet.” 
 
    I glanced at Trask. He nodded in return, but he said nothing. He was letting me carry the day. 
 
    “Let me ask one other question, Governor. Did anyone else turn out to be in the employ of the Tulk?” 
 
    “I already told you that!” Varrick boomed. “Didn’t you listen? We lost knight-captains and a few others… that’s all.” 
 
    I nodded and kept on smiling. “I just wanted to be sure, sir. Thanks for the confirmation.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t like to repeat myself. Further, I won’t deal with a man who doesn’t dare meet me in person. Therefore, I require you to come to my nest and land here. At that point, we’ll forge our bargain.” 
 
    “Agreed, Governor!” Trask said, even as I opened my mouth to object. “We’re already underway.” 
 
    I slid my eyes to him, then back to the governor. I forced a smile. “It will be an honor, sir.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you both in thirty hours’ time.” So saying, he leaned forward and switched off the feed. 
 
    Trask breathed a sigh of relief. “The man is difficult to like—but he has total authority here.” 
 
    “Can we talk in private, Lord Trask?” 
 
    He eyed me for a moment, then nodded. We retired to a cabin, and Trask tossed the door shut in the faces of his bodyguards. 
 
    “What do you want, Gorman?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s a little odd that he wants to meet us in person? That he insists upon it?” 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re a fool to question him, Gorman. He’s essentially a warlord, ruling an entire planet of warriors.” 
 
    “I get that, but he said only a few knight-captains were infected. What about the higher lords? The barons, the counts—” 
 
    “I’ve been here for months. I believe the infection has been stopped. Is that good enough for you?” 
 
    I made a show of considering it. At last, I nodded. “I’m sure you would have detected any odd behavior on the governor’s part by this time.” 
 
    Trask smiled approvingly. “All right then, it’s time for you to leave me in peace. My men will assign you a cabin until we make planetfall over Flamberge.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to stay aboard my own ship. It is still trailing us, isn’t it?” 
 
    His smile soured. “Yes, but you’ll remain here as my guest until we reach the planet. I insist.” 
 
    Shrugging, I stood up. Trask watched me, but he sat still. I moved to pass him by—and fell on him. 
 
    At first, my movement appeared to be an accident. However, a sharp object, a stylus that I’d stolen from the bridge, led my fall. I jabbed it into his guts—on the correct side, of course. 
 
    Baron Trask hissed in pain and rage. Then, he appeared to have a seizure. His eyes rolled up into his head, his mouth opened into a perfect O, and he wheezed foul breath. 
 
    I drove the stylus deeper, stabbing in random spots, spinning it around—the Baron continued to shake and even his bladder let go. He pissed his pants and slumped over the table we’d both shared.  
 
    A moment later, the cabin door crashed open. Several angry crewmen aimed shredders at me. I moved so that my body was directly in front of Trask. If they shot me—they’d very likely hit their captain as well. 
 
    Baring their teeth, they rushed forward to grapple with me. I braced myself, expecting death or at least a rough beat-down. After all, I couldn’t hope to kill them all with a stylus. 
 
    “No…” rasped a voice from behind me. “Leave him be… stand down.” 
 
    Confused, the guards stopped their headlong charge. 
 
    “Are you deaf?” Trask demanded in a strengthening voice. “We had a disagreement, a simple matter of lost honor. Don’t embarrass me further by interrupting.” 
 
    Confused, the two guards shrugged and backed out. They waved their guns at me meaningfully as they left. If Trask turned up dead, I was sure, they would resolve our “disagreement” in a manner I wouldn’t enjoy. 
 
    Straightening my spacer’s suit, I sat opposite Trask again. He winced in pain and lifted bloody fingers from his abdomen. 
 
    “Did you have to swirl it around so much?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I wanted to be sure.” 
 
    Trask laughed, coughed, and laughed some more. He applied a smart-bandage to the wound, something that everyone in his service carried at all times.  
 
    “How did you know I was a Tulk?” he asked while he worked on his bloody side. 
 
    “Back when we first met—you jabbed me on the wrong side. That wasn’t an accident. If I was a Tulk, you didn’t want to kill your brother.” 
 
    Trask nodded and continued to fuss over his bleeding gut. “This will take some nano-surgery to fix,” he complained. After a few minutes, he leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Thanks for killing my Tulk.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m sure you would have done the same earlier if you hadn’t been infected yourself.” 
 
    “I would have—but with even more digging of the tip and a bigger smile on my face.” 
 
    We both laughed. He seemed to understand that I’d done the right thing. 
 
    “You know…” he said, “being under an alien influence was… bizarre and unpleasant. Now that I’m free of the beast I find that I want to kill them all.” 
 
    “An understandable but unlikely goal.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it… So, what are we going to do now?” he asked. 
 
    “About Governor Varrick, you mean? He’s obviously carrying a Tulk.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I frowned at the table between us. I placed the stylus there, and a trickle of blood ran from the sharp tip and across the surface of the table. “I’ve got a plan—in fact, I’m just coming up with it now.” 
 
    Trask laughed painfully. “If Varrick is infected, there must be others. What do you think you’re going to do? Jab him and all his apes in the belly one by one? If that’s your plan, I’m out. I’ll take this ship to the next system and try my luck there.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have to. Let me tell you why I’m really here.” 
 
    Trask listened, and his bloodshot eyes widened as I spoke.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “You’re insane, Gorman. I always knew it, mind you, but today you’ve confirmed all my worst fears.” 
 
    “Hold on, Lord Trask. I was right about your state of mind today, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. You knew I had a Tulk in my guts, and you knew how to kill it. But this…” 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “I get it. The topic is alarming. Most people prefer to hide from a real problem rather than solve it.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Trask grunted. “You’re calling me a coward, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m calling you normal.” 
 
    Trask glared at me for a moment. “You’re telling me you want to meet with the enemy and make a proposal? Do you really think you can tame an army of monsters?” 
 
    “I’m telling you I spoke to the hive creature back on that space station we took over at Ceti. In its own twisted way, the Tulk wanted to help us against an even greater alien invasion.” 
 
    “And you believed it?” Trask laughed, but his laugh turned into a coughing fit. He spat up a glob of blood. “Damn it, did you scratch my lungs?” 
 
    “Uh… looks that way.” 
 
    Grumbling, Trask heaved himself up and headed for the medical bay. He slapped away my hands when I tried to help him.  
 
    I followed the bleeding old pirate down to the operating booths. He plugged himself into an autodoc box and hissed unpleasantly while the machines worked on him. 
 
    “I’ll get even with you for this, Gorman.” 
 
    “I have no doubt of it, Baron.” 
 
    He refused any anesthetic, which impressed me. I guess showing weakness—such as admitting you were in pain—in front of a crew of Sword Brothers might result in an early “retirement” for a pirate like Trask. 
 
    “All right,” he gasped after a time. “I can talk now.” 
 
    As the robot removed the final scraps of the dead Tulk, Trask still winced and lurched his head now and then, but looked at me steadily enough. Needles and sutures flashed in the mechanical hands working on his injured gut. It was enough to turn my stomach, but I tried not to show my dismay. I guess I’d really done a number on his belly. 
 
    “Let’s discuss how we’re going to talk one of his kind into being reasonable,” Trask said, when he could speak easily again. 
 
    “It won’t be hard. They truly fear the Skaintz—that’s what they call these multi-formed aliens—more than they do us.” 
 
    “I get that in theory—but then why are the Tulk invading our space?” 
 
    I had to think about that one. He had a point. If they were at war with an enemy from the Faustian Chain, why were they so determined to leave their home star cluster and come to the Conclave?  
 
    An answer struck me, but I didn’t like it much. 
 
    “What if the Tulk are losing?” I asked. “What if they aren’t invading our territory, but instead, they’re being chased out of their home stars—retreating.” 
 
    Trask looked up at me with squinched-up eyes. “You might have something there. That would make them refugees. A very special type of invader.” 
 
    I paced the deck around him, thinking hard. “In nature, many species flee an area when their old habitat is destroyed. It’s not an uncommon situation. ” 
 
    “All right. Let’s call them refugees. Does that make you a bleeding heart? When we killed them, were we doing the work of our real enemy? That’s what you’re trying to get at now, isn’t it Gorman?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess so. We need to hold truce talks. We need to work together.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I told him then of Morwyn’s world. Of an oasis in the middle of a desert of stars. A place between the Conclave and the Faustian Chain.  
 
    Despite sweating and cursing in pain as I spoke, Trask listened closely. “So… the enemy really is at our gates. And you claim this enemy is much worse than the Tulk?” 
 
    “I do. You know what happened at the Sardez system, right?” 
 
    He glanced at me. “I’ve heard the rumors.” 
 
    “They’re more than stories. I’ve seen the creatures out there with my own eyes. I've killed a few.” 
 
    “Do you have any samples of their flesh?” 
 
    I shook my head, and he hooted. “Very convenient! How do you expect us to fight invisible monsters with no DNA left behind to back up your story? You do realize how all of this sounds, don’t you, Gorman?” 
 
    “Listen, something killed everyone at the Sardez system, and the Tulk are here for a reason. Morwyn’s people have been struggling with this ancient enemy for years. I believe in them—and you will soon.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “I’m going to prove it to you.” 
 
    Trask left the autodoc machine and staggered away from it, cursing my name and my family with each painful step. I took him to my ship over the loud complaints of his crewmen.  
 
    They were unruly pirates by nature, but Trask kept a strict leash on them. He was allowed to go with me to my vessel.  
 
    My crew was just as alarmed when we showed up and began rummaging through the ship’s computer files. At last, I found the vids Jort and I had made while struggling with a shrade. 
 
    “A nasty ball of muscle,” Trask said. “It has no hands… and it looks like an intelligent snake. It can’t even hold a gun. Is this all we’re up against?” 
 
    “Sadly, no. This is probably their least deadly form.” 
 
    “Hmm... “ 
 
    By the time we were done reviewing what little evidence I could show him, Trask was willing to listen.  
 
    “There’s a certain intellect in that thing’s movements, and those alien eyes…” he said, “ they give a man a chill.” 
 
    “Yes. They’re intelligent and deadly.” 
 
    “If we show this to Governor Varrick, do you think he’ll deal with us?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    Trask eyed me thoughtfully. “But if he doesn’t... we’ll be dead—or worse, I’ll be his slave again.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea in that department as well.” I told him my idea, and he grinned. It was a grim expression, with no mirth in it. “So, we’ll go in as terrorists, eh? But will we be bluffing?” 
 
    “With luck, we won’t even have to make any threats.” 
 
    Grunting, Trask stood up. I could tell his sutures were painful. “Give me a few hours. I know which of my crewmen are infected with Tulk. I’ll remove them one by one. When I’m done, we’ll set our course and move on to the next step in the plan.” 
 
    “You’re agreeing to do things my way then?” 
 
    Trask glowered. “I’m willing to give it a shot. But make no mistake, I’m still in command here!” 
 
    I spread my hands widely. “Not a problem. You’ve got a much bigger ship than I do.” 
 
    After that, Trask sent me back to my ship via the docking tube. I climbed painfully out of it, still holding my injured side. It had begun stinging again. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Rose asked immediately. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said, facing my very curious crew. 
 
    “You were gone for a long time!” Jort complained. “I wanted to fire on that ship, but Sosa begged me not to.” 
 
    “I never beg for anything,” Sosa objected. 
 
    “Okay, okay, fine,” Jort returned. “You pleaded with me. I will accept this description.” 
 
    I stopped listening to their bickering and left the bridge. I had to fix up my guts. After a few minutes in the medical bay, I was still burning inside, but I was no longer worried about internal bleeding or getting an infection. 
 
    Rose had followed me into the bay, and she fussed over me excessively. If anyone else had been around, I would have stopped her. Since we were alone, I let her do it. 
 
    “That man, Trask—he’s awful, William,” she told me. “Why did we come here? It’s madness.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but he’s the only man I know who’s familiar with these aliens and who can field an army at will.” 
 
    “An army? We’re going to war, then?” 
 
    “Absolutely. That’s why you recruit an army in the first place, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rose put a gentle hand on my shoulder. I looked up at her. 
 
    “William, we’re supposed to be smugglers, remember? Not soldiers. We provide weapons so others can sort out their differences with them.” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s not so clear cut this time. Aliens have taken over an entire world out here—one of the Sword Worlds no less. There are nine planets in this society. What if the Tulk have half of them—or all of them? Do you think they’ll sit here contentedly?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s take another logical step. Why do you think they came here first?” 
 
    Rose shrugged and removed her hand from my shoulder. “I guess… I guess to neutralize some of our best fighters out here on the Fringe.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I pointed a finger at her and stood up. My side hurt a bit, but I ignored it. “The Tulk found out about the Sword World troops when we drove them out of Ceti. After failing at Baden and Ceti, they went for Gladius. That’s their first victory—that we know of.” 
 
    Rose looked worried. “You think they might be busy taking other planets?” 
 
    I shrugged helplessly. “Maybe. How can we know? What I’m certain about is the fact we have to stop them—and not just by force. I think we need to give them a new direction to go. A reason not to continue.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Morwyn’s planet, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Have you talked to her about it?” 
 
    “Talked to me about what?” Morwyn asked from the doorway.  
 
    Rose and I both eyed her for a moment, and then I waved her into the room.  
 
    Rose seemed to find this offensive. “I’ve got to go check on some equipment.” She left quickly. 
 
    Morwyn’s eyes followed her. “She doesn’t like me, does she?” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because she always runs out of the room when I enter.” 
 
    I couldn’t come up with any happy bullshit to cover for that, so I changed the subject. “Hey, Morwyn, there’s something we need to discuss. We’re not going to be able to hire Trask and his troops immediately. We’re going to have to do a little legwork first.” 
 
    “Legwork?”  
 
    Confused, she slid one of her shapely blue-skinned legs out from her loose clothing. I hadn’t even known she could do that. My eyes were drawn over the length of her calf—I couldn’t help but look.  
 
    Maybe that’s what she’d planned all along. It was hard to tell with Morwyn. She seemed innocent one moment then conniving the next. 
 
    “Ah… no, I didn’t mean we were doing something to our legs. I meant we’ll have to do things the difficult, thorough, methodical way.” 
 
    “I don’t know of any other approach.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s go talk to your father about it.” 
 
    I led the way to their private cabin. Dernel was behaving oddly, as was often the case. He had constructed several large frozen objects. I squinted my eyes and puzzled over them. 
 
    “Don’t touch the effigies!” he exclaimed as I drew close and ran my hand over the ice. It was indeed large pieces and blocks… if I wasn’t mistaken, they were somewhat man-shaped. As if they were ice carvings, things created to look like a man’s body.  
 
    “Did you make these? They’re so detailed. I even see the faint traceries of veins and body hair… so odd.” 
 
    “There’s nothing odd about making an ice body-cast of oneself before anointing and blessing the most important man aboard.” 
 
    “A body-cast? Seriously? But it’s not to scale…” 
 
    Dernel pursed his lips. I could tell he’d had about enough of my complaints about his odd ways—but I didn’t care.  
 
    “How did you do it? I mean… how did you make a miniature cast of your body with ice?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was a simple matter. I found a field-generator designed to protect a human spacer from radiation. After wetting down my appendages, I simply exposed one limb at a time to outer space using the airlock. The water coating froze immediately, I reapplied a thicker coat each time until satisfied. A computer scanned the entirety, and once it had finished, it was simple to use the frozen shells as molds and—” 
 
    “All right. I shouldn’t have asked. But I’m puzzling over one thing—I only see your arms and legs here. Where are the… ah… more sensitive bits?” 
 
    Dernel pouted. “The process is painful and somewhat dangerous, I’ll admit. I was only able to endure exposure to my extremities thus far. Frostbite is a serious matter. Perhaps with a further bout of deep meditation and—” 
 
    “Look, Dernel, whatever you’re doing will have to wait. We’ve got a bigger problem to discuss.” 
 
    Dernel almost looked grateful to have an excuse to abandon his project. He listened avidly to my tale about the Tulk being present aboard the Baron’s ship. 
 
    “The aliens are right here? Why don’t we kill them?” 
 
    “Because… I think we’re going to need their help.” 
 
    I explained at length to both Morwyn and Dernel. They appeared thoughtful when I’d finished. Dernel’s icy castings dripped on the deck, but no one seemed to notice. 
 
    “So… the Tulk are possible allies? Against the Skaintz?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what I believe. I’ve talked with them about it in the past. They want nothing more than to destroy the aliens that drove them from the Chain. They’ve come here to escape them, in fact.” 
 
    “What about the humans living on the colonies the Tulk are fleeing?” Morwyn asked. “There must be a hundred planets… surely, they aren’t all lost?” 
 
    I shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. Maybe the Tulk does—or maybe they don’t. They’ve never told me.” 
 
    Everyone was disturbed, but at the idea of diplomacy, the two Vindari were easy to convince. They wanted to talk to the Tulk. After all, if we could form an alliance with them—even temporarily—humanity’s odds would be greatly improved. 
 
    I signaled Trask that our ship would follow his, and that my crew had signed on to the idea of speaking with the local governor. This wasn’t entirely true, of course. Jort and Sosa were in a state of near rebellion—but they could be bent to my will. I was their captain, after all. 
 
    As the doctor bot worked, stapling and gluing the skin under my ribs, I felt the ship lurch and shudder under me. 
 
    We were following Trask’s ship down to Flamberge.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Flamberge was a jewel of a planet. Emerald forests, sapphire seas—it was as lovely as Gladius was stark.  
 
    There were steep mountain ranges and deep, deep oceans between them. The mountain ranges formed islands that shot up into the sky. It wasn’t uncommon to find an ocean trench ten thousand meters deep a few kilometers from a row of mountain peaks ten thousand meters tall.  
 
    Our ship’s navigational encyclopedia explained these geographical features by saying the world was a young one, fresh from the early turbulence of the star system’s formation. Great collisions with massive meteors had combined with a highly active tectonic system unlike any I could recall seeing.  
 
    As a result, the place appeared to be both perfect and horribly flawed. There were frequent trembling earthquakes and tidal waves, both of which might strike at any time with very little warning. 
 
    “It’s like a cracked piece of glass,” Rose said. “It’s lovely but dangerous at the same time.” 
 
    “Like you!” Jort said loudly. 
 
    Everyone glanced over their shoulders at him in confusion. Rose was, after all, easily the least dangerous person aboard Royal Fortune. She’d been raised on a planet that was ignorant of crime and especially violence. Even deceit came with difficulty to people like her. 
 
    Jort grinned at us all like a hopeful dog. At last, I got it: he was trying to compliment Rose, to flatter and possibly flirt with her. Never mind that it was a miserable effort, I felt sorry for him, so I laughed and covered for him.  
 
    “Well played, Jort. Very funny!” 
 
    The rest of my crew chuckled politely, but they seemed confused. At last, they all turned back to their consoles. 
 
    “Take us down to that mountain range on the largest island. They call it the World’s Spine.” 
 
    “Sounds charming,” Sosa told me, but her voice didn’t carry any enthusiasm with it.  
 
    We slid into orbit, waited for permission, then dipped down into the atmosphere. As we did so, Sosa put her hand on top of mine.  
 
    I eased off the guiding jets and looked at her questioningly. “What is it, Sosa?” 
 
    “This is our last chance. Once we enter their atmosphere, we won’t be able to outrun their weaponry, or the ships that still ride high above us in orbit.” 
 
    “What would you suggest, then?” 
 
    “Let’s ditch this place. There are seven more Sword Worlds to choose from. Let’s find one that hasn’t yet met any alien invaders. They’ll give us the troops we want, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We need more troops than we can buy with a few loads of weapons. This is going to be a larger campaign. We need support from an interested party.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she lifted her hand from mine. I pushed the stick forward, and we began a steep descent into the atmosphere. We were committed now. 
 
    “Gorman!”  
 
    A voice squawked on a private channel. It was Baron Trask.  
 
    “What is it, Lord Trask? I’m about to go down to the—” 
 
    “I’m not sending my ship down there. You’ll take me with you aboard your vessel.” 
 
    I hesitated, becoming concerned. Had his officers had the same sort of conversation Sosa had just had with me? Maybe Sosa had a stronger point than I’d imagined. 
 
    “Gorman? Can you hear me?” Trask continued. “Release an emergency docking chute. I’ll come aboard, and I’ll ride down with you.” 
 
    I frowned at the console, but after a long moment’s hesitation, I eased back on the reentry jets. Reaching out a finger and thumb, I flicked a recessed switch. Unlike most of the controls that operated through touchscreens, this rarely used control was physical.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Sosa asked.  
 
    “Take the helm. Keep her steady.” 
 
    I climbed out of my seat and went aft. Jort gaped at first, then scrambled up to join me. He wasn’t going to allow me to face possible danger alone. 
 
    “It’s a bomb, isn’t it?” he asked me as we traveled down various shafts to the rearmost airlock. “He’ll grab our tube and insert a bomb. It will fall down here like a warhead in a pipe—straight into our ship!” 
 
    “Jort, if Trask had wanted to destroy this ship he could have done so at any moment over the last forty hours. He has a half-dozen cannons that—” 
 
    “But that is proof of his genius! Our defenses are down now. We can’t run or complain to others. We’re suspecting nothing!” 
 
    Not bothering to argue further, I uncoupled some emergency gear and let it go out into the atmosphere. The ship didn’t shudder, as we weren’t that deep in the atmosphere—not yet. It was too thin out there still to cause much drag. 
 
    “Thanks Gorman,” Trask said in my ear. “I’ll be right down.” 
 
    Distractingly, Jort spelled the letters B-O-O-M with exaggerated movements of his thick lips. 
 
    I did my best to ignore him. I waited until the indicator lights showed that something had entered the airlock. A few moments later the air cycled and the inner door automatically released when it was finished. All of this took just under a minute. 
 
    Trask stepped aboard my ship. He looked warily at Jort, who was aiming a pistol at him. 
 
    I pushed the muzzle of the pistol downward toward the deck.  
 
    “Welcome aboard, Lord Trask. To what do I owe the honor of your arrival here?” 
 
    “My crew… they didn’t want to land. I’ve been busy rooting out various infiltrators, you see. Several of my key officers had been compromised. I tried to keep it quiet, but… the crew found out.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot high. “It was a mutiny then, Baron?” 
 
    “Nothing so dramatic. When I insisted that they follow my orders to descend, I was informed that I could return to Flamberge on my own.” 
 
    I nodded, trying not to point out this sounded exactly like a mutiny to me. I could see the opportunity clearly in my mind. Every Sword World leader lived at the sufferance of his underlings. If they ever felt he was leading them into a suicidal situation, anyone with ambition among them might take command in his place. 
 
    “In any case,” I said, “we’re honored to have you aboard, Baron.” 
 
    Trask nodded and lifted his nose a trifle higher. We walked together back to the bridge. There, Trask took a seat with the passengers. He studied Morwyn with interest. 
 
    “Take us down into the atmosphere now, Sosa.” 
 
    With a surly expression, she did as I ordered. We felt the ship shudder and lurch as the pressure on the stubby wings grew more intense. The heat-shields were getting a workout as the thickening air currents buffeted the outer hull. 
 
    Soon, twin contacts rose up from the ground to meet us. 
 
    “Two high atmospheric fighters,” Sosa said. “They’re going to escort us down.” 
 
    “How charming,” Dernel remarked excitedly, but no one bothered to correct him. 
 
    Soon, one of the deadly aircraft appeared on each of my ships’ wings, and they didn’t bother to signal us in any way. They just hugged up close and wouldn’t get off my wings. I pretended it was all normal to calm my crewmen. 
 
    Sosa, being our navigator, complained continuously—but I didn’t listen. As the commanding officer, I had better things to do. The primary one of these was to convince Varrick to allow us to land safely. 
 
    “Governor,” I said loudly to a blank screen. “Please confirm our meeting. We’re descending now and—” 
 
    The screen flickered. A holographic head appeared. It was Varrick himself. 
 
    “Why has the other ship broken off and returned to high orbit? What treachery is this, Gorman? Be it known to you and all your crewmen, I won’t allow a suicidal attack to strike home on my ground base. Already, I’ve retreated into a bunker deep inside my mountain fortress. Not even a fusion warhead—” 
 
    This couldn’t be Varrick talking. It was clearly the ravings of the paranoid Tulk. Either way, signals lit up all over my ship’s bridge. 
 
    “Tracking sensors are hitting us with long-range target-locks, sir,” Sosa told me. “Lidar, gravimetrics—the works.” 
 
    On the holotank, we saw the governor shift in his seat. “My missiles are being deployed. You’re too close now to escape. Will you submit to my demands, Gorman? Or will you be destroyed?” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” I laughed. “Governor, the only trouble here was with Baron Trask’s crew. They refused your generous invitation. Trask himself, however, is with me.” 
 
    I tilted the camera pickup to show Trask in the back of my bridge. 
 
    “This is highly irregular,” Varrick complained. “I ordered both your ships to come down.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Well sir, you should know better than anyone that the Sword Brothers have minds of their own.” 
 
    Varrick grumbled for a minute or so longer, but at last he ordered that we be allowed to land and enter his fortress without delay. 
 
    We landed a few minutes later. A paranoid color guard of frowning pilots met us at the bottom of my short landing ramp. Only Trask and I exited the ship, then the ramp whirred its way back up and snicked closed.  
 
    “Sosa is taking no chances, eh?” Trask laughed at me. “Looks like you might have a mutiny of your own to worry about in the near future, Gorman.” 
 
    “She’s a cautious one, that’s true.” 
 
    While Trask joked at my expense, we walked down into a wide tunnel. As we entered Varrick’s lair, each step seemed to thicken the sense of doom I felt.  
 
    At the end of a long ramp, a pair of massive vault doors stood. These opened silently, and we saw the tunnel beyond that went far deeper. We stepped inside, and the lovely planet outside was lost from view behind us.  
 
    We walked for what seemed a very long time before we found a complex in the caverns far under the mountain range. It seemed we had descended into the very heart of the mountains. 
 
    At last, Varrick appeared in a large chamber filled by a single massive dining table. Varrick sat at the head of it, with numerous guards lining the walls. 
 
    The governor was eating voraciously when we got there. Most of the plates before him were laden with red meats cooked only lightly. Runnels of bloody juices ran from the corners of his mouth. It was somewhat disgusting to watch. 
 
    He paused in his consumption to look up and belch. “I find the most entertaining element of this planet is the gustatory habits of these people. Most creatures that we inhabit are incapable of tasting anything, you see.” 
 
    It was clear that pretenses were behind us. My eyes slid to the numerous guards that lined the walls. Either they were all deaf, or they were already converts with Tulk riding inside their guts. I tended to favor the latter theory. 
 
    Varrick signaled us to come closer, and we did so with trepidation. I felt like we might be next on the possessed man’s menu. Eventually he paused in his eating, and he released an improbable belch. He regarded us carefully.  
 
    “I’ve been informed that you were injured, Baron Trask. Please open your tunic and show me your sutures.” 
 
    “What?” Trask laughed. “What an odd request. I can’t do that right now. Not in front of all these servants. It would be humiliating.” 
 
    “Then we shall move to a place of greater seclusion. If you refuse, I’ll see that you’re both shot out of hand.” 
 
    I nodded and stood up. “Let’s go to a private office.” 
 
    Trask nodded to me. “I suggest we all retire, Governor.” 
 
    Varrick’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t be destroyed so easily, humans. Oh yes, I know what you did to my brothers on your ship, Trask. I should have you all jabbed in the eyes and crushed like insects for that crime alone.” 
 
    Trask and I exchanged glances.  
 
    “Why not do it then?” I asked. “We are in your power.” 
 
    Varrick nodded. He stood up and began to pace around the room. That seemed odd to me—he had taken on more than one human mannerism. Perhaps he was unaware of it. 
 
    “You’ve made me curious. At first, I assumed this was nothing but a futile attempt at assassination. But now that you both came so far, without a weapon in hand—and yes, you’ve both been thoroughly scanned—I can’t fathom your reasoning.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re mad-things,” Trask suggested. “Bent on suicidal revenge.” 
 
    “Another easy assumption—but no, I don’t buy it. Both of you are vermin of the cosmos. You rarely put yourselves into danger of any kind without great profit to be won as a consequence. What, possibly, could be your motivation today?” 
 
    Baron Trask looked at me. “It was your idea, mate. Tell him.” 
 
    Varrick’s eyes turned to me with an expression of mild surprise. 
 
    I began to speak then, and I told him of my meeting with a hive creature of his kind back on Ceti. I told him about our strange conversation, and of my theories concerning the Tulk and their plight. 
 
    Varrick listened to it all, but I wasn’t able to easily discern his mood. He was, after all, an alien parasite residing within a human host. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    When I had finished, Varrick sat perfectly still for a time—a long time. He didn’t even blink. He resembled an android that had suddenly lost power. 
 
    Baron Trask and I glanced at each other and fidgeted a bit. After all, we didn’t know how this particular being should behave. He wasn’t human, and we didn’t have much experience with his kind. 
 
    Then, to my consternation, Varrick stood up suddenly and took several steps toward us. Up until that moment, he’d kept a very respectful distance. He knew we weren’t armed, as we’d been searched multiple times on the way down here—but he must have suspected we might be assassins anyway. 
 
    Varrick peered into my eyes, then stepped sideways two paces and stared intently at Trask. 
 
    “I don’t see how this is possible,” he said at last. 
 
    “Uh… how what is possible, Governor?” I asked. 
 
    He threw a hand at my face, but did not quite strike me. “Don’t use that term while we are alone. It’s condescending. You know what I am—but I’m not entirely sure what you might be…” 
 
    “I’m an informed, well-traveled human, that’s all.” 
 
    He nodded, looking down as if lost in thought. “I had not thought I would ever meet a human of such sophistication out here on the Fringe. My experience with your kind has been entirely visceral. My brothers are universally reviled and often killed out of hand if we are found out.” 
 
    Baron Trask cleared his throat, but he wisely said nothing. I made sure I didn’t even look at him. He was thinking, of course, that I had made quite a point of killing the Tulk in the past. I’d already decided not to mention my exploits on Baden, for instance, where I’d probably killed thousands of them. 
 
    Fortunately, Varrick didn’t seem to notice our distraction. 
 
    “The fact you’ve encountered the real enemy—those beings who might well drive both your species and mine to extinction in time—this is what stuns me the most. How is this possible?” 
 
    I told him then of the Sardez System. I gave him details about plundering an outpost for weapons—and at my astonishment that the Skaintz could survive under such extreme conditions. 
 
    He nodded, listening intently. “What you describe, the snake-like form, it is a shrade in your language, yes?” 
 
    “That’s what the Sardez called it.” 
 
    “Interesting… and it is teamed with?” 
 
    “A culus. A flying thing that stretches out its body into a plane to achieve limited flight.” 
 
    “Correct… On worlds with dense atmospheres, a culus can fly for years, you know. They never have to land—not even to feed.” 
 
    “What would they eat on the air currents?” Trask demanded. 
 
    Varrick glanced at him as if he’d forgotten about him. “Floating debris. Gaseous seeds and creatures that eat such seeds. But none of that matters. The fact is that you must have seen them, or have met someone who has.” 
 
    “I’ve fought them more than once.” 
 
    Varrick looked startled. “Another shock. You don’t look like a prime warrior—not even for one of your kind.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Appearances can be deceiving. In any case, we have a proposal to make.” 
 
    Varrick looked suspicious. “Ah, of course. I can only imagine… do you demand that we leave your worlds in peace? Are you about to quote empty threats from the Conclave? If so, think again. The Conclave doesn’t care what happens to Sword World pirates. We can stay here as long as we wish. In time, we will infest every human on these wretched planets.” 
 
    Baron Trask bristled and took a step forward. I put a restraining hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “No Varrick,” I said, “we aren’t asking you to leave. We’re asking you to join forces with us. We need your help. We need your knowledge of this terrible enemy. We all must face them—either alone or together.” 
 
    Varrick looked even more stunned than before. “Insanity. Trickery. Deceit!” 
 
    “No,” I insisted. “There is another human world you’ve never heard of. It floats half-way between the Faustian Chain and the Conclave. It’s several lightyears apart from any other inhabited planet. The residents there are facing an invasion by the Skaintz. The enemy—our joint enemy—wishes to use their planet as a stepping-stone between the two star clusters.” 
 
    Varrick blinked several times, but with only one eye. I realized he was experiencing some kind of tic or spasm. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “What you say can’t be… this cluster is safe. It is pristine!” 
 
    “No—or at least, not for long. The enemy came before to the Sardez System. Even now, they are traveling again across the great ocean of space. You know it’s only a matter of time. Running from them—that can’t work forever.” 
 
    “We will run out of galaxy eventually,” Varrick admitted. “Our scientists know this. But it should take generations for them to reach us here. A century at least!” 
 
    Baron Trask grinned suddenly. He turned to me and laughed. “You were right, Gorman! These pathetic jellyfish are on the run. You’re wasting your breath on this one. He’s a coward like the rest. He won’t resist the enemy. He’ll just flee and annoy someone else when the Conclave falls.” 
 
    Varrick’s left eyelid wasn’t doing so well. It had been flickering before, but now it flew wide—wider than any human eye should be able to stretch open.  
 
    The eyeball under that fluttering lid was exposed, a white orb with a thousand outstanding capillaries gleaming wetly at us. We both curled a lip in disgust, but we didn’t say anything to the alien. 
 
    “We have always fought them!” he rasped. “We fought them as no human has ever fought anything. It was your race that wanted to run after a time, as world after world fell. We burned some with the power of stars. We cracked continents and broke planets into chunks of floating debris!” 
 
    Varrick stood tall now, taller than I realized he was at first. His eyes were filled with both insanity and the light of an alien intelligence, and I doubted any shred of the original Varrick’s psyche still existed inside that crazed skull. 
 
    “What happened? How did you lose to them?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “They are relentless. They consume everything after they make planetfall, and they expand their numbers very quickly. Moving from world to world like the creatures you once called locusts, they are unstoppable…” 
 
    Baron Trask looked unimpressed. He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Come on, Gorman. Let’s leave this coward to shiver and piss himself here in his bunker. We’ll go to the Vindari system alone if we have to. We’ll root out the enemy—or at least set up a viable defense for our people.” 
 
    I glanced at him. He winked and I caught on immediately.  
 
    I heaved a heavy sigh. “I guess you’re right. There is no fortitude to be found here. These sad aliens are broken creatures. They fear their own shadows and—” 
 
    “Enough!” Varrick screeched.  
 
    We fell silent and looked at him, eyebrows raised in mild concern. 
 
    “This Tulk expedition will join you on your mad quest. You’re right, we can’t run much farther. We haven’t even conquered a quarter of the Sword Worlds. Resistance grows by the day, and there simply isn’t time to finish the job if the enemy is already at the gates… we’d calculated we would have far more time, you see.” 
 
    “Well, you calculated wrong,” Trask began, but I cautioned him with a hand. He stepped away, grumbling. 
 
    “I don’t have many troops to lend you,” Varrick said. He looked almost broken to me. “Just officers… the rest of the humans here won’t follow my lead into space—not by the thousands. They believe my mission is to clear Gladius of the very infection I represent. To do anything else—it would be unacceptable to them.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking that over. “Actually, I wasn’t thinking of using your small invasive garrison. My idea is to gather a much larger force.” 
 
    Then, I began to explain my plan. Both Varrick and Trask scoffed and seemed bemused by the large scope of it—but they listened to my scheme all the same. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Governor Varrick was quiet for a time after I’d finished laying out my plan. Trask, on the other hand, was quite noisy in voicing his opinions. 
 
    “You’re telling me to suck it up, is that it?” he asked me angrily. “To just accept that the Tulk belong in the bodies and minds of my people? That’s too much, Gorman. I think we’d rather die fighting these aliens. Let the Skaintz come when they will.” 
 
    I glanced at Varrick, but his mind still appeared to be on hold again. He was frozen in place, staring at nothing.  
 
    Was he somehow communicating with his brothers? I had no way of knowing. 
 
    Turning back to Trask, I sighed deeply. “You’re right. This isn’t a matter of justice. It isn’t even reasonable—but I think it’s the only way. We need to combine all our forces to have a chance. We can’t stop them if we’re fighting each other.” 
 
    “Then get the Conclave to do it! They have a fleet bigger than all the Sword Worlds combined. Their androids alone could probably do the job.” 
 
    I nodded patiently. “That might be true. But I’ve got no leverage with them. They’ll stay asleep until dozens of colony worlds fall. The entire Fringe would have to be invaded to get them to act. Just look at the Sword Brothers. Why didn’t they ever launch a fleet to snuff you out?” 
 
    Trask grumbled for a few moments, sputtering angrily. At last, he calmed down. “You’re right, I give you that. We wouldn’t have been allowed to operate the way we do for so many long decades if what you say wasn’t true. But I still don’t know why we need the Tulk at all. Let’s go flush them out of the bodies of our men. Then, we’ll go to the stars as a single united force.” 
 
    He held up a clenched fist to demonstrate. 
 
    I opened my mouth to refute his point, but before I could speak, Varrick interrupted. “Gorman is right. I’ve been here for a year or more, Trask. Your people are everything those simpering cowards in the Conclave are not. You’re brave, you’re ambitious, you’re willing to die… but you’re also hopelessly divided.” 
 
    Varrick stalked away and began to pace around the room. I thought that was odd. Did the Tulk normally pace when lost in thought? Or was that another affectation he’d picked up from living among us for so long? 
 
    “No one—not you or the original Varrick—could unite your people into a single fist. Not unless the Skaintz were right here in orbit, invading your worlds. Even then, your people would hesitate to work together.”  
 
    “What are you saying, parasite?” Trask demanded. “That we can’t beat your kind? We’ve done it before, you know. We’ll do it again.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But now, we face an enemy that is greater than either of us. What the Tulk offer is organization and guidance. What you offer are the numbers, the ships, the fighting forces…” 
 
    Trask blinked at him. “Are you serious? You’re just a bug clutching a good man’s liver—vermin desperate to stay in control. You really want us to let you order good humans to die like dogs for alien masters? Only to defeat another alien menace?” 
 
    “Essentially… yes. But I understand that there must be something in it for you. How about an arrangement to leave here eventually?” 
 
    Baron Trask cocked his head and squinted. “After we win together?” 
 
    “No. Sooner than that. The Tulk will captain ships from Gladius and some from here.” 
 
    “You think you can get Harkaman to join us?”  
 
    “Yes. Our minds are not as dissimilar as yours. Logic to me will be logic to him. Using our carefully placed Tulk, we should have enough ships to face the Skaintz if we can get to this planet early on after the invasion. If we can get there fast enough, we might be able to repulse them in space, before they even gain a foothold.” 
 
    “How long do you think we have?” Trask asked. 
 
    “There’s no way to know that. But we must move as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “What if we fail? What if they take Vindar?” 
 
    Varrick began to pace. It was uncanny—he looked almost human. “Then… everything might be lost. I’m an old being, Trask. I was hatched before the Skaintz came to the Chain, before humanity had fully colonized these star clusters.” 
 
    “That’s nearly three centuries back…” 
 
    “Yes. That’s about right. I’ve seen a lot through the eyes of your kind. I know what this enemy is capable of.” Varrick sighed and began to pace again. “This is vastly disappointing to us, you have to understand. I’d hoped we could live among your kind peacefully without facing such great peril again—but the enemy is relentless. They do not sleep. They do not rest except to repair injuries. They are without pity or second-guessing of any kind.” 
 
    Seeing that Trask was being swayed, I joined the conversation. “I’ve fought these creatures. Varrick knows what he’s talking about. Just one of them, half-frozen on an airless planetoid, almost took me and my entire crew out.” 
 
    Baron Trask drew a deep breath and addressed Varrick. “Do you swear, creature, to vacate all human worlds once we defeat this common enemy?” 
 
    Varrick laughed. It was an odd sound. “No. How can we do that? We’re stuck here, hiding among your planets. Just because we clear one world doesn’t mean that this war is over. We have to have somewhere to live and prepare for the next step in this struggle.” 
 
    Baron Trask grumbled, and he proceeded to make offers and counteroffers. At last, long after I’d slumped against a wall in boredom, they struck a deal both could agree to. 
 
    “I will go to Count Harkaman and plead your case,” Varrick explained as they recapped their plans. “While you will gather all the human captains you can to your banner here. We’ll then unite them and fly to Vindar with a vast number of ships and troops at our backs.” 
 
    Trask liked the idea, and the two of them seemed to be in harmony at last. It was my turn, at that point, to throw some cold water on the plans. 
 
    “Um… excuse me, my lords. But what about the nobles here on Flamberge? The knight-captains and their peers might well be convinced to fly to Gladius and purge the Tulk—but now we’re talking about sending a massive force to a planet they’ve never heard of.” 
 
    Trask and Varrick each made a flippant gesture toward the other. Trask spoke first. “Varrick is their governor, their commander in a crisis. He’ll lead them where they must go.” 
 
    Varrick looked at him in surprise. “I’d thought you were best suited to this exercise. You must convince your men that humanity must unite with the Tulk and fight together.” 
 
    The talks immediately fell apart again, with both of them accusing the other of backing out on their offers of cooperation. After the argument began to wind down, I spoke again. 
 
    “Here’s what I think we have to do: allow the Tulk to gain control of every knight-captain on both worlds. Then, we can fly to Vindar as a single powerful fist.” 
 
    Trask’s hairy jaw sagged. “You’re a bigger traitor than I thought, Gorman. You’re not just selling out Gladius—you want to help this villain capture two of our worlds!” 
 
    The discussion ran for another hour, but we ended where we started. The pertinent facts were stubborn things. The pirate-minded Sword Brothers would never unite into an Armada without being convinced their very survival depended on it. In order to form such a single force, one capable of helping Vindar, they had to be coerced—that’s where the Tulk came in. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Trask said. “You want me to help spread these spiny bastards among my own brothers—then fly them all off on a crusade to die on some planet we’ve never even heard of—without pay, mind you!” 
 
    “That’s about right,” I admitted. “In return, Varrick and his kind will be placed on some harmless world to do as they please. A refugee camp, as it might be considered.” 
 
    “Madness…” Trask said. “I don’t think I can do it. My own people are wary. They know something is up. They’ll hide and dodge—they won’t meet with me to accept a handful of spiny jelly.” 
 
    “No, you’re probably right,” I admitted. “But that might not be necessary.” 
 
    I turned back to Varrick. “I have something they want, and I can convince him at the same time,” I said, indicating Trask. 
 
    “What do you mean?” they both asked. 
 
    “I can gather weapons the Sword Brothers covet. Using them as a pretext, I’ll travel among the brothers, distributing these goods.” 
 
    Varrick leered, and the expression wasn’t entirely human. “And there might be a special surprise among your gifts?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “A hidden Tulk.” 
 
    “You’re evil, Gorman,” Trask marveled. “I stand in awe of your scheming powers.” 
 
    “We’re all in agreement, then?” I asked.  
 
    The others nodded, and we all smiled—but I wasn’t sure who was just going through the motions and who was in earnest. It was hard to tell with such a pack of reflexive rogues. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The lower level knight-captains and earls on Flamberge would have been shocked to learn that their glorious leader, Governor Varrick, had a Tulk in his belly. They would have been almost as stunned to learn that Varrick was leaving Flamberge to go off into deep space with some runner he’d just met. 
 
    To avoid confusion and possible rebellion—we simply didn’t tell them either of these uncomfortable facts. 
 
    “Governor Varrick is coming aboard our ship?” Sosa asked for perhaps the fourth time. 
 
    “Yes. Prepare our best stateroom for him,” I said, and I ignored her stare. 
 
    Shaking her head, Sosa turned to Rose and relayed the order. Rose left to do the job without looking overly annoyed. We’d long ago given her the simplest of duties as she wasn’t a properly trained crewman. Unlike Jort and Sosa, who’d both spent long years learning how to fly and run a starship, Rose had only flown as a pampered passenger aboard her parents’ luxurious yacht before joining my crew on Royal Fortune. 
 
    Sosa leaned close to me when she’d gone. “Have you gone mad, Captain? There’s a Tulk riding in that man’s body. I’ve had one of them in me before—you can’t trust him.” 
 
    “This time things will be different. He knows that we know what he really is. We’ve struck a new note of cooperation with the Tulk. They accept—” 
 
    I broke off, sensing a looming presence at my right side. I snapped my head in that direction.  “Yes, Jort? May I help you?” 
 
    Jort fidgeted with a stylus in his hand. He held it in the manner an assassin might hold a dagger. “Uh…”  
 
    “Look,” I said as I stood up. “I know you’re both thinking I was compromised during my visit to the surface. I don’t blame you for suspecting me. To prove I’m clean, I’ll allow a sensory scan of—hey!” 
 
    All this time I’d been watching Jort and his stylus—but Sosa was in on the scheme, too. She jabbed me in the belly with a sharp object.  I was turned away from her, and she’d taken the opportunity to launch a sneaky attack, just as Jort had been attempting to do. 
 
    “Dammit! Stand down, both of you! I’ll prove I’m still one hundred percent human, all right?” 
 
    Getting out my seat and making sure not to turn my back on either of them, I found a locker with a fluoroscope wand and transmitted a scan of my guts to the main holotank. They watched with interest as I displayed my own internals. 
 
    “What’s that?” Jort demanded. “What’s that long shadow there?” 
 
    Glancing at it, I snorted. “That’s my lunch.” 
 
    “What? Oh… disgusting.” 
 
    “Yes, well… now do you see there’s no Tulk? Nothing at all to worry about?” 
 
    “Yes, but now I’m even more concerned,” Sosa said. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “If you had a Tulk in you, I know we could kill it. However, stupidity or actual insanity is much harder to manage in a commanding officer.” 
 
    I twisted up my lips in irritation. “Are you calling me insane? Look guys, you’ll just have to trust me on this one. The Tulk are very concerned about the Skaintz.” 
 
    Sosa still looked suspicious. “What do you mean by ‘concerned’ Captain?” 
 
    “I mean they fear them more than they hate us. Much more. Accordingly, they’re willing to combine forces to stop their ancient enemy. They’re calling a truce aboard this ship to work together for the betterment of all of us.” 
 
    Jort crossed his thick arms. “I will not trust Varrick. I will never trust him. He will be locked into his cabin at night. There will be no creeping about, no infecting of us in our sleep.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said a new voice. 
 
    We all turned. Governor Varrick stood at the entrance with Trask behind. Jort made rude killing motions to Trask, who frowned and shook his head. 
 
    Varrick glanced over his shoulder at Trask. “It’s true. At this point, you have me within your power. If you decide to strike, you might even be allowed to leave this planet without suffering any consequences.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Sosa asked. 
 
    Varrick shrugged. “Because it’s true. I have purposefully placed myself in a vulnerable position. I hope that my actions will allay your fears and allow us to cooperate together. I’m taking a risk—but there is very little time.” 
 
    Jort moved like a stiff-legged watchdog to another seat while Varrick took his spot.  
 
    Traffic control finally cleared us for launch after many objections, and Royal Fortune took flight at last. Without loitering around, I launched toward open space. Once we were up in high orbit, having slipped away from Flamberge and her bright blue oceans, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Any sign of pursuit?” I asked. 
 
    “None,” Sosa admitted. 
 
    Varrick snorted. “I told you they would stand down and let us pass. The Tulk are well-placed in key spots on this world. Traffic control is one of those areas. We should be clear all the way to the—” 
 
    Lights began blinking all over the bridge. 
 
    “Someone is tracking us, Captain,” Sosa said, working her ops board.  
 
    Various alarms began to beep and whoop. A flasher spun on the ceiling. 
 
    “They’ve got missile-lock.” 
 
    “Strap in, everyone,” I ordered.  
 
    Then I spun Royal Fortune around and applied significant thrust. 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” Varrick complained. “I gave specific orders requiring all local ships to stand aside.” 
 
    “They are Count Poizzi’s ships,” Sosa said. “His squadron is closing in on us—I would guess it is an assassination attempt.” 
 
    “They aren’t even supposed to know I’m aboard!”  
 
    Sosa shrugged. “The Sword Brothers are known for their resourcefulness in these situations.”  
 
    Varrick’s only response was to make a sound of disgust. 
 
    We increased our speed, but various warning tones still filled the cabin.  
 
    “They’re closing in,” Sosa said. 
 
    “Then we’ll blast right past them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “They’re going to fire on us.” 
 
    “Suggestions?”  
 
    “Let’s throw this Tulk-infected bait overboard,” Jort said, jabbing a finger toward Varrick. “Maybe they will let us go.” 
 
    “No…” I said after hesitating for a second, “prepare for heavy acceleration, everyone.” 
 
    I hoped Rose had heard me, because five seconds later, I hit the accelerator hard. We were smashed back into our crash seats. Several people groaned. Some shouted hoarsely.  
 
    I ignored it all, focusing on staying conscious and in control. The ship’s twin terawatt engines wound up to a roar. Soon, the lovely blue-green world known as Flamberge slid away behind us.  
 
    In the end, we outran all our pursuers, ships and missiles alike.  
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, we relaxed in our seats and began unstrapping. Only Dernel turned out to have lost consciousness. The rest were awake but complaining bitterly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    A week later we arrived at the Sardez system. We did so without fanfare, using the Conclave slip-gates. Instead of fighting our way past the patrol boat that waited there for us, restricting entry, we paid a heavy bribe.  
 
    This was arranged by Dernel and Trask. Baron Trask provided the connection, having apparently dealt with this particular patrol boat captain before, while Dernel provided the funds. 
 
    As we glided away from the slip-gate without incident, I eyed Trask with new respect. “In my experience, most of these patrol guys aren’t corruptible….” 
 
    Trask shrugged. “That’s because you’re a small-ball player, Gorman. I’m a major lord among the Sword Brothers. Let’s just say that we’ve been through this star system before.” 
 
    I frowned, considering his words. “Have you done some kind of favor for them, then? Perhaps chased off a local pirate, or—” 
 
    Trask made an exasperated sound. “No, fool! I’m saying we pay bigger bribes! These patrol-pukes think they’re gods or something. If you can find a man alone with a crew of model-G bots, he’ll take a payout—but it can’t be a paltry sum.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, understanding at last.  
 
    Baron Trask was calling me cheap—and I knew he was right. In the past I’d tended to low-ball people when I offered payments for favors. Perhaps that was a mistake, or perhaps it was all I could manage. I suspected the latter was most often the case. As a runner, I rarely had more cash on hand than it took to fill my ship’s voracious fuel tank. 
 
    It took us nearly a day to get far enough from the slip-gate to escape detection. At that point, instead of gliding toward the burnt out husk of a planet circling the central star in the system, we angled away toward the out-system. Many hours later, with the local sun turning small and white behind us, we at last reached the cloud of floating debris that included many dark objects. It was the star’s local Oort cloud, a swirling storm of comets, chunks of ice and asteroids. 
 
    At last, we found a contact of surprising size. It was a planetoid, hidden by its distance from the star and the vastness of space. 
 
    Cold, dark, and without the burning trail that comets grew when they came close enough to their mother stars, the planetoid showed no signs of life. None at all. 
 
    “Dammit…” I whispered as we did a slow orbit, checking out the lay of the land. 
 
    “What is it?” Trask demanded.  
 
    I showed my teeth in annoyance and drummed my fingers on the arm of my chair. “I didn’t do the math right. I thought—but never mind. We’re too late. We can’t land.” 
 
    Trask was baffled. “What’s this? Are you mad? Did you bring me all the way out here to play a prank? If so, I’m not laughing, Gorman. Not at all.” 
 
    I glanced at him, then back at the glimmering bluish surface of the planetoid. The day side was brighter than the dark side, but it was still shrouded in gloom. The surface ice didn’t look white in most places. It looked as blue as an underwater glacier.  
 
    “You don’t understand. This rock has an abandoned military base on it—and a supply depot exists under that base.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. You’ve told me as much. So what? Land, and we’ll empty the place!” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not so simple. Sunrise, such as it is out here on the fringe of the Fringe, has broken over the base. I’m surprised by that. Maybe my estimates of timing became confused... I’ve been to a dozen other planets for many long months. I must have lost count of the hours.” 
 
    Jort laughed suddenly. “It was probably that drunken jag back on Tranquility. Remember when you went off to chase skirts and didn’t come back to our hotel for days? Did you count every hour then?” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at him. He was being quite unhelpful as usual. Rose was on the bridge, and she crossed her arms, giving me a sour expression. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I admitted. “At any rate, we’ll have to wait.” 
 
    “Wait?” Trask demanded. “For how damned long?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Two months, maybe a few days less.” 
 
    Trask’s fist slammed down on the console. The hologram of the planetoid jumped and shimmered. “Forget it. By the time we get back to the Sword Worlds even the Tulk will have forgotten about Varrick!” 
 
    “Did I hear my name?” Varrick asked. He’d appeared at the back of the bridge as if by magic.  
 
    Had someone signaled him? I glanced at Dernel, but he seemed preoccupied and inattentive. This proved nothing, of course, because he always looked like that. 
 
    Sighing, I got up out of my seat and walked toward the back of the bridge. “Conference room,” I said to Trask. “If you want to discuss this.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to discuss!” he insisted. “We grab the weapons and get the hell out! End of story, Gorman!” 
 
    Trask was hard to take sometimes. I was the captain aboard this ship, and I had all the cards right now—but he refused to accept that. He still wanted to run things as if he was aboard his own vessel shouting orders at servile underlings. 
 
    Without making too big a deal out of Trask’s rude behavior, I sat at the head of the conference table and tapped at the computer console. The planetoid we were orbiting appeared and glimmered above the table-like surface. 
 
    Two people followed me, Trask then Varrick. Jort tried to horn his way into the compartment after them, but I put up a stopping hand. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Jort. Man the helm with Sosa.” 
 
    “This Varrick guy is still a freak, sir. I don’t like leaving him alone with my captain.” 
 
    “That’s very thoughtful, Jort. Return to the bridge.” 
 
    Grumbling, he did as I asked.  
 
    Trask slammed the door behind him and turned to me. “We don’t have time to wait here for months, Gorman. We have to do this quickly and get back to the Sword Worlds. Isn’t that right, Varrick?” 
 
    Varrick watched the two of us. So far, he hadn’t spoken up. “The enemy infests this icy rock, yes? That’s the trouble, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have missiles or bombs you can drop on the surface?” 
 
    I considered that idea, but I shook my head. “This ship could fire a torpedo that would kill everything for a kilometer around. The trouble is the planetoid is unstable. The storage facility would probably be destroyed or at least buried. We might have to spend weeks digging down to where the weapons are.” 
 
    Varrick nodded. “How many of the enemy do you think have survived?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s hard to say. I’ve fought a shrade. I know there are others—I saw them years ago.” 
 
    Trask snorted. “You mean your master saw them. The original Gorman, not you, you cowardly clone.” 
 
    “I saw them, Trask. I remember them.” 
 
    “What types?” Varrick asked. 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I know there was a culus to go with that shrade we killed. But… there might have been something else. Something bigger. One of their soldier-types. Maybe others.” 
 
    “You don’t know this!” Trask complained. “You’re talking about the memories of a dead man that some technician implanted in your head. Because of this, we’re cowering in orbit and hiding from phantoms. It disgusts me.” 
 
    Varrick and I ignored him. We both knew the score. We’d dealt with these creatures before, up-close and personal. Trask hadn’t faced anything worse than a Tulk 
 
    “What do you think, Varrick? Do we go down or not?” 
 
    Varrick thought it over. “Normally, I’d say no. I’d say that we should wait, or even flee this place. But these are unusual times, gentlemen. We’re going to have to face the Skaintz eventually. Why not out here, where they’re weak and few in number? Perhaps we can sharpen our blades on easy prey.” 
 
    “They will never fall easily.” 
 
    Varrick nodded. “I know, Gorman. I know. But I’m willing to face my greatest fears to stop our enemy’s advance. Our lives don’t matter in comparison to this goal.” 
 
    Naturally, I held some reservations about his statements, but I wasn’t going to bring them up now. Instead, I let a big, slow smile cross my features. It was an entirely fabricated expression, of course, but they both seemed to buy it.  
 
    Then I stuck out a hand to shake—but Varrick just looked at it.  
 
    “I don’t see any object that you might be transferring to me,” he complained. 
 
    Trask grabbed my hand and pumped it up and down. Varrick watched this operation with mild interest. Maybe he’d never participated in the ritual before. 
 
    “We’ve got a deal,” Trask announced. “Now land this scow, Gorman. We’re going to gather those weapons in a rush. We’ll move with speed that will impress everyone—even your immortal aliens.” 
 
    I nodded, and we adjourned. Unfortunately, we didn’t even make it back to the bridge before something went wrong.  
 
    Jort intercepted us in the ship’s main passage. Before I could tell him to back off, he began talking in an excited gush of words. “There’s something out there, Captain!” 
 
    “What? On the surface?” 
 
    “Huh? No, no… not like that. A contact. A ship, I think. It followed us from the slip-gate. Very small. Very stealthy. We didn’t even pick it up until we turned off the engines out here and parked in orbit over that ice-ball.” 
 
    “What kind of ship, Jort?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. Maybe a patrol ship.  But they have no running lights. No transponder. I—I don’t know what it is. The vessel shadowed us all the way out here, and it’s still hiding nearby. The only reason Sosa detected it was due to a few ripples in the gravity signature of the region.” 
 
    “All right. Excuse me, gentlemen, I must go to the bridge.” 
 
    Despite my obvious attempt to ditch them, they all followed me to the ship’s control center. 
 
    Jort was right. I looked over the data carefully, and I couldn’t come to any other conclusion. There was indeed a small vessel in our wake, ghosting after us.  
 
    “We should shoot him down now,” Jort said firmly. 
 
    “We don’t even know who it is,” Rose objected immediately. 
 
    Sosa and Jort frowned at her. I knew the drill. They were the more professional, pirate-like members of my crew. Rose was new, and she had a softer heart. 
 
    Trask and Varrick were oddly quiet, while Morwyn and Dernel had gone below. Clearly, the decision was mine and mine alone. 
 
    “We can’t take a chance,” I said. “Jort, man the neutrino cannon.” 
 
    Rose made a disgusted sound. “This is just to prevent anyone finding your weapons cache, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, not really. Take a look at our present company. The secret is out.” 
 
    “That’s another thing, Captain,” Jort said. “Why have you allowed these outsiders to witness our secret cache? You’ve always said they would steal it all if they could!” 
 
    I smirked. “Our cache, Jort…? I believe it belongs to me and me alone.” 
 
    Jort began to sputter, but I put up a hand. “Never mind. The reason I’ve allowed them to come here is because we’re going to clean the place out this time. The number of weapons they’ve requested will outfit a small army. It will take everything we’ve got in stock, and the payout will be equally handsome.” 
 
    At the mention of a large payment, Jort and Sosa perked up. Only Rose seemed upset as Sosa brought the ship around in a slow circle to bring our cannon to bear. Jort vanished and went aft to man the weapon. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told Rose. “The neutrino cannon is designed to disable delicate equipment, such as their engine’s control system. It shouldn’t destroy the target.” 
 
    “I know that, but you might disable their life support or something.” 
 
    She fretted as I watched Sosa and Jort gain a target-lock and aim our cannon. 
 
    Suddenly, the tiny ship seemed to realize it was in danger. Its single engine flared into life, and she gushed white-hot exhaust.  
 
    “She’s running!” Jort shouted. “I will stop her!” 
 
    I opened my mouth and sucked in a breath—but before I could shout an order, Jort had fired.  
 
    The ship’s target-locking system worked masterfully. It calculated the enemy speed and course—even the sharp acceleration curve was compensated for. 
 
    The cannon fired, sending an invisible beam of particles at the escaping ship. The beam connected, and the contact was maintained for perhaps a full second. It wasn’t long, but it was long enough. 
 
    The tiny ship’s engine cut out, and then a moment later her steering jets quit as well. As she’d been dodging at the time, the disabled vessel went into a tumble.  
 
    “Oh no…!” Rose said. 
 
    Even I was aghast. The ship was clearly in trouble, and we’d done all the damage. 
 
    “She’s out of control,” Sosa said calmly. “The ship will strike the planetoid in approximately ninety seconds.” 
 
    I squinted at the data screens. She was right. The ship and her crew were about to be destroyed.  
 
    “Damn…” I muttered. 
 
    “You had no choice, Gorman,” Trask assured me. “Don’t give that scum spy another moment’s thought.” 
 
    “But I wanted to question him. To ask where he came from.” I pondered the situation for perhaps five long seconds. Finally, I came to a decision. “Sosa, go after that ship. We’ll use Royal Fortune’s repair arm to catch it.” 
 
    “That’s madness!” Trask shouted.  
 
    I didn’t even glance his way. “Sosa, follow my orders.” 
 
    She turned to the helm, shaking her head. Royal Fortune heeled over, rolling sickeningly, and we gave pursuit. Everyone on the bridge grabbed for a handhold. We caught up to the tiny ship quickly, and I manned the repair arm myself. 
 
    Reaching out with my own arm, the external arm of the ship matched my movements. I used the control glove and attempted to grasp the tumbling ship—but it was hopeless. It was spinning too fast. I’d have to damage the ship or the arm—or both—to stop that spin. 
 
    Frustrated, and with the planetoid looming closer by the second, I considered ordering Sosa to break off—but then I made one final effort.  
 
    I formed a fist with the control glove. Punching with this glove, I struck the ship a blow. 
 
    One of the aft fins crumpled, and the vessel’s course shifted. It tumbled out into space.  
 
    Seeing the job was done, Sosa steered away from our dangerous course. We moved to follow the stricken ship, which was no longer headed toward the planetoid. 
 
    Up close, the tiny vessel looked different than I’d expected. It wasn’t a fighter—in fact, I didn’t see any weapons on it at all. I felt worse as we made this discovery. Perhaps I’d killed the pilot without reason. 
 
    “It looks like a one-man ship,” Sosa said. “Maybe two at the most.” 
 
    “A spy ship!” Baron Trask bellowed. “No room for weapons. No room for a cargo anyone could sell. It has to be a spy ship, what else could it be?” 
 
    I glanced at him, but I couldn’t argue his point. “You might be right. Maybe he was just another runner, or a runner’s scout. I’ve had people try to follow me to this location before to learn my secrets.” 
 
    “Is that so? Then let him die,” Baron Trask suggested. “He deserves it.” 
 
    I glanced toward Rose hesitantly. She looked horrified. I doubted that I would ever find a night’s solace in her cabin again if I followed Trask’s advice. 
 
    “No, I want to know who this is. We’ve already knocked out his ship. Sosa, I’m taking over the controls.” 
 
    So saying, I steered after the tiny ship and eased closer to it. I nudged our course and went into a spin to match the target. After several long minutes, during which the crew strapped in and complained they were getting sick, I managed to match the target’s tumble closely enough to try to grasp the tiny ship again. 
 
    The repair arm slid out to latch onto the ship. We drew it toward Royal Fortune’s belly, but I didn’t place it in the hold.  
 
    “It might explode!” Jort shouted, echoing everyone’s concern. 
 
    “I know. Jort, you’re with me. We’re going outside to investigate this thing. Let’s suit up.” 
 
    “Why not just toss it away, sir?” 
 
    I ignored his question, and he grumbled all the way to the airlock.  
 
    We suited-up and got into the tiny chamber that led outside the hull. The airlock made pumping and hissing sounds.  
 
    At that point, Jort had a private conversation with me. His voice was hushed, even though we were on a private comm line and in the vacuum of space where no one else could hear us. 
 
    “Captain Gorman? I would not think any less of you if we ditched this guy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know… we go out, float around for a few minutes, then tell the girls that there was no hope. Actually, I think that is the best way to go.” 
 
    The airlock finished its work. There was a lot of hissing that died away until we couldn’t hear anything outside our suits. Inside my one-man environment, the suit wheezed and whirred to itself. Soon, the outer door slid away, and we blinked in the starshine. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to check out the ship, Jort?” 
 
    “We don’t know this guy. He might have a booby-trap on his body. I don’t want to be the booby.” 
 
    “So, you’d just leave him in space to die? If he’s still alive, that is?” 
 
    Jort didn’t meet my eye. He shrugged. “He was following us out here. He’s a spy. People who spy on others take chances.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” 
 
    Climbing out of the airlock and onto the ship’s outer skin, I had a quick look around. There it was, below us—or at least it felt like it was below.  
 
    A jet-black object clung to the belly of our ship. The vessel was sleek and wasp-shaped. The forward compartment was connected by thin metal tubes to the engine in the rear. The undercarriage was made up of three skids, and there were stubby wings on each side. 
 
    “This ship is built to fly in an atmosphere—see those wings?” Jort asked me. 
 
    “Yes… it’s a one-man ship for sure. That forward compartment is too small for more than one.” 
 
    “The guy must be very self-reliant. Imagine daring to go into deep space in such a small ship. Crazy guy!” 
 
    I glanced at him. “Like you said, spies are people who take chances.” 
 
    Pulling myself hand-over-hand toward the tiny ship, I used various rungs and tubes to move over Royal Fortune’s hull. Jort hesitated. He didn’t seem to want to climb out of the airlock. 
 
    “Come on. Don’t be scared.” 
 
    Shamed into action, Jort muttered about crazy people and climbed after me. 
 
    I reached the cockpit first. The cupola was ovoid and dark. I couldn’t see inside. It had been tinted so heavily against bright lights of space that it was a reflective black. 
 
    Fumbling with the latches on the exterior, I felt Jort’s hand fall over mine.  
 
    “Maybe we should knock first, huh?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked him. 
 
    “Let me show you.” 
 
    Jort took out a wrench from his tool belt. Rapping sharply, he struck the glass three times. It was hardened and tempered to be shatterproof, so it didn’t crack. 
 
    He waited a moment, then repeated the action. One-two-three raps. Harder this time. 
 
    I couldn’t hear the ringing sound the blows must have made, as there was no air to carry the vibration to my ears, but I knew that anyone living inside must have heard it. 
 
    “See?” Jort said, turning toward me. “You see that? No response. The guy is dead. He’s a dead spy, and we don’t have to do nothing for a dead spy. He doesn’t even deserve a funeral. We can go back into the ship now.” 
 
    “Come on, Jort. Out of the way.” 
 
    He reluctantly retreated. I began to unfasten the cupola. Each toggle flipped up and the metal reflected the starlight. As I worked, Jort muttered about crazy people and dishonor and spies—I ignored him. 
 
    As I released the last toggle, I hoped the occupant had a spacesuit on. I figured he must, as it would be sheerly nuts to fly a scooter like this into deep space in your civvies. If he’d been that dumb… well, he was in for an icy surprise. 
 
    The cockpit opened with the final click of the last toggle. The cupola didn’t fly off into nothingness at least. It slid upward and away over the back shell of the ship. Very sleek, very neat. I didn’t recognize this ship type, but I was impressed by the design and quality of the build. 
 
     In fact, I was kind of thinking about the legal rights of salvage in this situation. Some people would pay well for a nice ship like this, tiny or not. For some purposes, a small ship was infinitely better than a large one. 
 
    For all his reluctance, Jort leaned forward and stuck his face into the cockpit once it was open. I supposed that his natural curiosity had gotten the better of him at the last moment. 
 
    No bombs went off. No corpses flopped out and froze in space, either. 
 
    Instead, a spacesuit was lying in the cockpit. It looked like a man in a casket. 
 
    For just a moment, I thought the suit might be empty, or that the man inside was dead—but then he twitched. 
 
    “Gah!” Jort shouted, jerking back and sending himself in a flying arc away from the ship. He had to grab onto his tether line to avoid sailing off into open space. 
 
    I laughed at him. “Don’t freak out. He’s alive, that’s all.” 
 
    “No, no!” Jort shouted, spinning and hauling on his tether. “Look at the eyes, Captain! Look at the eyes!” 
 
    Frowning, I did as he suggested. 
 
    Then, I knew. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    As a general rule, Jort wasn’t spooked easily. It took a lot to rattle a space veteran like him. 
 
    When I peered down into that faceplate, seeing through it into the gently lit interior, I saw something that surprised me. 
 
    Those eyes.  
 
    One was alive, moving and roving almost madly. The other was still, dead. 
 
    I’d seen those eyes before. I’d seen them on a singular individual. An odd person unlike anyone else I’d met in all my travels.  
 
    They were the eyes of Huan, the bounty-hunter we’d tangled with back on New Heaven. 
 
    “Huan?” I asked.  
 
    One of the arms moved spastically. It must have been his real one—the arm of flesh and bone. The other, the electro-mechanical prosthetic, was dead—as was his false eye. 
 
    The single fleshly orb locked onto my face. He stared at me, and his cheeks twitched. 
 
    Suddenly, I understood everything. Huan had been following us. He’d never given up. Perhaps he’d heard I had supplied people with Sardez weapons. As a matter of course, he’d decided to stake out the slip-gate here. Perhaps he’d bribed the same patrol captain that we had... 
 
    It didn’t matter now. By hook or crook he’d found his way out here, trailing us in his tiny, almost invisible ship. Now that he’d found us, we’d shot him down. 
 
    I heaved a sigh. He was helpless, but he wasn’t dead. I felt conflicted. 
 
    Jort shared none of my misgivings.  
 
    “It’s that freaky guy! The bounty-hunter those Tranquility guys hired, right? Leave him in his coffin, Captain. You’ll be sorry if you don’t! We owe him nothing.” 
 
    In a way, Jort was right. Yes, we held his life in our hands. But we hadn’t invited him along, and if he did perish today, he would be an irritant that my crew and I could safely leave in the past. 
 
    After several seconds of hesitation, of staring down into that man’s helpless, human eye, I grunted unhappily. Reaching in with both gloved hands, I began unstrapping him. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Jort said. He was watching from a safe distance. “I know what you’re doing. A ruthless move.” 
 
    “What am I doing, Jort?” 
 
    “You’re going to sell the ship, right? After you throw out the trash? Ha!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Come over here and give me a hand.” 
 
    Grumbling again, Jort did as I commanded. We each took a shoulder and gently dragged the stricken pilot out of his ship. Holding onto him, I could feel him shiver now and then. 
 
    Jort made sounds of disgust. “He’s pissing himself or something. It’s now or never, Captain. Let’s toss him into space before Rose sees him and thinks he’s a puppy or whatever.” 
 
    I considered it. I honestly did—but I couldn’t do it. 
 
    “We’re taking him aboard Royal Fortune. We’ll put him in the autodoc.” 
 
    “Ah jeez. I’m so disappointed in you, Captain Gorman. Did I say you were a smart man?” 
 
    “Many times.” 
 
    “I was wrong. You are a bad pirate.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess I am...” 
 
    We carried Huan to our ship, took him through the airlock, and put him into a medical box. The autodoc wasn’t any happier about this process than Jort was. 
 
    Rose showed up and worked the equipment. “It’s not stabilizing him… he’s still dying. He’s in shock.” 
 
    “I guess that’s it then,” Jort said quickly, clapping his big hands together. “Maybe we should space him right away… you know, to stop his suffering. It would be the humane thing.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Jort, go man the bridge with Sosa. Send Varrick down here.” 
 
    Clumping away, I heard Jort’s complaints all the way back to the bridge. After a minute or so, Varrick showed up. 
 
    “How can I help you, Gorman?” 
 
    I showed him the cyborg man in the box. He marveled at him. 
 
    “This is very interesting... I hadn’t realized that they had tech like this in the Conclave.” 
 
    “Tech like what?” 
 
    “In the Faustian Chain, this being would be classified as a biomechanical creature. A cyborg, essentially. He’s part artificial and part organic.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “You mean he has internal parts that are artificial as well?” 
 
    “Almost certainly.” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt I knew what was wrong with Huan. He’d been stricken by our neutrino beam, which was largely harmless to humans.  
 
    But this man wasn’t a human. Not entirely. He was a patchwork of components, some real and some artificial. There was nothing wrong with that—until you were hit by a neutrino beam. 
 
    “Help me get him out of the autodoc,” I said. “Hurry.” 
 
    Varrick didn’t move to help, but then Morwyn intervened instead. She’d been standing near the entrance, hovering in the doorway. She reached in with her long arms, and we dragged the quivering man out of the autodoc. 
 
    “We’re taking him below. To the engineering repair bay.” 
 
    Jort had returned at some point without instructions to do so. “This is mistake,” he complained. “Biiiig mistake.” 
 
    I ignored him and carted Huan below. Rolling over his body and ripping his spacesuit off, I found the port I’d hoped would be there. It was a single universal jack on the back of his neck. 
 
    Morwyn gasped when she saw it. “That must plug directly into his spine.” 
 
    “Yes… if he has a spine as we know it.” 
 
    I took a diagnostic cable and plugged it into the jack. Immediately, the ship’s computer began to process a big download. Data filled the consoles around us. 
 
    “Come on, ship…” I muttered. I sensed Huan didn’t have too much time left. 
 
    Suddenly, the screens stopped running progress bars and came up with an option.  
 
    Restart required. 
 
    That’s all it said. I stared at the screen. 
 
    Morwyn looked at me, baffled. “Restart? What does that even mean? He’s a man, isn’t he?” 
 
    I sighed. “Maybe… I mean, I think so. I’m going to do it. What other chance does he have?” 
 
    Before Morwyn or anyone else could complain further, I reached out and tapped the screen. A large green oval changed color and appeared to react. 
 
    Another progress bar began. Huan squirmed in our grasp. It felt weird—unnatural. It was as if I held a muscular serpent instead of a man. I almost dropped him—almost. 
 
    The screen blanked and flickered. At the same time, Huan went limp again. 
 
    “We killed him!” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. 
 
    We eased him face down on the deck and stared. The body was cold, motionless. There was nothing but that jack sticking out of his neck. It looked as if we’d murdered him, and I suddenly found myself not wanting to be found holding onto the evidence. 
 
    Nearly a minute passed. There didn’t seem to be any vital signs. We both stood up and exchanged glances. Morwyn was emotional. 
 
    “He’s dying on the deck at our feet. Did he deserve to be killed?” 
 
    “Morwyn, you’ve hired us as mercenaries. As gun-runners. You can’t expect us to be the best at the healing arts as well.” 
 
    She took in a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. You’re right. This man followed you. How could you know what—?” 
 
    She broke off and released a small shriek. “That hand moved! The mechanical one!” 
 
    I looked down, and I saw she was right. The whole body was shaking and writhing now. 
 
    The diagnostic screen on the computer lit up again. The reboot was complete. 
 
    Huan’s mechanical hand placed itself on the deck. The arm flexed, as if he were doing a one-handed push-up, and the body flipped over.  
 
    Flopping and curling up, I saw all of him was moving now. He was still shivering. 
 
    “It looks like he’s in shock,” Morwyn said. “I’ll get a blanket.” 
 
    She ran off, and I leaned forward to peer down at Huan. “You okay man? You had us pretty worried—” 
 
    Those two strange eyes, one of flesh and the other a cybernetic camera—they were disturbing. Especially when they were both focused with insane intensity upon my face. 
 
    The mouth quivered and drooled. A single word slurred out. 
 
    “Thanks…” 
 
    Then, he slipped into unconsciousness. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Huan recovered quickly—almost too quickly. Sosa was immediately suspicious, while Trask and Jort thought I was straight-out insane to allow the bounty-hunter aboard our ship in the first place. 
 
    Huan came to full consciousness after a feverish night, during which his body expelled many toxins. Apparently, the cybernetic parts of his internals didn’t entirely like being shut down and rebooted. They’d rebelled by souring the organic zones in his gut and head. He was like a man with a bad hangover.  
 
    I knew the old William Gorman, the original man who’d died out here in space, would not have been considerate. It was strange to think, but I now believed I’d been changed somewhat by dying and returning as a clone.  
 
    My clone version—the real me, I mean—had begun to separate the old memories apart from the new. I could recall moments and events from my original life, but they felt slightly disconnected. It was as if they were dreamed, or half-dreamed. 
 
    Anyone who has ever awakened and thought of an event and been vaguely uncertain if that event actually happened or not, perhaps something from their childhood, can understand this feeling.  
 
    Some would say the effect was due to the knowledge I possessed about the way these memories were artificially injected into a newly-grown brain. Others would say it was because the very process of implantation was flawed.  
 
    Whatever the case, I’d had a rough start as a clone. I’d nearly been disposed of from the start of my new existence. To be helpless in the grasp of heartless beings—that was something I had direct, firsthand knowledge of. Those were real memories, intense and gripping for a new mind that was thinking independently for the first time. For me, moments like that had been formative. 
 
    So, I gave Huan a break. I didn’t space him right off the bat, as Jort kept hinting around about. I didn’t even interrogate him while he was lashed to a chair. Instead, I invited him to the ship’s lounge for breakfast. 
 
    Slumped over a table, his organic arm tiredly swizzled cream into a coffee we’d given him. He kept adding more cream, more sugar, but rarely took a sip. 
 
    Sliding into a seat across the table from him, I laid out a plate of tank-grown eggs and ham. They weren’t half bad if you put enough salt on them.  
 
    For everyone’s comfort, I’d put the ship into a tight orbit around the planetoid and set us into a light spin that provided some gravity. It wasn’t anything like a full G, but it was enough to keep your food from sliding around the cabin. 
 
    Around us, two others lurked. Jort stood at the entrance, unwilling to fully enter the mess deck or to leave it. His arms were crossed, and his hooded eyes stared at Huan. He never smiled, and if Huan ever dared to reach for something, Jort’s hand immediately went to his sidearm.  
 
    Sosa was the other lurker. I’d ordered her to retreat up to the flight deck repeatedly, but she was unable to focus on such mundane tasks while a dangerous enemy sat at our table below. She pretended to make herself a snack for several minutes, messing with packets and running the auto-heater. Somehow, no snack ever seemed to get made. 
 
    “Huan?” I asked. “Are you feeling better now?” 
 
    “No… not really. I’m conflicted.” 
 
    I nodded. “Perhaps we’re not as bad as you thought, huh?” 
 
    Huan’s head shifted up a fraction. His artificial camera eye swiveled up to look at me.  
 
    Jort immediately bristled behind him. I glanced at Jort and gave him a single shake of my head. Frowning, almost pouting, Jort forced himself to relax. 
 
    “That’s not it,” Huan said. “I know what you are. A runner. A rogue. An individual who respects nothing about the laws and concepts I’m sworn to uphold.” 
 
    “I thought you were a bounty-hunter, not some kind of self-appointed officer of the law.” 
 
    Huan pondered that. “I’m neither, actually. I’m… I’m not from here. Not from the Conclave.” 
 
    Frowning, I sipped my drink and ate some of my breakfast. It’s been my longstanding belief that when someone is speaking truth—or at least their perceived truth—it was best to shut up and let them do it. 
 
    “I’m a fugitive from far away. I came to the Conclave and discovered a path through life. As a tracker, I’ve managed to locate and return to my employers every man I’ve been assigned to hunt. Every single one of them.” 
 
    He said this with pride. I nodded as if vaguely interested and forked up some tank-grown ham. It needed more salt to kill the aftertaste, which I applied with vigor. 
 
    Huan watched me as I did this. “You’re not like any of the men I’d hunted. First of all, you managed to locate and disable me. That was smartly done. But on top of that, you didn’t kill me or sell me for scrap or servitude. That’s even more surprising.” 
 
    “I’ve been in your position before,” I told him, and I briefly described my prior existence as a clone. 
 
    “Ah…” he said, as if I’d shone light on a murky subject. “I understand better now… you are not really William Gorman. You’re not the man I studied and sought so carefully. That is why you evaded me, then reversed my pursuit and captured me in turn with such ease. I made a critical error…” 
 
    Shrugging, I decided to let him think what he wanted. In my opinion, I could have bested him as the original Gorman or as the clone. But telling him that wouldn’t make him like me any better. 
 
    “You said you came from somewhere else… where, exactly?” 
 
    “From beyond the Fringe. Like those passengers of yours, the Vindari.” 
 
    I nodded. “From the Chain, then?” I asked this while my head was down, as if it was of only passing interest to me. My knife and fork scratched at my plate. 
 
    Huan didn’t answer right away. “Let me ask you something, Gorman. Do you know you have a Tulk aboard your vessel?” 
 
    My head came up. I nodded. “Yes. I do. We’re working together on a… a project of sorts.” 
 
    Huan eyed me with both his variant orbs. That was a strange experience. It was odd enough to have either his camera eye or his natural one staring at me. To have both fixated and unblinking in my direction at the same time was different, but equally disturbing. 
 
    “You know of the Tulk? You know what they are? The threat they represent?” 
 
    I pushed away my food and faced him. “Listen, we have to talk about you first, before I take you any further into my confidence.” 
 
    “Talk about me? Ah, you mean my fate, of course. I understand. Am I still to be peddled at a slave market? Is this perhaps your soft-handed interrogation before the rude truth is revealed?” 
 
    “No. I’m hoping all unpleasantness can be avoided.” 
 
    “All right. I’m listening.” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, I made my pitch. “I want you to get off my tail. I want you to get back into your tiny ship, leave this system and never search for me again. You said before you always get your man—well, not this time. This will become your single failure. Surely, your employers can’t expect a spotless record of success to continue on forever. They’ll understand.” 
 
    “A contract buyout then? I’ve never done that. But under these circumstances, I’m willing to consider it. What’s your offer?” 
 
    This kind of pissed me off. “Offer? There is no offer. I’m not buying you out. I want you to call us even. I give you your life and your ship. That’s more than anyone else would give. In return, you piss off and get out of my life forever.” 
 
    Huan seemed disappointed. “I’d expected some kind of compensation…” 
 
    “Then you thought wrong.” 
 
    Jort squirmed behind Huan and pointed at his gun emphatically. I knew what he wanted—to blast him right now and be done with it. I was beginning to see his point. 
 
    “Well, in any case, we’re at an impasse,” Huan said. “I can’t do as you ask. I have governors within my mind and my body. That’s why I’m so relentless, so reliable. I have significant freedom of will, but it’s not complete. It’s as if fate guides my thoughts and actions. Think of me as a man of unshakable conviction.” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment, and I believed him. I sighed. “That’s very disappointing.” 
 
    Suddenly, Jort was looming behind Huan. He had a broad grin on his face. He popped his hands together, making a loud clapping sound. Then he drew his pistol.  
 
    “This is a terrible thing,” Jort said. “I’m so sorry that it had to come to this. I know that you wanted to make a friend out of your pet robot here, Captain, but this is not to be.” 
 
    As he spoke, Jort placed the muzzle of his pistol at the back of Huan’s head. He didn’t look at all as if he was disappointed. If anything, he looked quite happy about the situation. 
 
    “Hold on, Jort,” I said. “Huan… you asked about the Tulk. What do you know about them? Why are they dangerous?” 
 
    Huan made a wheezing sound. After a moment, I thought that it might be laughter. 
 
    “Why are they dangerous? Because they infest humans. They suborn your will and force you to do as they wish. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    I nodded. “That is a serious issue. But do you know if they can be trusted? I mean, if you strike a deal with one of them, will he honor it?” 
 
    Huan’s head cocked to one side.  
 
    Jort’s pistol moved with him. I could tell he was itching to fire, but I also knew he wouldn’t without my permission. Huan didn’t seem to care much either way. He had never shown fear, and I wasn’t sure he was capable of feeling that particular emotion. 
 
    “I’m not certain… but I do know that at times, clean humans have worked with Tulk to fight against worse things.” 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    “Creatures that don’t exist in this part of the galaxy, fortunately.” 
 
    I stood up. Huan watched me, and Jort watched Huan. 
 
    “Come with me. You can keep your gun on him if you want to, Jort.” 
 
    They followed. Jort’s pistol stayed in line with Huan’s spine or skull at all times.  
 
    I took them to the hold. It was cold down here. The walls were frosted and our breath puffed white.  
 
    “This was the spot. You remember, Jort? The shrade was wrapped around one of our model-Ds. He was carrying Sosa up the ramp, and we fought it. The culus I destroyed with a shredder as well.” 
 
    Huan’s weird eyes showed new life. They were swiveling this way and that, independently. The camera eye was scanning the parts of the ramp I had indicated, while the other eye watched me. 
 
    Jort finally answered. “I remember those things. And the one that inhabited one of our model-Ds for a time. It controlled our robot somehow. They are more than animals.” 
 
    “What you are saying is impossible!” Huan burst out. “Right here? You fought these aliens?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you prove this?” 
 
    I showed him a brief video clip. He watched it, then reloaded it and watched it again several more times. 
 
    “This… this is most disturbing. I thought I’d left such horrors behind.” 
 
    I looked at him closely. “Huan, you’re from the Faustian Chain, aren’t you? That’s where your home stars shine?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Then you know what we’re facing. These aliens, with their multiple forms, they are almost unkillable. They are here now, at the Fringe of the Conclave.” 
 
    “I was… I was unaware. This is unwelcome news.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is. But now do you understand why the Tulk-infested man we’re traveling with is cooperating? We’re all in a temporary alliance together. Our passengers—the Vindari, I mean—they’re fighting these things on their homeworld.” 
 
    Huan listened to me closely. “Keep speaking. You’re altering my mental priorities.” 
 
    “All right. What’s happening here isn’t just a local gun-running job. I’m not in this for profit—not this time. I’m trying to save the Conclave from invasion. This star system we’re in now has excellent weapons. The Sardez fought these aliens, and although they lost, they left behind tools meant to win a war with this enemy.” 
 
    “I’ve heard things about this star system…” 
 
    “The rumors are true—some of them. They weren’t evil people. They were our best. I think the Conclave bombed out their home world to stop the invasion. That was decades ago—but it’s happening again.” 
 
    Huan pulled a move then. I never saw it coming. Perhaps having two variant eyes had advantages. 
 
    He reached behind himself, quick as a cat, and snatched Jort’s gun. The weapon went off with a resounding boom—but no one was hit. 
 
    Huan tossed the weapon away from all of us. It clattered on the frosty deck. 
 
    Jort grappled with him, and they strove together. Huan was surprisingly strong, especially with his artificial hand. It was even more powerful than either of Jort’s. 
 
    “I can make a deal now,” Huan said. 
 
    “Jort, let go of him.” 
 
    Puffing like a bull through his flaring nostrils, Jort released him and stepped back a half-step. “I’m sorry Captain, I should never have let him—” 
 
    “Forget it. Huan? Why are you fighting with us?” 
 
    “Allow me to explain. My dictates—” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “Dictates. Imperatives. Think of them as implanted ideas, intrinsic thoughts… In any regard, my dictates wouldn’t allow me to alter my course of action while under threat. I have removed Jort’s gun, and he therefore no longer represents a threat.” 
 
    “Crazy robot-guy! I’m still a threat! I could tear off that metal arm and—” 
 
    “Jort—shut up,” I ordered.  
 
    Jort stopped talking, but he continued breathing hard through his nose. His hands worked at the air, forming fists, then claws, then fists again. 
 
    “Huan? What’s your deal?” 
 
    “My previous contract has been voided because a higher-priority situation has arisen. This invasion of the Conclave… it suffices as an emergency.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we can forgive and forget? We can go our separate ways?” 
 
    “No, Captain!” Jort burst out. “Don’t trust this crazy guy!” 
 
    I waved for Jort to stop, and he finally went back to brooding. 
 
    “I will definitely stop trying to arrest you,” Huan said. “That program has already ceased executing. This alien threat has interrupted it. The new situation has overridden everything else in my mind, in fact.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, nodding. “Then you’ll take your ship and leave us alone?”  
 
    “My compliance will go further than that. I have no choice, actually… The invasion of the Conclave must be stopped. These creatures are even worse than you suspect, Captain. I would like to work with you to destroy them. May I join your crew?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Explaining Huan’s change of heart to the rest of my crew wasn’t easy. He was far from trusted. He was, in fact, shunned and eyed with great suspicion by everyone aboard—except for Varrick. 
 
    “Why do you accept Huan’s behavior so readily?” I asked Varrick the following day, as we made ready to land on the planetoid. 
 
    “Because he’s like me. He’s from the Chain. All beings and sub-beings from the Chain understand the situation we’re in today.” 
 
    “So… back among your home stars, everyone pulled together to work against these invaders?” 
 
    “Not everyone, but most did eventually. When a greater enemy arrives, all other conflicts are necessarily forgotten. This enemy that approaches us is like a firestorm. They’re a grim source of certain death to all they meet—unless we act in concert.” 
 
    I mulled that over. It seemed to fit a pattern—and it was alarming. How could these invaders bring humans, machines and aliens together into an instant alliance? Could they really be that terrifying and unstoppable? 
 
    I’d only met up with them on a few occasions. Each time, they’d been formidable, but they hadn’t seemed unbeatable.  
 
    Perhaps, I thought, my impressions were due to special circumstances. I’d only met the invaders out here, freezing and starving to death on an isolated rock. Perhaps on a world that was warmer and full of life they’d be much more numerous and powerful. 
 
    “Is it really a good idea to land?” I asked Varrick. “They will be much more active in the daylight.” 
 
    “Of course it isn’t a good idea—but it is better than the alternative. If we wait for months, the world we’re intending to help might already be lost. Therefore, we must take the risk.” 
 
    I turned back to my controls, easing the ship down onto a snowy ridge of frozen methane. Outside, the snows swirled up, landed on the hot ship and melted. The trickling liquid quickly froze once again, however. 
 
    “A good thing there’s not much oxygen on this rock,” Varrick said, gazing out the viewports. “Methane is highly flammable. You’d have blown up the first time you landed.” 
 
    “Good thing,” I agreed, and I unbuckled my harness. 
 
    Jort was in the hold and suited up for action. He had a spacer suit, a shredder in both hands, and a twitchy finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Watch where you point that thing, Jort.” 
 
    “Who will be going out, Captain? To the bunker, I mean.” 
 
    “You or I at least, to lead the others to the spot. Who do you suggest should go?” 
 
    Jort looked uncertain. He bared his teeth with the effort thinking caused him. “I’m torn. We could take our passengers—but any or all of them are likely to steal from us in the future. On the other hand, if we leave them here they might take the ship and leave us stranded!” 
 
    I glanced at him in mild concern. “I hadn’t considered such disastrous scenarios.” 
 
    “Why not? You must do this. You are our captain!” 
 
    “Yes… all right, here’s the deal. You watch the ship. I’ll take Huan—he seems like a good fighter.” 
 
    “What about the load?”  
 
    “The model-Ds will take care of that. They can pull a cargo sled better than any of us.” 
 
    “Not better than me…” he muttered. “Also, you must take someone you can trust. Huan might kill you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. He’s wanted to arrest me since the beginning, not murder me.” 
 
    “Just the same, if he comes back without you—I’m going to blow him back down that ramp and out the door!” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Huan followed me a few minutes later, and we walked down the ramp. Behind us, a half-dozen model-D robots shuffled along. They pulled two cargo sleds. I’d paid for some upgrades since the last time I’d ventured here. With more bots and an extra sled, we’d be able to empty the armory quickly—hopefully before anything unpleasant noticed us. 
 
    We keyed our radios down to their lowest settings. Huan proved not to be overly talkative in any case. 
 
    As soon as we’d walked up the first shark-toothed ridge and were out of sight of the ship, I handed him a second shredder. I’d placed it under a tarp on the cargo sled. For myself, I carried my personal Sardez rifle. 
 
    Huan examined the shredder I’d given him with interest. 
 
    “This is a deadly instrument? It appears inadequate.” 
 
    “It can kill a shrade or a culus. I’ve used them to that effect.” 
 
    “Then you were fortunate. There are other, larger forms that couldn’t be brought down with a spray of slugs from this weapon.” 
 
    Deciding not to argue about things I’d never seen before, I marched through knee-high snow. Soon, we had topped the ridge and made it down into the crater beyond. Here, a large series of chasms made the going treacherous. The snows covered them up in spots, making it very dangerous. You could fall into a deep hole and disappear. We’d lost a model-D right here a year ago, in fact. 
 
    “Something moves,” Huan said. He stopped and stood stock-still. For once, his odd eyes were no longer roving. They’d locked onto something in the distance. 
 
    I stood beside him and peered into the bluish gloom that passed for sunlight out here in deep space. “Where…? Oh…” 
 
    I saw it. My blood cooled in my veins, because I’d never seen anything like this before. It wasn’t a culus or a shrade. It was bigger. I had the impression of a table-shaped creature. It was almost like a model-D bot, but with a flat back. 
 
    “It looks like a walking table…” 
 
    “That’s an accurate description of its appearance and its function.” 
 
    “What does it have on its back?” I asked in a harsh whisper. 
 
    “A crate. I imagine it’s full of weapons.” 
 
    My mind reset itself. Some alien was stealing our weapons? “We’ve got to stop that thing!” 
 
    I began running toward it, but a fast, strong hand reached out and caught me by the shoulder. Huan spun me around. 
 
    “Use your rifle,” he said. “There might be others. They like to bait traps this way.” 
 
    Nodding, I figured he could be right. I dropped to one knee and sighted. I’d already loaded the rifle with a medium range kill-shot. I took care, as I didn’t want to miss. 
 
    The rifle jumped in my hands. There was no atmosphere on this planetoid, so it didn’t crack or boom. Instead, it kicked. It kicked hard. 
 
    I was thrown back into the snows. It was one of the hazards of the low gravity. A kick that should have done no more than rock my shoulder had nearly caused me to do a backward summersault in the snow. 
 
    I climbed back to my feet, cursing. “I should have set myself.” 
 
    “Immaterial—the shot struck home. You have good aim.” 
 
    “Sardez weapons are the best.” 
 
    The creature I’d shot wasn’t dead, but it had slumped down. It flopped and kicked. The loaded crate it had carried on its back rolled away.  
 
    “What is that thing?” I demanded. “It should be dead.” 
 
    “It’s called a trach,” Huan said. “A servant of the invaders. A working beast. They’re the only form that’s not dangerous—but they’re still hard to kill.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go and retrieve the crate?” 
 
    Huan wasn’t looking at me or the trach. He was eyeing the horizon with both his odd eyes. “I think we should retreat to the ship. There might still be time.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    That’s when I saw something running up behind Huan. I lifted my rifle again, braced myself, and fired. 
 
    I missed—or at least I thought I did. The creature came forward, faster than ever. It lifted from the ground in a bounding run. 
 
    The trach had been a trap. It had been a distraction, just as Huan had suggested. This attack was coming from the shadowy cliffs directly opposite the trach’s slow, trudging path. 
 
    Huan began to release measured bursts with his shredder. A few of the slugs caught the beast—whatever it was—but they didn’t put it down. The attacker began to hop and lurch, moving in an uneven, weaving pattern. It was dodging us, I realized, racing closer and hoping we would miss. I got the feeling that if it managed to reach us—well, it would be bad. 
 
    Taking careful aim, I fired the Sardez again. It rocked me back on my heels, and I stumbled, but I kept on my feet. 
 
    The attacking creature, however, wasn’t so lucky. I’d hit him squarely. He went down, thrashing wildly. Dark liquids steamed in the snow.  
 
    “Got him!” 
 
    “Let’s run.”  
 
    Without waiting for me, Huan began racing back the way we’d come. I looked around at the cargo sleds, and my precious model-Ds. “We can’t just take off and leave our gear.” 
 
    But I was talking to Huan’s back. 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation for me. It didn’t last long, but I felt I had to take stock of things.  
 
    It occurred to me that as of this moment, the aliens appeared to be beaten. Still, Huan was running for his life.  
 
    He’d predicted the first attack, and he’d been right. He knew this enemy better than I did… 
 
    In short, I began to run. Not all-out at first, but I was churning up snow. I paused only long enough to give our androids the auto-return order. They could find their own way back if they had to. 
 
    Once I’d done this, I glanced off to my right, to where that strange, long-legged humanoid had fallen. 
 
    My heart almost stopped. It wasn’t there. A moment ago, it had been thrashing in the snow, but now— 
 
    Swinging my head wildly to the left and right, I picked up the pace. Huan had stopped to wait for me at the crater’s edge. He was standing with his shredder aimed in my direction. 
 
    Suddenly, I caught on. He’d set me up. He was right there, aiming his gun at me. He was going to blow me down with a shower of slugs while I was distracted and looking for phantoms. 
 
    I veered to the left, and it was then that he fired. A rippling blaze of full-auto gunfire lit up the snowy fields. I couldn’t hear the shots, but I was sure I would feel them when they began to slam into me. 
 
    Miraculously, I wasn’t touched. I raised my Sardez, putting it to my shoulder— 
 
    But Huan was still firing. He was aiming where I’d been standing a moment earlier.  
 
    Turning back, I saw it. That dark bounding shape was still moving, almost on top of me. It must have hidden then charged again when my attention had shifted away. 
 
    I’d never been so close before to this new kind of monster. It was humanoid, but certainly not a human. The ovoid torso was headless, with long limbs covered in chitinous material. The central thorax was a mottled gray-brown. 
 
    Swinging my Sardez into line, I had to fire from the hip. It was already too close, moving too fast— 
 
    The gun kicked in my hands. I was again knocked back onto my butt. I hadn’t braced myself. That was a rookie mistake that might’ve cost me my life if I’d missed. 
 
    But I hadn’t missed. The alien was down again, leaking more dark fluids and kicking savagely at nothing on the ground. It had blade-like feet that sent up clumps of snow. 
 
    “Come,” Huan said. “We must flee.” 
 
    I didn’t question him this time. I didn’t say a damned thing.  
 
    I just started running for the ship—running for my life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    We crossed the crater wall and raced for the ship. I was puffing with exertion and fright. Something about that alien... it was freaky. It had placed a visceral fear into my human mind. It was so predatory, so alien and so wrong somehow.  
 
    I think my primitive mind objected to the fact I was being hunted intelligently. That’s not something humans are accustomed to when we encounter nonhumans. Now and then, a man like myself might encounter a predator in the wilderness of a colony planet, but I’d never met up with anything that was so smart, fast and determined. 
 
    Tossing glances over my shoulder every few seconds, I half-slid down the rocky hill to our spaceship. The ramp was still down, and that fact made me grunt with displeasure. Had I really been so thoughtless as to leave the ship open like this? 
 
    “Captain?” Sosa’s voice crackled in my ear. “You’re returning without the sleds? So soon?” 
 
    “There’s something after us, Sosa. If we’re taken down before we reach the ship, retract the ramp and close all the hatches.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Just do it.” 
 
    The radio crackled for a moment. “I have you on visual. You’re only two hundred meters out. You’ll make it.” 
 
    I was glad she was confident, but I wasn’t. That thing—it had moved so fast. In comparison, Huan and I were slogging through deepening snows, trying to follow the tracks we laid down the first time. The last few hundred meters seemed to take an eternity. We were both becoming tired and puffing with exertion. 
 
    I noticed that Huan wasn’t quite keeping up with me. He’d lagged behind. Suddenly, I remembered his state of health was far from perfect. I’d had to jolt him back to life just the day before. Perhaps he had deep, internal injuries. 
 
    “Put your arm over my shoulder,” I said. “Your real arm.” 
 
    Huan hesitated, but he did it. I half lifted him, and we moved faster. He was running out of stamina.  
 
    Fortunately, he didn’t weigh much on this planetoid. Neither did my rifle. The extra weight almost helped me get my feet under me and grip the ground firmly. Traveling in low gravity could be surprisingly taxing. It was kind of like trying to run in chest-deep water. Your feet slid out from under you. Working in low gravity was generally harder than it looked, as you couldn’t easily brace yourself. It felt as if there was nothing much to push against. 
 
    My spacer’s skills didn’t fail me today, however. I kept going, eating up ground and plowing aside the snow when I broke through the crust with my churning boots.  
 
    After I reached the halfway point, I stopped looking over my shoulder. I figured that if the alien was gaining on us, it would catch us even faster if I kept turning around. 
 
    “Captain!” Sosa said, speaking loudly in my headset. “I see something behind you. A dark shape just came over the ridge. Is that a man?” 
 
    “Send Jort below to work the anti-personnel turret. Blast the alien following us if you get a chance.” 
 
    For perhaps the next ten seconds, all I could hear was my own puffing and coughing. The ramp was close now. Just fifty steps away. 
 
    Then a figure appeared at the bottom of the ramp. For a bleary second I thought it was another killer alien—but no, the shoulders were huge, and this thing had a head. As I watched, it raised a long rifle. 
 
    Jort fired at something past Huan and I. Part of me wanted to stop and engage the alien, but a bigger, more primitive part of me wanted to keep running for safety. Now that I could see that ramp, I wanted to be on it, to race up into the safety of the ship. 
 
    Following my instinct, I kept running. Jort fired a second time, then a third. Then he lifted his rifle, aiming the muzzle high. 
 
    “It’s gone,” he said. “I didn’t see where it went. Maybe it fell down into one of those big holes.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Breathing hard, barely able to speak, I turned and scanned the rim of the crater behind us. There was nothing moving.  
 
    Turning back to the ship, I examined the ground for odd prints, but I saw none. The ship had landed in a frozen dish of ice. Really, it was melted snow that had refrozen.  
 
    Huan was looking everywhere at once, too. I let go of him, and we climbed together up the ramp. Jort followed us, shaking his head. 
 
    “What was that out there?” he asked. “It looked like a man with long legs and no head.” 
 
    “That’s an accurate description,” Huan said. “It was a killbeast. At least, that’s what they call them in the Chain colonies. You can call it whatever you wish.” 
 
    We hit the ramp actuator, and it retracted. We aimed weapons down into the blinding snow outside until the ramp was up and the hatch was firmly secured. 
 
    I removed my helmet and my breath puffed out in white blasts. Oxygen flooded the hold, and my breathing became easier. 
 
    “Check everything in here,” I told Jort. “Look for any sign of entry. That ramp was down and unguarded for a long time.” 
 
    Jort’s eyes registered alarm. He nodded and hastened to do as I’d told him. 
 
    Huan, on the other hand, was watching me. 
 
    “You haven’t seen that type before?” he asked.  
 
    “No. I’ve only encountered one culus—the flat, flying types with a single pumping leg. I’ve seen two shrades as well, I think. Snake-like things that love to crush a man’s ribs.” 
 
    Huan nodded. “You’ve survived a surprising number of encounters. Most humans don’t live to meet their second alien. You’re either lucky, or very skilled.” 
 
    “It’s a little of both.” 
 
    We headed to the upper decks and got warmed up. Sinking into a cushioned seat was a great relief. Thinking about the alien, I shuddered for a half-second. 
 
    “Are you suffering a malfunction?” Huan asked me. One of his damned eyes was always fixated on me, it seemed. 
 
    “Just a little chilled,” I lied smoothly. “It was cold out there.” 
 
    “The ambient temperature inside a spacer suit while undergoing exertion would seem to preclude—” 
 
    “Look, do you think there’s any way one of those things could break in here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But if the ramp was left down, they wouldn’t have to break in.” 
 
    I nodded. “All right. We’ll search the ship—no, I’ve got a better idea. Our freeloading passengers will do it. I’m going to get myself a drink.” 
 
    “You’re dehydrated? That would seem odd, given that—” 
 
    I slammed the door in his face and tracked down Trask, Dernel and Varrick. Then I poured a shot of whiskey as I spoke to them. I told my lazy passengers there might be a killer alien aboard, and I got them up to look for it.  
 
    They grumbled. Only Varrick seemed keen for the work. 
 
    Morwyn found me just as I was reaching for the bottle, planning on a refill. 
 
    She watched my hands closely as I poured. “You’ll spill it. Allow me.” 
 
    She poured my drink, and I let her. After I drank that one, I felt better. I smiled at her. 
 
    “I guess I’m out of shape.” 
 
    “No. You are in excellent physical condition.” 
 
    “Well then, perhaps I’m still cold from—” 
 
    “What was it out there? What were you running from?” 
 
    With a sigh, I brought up some suit-cam video files and flicked them from my suit to the table we were leaning on. The vids played under our elbows, turning the dark, beer-stained countertop into a screen. 
 
    Morwyn watched the vicious alien pursue us. She gasped and shifted in her seat now and then. “It almost caught you. So fast… so vigorous! How many times did you and Huan shoot it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think it even felt the slugs from the shredder. It was only impressed by my Sardez—for a while, anyway.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how it kept bouncing back up after direct hits. What kind of animal can do that?” 
 
    “It’s not an animal—not really. It thinks. It was stalking us all along. Trying to trick us.” 
 
    “Do you think it could fire a weapon if it had one?” she asked in concern. A moment after asking the question, she shook her head. “A dumb question. It must have found your cache of weapons by now, so it would have shot you down if these aliens were that smart.” 
 
    She looked relieved to have made this conclusion, but after I thought her words over, I shook my head.  
 
    “You know… I think that creature could have fired a Sardez rifle. But the power packs are all dead, you see. Charging them with nothing but a little sunlight would be difficult. I don’t think they’ve managed to do that—not yet, at least. That might even be the real reason why it tried so hard to catch us. Maybe it wanted our power packs.” 
 
    Morwyn shivered, rewinding the video and watching it again. “I hope you’re wrong. I would hate to see a monster like this with a weapon in its claws.” 
 
    “So would I.” 
 
    As a group, we’d come to respect an artificial cycle of night and day. Exhausted after our abortive attempts to reach my cache of weapons, I decided we should sleep on the problem and try to come up with a solution in the morning. 
 
    I put Jort and Sosa on watch, and the rest of us went to sleep.  
 
    The truth was, I wasn’t sure how we were going to get those rifles now. I was beginning to think this entire effort might be a failure. We might have to depart this rock and return months from now, whether we wanted to or not. 
 
    Despite all of my hard thinking, I was taken by surprise when a fire fight broke out several hours later. We were all surprised, I guess—but that’s no excuse. Not for the ship’s captain.  
 
    After all, the pieces to the puzzle were laid out before me—if I’d been a thinking man that evening I’d have guessed it. The model-Ds and the cargo sleds hadn’t returned—and they were powered by packs that were compatible with a Sardez rifle. 
 
    What came down on our ship first, however, was worse than any rifle round. Even an armor-piercing bolt from an accelerated barrel, as dangerous as that was to the skin of a ship like ours, didn’t compare to a falling plasma-ball from a mortar.  
 
    That was an even bigger failure on my part. Sure, the rifles took charged power packs that the aliens didn’t have handy—but the mortars didn’t. One of their selling points was their rugged design. They could be dragged into the field with nothing but the tube, tripod and a case of live rounds. The mortars had targeting computers, of course, but they could also operate manually.  
 
    The chemical charge in the base of any of the units, once set up and aimed properly, was enough to toss a shell a kilometer or more—especially with the low gravity of this world. In fact, the biggest problem the aliens faced was avoiding sending their salvos into orbit over this tiny world. 
 
    That was the only break we got, as it turned out. Their first shot went high and wild. It sailed right over the ship—and over the horizon. Striking a spiky outcropping of stone and ice on the far side of the planetoid, it sent a tremor through the ground that registered on every computer aboard Royal Fortune. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t enough to cause our emergency klaxons to blare without human intervention. All they did was light up Sosa’s screen. 
 
    She’d always been a suspicious woman. She reached for the com link, and she buzzed my cabin immediately. 
 
    “Captain? We have something odd on our boards.” 
 
    “Ah, come on, Sosa,” Jort said over the crackling speakers. “Let the man rest. He nearly shit himself out there on the ice today.” 
 
    Grumbling, I swept my feet out of my bunk and put them on the floor—but I didn’t stand. I pondered my options. Could Jort be right? Was Sosa overreacting? She’d done so countless times in the past. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. I heard clicking and various tones. She was examining the data.  
 
    I sighed. Another false alarm? The woman usually did this when Rose and I connected and spent the night. Tonight, however, my bunk was cold and empty. That couldn’t be it. 
 
    “What is it, Sosa?” I repeated. 
 
    “Something… something hot flew over the ship’s hull, sir. At a height of about seventy meters.” 
 
    “Chunks of crap fly off this rock now and then. That’s not anything to panic about.” 
 
    “No, sir. But do these objects generally measure at around a thousand degrees Celsius?” 
 
    I hesitated. That was an anomaly. Sure, it was explainable in any of a dozen ways, but… I didn’t like it. 
 
    My ass finally rose from my bunk. I would miss my bed, I was certain of that much. 
 
    No sooner had I taken two steps toward the door than a shock ran through the ship. A green light glimmered through the porthole. It was bright—too bright. 
 
    In an instant, I knew what it was: a mortar. The shell had struck fairly near, and it had gone off.  
 
    These thoughts rang through my mind, and adrenaline pumped into my veins. Was the ship damaged? Was anyone hurt?  
 
    Was the next shell going to be a direct hit? 
 
    “Sosa! Lift off! Get us off the ground right now—!” 
 
    Alarms began to ring all over the ship. The porthole that had glowed green moments ago now popped inward, firing a shower of shatterproof glass into my cabin. Less than a second later, these same shards reversed themselves as the cabin depressurized, sucking them back outside. 
 
    The chamber immediately dropped below freezing. Ice would soon form on surfaces around me. My own lungs labored to draw breath. 
 
    I scrambled to put on a helmet. I slept in my spacer’s suit when on a rock like this one, but I didn’t sleep in a helmet. 
 
    Staggering to the door, I opened it and sealed it again behind me. It wouldn’t do to let all our air escape. It was very likely some of our people wouldn’t be able to button up in time. 
 
    Emergency sirens went off. The lights dimmed, then red-shifted. The ship was automatically going into lockdown. Bulkheads and hatches sealed themselves with the whining of electrical motors. 
 
    In the case of depressurization, the ship was designed to divide itself into a dozen compartments. If we lost one or two—the rest should still be viable. 
 
    I thought about Rose and Morwyn right away, of course. They were probably in their bunks, even more confused and freaked out than I was.  
 
    But I couldn’t go to their cabins to check on them. Not now. The ship was in danger, and my place was on the bridge. I was the captain, after all. 
 
    Scrambling as best I could in a chaotic environment, I half-climbed and half-ran down the passageway to the bridge. Sosa had already sealed the door, as she should have, but I overrode the lock. 
 
    “Why haven’t we taken off?” I demanded as I burst onto the flight deck. 
 
    Sosa was there alone. She didn’t even look at me. Instead, she pointed to the status boards. 
 
    Our electrical ignition systems were offline. Both engines had been disabled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I demanded.  
 
    I’m sure everyone aboard was thinking that same thing, but at least I was able to satisfy my curiosity by examining the recorded data with my own eyes.  
 
    “I’m locating and marking hostiles as we speak,” Sosa said, working her ops boards. “So far, I’ve found seven moving targets. Four of them have fired on us so far.” 
 
    “Fired on us? With Sardez rifles?” 
 
    She glanced at me and nodded. 
 
    “This ship can’t take that. She’ll never survive. We can’t let them riddle us with high-velocity rounds.” 
 
    “They don’t seem to be trying to kill the ship, Captain—they’re trying to kill us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “The crew, sir.” 
 
    Then, at long last, I got it. These aliens weren’t interested in destroying our ship. They wanted to capture it.  
 
    “That plasma mortar didn’t hit us, did it?” I asked. “It came down just close enough to hit us with an EMP blast.” 
 
    “That’s right. This is a capture attempt.” 
 
    Fortunately, although many of our systems were down or on emergency power, I was still able to communicate on an open channel with whoever had a spacesuit on.  
 
    “Jort? Do you read me, Jort?” 
 
    “I’m online, Captain. I’m getting into the antipersonnel turret. I will tear them up!” 
 
    “Go for it. Shoot anything that moves.” 
 
    Ripping sounds of fire began soon after that. I was glad I’d stolen that thing off a patrol ship long ago and installed it. Sure, it had brought me a few uncomfortable interviews in the past with the law, but now it was showing it’s true worth. 
 
    “They’re shooting back at Jort. They’re all around the ship, Captain.” 
 
    “But can they get in?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t think so. We have the ramp sealed tight, and—what the fuck?” 
 
    I climbed up and looked over her shoulder. I saw right away what the problem was. The ramp was going down. 
 
    “Trask!” I shouted. “Trask! Do you read me?” 
 
    There was no answer. Maybe he was already dead. Cursing, I tried again. “Governor Varrick? Arm yourself and meet me in the cargo hold!” 
 
    “Will do, Gorman.” He didn’t sound happy, but I figured he could fight like the devil himself when he had to. 
 
    We reached the ramp just as the first of the alien commandos sprinted aboard. We fired in unison, Varrick with a shredder and me with my rifle.  
 
    The alien was knocked off his feet, but he bounced back up with such vigor he hit the roof and had to lever himself off it.  
 
    This freakish alien had a Sardez of its own. He moved with such speed it was like following the blurring motion of an insect. 
 
    I was getting to see a killbeast up close now. The gray-brown body was more of a tough husk than a skin or smooth carapace. It reminded me of a cross between sharkskin and the bark of a tree.  
 
    It was pure luck that it chose to fire on Varrick first. Pure luck—or maybe the fact Varrick was hammering away with a continuous stream of rounds from his shredder. These seemed to annoy the alien. Fortunately, the slugs did no damage to the ship. Shredders were designed to penetrate spacesuits and skin—that’s all. They were specifically designed not to puncture the walls of a spaceship.  
 
    Apparently, they didn’t hit hard enough to destroy a killbeast, either. The alien brought his Sardez in line, working it faster than I could have, and fired a bolt into Varrick. 
 
    The big man went down, then I fired my own Sardez—putting a second round directly into the chest. It went down, thrashing and spitting fluids. At last, it seemed to die.  
 
    There was more movement at the base of the ramp, so I slammed the emergency retract button. It rose with agonizing slowness.  
 
    This time, the alien got the drop on me. I’d hit the emergency retract button before I’d reloaded my Sardez. These weapons were all about firepower, not ease of use. 
 
    That spare moment had cost me my life, I realized. The next alien soldier—they looked and acted like practiced soldiers, I now realized—wasn’t going to give me time to load and aim. 
 
    To my surprise, however, a shower of sparks caught the alien and knocked him backward. It came from my right, where Varrick lay on his back in a puddle of gore. Somehow, the old pirate had managed to lift his weapon and hold down the trigger for several seconds. 
 
    Bringing my Sardez back into line, I managed to blast the killbeast in the gut, then the chest a second later. After a lot of kicking, it finally died. 
 
    The frosty hold fell silent. I rushed to Varrick and tried to help him up. He put a hand over my hand, and he wheezed at me. 
 
    “This body is dying. Save me!” 
 
    The strange light in those eyes. I’d almost forgotten… Varrick was carrying a Tulk.  
 
    Normally, I might not have cared. After all, no man held much love for the parasites in his gut, much less the bugs in his neighbor’s belly.  
 
    But this was a special situation. If we were to gain the cooperation of the Tulk who had taken a Sword World and were busy suborning another, we needed this enlightened member of their species. 
 
    Cursing, I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him from the hold into the ship proper. Jort came down the passage, hooting and slamming his hands together. 
 
    “I got them! That AP cannon is great! I put them down again and again, until two couldn’t stand. The rest of them ran off into the snow.” 
 
    Then, he caught sight of Varrick and his expression changed. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Two got aboard the ship. We killed them in the cargo hold. Help me get him into the main saloon. Tell everyone to come there—everyone aboard must attend a meeting.” 
 
    Jort grabbed Varrick and shook him. “Uh… Captain, I don’t think we can do much for this guy. He’s as dead as a rock.” 
 
    “He’s still warm. Just do as I tell you.” 
 
    Jort shrugged, and we dragged Varrick’s floppy body to the main saloon. 
 
    Reluctantly, the rest of the passengers and crew joined us there. They eyed Varrick with disgust.  
 
    “People,” I said. “I’m here to ask for a volunteer. One of us must agree to give Varrick’s Tulk a body to ride in.” 
 
    “What?” Rose squawked in horror. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “She’s right, sir. We should toss that thing out onto the ice. Let the aliens chew on it.” 
 
    “No!” I said, standing firm in front of them. “If I have to, I’ll let it ride my guts. But I don’t want to do that, as I’m your captain.” 
 
    Trask snorted. “That’s a fine excuse.” 
 
    I glanced at him in irritation. I was eyeing the two from Vindar. They, after all, had a world to save. If anyone should be willing to make such a sacrifice it should be one of them. 
 
    “I don’t quite understand,” Morwyn said. “Why do we need this alien?” 
 
    “To convince his brothers to follow us to your home planet. The Tulk know this danger like none of us do. It’s the only thing that will steer them from self-interest. Don’t forget, Varrick’s, um… guest… is the leader of the Tulk. He can get them to help us. Think of it as a diplomatic gesture.” 
 
    Morwyn looked truly horrified. Dernel stared at the dead body. He reached out a skinny hand and poked at the guts with a stick-like finger. “Are we sure it’s still alive?” 
 
    “It spoke to me through Varrick before he died.” 
 
    Dernel nodded. “How long do we have—before the Tulk dies with its subject, I mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know… an hour or two, I should think. Back on Baden, when Jort and I dealt with such creatures, they could be harvested from the dead and saved quite a while after the host had ceased to breathe.” 
 
    “Father!” Morwyn said in sudden alarm. “Don’t tell me you’re considering—?” 
 
    He smiled at her tiredly. “What else can I do that’s a critical part of this heroic effort, dear-heart? Captain Gorman already knows it must be me. He hasn’t stopped eyeing me since I walked in.”  
 
    This startled me. The man always seemed to be out-to-lunch. I hadn’t realized he was paying such close attention. 
 
    Morwyn turned to me next. “William?” she pleaded. “Don’t let him do this. He’s a dedicated man, but he’s older and frail.” 
 
    I didn’t answer here. Instead, I turned to Dernel. “It’s your choice, sir.” 
 
    Finally, Dernel nodded. His eyes were glassy, and he seemed to be staring at Varrick’s corpse with fascination. “It’s about time I took a material part in this grand drama, isn’t it?” 
 
    Morwyn left the saloon. She looked like she might cry, and I couldn’t blame her for wanting to skip this particular spectacle. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Trask said. “Pain-wise, I mean. I carried one of these buggers for months. They irritate and warp the mind, but they don’t cause you terrible discomfort.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself!” Sosa said. “My rider tormented me regularly. I’ll never willingly take another.” 
 
    Trask shrugged. “Perhaps they have various personalities—like humans. What I do know is that Varrick never seemed to be in discomfort.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. Stop arguing—it has been decided.” 
 
    “Very brave of you,” I said. “Now…” 
 
    “Just one thing,” Dernel said. “How would I…?” He took a deep breath, then cleared his throat. “How does it… enter the body?” 
 
    Trask’s expression became grim. “There are a few options, should the subject be a willing sort. Could the rest of you excuse us?” 
 
    Jort and I hurried out of the place. Rose followed me in a huff. 
 
    “How could you do this, William?” she whispered harshly.  
 
    Jort rolled his eyes behind her and gave me a secret grin. Then, he disappeared down the passageway. “I’ve got a number of holes to patch up, sir!” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    Rose faced me with her arms crossed and her face wrinkled up in a frown. “You’re killing that poor lunatic. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. Trask had one. Sosa did too, for a long time. Do you want to carry it instead?” 
 
    “Hell no!” 
 
    “Well then, what’s your solution?” 
 
    Rose fell silent. She finally made a frustrated growling noise. “I don’t know. But I don’t trust these Tulk. They’re only slightly less threatening than the aliens that attacked us today.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Nonsense. There’s no comparison. I’ve fought both, and I’d rather kill a dozen Tulk than one of these killbeasts.” 
 
    She looked up at me in sudden concern. “They’re that bad?” 
 
    I nodded, and I took the liberty of kissing her on the forehead. 
 
    She rubbed at the spot in mild irritation. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “Because you’re the sweet one on this ship. You’re always looking out for others.” 
 
    Rose gave me a flickering smile and went off to patch the ship with Jort. Royal Fortune had been hit by a number of Sardez rifle rounds and there were damaged systems. There was plenty to do. 
 
    Returning to the saloon, I tapped at the door quietly with the back of my knuckles.  
 
    A moment later, the door swung wide. I’d expected to meet up with Trask—but it was Dernel.  
 
    He looked different. His eyes had never been so wide before. Right off, I knew he’d already taken on the rider. 
 
    “Hello Dernel—or should I say, ah, Varrick?” 
 
    “Call me Dernel,” he said. His voice was steady and even, quite a change from the quavering odd tones of Dernel in the past. “I find it puts people at ease if the name matches the face.” 
 
    I nodded. “That makes sense. I trust you are uninjured?” 
 
    “It will take a week or two for me to fully take root. Additionally, I think this mind is going to be a difficult one to share a body with. He’s erratic and willful.” 
 
    I smiled. “Is that so? Too bad.” 
 
    With the matter settled, I moved to check on Sosa and see to the ship’s repairs. Unfortunately, we weren’t going to be lifting off anytime soon. It looked to be a week’s worth of work—maybe longer, before we could safely leave. 
 
    Jort had a quick answer to our troubles. 
 
    “We must attack, sir. Right now!” 
 
    “Madness!” Sosa responded. 
 
    I took stock of things while the two of them squabbled. At last, I sighed and made my decision.  
 
    “Jort is right,” I said. “We have to attack now. We’ve driven the aliens off, but they will be back. Perhaps there are other aliens on this tiny world, coming to their call. Or perhaps they’re patching up their odd bodies. In any case, we can’t lift off, and we can’t sit in this ship working on it for another week, hoping they’ll do nothing.” 
 
    Dernel appeared as a small shadow in the doorway of the bridge. “Wise talk. You must strike now. This enemy, when wounded, is more than capable of regenerating and returning with renewed vigor.” 
 
    I nodded, and I slammed my hand on a console. “That’s it, then. Jort, Trask—the three of us are taking rifles. Today, we hunt them instead of them hunting us.” 
 
    “What about him?” Trask asked, pointing at Dernel rudely. “Why doesn’t he go with us? Or the women? We could take the women—” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Rose isn’t much of a fighter. Neither is Morwyn. Sosa can handle herself, but she’s best left to man the ship. She loves it even more than she loves my crew.” 
 
    Sosa made no arguments. Her eyes and fingers were only interested in her screens. 
 
    “What about that other freak?” Jort asked. “Huan?” 
 
    The truth was I felt I could have used the calm competence of Huan on the ice. But I wanted to leave someone behind who could fight an alien. I shook my head.  
 
    “Huan stays with the ship to guard it. “Dernel must stay behind as well. He’s now key to this entire insane plan. He and his resident Tulk have to stay alive.” 
 
    “I would like to live to see another day myself,” Trask added, “if it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “With luck, you will. Those who stay behind will try to get the ship into good enough shape to escape this rock’s weak gravity. As soon as you can, lift off and finish the repairs in space. If we’re dead… return to the Sword Worlds. Maybe, just maybe, Dernel’s rider can talk his brothers into heading to Vindar and stopping the enemy from invading the Conclave.” 
 
    Trask ground his teeth, but at last, he agreed. I knew he wasn’t a man who liked to put his own skin on the line unless he absolutely had to. After all, no Sword Brother had ever made the rank of Baron by spilling his own blood. 
 
    “A suicide mission then, is it?” he asked. “That’s just lovely. When do we march?” 
 
    I cast my eyes to the dim-lit snowy landscape outside for a long moment. I was mildly surprised that Trask wasn’t trying to take charge of the situation. He was, after all, a professional mercenary captain. 
 
    The answer to this riddle was apparent to me, after a moment’s thought. Trask knew I was the expert on this planetoid and this enemy. Further, he trusted my judgment enough to allow me to lead. It was a compliment, actually.  
 
    “We march immediately. Let’s kill these things—before they kill the rest of us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    The three of us took rifles and fresh oxygen tanks. We set out on the trampled snows around the ship, looking every which-way. Jort even examined the ship itself, craning his neck and walking sideways to see the top of the hull. 
 
    “Looking for aliens, are you?” Trask laughed. “I bet they’ve all died or run off by now. If they were out here scratching at the hull we would have heard them.” 
 
    “I want to see how badly—look there! Another porthole blown out. They were shooting for the glass.” 
 
    “They must have used Sardez weapons to punch through this reinforced, crystallized glass…” Trask said. “Disturbing. I didn’t want to believe they could operate a rifle.” 
 
    “They can,” I said. “I fought one who was working his like a pro—that’s why Varrick is no longer with us.” 
 
    Jort finally stopped examining the damage, and we set off. The ramp retracted into the ship the moment we stepped out of the ship’s shadow. Sosa had lifted it without being told to do so. 
 
    I nodded, feeling confident she would do what had to be done. If she had to take off and maroon us—she would. She’d sit on Rose while she did it, too. 
 
    Turning my full attention to the landscape, I trudged with the others, gripping and re-gripping my rifle. I didn’t like being out in the open like this. Despite the fact the planetoid was generally covered in rough terrain, both our landing spot and the base we were heading toward were surrounded by broad, flat planes of snow.  
 
    We reached the ridge without incident, but our first surprise came as we walked among the shadowy rocks. 
 
    Jort howled something incomprehensible, and he jumped away and backward. He reminded me of a frightened housecat, springing away from something that surprises it. The low gravity made his leap truly impressive, as he soared at least four meters backward. 
 
    Mid-flight, he fired his Sardez rifle. The recoil flipped him off balance, so he landed badly. Scrambling up, he rushed to where Trask and I had advanced to the spot. 
 
    There was a body lying in the snow. Trask lifted one of the dead creature’s arms and waved it at Jort. 
 
    “Could you spare a medpack, Jort old buddy?” he laughed, using the dead alien as a puppet. 
 
    Jort stalked forward and became angry when he realized he was being teased. He kicked the alien out of Trask’s hands. 
 
    The two squared off, but I intervened. 
 
    “Save it for the aliens. They’ll probably kill us all in the next few hours. There’s no need to make things any easier for them.” 
 
    The two men grumbled, but they dropped their pointless quarrel. I took the lead, marching between the frosted spikes of rock into the crater where the base lay. 
 
    We spent several minutes on the rim of the crater, just looking around with ocular enhancements. We ran a few scans and used motion detectors—but there was nothing. Only a scattered set of prints and sled tracks showed that anyone had ever crossed that crater floor. 
 
    “There!” Trask said, and we all followed his pointing arm. “See that? Right in the middle of the open area, the sled tracks take a sudden turn.” 
 
    “Sled tracks?” Jort complained. “I thought you saw one of those things.” 
 
    “Better. I just figured out where they’re waiting for us in ambush.” 
 
    I thought it over and decided Trask was right. “It makes sense. There are holes out there, weak spots in the ice and sudden drops. They probably jumped our sorry bots right there. Then, they stole the sleds and took them to the base.” 
 
    We all eyed the spot. It didn’t look inviting. Not only was it the scene of an attack, it was also exposed on every flank. 
 
    “Can we get to the base by circling around on this crater wall?” Trask asked me. 
 
    “No. It’s dead center out there. We have to cross in the open at some point. It might as well be there. We’ll see if they’ve reset the trap.” 
 
    “If they start firing on us out in the open, we’ll be shot down,” Jort complained. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think they like to fight that way. Every time I’ve encountered one of these beings, they’ve tried to get as close as possible to me.” 
 
    “Right,” Trask said. “At a distance, trading shots, a human and one of these freaks are evenly matched. If they can get into dagger-range, however…” 
 
    “That’s what they’ll try to do. Let’s go.” 
 
    If there was any way we could avoid exposing ourselves, I’d have taken it—but there just wasn’t.  
 
    Moving out, I noted Trask was in my wake, but Jort hesitated. He was almost as much of a lurker in the dark as the aliens were.  
 
    Each rapid step I took felt like it might be my last. Inside my suit, I sweated despite the cold that seeped in through the insulated fabric.  
 
    We moved quietly, breathing hard, eyes wide open and staring. We were all frightened, but we were game. I wondered how many other times in history a similar party of warriors had stalked an elusive enemy. I guessed that tactical situations like this were countless. 
 
    We didn’t move in single file, even though it would have been easier to plow through the snow that way. We spread out instead and tried to look everywhere at once. 
 
    Jort was the lucky one again on this occasion. I saw motion off to my left, and I swung to look at him, raising my rifle but— 
 
    Jort was gone.  
 
    “Crevasse!” I shouted, rushing to where the big man had fallen in.  
 
    A half-dozen steps brought me to an area of snow and ice that had crumbled. Jort had found a hole. We weren’t far from the spot where the tracks did a sudden turn, so I wasn’t all that surprised to find uneven ground here.  
 
    “Jort? You dead down there?” 
 
    “No, Captain. I found something. Come down.” 
 
    I hesitated, but Trask pushed past me and slid down on his butt. With an unhappy grunt, I followed them. 
 
    We were inside a trench of some kind. Overhead, a blue-white mass of ice made an unstable ceiling. The ice wasn’t thick, and we could see the glow of the distant sun through it. 
 
    “This is how they move around out here,” Jort said, lighting up his headlamp. “It makes perfect sense. You didn’t see them when they attacked the first time because they were under the ice.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking it over. “Ingenious… they like to fight in close quarters, so they dug out trenches under a thin layer of ice. Anyone who falls through is a fly in a spider’s web.” 
 
    “We should get out of here, then,” Trask said. “It’s madness to meet an army of these monsters down here.” 
 
    “You would rather march the rest of the way to the base in the open?” I asked. 
 
    Trask considered. “How far is it?” 
 
    “Four hundred meters, give or take...” 
 
    Trask cursed. “That’s too far. They’re probably waiting from entrenched positions, waiting for us to get close enough to hit for sure. Then, they’ll ambush us while we’re out in the open. I don’t like this rat-hole, but it’s better than walking into their guns.” 
 
    “It’s decided then. Let’s move.”  
 
    The other two followed me as I pressed ahead. In spots, the ceiling came so low that we had to scramble on all fours. Usually this was due to snow flowing into the trench from the walls.  
 
    In other places, holes appeared overhead. We glanced up at the dim daylight, squinting, but we didn’t poke our heads up. That would be foolish. 
 
    After a few minutes more, we found the spot where our model-Ds had met their grim fate. Each of them had been bashed down and their battery compartments were empty. The sleds were there too, also robbed of their power packs. 
 
    “We  can probably get these guys running again,” Jort said happily. “If we come back later, I mean.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful…” Trask said. He was being sarcastic, but Jort didn’t always get that sort of thing. He nodded and grinned back at the pirate. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, pressing ahead.  
 
    Trask put his hand on my shoulder. “Maybe we should retreat. Four packs… endless rifles… they have us outgunned by my count, Gorman.” 
 
    He looked at me seriously for a moment, so I pretended to consider his suggestion. Then I shook my head.  
 
    “They’ve got four power packs, but we don’t know how many soldiers they’ve got to operate them. This changes nothing.” 
 
    Pressing ahead, I listened closely to see if they were going to follow. I didn’t look back. 
 
    Finally, with plenty of complaints, Jort and then Trask followed me. They were having second thoughts—plenty of them—but they were still in this. 
 
    We reached an open area after perhaps two hundred more steps. The spot didn’t come up to the surface, however. It dove down into the black rocky earth instead. 
 
    The dirt on this planetoid was strange. It wasn’t like the dirt on any colonized world. It had never known life, unlike every inch of soil on any normal planet. Instead, it was one hundred percent mineral in nature. Crystals of ice and a dozen types of reflective stones gleamed in response to our suit lights, as if someone had shattered colored glass and mixed it into the soil. 
 
    We followed the tunnel downward. The shaft came out and merged with the shaped, manmade tunnel that led down into the base. 
 
    “This is great!” Jort whispered. “We can sneak down to the bottom, get our guns, and get out of here!” 
 
    I shook my head, and Trask chuckled. 
 
    “What? Why am I always the fool?” 
 
    Trask opened his mouth to make a sharp comment, but I shook my head in his direction. 
 
    “Think, Jort. If they’re above us aiming rifles out over that open plain, we’re behind them right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, but why not go and get...” 
 
    Trask interrupted in a disgusted tone. “Because, you half-witted ape, we don’t even have our sleds, or the power packs to run them. How many rifles can three of us haul out of here with our bare hands? It will take us fifty trips to get them all—probably more!” 
 
    Jort’s upper lip lifted to show his teeth.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I pressed ahead, moving up the spiraling ramp. 
 
    Soon, the spiraling tunnel above us brightened. We were coming up to the top, to the entrance of the base. 
 
    There were two large clam-shell doors. They were meant to be closed when the base was under bombardment from space. As far as I knew, they didn’t even operate any longer. I’d never seen them closed. 
 
    To prove the point, drifts of snow had crept down from the world above into this artificial cavern. We crunched through this barrier with our rifles raised to our shoulders. Once again, I was glad there was no air on this world to carry sound. 
 
    Despite the fact he couldn’t have heard us, the first alien we met up with somehow sensed our approach. We were only a dozen meters away, lining up our weapons, when he sprang high and spun to face us. 
 
    Jort and I fired reflexively, and we both missed. We’d been startled, and we’d been tensed-up to begin with. A thousand other excuses flashed through my mind, but they didn’t even reach my lips. There was no time for any of that. 
 
    Only Trask had held his fire. He was sighting carefully. The moment the alien’s spinning leap ended, he brought his weapon in line with the monster’s chest, and— 
 
    Boom!  
 
    I felt it. The power of a Sardez rifle, the released gas and the shockwave from the muzzle, all of this was unmistakable at such close range. The side of my helmet was buffeted, in fact. 
 
    Trask had fired a split-second before the killbeast had managed to swing around and face us. The alien was spun around by the impact, and it fell in the snow. It scrambled to get up, but by then Jort and I were ready. We fired twice more.  
 
    The alien was crushed, punctured and torn apart. Three holes, each the size of a man’s fist, had appeared in its dark carapace. Nothing could take three rounds from a Sardez rifle.  
 
    We reloaded and looked around wildly. We didn’t see any of the others—if there were others. There might be three, a dozen, or a hundred. We really didn’t know. 
 
    Trask nudged me and grinned. He kicked the dead alien then stole the power pack from its rifle. “That boy had your number, didn’t he? You owe me your life today, Gorman.” 
 
    I grinned back. “It was a close thing. My second clone was nearly born.” 
 
    “Huh?” Jort said. “You’ve got another clone? When did we do that? I don’t even remember flying to a Conclave planet that has clone shops.” 
 
    Trask and I ignored him, he rarely got jokes. We continued to march through the base, weapons ready to fire with every step we took. 
 
    The top of the base was a rounded affair. It had a low wall outside the clam-shell doors. Here and there, loopholes were carved through the wall to allow a guardsman to see outside. 
 
    Jort spotted our next encounter before it began. 
 
    “There! Outside on the ice! They’re searching for us!” 
 
    We crouched at a loophole and took turns eyeing our opponents. Sure enough, three of them were out there. Two of them carried the third, who seemed limp and helpless. 
 
    “Look at that!” Jort said. “It must be that dead guy we found out on the other side of the ridge. Maybe these aliens bury their dead like civilized people.” 
 
    Trask wasn’t buying any of Jort’s prattle. Instead, he was using his ocular implant to zoom in and get a close-up of the approaching trio. 
 
    “The thing they’re carrying—it’s moving. He’s feeble, but alive.” 
 
    I employed my own telescopic gear, feeling a pang of worry. Sure enough, I saw the creature they were carrying between them flinch as they dragged him over a rock. 
 
    Once I got the range right, what I saw was unmistakable. Two killbeasts were dragging a captive human in a spacesuit. And that sorry bastard in the middle—it had to be one of our people. 
 
    It was Dernel. It had to be. His skinny, nearly lifeless form was easy to recognize. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “They’ve taken the ship,” Trask said, breathing hard over his microphone. “They must have—that’s why we were able to kill the lone enemy down in the tunnels. Maybe he was already wounded. Or maybe… well, it doesn’t really matter now.” 
 
    Trask unlimbered his rifle, laid it across a frost-covered wall, and made ready to fire.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Jort demanded. “You might hit Dernel!” 
 
    “True enough. But if we wait for them to get closer, they might kill me instead.” 
 
    Jort was agitated. “What about the girls? We have to go back to the ship right now.” 
 
    Trask looked at me in annoyance. “Explain things to your dog, here.” 
 
    Thinking things over for a few seconds, I made a quick series of hard decisions. “Jort… We can’t get back to Royal Fortune without killing those aliens first. They’re right between us and the ship. And Trask is right about firing on them now. We have to take them out at range if possible. They’re much more dangerous in close combat. If Dernel dies… well…” 
 
    “Captain,” a voice rasped in my headphones. “Captain—it’s Sosa.” 
 
    She’d broken radio-silence, but under the circumstances, I thought I could forgive her. The question was whether or not I should give myself away by transmitting over a long distance. Our short range radio transmissions were scrambled to prevent detection, so they sounded like background blips to anyone listening. A more powerful signal, however, was sure to be detected.  
 
    “Sosa,” I said, transmitting in the clear. “We’re fighting the aliens. We’re winning so far—but what’s your status?” 
 
    “We lost Dernel and Huan. I stuffed Morwyn and Rose with me in the hidden compartment when the aliens broke into the ship—then I irradiated everything. I don’t think anything could have survived.” 
 
    My eyes drifted out onto the snowy landscape again. I had to admit, Dernel didn’t look like he was doing all that well. There was no sign of Huan. 
 
    “Dernel might live,” I said. “We have eyes on him right now, and—” 
 
    “Captain!” Jort interrupted, slapping his big hand down on my shoulder. “The aliens—I think they can hear you!” 
 
    It was true. The aliens had dropped Dernel into a snowbank. After casting about like hounds sniffing the wind for a moment, they began bounding in our direction. They’d picked up my signal. 
 
    Trask fired the first shot. Jort and I joined in a moment later. The aliens were bouncing around like rabbits, and we all missed. We reloaded and fired again—and again.  
 
    The third volley scored two hits on one of the attackers. The alien did a full backflip, slammed hard by the force of the combined blasts. Incredibly, he got to his feet again, but he only managed to stagger a few steps before flopping down dead. 
 
    The other alien was smarter, or luckier. He fired a few wild shots at us, making us duck—then he suddenly vanished.  
 
    “Where’d he go?” Jort demanded. “He was right there! Where—?” 
 
    “The tunnels,” Trask answered him. “He made it to the same tunnels we used to sneak in here.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Jort asked in alarm. 
 
    Trask and I exchanged glances. Trask spoke first. “We could meet that thing down low, or out in the open. Which is it going to be, Gorman?” 
 
    “Out in the open. We’ll take them down, pick up Dernel and head back to the ship.” 
 
    It seemed like a grandiose plan, but we needed something to do. We all jogged out across the snows together, trying to look everywhere at once. Not a second went by without one or more of us swiveling our heads to scan for more hopping shapes.  
 
    Three long minutes later, we reached Dernel.  
 
    He was face-down in the snow, and he didn’t look good to me. We rolled him over gently. 
 
    Dernel’s skin was red and swollen. You could see blisters inside his faceplate. His mouth was open, and his breath came in gasps like a fish on a deck. 
 
    “He’s still alive. Grab his other arm, Jort.” 
 
    Together, we hauled him up and began to drag him toward the rim of the crater. Trask kept both his hands on his rifle. He looked over his shoulder constantly. 
 
    We hadn’t taken a dozen more steps before the alien made his move. He must have doubled back, or maybe he had just crouched in the tunnels and waited for us to move to Dernel. That seemed to fit the profile—these bastards loved to bait traps for dumb empathetic humans like us. We tended to try to help one another, and the enemy constantly tried to exploit that fact. 
 
    Fortunately, Trask had never bothered to help Dernel in the slightest. He’d been on full-alert, ready and willing to fire. 
 
    He snapped off a shot too early—but the second one landed. The alien was knocked flat. 
 
    It bounded up again, showing its terrible vitality. It would probably die over the following hours, but it showed no sign of caring or being weakened by the reality of its injury. You had to put these creatures down hard and make certain they couldn’t get up again. Anything less than utter destruction invited disaster. 
 
    Jort and I let Dernel slump down in the snows, and we unlimbered our weapons. We all shot the alien until there was nothing left but fragments. 
 
    After that, we hustled to the crater’s rim and over it. We reached the ship and Jort put one boot on the ramp. We were happy to be back safe and alive.  
 
    We boarded carefully, scanning every millimeter as we walked up into the ship. At the top of the ramp, we found Huan sprawled on the deck. 
 
    At first, I thought he was dead. After a careful inspection, however, I saw he was only unconscious. 
 
    “His ribs are broken,” Jort said. “Something choked him out.” 
 
    My head came up in alarm. I knew what we had to be facing.  
 
    Trask had moved on, less than impressed by Huan’s body. He was, in fact, poking around in some gear near the back of the hold. 
 
    The thing that stalked him had waited until he’d passed close by. Wherever it had been hiding, the hiding place had been a good one. Trask never even saw it until it sprang on him.  
 
    A stack of cartons fell over, and the next thing we knew Trask was firmly in its grip. It wrapped itself around his belly and shoulders like a band of steel. 
 
    It was a shrade, of course. The scouting form of these alien monsters. The creature was visibly burned. It had bubbled-up blisters and open wounds—but it fought on relentlessly. Huan must have struggled with it, but before he could be finished off, it had fled at our approach.  
 
    Dropping our rifles, we dug out combat knives and cut the constricting alien away from Trask’s wheezing body.  
 
    When the snake-like monster slumped down at last, he heaved several ragged breaths before speaking. 
 
    “I couldn’t shoot—I couldn’t do anything. That creature… so strong!” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’ve had to deal with a few of them.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jort said, kicking the corpse down the ramp and closing it. 
 
    After a long, cautious conversation with Rose, Morwyn and Sosa we got them to come out of their hiding place. What did the trick in the end was sharing an image of Dernel. He was still breathing at least, but he looked pretty bad. 
 
    Morwyn tumbled out of the hidden compartment and rushed to her father. Behind her, Rose and Sosa crept into view. Sosa seemed distrustful of everything, even us. 
 
    “Did you flush out the radiation?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yes. That’s why you’re not burning alive in your suits right now.” 
 
    We tended to Dernel’s burns and the other two men’s cracked ribs. Then we searched the ship carefully, every nook and cranny. We found nothing, but after I’d seen that shrade attack… I was difficult to convince. The alien had obviously hidden inside the cargo hold—perhaps in the sewer pipes—and waited until most of the fighters had left. It had then ventured out and lowered that ramp, allowing its comrades to enter. 
 
    Sosa confirmed this sequence of events by telling us she’d never put the ramp down. It had been done by someone on the inside, and the shrade seemed like the obvious culprit to blame. 
 
    Rose was the one who pointed out the obvious flaw with our careful search. “If we never found the first one, how can we expect to find the next?” 
 
    Feeling paranoid, we did everything we could to locate a second shrade—or any other kind of monstrosity.  
 
    We spent an hour searching, but the effort was wasted. We’d found nothing, naturally enough. All of this did little to allay our fears. 
 
    Dernel was in pretty bad shape, but the autodoc box was capable of dealing with radiation poisoning and exposure. After some hours, he was resting comfortably in a healing solution. The prognosis light was yellow-green, which meant he should recover, but with some lingering health issues.  
 
    “We should lift off now,” Sosa told us when we had a little meeting in the mess later on.  
 
    I sipped some sewery coffee and shook my head. “Not without those rifles. We’ve got Dernel back. We’ve killed most of the aliens—and we even got our power packs off the dead ones. By my count, we have all four in our possession. The enemy won’t have Sardez rifles that will operate when we go back tomorrow.” 
 
    “You don’t really know that—and besides, they barely seem to need rifles. They prefer to fight up-close and personal.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with her logic, so I didn’t bother. “We’re going back to that base. I want those weapons. I want those sleds. We’ll rest up—six hours for everyone. Then, we’ll go back out there and come back with the gear this time.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Sosa cast her eyes downward and walked off the deck. She knew I was too stubborn to see things her way. 
 
    Morwyn didn’t know me as well, so she tried to wheedle and plead her case. I was gentle, but no less firm with her. 
 
    “You hired us for this purpose. You started this whole thing—not us. But we’re part of it now. At least you can put your life on the line with the rest of us, now that we’ve come this far.” 
 
    That stopped her. She blinked and stared for a minute, then she slipped a hand out and put it over mine. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m shaming my family—again. My father has suffered so much… I’ll tell you what: I’ll go with you tomorrow.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Trask is injured, so is Huan. His ribs won’t heal in time, and he can barely breathe. I’ll back up you and Jort.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but I found I couldn’t. She had a point. If we met up with more aliens, she could be valuable—but then again she could also get herself killed.  
 
    “All right…” 
 
    I stood up and stretched. Every muscle in my body ached.  
 
    Morwyn watched me in concern. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “No, just a little sore. It’s nothing serious.” 
 
    “I have a remedy for that. Do you want to experience it?” 
 
    “Uh…” I said, figuring she must be talking about some kind of native salve. At last, I shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Give me whatever you’ve got.” 
 
    She smiled and stood up. Then she walked out into the passages. I followed her, mildly curious.  
 
    She led me to the cabins. She stopped at hers, entered, and left the door open behind her. 
 
    When she didn’t come back out thirty seconds later, I walked in after her.  
 
    There she stood, nude and still smiling. “I thought maybe you’d changed your mind.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    I almost blew it. One wrong word, one snort of laughter—but no. I held it all in. She’d totally surprised me, but in a pleasant way. Her form, her fine pale blue skin… she was intriguing. 
 
    I shut her cabin door behind me, and Morwyn approached. By the time our rest period had passed, she had indeed given me everything she could in the way of solace and comfort. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    The next day, we gathered our rifles without a single violent incident. Either the aliens were all dead, or they’d retreated, deciding they’d lost enough of their soldiers in this fight. 
 
    Later, when we had loaded our sleds and hurried them back to the ship, I considered hunting for the aliens—to see if any were left alive. 
 
    But I didn’t, in the end. Was this decision made out of cowardice, as Jort suggested? Not exactly. We had taken losses on this voyage. Varrick was dead. Trask and Dernel were injured—it had been rough. Thus far, only our superior equipment had saved us from a worse fate. We had a ship and power packs—they’d had nothing but snow and cunning to start with. Even so, they’d almost beaten us.  
 
    I didn’t want to give them any more second chances. 
 
    As we lifted off, I felt a weight lift from my shoulders. The others felt it too. 
 
    “I never want to come back here,” Rose said. 
 
    “It’s unlikely we ever will,” I assured her. “This is the last weapons cache I know of on this forgotten rock. To get more Sardez rifles, we’d probably have to search that burnt cinder of a planet circling the central star.” 
 
    She looked at me with big, alarmed eyes. “I don’t want to do that, either.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    Everyone on the bridge stared at the shrinking planetoid until it was a tiny gray dot. At last, it vanished from the visual screens. We were all relieved. 
 
    Just to be sure, I had Jort and Rose sweep the ship again. We examined every subsystem, locker and waste-tank before we dared to sleep aboard Royal Fortune that night. 
 
    Fortunately, our search found nothing, and days passed. Soon, we all felt certain we were safe. The aliens had been left behind, still trapped on that icy rock forever. I imagined the feeling was akin to that which people must experience when they escape a prison planet. 
 
    After a week, we reached the Fringe. It took longer this time, as I’d carefully avoided using the slip-gates. I wasn’t interested in paying anymore patrolmen an exorbitant fee.  
 
    The nine planets of the Sword Worlds eventually glittered ahead. We headed for Flamberge, first. This sparked an immediate argument with Trask. 
 
    “Varrick is dead. They’ll never believe we didn’t have a hand in his demise.” 
 
    “We have his Tulk. He’s still alive inside Dernel.” 
 
    Trask made a dismissive gesture. “So what? That burnt husk of a man isn’t going to convince anyone of anything.” 
 
    “What would you suggest, then?” I asked, already knowing what his answer would be. He’d been hinting around for days. 
 
    “I want to fly to the next world in the chain—Claymore. I have old comrades there. With this ship and a large cache of weapons, we can hire a good-sized force. Then, we’ll return to Flamberge in a position of strength. We’ll negotiate as men should.” 
 
    I eyed him thoughtfully. His idea wasn’t insane—but the scheme had a huge hole in it. 
 
    “And what do you plan to pay the Tulk mercenaries with? If you’ve given all our loot to the men of Claymore?” 
 
    Trask shrugged and sat back. “Nothing. They’re Tulk, after all. They’ll follow Dernel—or whatever that freak calls himself now—for free. We’ll put them and their ships on the front lines, in fact.” 
 
    He was already trying to change the deal on the Tulk. I understood why his scheme had merit, but I didn’t think it would work. “Not long ago, we killed thousands of their kind, Trask. We have to build trust. We can’t start off a relationship with an alien species we don’t know all that well by twisting the deals we make with them.” 
 
    He slammed his fist down on the table between us. We were sitting in the officer’s mess, which amounted to a large closet with a table in the middle of it. 
 
    “You build trust by showing strength—then not using it…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just what I said. We will hire a fleet. We will fly to Flamberge with an armada at our backs. The aliens will think we are there to drive them out—but no. We’ll reveal our kind hearts. Mercy comes only from the strong. Instead of a violent attack, they’ll be greeted as allies. After this, they’ll be glad to fly in our wake and kill for us at Vindar.” 
 
    “I thought you said they would fly in front.” 
 
    He threw his hand high. “Whatever. Listen Gorman, I don’t like dealing from weakness. These aliens must have an army of humans to fear. Otherwise, who knows what they will do when this campaign ends? Whether we win or lose, we can’t be at their mercy.” 
 
    I thought it over. I really did.  
 
    Of course, I knew Trask was really trying to gain a dominant position. Both with me, and with the Tulk. But that didn’t mean his plan wasn’t a good one. 
 
    At last, I shook my head. “No. We’ll follow the original plan. We’re already bringing them back a Tulk in a new, crippled body. I don’t want to change things up on them any further. We need their help.” 
 
    “Damn it, man! You’re as pigheaded as my third wife!” 
 
    I snorted and left the room. He grumbled behind me, but he didn’t argue any further. I hoped that didn’t mean he was planning some kind of coup. You always had to keep one good eye on a pirate like Baron Trask. 
 
    In the end, we didn’t change course. We flew to Flamberge and arrived with a single small ship and a valuable cargo. Naturally, when twenty-two vessels flew out to greet us, we suspected the worst. 
 
    “We should turn around and run,” Sosa said. “Anything else is crazy.” 
 
    “No. Fly onward… but ease off the engines. Let them die. We’ll coast the rest of the way.” 
 
    I summoned Dernel to the deck. He was wrapped in bandages, and he shivered now and then. One eye glinted beneath his bandages, the other being covered entirely. That single eye didn’t seem entirely sane to me—but then, Dernel had never been all there to begin with. 
 
    “I see our efforts to heal you have been highly successful,” I told Dernel and Morwyn, who was hovering over her father.  
 
    Morwyn managed a comforted smile. I don’t think she was accustomed to harmless lies designed to make people feel better. 
 
    Dernel, on the other hand, kept staring with that single, partially-covered eye. He began speaking after an uncomfortable silence, and his voice was raspy. “You humans burned me.” 
 
    “We had to,” Sosa told him in a defensive tone. “We had to drive out the aliens. Surely, you can understand that. You know how dangerous they are.” 
 
    “One doesn’t expect to be burned by comrades.” 
 
    I forced a quiet laugh. “Bitter, huh? I understand. I’ve been injured plenty of times. No one likes it. But let’s look on the bright side. We won our first battle with this enemy. We escaped them cleanly, killing more of them than they did of us.” 
 
    “It was hardly clean in any sense of the word. I lost one host and was nearly driven from a second. I can’t help but notice that on both occasions, when it came time for one of this group to be severely abused, it was my host that was singled out to suffer the worst of it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Jort said. “You know, he’s right. Both times—” 
 
    I slapped his chest, and he shut up. 
 
    Dernel was still staring at me balefully from under his bandages. “It was no coincidence. I refuse to believe it.” 
 
    “Look, we saved you. We even chose one of our own to take you in and give you a home. Dernel and Varrick suffered much more than you did.” 
 
    “I am Dernel. I told you that—I am both human and Tulk.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge? Of your body, I mean?” 
 
    That mad, staring eye dropped for the first time. “With Dernel, it’s both of us. He is strong-willed. Even now, I think he could fight me further and perhaps win. He’s allowing me to speak to you directly right now, because he believes in this struggle.” 
 
    “There you go! Proof positive! Sure, we had a run of bad luck, but we’re all on the same side. What’s more, we’re winning. We killed a dozen of those aliens. They aren’t so tough.” 
 
    Jort opened his big mouth to correct my exaggeration, but at a second glance from me he managed to control himself and stay quiet. 
 
    “All right… We shall continue with our plans. We will gather fleets from Flamberge, then from Gladius—all who we can convince to follow us. Then, we’ll head for Vindar.” 
 
    “All those you can convince?” Trask said, shouldering his way forward. He stood over the smaller, frail-looking man with his shoulder thrown back and his thumbs tucked into his belt. He winced as he struck this pose, but he did it anyway despite his sore ribs. It was a stance I’d seen him adopt before when he berated underlings. “What’s this I smell? Do you command the Tulk here at the Sword Worlds or don’t you?” 
 
    “We’re not humans. We’re different… our social structure is different. Some of my brothers will want to stay behind to protect our queen. To protect the hive.” 
 
    Trask looked disgusted and turned to me. “You see this? They change the deal at any moment they please. They can’t be trusted. Who knows what these parasitic jellyfish will do with my planets when I lead good men off to another planet to be slaughtered?” 
 
    “Insults!” Dernel said. “We can’t abandon our hive, our queen. She is our life here. So many have died in the crossing… I don’t know if we are the last. None of us do.” 
 
    “Uh…” I said. “What did this queen look like?” 
 
    Dernel shrugged. “Large. Unusual of shape and form. Possibly, she might have human characteristics.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I said, thinking of the thing we’d killed back on the starbase at Ceti. Was that abomination a Tulk queen? One of the few, critical queens they had left? It stood to reason that it was—but I decided right away not to talk about that with any Tulk. 
 
    Trask and I exchanged glances. We’d had the same thoughts and conclusions. 
 
    “All right then, how can we proceed and keep everyone happy?” I asked. 
 
    “I can tell you right now,” Trask said, “my brothers will not accept anything less than a Tulk withdrawal from our worlds. If some stay, all of my people will stay. And they will fight you! They’ll fight to the last!” 
 
    “In that case,” Dernel said, “this mission has been pointless.” 
 
    Trask turned to me and grabbed my tunic, gathering up a fistful of tough fabric. “Look, Gorman. Take my path. We did well out there on the ice together. Humans need no help from either of these disgusting species. We’ll defeat the Tulk, then the other aliens.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me. I could tell they were torn. The truth was that I was torn as well. 
 
    I looked at Dernel. That single crazy eye burned under the bandages again. The skin around it was red and swollen, but it didn’t blink. It just stared at me. 
 
    “No,” I said at last. “We stick to the plan. We fought weakened specimens out here at Sardez, people. They were unarmed and unorganized. What if they’d had thousands of comrades with ships and weapons and power packs galore? We don’t even know what kind of tech they might deploy against us when we face them on Vindar. They might bring powerful weapons from the Chain.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Dernel said. “They’re not primitive. They have their own tech… things you humans have never conceived of.” 
 
    “All right then. It’s settled. We’re going on to Flamberge. We’ll get your ship, Trask. Then we’ll talk to all sides. We’ll form an allied army and defend the Vindari.” 
 
    Virtually no one seemed entirely happy with the state of affairs, or the plan, but they didn’t oppose me outright.  
 
    Trask watched me from across the cabin. He was the dangerous one, I knew. He might double-cross me or the Tulk—or perhaps both of us, if the mood struck him. 
 
    Time would tell. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at Flamberge and made planetfall, an alarming number of ships approached our vessel. They were led by a human pirate, one Duke Rago, a dapper fellow with evil eyes. 
 
    “William Gorman, is it? I’ll have you know up front that things have changed here. We overthrew our Tulk overlords. They were weak after you took away their leader, who infested Varrick.” 
 
    “I see… as a fellow human, I can only rejoice.” 
 
    Rago’s eyes squinted at me. “You are not allowed to land here. You must retreat or face your doom.”  
 
    He spoke with utter confidence. The dozen warships at his back gave him the kind of authority that I wasn’t willing to challenge. 
 
    “Very well, Your Grace,” I said smoothly, and I reached for the controls. Without further conversation, I spun Royal Fortune around and made ready to run—but Trask leaned over toward me privately and shook his head. 
 
    “Rago!” he boomed. “You old bastard! Why are you scaring my timid pilot?” 
 
    “Trask? We thought you must be dead.” 
 
    “Not yet. We’re free of the Tulk on this ship, the same as you are. What’s more, we’re ready to slaughter more aliens.” 
 
    Rago considered. Trask waited for several seconds, smiling confidently.  
 
    He was an even bigger bluffer than I was. You had to be the kind of man who wore his balls like trophies to deal with the Sword Brothers. They respected bravery—even if such displays might leave you dead.  
 
    Each passing moment caused a new trickle of sweat to pop up on my body. I knew we couldn’t turn and run if we got in too close—and we were almost under their cannons. 
 
    Rago sucked in a breath through his nostrils. “All right. You may approach. Be it known, Trask, that if you are playing me false… well, things will go badly. If you are in league with the Tulk, I will slay you all.” 
 
    “Not to worry! We’re coming into orbit soon. Warm a bed and some brandy for me, brother!” 
 
    Trask snapped off the channel, and I looked at him in shock. “What the hell are you doing, man? We’ve got a Tulk aboard. There’s no way—” 
 
    “Exactly,” Trask said, sinking into my copilot’s chair. “But we can fix that. We’ll space him—his daughter too, if she causes us any problems.” 
 
    “No. We’re not doing that. We need to take a bigger force than we’ll get from just Flamberge volunteers. If they think they’re still under threat from the Tulk on Gladius, they won’t give us enough troops.” 
 
    “And well they shouldn’t. We’ll free Gladius, then mass a great force to save your blue-skinned freaks.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That will take months—perhaps years. The Tulk own all of Gladius. We have to unite with them and attack the bigger menace right now, with our combined forces.” 
 
    Trask leaned back and put his hands behind his head. He knit his fingers together and shrugged. “All right. Then you take over. Since you know everything, you can get us out of this alive.” 
 
    I looked back at the viewscreens. The blue-green jewel known as Flamberge grew closer by the moment.  
 
    “Dammit…”  
 
    Reaching out a hand, I flipped on the com system and hailed Duke Rago. He came into focus less than a minute later. Trask raised his eyebrows and watched with interest. 
 
    Using a series of vids, I first transmitted a catalog of the weapons we were carrying. Rago was impressed. 
 
    “This is a treasure greater than a ton of plutonium,” he said with feeling. “Such quality weapons! How did you come by this hoard, Gorman? And more importantly, how can I get them into the hands of my soldiers?” 
 
    “Can I come to your ship and make a proposal?” 
 
    He looked cagey again. After all, he wasn’t a duke among the Sword Brothers for nothing. “What happened to Varrick? Why isn’t he talking to me?” 
 
    “He was killed while we gathered these weapons.” 
 
    Rago nodded. “Good riddance. All those who bear one of the parasites must die.” 
 
    “Will you have me on your flagship, Your Grace? There is more to this story.” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, he agreed. I knew that he almost had to. I’d displayed such bravery, coming close with my tiny ship, offering fantastic trade-goods—he would have been shamed in front of his whole crew if he didn’t have the guts to face me in person now. 
 
    Drifting in orbit over Flamberge, I crossed over to his ship. It was a fine vessel, the equivalent of a heavy cruiser. I doubted any better warships existed anywhere outside of the Conclave Navy. 
 
    Rago greeted me alone. He had me arrested and scanned. I took this good-naturedly. After he’d found I had no Tulk hiding within, he took me to a private room.  
 
    “What is so compelling that you wish to tell me privately?” 
 
    “There’s a new menace, Your Grace. Something so grim that it overshadows all our other worries.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’re talking about Baron Trask, aren’t you? Varrick’s Tulk took him, right? I suspected it from the first moment he opened his big mouth.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s worse than that.” 
 
    Starting from the beginning and using pieces of video evidence, I told my tale. By this time, we’d even had the presence of mind to isolate and do a full chemical work-up on the DNA we’d found in the cells of the aliens. It was different than the Tulk—quite different, and I told him as much. 
 
    “So you see, we’re dealing with another invasive species. A much more dangerous sort than the Tulk could ever hope to be.” 
 
    “To which I say ‘so what?’ Your enemy is stuck on some icy rock in the Sardez system. They hardly seem to be a threat if they have no ship to leave from there.” 
 
    At that point, I went for broke. I explained how the aliens had come from the Faustian Chain, chasing the Tulk to our region of space. While I did a lot of talking, he listened silently, thoughtfully. 
 
    “I would never have believed you,” he said once I was done, “but… we’ve heard things. We’ve seen things. Out here on the Fringe… well, this zone of space is no longer safe—not even for the Sword Brothers. We’ve visited worlds that are completely devoid of life.” 
 
    “The Tulk wouldn’t do that. They’re here looking for a home. They’re refugees, not invaders.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong!” Rago boomed suddenly. “They didn’t come to my world hat in hand, asking for aid. They came as evil infiltrators. Perversions of twisted genetics.” 
 
    “Would they have gotten help if they’d approached peacefully?” 
 
    He shrugged. “No… probably not. But still, they attacked us. We had to defeat them—and we have to defeat every Tulk on Gladius as well.” 
 
    “A difficult task. You’ve got roughly equivalent forces. It will be a bloodbath.” 
 
    Rago waved his hand dismissively. “We will win in the end, as we did on this world.” 
 
    “Listen, Duke Rago, I’m impressed by your accomplishments. You managed to protect your world from an invasive alien species. That’s a critical success. But the next wave—the beasts that overran the Chain. They’re different. They will be much worse.” 
 
    “So? What can be done about it? We will stand, and we will fight. If we all die, we’ll cease to exist. But if we can hold them back, we’ll live to sell our swords another day and drink to drown sorrows.” 
 
    “Noble sentiments—but there is another option.” 
 
    I proceeded to explain the Tulk offer. Rago listened, but his face grew darker and more stormy by the minute. At last, he stood up and drew a dagger. It dripped with black venom. 
 
    “I should have blown your ship out of the sky when I first saw it—that was my first instinct, you know.” 
 
    I shrugged and forced myself to relax. “We’re aboard your ship. I am at your mercy. You can do as you like. I’d hoped you were a smart man—but no. Trask was right.” 
 
    “What’s this? Insults on top of scheming and—?” 
 
    “Are you going to slay me or not, Rago?” I asked, leaning closer to his blade. “I wagered my life by coming here, but I misjudged you. I didn’t think a man could reach the level of Duke on this planet without comprehending alliances—even temporary ones. But never mind. I can see your emotions have run off with you. Let’s be done with this farce. I’m embarrassed to have overestimated you so utterly.” 
 
    Rago stood over me, and his face was full of anger. His dagger was poised to strike. I did my best to look bored. 
 
    “No,” he said, making a flourish with his dagger. “You’re not going to get off so easily. We’ll torment you until you tell us all your secret plans.” 
 
    This didn’t sound positive to me, and I realized I’d overplayed my hand. I’d pissed him off too greatly. I was used to dealing with Trask—a jackal of a man.  
 
    But Duke Rago was different. He was even more emotional. Perhaps he’d taken some great loss in his fight with the Tulk. 
 
    “Baden…” I said aloud. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, turning back from the door.  
 
    “Baden… it’s a colony out on the Fringe. Relatively new, but highly forgettable.” 
 
    I proceeded to tell him about it. About the Tulk that had tried to overrun the place, and my efforts to thwart them. 
 
    Looking troubled, Rago came to sit across from me again. He listened as I spoke. When I was finished, he studied his dagger, which was still in his hand. 
 
    “We raided Baden a few months ago—before all this nonsense with the Tulk started. Your story… I think now that’s where we picked up some of these hitchhiking parasites.” 
 
    I was surprised my comments had struck home—but not too surprised. Most people had never heard of Baden. It was, however, just the kind of colony world that pirates liked to raid with impunity. 
 
    Rago stood up and paced for a few moments. I didn’t say anything. If I did, I knew it would only annoy him at best. 
 
    At last, he gritted his teeth and sighed. “Do you think there’s a way to talk these Tulk into leaving our planets entirely—if we work together to defeat this new, common foe?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said with firm conviction, even though I had little idea if they would entertain the idea or not. “They came here fleeing an enemy that makes us look small. They don’t want the Conclave to be overrun like the Chain was.” 
 
    “You really believe that the Chain is lost? A hundred human worlds or more? All dead and gone?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s hard to say. But I do know humans are bad at mass cooperation, even when faced with extinction.” 
 
    Rago paced some more. “Right now, the Conclave patrolmen should be out here, helping us—this is their fight too, not just ours!” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I said carefully. 
 
    “But we both know they’d never consider it. If they do know of this invasion, they probably believe the aliens are doing them a favor, cleaning the scum from the Fringe. They won’t react until they begin to lose their own worlds.” 
 
    “At that point, it might be too late.” 
 
    Rago nodded. “I can’t believe you’ve convinced me not to kill you out of hand. The real reason is this: I don’t believe Flamberge can take Gladius. Maybe if I managed to gather more of my brothers from the other Sword Worlds… but in any case, it would be a bloodbath. We aren’t used to dealing with threats to our way of life here, Gorman. We’re supposed to be the invaders, not the victims.” 
 
    “Just so…” 
 
    Rago paced some more. His face was twisted with unpleasant thoughts. “Hmm… if we unite with these Tulk—if there is even a chance of that working out—my goals might be reached more easily. That’s why I’m talking to you, smuggler.” 
 
    “It’s decided then! We will make the offer. Just tell me how I can help.” 
 
    Duke Rago frowned at me while I smiled and spread my hands wide. I was more than willing to take any terms he gave me and run with them. After all, any other option was sure to result in my grisly death. 
 
    “First,” he said, “you will introduce me to the little demon you have secreted aboard your ship.” 
 
    “You mean…?” 
 
    “Did you think me an utter fool? I realized immediately you must have Varrick’s Tulk aboard your ship. How else could you hope to get them to join us? I will negotiate with the alien directly.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but then I snapped it shut again. “Of course, Your Grace.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Trask was frankly stunned when I returned to Royal Fortune unharmed and smiling. 
 
    “It’s done,” I told the crew. “Sosa, set course for Gladius, but don’t get underway until Duke Rago’s fleet departs. We’ll fly with them, on their flank.” 
 
    Sosa glared at Trask. “You mean Trask isn’t our new captain? We’re still operating as before?” 
 
    I tossed Trask a dark look. He shrugged and pursed his lips. It wasn’t an apology, but it was as close to one as I was likely to get. 
 
    “No…” I said. “Perhaps there’s been some confusion. Duke Rago has joined our cause. We’re all going to Gladius together. There, we’ll talk to the Tulk invaders and convince them to join us as well.” 
 
    Everyone rejoiced, with the possible exception of Trask.  
 
    “I can’t believe you pulled this off, Gorman,” he said. “You’re a sorcerer.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    We brought the ship about, and I set the controls to shadow Rago’s ship from a polite distance. We stood off a thousand kilometers and mirrored his cruiser’s movements. 
 
    For some time, nothing much happened. I knew he must be explaining matters to his vassals. 
 
    As this time of motionless hanging in space dragged out, I became concerned. Was he able to convince his own people? Sword Brothers were nothing if not independent thinkers. 
 
    At last, he hailed our ship. His scowling face filled my holotank. 
 
    “Is everything in order?” I asked him. 
 
    “No. The knight-captains won’t all follow me. Half have opted to stay here at Flamberge.” 
 
    That was a disappointment. The largest fleet possible would do more to convince the Tulk of Gladius—but I decided to put a good spin on it. 
 
    “An excellent idea,” I said. “No need to trust the Tulk too greatly. We’ll fly with half the fleet and know that Flamberge is safe in our wake.” 
 
    Duke Rago looked like he wasn’t happy, but he dropped the subject. “Now, it’s time to send your Tulk here to my flagship. Is it in a tank of water, or...?” 
 
    My mouth sagged low for a moment. I glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    Having heard the good news about Rago joining us, Dernel and Morwyn had come up to the bridge. As they arrived they overheard this demand from Rago, and they were immediately upset. 
 
    Morwyn seemed especially put out. Dernel only stared balefully from under his bandages. “You sold us out?” she demanded. “My father is to be the prisoner of some vicious pirate?”  
 
    “Some would say he already is,” Trask interjected, chuckling at his own joke. 
 
    Ignoring them all, I turned back to the duke. “Your Grace, there were injuries. We would find it convenient if you were to come aboard our ship and meet the Tulk in person.” 
 
    Rago snorted. “So you can infect me?”  
 
    Trask laughed. It was an unpleasant, mocking sound. “You’re not afraid are you, Duke? I should have known! No one claws his way to your lofty station by taking chances.” 
 
    Rago glared at us. “Very well. I’ll come aboard. I will be accompanied by two armed marines. You will all be destroyed if I become irritated.” 
 
    The channel closed, and we all looked at one another.  
 
    “Did you have to antagonize him, Trask?” I demanded. 
 
    “You wanted him to come to our ship, didn’t you? I made it happen.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I realized, of course, that Trask was right. By questioning Rago’s personal bravery, he’d shamed him into coming to our ship. But the situation was going to be dangerous now. 
 
    Twenty long minutes passed before a landing boat from Rago’s cruiser came to dock with us. I took Dernel, Trask, Morwyn and Jort to greet our guests. 
 
    As he’d promised, Rago brought aboard two hulking marines. I wasn’t sure what they were—but they weren’t normal humans. They were at least as broad of shoulder as Jort, and they were far taller. Perhaps they were cyborgs—men who’d rebuilt themselves with electromechanical parts to enhance their performance. 
 
    Ignoring the marines, I greeted Rago like he was an old friend. Everyone else was cordial enough, until the duke rudely demanded to see our “spiny jellyfish” as he described the Tulk. 
 
    “Ah, yes… he’s right here. We didn’t have a good survival pod for his species, so Dernel was good enough to host the creature.” 
 
    “What? The alien is infesting this injured crone in the chair?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “That’s right. This is Dernel, from the planet Vindar.” 
 
    Rago peered at him. “You’re bluish… a mutant, no doubt.” 
 
    “Everyone on Vindar looks as we do,” Morwyn interrupted.  
 
    The duke looked at her for the first time. “Another freak. At least you’re not so offensive to the eyes. All right, Gorman. Lead the way to your conference chamber. I will allow only you and this crippled freak to attend. Everyone else will remain outside.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I said, thinking that my conference chamber couldn’t hold much more than three of us. 
 
    When we got there, I served up three packets of spiced rum. Rago slurped his appreciatively, while Dernel let his lay untouched. For my own part, I took a cautious sip. There was no point in becoming inebriated now. 
 
    After the three of us had wedged ourselves around a tiny table, Dernel studied Rago. 
 
    Dernel had a strange look in his eye. At last, he spoke up. “You once held a Tulk yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    The duke bared his teeth. “You can tell, huh? Well—even that disgusts me. I managed to rid myself of the damned thing, fortunately. I find everything about your species entirely unpleasant.” 
 
    “Interesting... How did you manage to rebel against your rider?” 
 
    “It was an act of sheer will. I woke up one morning to piss—and I stabbed myself in the belly. I was half-asleep, and I think my rider was, too. I don’t think that spider ever knew it was coming.” 
 
    “Fascinating. I’ll remember your tactic in the future.” 
 
    The two studied one another for a moment longer, then Duke Rago turned toward me. “I’m satisfied he’s a real Tulk. I’ve talked to enough of them. Now… get him out of here.” 
 
    Surprised, I ushered Dernel outside. I’d expected the two would negotiate.  
 
    Morwyn was hovering out in the passageway, and she immediately began to fuss over Dernel’s bandages. To her, he was still her afflicted father. 
 
    Rago looked at me next. “How did you know I wanted to come aboard your ship and talk privately with you?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    He lifted a hand and waved it in the air. “It doesn’t matter. It just shows you’re a good judge of character, and I find that valuable in a lieutenant. Now listen closely, Gorman. I don’t want to repeat myself: we’re going to try to get the Tulk captains to follow us—all of them. Then, the half of my fleet I left behind at Flamberge will retake Gladius.” 
 
    I sighed. Clearly, Rago wasn’t seeing the Skaintz as our greatest enemy. I could understand his position. After all, the Tulk had managed to conquer one and a half of the Sword Worlds—his proud home planets. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “We’ll try to get all the Tulk-infected captains we can to follow us to Vindar.” 
 
    Rago grinned and slammed me on the back. “I knew I could rely on you. You’re human first—hopefully always.” 
 
    I forced a smile.  
 
    We chatted for a while about which ships we could expect to get, which ones had the best mercenary armies as well as gear, and other things. We weren’t planning our campaign yet, but I did show him the holo-maps of Vindar that my passengers had given to me.  
 
    “Looks like a normal enough world,” Rago remarked. “You really think it will be overrun by monsters before we get there?” 
 
    “Probably—if we take too long to arrive.” 
 
    He nodded. “Right. Let’s fly. We’ve got weeks to go—oh, and you should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “We haven’t even discussed my fee—didn’t you notice? How often do you think the Sword Brothers take to the stars without being given hard credits in advance?” 
 
    “I’ve got a large cache of weapons—I’ll provide them to you if it will help buy more captains.” 
 
    He nodded. “I already promised them all to the men who are out there behind my flagship right now. There will be nothing left for the Tulk, mind you. You’ll have to convince them to come along for the good of it all.” 
 
    Glumly, I wished him farewell and grumbled in my rum afterward. It had grown stale and tepid. I didn’t have the heart to either toss it out or warm it up, so I just sipped it wearily. 
 
    After a few minutes, a timid knock came at the door. It was Jort. 
 
    “Come on in.” 
 
    Jort did so, but he eyed me strangely as he got a rum for himself and sat across the table. His hard belly pressed against the tabletop, but he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “You feeling okay, Captain?” 
 
    “No… I’m a bit worried.” 
 
    I explained to Jort how both the Sword Brothers were making things difficult at every step. Trask had tried to commandeer my ship and crew the moment my back was turned. Rago, even more of a scoundrel, was already planning to double-cross the Tulk before he even met them. 
 
    Throughout this talk, Jort seemed to barely listen. He was fixated on my drink and my gut. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Jort?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing. I’m waiting to see if this stuff works.” 
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was Sosa’s idea. She put something special in your drink. It makes Tulk-guys sick.” 
 
    “Oh no…” 
 
    I tossed aside the packet of spiced rum. I now realized why it was so heavily-flavored. It wasn’t pure alcohol. It was laced with something. 
 
    “Did Rago go back to his ship yet?” I asked, reaching for my gut. Was that a twinge? I thought that it might be. 
 
    “Yeah. I think this stuff makes you shit yourself. You should go find a toilet.” 
 
    Cursing, I left the chamber, and I indeed found a toilet. After a half-hour, I staggered out again. 
 
    Jort was standing around, leaning on the walls and looking bored. “Sir? Are you all done?” 
 
    “Yes! Get out of my way. I’m going to have a few words with Sosa.” 
 
    “Uh… you might want to talk to Duke Rago first. He’s calling the ship and complaining.” 
 
    “I bet he is.” 
 
    I took the call and listened to a tirade. I tried to explain that I’d become ill too, but Rago didn’t buy it. At last, I informed him it was a Tulk medication, and it should only harm those who were afflicted. 
 
    This final lie shut him up at last. He immediately began to make excuses, claiming that the Tulk that had once ruled him must have left behind some hidden remnant.  
 
    “In that case,” I said, “you should be giving us our thanks for having done you a great favor. Maybe that Tulk could have grown back, or something.” 
 
    “Preposterous…” he grumbled, but he finally dropped the subject.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    We planned our flight path and left the details to our respective crews. After all, it would take a few days to get to Gladius. 
 
    When we reached the next planet among the Sword Worlds, Count Harkaman flew out to meet us. His fleet was obviously on an attack vector, spinning up in orbit around the gravity well of Gladius, using the planet to swing around and gain velocity. 
 
    When the enemy fleet broke free of the planet’s grip, it came on with alarming strength and speed. 
 
    “We’ve got maybe twenty minutes before we’re under their guns, Captain,” Sosa told me. 
 
    “How long until it’s too late to reverse course and avoid an engagement?” 
 
    “We’ve got about twelve minutes to that point—unless they launch those fighters early. The rest of Duke Rago’s force has even less time. Probably eight minutes for them.” 
 
    I nodded grimly. Trask was the only other man on the bridge, I’d sent the rest of my crew to man stations or at least stay below and out of my way.  
 
    “Rose,” I spoke into my headset. “Connect me up with Rago.” 
 
    A few precious seconds passed. Each moment brought the large enemy fleet closer. They were clearly intending to attack us. There couldn’t be any doubt about it. 
 
    And why wouldn’t they? We were invading what the Tulk now considered to be their territory. They knew we were humans, free of the Tulk influence. What’s more, they knew that we were very aware of the threat they represented. 
 
    Duke Rago came online at last. “Gorman? Why are you bothering me, man?” 
 
    “This isn’t looking good, My Grace.” 
 
    “You don’t think so, huh? Well, you’re right. We’re doing everything we can to talk to these alien friends of yours. They’re far from welcoming. They’re refusing to open a channel.” 
 
    “Are they listening to your hails at all?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell, but I would assume they can hear and understand us. We’re broadcasting in the clear.” 
 
    “Well sir, what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Plan? Isn’t it obvious? We’ll fly into the teeth of them and blow them out of the sky.” 
 
    This made me grit my teeth in concern. “Don’t you think they outgun us, Your Grace?” 
 
    “They probably do. But I’m not sure a Tulk pilot can fly a human ship as cleanly as my people can. We have an advantage in crew quality. At this point, I’ll take what I can get. I’m not going to crawl back to Flamberge like a whipped cur.” 
 
    There it was: pride. The Sword Brothers were brave to a fault if they thought they were going to be embarrassed by a failure. Checking the formation of ships, I confirmed my suspicions further. Rago’s cruiser was in the rear of his task force. If things went to hell, he planned to survive. After one pass, he’d probably take whatever he had left of his fleet and keep on flying back toward Flamberge. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said, noticing he’d disconnected.  
 
    I sat in my seat, stewing and staring at the screens. We had five minutes left before our two fleets were committed to at least one pass—forced to fly through one another firing for all we were worth. 
 
    “Not quite what you’d hoped for, eh, whelp?” Baron Trask asked from behind me.  
 
    I tossed him a sour glance. “What do you suggest? They won’t talk to Rago.” 
 
    “Of course not. He’s not a silver-tongued diplomat, as you might have noticed. I suggest you get that addle-brained fool up here. Have the Tulk in his guts call his brothers directly.” 
 
    “Dernel?” I asked, thinking it over. After glancing at the timer—we had only four minutes to go before we were committed—I called for Morwyn. 
 
    She escorted her father up to the bridge. That took a long minute, and I cursed with each passing second. I should have had her on hand all along, but I hadn’t thought the old man would be more than a nuisance. 
 
    At first, it seemed that my assumptions were still in line with reality. Dernel—or rather his rider—wasn’t in a conciliatory mood. 
 
    “Our ships will destroy this ragtag force,” he assured me. “I count two extra ships on the Tulk side, plus six fighters.” 
 
    My head snapped to the screens. Sure enough, they’d launched their fighters. I muttered evil things under my breath. 
 
    “Sure,” Dernel continued, “you humans have that big cruiser in the rear of your formation, but I can’t help but notice that it’s hanging back. I believe it will run from the fight as soon as one of your ships blows up.” 
 
    “Shut up!” I ordered him. “Listen, Tulk—whatever your real name is. Have you forgotten that you’re aboard my ship? That you’re going to die with us?” 
 
    Dernel’s haunted eyes ran over the instruments and the screens. He smiled tightly.  
 
    “Nonsense. This ship is fast. Faster than anything in this system. You’ll break away and run. I will suggest the best method: drift back to the rear of the pack, then gently steer at an oblique angle. When you’ve got a bit of distance, slam the accelerator and leave these fools to their fate.” 
 
    “I’ll do nothing of the kind,” I told him. “If your people are going to start shooting without even talking to us, I’m going to ride out the first pass. We’re going to fight with the humans.” 
 
    Dernel’s eyes, still buried in bandages, became improbably large. “That would be most unwise. I’d hoped my brothers would listen, but—” 
 
    “Too bad,” I told him. “Morwyn, take this creature below. Perhaps you should find a way to kill the thing in your father’s belly. It isn’t doing us any good.” 
 
    Morwyn looked troubled, but I nodded to her. She frowned and gripped the gravity cart firmly. 
 
    “No!” Dernel shouted suddenly. “Let me try! Let me speak to my brothers!” 
 
    Glancing at the timers, I saw we only had two minutes left. Normally, I might have hemmed and hawed, running out another minute of exquisite torment for the irritating alien—but there wasn’t time for that kind of fun. Not now. 
 
    Sosa hailed the enemy formation. Dernel grabbed a headset and spoke into it earnestly.  
 
    “Harkaman,” he said. “This is Varrick. The approaching fleet is friendly. Break off your attack.” 
 
    For several long seconds, there was no response. I was surprised that Dernel didn’t repeat the message, but he didn’t. Neither did he plead, beg or threaten. Instead, he just listened to the dead air stoically. 
 
    Finally, Harkaman’s ugly face appeared on our holoplate. “I don’t see Varrick. I see an injured stranger. These games will gain you nothing, humans.” 
 
    “I am your brother. We once shared a pod dangling from the same brood-mother.” 
 
    Harkaman stared. “You’ve transferred from Varrick to this inferior host? Why?” 
 
    “My lifetime hasn’t gone optimally, brother, since our last meeting.” 
 
    “Explain quickly. We must destroy this fleet soon—there will be no turning back once we launch our missiles.” 
 
    Sosa leaned toward me while the two aliens talked through their human hosts. “Captain, the enemy tubes are open. They’ll fire in the next minute or two.” 
 
    “Keep your course steady.” 
 
    She leaned back to her console, shaking her head. 
 
    Dernel spoke quickly and oddly. He used sounds that weren’t words—at least, not human words. His throat quivered and clicked. It was strange to watch, and even stranger to listen to.  
 
    When he had finished with his freakish alien speech, Harkaman stared at him for perhaps ten long seconds. Every human on the bridge squirmed uncomfortably, but I kept them quiet with hand gestures. They all were close to exploding with urgency. 
 
    At last, the screen went blank.  
 
    “That’s it,” Sosa said, “we’re going to have to fight. We’re in too close now. The fleet can’t break off at this range.” 
 
    “No, but we still can!” Trask said. His two ham-like hands grabbed the back of my seat. “Run, runner. It’s what you do best!” 
 
    I ignored them. I turned instead to examine Dernel. He wasn’t freaking out. He was smiling. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Maintain our course and speed. We’ll stay with Rago. We’ll stay on his wing.” 
 
    For perhaps another minute, the two fleets drove on toward one another. No one spoke. The die was cast, there could be no escape at this range for either side.  
 
    But then, the situation changed on the holo-plate. 
 
    “They’re breaking off,” Sosa said. “But we’re still going to pass one another. We’ll be within a hundred thousand kilometers soon, perfect beam range.” 
 
    “Should I fire the neutrino, Captain?” Jort demanded in my ear. 
 
    “No! Not until I give the order.” 
 
    Sosa eyed me. “If we released a torpedo at least…” 
 
    “No. It’s a test. Contact Rago.” 
 
    She did so, and he came onto the line quickly. He looked stressed and irritated. 
 
    “What are your friends up to now, Gorman? They’re turning tail—but they’re still in range. We have to fire now, or we’ll be risking a point-blank broadside from them. We’ll be so close some of our ships might be destroyed before we can return fire.” 
 
    “I know, but we have to chance it. Our Tulk talked to theirs. I think this is their way of testing our resolve, our trustworthiness. If we don’t fire first—maybe we can still gain them as allies.” 
 
    “Crazy aliens… All right. If they want to play chicken to the last moment, we’ll oblige them. It won’t be said that Duke Rago lost his nerve before a spiny lump of jelly did.” 
 
    It was butt-clenching, but both fleets passed one another at high speeds without firing a shot. When we flew past and clear, it was with great relief. 
 
    The Tulk had called our bluff, and we’d answered in kind. It didn’t look like it was going to be a match made in heaven, but possibly, just possibly, we could find a way to work together. 
 
    For the next twenty long hours, the two distrustful fleets and their leaders slowly worked out a set of rules by which we could keep from destroying one another. 
 
    It didn’t come easily to either side. The humans saw the Tulk as invaders, and the Tulk saw us as uppity beasts that didn’t know our place.  
 
    We started off with a truce. Dernel did most of the talking—or producing hisses and rattling noises, as the case may be.  
 
    After both fleets had separated and slowed to a less threatening cruising speed, we took up far orbits on the opposite sides of Gladius. That dismal world squatted in-between our two forces, and its defensive bases constantly pinged and tracked us. It was unnerving, but Sosa assured me we were out of the effective range of any ground-based missile launchers or beam batteries. 
 
    After a full day and night, the negotiations came to a sudden conclusion. Dozing in my pilot’s chair, I was startled awake by a soft hand. 
 
    “Morwyn? What is it?” 
 
    “The Tulk fleet has separated into two forces. Half will stay here, at Gladius. The rest will be joined by troop ships. They’ll follow us.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    She smiled, and the expression was sweet. She brushed my hair from my sweaty face gently. 
 
    “You did it, William. They’re coming with us. Neither the humans nor the Tulk trust the other enough to leave their planets unguarded, but they’ll both send half their fleets together against our true enemy.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh, and I grunted as I climbed my way out of my chair. Without another word, I headed for my bunk. I’d been on duty for nearly thirty hours. I’d taken naps and meals in my command chair for all that time.  
 
    Now, at last, I felt confident that I could rest. 
 
    Soft footsteps padded along behind me. I didn’t look over my shoulder, but I smiled. Morwyn was following me to my cabin. When we arrived, I opened the door and let her inside.  
 
    She was in a great mood—and soon, I was as well. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Rose was markedly sour toward me the following day as the fleet set out for Vindar. She must have noticed I’d spent another night with Morwyn.  
 
    Sosa wasn’t happy either, mind you, but she’d long since given up on owning the captain. She wouldn’t meet my eye, but she didn’t give me any twists of her lip, or smoldering stares like Rose did. 
 
    Deciding it was best to ignore them all, I cheerfully dug into breakfast with gusto. Trask came in to join us, and we began planning our course. 
 
    “It’s already decided,” Trask told me. “Harkaman and Rago have made the arrangements. We’ll fly to Ceti first—” 
 
    “Ceti!? That’s lightyears out of our way.” 
 
    “Yes, yes—but it’s the best spot to pick up a boost toward our final destination.” 
 
    I squinted at him. Usually, he was the one who thought I was nuts and stared at me distrustfully. Today, it was the other way around. 
 
    “You’re going to try to get into the slip-gate? Is that it?” 
 
    “Absolutely. That’s how we do it. What you’re about to witness is almost a sacred trade secret.” 
 
    I snorted. “How so?” 
 
    Stirring up some tank-grown eggs, he leaned forward and spoke in a hushed tone. I wasn’t sure who he thought he was keeping from overhearing us. Perhaps it was simply an old habit of his. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered how the Sword Brothers manage to zip around the Fringe to whatever planet we wish?” 
 
    “Uh… no. But now that you mention it…” 
 
    He was right. It didn’t make sense. They were outlaws, and they didn’t possess large starships capable of using an FTL drive of their own. Likewise, they didn’t have slip-gates that would connect them instantly like a network, or an interstellar highway. 
 
    How did they get from one distant planet to the next with startling speed and the element of surprise? 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. 
 
    “You know how we bribed that patrolman out at Sardez? The process is similar… but not quite the same.” 
 
    “Right. It can’t be. Vindar doesn’t have a slip-gate connected to the main Conclave grid. They’re too far out. It took Morwyn and Dernel months to get to the Conclave.” 
 
    “Exactly. We can’t afford to cruise along at sub-light speeds for months to find our way back to that lonely planet. We’ve got a better plan, fortunately.” 
 
    I plied him for more information, but he clammed up. I could understand, in a way. The whole thing did sound like a trade-secret. Something that was pretty crucial to how the Sword Worlds did business.  
 
    The answer came two days later. By that time, Morwyn and I were sharing a cabin openly. She was happier than I’d ever seen her to be, as she felt at long last she was leading an army back to save her homeworld. How could a girl be anything less than thrilled and grateful to the man who’d pulled off this miracle? 
 
    Feeling that I’d earned all the attention, I basked in it. There was no effort made to rub the other girls’ faces in the whole thing—but I didn’t go out of my way to spare their feelings, either. They’d both been sour since Morwyn and her ailing father had arrived. 
 
    The only individual who seemed to remain a quiet skeptic was Dernel himself. He wasn’t Dernel, of course, not really. The actual Dernel was a blithering madman on most days. 
 
    Instead, I was forced to take meals being stared at by a strange alien parasite. Dernel’s bandages often hung in his face like loose locks of hair—but he did nothing to fix them. It was up to Morwyn to wrap and tuck away the stray ends. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Tulk?” I asked on the third day. I’d had about enough of his constant surveillance.  
 
    Dernel reached under his bandages and tugged at something. I thought it was a large flake of peeling skin. I tried not to wince as he ripped it away and dropped it on the deck. 
 
    “How are we getting to Vindar?” he asked me. “I mean, by what route?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The Sword Brothers know the way. They’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “Harkaman isn’t really a Sword Brother—he’s one of my kind. We came here by dimensional transmission. To fly to Vindar by conventional propulsion would take years.” 
 
    “Dimensional transmission? Is that what you call it?” For a few moments, I recalled the strange structure I’d seen on a mountaintop outside the colonial capital on Baden. It had caused odd effects similar to dry-lightning. Even the air inside the field had felt different. It had been charged like the atmosphere before a dangerous storm. 
 
     “My point is,” Dernel said patiently, “we don’t have time to fly there with nothing more than the engines under these decks. There must be a faster way.” 
 
    “There is. The Sword-Brothers are raiders, remember. They seem to come and go around the Fringe of the Conclave with impunity. Now that I think about it, that fact seems odd. Someone must be helping them…” 
 
    “But you don’t know who?” 
 
    I shook my head. After another minute or two of unwelcome staring, Dernel stood up unsteadily and headed for the passages. He seemed determined.  
 
    “I wouldn’t bother the pirates if I were you. The answers will become apparent soon.” 
 
    He glanced back at me. “It’s not in my nature to leave important details to others.” 
 
    He left then, and I decided to follow. 
 
    We soon came upon an interesting scene. Baron Trask was talking to a patrol captain. When we walked into the comm center, the captain’s head, which floated in a disembodied state over the holoplate, turned to greet me. He frowned unhappily. 
 
    “Trask, you told me that no one else was in on this.” 
 
    Trask glanced at me. “This is no one. He’s merely my pilot, Gorman.” 
 
    “What of the other? The bluish freak in the bandages?” 
 
    “He’s of even less importance. He’s Gorman’s personal cabin-boy.” 
 
    Dernel had opened his mouth as if to speak, but he closed it again with an audible snap.  
 
    I smirked and said nothing. I crossed my arms and watched the proceedings. 
 
    “This is most irregular. I’m considering withdrawing from this deal and reporting all of you.” 
 
    Baron Trask nodded sagely. “A wise move. When the Conclave Tribunal sentences you for your countless offenses, they’ll no doubt take your abject confession into account.” 
 
    “What? Is that a threat?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m simply admiring your sudden transformation into a man of honor and self-sacrifice.” 
 
    “You’re the criminal here, Baron. Sometimes I think I was a fool to take your money the first time.” 
 
    “But take it you did—many times.” 
 
    The patrolman sighed. I could tell Trask had him over a barrel. If he didn’t make the arrangements, Trask could turn him in. On the other hand, he seemed reluctant to allow so large a formation of ships to use the slip-gates without authorization. 
 
    “You’ve got too many ships. That’s the trouble. I’ll let ten through. No more.” 
 
    Baron Trask nodded again. He stood up and tossed the patrolman a salute. “Very well then. You’ve made your choices. I’d bid you farewell.” 
 
    “What’s this? You’re backing out?” 
 
    “No!” Trask boomed, suddenly raging. He was like that: quick to anger and quick to cool down again—if you were lucky. “It’s you who’ve betrayed us. I’ll find another patrolman, another slip-gate—but you’ll have to find yourself another profession. My suggestion is this: run while you can. They need dishwashers on Tranquility, I understand. There’s also the Fringe colonies, like Baden. No one will inquire too deeply into a man who emigrates there and takes a job mining radioactives.” 
 
    The patrolman looked rather sick. “You really are a pirate, aren’t you?” 
 
    Trask chuckled. “I prefer to call myself an entrepreneur. Now, no more wasting time. Are you transporting my raiding fleet or not?” 
 
    “That jump is so far… the power alone will cause a system spike. They’ll have to notice. There will be an investigation.” 
 
    “That’s none of my affair.” 
 
    The patrolman was staring downward, fixated, frowning. We soon realized he was talking to himself. “I’ll have to pass on some of the credit to the inspectors. It’s going to be messy. Very messy…” 
 
    Almost as an afterthought, the patrolman switched off the transmission. The channel closed. 
 
    Trask turned to us in triumph. He grinned and spread his hands. “You see? It can all work out. It’s a simple matter of proper motivation.” 
 
    Dernel’s buried eyes slid around from one of us to the other. “That’s it? He didn’t even say he would cooperate.” 
 
    “He will,” Trask assured him. “This is just his way of massaging his guilt. He can now claim that I forced him to take the money, you see? That means it really wasn’t his fault. For a patrolman, he’s quite a character.” 
 
    “So that’s your plan?” Dernel demanded. “We’re going to use the Conclave slip-gates to get to Vindar?” 
 
    “Not exactly. There is a gate at Vindar, but it’s been in disuse for many years. We’ll have to get them to power-up the line from the Conclave end.” 
 
    “Is this truly possible?” 
 
    Trask laughed at him. “Of course it is. You just heard the patrolman lamenting the energy requirements, but it can be done.” He squinted at both of us for a moment. We must have appeared to be skeptical. He twisted his lips into a sour expression and put his hand on his hips. “How do you two think the Sword Brothers have gotten to their final destinations for countless raids? We pop out of warp in any system we like, with no warning or resistance. It’s a shock every time. Does anyone seriously think we’re gifted celestial navigators? Seriously?” 
 
    Dernel and I exchanged glances. We’d both been under exactly that impression—but neither of us wanted to admit it. 
 
    Approximately a hundred hours later, we arrived at Vindar. Or rather, we arrived just outside the star system.  
 
    “I hadn’t even known there was a slip-gate way out here,” Sosa said. “It’s kind of scary, being so far from home. I don’t recognize the star patterns.” 
 
    “Look back,” Morwyn said. “Use our aft cameras.” 
 
    Sosa did, and we all gasped. Morwyn smiled.  
 
    “You see? That’s the Conclave. You can make out the glittering arc of it from this distance. They say that if you’re all the way out at the Chain, you can see the entire egg-shaped mass that you know as your home stars.” 
 
    Sosa touched the controls again after we’d all had time to take in the magnificent sight of the Conclave from deep space. She switched to the forward cameras, and we were overawed again. 
 
    “There, you can see the Chain clearly,” Morwyn said. “This is exciting to me, as I know now that we’ve really reached my homeworld. For us, the Chain is a series of links like a serpent.”  
 
    Sosa seemed the most dazzled. “On my homeworld, you can see the Chain at night. It looks like this, but much smaller and fainter. When it’s easy to see, the mothers tell their children that’s where the bad people live—but no one believes them.” 
 
    Morwyn laughs. “On Vindar, we’re forever in between the Chain and the Conclave. We tell our young we’re blessed not to be crammed between a hundred other worlds full of busy feet.” 
 
    Everyone was smiling, and we took a few minutes just to admire the view. The Chain was indeed a silvery serpent of stars—a twisted thing with growths, whirls and spirals of brilliant jewels dusted by nebulae. The only difference was one of scale. On any of the Conclave planets, the Chain looked as large as a local moon or two. But here, halfway to the cluster, it looked much bigger and brighter. It dominated a quadrant of the sky. 
 
    “The night sky on Vindar must be magnificent,” I said, feeling mesmerized by the sight. 
 
    “It is,” Morwyn assured me. “You’ll see it from the ground soon enough.” 
 
    Once we were done stargazing, we fell to the drudgery of navigation as more and more of Trask’s ships arrived. The fleet had taken not one but a dozen jumps to get here. Often, we’d had to travel across vast star systems to get to the next link. Sometimes, there had been no one present to challenge us, or to ask us to pay a fee. 
 
    “Does the slip-gate system go all the way out to the Chain itself?” Rose asked in an innocent voice.  
 
    “It does,” Morwyn answered, “but the gates have all been dead for years. The Conclave… I don’t know why, but they shut it down before I was born. This is the first use of these old systems in decades.” 
 
    Her words caused my mind to spin. Did the Conclave know what had happened to the Chain? It would seem logical that they did… Knowing of the invasion, had they shut down the gates to keep the enemy from spreading? It was a disturbing thought, but it sounded like the bureaucrats from worlds like Prospero. Why bother dealing with the invasion? Just lock the cellar and hope the bad things stay down there forever. Our politicians were surely the worst in the history of humanity. 
 
    Blinking away these thoughts, I moved to study all our incoming data from our long-range sensors. Soon, I was frowning with a new worry. 
 
    “Morwyn?” I said. “Examine the data coming in from our sensors. Does Vindar look… normal to you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She slid into a seat nearby and worked a console. A dozen screens and sub-screens chirped and glowed. She gasped and made a strangled sound in her throat. 
 
    “Our satellites… they’re down. They’re all down. Even the orbital way-station… something has attacked us.” 
 
    No one spoke as we studied the incoming information. It was true, and it was tragic.  
 
    We were too late. Vindar had suffered an attack. Possibly, everyone on the planet was already dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    My crew was subdued and quiet as we approached Vindar at last. Morwyn looked like she might cry—but she held it back. 
 
    “I’m seeing cities on fire,” Sosa said in a monotone. “The west coast of their largest continent… it doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Examine the eastern side,” Morwyn asked. “Turn your sensors there.” 
 
    Trask suddenly stood up and cursed. “We’re too late! The whole place is trashed. The aliens have won… we should turn back toward home and see to our own defenses.” 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. Jort came up from below and glanced at him in disgust. “Such naked fear coming from a Sword Brother? How is it your kind can win so many campaigns? A true warrior doesn’t turn tail and run when a battle is in sight. He rushes in to grab all the glory he can!” 
 
    Trask turned him a sour glance. I knew the old pirate well. He was willing to fight, sure—but only when he was certain he was on the winning side. To be fair, you didn’t stay alive as long as he had in the role of a professional mercenary if you couldn’t tell the difference between a coming victory and an imminent defeat. 
 
    “Duke Rago is in command,” I told everyone. “He will make the decision.” 
 
    Trask grunted. “Rago is not our master. This ship is fast enough to turn and run on our own if we want to.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’d prefer to return to your flagship, Baron.” 
 
    Trask grumbled. He’d spent much of the journey on either my ship or Rago’s, planning out the campaign. Except for Dernel and Morwyn, no one in the fleet had ever been to Vindar. None of Trask’s men had ever fought this new brand of alien, either. Aboard my ship, he was able to talk to people with firsthand knowledge of both the enemy and the battlefield. These truths made him prefer our company. 
 
    “All right,” Trask said at last. “I’ll go back to my ship. But if I see you drop out of formation and drift away, Gorman, I’ll know then which way the winds are blowing.” 
 
    He left us and took a shuttle to his own ship. Jort was glad to see him go. 
 
    “That man is without honor. He’s an embarrassment. This isn’t some pirate raid—this is war!” 
 
    I nodded vaguely and sent Jort aft to man his cannon. Soon, only Sosa and Morwyn were on the bridge with me.  
 
    After another hour, during which we noted the devastation all over the planet, we were joined by Dernel. 
 
    If he’d looked odd before, he now looked half-mad. The Tulk within him must be agitated in the extreme. His face was unwrapped, having healed into a scabbed mess. But his eyes were rolling like those of a frightened horse in a thunderstorm. The lips were pulled taut as if he were in the middle of a scream, and he struggled to speak. 
 
    “This is Dernel…” he said. “The real Dernel. My rider is so terrified… he wants to run from this. All the Tulk do. They’re struggling with their human mounts—and with each other.” 
 
    Morwyn knelt next to her father and tried to comfort him, but it was an impossible task. The alien inside his guts was agitated, tearing at his nerves and organs thoughtlessly. 
 
    “Father?” she asked. “Is that really you? It looks like you’re in agony.” 
 
    “I am. I have been for weeks. My rider… he’s torn by indecision. The enemy has already swept much of the planet. Can we possibly be strong enough to push them back? He doubts it.” 
 
    Here, he reached out a claw-like hand and gripped her so firmly that she winced in pain. 
 
    “We must march onward, girl!” he rasped. “We can’t turn back now. We’ve brought an army to save our world, and we must at least give it a try.” He turned those haunted, tormented eyes on me next. “Gorman, don’t let them turn back! We haven’t even fired a shot yet.” 
 
    It struck me then that the Tulk were odd creatures. They were brave enough when they had the upper hand in a situation, but when they sensed they might be crushed like the tiny creatures they truly were, they quailed and wanted nothing more than to crawl away and hide in a crevice. 
 
    “I’ll talk to the duke,” I said, and I had Sosa make the connection. Moments later, Rago’s strained face was on the screen. 
 
    “What is it, Gorman? Have you got any more bright ideas?” 
 
    “This assault was our shared plan, Your Grace. I think we should orbit the planet once, looking for suitable targets.” 
 
    “Suitable targets, eh? This isn’t a raid. We’re here to exterminate aliens… of a particular breed. Are you suggesting a bombing campaign… or…?” 
 
    Our conversation turned to tactics. I was happy about that, as at least he wasn’t talking about turning tail and running. Before we’d gotten very far, however, another call came in. This connection couldn’t be denied.  
 
    “It’s Harkaman,” Rago told me. “He’s demanding we stop privately plotting. He insists we include him in this channel.” He gave me a quick up-down of his eyebrows.  
 
    I knew right away what he was suggesting. We two were, after all, fully human. That put us clearly on the same team. In my experience, there was nothing that brought together rival humans faster than an alien threat. Today, we had two varieties of monster to deal with. 
 
    “By all means, patch him in.” 
 
    Rago looked mildly disappointed, but he did as I suggested. Soon, Harkaman’s ugly face was peering at me alongside the duke’s. 
 
    “Have you forgotten I command half this fleet?” Harkaman demanded the moment he was fully tuned into the channel. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said smoothly. “We were merely surprised that the planet seems to be in the middle of an attack, and we’re discussing what to do about it.” 
 
    “Nothing will be done without Tulk approval! Nothing! Where is your surrogate, Gorman?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m talking about that ghastly half-dead vessel—what does he call himself? Ah yes, Dernel.” 
 
    “He’s been feeling ill,” I said in a concerned tone. “His daughter took him below.” 
 
    Harkaman stared at me with vast suspicion for a few moments. “So that’s how it’s going to be, is it? You’ve already killed or incapacitated the only Tulk aboard a human ship. How can you expect cooperation, when—?” 
 
    “Lord Harkaman,” I interrupted firmly. “Dernel’s rider… well, he was overcome by fear. He saw the planet, the state it’s in, and he lost control.” 
 
    Rago looked concerned. “He lost control? You mean he pissed himself or something?” 
 
    “No, I mean the Tulk lost control of the human body we call Dernel. He wanted to run.” 
 
    “Lies!” Harkaman shouted. “My brother wouldn’t run from the sight of a conflict.” 
 
    “You forget,” I told him, “that he faced this enemy personally with me out at the Sardez system. He knows what awaits us down on Vindar.” 
 
    “And what does await us, Gorman?” Duke Rago asked. “How bad is this fight going to be?” 
 
    I thought for a moment of the terrifying ordeal I’d experienced on the cold, dark planetoid. Of how the enemy could run, jump and fire a gun in midair all faster than a human could manage. 
 
    “It’s going to be rough,” I admitted. “This enemy… they’re better than us. Man-for-man, gram-for-gram… they’re better soldiers. They’re just as clever and twice as physically able. Worse, they can take a shocking amount of punishment.” 
 
    Rago smiled grimly. “But they don’t have thousands of Sardez rifles. That’s what these famed weapons were developed for, isn’t it? To blow down this kind of enemy?” 
 
    “Yes. Normal guns won’t affect them much. They tend to hop right back up after you put twenty darts from a shredder into them. You have to hit them with something more powerful.” 
 
    Harkaman nodded thoughtfully. “So we have your guns. Is that our only advantage?” 
 
    “Not just that,” Rago said. “An even bigger advantage is our fleet. We have the high ground in this struggle. They can’t reach us in space, while we can land where we want. We’ll choose the time and place for each battle.” 
 
    Harkaman and I nodded in agreement—but we couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Our fleet arrived cautiously. We stood off from the planet in far orbit, about two hundred thousand kilometers away. 
 
    “We’re getting pinged again,” Sosa said. “It’s ground-based radar. They know we’re here.” 
 
    “Any hint of a space traffic controller?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Their traffic control seems to be offline.” 
 
    After questioning Morwyn, I found this was unusual. Any group of ships like ours should have been challenged by now. 
 
    Another hour of confusion went by, during which we circled the planet halfway around. Finally, Rago contacted me. 
 
    “Gorman, I want you to tune into this. We found a signal—kind of weak, but readable.” 
 
    A garbled message began playing. “…Vindar is under siege. No one should land. No one should attempt to enter low orbit. Anyone violating this order by the High Council will be shot down.” 
 
    “Shot down?” Morwyn asked, having overheard. “We don’t even have a missile base.” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t when you left home,” I said, “but that was many months ago.” 
 
    Morwyn retreated. She looked more troubled than ever. It had to be hard for her to see cities burning on her home planet. 
 
    Rago hailed me after the message repeated. “What do you think, Gorman? Do we go down and test their defenses?” 
 
    “We’ll have to if we’re going to land troops.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’ll take your statement as a personal commitment to our cause. This is your chance to do something material in this campaign, Gorman. Take your ship down into low orbit, and do a full circle of the planet.” 
 
    “Ah… what if—” 
 
    “What if they fire at you? That’s the test, isn’t it? You’ve got the fastest ship in our fleet. You’ll outrun their missiles, I’m sure. Didn’t your passenger just admit that they didn’t have any missiles a few months ago? They can’t be very advanced weapons.” 
 
    “Well, sir…” I began, but Rago quickly cut me off. 
 
    “Now, now, don’t embarrass yourself by trying to weasel out of this. You’re going down.” 
 
    “And if they blow me out of the sky?” 
 
    Rago shrugged. “In that case, we’ll at least get the chance to count their guns, won’t we?” 
 
    He disconnected, and I released a long series of foul words. 
 
    “Are we actually going down there, Captain?” Sosa asked me quietly. “Alone?” 
 
    “Set a spiral course for the planet’s upper atmosphere. Don’t approach at a steep angle, ease your way closer.” 
 
    Sosa did as I suggested, and our ship began a wide spiral toward the planet. Long before we reached the scudding clouds, however, things began to heat up. 
 
    “They’ve got a target-lock on us,” Sosa said, but her words were hardly necessary. Alarm tones were going off and lights were spinning all over the ship. It was obvious we had an offensive weapons system targeting us. 
 
    “Any sign of a launch yet?” I asked, scanning every screen.  
 
    “Nothing. Maybe they’re waiting until we come closer.” 
 
    Another figure appeared on the bridge then. It was Huan, who’d kept to himself for much of the voyage out to Vindar. He now seemed to be completely recovered from his bout of radiation sickness.  
 
    “Is there a problem I can help with, Captain?” he asked me in a calm voice. 
 
    I glanced at him and nodded toward the operations console. “You can pilot a ship larger than a fighter, can’t you?” 
 
    He nodded confidently. 
 
    “All right then. Run the ops board for me. We’re switching screens every few seconds up here.” 
 
    The truth was one person could fly Royal Fortune solo if they had to, but having a bigger crew helped. There were AI systems that could take over most functions, but they weren’t entirely reliable. The AI made reasonable choices—but not necessarily the best ones.  
 
    A case in point was our main cannon. Did I really want to give a half-bright computer the power to decide when to fire on an enemy ship? The answer was an emphatic “no” which was why I had Jort on that job in any tense situation.  
 
    By switching screens frequently, Sosa and I could pilot, navigate and operate the ship’s vital systems. The trouble was a matter of focus. It took time to do these things, and while you were examining and making decisions about one matter, another one would pop-up and get in the way. It was very easy to let a critical problem slip by. 
 
    My lack of crew was never more obvious than in combat situations like we were in now. The situation was developing rapidly, and the choices we made could result in life or death for everyone aboard. 
 
    “Rose, come up to the bridge,” I announced over the PA. “We need you on communications.” 
 
    Some people—particularly Baron Trask, when he was aboard—were irritants on the bridge. Fortunately, he wasn’t visiting my ship now. He was safely ensconced on his destroyer. I had no doubt that was because he wanted nothing to do with approaching Vindar at this time. 
 
    Morwyn and Dernel couldn’t really run any of the ops needed, so they weren’t welcome on the bridge during critical times like these. I’d ordered them to their quarters, and so far they were staying there. 
 
    Including myself, I had a crew of five relatively functional people. That was pretty good by my standards. I could use another five or so to round out every job, and double that would allow me to run a full crew around the clock. You technically needed your crew to rotate shifts every eight hours if you weren’t doing things on the cheap. That’s why Royal Fortune had been designed with the capacity and resources for thirty-odd people aboard.  
 
    Our approach was different. We had one watchman awake at all times, while the rest of us slept in the off-hours. If something went wrong, we scrambled out of our bunks and hoped we made it to our stations in time. That wasn’t the best or the safest system, but I didn’t have enough people to do it right. 
 
    “Launch detected…”  
 
    It was the computer voice. I didn’t hear it often, only for critical matters. Ice-cold in demeanor and slightly feminine, it never failed to cause my mind to reset and speed up.  
 
    A blip showed up a moment later, rising up swiftly through the planetary atmosphere. 
 
    “There’s only one missile,” Sosa said in surprise. “And its tiny.” 
 
    “Perhaps they only mean to warn us off,” Huan suggested. “If it self-destructs in the next few minutes, we’ll know.” 
 
    Rose arrived on the bridge then, and she looked around at the screens in fear. 
 
    “They’re shooting at us? And you want me on comms? What can I do about it?” 
 
    “Contact the planet. Tell them over and over we’re here to check on Vindar’s welfare. Tell them we’re from the Conclave.” 
 
    “But we’re not… oh.”  
 
    Rose sat down and went to work without further confusion. She broadcast repeating messages toward Vindar. They didn’t seem to be listening, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. 
 
    For a few minutes, we continued to approach the planet while the enemy missile roared toward us with surprising speed. 
 
    “Still only one missile,” I said, measuring out the projectile’s speed and course.  
 
    The math indicated it might not even make it up to us without running out of fuel. After all, it was climbing against the planet’s gravity, and we were still a long way from the atmosphere. 
 
    It was definitely a bad sign, however. We’d hoped to approach and land troops without resistance. 
 
    Heaving a sigh, I called for Morwyn and Dernel to come up to the bridge. They were natives here. Maybe, just maybe, they could talk some sense into the Vindari. 
 
    


  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
     “Stop the descent,” I ordered. “Stay up here, out of missile range.” 
 
    Sosa threw up her hands. “We can’t land troops from here.” 
 
    We all watched quietly. After a long time, the missile ran out of fuel and fizzled. I’d expected it to self-destruct, but it didn’t. The small projectile, no more than two meters long, glided through space. We easily dodged it. 
 
    Morwyn appeared at the doorway. She looked around at the relatively full crew. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Your people are shooting at us,” Sosa told her. 
 
    “Morwyn?” I said. “Talk to these people. Tell them we’re here to help.” 
 
    Morwyn walked across the bridge trepidatiously, and she took up a headset.  
 
    Sosa had been trying to raise the base without any luck. She relayed the signal to the central console, but there was no answer.  
 
    “I’m still hailing them…” Sosa said, “but there’s nothing coming back.” 
 
    “Let me try,” Morwyn asked.  
 
    I nodded, and Sosa shrugged, passing her the headset. 
 
    “Traffic control?” Morwyn asked. “I’m a Vindari citizen. These ships accompanying mine aren’t here to cause harm.” 
 
    We waited, but there was no response. 
 
    “People of Vindar, I’m one of you. If you would only—” 
 
    An odd sound came from the console. It wasn’t a sound that any human had ever made. In fact, it made us all recoil slightly.  
 
    The projected video was still dark, still blank and empty. But something was there, something was listening to us. We could all feel it. 
 
    “That sound…” I said. “It reminds me of a certain creature—the thing we met back on Ceti. Get Dernel up here.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Dernel walked onto the deck. His bandages were mostly absent now, and a fresh purplish swell of flesh had been revealed. It was as if he’d been sunburned and peeled down a few layers.  
 
    “Dernel, who are we talking to? They won’t show themselves.” 
 
    “Vindari,” he said, speaking to the black screen. “I am a prefect of the fourth art. I demand that you—” 
 
    The sound came again. It was an odd clicking noise. Inhuman in nature, it was almost insectile.  
 
    Dernel took an involuntary step back from the console. He dropped the headset he’d been speaking into and turned as if to run away. 
 
    I grabbed him by the shoulder. “What is it, man? What’s that sound?” 
 
    “It’s the enemy. It’s their speech. We’re not talking to any kind of man. We’re talking to creatures of vast evil. That’s why they won’t show themselves.” 
 
    I looked back at the screen in alarm. “Does this mean the planet is lost?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. But that station… it isn’t held by my people.” 
 
    He shook a bit, so I let him go. I allowed Morwyn to escort him from the bridge. I was troubled, and I contacted Duke Rago. 
 
    “The Vindari aren’t the ones firing missiles at us. The alien invaders did it. I’m not sure how to proceed.” 
 
    “You don’t have countermeasures aboard?” 
 
    “My usual defensive technique is to outrun the missile.” 
 
    Rago snorted in disgust.  “That won’t do. We’re going to have to destroy that installation.” 
 
    “We might lose the support of the Vindari if we start our rescue mission by blowing stuff up.” 
 
    “Too bad. Stay out of range, and stand by.” 
 
    Turning back to the center console, I eyed the black shadows playing on the holoplate. We were still connected to the station. They hadn’t bothered to cut off the channel—maybe they were listening to us. 
 
    “Cut the feed and jam it,” I ordered. “Gain altitude. We’ll orbit at about a hundred thousand kilometers out.” 
 
    Sosa followed my orders stoically. After another thirty minutes passed, Trask’s destroyer slid down from far orbit to glide next to us. He kept dropping—moving closer and closer to the planet. 
 
    Another missile was fired. It was a small thing again—a sliver of metal. It hardly looked like it could take out a ship, but looks could be deceiving. 
 
    I contacted Trask out of curiosity. He responded immediately. 
 
    “Full of fun, aren’t you, Gorman?” he demanded bitterly. He was on his bridge, glaring down at me. He’d put his vid pick-up low, so you were almost staring at his boots when he spoke. He liked it that way. 
 
    “What do you mean, Baron Trask?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that baron stuff. No amount of kissing-up will improve my mood today. I’ve been directed to lower my destroyer into the line of fire because of you. You of all people must know how much I loathe that.”’ 
 
    I laughed. “I do indeed. What’s your game-plan?” 
 
    “I should blow up your ship as I fly-by—but I won’t.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because I’m loyal. Not like you!” 
 
    He closed the channel, and I snorted with laughter.  
 
    Huan, who’d been quietly working his station all this time, looked toward me. “He won’t fire on us, will he?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably not. He’s simply feeling bitter about being placed in danger. Trask is a man who excels at talking a tough game, but he’s always quick to dodge when the bombs and rockets begin to fly.” 
 
    Huan absorbed this quietly and turned back to his console. 
 
    I watched as Trask’s destroyer moved closer to the planet. The second missile approached his sleek ship. The missile wasn’t fast, but it was relentless. I couldn’t see how it managed such a great speed and range—but I didn’t know much about these invaders and their level of tech. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Morwyn asked me. “Is he going to just take the hit?” 
 
    “No, I doubt it. He’s too cagey for that.” 
 
    We watched, and suddenly the Kharkov transformed into a ball—at least, that’s what it looked like. 
 
    “Countermeasures,” Sosa said. “He spraying out a metallic field. It’s either flecks of metal, or perhaps an aerogel.” 
 
    The sphere of decoy material spread more and more, flying with the ship, maintaining its position relative to the destroyer. Soon, it was more than a kilometer wide. 
 
    The missile sank into that field—and exploded. 
 
    Everyone was surprised by the released energy. The missile had been small, but the warhead—it had generated quite a blast. 
 
    Fortunately, without any air to push and form a shockwave, explosions didn’t have a large destructive range in space. A divot was taken out of the bottom of the spreading sphere of chaff, that’s all. 
 
    We all cheered and laughed.  
 
    “Clever old pirate, isn’t he?” I asked. 
 
    Everyone had to agree. They were impressed by the capacities of the Sword Brothers. 
 
    “A third missile is incoming,” Sosa said. Unlike the rest of us, she’d never clapped her hands and whooped for victory—she rarely did. 
 
    We felt tension descend over us again.  
 
    “Is Trask in range yet?” Morwyn asked. “To hit the base on the ground, I mean?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Sosa responded. “Don’t you think he would have fired by now if he was?” 
 
    A few more minutes passed. Trask’s ship kept lowering, kept gliding closer to the target. His ship was now obscured by a second pulse of chaff. The first had spread too far and dispersed. 
 
    When the moment of truth finally came, the missile sank into that vast field of confusing matter—but it didn’t explode. 
 
    “It’s not taking the bait,” Sosa said.  
 
    “How could they have adjusted their missile to change its behavior so fast?” Huan asked. “I’m intrigued. Their technology—” 
 
    “It’s been altered,” said a raspy voice from the back of the bridge. We turned to see that Dernel had returned. 
 
    He had that mad look in his eye again. A fear gripped him, and he clutched the doorway with both hands as if he was in danger of falling off a cliff. Perhaps, in his shared mind, he was. 
 
    “What were you saying, Dernel?” 
 
    “Their technology is… different. We work with machines, they work with living things. The missiles—they’re piloted by small organic brains. This latest missile watched what happened to the first, and it learned a new trick.” 
 
    Alarmed, I strapped in and grabbed the helm. “All hands, brace yourselves.” 
 
    Nosing Royal Fortune forward, I took her into a dive. I hit the accelerator hard—then harder still.  
 
    We shook and rolled as we dove after Trask’s ship. I wasn’t going to let him die down there alone. 
 
    Despite our shocking speed, we weren’t able to reach Trask’s ship before the matter was decided. At the last moment, sensing his danger, Trask gunned his own engines.  
 
    His ship burst out of the cloud of metallic particles. Right behind him, perhaps locked onto the heat coming from the aft of the fleeing ship, was that tiny, intelligent missile. 
 
    “Jort, shoot that missile down.” 
 
    “It’s too far, too small to—” 
 
    “Fire, Jort!” 
 
    The neutrino cannon fired—again and again. We hit nothing. 
 
    Trask was running now. His own aft point-defense guns were blazing. He was pumping out fresh chaff, which fooled our sensors easily—but the missile stayed locked onto his tail. Nothing was hitting it. Nothing was distracting it. The tiny weapon was relentless. 
 
    I thought about what Dernel had said. A tiny brain—an organic mind—was piloting that missile. It wasn’t really a missile at all. It was a suicidal ship on a mission of self-destruction. 
 
    At last, however, it ran out of fuel. This time, rather than giving up entirely, it exploded and managed to cause Trask’s ship to heel over and go into a slow tumble. The ship’s crew righted the destroyer and returned to their previous course. 
 
    Aboard Royal Fortune, we kept dropping speed. Such was our acceleration that we’d almost caught up with the Kharkov. 
 
    Trask contacted me. “Gorman? You crazy bastard… I’m surprised you didn’t run like a runner should. Did you know it was going to do that?” 
 
    “No… but when I saw the missile acting differently, I couldn’t leave you to face it alone.” 
 
    “Huh… fat lot of good you’re doing… but I appreciate the effort. Now, I suppose you’ll retreat back up to a safe distance?” 
 
    “Negative. I’m your wingman now.” 
 
    A look of surprise crossed his face, but it faded quickly. “Good. I can use you. Gorman… I have to get this ship down close enough to bomb out that base. I’ve noticed they only seem to fire one missile at a time...” 
 
    “I’ve noticed the same thing, Baron.” 
 
    “Right. Do you know what I’m going to suggest?” 
 
    I smiled, because I did know. “Yes. Your method of avoiding destruction worked once, but then they caught on. My method, however… it hasn’t been tested yet.” 
 
    “Exactly. You’re on stage, mate. All the best.” 
 
    The channel closed, and my crew was left looking at one another in confusion. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Morwyn asked. 
 
    I looked at her. “You’re going below with your father, and you’re going to strap yourselves into crash seats. Everyone else is going to do the same. This is likely to be quite a ride.” 
 
    We continued with our rapid descent. Soon, we were below Trask, but we kept on going. 
 
    The next missile had been fired shortly after the last. It approached with the same dogged determination that the others had displayed. If it could feel fear or despair, the tiny mind piloting it gave no hint of any such emotion. 
 
    When we were about fifty thousand kilometers from the planet’s surface, the missile changed course. It now targeted my ship instead of Trask’s destroyer. 
 
    “Switching to a new target of opportunity?” Huan asked. “This versatile enemy is impressive, is it not?” 
 
    No one answered him. Our guts were cinched too tight to be analytical or amused. We could only stare until our eyes burned at the missile on our screens. 
 
    “Let’s drift away from Trask now. Make sure it stays locked on us.” 
 
    I let Sosa take the helm. She expertly steered our vessel farther and farther off course from Trask’s ship. We were still lower, closer to the base it was trying desperately to protect, but we put steady distance between the enemy’s two targets. 
 
    “Now, it has to decide.” 
 
    The missile wavered. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes, but I’d seen it—we all had. It thought about switching back to chasing Kharkov, but in the end, it didn’t. It flew after us instead. 
 
    “Let’s run now,” Sosa suggested. “We’ll increase our speed and veer off over the horizon of the planet. Trask already has plenty of time to—” 
 
    “No. Maintain course and speed.” 
 
    Everyone’s face twisted and squirmed with tension. The missile crept closer and closer. At the end, it put on an unexpected burst of speed. 
 
    “That’s it! I’m taking back the helm!” I shouted.  
 
    Sosa crossed her arms in disgust. I knew she’d see this as distrusting her piloting—but that wasn’t why I’d taken the controls back into my own hands. That was part of it, certainly. But really, it was because, if it came down to it I wanted to die with my fate in my own hands, not hers. 
 
    I hit the engines hard. The ship surged forward, and everyone who wasn’t braced for it was thrown painfully backward. People groaned in pain.  
 
    I didn’t care—I’d warned them.  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I kept the fuel flowing at maximum. With twin terawatt engines, Royal Fortune was vastly overpowered. These engines could have pushed a battleship at a stately pace, but when strapped onto the rear of this tiny hull, my ship could move like a cannonball when she wanted to. 
 
    Very smoothly, we began to leave the tiny missile behind. It was flaring more brightly now, burning the last of its propellant to gain on us—but it was failing. 
 
    Suddenly, with a precise movement that belied science, the tiny sliver of metal flipped in space and changed course.  
 
    Naturally, due to inertia, it had to fight to get back on track—but it pulled it off. 
 
    “Shit…” I gasped. “That little bastard is a quick thinker. I hit the gas too hard, and it figured out it could never catch us, so it turned back toward Trask again.” 
 
    “That ship...” Huan said calmly. “It should be out of fuel by now. I’ve been timing the burn, the energy expended… this missile has already exceeded the output of the last one.” 
 
    We looked at one another, breathing hard as our bodies recovered from the vicious acceleration I’d eased down on. 
 
    “It learned,” I said. “It watched its brothers, and it got smarter.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe it took on more fuel and a smaller warhead. What does it matter? The damned thing is after Trask again.” 
 
    Huan was calmly working his console. “Trask’s destroyer will be struck in less than three minutes.” 
 
    “Will he be in range of the base by then?”  
 
    “I have no way of knowing that.” 
 
    I took a moment to assess matters. Growling, I reversed course and flew after the missile. Using my throbbing engines again, I urged them to regain the distance we’d lost. 
 
    “Jort, shoot that thing down.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can, Captain. Our target-locking systems seem not to work on the missile—I have no idea why.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Just do take it out.” 
 
    He began firing careful bursts, but everything missed.  
 
    Ahead of us, Trask pumped out his globe of chaff again. It almost made me sick to see it. I had no faith in such measures. None at all. 
 
    The missile dove into that glittering globe. We were close now, but it was such a small target, so hard to hit… 
 
    Something struck me then. “Jort, change your settings. Fire a wide cone.” 
 
    “That might not affect the missile, Captain.” 
 
    “Missing isn’t working either!” 
 
    He grumbled briefly, but then he lit up space with a cone of radiation. Some of it struck the globe of chaff—I hoped we weren’t nailing Trask instead of the enemy. 
 
    A second later, the enemy missile shot out of the sphere of chaff. It had chosen to dive upwards—following the course Kharkov had taken before to escape. Again, it had learned. 
 
    But Trask was one step ahead. He shot out of the chaff downward, heading for the planet. Seeing its error, the missile did an arcing curve and followed. 
 
    Trask released a barrage of torpedoes then. He had unloaded on the base below.  
 
    “Five… seven… twelve warheads,” Huan said. “I believe that’s his entire payload.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth briefly. “We’re too far out. He might not even hit the base from thirty thousand kilometers away.” 
 
    “I don’t think Baron Trask cares about precision. It’s a pattern. A scattered bombing pattern. He’s going to take out everything in the vicinity of that base.” 
 
    “What’s down there?” 
 
    “A city… a small one, but a city nonetheless.” 
 
    Before I could ask anything further, Sosa got my attention. “The enemy base is firing more missiles, Captain.” 
 
    “How many?”  
 
    She hesitated. “I would say it’s all of them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Trask went west over the planet’s horizon, while I ran east. The first missile—the one that had been close—finally ran out of fuel while chasing the destroyer.  
 
    Another flock of pursuers rose up to give chase—but we were ahead of them now, on the run. As Trask had already dumped his load of warheads, we no longer cared about getting any closer to the ground. 
 
    In the end, Royal Fortune outran the seven missiles that chased her with relative ease. If there had been another missile base on the far side of the planet… but no. There was only one installation. 
 
    Trask had a harder time than we did. He pumped out chaff, he burned the core of his engines until they had to be overtaxed and overheated—but in the end, the only thing that saved him was his position.  
 
    The missiles simply didn’t have enough time and fuel to reach him. He was too far ahead and running—one by one, they dropped away and went silent. Still, we marked their locations and orbits, relaying the data to the rest of the fleet. Everyone gave them a wide berth if possible. 
 
    When Trask’s bombs finally struck, they shook the valley, reverberating from one wall of mountains to another. The destruction was total. Not a building, a stick of wood, or a living thing remained standing except, possibly, as a pillar of ash.  
 
    Count Harkaman contacted us both after it was over and congratulated our bravery. He seemed honestly impressed.  
 
    “Not since I fought with your kind in the end days of the Faustian Chain have I witnessed such smooth action. You had excellent tactics, excellent instincts. Perhaps, if humanity had possessed a thousand such commanders back at the Chain… ah well, never mind. I have you now, and it’s time to land and proceed with a battle of vengeance.” 
 
    “Uh… don’t you mean salvation, sir?” I asked. 
 
    Harkaman hesitated. “Yes. Of course. Here is your next mission, Gorman. Orbit the planet at a low altitude to make sure nothing else fires at you. We’ll be coming down to land shortly.” 
 
    From deep orbit, Harkaman’s fleet descended to invade. After a few minutes, Duke Rago’s did the same. Human and Tulk were working together at last. Victory had a way of cementing alliances. 
 
    I had to wonder at the spectacle. Two species, each alien to the other and at odds, were fighting side by side.  
 
    This hadn’t happened by chance or good nature, of course. It had only come about because we had no choice. This new enemy was simply too terrifying, too deadly for anyone to face alone. I suspected countless alliances of convenience had been spawned in just such a manner in the past. 
 
    Stretching and finding a drink, I made no effort to orbit the planet at a low altitude. I was done playing target-dummy for today. 
 
    Retreating from the bridge, I went below to the head and splashed the sweat from my body. Morwyn followed me. She smiled when I called out her name—but it was a flickering thing. She was upset, even I could tell that much. 
 
    In an instant, I knew what it was. 
 
    “What was the name of that city? The one that… suffered damage today?” 
 
    “It was called Telkiv,” she said. “It was a fine place. They made wines there. Famous wineries dotted those slopes…” 
 
    Morwyn rushed to me then, and she rubbed her tears away on my shirt. I circled her with my arms and comforted her gently. 
 
    She pulled away a minute later. “Is war always like this? Full of surprises and horrors?” 
 
    “I guess that it is.” 
 
    She sat down. I poured her a drink and had one myself.  
 
    “You fought well,” she said. “You fought like an expert.” 
 
    I nodded. “Before I was a smuggling ship’s captain, I led a company of colonial troops on Avalon. I thought I’d sworn off the life of a soldier after those days… but I guess fate hasn’t yet decided to release me from its grip.” 
 
    “It’s what you do best,” she said. “I’ve watched you for months now. As a merchant, Sosa would call you ‘half-assed’ at best.” 
 
    “Half-assed? What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t make any money. You keep getting involved in other people’s problems and playing the hero.” 
 
    That comment did indeed sound like it had come from Sosa’s lips. It probably had—which meant the ladies aboard were talking to each other. That was a dangerous thing for any man. 
 
    Morwyn came close and kissed me lightly. “You should do what you do best. Every man should.” 
 
    Then, she left. I had another drink, and I pondered her words. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After bombing out the only defensive base we could locate on Vindar, the fleet descended cautiously. 
 
    Lower and lower the ships moved. First came the smallest of them, corvettes and destroyers. Then the cruisers, and lastly the fat transports, full of troops. 
 
    Nothing fired at us. Nothing pinged us… but still, everyone was distrustful. 
 
    “These aliens are tricky,” Trask told me on a private channel. I’d moved into my office to listen to what he had to say. “I was very impressed, Gorman, by what I saw earlier. They came within a hair’s breadth of blowing up my ship.” 
 
    “I noticed. We were both lucky to get away.” 
 
    “No!” Trask boomed. “You should never say that. No Sword Brother would ever admit any victory was due to luck—especially if it was.” 
 
    I smiled, accepting the truth of his words. “In any case, what now? You gentlemen have excluded me from discussions of how this invasion will unfold.” 
 
    “That’s partly because we’ve already scrapped our plans. No one expected a weird barrage of tiny intelligent missiles. The original plan was to have Duke Rago land on the big continent, near the capital. The Tulk-infested men, led by Harkaman, would land on the second, smaller landmass.” 
 
    “Simple search-and-destroy? Over a whole planet? That’s a big scope for a war.” 
 
    “Most of this world is uninhabited. There are only about thirty million people spread over the globe, and much of the surface is ocean anyway. There are a few cities, a dozen centers of commerce—mostly mining—and that’s it.” 
 
    “Right, but how would you know where the fight is?” 
 
    On my screen Trask shrugged. “We figured we’d talk to the locals. The hope always was that the invaders were in certain localities, and that they were limited in number.” 
 
    I thought about the invasion of Baden. The Tulk had come via a slip-gate which they’d set up and operated on the top of a mountain.  
 
    But what I’d seen so far on Vindar looked worse. Perhaps there were many sources of invasion, many enemy strongholds. What’s more, these aliens were far more capable of combat than the native xenomorphs on Baden, which the locals called “ducks”. 
 
    These invaders were dangerous in the extreme. 
 
    “What if we’re outnumbered?” I asked. “What if there are so many that we can’t help Vindar? What if we’re driven off the planet?” 
 
    Trask waved a dismissive hand. “Then we lift off and run. We take to the skies—which is why it is so important that we own them now. We retreat back to orbit, and we weigh our options.” 
 
    I glared at him. “What options?” 
 
    “Something more… drastic, perhaps? What do you think? You’re not a stupid man.” 
 
    “You’ll bomb,” I said. “You’ll burn the continents with radioactive fallout.” 
 
    “And the oceans too, of course. What did you expect?” 
 
    “You’ll kill millions of people? Just because we failed to stop the invaders? That’s insane. I didn’t know I was traveling with a fleet of butchers.” 
 
    Trask was suddenly angry. “What choice do we have? Grow up, Gorman. If the invaders win here, they’ll kill all the colonists anyway. And they won’t stop here, they’ll keep on going. In a few years, a decades’ time at most, they’ll be all over the Fringe.” 
 
    “This should make the Conclave wake up.” 
 
    “Maybe, but maybe not. They didn’t do anything to help Baden, did they?” 
 
    I shook my head, remembering that backward planet. “No. They left the colonists there to fend for themselves. The only thing the patrolmen did was try to keep the colonials from effectively arming themselves.” 
 
    Trask nodded. “Exactly. Somehow, my brothers have been thrust onto this stage. We’re here, and we’re dispensing justice whether we like it or not. We wouldn’t have bothered unless we’d been convinced that this threat was coming for us next.” 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “Where do I stand in this battle? What part can I play to help?” 
 
    “I thought you already did your part. No one would call you a coward if you stayed up here in orbit and drank beer while you watched the invasion.” 
 
    I thought about that. I seriously did. A part of me said it was the right thing to do. One more rifle on an entire planet, in the midst of a war involving millions—what did it matter if I risked my own skin or not? After all, just as Trask had said, I’d done my part, and I’d done it well. 
 
    Trask watched me curiously. At last, I thought I had an answer. 
 
    “I’m going down. I’m going into the troposphere at least. From there, I’ll be ready to join any fight that crops up.” 
 
    “Huh… All right. Do whatever you want, Captain. Just try not to get in the way.” 
 
    On that note, Trask ended the conversation.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    The next day, the landings began in earnest. We’d managed to make contact with various local stations on Vindar by then. They’d been shocked to see us show up unannounced in their skies, and they were naturally full of fears and concerns. 
 
    Morwyn and Dernel did their best to calm the various mayors and governors. Vindar didn’t have a single ruler, they were organized as a federation of friendly counties and states.  
 
    Morwyn explained that she and her father had been sent to the stars to retrieve help a year ago, and that they’d actually managed to bring a fleet back with them. When the local Vindari finally accepted that we’d come to drive off the invaders, rather than attack them, they were joyous. They’d assumed we’d come to steal whatever was left of their burning planet. Many of them broke down and wept with joy when they’d finally been convinced. 
 
    Several of the Vindari leaders behaved like Dernel, I noticed. They were odd people who seemed to be partly mad… but I accepted their culture for what it was. Their behavior could hardly be more upsetting than the habits of the bloodthirsty mercenaries I’d brought with me. 
 
    The situation on the ground was grim. The aliens had taken several of the outlying provinces, and now they were gathering to push north toward the capital city. To counter this threat, the colonials had formed a militia army and were preparing to meet them in the field south of their most populated region. 
 
    The Vindari didn’t fully understand where the aliens had come from. They were terrified and gathering every weapon they had—but every serious battle they fought so far had ended in defeat. 
 
    There was a singular man among their leaders who stood out, however. Partly, this was because he wasn’t bluish in complexion. He was called Lucas Droad, and he had a haunted gaze that told me his eyes had seen true horrors in person. 
 
    Harkaman and Rago passed on the idea of landing their fleets immediately. Instead, they ordered Baron Trask and me to land first and doing the initial meet-and-greet. Really, we were playing scout again. 
 
    I could hardly blame the two fleet commanders. They didn’t trust the Vindari, the aliens—or even each other. To put down their skids on dirt was to risk everything. Best to send envoys first. 
 
    So, Trask’s destroyer and my small ship ended up being the first vessels to sink down into the atmosphere. As we landed at the capital city—something that wasn’t as impressive as it sounded, being a large settlement of perhaps a half-million souls—I saw the forests to the south were burning.  
 
    “You know what’s going on down there?” I asked Morwyn. “Why are they burning all those purple-black trees?” 
 
    “Not really… but I know it’s not normal. During our talks, I learned that the people believe the invaders breed in the forests. Perhaps they’re trying to prevent the enemy from setting up a base in the wilds near the capital.” 
 
    I frowned at that. It didn’t sound positive, no matter how you looked at it.  
 
    The sun was drooping down to touch the horizon, and the smoke had turned the skies reddish-brown. We landed at a quiet spaceport, and stepped outside onto an old blast-pan. The surface had been burned by so many rockets in the past it had a sheen on it like melted glass. 
 
    Crunching over this glossy expanse of scorch-marks, we were met by a single armored vehicle. It was makeshift, as they almost always were out here on the frontier. An automated turret had been grafted onto a heavily-built vehicle of some kind. If I had to guess, I would have said it had started out as a garbage hauler.  
 
    The anti-grav plates underneath rippled with blue light, and I made a note not to get my foot under there. These old models could crush you to pulp, as they had no safety sensors or automatic shutoffs—they just indiscriminately pushed down gravity waves with the full weight of their load applied to anything underneath. 
 
    The cab of the vehicle was obscured by armor plates that had been crudely folded and welded around it. The tank—if you could call it that—hovered close, and I could feel the crew was checking us out.  
 
    Even more disconcertingly, the automated turret on the roof was quivering with eagerness. It studied me, then Trask, then back again. The stubby barrel had an opening that was no more than 20mm in diameter—but it still looked pretty effective. If that cannon decided to blast us, we’d be just one more stain on this glassy ground. 
 
    Deciding to try to allay their fears, I smiled and waved. Baron Trask struck an unconcerned pose and stood tall. 
 
    His option turned out to be wiser. The turret zeroed on me, perhaps sensing the movement of my hand. It twitched and whirred, trying to keep me targeted while the tank gently floated and made a deep-throated humming noise.  
 
    Slowly, I lowered my waving hand and stood there, waiting. 
 
    At last, the driver’s side opened. It was clearly a normal door with metal plates grafted to it—but it worked. A man stepped down over the gravity repellers and landed on the ground. He was tall, and I recognized him. 
 
    “Lucas Droad?” I asked.  
 
    “You know me?” 
 
    I smiled. “No sir. But, I saw you on during the video conferences. You’re easy to pick out… because you’re pink instead of blue.” 
 
    He smiled, but it was a joyless, careworn thing. “All right then, you two seem real enough. Come hop into the cab with me. Step high, and mind the repellers.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Droad,” Trask said. “Where are you taking us? I’d like to bring my retinue.” 
 
    Trask waved over his shoulder. Out of his destroyer a half-dozen troops in armor had now deployed. 
 
    Droad looked at them warily. “You don’t need bodyguards here. At least, not yet. The enemy is far to the south. Besides, there’s no room in my vehicle for so many.” 
 
    Trask’s expression was sour. He nodded after a moment. “All right then. We’ll take my aircar—we always keep a small unit in the hold.” 
 
    After a few more minutes, Trask had loaded his guards into an open-topped vehicle. It pulled up behind us, and I got into the tank with Droad.  
 
    Inside, it was comfortable enough. As I’d expected all along, it was nothing more than a modified hauler.  
 
    At close range, I was able to judge Droad more easily. He was older than he looked, at least fifty. He was tall, rangy, and he moved with confidence. I could tell he’d seen his share of fighting. He also seemed educated. This combination, along with his mysterious appearance so far from the Conclave, made me curious. 
 
    “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” I asked him. 
 
    “I certainly am, and I could say the same about you.” 
 
    “Can I ask how you came to find yourself driving a converted garbage hauler out beyond the Fringe, Droad?” 
 
    He steered the slewing hauler out of the blast-pan and onto a gravel road before answering. “It’s a long story. You don’t have a stim, do you? It’s been years. They don’t even know what they are out here.” 
 
    I smiled, and I produced one of my few white sticks. He lit up, and I joined him. The cab was soon filled with aromatic smoke. 
 
    “That’s good…” he said. “Listen… uh… Gorman? Was that your name?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I… I’m a refugee, I guess you would say. I’ve managed to stay one step ahead of the storm coming out of the Chain for a few decades now. It’s been like running from a wildfire, and I’ve been doing it for most of my adult life.” 
 
    Nodding, I puffed a few times and then sighed. “I’ve been doing the same thing here for a tenth as long. I’ve met the Tulk, killed a culus and a few shrades—” 
 
    Droad slammed the steering bar forward, and I was almost thrown into the dash. He turned on me with wide, staring eyes.  
 
    “They’ve made it so far already?” 
 
    “They’ve reached the Fringe, yes. We killed all those we found—but I suspect they’ll keep coming.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he blew smoke out in a blue-white haze. “They’ll never stop. Not until we kill them all.” 
 
    He started up the hauler again, and I felt relieved. Droad didn’t seem to be entirely stable. Could these aliens drive a good man mad? I had the feeling I was going to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Droad drove the hauler to a squatty building that had recently been reinforced with metal struts and concrete. It had the look of a makeshift bunker. 
 
    The siege mentality was everywhere as I followed him into the doors past nervous guardsmen. The pale blue faces were young and out of their element. They held their rifles like they were shovels, and I knew at a glance they’d had less than a month’s training.  
 
    Colonial militia. Every planet that got into trouble put their farm-boys on the front line immediately. They were always tough-minded and strong-armed. Often, they could shoot reasonably straight as well—but they didn’t know squat about tactics 
 
    Droad had a long stride. I nearly had to trot to keep up. I got the feeling he did everything in a rush—everything. 
 
    “Hey, what’s your official title here?” I asked him. 
 
    Droad talked over his shoulder as we bumped down a crowded corridor. “I’m an advisor from the front—from the Chain. Once, I was the governor of Garm—that’s a planet—it was a planet… oh, never mind. Anyway, I’m now just another man on the run. The best I can do for humanity is help them understand what they’re fighting.” 
 
    The bunker, or terminal, or whatever it had once been, was full of confusion. Some people were military, others looked like refugees. Doctors slept on the floor next to janitors, and every man present had a weapon of some kind at hand. 
 
    Behind me, Trask and his retinue marched in our wake. They annoyed the crowd as they tramped by, stepping over or occasionally on anyone who got in their way.  
 
    Trask had seen fit to let me lead the way, and he was wearing a sour expression on his face. Nothing we’d seen on this world so far looked good to him. I knew right away what was wrong, of course: Trask was a man who liked to see rich victims with something to steal, but these people appeared to be downtrodden and penniless. 
 
    Turning back to Droad, I almost walked into him. He’d stopped dead to look up at a monitor.  
 
    Gawking beside him, I watched a news report of some kind. It was primitive stuff, not even three-D holo, but you could still tell what was going on. 
 
    A forested scene was displayed. The forest wasn’t a wall of green leaves, however, it was purple—almost black.  
 
    There was no sound, only video. We saw from the point of view of the cameraman as he trotted down the length of a trench. Dirt had been hastily thrown up and mounded like a deep furrow in a plowed field. The trench line was in open ground facing the dark forest. 
 
    Those trees… they were different than those I was familiar with. Alien, but not entirely. They looked like trees, mind you, but the leaves were deep purple. The trunks underneath were even darker, virtually black. I imagined that walking in such a forest, it would be cool and gloomy. It would be hard to see much even with the local sun burning directly overhead. 
 
    Some people around us pointed and gasped. I saw what they were looking at. Underneath those strange trees, among the trunks, there was suddenly a lot of stealthy movement. 
 
    “See them?” Droad asked me. “The gray things with shells like beetles? They’re massing under cover for a charge.” 
 
    We watched the monitor. Everyone did. Even Trask and his men halted to see the battle play out. There was nothing as dramatic to the eye as a live fire fight. 
 
    Sergeants walked the trench line, working to keep discipline. They instructed each man they met, and I could imagine they were telling them to hold their fire. The enemy wasn’t an easy target yet, but the humans were already plinking away, wasting ammo. 
 
    At last, it appeared the enemy charge must come—but something else happened first. 
 
    The camera angle swung up to the skies. A dark cloud grew rapidly over the battlefield. At first, I thought it was a natural occurrence, but I soon realized the truth. It was a cloud of flapping flesh. Of… creatures… 
 
    “A culus swarm,” Droad said next to me. “So many of them… we’ve let them breed freely in the forest. I urged the councilors and the mayors to send in expeditions, to burn out their nests—but they didn’t listen.” 
 
    I glanced at him and then looked back to the screens. My eyes were drawn there, as were the eyes of a hundred others.  
 
    The troops fired at the culus swarm. Dozens dropped to the ground, flopping and struggling not to die. The swarm swooped closer, and when they were directly overhead, they dropped their payloads. 
 
    An inexperienced man would expect to see explosives, or perhaps poison gases. But the swarm dropped shrades instead. Falling among the entrenched men, these snake-like things caused a tremendous disturbance. Troops shot the shrades and each other. They struggled desperately, stabbing with knives, straining to pull away the snake-like bodies from their comrades. There was blood and chaos everywhere. 
 
    Then the cameraman thought to look across the battlefield again, toward the distant, purple-leaved trees. 
 
    The audience in the terminal gasped. Instead of a quiet forest, we saw instead a bounding mass of aliens. They were the humanoid type, the kind that we’d fought on the planetoid. They had hard shells, odd insectile legs and a great ferocity of spirit.  
 
    A thousand of them charged the Vindari army—maybe more than a thousand. Some of the aliens had weapons. Rifles, shotguns, even curved machetes. Others had nothing more than their deadly bladed feet. 
 
    Sporadic fire began to ripple down the trench line. Less than half the humans were firing, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    The aliens fell, but most of them got back up and continued their charge. When they reached the trench line at last, they dove into it with a bloodlust. The fighting was intense and final. It was the kind of fighting that predator and prey engage in, desperate, vicious and cruel. 
 
    The cameraman—whoever he was—lost his nerve. He ran away. Others were off to either side of him, running as well. Farther back, some of the aliens were giving chase. 
 
    The audience around us gasped as they witnessed the scene. We all knew it was hopeless. There’d never been a human born that could outrun these aliens. They were too fast, too powerful of limb. The runners were all overtaken and slaughtered. 
 
    When the video feed finally cut out, it was a mercy for everyone who was watching. Women sobbed and men looked haunted.  
 
    “How far away was that battle?” I asked Droad. 
 
    “A hundred kilometers to the south. Now you know why they’re burning the forests.” 
 
    He turned away from the monitors and the grieving crowds, and I followed him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    We held a council of war in the basement of the spaceport terminal. The sad, sagging structure was built of crystallized concrete. It seemed to be the only building on Vindar that might serve as a fortress. The colony had always been a peaceful place, blissfully ignorant concerning warfare until now. 
 
    Among the councilmembers, only one man impressed me: Lucas Droad. The rest came off like Morwyn and Dernel. They were dreamy, confused, in shock and unable to come to terms with what was happening to their world. 
 
    At last, after suffering through an hour of blathering about lost crops and destroyed property, Trask stood up with a sudden violent motion that threw his chair back down onto the stained basement floor. It banged there, and everyone looked up in puzzlement. 
 
    “You’re all a pack of fools! I wish we’d known about this planet decades ago. I could have come out here and stolen everything you have without losing a man. There’s no more point in listening to this. The Sword Brothers will make their own plans.” 
 
    After this huffy speech, he barged out. His retinue of bodyguards followed him. They’d entered the chambers watchful and full of distrust concerning the locals, but now, they clearly were contemptuous of them. The bodyguards had their guns on their shoulders and twisted smirks on their faces. 
 
    Droad stood up to call after them, but I put a hand on his arm. “Let them go.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Droad didn’t say another word until the last of the Sword Brothers had filed out. 
 
    “That was extremely rude,” one of the blue-face oldsters complained. “I’ve half a mind not to pay these fellows after they’re finished here.” 
 
    Droad laughed, and I smiled.  
 
    “What’s so funny, Governor Droad?” 
 
    “You’ll be lucky if they stick around. And after they’ve finished here, they’ll have taken whatever they wish to.” 
 
    “It’s true…” I added. 
 
    This statement caused an argument to ensue. Droad ended it by hammering his fist on the table. 
 
    “Kind folk of Vindar,” he said, “listen to me for a moment, before Captain Gorman and I give up on you as well.” 
 
    This sobered up the crowd. I had the feeling that Trask’s display revealed feelings that Droad himself had been experiencing but bottling up. I certainly agreed with them. 
 
    At last, the council gave him their undivided attention. 
 
    “This isn’t some kind of thought-experiment,” he said. “This isn’t a dry-run, or a storm that will blow over given time. It is the destruction of your colony. The beginning of the destruction of humanity in the Conclave.” 
 
    One of the thinnest, tallest and baldest of the men present lifted one long skinny finger. “A moment, Droad. You’re concepts are misaligned. There are several errors buried within your statement that I must point out. Firstly, we are not entirely human, but rather we are human-derived. Secondly, this world isn’t in the Conclave. That reference makes no sense at all. Third—” 
 
    We never got to hear what the man’s third point was, as Lucas Droad had stood up and began striding toward the exit. Taking my cue, I followed him. 
 
    “Wait? What are you doing, man?” 
 
    I glanced back at the confused gaggle of officials, and I hesitated at the doorway.  
 
    “Lucas Droad is right,” I told them quietly. “You’re all about to die here. This bunker won’t save you. Only bold action will stop this menace, and it might be too late for that.” 
 
    “But Captain…” sputtered the man with the long, long fingers. “You saw what the aliens did to our militia. Are you saying we should repeat that miserable performance?” 
 
    “You must, if you wish to keep breathing. Study the battle—learn from it, and change your tactics for the next fight.” 
 
    “Where are you two going? You’re not escaping into space, are you?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t think so. The Sword Brothers… they’ll fight this war their own way. If you want to help, gather your militia—” 
 
    “Our militia was destroyed, man! Don’t you listen?” 
 
    “Then form a new one. Conscript them, if you have to. Contact us, and we’ll tell you where to place your forces. Perhaps they will do better with professional help.” 
 
    The oldster spread his hands wide. “We could pass a resolution, but it wouldn’t be binding on anyone. Gorman, you don’t understand. There are no more farm-boys in this district. The rest of us are artisans, clerks and politicians. We’re people of means and importance.” 
 
    Disgusted, I let my eyes roam the chamber. They landed on a warped statue that resembled a waxen figure of a dark god which had been melted by extreme heat. I pointed at it. 
 
    “What artist created that?” 
 
    “My own daughter, if you must know.” 
 
    “It’s hideous. Put her on the front lines, as she has failed in her life’s goals.” 
 
    With that, I walked out. The people behind me continued to squabble, but at least they sounded more concerned now. Maybe, just maybe, desperation would shock them into action. I was hopeful but not too hopeful. 
 
    Long strides broke into a trot. At last, I caught up with Droad. 
 
    “You don’t hold still for long, do you?” I asked him. 
 
    “Your Baron Trask is rude, but he’s also right. I’m here to help with the defense. I now see him as our best hope of pushing back the aliens. I’ll offer whatever assistance I can if he’ll listen.” 
 
    “Hmm… he probably won’t. But if you come to my ship, he’ll talk to me. I’ll bring you into the meetings.” 
 
    Droad stopped his ground-eating stride, and he turned to study me. After a full second, he nodded. “I like your plan. Let’s go back to your ship.” 
 
    We rode the hauler back to the blast-pans. A pitiful scene was playing out there. A gaggle of civilians had gathered to beg for passage off of Vindar. Many had precious works of art in their hands. A few had children. I felt for them, but we had to turn them away.  
 
    Droad turned on the ramp and faced them. “We’ll try to fight for you first,” he told the crowd. “If we live, you won’t need to flee. If we die—well, we can’t help you then, anyway. I suggest you all go home and arm yourselves. Send anyone who is able-bodied to the militia office to volunteer.” 
 
    His suggestions were met with universal disapproval, but he no longer cared. Neither did I. We cast off and rose into the skies, leaving the citizens of Vindar behind us. 
 
    Morwyn and Dernel approached us after take-off. They wore long faces. 
 
    “We called everyone—we talked to a dozen people each,” Morwyn said. “They couldn’t seem to understand the situation. They thanked us for rescuing them and promptly announced plans to hide in their homes until all the unpleasantness was over and done with.” 
 
    Dernel seemed to be equally dour. “I’m disappointed in the lack of spirit in these human off-shoots. They’ve lost their keen sense of survival. The humans I knew back on the colony worlds in the Chain… they were tougher-minded.” 
 
    “Yes…” Droad agreed. “I’m one of those people. You’re the Tulk, I assume?”  
 
    Droad and Dernel faced one another. Both took the other’s measure.  
 
    “Stern of eye and firm of voice…” Dernel said. “You know what I am immediately, and yet you have no fear of me. You must be from the Chain.” 
 
    “I am. I was once the governor of the colony Garm.” 
 
    “Garm… oh yes, one of the first known contacts. The aliens returned there long ago. Did you know that planet was once their capital? Before we Tulk drove them from the cluster the first time?” 
 
    Droad nodded. “We figured that out. In any case, I’m glad to have another experienced soul on my team.” 
 
    Droad turned to me next. “Tell me, Captain, who should I talk to about providing what advice and aid I can?” 
 
    “Let’s talk to Harkaman and Rago. They’re the two top leaders. Each has his own fleet and his own army.” 
 
    As it turned out, neither Harkaman or Rago was all that interested in speaking to us, so I contacted Trask instead.  
 
    “Baron,” I said, “I need your help.” 
 
    “Everyone is telling me that today. Why should you be special, Gorman?” 
 
    “I have two aboard my ship who have fought and beaten the enemy on other worlds. Three, if I dare count myself.” 
 
    Trask considered that. “All right. I’m having a council meeting with Harkaman and Rago in two hours. Eleven hours after that, we plan on landing and attacking the enemy.” 
 
    “Attacking? So soon? How do you even know where they are?” 
 
    Trask laughed. “We have ears, Gorman—and triangulation. With my help, we’ve managed to pinpoint the communications hubs among the aliens. They encrypt and hide their traffic, of course, but we’ve spotted the patterns. They were doing the same thing back on your frozen rock in the Sardez system.” 
 
    I thought about that, and I nodded reluctantly. It seemed too early to launch a ground attack, but if I knew anything about the Sword Brothers, I knew they were nothing if not confident and impulsive. They’d probably already decided to divide the planet’s wealth between them after this war ended.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    A few hours later I found myself on the deck of Trask’s destroyer. Droad and Dernel stood at my side, looking stern and curious. I could tell they were both impressed and trying not to show it. 
 
    Kharkov was a professional warship. It had seen action many times—including a battle with the alien missile base only yesterday. People from the Chain, a beaten civilization, had probably never seen a ship so wicked and sleek. I had the feeling they were accustomed to scraping the bottom of the barrel, fighting with equipment like the armored hauler Droad liked to drive around in. 
 
    When the meeting began, I made sure that Trask was directly in front of the camera while Dernel, Droad and I all stood on the deck, but out of sight.  
 
    At first, even Trask wasn’t saying much. The two fleet commanders wrangled about who was to land first, and in what strength. It was soon evident they didn’t trust one another. 
 
    “Hey, hey—listen,” Baron Trask interrupted, tiring of the discussion. “How about this? Rago will land on the open fields where the battle took place today—” 
 
    “You mean that slaughter they broadcast?” Rago asked. “That was embarrassing. I can’t believe they let anyone see it.” 
 
    “Just so… yes, I do mean that landing site. You’ll drop there, and—” 
 
    “Then where will Harkaman be, Trask?” Rago demanded loudly. “Up here in space, twiddling his limbs? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I will land as well,” Harkaman interrupted. “I’ll place half my complement of troops at the spaceport, protecting the capital city in case of a breakthrough.” 
 
    “Half? Are you joking, Tulk? That’s unacceptable. Commit everything or go back to the Sword Worlds in disgrace.” 
 
    Trask heaved a sigh as they began arguing again. Neither wanted to risk everything defending the Vindari. Their mutual distrust and rivalry was making the situation worse. 
 
    When Trask shoved a fist into his beard in defeat, I decided to intervene as best I could. Sometimes a turn of phrase could work wonders. 
 
    “Such blatant cowardice,” I said suddenly, interjecting myself into the conversation. “All these plans are written to achieve nothing, and to do so with minimal losses. I’m embarrassed to be a captain in this fleet.” 
 
    All eyes swung toward me. Harkaman and Rago glowered, while Trask and Droad appeared to be curious. 
 
    “Speak, runner,” Harkaman said. “What is your glorious plan?” 
 
    “I brought a traveler to this meeting for a purpose. His name is Governor Lucas Droad. He has fought these aliens on several planets in the Chain.” 
 
    “The Chain, huh? Then he lost them all!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Perhaps we will lose here today as well. But at least we should take the council of a man who’s fought in this war before.” 
 
    “You forget I’m a Tulk,” Harkaman muttered. “I’ve fought this enemy before as well.” 
 
    “Two losers!” Rago crowed. “Can you find a third one, Gorman? Perhaps there’s a village idiot with a plan somewhere that you missed.” 
 
    Trask intervened on my behalf. “Let the man speak. We don’t have to take the advice.” 
 
    Finally, they all settled down and Droad took the virtual stage. His image, cast over the holo-device, was stern and imposing. 
 
    “On Garm we learned too late that they came from nests in the deep forests. They’re rather like ants in their behavior. A queen usually lands in her seedship, infesting a remote area. Over time, she produces a variety of beasts to serve her. The nest grows over a period of months, then spawns new nests. Here on Vindar… I would guess this process has been ongoing for at least six months.” 
 
    “Six months?” Rago asked with incredulity. “How could they produce such an army in such a short time?” 
 
    “The same way an ant queen can create a thriving community near a sidewalk in a single summer. They breed very quickly, unlike humans. They are intelligent, but they act mostly from instinct.” 
 
    “Whatever. Tell us your plan, Droad.” 
 
    “Simply this: we must destroy their nests. The Vindari have located probable locations all over the planet. If we were to drop there and assault the queens while their armies are massing here to finish the humans… we might win.” 
 
    They mulled that over for a time. It was bold and different—which was a plus to any Sword Brother. 
 
    “What if they press the attack here?” Dernel asked. “Why would they reverse their armies to save their queens if they could annihilate our local population? Humans don’t breed so quickly. If just one of their nests survives our attack, all will be lost in the end.” 
 
    “The trouble is,” I said, “that we must do both. We have to win here—and at the nests.” 
 
    The commanders eyed one another. At last, Rago spoke first. “Perhaps we should split our forces…” 
 
    Harkaman nodded. “It sounds insane—but I think we have no choice. It’s the only way we can win this. I will lead the assault on the nests. You, Rago, should defend the human civilians. They’re your people, after all.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to babysit these fops, huh?” Rago asked, but as he thought it over, he finally nodded. “All right. I like this plan. It’s risky, but it might work. Let us break up now and work on our two separate roles. You attack, Harkaman, and I’ll defend. Who will stand with me in the defense?” 
 
    Here, he looked at me and Droad.  
 
    After a moment, I spoke up. “I’ll stand with the defenders.” 
 
    Rago nodded. “I’ll be glad to have you, Captain Gorman. Trask?” 
 
    The old pirate considered for a moment. “I will stand here as well. You’ll need a large force to stop that army.” 
 
    Every eye moved to Droad next. He looked thoughtful. “I would dearly love to watch queens die at my feet, so I will march with Harkaman’s forces. We shall burn out these insects with impunity.” 
 
    That was it. A plan was forged, as simple as it was. Droad and I moved together back to the spaceport. We had a lot of work to do. 
 
    “That was good maneuvering,” Droad told me when we were alone in his hauler. “You broke up two factions which would never have cooperated into two missions—two commands. That was an elegant solution. Have you ever considered a role in planetary politics?” 
 
    I laughed. “You should bite your tongue for even suggesting it.” 
 
    When we climbed out of his hauler and walked toward the crowded terminal building, we heard a screaming roar overhead. The sound was soon joined by a dozen other similar loud howls.  
 
    Looking up and craning our necks, we saw flaring exhaust plumes pouring out of massive engines. Rago was landing his fleet, all at once, at the spaceport.  
 
    We hurried inside before we could be burned and irradiated. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    People ran from Duke Rago and his black-booted troops. To be fair, they were imposing to look at. Armored and geared for combat, they didn’t march in parade formation. They walked instead as would an army of killers: they kept their weapons raised, heads swiveling constantly. They behaved as if they expected to be attacked at any moment. When they aimed their long Sardez rifles at random citizens, their targets tended to flee.  
 
    Rago approached me with ten of his best shock-troops at his back. To my right stood Trask, looking nonchalant. Huan stood on my left, and he appeared unconcerned. Only Jort, who placed himself directly between me and the approaching squad, showed any overt emotion. He was bristling and flexing his hands. 
 
    “Keep your weapons down, boys,” I said calmly. I really was talking to Jort, of course. “We’re all friends here.” 
 
    Jort lowered his own rifle reluctantly. 
 
    Rago walked up and smiled briefly. “Still human, I hope, Gorman?” 
 
    “One hundred percent. My Tulk passenger behaved himself on the whole.” 
 
    Rago nodded. His eyes then lowered to Jort, who was still looking uneasy. “Ah yes, your watchdog. He’s from Scorpii, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jort said. 
 
    “A pity. I’ve recruited a few of these brutes in the past, Gorman. They have impressive limbs, but their brains are smaller than their testes.” 
 
    Jort’s eyes and nostrils widened. “I have massive testicles!” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, stepping forward and reaching out to clasp Rago’s hand. He ignored my offered hand, and I eventually lowered it. My face didn’t show any sign that I’d been insulted. “It’s an honor to take the field with you. True professional soldiers—that’s what this defenseless world needs most.” 
 
    Rago’s eyes slid off Jort and moved toward me. “Normally, I would raid this place and steal whatever they have—which doesn’t look like much. Even their women are an unappealing hue. But never mind that. Today, we’re here for a higher purpose. Present to me your defensive plan.” 
 
    The armored hauler had sat nearby during this meet-and-greet. It was dark and still, but when Rago mentioned planning, Droad climbed out and slammed the heavy door behind him. He stepped forward and took in the group.  
 
    “Real soldiers...” he said. “These men aren’t colonial recruits.” 
 
    A few of the troops laughed. Rago narrowed his eyes. “You… are you really from the Chain, sir? Or is that just something you tell the locals to get free drinks?” 
 
    “I’m Governor Droad of Garm—or at least, I was. Here, inspect my credentials from the Nexus—the government that once ruled all the colonies in the Chain.” 
 
    Droad handed over a silvery object. Rago touched the memory device to a piece of computer paper, and he paged through the documents with a flicking finger. 
 
    “These seem to be authentic. I don’t know why even a madman would work so hard to forge them… I accept your stated identity.” 
 
    “Thank you, Duke Rago.” 
 
    Rago studied Droad for a moment longer. Droad actually seemed to impress him. “So you’re from the Chain? Truly? That is remarkable… but I suppose we are halfway across the abyss to that place… Tell me, does the slip-gate from here to your home stars still operate?” 
 
    “No. It’s been destroyed. We—the Chain is lost.” 
 
    “Lost? All of the colonies?” 
 
    “All that I know of have been devoured or burned. Either annihilated by the aliens, or cleansed in nuclear fires by our fleets in an attempt to stop this scourge.” 
 
    Duke Rago looked openly concerned. “There are no survivors?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Some are kept for livestock on various planets. Others are refugees—like myself.” 
 
    “Did you say… livestock?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The two men eyed one another for another moment. Droad didn’t blink or lower his eyes. Finally, the duke nodded. He offered his black-gloved hand to Droad. The same hand he’d denied to offer to me.  
 
    They shook hands, and Droad began to explain his defensive ideas. Rago listened, and he made edits, but for the most part, he agreed to use Droad’s plan. 
 
    “I understand that you’re going to march with Harkaman—into the nests.” 
 
    “That is what I volunteered for.” 
 
    Rago studied the ground for a moment. “Harkaman isn’t entirely trustworthy, I’ll let you know. Even when he wasn’t infected by some alien parasite.” 
 
    “I understand—but I want to lend my knowledge where it can do the most good. The nests are perilous.” 
 
    “All right then. Thank you for your suggestions. I won’t keep you here at the spaceport any longer. A shuttle has been arranged to transport you to Harkaman’s flagship. Good luck, Droad.” 
 
    The two shook hands again, and we all wished him well. Climbing into his armored hauler again, Droad swept away toward the center of the spaceport to catch his shuttle. 
 
    “I hope his mind remains intact,” Rago told me. 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “I will stay in reserve and push back any incursions to the town center,” Rago said. “Since the people won’t be safe in the forests or smaller communities, they can huddle in their basements here, or they can flee immediately—it’s up to them. Where will you stand, Gorman?” 
 
    “At the spaceport. I’ll use my ship’s guns to defend her if I have to.” 
 
    His mouth twitched, but he approved of my plan. After that, the meeting broke up.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Jort demanded as soon as Rago and his troops were out of sight. “He shit on me and ignored your hand, Captain. He only seemed to like Droad.” 
 
    “He respects Droad,” I explained. “He’s impressed by a man who has lived through horrors and yet still keeps fighting.” 
 
    Jort spit on the spaceport’s pavement. “Rago is a prick!” 
 
    I shrugged, unable to argue the point.  
 
    Trask seemed amused by Jort’s reaction, but he didn’t comment. “I’m going to mass my troops here. Rago has twice my numbers, so he’ll cover the rest of the city. You can hide inside your ship if you want. If you run out on us—well, I could hardly blame you for that, but I might feel compelled to shoot you down.” 
 
    “You’re all heart, Baron. I’ve always said it.” 
 
    Baron Trask walked off, snorting with amusement. 
 
    “Another false-penis of a man,” Jort complained when Trask was gone. “Why do we tolerate allies of this caliber?” 
 
    “Because they each brought an army with them when we called for their help. Do you have an army of men from Scorpii behind you, Jort?” 
 
    He studied the pavement in angry dejection. “Your words humiliate me. I will take my station at the aft cannon.” 
 
    Jort had always been moody about his status in the group, so I let him go back into the ship to sulk. 
 
    Huan was the last man lingering behind. As usual, he’d said little, but watched everything. 
 
    “I know of Droad,” he said at last. “He was among the first to face the alien menace. He’s older than he looks… I wonder if parts of his body are now artificial? It would be hard to imagine organic organs lasting so long…” 
 
    “You know him, huh? Have you met him before?” 
 
    “No, but I know of his reputation. He was considered a harbinger of death by some. A herald of destruction and mayhem. Each planet he visits, he’s always one step ahead of the alien horde… but these unlucky worlds always fall in the end.” 
 
    I eyed Huan with interest. “I noticed that you didn’t say much. Why didn’t you introduce yourself to the governor if you knew who he was?” 
 
    Huan’s two eyes both focused on me at once. “That might have been… disadvantageous.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “He would know my homeworld. He would say it wasn’t reputable. He might even cause you to… distrust me.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    Huan shrugged. That was an oddly human gesture for him. “You may have noticed that I’m not entirely human. Portions of my body and my mind are artificial.” 
 
    “You don’t say. I would never have guessed it—about the mind part, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s true. There are people from the Chain who harbor certain… bigoted feelings about my kind. A blended person, such as myself, can’t be certain of their reactions.” 
 
    I nodded, accepting his odd explanation. I rather suspected that these “blended” persons had caused havoc somewhere back among the colonies of the Chain, but I didn’t want to ask about it. Huan had been loyal and effective enough for me. A smuggling captain couldn’t be overly choosy about his crewmen, after all, if he wanted to fill his ship with able hands. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The battle for Vindar intensified the next morning, just before dawn.  
 
    Together, Trask and Rago had brought thirty thousand men to the capital city. It was an impressive force, an army larger than anything Vindar had ever seen.  
 
    Dividing his troops into three divisions, the duke placed one division at the spaceport commanded by Trask. The second division was spread thinly over five times more land. That force was to ring the city and hold any smaller attacks at bay. 
 
    In the center of town, Rago took charge of the final defense. The Duke’s personal army numbered over nine thousand, and he placed them there. They were the best-trained and equipped of the lot, from what I could see.  
 
    The aliens moved faster than we expected. After the colonial forces had crumpled and been destroyed in forests to the south, they ran all night to press their advantage. They marched tirelessly, eating up hundreds of kilometers and circuiting the burning forests that had been set ablaze to slow them down. 
 
    They no longer seemed to be daunted by flames or feel the need to hide among the dark, purple-leaved trees. Instead, they raced ahead to take a city they must have imagined was undefended. 
 
    Digging in all around the spaceport, Trask’s army was soon entrenched. Drones and men with shovels worked for hours to set up this most basic defense.  
 
    Not all of Trask’s men had Sardez rifles, I couldn’t equip them all with such gear. But in the center of our formation, a full battalion of troops was armed with the best of the best. When the aliens came pouring down from the hills south of the spaceport, they were given a rude shock. 
 
    Like the attack on the militia I’d witnessed on the monitors, the aliens used their culus flocks to move ahead and scout in force. Seeing the troops encircling the spaceport, which was their most valued target for capture, the flapping creatures screeched and wheeled. 
 
    Suddenly, the great mass of them turned in the air and came plunging down toward the humans. Trask’s people called out loudly, but calmly. If they were flustered, they didn’t show it. 
 
    Trask had ordered his troops to load spreading shot, and it turned out to be a wise move. The Sardez rifles could operate like shotguns, but they fired their loads with such force behind each tiny projectile that a region twenty meters in diameter was impacted at exceptional range.  
 
    When the cloud of culus bodies swooped near, a thousand rifles cracked. An accelerated storm of tiny pellets sprayed the skies. A moment later, the aliens fell like rain. 
 
    Most of them died in that initial volley, unable to flap close enough to do more than drop into a field and thrash there, dying. A few, however, managed to fall among the outer trenches. Some of the shrades wriggled away from their dead hosts, and they began to do their worst. 
 
    Trask’s troops were again ready for this, however. Unlike the poorly trained and equipped militia, these professionals slaughtered their strange assailants. Within ten minutes, men walked among the blast pans holding up tattered scraps from the twisted, bloody corpses on the tips of their rifles. 
 
    I then took the time to find Trask, who sat in the shade under his destroyer. He was watching the battle with interest. 
 
    “This is a joke,” he said when he caught sight of me. “I can hardly believe these aliens had us sweating. Here we are, blowing them down like swamp-geese. This is no frozen planetoid with a few men around. This is an organized army destroying a flock of predators with big ideas.” 
 
    I nodded, accepting his boasts without comment. My eyes were on the hills to the south. “I see movement, Baron. To the south.” 
 
    Trask, for all his bragging, wheeled around and stared. He ordered his lieutenants to provide him with drone recon and a satellite feed.  
 
    “The satellites were all shot down before we even got here, Baron,” a lieutenant told him. She was young, and she seemed nervous. “We sent out drones earlier, but those flying monsters—they destroyed them all, sir.” 
 
    “Send out new drones! We killed ninety percent of those flapping freaks, they’ll be fine. I need to see the battlefield!” 
 
    The lieutenant rushed away to enact Trask’s orders. In the meantime, Trask and I frowned toward the hills in the south. 
 
    “What do you think that is?” he asked me. “I’m at maximum range with my scope… and I can’t see them clearly.” 
 
    “A swarm of killbeasts, probably.” 
 
    He looked at me in alarm. “If that’s what they are… I’m seeing a hell of lot of them.” 
 
    “Many thousands, I would suspect.” 
 
    “But how could they reach here so quickly? They were on the other side of that burning forest killing the militia just yesterday.” 
 
    Shrugging, I admitted I had no clear idea. “They must have run all night.” 
 
    “Hundreds of kilometers overnight… such stamina… no human army could move half as quickly without vehicles.” 
 
    “I suspect you’re right.” 
 
    We watched together as the enemy approached and spread out. They hadn’t managed to break a hole in our defenses yet, and this was exactly the position we’d hoped they would assail first. 
 
    “Call Rago—or Droad,” Trask said, never taking his eyes from the approaching horde. “Tell him what we’re facing. Tell them we need reserve forces.” 
 
    Baron Trask was in command of the spaceport defense, so I did as I was told. Unfortunately, I was rudely rebuked, and the connection dropped while I was mid-sentence. 
 
     “Rago says he knows of the enemy attack. He’s watching everything from his new bunker in the center of town. He will not release reserves unless our lines crumble.” 
 
    “That’s a fine thing. I’m usually the man hiding in safety while my subordinates toil on the front lines. I’m not enjoying this change in my status, Gorman.” 
 
    I didn’t answer, as I’d never liked how Trask would hide and cover his own posterior in rough moments like this one. It only seemed fitting that the roles were reversed in this case. I’d actually have been glad to see it—but for the fact my own ass was also stuck defending this ground alongside him. 
 
    The enemy moved around us, at the edge of our sensor range. They were jockeying for position, surrounding us. Unlike the impulsive attack from thousands of flying culus and shrade teams, this time the aliens were more cunning. The killbeast army spread out on the far side of a low row of hills. They were about five kilometers off, but they were on the move and clearly setting up another attack. 
 
    “Classic encirclement,” Trask said. “Whoever named these creatures ‘beasts’ was a fool. They understand tactics.” 
 
    “What are we going to do? Wait for the attack?” 
 
    “I’m not that foolish. I will use my ace card right now.” 
 
    “And that would be…?” 
 
    “The high ground,” he said, and he turned his attention to the grounded ships. My eyes followed his, and I understood his intent. 
 
    “Send one of the destroyers back up into orbit,” he ordered me.  
 
    I was operating as his executive officer, which didn’t seem to sit well with his own staff—but I didn’t care. If Trask trusted me to get things done, I wasn’t going to question it. 
 
    “Your own ship, Baron?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly not! Are you mad? If my own ship leaves for space now, how will I escape if things go badly down here? Send up Knight-Captain Caswell’s.” 
 
    There it was again. Trask never dug a hole to hide in without carefully creating a second exit for his own personal escape. 
 
    I passed the orders on to Knight-Captain Caswell, who lifted off a few minutes later. He was to move into low orbit and bombard the enemy formations from space. 
 
    What happened next shocked us all. Small rockets with fiery red trails behind them leapt up from the approaching killbeast army. These deadly slivers of metal followed the ship up into the clouds. 
 
    “No…!” Trask shouted. He took a half-dozen steps toward the blastpans, and I followed, craning my neck. We both stared up at the scene overhead.   
 
    Caswell knew he was in trouble, so he released his chaff in a flurry. He jinked and swooped away from the chasing missiles, but they gracefully turned with him. They dove into the clouds of glittering chaff and plunged right through it all without detonating. 
 
    The chase continued into the upper atmosphere. We could no longer see the action—but the waiting was no less grim to endure. 
 
    “Deploy shields!” the baron ordered. “All ships, deploy full domes—deploy them now!” 
 
    The grounded fleet captains hastened to obey. We’d been lulled into a sense of superiority and false security. The enemy had brought their ground forces very close indeed, and our ships were all grounded.  
 
    Trask was stomping around in his boots, raging. “Rago should have launched the fleet and kept it in the skies. He’s always thinking of his escape paths. His mother was a whore, just like they’ve always whispered among the Sword Worlds. I always knew it.” 
 
    In my own mind, I couldn’t help but think Trask would have done precisely the same thing for precisely the same reasons. But I kept this unwanted observation inside my own head. 
 
    A nearby ship’s engine flared brightly, but the power generated wasn’t used to create lift. Instead, the sitting vessel was enclosed in a shimmering field of force. It wouldn’t stop a direct hit, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    A second ship wrapped itself in a shield, then the third. I dared to feel my guts unwind in my belly. Perhaps we weren’t doomed to die with the Vindari here on their lonely planet. 
 
    Then something flashed white in the heavens above. Hidden by the cloud layer, we couldn’t see the strike—but everyone knew what it was… what it had to be. 
 
    The red-tailed missiles had caught up with Caswell and brought down his fleeing destroyer. Shrapnel and chunks of smoking debris began the slow fall back down to the surface. 
 
    Trask turned to me. His face was red, and his teeth were bared. “Have we got any more tricks to play? What have you got, Gorman? How can we strike back? Don’t just stand there, man! Do something!” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment—then I began running for my ship. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    One weapons system that I’d held in reserve was the mortars I’d brought with me from the Sardez system. I suspected such weapons might exist elsewhere in the Conclave, but colonials didn’t normally have access to them. They weren’t like anything else we had out on the Fringe.  
 
    The mortars could launch plasma shells over a great distance. The shells caused a serious shockwave upon impact, releasing an explosion that’s energy-to-mass ratio was only surpassed by nuclear or antimatter weapons. 
 
    Unlike those superior forms, however, plasma mortars didn’t cause a lot of radiation and other negative effects. They were thought of as “clean” weapons, because they caused a powerful blast but they didn’t poison the land they devastated. To me, it was a small comfort, but if you wanted to live in these lands after the battle… well, I could understand the native reluctance to moving up to something with more kick. 
 
    Besides all that, we didn’t have an easy way to deliver a fusion warhead right now. Our fleet was grounded and couldn’t lift off without possibly being struck down by the intelligent missiles of the enemy. 
 
    Accordingly, I brought mortars down the ramp with an angry Jort holding the ring on the other side of a heavy box. 
 
    “This is a mistake, Captain,” he told me. “These pirates aren’t worthy of such valuable weapons. I doubt they will even agree to pay for them.” 
 
    I winced at his words, as I expected they might be true. I was reminded of Sosa’s comments. She’d called me a poor smuggler, and a failure as a merchant. It was undeniably true—I didn’t always get paid for my wares. 
 
    “We’re deploying these weapons for two reasons, Jort. One, to save the Vindari citizens.” 
 
    Jort made a face, but I ignored him.  
 
    “Two, we’re about to be overwhelmed by this enemy. I want to cut their army down to size.” 
 
    “You think things are that bad, huh? Damn... All right, let’s go blow them down.” 
 
    We worked to set up the mortars. Trask’s men came to see what we were doing, but when they saw the mortars, they backed away warily. Such weapons weren’t always stable, especially if they’d been stored for a long time without maintenance. 
 
    When we finally had one of the units set up, we hastily targeted the hills in the distance, and we fired the mortar. 
 
    I didn’t ask for Trask’s permission first. I didn’t feel that I needed it. After all, he’d told me to “do something” in no uncertain terms. I felt this attack clearly qualified as taking drastic action. 
 
    A single, green plasma ball rose high, then it fell quickly down toward the enemy lines. Jort shouted and whooped. His big arm pumped the air. 
 
    A silent explosion blurred our vision in the distance. It was as if an entire hillside was caught up in a heat-shimmer on a summer road. Several seconds later, a thunderclap rang out. 
 
    “You hit them, Gorman! First try!” 
 
    “It looks like we landed some of that. Adjust two degrees north. Reload.” 
 
    Jort worked with me, grinning for the first time all day. Moments later, a second green ball of plasma rose and fell. 
 
    The aliens woke up about then. Apparently, they didn’t approve of my strikes. They launched a dozen missiles with fiery tails in our direction. Forming a loose volley, the missiles rose up from the bounding multitude and came sailing toward us over the low hills.  
 
    Behind the missiles, thousands of killbeasts rushed our lines. They raced over the ground in a wild charge. Each leaping step took them farther than any human had ever jumped in history. 
 
    “They don’t like the mortars,” Jort observed. “Let’s throw more shells at them.” 
 
    We continued to fire, and the killbeasts came on in a full assault. They’d decided to charge our lines rather than lose any more troops to bombardment. 
 
    The alien missiles began to fall less than a minute later. They wobbled in their last moments of flight, the tiny brains operating the projectiles were clearly deciding on their final targets. The first few chose ships, but that didn’t work out for them. They struck the force domes Trask had ordered raised. Energies splashed and flickered blue-white—but the domes held. 
 
    The missiles, seeing the pointless self-destruction of their brothers before them, shifted targets. They fell among our troop concentrations, dropping into the trenches that were choked with black-booted Sword Brothers. Hundreds of fine troops were killed in an instant. 
 
    “Fire!” I roared at Jort. He worked our mortar again, and another green ball rose and fell.  
 
    We aimed for the nearest ground we dared to. About a kilometer out from our entrenched soldiers. That should be safe, and we hoped the killbeasts might be there when the volley fell. The targeting was difficult, and much of it was guesswork. I’d never been trained as an artillery man, and neither had Jort. 
 
    Fortunately, we did fairly well. Something like a thousand killbeasts were crushed and blown to smoking fragments. Others, on the edge of the blast radius, managed to crawl away with their lives. 
 
    “That’s all we can do,” I said, surveying the carnage. “They’re too close now, we’d only kill our own soldiers.” 
 
    Jort nodded. He grinned with all his big flat teeth and snorted. His heavy hand landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “We fought well here today, Captain. Don’t let a few mistakes confuse things. We killed more of them than they did of us.” 
 
    “Mistakes?” 
 
    He pointed out toward the west. I saw there a smoking crater. Every tree lay flat. Every blade of grass was a blackened crisp—and part of that blast zone overlapped our nearest trench line.  
 
    “There must be a hundred dead men or more. How did that happen, Jort?” 
 
    “Uh… I might have kicked the mortar. Just once, though…” 
 
    I nodded grimly, and we dismantled the mortar. We dragged it back up into the ship. Trask was screaming for my attention before we had time to do more than lay it on the deck of my hold. 
 
    “Where are you, Gorman?” he demanded from my com unit’s tiny speaker. “Was that you laying plasma balls on the enemy? You have to stop firing, they’re in the trenches now.” 
 
    “I’ve ceased fire, Trask. It’s up to the men on the front lines at this point.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like a coward. Come out of your spider-hole and join me on the southern front. That’s where they’re hitting us the hardest.” 
 
    I did as he asked, but I wasn’t entirely happy about it. The southern front was the most forward position we had. It was the spot where the killbeast rush was bound to land first. 
 
    Jort followed me at a jog. We had nothing more than freshly-charged rifles in our hands and determination in our eyes—but that would have to do.  
 
    We found Trask in the back of the trenches, squatting in a muddy hole. We slid down into it with him, splashing his tunic with muck. 
 
    He stood tall and began to growl, but his face softened. He jabbed finger at Jort. 
 
    “You seriously let this ape operate a mortar with you? No wonder you hit my lines.” 
 
    Jort snarled silently. I ignored them both. 
 
    “How are we doing, sir? Will the lines hold?” 
 
    “I think so… but I’m not certain. This enemy… they’re just as fierce as those we faced at Sardez. If anything, I think they’re more vigorous, faster of movement. They’re a blur on the battlefield.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking it over. “Those we encountered on that planetoid were half-starved and half-frozen. This world is warm and teeming with things to eat. These troops are at their best.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. Listen Gorman, how many more of these things do you think are out there? On this planet, I mean?” 
 
    I knew right away where his thoughts were drifting. We were winning this battle, but only barely. If the enemy had another army behind this one, just as large and fierce… well, any Sword Brother might be thinking about pulling out. They weren’t accustomed to fighting to the last man, after all. They were mercenaries. They were raiders who struck and ran, men who liked to dish out more pain than they took. 
 
    My face lit up in a smile. “This has to be all of them, Baron,” I lied without compunction. “You’ll see. After Harkaman slaughters their nests, they’ll be broken. There will be no second army marching our way.” 
 
    Troubled, Trask nodded. “I hope you’re right. I really do.” 
 
    Inwardly, I confessed to myself that I was fervently hopeful as well. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The aliens gave up on their first assault and withdrew. We cheered and counted our dead. 
 
    In the aftermath, Trask and I moved to his makeshift headquarters. This was set up on the command deck of his personal destroyer. The technology in the Sword Brothers warship dwarfed anything the Vindari natives had to offer. 
 
    We were elated by our victory, but the hours that followed soon showed that our hopes of an easy win in this war were in vain. Harkaman had landed at a nest site, but he’d encountered stiff resistance. Even as he destroyed the nest, another army arrived from the surrounding lands to defend it.  
 
    “We barely escaped with our lives,” Droad told me in a private conversation. 
 
    “Nuke the next one,” I told him. “It’s the safest way.” 
 
    Droad hesitated, but he nodded in the end. “Perhaps we’ll have to, but that’s a dark road to take. The natives of this world will pay a heavy price for many decades.” 
 
    “They’ll pay a worse price now if they’re overwhelmed and devoured.” 
 
    “Point taken…” 
 
    He disconnected, and I turned my attention back to Trask, who was watching me closely. 
 
    “What’s the word from Harkaman?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve destroyed the first nest. They’re back in the air and looking for the next.” 
 
    Trask eyed me for a moment, but then he nodded. “Good news then. If we can hold here without too much trouble—” 
 
    As if on cue, warning tones sounded. Trask’s staffers leaned over their tabletop battle-computer in concern.  
 
    “What now…?” Trask demanded as he consulted his instruments. He was soon frowning again. “Another army? So soon?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “About ten kilometers to the north… they must have circled around. They’re going to hit the city itself this time, instead of the spaceport.” He laughed. “Rago will soon learn he’s in this fight as much as any of us.” 
 
    “Maybe we should withdraw our ships,” I said quietly. “While their missiles are out of range.” 
 
    Trask shook his head. “It was my instinct to do so as soon as the threat from missile attack was gone, I admit, but Rago countermanded the move. He wants his fleet to stay close to him personally.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking it over. As professional and experienced as the Sword Brothers were, they didn’t have all the right moves when it came to an all-out war. They were raiders by nature, men who lived by their wits and trusted no one with their lives.  
 
    If Trask took the ships into orbit, Rago knew that he could be left behind. Trask could take command of all the ships if Rago died on the planetary surface—that was Sword Brother law.  
 
    “One would think both you and Rago could withdraw the ships safely to space.” 
 
    Trask shrugged. “That shows you don’t fully understand us. If we aren’t willing to risk our necks—at least credibly so—our own knight-captains won’t follow us. It’s a delicate balance, you see. When leading a band of warriors, you have to both show bravery and personal sacrifice—and yet stay alive all the while.” 
 
    “You’ve kept that balance for two decades, Baron. I must bow to your experience.” 
 
    We went back to the screens, but I was still troubled. It was hard to know the strength of the enemy. Had we nearly broken them? Or had we only blunted the tip of their spear? I really didn’t know which it was. 
 
    As more and more aliens came to encircle the capital city, my neck felt hot and itchy in my collar. I wanted to flee. I wanted to take Royal Fortune into space and save my crew. A thousand arguments and excuses went through my mind in sequence.  
 
    How much of a difference could one smuggler’s ship and a handful of crewmen make in the coming struggle? If we took off and watched from above, it probably wouldn’t change the outcome… 
 
    I knew what Trask would say, however. He’d point out that my employment of the mortars had saved the day only a few hours before. Who knew what surprises the next struggle might bring? 
 
    There was also the matter of personal pride. Trask and his army were standing, waiting for the next assault. So was Rago. I’d started this entire effort, and to bail out now… well, it would come hard to me. 
 
    So the hours crawled. The enemy made no more hasty, madcap assaults on our positions. Instead, they encircled the entire region, letting their numbers grow. We soon came to understand that they’d disregarded our firepower when they’d first arrived. Perhaps they’d assumed we’d fight no harder than the militia had in the southern forests. After the shock of being repulsed initially, they were proceeding with much more caution. 
 
    The mortars I’d brought out had been confiscated. They were more effective at the kind of ranges we were dealing with in this struggle than the usual equipment Trask and Rago had aboard. 
 
    The Sword Brothers were accustomed to small military engagements. They didn’t invade planets, or defend them—they raided them and fled. Accordingly, their only artillery was designed to break down weak fortifications and disrupt the defenders inside.  
 
    They had shock-cannons, primarily. These were short-ranged weapons that used sonic disruption to stun opponents and rupture barriers and the like.  
 
    My mortars were much more drastic, weapons designed to kill hundreds at a time. They could flatten a forest or a city block, if used for that purpose. 
 
    Accordingly, Rago and Trask took the six mortars I’d brought from the Sardez system and placed them around the city for protection. Only one stayed at the spaceport, the unit that Jort and I had employed. The rest were confiscated for the defense of the entire city perimeter. 
 
    This caused Trask to throw a fit. Only Jort himself seemed more outraged. 
 
    “This is shit-of-the-bull!” Jort shouted at me. “Why did you let them take our best weapons?” 
 
    “Jort, it wasn’t my choice. I’m not in command here.” 
 
    “Those mortars belong to us. To the crew of Royal Fortune.” 
 
    “No, I committed all our guns to the defense of Vindar.” 
 
    “How much you get for those mortars, then?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How many credits? A lot, I bet, huh?” Jort looked at me angrily, defiantly. 
 
    “No… I didn’t take separate payment for them. This is a joint effort. We’re here to save—” 
 
    “It’s just like Sosa says, isn’t it? You’ve changed, Captain. You’re not a merchant anymore. You’re a giver-of-things. A man who enjoys the false pride of generosity while others laugh and take everything he has!” 
 
    It was my turn to become annoyed. Apparently, Sosa was complaining to every member of my crew except me. 
 
    “Excuse me, Jort. I have to settle something.” 
 
    I left him and found Sosa. She didn’t look up when I came into the saloon. She was swilling some tea. Anyone else aboard would have been suspected of spiking such a beverage, but not her. It was just plain tea. No sugar, no lemon—nothing. 
 
    “Hello Sosa, I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Her eyes slid up to my face, then dropped to her tea again. “Really? Do we have something left in the hold to give away? Or are you transferring me to serve as a cabin wench aboard Trask’s destroyer?” 
 
    I felt a growl rumble in my throat, but I controlled it. I took the seat opposite her and dialed up a beer from the auto-dispenser. It was cool, but not cold. I drank it easily enough. 
 
    “It’s come to my attention that you’re not completely happy with my decisions lately. Do you care to explain yourself?” 
 
    That got her to look up. She flashed a frown at me. “I don’t think I’ve done anything to apologize for.” 
 
    “On the contrary. You’ve been undermining morale and badmouthing your captain’s decisions.” 
 
    She sputtered. “I might have said a thing or two—but everyone agrees with me.” 
 
    “Everyone does, huh? Is that before or after you bring it up?” 
 
    She looked down at her tea again. Her shoulders were hunched, defensive. “After…” she admitted. “Look, I’m sorry, but I didn’t sign on for heroic campaigns. I thought we were operating a business.” 
 
    “We were. But when ruthless aliens begin destroying humanity, every member of our species has to respond. To do otherwise will mean doom in the end.” 
 
    Sosa nodded, sipping her tea. “I understand. I’m just… disappointed.” 
 
    I stood up and forced a smile. “Good then. I’m glad we had this chat. I don’t want you to undermine me any further with the crew, understand?” 
 
    She nodded, eyes downcast and troubled.  
 
    I moved to leave, but she reached out and touched my hand. “Haven’t we done our part here, William? Can’t we just leave? We gave them everything we had… everything. Selling our lives on this planet won’t change the results of this war. Let’s lift off and fly.” 
 
    I looked at her seriously. I could tell this was what she really wanted. It was an understandable desire. Her life had always been that of a thief in the night. She wasn’t a person who stood on principle or merit. She made a profit, or she didn’t, and she moved on. To take the money and run—that was what she understood. 
 
    Heaving a sigh, I shook my head. “We’d demoralize the leadership. The Sword Brothers are out of their element here, just as much as we are. If we run, they might do the same. Maybe not all at once, but bit by bit. We can’t be the first to break.” 
 
    She looked down again and went back to sipping her tea. I left her there, and I moved back up to the bridge. 
 
    I knew in my heart that a thousand conversations like the one I’d just experienced had to be going on all over the fleet. No pirate, smuggler or thief wanted to stand and fight a fair battle. It wasn’t in their natures. 
 
    But today, there wasn’t anyone else out here to do this dirty job. We’d been left holding the bag, and I meant to do the best we could. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    The night did not pass peacefully. When the next attack came, I was left wondering how we didn’t expect it. How did thousands of us all fail to suspect the enemies next move? 
 
    It started with the ripping sound of gunfire. Shouts rang out in the night air, and after a minute or so, a warbling siren began to rise and fall. 
 
    My crew was sleeping aboard Royal Fortune at the time. We’d buttoned her up and sealed every hatchway—after all, we’d dealt with this enemy before. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded.  
 
    Jort had been on watch. He didn’t answer me immediately. He was too busy tapping at every screen, switching cameras and running diagnostic AI.  
 
    Odd, leaping shapes came into our view aft of the ship. The images were clear but blue and white, as the system had automatically switched to infrared. The hot body of a human was fleeing toward our vessel. Two more things gave chase, and these both hopped like kangaroos. The aliens had lower body temperatures and were displayed with a much cooler shade of light blue.  
 
    I knew their shapes in an instant. They were killbeasts. 
 
    “They’re coming out of the sewers!” Jort shouted at me. “They’re all over the place, Captain! I’ll man the cannon!” 
 
    Reaching out a hand, I caught his arm as he brushed by me. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Don’t use the cannon. We’re surrounded by friendlies. You’ll only hit another ship or tear up Trask’s army.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “Break out the rifles. We’ll put them down one at a time.” 
 
    Cursing, he trotted way. Huan joined me moments later, armed and loading a Sardez rifle expertly. Two minutes after that, the three of us were on the pavement under the lowered ramp. Then Sosa walked down the ramp behind us giving us a scare. 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. “What about the ship?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Rose can handle comms and sealing the hatches. If we’re not using the ships weapons, and we aren’t going to take off… she can do everything else that needs doing.” 
 
    I nodded, and the four of us put our backs together. We wore helmets and used infrared enhancements.  
 
    The aliens were bounding around us in the darkness without a qualm. They didn’t seem to need much light to detect their prey. 
 
    Taking careful aim, we shot several of them. After that, they took notice of us, and they charged our position. 
 
    My team was small, unprofessional and nervous. For all of that, we’d had more than a year’s training with these rifles and these aliens. We put six of them down before they reached us, and the rest moved off. 
 
    But there was one alien, a different kind of beast, that had snuck up from behind. Hidden from our view by the ramp, we hadn’t detected it immediately in the confusion. 
 
    It wasn’t like the others. Instead of being more or less man-shaped, it resembled a large lizard—or a small dinosaur. Just over two meters tall and possessing a long tail and two short, powerful arms, it reminded me of a velociraptor depicted in drawings from Old Earth. 
 
    The thing stalked Huan, who’d been at the rear of our fire team. It dipped its huge head. The man’s artificial arm was ripped loose from his body. Blood sprayed, demonstrating without a doubt that Huan was a true hybrid creature—no part of him being completely human or completely machine.  
 
    We blazed away with our Sardez rifles and put it down, but by that time the killbeasts had regrouped and they were advancing on us from every direction. Bullets struck the ship—they were carrying hunting rifles. I suspected they’d taken them from dead militia. 
 
    “Back into the ship!” I shouted, and no one argued with me.  
 
    A moment later, we were hammering on the button to make the ramp retract. It seemed to rise with infinite slowness. 
 
    Seeing their quarry was about to escape, a dozen or so killbeasts charged close. They scrambled and slavered for our blood, tearing at the ramp, ramming thorny hands into the breach to stop it from rising and sealing itself. 
 
    We cursed, stomped and hacked with knives. We were desperate to keep them from fouling the closing hatchway. 
 
    At last, after a groaning whirr, it came up and closed under our feet. We could hear the aliens scrabbling and hammering on the hull, crawling over it. They were still trying to get in. Some of them had left trembling, severed limbs on the deck. 
 
    “We’re safe,” I said without conviction. “Jort, stand guard here just in case. Huan, take that arm of yours to medical. Sosa, let’s go to the bridge and take stock of things.” 
 
    We separated and I saw from my cockpit that a serious struggle was going on outside. It wasn’t just here at the spaceport, either. The aliens had infiltrated the city by the thousands. There was fighting in every street. In the distance, buildings glowed redly. They were already ablaze. 
 
    “Gorman?” my com panel squawked. It was Baron Trask. “What are you doing? Still sleeping in your ship?” 
 
    “Me and my crew killed a dozen of them out on the blastpans, Trask. But we had to retreat.” 
 
    “All right, I’ve got new orders for you. Duke Rago is in trouble—he’s asking for help.” 
 
    Sosa and I looked at one another. “He’s in the center of the city. What can we do about it?” 
 
    “I’m sending you a company of my best troops.  Cram them into your hold. Then transport them into the city with your little ship. Don’t rise up higher than the nearest buildings, or they’ll shoot you down with those damned midget-missiles.” 
 
    “Uh… we might be able to do that. Where am I headed? City Hall?”  
 
    “More or less. Ask Morwyn to guide you to the High Council Chambers. My troops will be there in five. Good luck.” 
 
    When he’d disconnected, Sosa’s hand touched my wrist. We locked eyes. 
 
    “This is our chance,” she said. “Let’s lift off, sail into an open area—then hit the thrusters at maximum. You’ll be in orbit before Trask or the aliens and their tiny missiles can do anything.” 
 
    I didn’t dismiss her plan out of hand. She was right about several things: firstly, that this was the perfect moment to escape this doomed city if we were going to do so. Secondly, my ship could perform just such a daring escape. It was built for exactly that kind of maneuver. 
 
    But I knew I couldn’t do it. Ditching everyone… Trask, Rago, countless helpless citizens—I couldn’t do it. 
 
    “It’s the right time to pull something like that,” I admitted to her. “Your instincts are perfect, Sosa. But we’re still part of this. Everything isn’t lost—not yet. Man your station.” 
 
    Her lips drew into a tight bloodless line, but she didn’t say any more. She’d made her appeal, and it had been rejected. She didn’t like it, but she accepted it. That was the kind of crewmember she was. 
 
    I would have had to keep a close eye on any other pirate. After making such an all-out attempt to sway me to retreat, many crewmen I’d served with might have become dangerous. All their loyalty and well-wishes aside, if they thought they were going to die… well, they might decide to strike first. 
 
    But not Sosa. She’d stuck with us too long in too many impossible situations. I turned away from her and worked my ship’s systems, readying the vessel for flight. 
 
    That’s when I heard a loud click behind me. That sound… I knew it well. It was the noise a beam-pistol made when the bolt is slid back to arm it. Turning around slowly, I thought I knew what I would see. 
 
    To my further surprise, however, I saw the pistol in question was sitting on the console in front of Sosa. She ignored me and the weapon. She was working her boards, working her way down the pre-liftoff checklist as if we were about to transport a chartered flight full of schoolchildren.  
 
    Studying the gun for a moment, I saw that she hadn’t slid the bolt back—she’d released it, essentially disarming the weapon. That meant that earlier… it had been ready to go.  
 
    Where had it been? I didn’t see an obvious hiding spot.  
 
    It didn’t matter. She’d been ready to shoot me, but she’d changed her mind despite the fact I’d refused to see what she clearly thought of as reason.  
 
    Taking in a deep breath, I was glad I’d judged her character correctly. I turned back to my ship’s controls. For me, it was enough to know that Sosa had passed on her planned mutiny. Now wasn’t the time to scold her for thinking about it. 
 
    Trask’s men jogged under my ship a minute later, swarming around the raised ramp. There were a lot of them, and it was going to be hard to carry them all in my cargo hold. 
 
    But we were going to do it anyway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    After we’d stuffed scores of troops into the hold, we lifted off gently. Gliding no more than ten meters above the streets, I found Royal Fortune was difficult to control at such slow speeds. She simply wasn’t designed for sliding over the ground like this—she was a runner’s ship, not a public airbus. 
 
    Sosa and I both manned the controls. She was in charge of navigation, while I steered. Her job wasn’t as easy as it sounded because the Vindari hadn’t designed their streets with my ship in mind. 
 
    “Ascend three meters,” she called out. “We’re going to hit that spire.” 
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
    “It might damage the wing.” 
 
    I glanced at her, then the spire in question. It was white and tall, and it didn’t look like it was solid metal—but who knew, given these crazy Vindari. 
 
    “You could call Morwyn up here for advice,” Sosa suggested as I hovered and slewed around unevenly.  
 
    “Do it. In the meantime… Jort? Unlimber your cannon.” 
 
    “About time, sir!” he called over the radio. “Are there aliens under us?” 
 
    “No, but I need your gun. Cut the top off that spire for me.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.” 
 
    Morwyn arrived in less than thirty seconds. She looked out over her city streets, and she appeared stunned at what we saw. “Everyone is running away from us.” 
 
    “Wisely so,” Sosa said, “we’ll burn them alive if we fly over them in the streets.” 
 
    “Oh no, the streets… you’re doing so much damage!” 
 
    I frowned at her. “Look, the aliens are going to kill everyone in this city if they can. You can rebuild your storefronts and manufacture more vehicles. You can’t replace your entire population once they’ve all been eaten.” 
 
    Just then, we heard a ripping sound. It was the antipersonnel cannon. A stream of accelerated projectiles moved with such velocity they appeared like an orange line of burning metal. 
 
    Looking around together, we saw the spire was cut off. Topped like a pine tree that had overgrown its usefulness, it crashed down into the building it had been sitting on. 
 
    “You desecrated a temple!” Morwyn cried in anguish and disbelief. 
 
    I winced a little, but then shrugged. “It had to be done. You can go below if you like.” 
 
    “No. I must bear witness to this destruction. I brought you here, after all.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    She strapped in, and I eased the ship down the street again. The wings traveled over the shorn-off top of the spire without incident. 
 
    Several long minutes later, we reached the center of the city. Here, our eyes took in a wild scene. 
 
    Killbeasts had taken half the city. They’d started from the north, the side opposite the spaceport. I understood their tactics immediately. They’d met stiff resistance at the spaceport and so naturally sought to avoid it.  
 
    Driving in through the sewers, they’d surprised the thin ring of men who’d surrounded the outskirts of the town. Reports of vicious fighting were flooding in from the edges of the city. 
 
    Rago’s men had been beaten and forced to retreat. Now, they’d met up with the centralized strength Rago had placed in reserve. There, nearly ten thousand shock-troops and the stragglers from the outer ring were making a final stand. 
 
    Surrounding them were twice as many aliens—more, perhaps. They looked like swarming beetles with their gray-silver carapaces reflecting the sun. As we watched, a contingent of the aliens broke off from the encircling multitude and charged the center of the city in a wave.  
 
    A savage fight broke out. Hundreds were shot down by the troops, but hundreds more reached the lines. The aliens fought with an elite air. They were agile, quick and unnaturally strong. Their musculature was unique, like those of an ant that could lift many times its own weight. 
 
    “Jort,” I said, “put a few thousand rounds into the rear of that group that just sent a charging mass against our friends. Have a care not to hit our own men.” 
 
    A small hand landed on mine. It wasn’t bluish, it was quite pink. I looked up to see Sosa’s eyes. 
 
    “We don’t have to get into this. If we fire now, the aliens will shoot us down or something.” 
 
    “Take the helm, Sosa,” I told her. “Ease us backward—if we see a threat, we’ll slide behind that building over there.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just dump our troops? They can flank them and—” 
 
    “—and then die like rats. There are aliens everywhere. One company won’t make any difference in this battle. Take the helm!” 
 
    Sosa did as I’d ordered, and she hunched over the steering levers.  
 
    “Jort, are you—” I began, but then the ripping sound came again.  
 
    A stream of fire cut apart the air, the earth, the streets and a thousand aliens over the next minute or so. We hosed them down with continuous fire, until the enemy unit broke up and fled. 
 
    “There,” Sosa said in relief. “We’ve done our part. Now, can we please—” 
 
    “I’m taking back the helm,” I said, disabling her station and gripping the controls myself. Goosing the power just a nudge, we were soon roaring over the enemy position, gliding right through the hole I’d cut into their ranks.  
 
    Under our jets, aliens, vehicles, bodies—everything was burned in a gush of radioactive plasma. 
 
    A few missiles leapt up to shoot us down, but they were confused by the crowded city streets. Most of them crashed harmlessly into the walls of the large buildings at the city center. They were designed to chase ships up into space, not thread their way through buildings. 
 
    Once we’d made it past the line of aliens, the gaping faces of human soldiers met our advance with looks of shock. When we didn’t fire on them, despite taking a scattered shower of rounds from the ground, the humans seemed to grasp that we weren’t attacking them. Jort did his best to encourage this view by firing bursts of cannon-fire into the massed aliens that were now behind us. 
 
    Rago’s troops scrambled out from under our jets and let us glide by without incident. Perhaps Trask had been kind enough to call the duke and let him know what was coming.  
 
    Arriving at a grand building of unique design, Morwyn gasped in her seat. “The High Council Chambers? Is this where we’ve been heading?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re supposed to rescue some people.” 
 
    As we got closer to a building of gray-white stone, I saw it had six towers, each shaped like the spire we’d cut down in the middle of the town. Could they have some kind of religious significance? I didn’t know, and I barely cared. 
 
    “Where should we land?” I asked Morwyn, but before she could answer, a storm of small arms fire showered the hull. 
 
    “Crazy bastards!” Sosa shouted. “They’re shooting at us.” 
 
    I squinted at the building ahead. It had innumerable windows, each shaped with an arch at the top. The glass was blue, and many of the windows had been broken. They gaped around the black interior like broken teeth in an injured mouth. 
 
    “Those aren’t our troops,” I said. “They’re killbeasts. The enemy has taken your Council Chambers.” 
 
    Morwyn seemed horrified. Sosa looked thoughtful and mean. 
 
    “Have Jort fire at them,” Sosa said. “He can take out those snipers. Or better yet, fire a torpedo into the door at the bottom.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Morwyn gasped. 
 
    Sosa shrugged. “Doors are weak spots in any architectural structure. With luck, we’ll bring the whole thing down and kill them all.” 
 
    I rubbed at the stubble on my chin. “No… this is why Trask sent a company of his best. Jort, use short bursts on any knot of aliens you can see. Keep them ducking, but try not to fire into the building. There are supposed to be friendlies barricaded inside.” 
 
    “On it, Captain!” 
 
    Ripping bursts began to shake the ship every few seconds. I could hear the cannon swivel and jerk with targeting and recoil. 
 
    Standing up, I disconnected every cable and dropped my pilot’s harness.  
 
    Morwyn stood with me.  
 
    “Where are you going, Captain?” Sosa asked.  
 
    “You’ve got the helm. Ease us down. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, you can run.” 
 
    She watched me in amazement as I headed below. It was time to join Trask’s troops and hit the ground.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    Huan joined me in the ground assault, as did Morwyn. I figured she wouldn’t be much use in the killing department, but she could talk to the Councilmembers and get them out of there—if we found anyone alive. 
 
    With a hundred men around me, I followed the captain in charge. His men assaulted the building like professionals—because they were. 
 
    Professional troops are a wonder to behold when they’re properly armed and placed in the right role. Trask’s guardsmen did their jobs expertly. They took down the aliens with organized fire teams, advancing and over-watching from one scrap of cover to the next. The aliens counterattacked, but their individual speed and bravery didn’t prevail against the trained and disciplined humans.  
 
    Thinking about it, I began to understand our relative strengths as two species. Human troops weren’t as physically capable, but then again any leopard in the forest could shame the best human athlete ever born. 
 
    The aliens lacked training. They were fast and obedient, they were excellent warriors and twice as smart as any beast we’d ever faced. But for all of that, they’d only been born a few days or months ago. They operated on instinct, not years of experience and practice. Time and again, they fell for the Sword Brother’s tactics. If any target presented itself, they all fired upon it, revealing their positions and exposing themselves. Anywhere the humans appeared weak, the aliens were drawn in. They would inevitably charge if they thought they could win a fight. 
 
    Soon, it became easy to come up with tricks. My mind surged with ideas. 
 
    “Captain!” I shouted, grabbing the black-sleeved arm of the man.  
 
    He snarled at me, and for a moment I thought he might strike—but he contained himself. 
 
    “Don’t touch me in a fire-fight, fool,” he said. “Don’t ever touch me at all.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain. Here’s an idea: send one man to run in front of them and dive into cover close to their lines.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you do that, they’ll all charge after him. Then, you can gun them down as they come out of the building.” 
 
    He squinted at me, then Morwyn. He nodded to Morwyn. “Ah… local tactics then? I get it. All right.” 
 
    He ordered a wounded man to run in front of the aliens. The man sneered, but he did it after the captain brandished his pistol in a meaningful manner. Sword Brothers weren’t much use to one another when they were wounded. 
 
    The man raced, limping and almost falling, over the broken rubble in front of the main entrance. A few shots rang out from the aliens, peppering the ground around him. At least one bullet struck home, spinning him around. He came up again, dragging a foot. One arm hung low and flapped uselessly, with blood dribbling from the gloves. 
 
    I think it was the blood. Or possibly, it was the fact he’d fallen right in front of them. 
 
    The killbeasts went wild. They were like kittens that couldn’t tolerate the tempting flutter of a toy on a string. They dropped their weapons and charged after the injured man, full of bloodlust. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” I urged the captain, who reluctantly relayed the order to his troops. 
 
    Dozens of gray-shelled aliens raced with shocking speed after the man, who fell into a trench and moaned. Clearly, he expected a brutal death. 
 
    Once the aliens were in the open, we all stood and shot them down. It was a slaughter. 
 
    Morwyn and I checked on the man in the trench—but he hadn’t survived the enemy’s insatiable bloodlust. 
 
    The company captain walked up, hands on his hips. He surveyed the scene and nodded. 
 
    “I like this approach… many tricks are coming to my mind now. These aliens are like beasts. They’re both cunning and foolish at the same time.” 
 
    Ordering his men to stand and march, we entered the building cautiously. At every new passageway or flight of stairs, the captain played a trick such as the one we’d used to get inside. The tricks worked every time.  
 
    The aliens were excellent instinctive killers, but when you knew how their minds worked, you could get them to make tactical errors. We used such methods to reach the Council Chambers. 
 
    There, we found Rago himself and about two dozen elderly Vindari. They had a company of guardians, Rago’s personal guard. 
 
    “Trask sent you?” he asked. “Ah yes, I see Gorman. You’re his best dog, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Loyalty has little to do with it,” I said. “I think I know how we can beat this army of monsters.” 
 
    Rago narrowed his eyes at me. I don’t think he would have listened if I hadn’t just cut my way through a host of aliens. The captain’s testimony helped as well. 
 
    Thinking over my ideas, he squinted at the battle reports coming in on a tabletop computer. He had both hands on the computer glass, and he stared as animated shapes crawled over a map of the city. 
 
    “You think we can draw them out like that? Thousands of them?” 
 
    “It’s worth a try. Soon, they’ll learn not to charge after a wounded decoy—but maybe it will be too late. Maybe this will give us enough of an edge to hold the city.” 
 
    Rago nodded, and he managed to get through to Trask. The baron sounded surprised to hear that we’d made it all the way to the Council Chambers. 
 
    “Gorman is really there? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, Baron Trask,” I called out. “I’m here.” 
 
    “I’m impressed again, Gorman. What do you have for me, Rago? Have you won the day? I’m sure the aliens were no challenge for your soldiers.” 
 
    “Fool. You know perfectly well that half my men are dead, and half those who still draw breath are wounded.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that… Just a moment, my fair Duke… I’ve had a thought. Yes… I’m sure of it, my army now outnumbers yours.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time, Trask.” 
 
    “Ah, but it is. I’m taking command.” 
 
    Rago cursed and crashed a gloved fist on the computer table. The glass cracked, not having been built for such punishment. Fortunately, it still operated well enough to finish the conversation. 
 
    “Now, now,” Trask admonished. “As your superior, I must insist upon decorum. I will now take the title of duke. You are hereby demoted to baron.” 
 
    Rago didn’t look happy. In fact, his teeth were clenched so intensely that it must be causing him pain—but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Trask, you… all right, fine. You’re in command. Get us out of here alive.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can. I’ll send the army from the spaceport to relieve your position at the city center.” 
 
    “What? And leave all my ships in danger? That’s—” 
 
    But he stopped. Outside, I heard a tremendous rumble. We all rushed to the broken windows, and our jaws sagged as a group. 
 
    The skies were full of rising ships. At least twenty vessels roared away into the skies.  
 
    The newly minted Duke Trask hadn’t wasted any time in withdrawing with the entire fleet. Now that he was in charge, he had the authority to do so.  
 
    Rago raved, but no one cared much. After all, he wasn’t our supreme commander—not anymore. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    The second half of the battle for the capital city went much better than the first. Armed with new tactics, Trask’s ten thousand troops moved in rapidly from the southern flank. The aliens fought ferociously, but they’d exhausted their strength against Rago’s positions for hours by now. By the time the skies darkened again and night fell over the land, most were dead. 
 
    They didn’t flee however, I’ll give them that. They withdrew into the sewers when they could, but otherwise, they fought to the bitter end. Not a single alien surrendered or asked for quarter—perhaps they sensed the Sword Brothers weren’t in the mood to give them any breaks. 
 
    Exhausted by midnight, we all lay down on bricks and broken glass to sleep like the dead did around us. In the brilliant morning sun, the ships returned to the surface, coming down from orbit again. They sat exuding vapors and heat in the blast-pans. We greeted them gratefully. 
 
    It was on the ramp of my own ship that I met with Morwyn again. She rushed to me and we embraced. 
 
    “Will I see you again?” she asked. Her voice sounded as if it was about to break, and she held onto my hand. Her eyes were red with more than the long night, and she bit her lip, waiting for my answer. 
 
    I knew her mind had already jumped to the next logical conclusion. If the alien invaders were beaten, my job here was done. It was time for me to leave and for her to stay. 
 
    “This isn’t over yet,” I told her. “We still have to root them out of their nests. Perhaps they have another army as large as this one running up from the south even now.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don’t think they do. Our engineers have traced their radio transmissions—we know where they are now. They’ve got naturally grown quartz crystals in their bodies, you see. They can speak with radio as we do with sound.” 
 
    Her words made me squint. We’d long suspected the aliens communicated this way—but the idea they grew the crystals internally… That didn’t sound natural to me. It sounded as if these monsters had been engineered to be a new and deadly kind of soldier. 
 
    But I didn’t talk about any of that. I hugged her instead, and we kissed. Morwyn melted against me.  
 
    At last we separated, and I walked into my ship. Another figure stood at the top of the ramp. It was Morwyn’s father, Dernel. I nodded to him.  
 
    “Will you be taking your leave of us now, sir?” I asked him, speaking to the Tulk inside the man. 
 
    “No,” the alien said. “Not just yet. My work here isn’t done. Besides, I rather like this body, this place. I’ll stay with Dernel until such time as he’s no longer useful.” 
 
    Accepting that the Tulk was an ally, I didn’t become disgusted or angry. Instead, I shrugged and brushed past him.  
 
    But despite my calm demeanor, dark thoughts gripped my mind. I’d already decided that the moment the invading swarm from the Faustian Chain was gone from Vindar, I was going to rip the Tulk from the old man’s guts with my own fingers if the alien didn’t feel like leaving voluntarily. It was the least I could do for Morwyn. 
 
    Up on my small bridge, I linked up with Trask. The Baron had upgraded his flagship, commandeering Rago’s cruiser. He seemed quite proud of the sleek warship. I wondered when he might officially become a Duke. It would probably involve some kind of ceremony back at the Sword Worlds. 
 
    Together, we made a series of efforts to get in contact with Lucas Droad and Count Harkaman. We hoped that things were going well, but the reports coming back from their campaign in the nests were sketchy. Everything we’d heard indicated there was hard fighting going on. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised. These aliens were ferocious enough on the attack—they must be unimaginable when defending their underground nests. 
 
    Just after midday, Trask shook me awake. I’d fallen asleep in my pilot’s chair. 
 
    “Gorman? Look alive, man! You’ve turned off your headset, and your chicken crewmen refused to disturb you.” 
 
    I sat up, looking around. Jort haunted the passage at the back of the bridge, clearly wanting to assault Baron Trask.  
 
    Naturally, Trask had a half-dozen black-booted guardians with him. Perhaps they’d kept Jort at bay. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked him. 
 
    “We’ve got word from Droad… Harkaman is dead. Most of his Tulk-infected troops are dead as well. They took three of the nests, but the enemy has huddled around the rest. They’re asking for help.” 
 
    He punched up some charts and maps. I studied them on my holoplate, sipping a cup of hot caff that Rose had given me. My crewmen were quiet, but they were worried and lingering in the passages. They all wanted to know what was going on—what I was going to do. 
 
    The situation didn’t look all that good. Harkaman’s army was in retreat. The Tulk troops had lost their leader, and without him, they were weakened. I’d learned that a truly brave Tulk was rare among their kind. They tended to fight only when forced to, and they were more easily routed than human troops once they were fearful for their lives. 
 
    “The campaign was going fine,” Trask complained, “but then Harkaman had to go and get himself torn apart by a pack of aliens. Maybe they traced our command transmissions, the same way we traced theirs. In any case, his headquarters was ambushed by hundreds of the enemy, and he was swallowed whole by some huge beast that digs their nests for them.” 
 
    “An umulk?” asked a voice from the passageway.  
 
    We turned, and Dernel stepped out of the passageway. His eyes were wide and haunted. They didn’t blink, and I had to wonder if the Tulk was unaware of how that must make his host’s drying orbs sting. 
 
    “Is that what such a monster is called?” Trask asked. “It’s as big as a road-train and it can tunnel through the earth like a giant worm.” 
 
    “Yes… an umulk. I haven’t seen such a beast for decades. But no matter, you mentioned that Harkaman has died, correct?” 
 
    Trask nodded. 
 
    Dernel straightened his sagging spine. “That places me in command of the Tulk forces on this planet.” 
 
    “Really?”  Trask said, snorting with amusement. “What are you, a prince or something?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “What makes you think Harkaman’s army will follow you? They’re already broken and fleeing. Meanwhile, you’re feeding on the internals of an addled old man.” 
 
    “They aren’t Harkaman’s men, they are Tulk—Tulk who are riding humans. They will know me. What skin I wear means little to our kind.” 
 
    Trask and I exchanged glances. Trask made an up-down motion with his eyebrows. 
 
    I knew in an instant what he was suggesting. Perhaps it was time to stab this ally in the back—or maybe in the gut. 
 
    Was that an ethical thought? Of course not. The Tulk had fought bravely, in their own way, and they’d helped us get this far. But on the other hand, I didn’t feel like we were completely compatible with their kind. They liked to take over our bodies and force us to bend to their will.  
 
    How could we ever truly trust and cohabitate with such a species? I couldn’t see it. We were naturally in opposition—friends only out of necessity. 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “What do you propose?” I asked Dernel. 
 
    The old blue-faced man watched us both closely. Maybe he’d spent enough time among humans to suspect our unspoken thoughts. I hoped not, but it was possible. 
 
    “I propose we gather your army. We’ll leave behind the wounded and take the able-bodied. Then, we’ll fly to where Droad is retreating and reverse their march. With reinforcements, I feel it’s likely we can take the last of the nests.” 
 
    Trask scratched at his face. “All right. We’ll try it your way, but there will be modifications to your plan.” 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Just what I said, Tulk. You’re not in overall command here. Not anymore. I am.” 
 
    Dernel came out from the shadows of the passageway. He walked forward, and his face twitched oddly. As a human, Dernel had always seemed half-mad to me, but today, with the Tulk inside him feeling emotional as well, he was close to insane. 
 
    It was, however, a quiet sort of insanity. Yes, he had wild, staring eyes. But he didn’t rave. He didn’t salivate. He only moved oddly. His left arm was slithering about by itself, as if it had a mind of its own.  
 
    Perhaps, with two brains striving to control a single nervous system, it did… 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Dernel said. 
 
    Trask turned to my holo-screen, and he gave a series of surprising orders. He didn’t order all his able men into the ships. Instead, he ordered Rago’s cruiser to make ready to fly.  
 
    “What of the rest of the fleet?” Dernel demanded sharply.  
 
    Trask turned and bashed Dernel to the deck. There were sharp gasps from my crewmen, who watched from crash seats and dark passages. 
 
    I didn’t move a muscle. Jort took two steps forward, then he halted as well. I signaled him to step back, as Trask did with his own men. The henchmen obeyed us reluctantly. 
 
    Trask reached out a scarred hand and helped Dernel back to his feet. 
 
    “Varrick?” he said. “Or Dernel? Or whatever your real alien name is? Are you listening to me now?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Good. I’m in command here. Your army is broken and fleeing. Its leader has failed, and he’s been killed. You aliens had your chance to do things your way, and you failed. Now, we’re going to do this my way.” 
 
    Internally, my heart sank because I thought I knew what Trask was hinting at. 
 
  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    We found Droad’s beaten army, such as it was, struggling to survive on a mountaintop. The Tulk-infested troops had fought hard, but they hadn’t been able to exterminate all the nests. They’d retreated to the mountains, and the enemy was in pursuit. 
 
    The surprising thing to me was the simple fact that Droad, of all people, had risen to command over the Tulk. I figured they must have a lot of respect for him, as he was somewhat famous for having fought in the Chain leading human armies there. After Harkaman had fallen in battle, the Tulk forces had been shattered. Apparently, Droad had been a calm voice in their darkest moments. He’d pulled them together again and organized a fighting retreat. 
 
    When Trask’s cruiser came near, Droad contacted us and reported his status personally. I was on my bridge, and Trask was on the command deck of his newly commandeered cruiser. We were all linked virtually, but we could see Droad’s haggard, dirty face quite clearly. He appeared to be uninjured, but he didn’t look his best. 
 
    “I’ve got roughly a battalion of men left alive,” Droad told us. “There are other groups in the forests, fighting in pockets. We can hear gunfire in the distance, and pitiful radio calls come in now and then.” 
 
    “Are you under attack right now?” Trask demanded.  
 
    “No, but they’ll probably come back at us tonight. We’ve got the high ground, and that’s our only advantage. I chose this rocky mountain peak to die on. I don’t think they can tunnel their way up, so they’ll have to assault us over a steep climb.” 
 
    “What of the others? Are there other organized formations of Tulk troops in the forests? Will they make it back to your position tonight?” 
 
    Droad shook his head. “I doubt they’ll reach us. A few stragglers, certainly—but I don’t expect them to arrive in significant numbers.” 
 
    Trask nodded sagely, and I could tell he was thinking dark thoughts. Perhaps Droad got the same impression, because he suddenly looked concerned. “Trask, don’t give up on us. I’m sure we can reverse this setback. All you have to do is reinforce me here with your army from the capital. We should have more than enough troops to push them back and take out the last of their nests.” 
 
    Trask nodded, but he seemed unconvinced. “I’ll be in touch soon. We’re on our way to your position. Gather your gear, we’re going to pull you off that mountain.” 
 
    Droad opened his mouth to say more, but Trask reached out and snuffed the channel closed. His ugly head was still visible to me, however. We eyed one another for a long moment. 
 
    “What would your next move be, Gorman?” he asked me. 
 
    I shrugged. “Droad has made his request clear. He wants support, and I know we can give it to him. Let’s gather our ships and the rest of the Sword Brothers—” 
 
    I stopped talking, because Trask was laughing at me. “Come on. You know me by now. What am I going to do next? That’s the question I should have asked.” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I studied the instruments that decorated the low roof of my ship’s small bridge. “I don’t know. Something unpleasant, I would guess. You tell me, Trask. You’re in command.” 
 
    “Indeed I am, and don’t you forget it.” 
 
    He made the same snuffing gesture, and the signal went dead. 
 
    We arrived over the mountain range and crawled above the treetops, seeking Droad’s coordinates. Just in case the enemy had smart missiles, we approached warily. 
 
    A battle was in progress when we arrived. It wasn’t dark yet, so perhaps Droad had been wrong about the enemy tactics.  
 
    Or, possibly, the enemy had figured out that a rescue was coming, and they’d decided to press their advantage now. Whatever the case, Droad’s ragged force was under heavy assault. 
 
    Killbeasts milled at the bottom of the mountain. On the west side, there was a sheer cliff. On the south, there was only an open rocky slope. Attack was possible from that angle, but unlikely to be successful. There was simply too much open ground to charge across.  
 
    So the attack came from the northeast. On that side, the strange forest of purple-black trees marched up right to the mountain’s crown. Accordingly, the killbeasts were filing up that way to assail the defenders at the top. 
 
    The aliens weren’t having much luck, as they’d been forced into narrow channels. Still, thousands of them were making the attempt. If just a few made it into Droad’s ranks—or if Droad’s men ran out of ammunition… 
 
    I sent Trask an urgent message. “We have to help them.”  
 
    After several long moments, he replied. “You’re going down. Land on that flat rock to the north. Pick up Droad and a few of his best officers. Tell him I’ll listen to his battle plans on my own ship. In the meantime, I’ll use my light cannons on the aliens from up here to stop this attack.” 
 
    I grumbled, wishing we’d brought more ships and men, but I had to admit Trask’s plan was a good one. My ship was small enough to land on the mountaintop—his fat cruiser simply couldn’t fit. 
 
    Swinging around low to the west, I roared up and over the cliff and surprised the defenders by landing among them. As it was, a few rounds spanged off the hull, but they didn’t shoot us down. I imagined it was all Droad could do to keep his nervous troops from blasting us out of the sky. 
 
    Jort, Huan and I charged down the ramp and ran in a crouch toward Droad’s encampment. It hadn’t looked like much from the air, and it was even less impressive from the view of a footman. 
 
    We knelt behind rocks and fired down into the trees to the northeast. I couldn’t tell if we were hitting anything, but now and then a killbeast was knocked flat by the steady drumbeat of defensive fire. 
 
    Droad looked at me in surprise. “Three men? Is Trask joking? How can he expect to win this fight without commitment?” 
 
    In answer, I gestured toward the dark hulk of the cruiser, which was even now looming overhead. “I suggest you and your men should all duck, sir.” 
 
    Droad looked at me for a moment, then he relayed the order with urgency. The defensive fire died down all around us, as the Tulk-infested troops took cover and hid behind whatever they could. 
 
    In immediate response, the enemy surged forward. They boiled out of the trees in numbers I hadn’t suspected. I realized then that they had possibly been massing for just such an opportunity to charge into close combat with the mountain’s defenders. 
 
    That’s when the sky ripped apart. There were flashes—seven of them, I think—and a bank of autocannons sprayed the trees. The aliens were torn apart. Hundreds died, and the rest eventually retreated. The few wounded specimens that made it to our lines were torn apart by Droad’s grim-faced men. 
 
    Droad looked at me with appreciation. “That wasn’t what I expected… but give Trask my regards. He saved these men.” 
 
    I nodded, but I didn’t speak. I didn’t trust Trask. He was full of surprises—and they weren’t always happy moments for everyone involved. 
 
    “I’m here to take you up in my ship. The cruiser can’t land—it’s too big.” 
 
    Droad eyed me for a long moment. “Perhaps I should just stay here and fight to the finish with my men instead.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think you can win, sir.” 
 
    “Dammit!” Droad hammered a fist on a boulder. “These Sword Brothers of yours… they aren’t a trusting lot, are they?” 
 
    “No, sir. They’re not. Are you coming aboard my ship or not?” 
 
    Droad heaved a sigh, coughed, then stood tall. “I’ll go. Maybe I can talk some sense into these pirates of yours. I’ll bring my best Tulk officers as well.” 
 
    I nodded, and six tired looking men followed Droad up the ramp into my ship. Those who were left behind looked after us longingly. There was some muttered talk of Droad having saved his own skin. I could hardly blame the men for thinking that. 
 
    “Tulk brothers,” Droad told the assembled group. “We’re going to transfer to the bigger ship. We’ll make our best plea for help.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” said one of the colonels. “We shouldn’t have to beg. Harkaman is dead, but Rago was allied with him. He’s obligated to fight with us to the last.” 
 
    Droad slid his eyes toward me, but I didn’t move a muscle. I didn’t like being the one to give a Sword Brother bad news—whether he had a Tulk in his liver or not. 
 
    “The situation has changed,” Droad explained. “Rago lost his army—Trask has replaced him.” 
 
    The six officers snarled at this. “Trask is a worm. He’s not trustworthy. He—” 
 
    “He saved your asses with his cannons and sent me down to pick you up,” I reminded the men. “Are you going to talk to him on his ship, or not?” 
 
    They grumbled, but they had little choice. Such was the vagaries and shifting alliances of men who fought on the Fringe. It was a no-mans’ land really, without clear authority. Warlords and governors had always done whatever they felt like doing out here, and everyone knew it. 
 
    As my ship lifted off, Trask’s ship moved in tandem. He retreated up and up, making me follow him into the stratosphere. I suspected this was to make sure that none of the aliens could reach us with a surface-to-air missile. 
 
    Riding high in the atmosphere, we docked, and I watched as Droad and his officers transferred across to Trask’s ship. 
 
    I moved to follow them into the docking tube—but I was met with a barrier that surprised me. It was Huan. 
 
    “Don’t go,” he said. 
 
    I stared at him for a moment. “Why not?” 
 
    “Nothing you can do or say will change events.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. I brushed his mechanical arm out of the way, and he said nothing more. I stepped into the tube, and I followed the other men with a fresh worry in my heart. 
 
    When I arrived strong hands seized my arms, and I was hauled out of the tube. I was stunned to see a struggle was in progress. Armored men were standing to either side of the docking tube, and they’d clearly grabbed every man who came through just as roughly as they handled me now. Droad and his men were all on the deck, grabbing their sides— 
 
    Then, I knew the truth. 
 
    “No! I’m not one of them!” 
 
    It did no good. A stiletto was thrust into my side. I doubled over in pain. “Damn you, Trask,” I hissed out. “You knew I was clear of any Tulk!” 
 
    “It’s best to be sure…” he said.  
 
    Baron Trask was standing over the proceedings with his thumbs thrust into his belt. He rocked on his bent knees and seemed to be enjoying the show. 
 
    The injured men crawled and groaned. White worm-like things crawled out of the guts of some of them, trying to scuttle away. Trask’s men hooted and stomped the Tulk to death. 
 
    “They fought for us—with us,” I gasped. “We need their help.” 
 
    Trask loomed over me, his big face leering into mine. “Correction: we needed their help. No longer. No Sword Brother can be trusted with a worm in his guts. I won’t have it. This business of coddling aliens ends today!” 
 
    And so I was forced to watch helplessly as Trask’s men killed every Tulk and welcomed the injured men with hugs afterward. Their minds were clear, and they all seemed happy about it. 
 
    The last man to stand up again was Droad himself.  
 
    “I’m sorry about this, Lucas,” I said. “They don’t trust any nonhuman—and precious few humans make the grade, either.” 
 
    Droad looked at me thoughtfully. He took his hand away from his injured side. He showed me a bloody mess in his palm, I was shocked to recognize what I saw there. 
 
    “Is that a Tulk?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s my rider. Don’t feel bad about what your barbaric friend did today. Sometimes, harsh measures must be taken.” 
 
    I watched as he dropped the slimy mess on the deck and trod upon it. He didn’t seem to have much love for the parasite. I guess I could understand that. 
 
    “How long?” I asked him. “Was that thing in you when I first met you at the spaceport?” 
 
    “No. It took me during the battles in the nests. Didn’t you think it was odd that the Tulk would follow me after Harkaman fell?” 
 
    “Yes… I guess I thought it was due to your natural charm.” 
 
    He laughed and clapped me on the back. He left a bloody handprint behind, and I thought to myself that I’d never heard him laugh before. 
 
    Disgusted with my wounded side, I showed Trask my empty hand. I wanted him to know that he’d injured me again without purpose.  
 
    He didn’t seem overly sympathetic. He shrugged. “Sorry about that, mate. I couldn’t be sure they hadn’t gotten to you.” 
 
    “You could have asked!” 
 
    “Right… Well look, if you want me to slip a parasite into your guts later on, I might be able to arrange it.” 
 
    “No thanks… What are we going to do next?” 
 
    “What? You don’t know?” He smiled grimly and took me to his bridge.  
 
    The cruiser was impressive. I’d never been aboard such a large, effective warship. Instead of a mere holotank or a table that projected grainy images, the deck itself could be transformed into a screen.  
 
    It truly appeared like we were walking on glass. The planet’s dark forests spread out below us, obscured only by boots and an occasional cloud.  
 
    Trask walked three paces to the north and made a mark on the glowing deck with his boot. The mark brightened and remained there after he lifted his boot. “That’s the location of one of the nests. There are two others.” 
 
    Walking around the deck, pushing back his officers, he marked two more spots. They formed a triangle that was perhaps twenty kilometers on a side. 
 
    “In addition, we’ve located some of the Tulk troops—here and here. I’m sure there are others, but we can’t have everything.” 
 
    I looked at the Baron in concern, and Droad did as well. He’d come up to the bridge to hear what the baron had to say. Both of us had our hands on our bandaged sides. We were in pain, but not so much that we couldn’t walk and talk. 
 
    “What are you up to, Trask?” Droad asked in a strong voice.  
 
    Trask didn’t look at us. Instead, he pulled out a pistol and aimed it at us. Then, he turned to his officers. “Do it. Launch everything at once.” 
 
    The men glanced at one another nervously, but they did as they were told. They fired a barrage of missiles. 
 
    Watching in horror, I saw the missiles arc downward. One flew toward each of the three points Trask had marked with his boots. Several more plunged down into various spots in the forest. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I demanded.  
 
    “You know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “We could have brought all the ships from the spaceport,” I said angrily. “We could have picked up thousands of survivors.” 
 
    Trask laughed at me. “The day I risk my fleet to save a broken alien army is the day I deserve to lose every ship I have.” 
 
    I took a step toward him, but Trask raised his pistol, and Droad gripped my arm with a surprisingly strong hand. He held me back, and I looked up at Droad. 
 
    “He’s planned this,” he said. “There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “But one of those missiles is headed toward the mountain! The exact spot you left your troops.” 
 
    Droad nodded. “It never really was my army, Gorman. Trust me, the Tulk also planned to get rid of us if we’d won this fight, if it had come down to just us and them.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    He smiled grimly. “I shared minds with one of their top officers—remember?” 
 
    “As did I back on Gladius,” Trask said loudly. “Now, watch and see how the Sword Brothers deal with traitors.” 
 
    The planet flared white as seven nuclear warheads went off at almost the same moment. Each missile had reached its target and detonated. 
 
    At first, there were only seven glaring sources of brilliant radiation. Then the fireballs formed, destroying everything for kilometers around.  
 
    Next, each of the explosions gushed upward. It was all silent and unreal-looking, but I felt sick inside. So many deaths, so much poisoned land… 
 
    For several minutes, we all watched in silence—then Trask launched another barrage of missiles. I looked at him in horror. 
 
    He shrugged. “I want to be sure.”  
 
    The process began again. Soon, the forest burned even more brightly, and the skies filled with smoke. An hour passed, and the skies turned a lurid red as the sun began to set. The radioactive dust always did that after a strike, as I knew.  
 
    The bombing took less than half an hour in total. When Trask was finished, Vindar was scarred and burning—but she was clean now. I doubted if there were more than a handful of intelligent aliens left anywhere on her wounded crust. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    It was hard to look Droad or Trask in the eye that evening. I’d held romantic ideas, I guess—hopes for a permanent truce between the Tulk and the human race. 
 
    Baron Trask was adamant in his assertion he’d taken the only possible action. I was of the opposite view, while Droad seemed resigned and agnostic. 
 
    “We had two infections on this planet, Gorman!” Trask yelled at me. “Not just one. Two packs of aliens have invaded our worlds. Now, they’re both gone from this one at least.” 
 
    “But at what cost, Baron?” 
 
    “Cost? There’s always a cost in war, and it’s always a grim one. Whether you know it or not, I’m the hero here today. Maybe in time you’ll come to understand that.” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    Trask laughed, but I could tell my words troubled him. “A true leader of armies must be hard of heart, Gorman. He must sell some good lives to save others. That’s the business of war.” 
 
    Aboard Trask’s cruiser, we stayed above the devastation for an hour or two. I watched the inferno, unable to look away. It was mesmerizing. At last, Trask gave up on convincing me of anything. He clapped me on the back and left. Droad stepped near a moment later. 
 
    He was a ghost, a haunted man. Tall, strange, with eyes that had seen billions die before this day. I respected him, but I didn’t really like his company. It was like chatting with the angel of death. 
 
    “Trask is right, you know,” he told me. “He is the hero here today.” 
 
    “I know, I know—they were thinking of infesting all of us. But did we really have to backstab them first?” 
 
    Droad stood a little too near. He didn’t look at me, but instead his odd gaze was riveted on the scene of devastation below us. He indicated the destruction with a sweep of his hand. 
 
    “What you see below is the work of the warrior, just as Trask said. That’s the business you wanted to be in, isn’t it? The business of war? Well then, gaze deeply into this inferno. Witness the radioactive clouds, the vaporized armies and erased natural beauty… that is the usual aftermath of any war fought with this enemy. The Skaintz are a committed species. They can no more live in peace with us than a lion can rest easy with a lamb.” 
 
    “That’s it then, isn’t it? We have the relationship of predator and prey?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s how they see it—I’ve come to understand that over many years.” 
 
    “And the Tulk? Are they the same?” 
 
    He sighed. “No. They’re nowhere near as bad. But they are, by nature, an arrogant and devious people. They’re parasites, so they see us as hosts. They think of us as a man might think of his horse. The Skaintz, on the other hand, consider us to be cows. Being a mount is better than being food, but…” 
 
    I thought about that. I thought hard. “How are we going to drive these aliens from the Chain then?” 
 
    He smiled tiredly. “Drive them from the Chain? I’m shocked at your lofty ambitions. I would settle for keeping them out of the Conclave.” 
 
    “Yes, but… we can’t just let them sit out there and fester. Won’t they build fleets and invade our stars eventually?” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t know where they came from originally, but I know that millennia ago the Tulk fought an earlier war with them. They thought that they’d won. Centuries passed before the invaders rose again.” 
 
    “Centuries?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re a patient species. While humans were learning how to forge a sword, then a gun, then a starship—they waited. At last, they struck again, and they took the Chain this time.” 
 
    “Centuries… that’s a depressing thought.” 
 
    “We’re newcomers to this conflict. Only time will tell which of our three species will be dominant in the end.” 
 
    Troubled by his words, I left the cruiser and went back to my ship. My crew peppered me with recriminations and questions, but I had few answers for them. Rose dressed my wounds, and Sosa clucked her tongue at me—but I ignored them all. 
 
    Huan came to knock on my cabin door at midnight. I let him in, surprised. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet for a long time,” I said.  
 
    “A wise man doesn’t speak unless he has something important to say.” 
 
    It sounded like a proverb, so I didn’t question it. “What brings you here tonight then, Huan?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about moving on.” 
 
    I looked at him, surprised. “You want to leave my service?”  
 
    “It would seem that this enemy has been turned back. I joined you for that purpose. If you intend to go back to running contraband around the stars… well, I think there are bigger things that need doing now.” 
 
    “Hmm… you were a bounty hunter before we teamed up. Will you go back to that?” 
 
    “No. The enemy—the very thing I fled my home stars to avoid—has followed me here. I realize now that running away won’t work. At least, not forever.” 
 
    “I think I’ve come to the same conclusion.” 
 
    His artificial eye studied me. “Really? You intend to stop these alien intruders?” 
 
    “Yes, if I can. I’ll do what has to be done. I’m not enjoying every minute of it, mind you, but sometimes there are greater things in life than personal pleasures and immediate safety.” 
 
    “I agree. Well, in this new light… I’d like to take back my resignation.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Good. Welcome back.” 
 
    He offered me his strange, artificial hand. Apparently, he’d managed to reattach it without a problem. I shook his hand, and he left my cabin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning I groaned awake. There was something about the day after a great effort that made such times physically painful. While you were in combat, struggling for your very life, you seemed not to feel the abuse your body was taking. On the day after, however, when you could relax at least momentarily—that’s when the real pain hits you. 
 
    “Captain? Captain, are you there?” 
 
    The tapping at my door was persistent. That’s what had awakened me.  
 
    I’d meant to sleep in. I’d taken the precaution of turning off all my normal alarms and chimes.  
 
    I blinked at the door with bleary eyes. If this was a true emergency, the ship or the duty personnel on the bridge could override my barriers and blast me out of bed with a klaxon, if necessary.  
 
    The fact this intruder hadn’t done so, but had instead decided to physically assault my door, indicated the matter wasn’t critical, but rather was important to them personally. 
 
    Another spate of knocking ensued, and I decided I must act. Heaving a sigh, I got to my feet, grabbing at the walls for support.  
 
    My muscles were stiff. Numerous small injuries on every limb made me feel like sitting back down. I resisted the urge, straightened my body as best I could, and opened the door. 
 
    It was Rose. I hadn’t seen her much lately, not since I’d taken up with Morwyn. Could that be what this was about? Was she attempting to rekindle things so soon? After all, Morwyn had only just left the ship… 
 
    “Oh…” she said, seeing my squinting eyes and bared teeth. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. What’s the problem?” 
 
    Her eyes studied the deck for a moment. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Can I come in… for a moment?” 
 
    That was it, then. She was trying to move in on Morwyn’s territory without hesitation. Perhaps she feared that Sosa or some other woman would beat her to it.  
 
    Sighing, I stepped aside and let her in. The door closed quietly behind her. 
 
    She looked around, wrinkled her nose, and looked at me with some disapproval. “You look like hell…” 
 
    “Thank you. Could you get to the point, Rose?” 
 
    “I… it’s about Dernel.” 
 
    This caused me to frown. “Dernel? What about him? We left him back at the capital, and—” 
 
    “No,” she said, grabbing my wrist and looking at me intently. She was whispering again. “We didn’t. He didn’t want to stay. Morwyn asked me to let him remain aboard, and so I did.” 
 
    I looked at her and blinked a few times. “Don’t tell me he’s down in the secret cubby? What if he decides to release radiation?” 
 
    “I don’t think he knows about that—but he’s not in there anyway. He’s in my cabin.” 
 
    “He’s in your cabin? What were you thinking, girl?” 
 
    “William… have you forgotten what Baron Trask did to the nests—to the Tulk soldiers? He killed them by the thousands! Do you think for a moment he’d hesitate to kill Dernel? He still has that Tulk thing in his body, you know.” 
 
    “Hmm… I think that will have to be remedied.” 
 
    Her hand had clutched my wrist, but it was suddenly snatched away. “That’s what I thought you might say. You’re as mean as the rest. Jort, Huan—they all think Trask did the right thing.” 
 
    “Maybe he did…” 
 
    “William, think long-term. Can we really beat the invaders without help? A whole cluster of stars, a hundred worlds full of those monsters?” 
 
    I scratched and drank some water. “Probably not,” I admitted. 
 
    “Right. So we just burned our only bridge, the only help we’ve ever found. By ‘we’ I mean us, foolish, short-sighted humans.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” I said. “I won’t kill Dernel or smash his Tulk out of hand, but what would you have me do?” 
 
    “Well… now that the fleet has pulled out of orbit, I—” 
 
    “What did you say?”  
 
    I grabbed her by the shoulders, and Rose looked up, startled.  
 
    “I thought you knew… The Brothers have left Vindar. They’re heading back to Gladius. Trask intends to gather all his men and assault Flamberge. He intends to wipe out the Tulk once and for all among the Sword Worlds.” 
 
    Sliding her out of the way, I rushed up to the bridge.  
 
    Sosa met me with curious eyes at first. “Sleeping in, I see?” But then she spotted Rose, who lurked in the shadowy passages behind me. “Ah… I get it. Never mind.” 
 
    Sosa sounded disgusted, but I didn’t care. Let her think what she wanted. I had to know if Rose was speaking the truth.  
 
    A few minutes later, after making several calls, I’d confirmed it all.  
 
    Rose was right. Trask had pulled out with his army and all the Sword Brother ships. It gave him quite a fleet. With Count Harkaman’s troops destroyed, he now controlled every ship we’d brought with us. Back home on Gladius, he’d find more support. He could then launch a force at Flamberge that was three times the size of the garrison fleet Harkaman had left behind to guard the planet. 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. Trask was a cunning, ruthless man. I chided myself to never underestimate him again.  
 
    Within a few weeks’ time, the old pirate might well command two entire planets. Would that be the end of his ambitions? Would he dare to crown himself a king?  
 
    I didn’t know, but I no longer put anything beyond his calculating reach. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    After all the stunning revelations of my morning, I eventually got around to thinking of Dernel again. I sighed and headed for Rose’s cabin. I supposed it was time to figure out what to do with the crazy old goat—and the alien in his guts as well. 
 
    When I arrived, I found an argument was in progress. Rose stood in front of her cabin door, while Huan and Jort confronted her. 
 
    It was a strange moment of bravery for the girl. She’d never been the sort to stand up to conflict. Her natural manner was mild and pleasant. 
 
    Not today, however. She had a determined cast to her stance and a shrill volume to her voice. She wasn’t screaming at the men—but she wasn’t backing down, either. 
 
    “What’s going on, crew?” I asked. 
 
    They all turned to look at me. Rose took the moment to slip into her cabin and slam the door.  
 
    Jort growled and reached for the door. I knew his hands were strong enough to twist off the lock, and for a moment, he looked like he might be planning to do exactly that. 
 
    I cleared my throat loudly. “What’s this then? A lover’s quarrel?” 
 
    Huan’s organic eye and Jort’s own startled orbs turned to stare at me.  
 
    “What? No… no, no, Captain,” he said. “We fear she’s been taken by a Tulk. She won’t let us examine her guts or her cabin.” 
 
    “The possibility seems remote,” Huan said, “but something is wrong with her. I’ve studied her behavior patterns for months. She’s behaving in an unusual manner.” 
 
    “See?” Jort said, jabbing a thumb at Huan. “What he said goes double for me!” 
 
    I thought it over for a moment. What if Dernel’s Tulk—or another one, for that matter—had managed to infest Rose? Wouldn’t that have given her good reason for appealing to me for protection? After all, the Tulk were a species that had been hunted almost to extinction here on Vindar. 
 
    “All right, I’ll handle it.” 
 
    I stepped forward and seized the cabin door handle.  
 
    Neither of my two crewmen moved away. They were both blowing heavy breath at my back. This made me frown. 
 
    “Don’t you two have duties to attend to?” 
 
    “What if the thing jumps you, sir?” Jort demanded. “I know you think she’s just a harmless girl, but how better would a Tulk sneak up on a man? Your guard is down with her. Everyone knows you slept with her last night, and—” 
 
    “All right, all right. Step back and shut up.” 
 
    I used my captain’s passcode. The door clicked and swung open. 
 
    “Dammit!” Rose called out. “Don’t let those murderous brutes in here, William. If you do, I’ll never kiss you again.” 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Jort roared. “You see? She admits her plan!” 
 
    “Stand down, Jort,” I said.  
 
    He was again blowing hot breath on the back of my neck. The man had never been good with the concept of personal space.  
 
    Something moved behind Rose—something lanky and pale of skin. 
 
    “Who is that?” Jort demanded. His thick arm reached into the cabin, gripping the doorframe. “What have you done, girl? Are you breeding abominations in here? Must we stick a pin into the captain again to make sure he’s clean?” 
 
    “Let’s not do that,” I said.  
 
    Seeing the situation was out of hand, I decided to make a rare move: I would be honest and appeal to reason. “Here’s the situation. Dernel is still aboard the ship. Rose has been hiding him here in her cabin.” 
 
    Jort’s eyes bulged. “What? That’s evil! She’s one of them, I knew it!” 
 
    “May I inspect the suspects, Captain?” Huan asked me. “I’m immune to Tulk infection.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Says who?” Jort demanded.  
 
    “My anatomy is to blame. I’m part cyborg—as you might have noticed. Certain critical organs in my body have been replaced by artificial parts. Because of this, the Tulk don’t find me to be a tolerable host.” 
 
    “Hmm… All right. But don’t kill anyone—not even a Tulk. On my ship, I decide who and what is executed.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Huan slipped between Jort and me, which was quite a feat. Jort was again crowding the doorway. 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Jort complained. “There will be three of these demons in a moment!” 
 
    Ignoring him, I watched Huan work. He first examined Rose, who squawked a bit until I reminded her she’d set all these events in motion. Baring her belly, she allowed herself to be examined.  
 
    Huan used his mechanical hand. It had instrumentation in the fingers that I’d never noticed before. 
 
    “I don’t detect a symbiotic presence here,” Huan announced. 
 
    We all turned then to regard Dernel, who was attempting to hide behind the door. This was virtually impossible, as the cabin wasn’t more than three meters in any dimension.  
 
    “Step into the middle of the cabin and let my man examine you, Dernel.” 
 
    “What’s the point, Gorman?” he asked. “Are you going to space me or not?” 
 
    “Right now, with all this lack of cooperation, I’m leaning toward a ‘yes’ on that. But perhaps you can change things.” 
 
    “You don’t have to space him,” Jort said in a practical tone. He’d produced a narrow, stiletto-looking weapon. It reminded me of a thick stylus with a sharpened tip. “I’ve gotten good at digging a Tulk out of a man’s guts.” 
 
    I put up a cautioning hand. “That’s enough, Jort. Huan? Check him.” 
 
    Dernel’s eyes were wild, but he let himself be examined.  
 
    Huan looked at me, and he nodded. “This man has an entry wound—an old one. There is no sign of an exit.” 
 
    “Right. Okay then, all of you—leave us.” 
 
    Huan marched out as ordered. Rose lingered however, looking anguished. “Don’t hurt him, William—not even the Tulk.” 
 
    “I’m just talking to them for now.” 
 
    At last, she walked away. That left only Jort, who showed no sign of making an exit. He was snarling at Dernel, lifting his upper lip menacingly. I wasn’t sure he was even aware of it. 
 
    “Jort?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You too—out!” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy, Captain? I thought you meant those two weaklings. This man isn’t a man, sir. Not really. He’s a freak. He’s cornered, and he knows—” 
 
    “Out, Jort.” 
 
    Grumbling, the big man left. I heard him mutter in the passages about how I wasn’t a smart man until I closed the door on him. 
 
    When he was gone at last, Dernel looked a little less crazy. I knew from experience that the Tulk were a race that felt more terrorized by physical threats than most humans did. They were easily frightened, and in such situations, they often lost some of their self-control. Sometimes, they fought in a berserk frenzy. On other occasions, they ran and hid, even if it was hopeless to do so. 
 
    “So, my Tulk friend… what are we going to do with you?” 
 
    Dernel’s eyes rolled in fear. He didn’t look at me directly, but rather cast me frequent side-glances. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “All right, you have good reason to be upset. I get that. But if you can’t sit down here and at least fake being calm, it’s going to be hard to have a serious conversation.” 
 
    “What conversation might be had? I’m in your power. You have slaughtered my kind treacherously. Is this to be an interrogation? An inquisition? A—?” 
 
    “No, we’re not going to torment you or even kill you. I am thinking of pulling you out of Dernel, however. I don’t think it’s right that we’ve left you in his body this long.” 
 
    “He assures me that I’m a welcome guest.” 
 
    I laughed. “And how can I tell whether that sentiment is from Dernel’s half of your mind, or the forced impressions of a Tulk rider?” 
 
    Relaxing somewhat, Dernel at last stepped out from behind the door. He walked to the only seat available—Rose’s bunk—and sat down. He still watched me with vast distrust. 
 
    “You’re not going to kill me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you intend to turn me out of my home. I’m not capable of survival for long outside of a mammalian body, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand that. That’s why it’s so difficult to decide how to handle this situation.” 
 
    Dernel seemed to ruminate upon that for a moment. “Does Baron Trask, that fiend, know that I still exist?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I assured him that he didn’t. “If he did, I think he might shoot down this vessel.” 
 
    Dernel’s rolling eyes surveyed me. “You are risking your own life—your own crew—to talk to me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It isn’t out of love, let me assure you. It isn’t even out of loyalty for a comrade in arms. Lucas Droad told me your fellows had intentions to destroy us the moment our shared goal was reached. The Sword Brothers simply struck first.” 
 
    Dernel studied his fingers. They were roving again, the way they used to when I first met him. “That’s unfortunate. If I had been in command, perhaps—but no. What’s done is done. The human-Tulk alliance never lasts for long. It’s a pity. We did so well together.” 
 
    “We did. That’s why I’m trying to figure out how to keep you alive. You are the only Tulk I know. You were a commander in their forces. I’m certain an occasion will rise again where we need one another.” 
 
    “Ah! I see your plan now. Cunning, evil…” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You plan to keep me in a jar of nutrients. A prisoner until such time as you need me. I will warn you, a Tulk so isolated for years might well go mad. In such a state—” 
 
    “No,” I said, interrupting his growing tirade. “I wasn’t thinking of a jar. I’ve been thinking of, perhaps, putting you into some kind of local animal.” 
 
    The Tulk-infested man squirmed. “That wouldn’t be suitable.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “For the same reason you would take a human woman, rather than a pig, to sleep in your bed. The process is highly intimate. The mind of a primitive animal…” here, Dernel shuddered. “The very thought is disgusting.” 
 
    “Hmm… what would you suggest?” 
 
    Dernel stopped squirming and dared lean toward me. “You would be a suitable vessel, Captain. I’ve always admired—” 
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    “What, then?” 
 
    I thought about it for a time before I came up with a plan. “You’ll have to exit Dernel. Once he’s free of your influence, I’ll talk to him. If he truly wants to continue allowing you to reside inside his body—I’ll allow it.” 
 
    The Tulk inside the man stared at me intently. I thought at first that he was thinking—thinking hard. But then, as ten seconds, then fifteen passed, I became concerned.  
 
    I waved a hand in front of his face. He never even blinked. Then I grabbed his shoulders and shook him lightly. 
 
    “Dernel? Are you okay in there?” 
 
    At last, the man came back to life. He closed his eyes, which were weeping from the dryness of exposure.  
 
    “Dernel has agreed to the procedure. I require a bowl of body-warm blood.” 
 
    “You’ll get lukewarm water and like it.” 
 
    Eventually, the Tulk agreed to my terms. The process of exiting the body was disgusting and presumably painful for the host. At last, it was done. 
 
    Dernel lay back on Rose’s bunk. He was groaning and there was a dark wet patch under him. I figured Rose was going to want to wash her bedding after this. 
 
    The Tulk slipped into a bowl of water I’d gotten from the ship’s mess, and he sulked in there like an angry cat. He was little more than a spiny ball. 
 
    Dernel coughed, rasped, and tried to speak. He failed. 
 
    My eyes strayed to the Tulk. There was blood in that water. It was pinkish and vile.  
 
    For a long second, I thought about spacing him. It would have been so easy to do. Every cabin was fitted with a waste chute. Just spill him into it and slam home the lock—he’d be flushed into nothingness. He’d freeze out there in the void, a lump of matter that would orbit Vindar for years, possibly. 
 
    With an effort of will, I stopped myself from doing it. The Tulk had been true to his word after all—so far. 
 
    “Dernel? Can you speak, man?” 
 
    “Where is my daughter? Where is Morwyn? I asked that little monster countless times to ask you, I attempted to force my lips to form the words—but he overrode my will every time.” 
 
    “She’s all right. She’s back at the capital. She’s uninjured and happy to be back among your people.” 
 
    Dernel opened his eyes. Although he was still lying on Rose’s bunk, he studied me. “I thought you might kidnap her and take her for your own.” 
 
    I shrugged. The thought had crossed my mind—but of course, it would have been an effort of persuasion, not force. “She can do as she likes. So can you. If you want to be free of this Tulk, you can be. You never have to deal with him again.” 
 
    Dernel sat up slowly. He stared at the pink-white mass in the bowl.  
 
    “So horrible… I was too weak to face him. He’s a strong one, you know. He’s a leader of their kind. An ancient Tulk who’s known many humans over centuries.” 
 
    “Centuries?” 
 
    “They live longer than we do. They have names, too. Strange, alien names.” 
 
    “Interesting… tell me his name.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t like that.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway. He’s not your rider now.” 
 
    Dernel straightened his spine. He pointed a quivering bluish finger at the bowl. “He is known as Fryx.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I might be pronouncing it incorrectly. That’s as close as a human throat can get to the sound.” 
 
    “Good enough then. What should we do with Fryx? Should I space him right now? I can do that, you know.” 
 
    I lifted the bowl and took it to the disposal chute. I opened the chute, and it made a sucking sound like a vacuum cleaner. Then I turned back to Morwyn’s father, who seemed fascinated. “It’s up to you, Dernel. I really mean that. You had to endure this creature for months. His fate is in your hands.” 
 
    Dernel stared. I could tell he was highly conflicted. His arms snaked in and out of his long sleeves. He breathed with bared teeth. 
 
    “Is this creature still affecting you somehow?” I asked. “Has he left tendrils in you? Chemicals…?” 
 
    “Yes, but not enough to control me. He can barely do that when he resides in my sore belly. Over time, I might come to dominate him, you know. That was my plan... But these recent battles caused me to let him have his way with my mind and body every day. The greater evil of the Skaintz trumped everything.” 
 
    “I understand, but now—you have to make a choice.”  
 
    I swirled the bowl near the gasping waste-chute. It might have been my imagination, but it seemed to me that Fryx had balled up more tightly than before. Perhaps he could sense the cold void outside. 
 
    “No,” Dernel said at last. “Don’t destroy him. We’ve done enough of that. The Tulk believe us to be reflexively treacherous—and they are correct. I don’t think they deserve any more abuse today.” 
 
    I let the chute close with a hungry snap. I set Fryx back on the tiny bed stand. “What then?” 
 
    Dernel sighed. “The Tulk really did help save my planet. They were repaid for this with evil. More evil will befall those who have made their home on Flamberge, isn’t that so?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I think so.” 
 
    “All right then. I’ll take the Tulk back again.” 
 
    “Why, exactly?” I asked, honestly curious. 
 
    “Because… you said it yourself. We might need them again someday. I’ll—I’ll suffer for the good of both of our species. Hundreds of thousands of people have given their lives in the war, but I’m too old to be a fighter. Perhaps I can help with diplomacy during the next invasion.” 
 
    “Will there be a next one?” 
 
    Dernel looked startled. “Of course. The Skaintz will never stop. Not until we are exterminated—or they are.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “What will you do? Will you stay here on Vindar or fly away with me?” 
 
    Dernel smiled with half his face. “You’ll have to ask Fryx—after he’s mounted me again.” 
 
    “Hmm… all right.” 
 
    Dernel asked me to leave then. He began to adjust his clothing and lay down on Rose’s bunk. 
 
    I hurried to exit before I had to witness anything else. I’d already seen enough disgusting sights to make a man retch on this grim day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the end, the Tulk named Fryx decided to leave my ship. He asked to be set back down on Vindar, where he could wander the dark forests alone.  
 
    We landed far from any human habitation. The wilderness was clean and unscarred by fire or war. Dernel walked away quickly, disappearing under the purple leaves of those strange trees. He never even looked back at us. Perhaps he wanted to get away while the getting was good. 
 
    We lifted off again and set our course for the Conclave. Everyone wanted to spend the diamonds the Vindari had paid for our last load of Sardez rifles. Even more than that, we wanted to experience a vacation without killer-aliens or wars to fight. 
 
    Rose, among all of them, seemed the most surprised that we hadn’t taken Morwyn with us.  
 
    “You just left her behind? She must be distraught.” 
 
    “She’ll get over it. She wasn’t pirate-crew material—you said so yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, but… would you dump me so quickly? So utterly?” 
 
    I glanced at her. Sosa was sitting in the copilot’s chair, looking annoyed. I unsnapped my buckles and climbed out of my seat. “Sosa, you have the helm.” 
 
    “Got it, Captain.” 
 
    “We can have a beer and talk about it, Rose,” I said. 
 
    For a moment, Rose looked stubborn and shy. I knew what she was thinking.  
 
    First off, she was angry with me for carrying on an affair with Morwyn. But countering those hard feelings, she knew I hadn’t killed the Tulk or Dernel. I’d listened to her even though she’d disobeyed me and stowed them away on my ship.  
 
    In a strange twist of perspective, we were fairly even. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t still upset. 
 
    “All right,” she said at last. 
 
    We went below, we had our drink, and we felt the weight of Vindar falling away behind us.  
 
    Days passed. The lightyears slid by every hour, making us feel better. We felt free again. We were unburdened by the demands of others in need of our help. We’d done our duty for our species, and we’d done it well. Baron Trask, the Tulk, the Vindari—they could look after themselves for a while. 
 
    Eventually, Rose asked to sleep in my cabin. She professed that her own still had a foul odor lingering in it. I believed her, and I shared my bed with her willingly enough.  
 
    It was good to have her back. She was easier to deal with than Morwyn had been.  
 
    Late in the night, however, I awakened to strange cries coming from Rose’s throat. She was dreaming. From the sound of it, she was having a nightmare.  
 
    I didn’t awaken her. We all experienced terrors in our sleep these days.  
 
    Instead, I moved to my tiny desk and took out a locket Morwyn had given me. It was an ornate thing. The Vindari tended to create pieces of art out of devices that served mundane functions. 
 
    The locket contained a jewel-like memory device. Inside that device, I knew, were the coordinates of Old Earth.  
 
    Morwyn had promised to give them to me when we’d first met. Thus far, I hadn’t bothered to open the files and examine the data.  
 
    I wondered as to my lack of curiosity—I thought perhaps it was the fear of disappointment.  
 
    Earth was probably better as a dream than as a reality. It was comforting just to know she was out there. In the Conclave, we’d been taught all our lives that Earth was splendid and strong. If she had decayed or fallen… well, that could only serve to crush the spirit of every human who’d learned to revere the birthplace of our people. 
 
    Soon, Rose quieted. I put away the locket and climbed into bed again.  
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    The audiobook version of Fire Fight performed by Mark Boyett is available HERE! 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you enjoyed FIRE FIGHT, the second episode of the all-new STAR RUNNER books. If you liked the book and want to read the story to the finish, please click some stars HERE or even write a review to support the series. 
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