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 Luck is Not a Factor by Mark Wandrey 
 
      
 
      
 
    The alarms rang constantly, with an unceasing Breep, Breep, Breep playing over the hangar’s loudspeakers. Jesus Christ I wish they would stop, Tabatha thought as she pushed the loader as hard as she could. A large humanoid exosuit, it was meant to carry a single 1000 kg pallet in both hands/load points, or one 500 kg container in each hand. Tabatha had a pallet, a container in each hand, and four containers on top of the pallet. The suit’s servos were screaming in protest with each step.  
 
    “I don’t understand why we’re evacuating,” a young merc yelled at her from where she was shoving pallets into another loader’s arms. She’d worked with him in cadre since he’d arrived a month ago.  
 
    “Because we can’t win!” she yelled as she went by.  
 
    “Can’t we, Tab?” The message was from her best friend, Bethany, received by her pinplants because Beth was already in the squad bay.  
 
    “No,” she said, glancing at the kid, who watched her go by with fear written all over his face.  
 
    “We’re betting all our futures on what a couple people say?” Beth persisted.  
 
    “They’re not just people,” Tabatha said. “They’re Horsemen.” She could almost hear her friend’s non-verbal reply. Big deal.  
 
    The commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, one of the storied Four Horsemen, Earth’s oldest and most prestigious merc units, had called for a general evacuation. “Any units that can get off, rendezvous with Bucephalus near the stargate,” Cartwright had said just an hour ago. “We have to fall back so we can fight another day.” The commander of the Hellcats immediately declared situation 9E. In the Hellcat’s book, it called for evacuation to orbit immediately.  
 
    “Orbital drop underway!” someone screamed over the intercom, and Tabatha felt her blood go cold.  
 
    It was only a few steps to reach the bay door, which she covered in seconds. The loader’s open frame gave her an unobstructed view of the Houston skyline. Just like the previous runs out to their dropships, it didn’t look like there was anything out of the ordinary. She could see a lot of traffic, all taking off from the starport. This in itself wasn’t unusual. What was unusual was the burning lines in the sky; dropships inbound.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” she said. “It’s true.”  
 
    The starport’s own systems had remained quiet in the hours since knowledge of the inbound fleet became public. The sight of dropships inbound changed all that. The siren beginning to wail sent shivers up Tabatha’s spine; it was the long, mournful cry right out of the movies, undulating up and down over and over. She was frozen for several seconds, listening and watching, until the first shot was fired.  
 
    Schooom!  
 
    Tabatha’s head spun around to track the missile contrail climbing into the sky, looking like an old-fashioned ICBM launch. The imagery mixed in her mind with the wailing of the air raid siren to make the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Moments later, more missiles lifted off, and more, and still more. War, she thought. We’re at war. 
 
    “God damn it, Tab!” the colonel screamed. “Fucking move your ass!”  
 
    Tabatha turned her head to see the colonel standing on the loading ramp of a dropship, her face red in rage. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t think it was real.” She knew the colonel couldn’t hear her over the Hellcat’s alarm, the starport air raid siren, and the missiles launching. The woman seemed to understand, though. She gave a nod and made a swirling ‘get moving’ motion with her fingers.  
 
    Tabatha brought her loader back to life, moving the rest of the way to the dropship, where she set everything on its loading ramp. Dozens of Hellcat non-combat personnel swarmed down to begin moving the gear. The colonel ran up to her. 
 
    “How many more?” the colonel asked.  
 
    “Maybe three more runs?” Tabatha estimated.  
 
    The colonel looked up and scowled. A tiny sun bloomed in the sky, and one of the meteors was intercepted. An attacking dropship died. “We don’t have time,” the colonel said. “Get the rest of the dependents mustered for the transport.” 
 
    “Why?” Tabatha demanded, and pointed at the aftermath of the missile blast. “Starport defenses are doing their job.” 
 
    “They won’t for long. Move it, Major!”  
 
    Tabatha opened her mouth to complain, then stopped. She’d seen something out of the corner of her eye. A blinding line of light etched into her vision like a welding arc, coming down from the sky.  
 
    “Incoming!” the colonel cried out a split second before god slapped the ground.  
 
    The tarmac fell away, then jumped back up and sent her loader bounding into the air. “Shit!” Tabatha yelled and fought the controls. Years of operating a haptic-controlled walker kept her from crashing to the ground. The dropship, 120 tons of flying machine, hopped and danced improbably on its wildly pistoning landing legs. The sound shockwave rolled over the starport six seconds later.  
 
    Tabatha’s combat leader skills kicked in. Six seconds for the sound to reach her meant the explosion was around two kilometers distant. It had to have been the southeastern missile defense battery.  
 
    “Orbital particle beam,” the colonel said, getting to her feet. She looked resigned as she stared up at the sky. Two men in the loading crew had been wounded; others were arriving to tend to them as the loading proceeded. High up, crisscrossing flashes of blue and green light were visible. Small puffs of black smoke appeared.  
 
    “That’s illegal!” Tabatha said, disbelief turning to horror.  
 
    “Sure is,” she agreed, “now get back in there and take control of evacuating the dependents!”  
 
    “Yes, Colonel. God speed.” 
 
    “And good luck to you,” the older woman said.  
 
    “Luck is not a factor,” Tabatha said.  
 
    “It might be this time.”  
 
    Tabatha hesitated a second, and another brilliant beam of light connected the starport to space. She ran, performing a jump as the ground shock began. The loaders weren’t designed for such a maneuver; she didn’t care.  
 
    Inside the hangar, she activated the loader’s loudspeakers. “The colonel has ordered the final stage of evacuation. Drop everything, organize dependents, and move out!” Like she’d responded to the attack outside, many stared for a second before moving. They’d all felt the attacks, though, so it took less to get them going. She clicked her radio headset to their squadnet and transmitted, “A Company, muster to evac. B Company, Second Platoon, all squads, and First Platoon Second Squad, get aboard ASAP!”  
 
    Tabatha marched the loader over to a clear place on the hangar floor and began unhooking. She didn’t have to hurry as much, as her squad would be the last off. As she got clear of her loader, lines of CASPers, Combat Assault Systems, Personal, were quick-marching out the hangar door. A pair of techs trotted over to her.  
 
    “You have orders to evac, Lisa,” she said to the older of the two.  
 
    “Not until your squad is up and running, ma’am,” Lisa replied. The young man working with Lisa, Denzel, had only been promoted to corporal last week, before anyone knew what was about to happen. He’d been incredibly proud of the two chevrons on his blue and green jumpsuit, a red “T” underneath them designated him as a technician. Only corporals and above worked on combat operations equipment. His eyes were wide in fear. Tabatha just hoped she didn’t look like she felt, which was just as scared as the boy.  
 
    “Then let’s hurry,” Tabatha said and started to trot toward the Second Platoon equipment bay. Just before she reached it, the head of a line of CASPers stopped. She immediately recognized the markings for Captain Bethany Taylor, Beth, her best friend and third-in-command.  
 
    “You were right,” the woman said. “It’s a full-scale invasion. I just heard there are Tortantulas landing in Uzbekistan.”  
 
    “That’s The Golden Horde’s home,” Tabatha said. The CASPer lifted an arm slightly and the fist rocked forward and back, a way to show a nod when nobody could see your head. “Tortantulas,” she said; even the sound of them gave her a shiver. Easily three meters across, ten-legged monsters resembling spiders, they were arguably the most deadly, tenacious, and feared merc race in the galaxy. Sometimes a little bugger that looked like a chipmunk rode on their backs. A chipmunk with a deadly accelerator pistol half its size.  
 
    The rest of Beth’s platoon had finished tromping past, and she turned to follow. “Don’t miss the boat,” she said. “Hellcats forever!” 
 
    “Hellcats forever!” Tabatha yelled after her.  
 
    As she was getting out of the loader, the last of the Hellcat CASPers and infantry loaded. They were quick and efficient. As the only all-female CASPer pilot merc unit, they prided themselves on being crisp and disciplined. The distant sounds of explosions echoed across the starport, mixing with sirens of all sorts. The civilians were probably losing their shit. She couldn’t blame them.  
 
    With a roar, the dropship lifted off, blowing a hurricane-force wind in all directions, its lift motors straining. A hundred meters off the ground, the pilot engaged the forward fusion-heated rocket engines, and it accelerated away, angling straight up like a bullet. Tabatha watched it climb, adding her will to the pilot’s skill. Go baby, go! Dozens of other ships were climbing up as well, some faster, some slower. Last one out turns off the lights.  
 
    She was in charge now, tasked with getting the most precious cargo off safely. Dependents, support personnel, and as much ammunition and consumables as the transport would carry. The big, fat ship was crouched a hundred meters from the hangar, with both rear loading doors, both side doors, and the single nose door lowered to the ground as people and equipment loaded. Sitting around it were six Viper-class combat drones. They would hopefully help them get to orbit. The drones didn’t possess the fuel for two runs. The dropship had its own defenses, so it had gone by itself. Two ships together might draw attention. This was the best plan, regardless of how frightening it was. 
 
    “Tortantulas,” Denzel was saying over and over.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Corporal,” Tabatha said, “we’ll be long gone before any of the spiders get close to Houston.”  
 
    “Let’s get you buttoned up,” Lisa said, and led her into the bay. She was just climbing into the cockpit of her Mk 7 CASPer when word came The Golden Horde’s Uzbekistan facility had gone up in nuclear fire.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Finish up here and get to the transport!” Tabatha snapped at Lisa, who nodded and closed her tool kit. Tools might be replaceable in most situations, but these tools were essential for the company to operate as a combat-effective unit. As her tech worked, Tabatha let the diagnostics run. The Tri-V projected her 3D data displays in the open space between her head and the cockpit 30 centimeters away. To one side, a little window was split between a news drone showing at least a dozen mushroom clouds climbing into the sky, and an orbital view of the explosions from EMS Felina, the Hellcat’s merc cruiser in orbit.  
 
    A text message came into their secure company comms. From—Hellcat Actual. To—Major Jennings—Get out now! 
 
    “I’m fucking trying,” she said. Tabatha typed a quick reply. “Hurrying, Colonel. I promise.” She watched the status displays grind through the startup. Lots of merc units were using the Mk 8 CASPer now. They were better in a lot of ways. Besides being able to partially operate them with pinplants, the brain implants many mercs, including herself, possessed, the onboard computer was considerably more powerful. Supposedly it could go from cold to combat in under two minutes. The Mk 7 was more like 10 minutes, if your tech was good. The damned evac order hadn’t given them much time. 
 
    “Override the startup diagnostics, and you risk wrecking the suit,” she mumbled, a line from Binnig, the manufacturer, included in its literature.  
 
    The rest of her squad was out in the bay, carrying vital gear onto the transport and shepherding dependents. Situation 9E in the Hellcat’s operations manual called for evac of all vital weapons, ammo, equipment, and dependents. It was intended to use on contract, where a barracks area might become compromised due to employer deceit or enemy overrun. They drilled with it in cadre. In twelve years as an officer with the Hellcats, she’d never executed it.  
 
    All Systems Operational. 
 
    “About time,” she said. She touched her thumb to index, middle, ring, and pinky in order on both hands simultaneously. The computer responded by jettisoning the shore power and diagnostics plugs, and releasing the clamps that held the suit to its wall cradle. She took a step forward, in command at last.  
 
    “All good?” Lisa asked as she split boxes of tools between herself and Denzel. The younger man was looking haggard, obviously concentrating on the task at hand.  
 
    “Yep, move!” she ordered. Lisa nodded and loped out of the bay, her assistant right behind her.  
 
    “This is Tab,” she called on her squadnet. “I’m stylin’.”  
 
    “Welcome to the party, Boss,” her sergeant, Amanda Winetree, replied.  
 
    “Status, Mandy?” she asked.  
 
    “About halfway there,” the sergeant replied.  
 
    Tabatha walked the suit out of the bay. Her CASPer had no fixed weapons, just an appropriately-scaled automatic short-barreled rifle. Sure, it fired 20mm slugs, so it wasn’t what you’d call a small arm. Compared to what the Mk 7 was capable of carrying, though, it was a popgun.  
 
    The hangar was full of people, moving as quickly as they could. Outside the Hellcat’s hangar was a huge parking area, now crowded with a mashup of aerocars, ground cars, and busses. A few were still arriving. Tabatha checked her chronometer. Dear lord, it had been fifteen minutes since the colonel had lifted off in the dropship. No wonder she was losing her shit, they should have taken off five minutes ago.  
 
    “Team,” she called on the squadnet, “no more subtlety. Move them. Now! We lift in two minutes.”  
 
    The nine other squad members all called out understanding, and Mandy gave a fist nod and bellowed on her PA system, “Two minutes, run, run, run!” 
 
    “Tanning,” Tabatha called her squad corporal.  
 
    “Sir?”  
 
    “Hop up on the roof, keep an eye out for bogies?”  
 
    “Roger that,” the trooper said. At twenty-two, Anne Tanning was the youngest member of Tabatha’s squad. The fact she was corporal ahead of older members spoke volumes about her abilities. With a Whoosh of jumpjets, she expertly launched her CASPer onto the hangar’s roof.  
 
    The results of the forced evacuation were less than a panic, but more than a rout. People dropped things, stuff was knocked over, people pushed each other. All through it, the ten CASPers moved carefully, angling people to split into groups headed for the side and front doors of the transport. Loaders and big six-wheeled crawlers were creeping up the rear ramps with the last of the gear.  
 
    “Transport, this is Major Tabatha.” 
 
    “Go, Tab,” the pilot, Saanvi Khatri, replied.  
 
    “Spin it up, we’re lifting in two minutes.” She could see the pilot way up in the protruding nose of the transport, craning her head to look down at the tarmac.  
 
    “Tab, how are we getting everyone on in two minutes?” 
 
    “We just are,” Tabatha replied. She was clenching her teeth so hard it was giving her a headache. Of course, something had to go wrong. As time was down to under a minute, the last crawler, heavily overloaded, started to skid on the ramp. “Check the crawler!” she yelled on the open Hellcat frequency.  
 
    In slow motion, the crawler began to slip sideways. The cab, mounted in the front right quarter of the boxy structure, popped open and the driver tried to jump. The crawler’s rearward slide angled to the right side, and the driver was crushed to death as it hit the bottom of the ramp, colliding with the heavy-duty ramp strut on that side.  
 
    None of her squad were near; they were all shepherding people. Tabatha fired her jumpjets and hopped across the hundred-meter space in seconds, trying to be there before the crawler hit the bottom. However, it was impossible to cover the distance before the man was dead, and the damage was done.  
 
    “Tab, what was that?” Saanvi called from the cockpit.  
 
    “Crawler lost control,” she said, verifying the man was dead. He was. “It hit the starboard ramp strut. Better send maintenance.” 
 
    “On it,” the pilot replied. Her voice was strained with tension.  
 
    Mandy’s CASPer landed with a blast of jumpjets, and she took in the scene. “Holy shit,” she said.  
 
    “Overloaded the crawler,” Tabatha agreed. “Everyone aboard?”  
 
    “The last are boarding now.”  
 
    To Tabatha’s surprise, it was Saanvi herself with a pair of techs who came running down the ramp. The side and nose loading points were already closing. When Mandi saw the crawler fetched up against the noticeably bent strut, she visibly sagged.  
 
    “We’ll get the crawler clear,” Tabatha said. “Then just raise the ramp, we can fix it later.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Saanvi said, her eyes tearing up.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because if the strut’s bent, the door won’t seal.” She pointed at the top of the ramp, where the main cavernous hold was visible. “If the door won’t seal, everyone in the main deck will be exposed to space.” 
 
    “Can we get everyone on the upper passenger deck?” Mandi asked.  
 
    “Not a chance,” the pilot said. “We’ve got over 300 people on board. Even if you pack them in like cordwood, the upper deck will hold no more than 50.”  
 
    Tabatha let her air out with a whoosh. How do you pick those who lived and those who died? Lisa and Denzel were standing at the top of the ramp looking down. After a second, they came down. “What’s happened?” Lisa asked, her eyes taking in the wreck, then the crushed body of the crawler driver. Tabatha couldn’t answer, so the pilot explained.  
 
    “The ramp isn’t damaged,” Lisa said, walking down and examining it, “why can’t it lock?”  
 
    “The strut pulls it in to engage the locking clamps,” the tech who’d come with Saanvi answered. “Without both struts pulling, the ramp can’t latch.”  
 
    “What if we pushed it from the outside?” Denzel asked. The flight crew stared at him, eyes blinking.  
 
    “Sure,” Saanvi said finally, “I don’t see why not.” The technician nodded. “But the problem is how?” Saanvi pointed at the ramp. “You can’t just grab it with a CASPer and lift, it’ll bend all to shit. You’ll have to get some plate steel, or something similar, and put it under the ramp and lift evenly.” 
 
    Tabatha looked at the ramp, using her Tri-V and computer assist to examine the situation and feasible solutions. Saanvi was correct, of course. It was her craft; she’d know best. It was a shit situation. The starport echoed distant explosions. One of the sirens went silent. There were also fewer and fewer sounds of rocket engines; there weren’t many ships left. She glanced at the display in her cockpit. They were running out of time to make the rendezvous.  
 
    “Major!” It was Corporal Tanning from the hangar roof.  
 
    “Go, Corporal,” Tabatha replied.  
 
    “We have hostiles inbound.”  
 
    Fuck, Tabatha growled. “Send me the feed.” Tabatha mentally clicked a control with her pinplants and a window appeared in her mind’s eye. It was a zoomed video feed from Tanning showing several dozen MinSha troopers moving toward the starport perimeter. Range and azimuth were displayed at the bottom of the feed. “Got it,” she said a second later. “Maintain overwatch. Do not engage.”  
 
    “Engage with what?” Tanning asked. “All I have is my laser rifle.” 
 
    “I know, just stand pat for a minute.” 
 
    “Roger that, stand pat.”  
 
    Tabatha considered calling the colonel in orbit, then realized it would take precious minutes to put the details before her and get advice. No, she’d have to make this call herself. It was a simple matter of numbers. Three hundred versus ten. No contest. “How long to get it up with help from outside?” she asked Saanvi.  
 
    “Maybe five minutes to remove the strut, seconds to raise the ramp once it’s off.” 
 
    “Understood. Sergeant Winetree, help me remove this crawler.”  
 
    “Major, what about the operator?”  
 
    “He’s dead,” she said, “we can’t save him, but we can save the rest.” After a second’s pause, Mandy came over, and the two took hold of the crawler and carefully pulled it free of the strut, and back onto the tarmac. It didn’t do the body any good, either. “There you go,” she said to Saanvi. “Get it ready to close ASAP.” A pair of medics arrived to secure the body while Saanvi and her flight tech went to work removing the strut.  
 
    Tabatha sent two of her troopers, privates Adams and Fardy, bounding into the hangar to return with a half-ton steel plate wide enough to cover the ramp. All they needed was a few minutes to get the strut removed, load all but two of her squad aboard, close the ramp, and get the last two members aboard via a side ramp. The last part would be a tight fit, to be sure, yet possible. As the transport crew worked, she watched the telemetry feed from Corporal Tanning on the roof.  
 
    Then time ran out. Some of the aliens must have noticed the activity, because a couple squads of the praying mantis-like aliens came through the wire and directly toward the Hellcat’s hangar. Damn it, Tabatha cursed. She looked at her camera focused on the transport. The techs were just getting the bottom of the strut detached after fighting the bent metal.  
 
    “Squad,” she called, “prepare to deploy to the east side of the hangar. Bounding leap, immediately engage enemy MinSha.” All her troopers unshipped their laser rifles and charged them, Fardy and Adams laying the steel plate next to the transport. “Ready?” Nobody said they weren’t, so she said, “Tanning, spot.”  
 
    “Roger that,” the corporal said and broadcast the positions again.  
 
    “Squad,” Tabatha said, “Jump!”  
 
    All nine of the troopers on the tarmac roared into the sky and arced over the twenty-meter-tall hangar with ease. Nine women’s voices cried over the squadnet, “Hellcats!” as they flew.  
 
    Clearing the hangar roofline, the advancing MinSha came into view. “Fire at will,” she ordered. Picking a bug near the back of the enemy unit, she let her pinplants lock the CASPer’s targeting computer on spot and trigger the linked weapon. Tanning joined in from her rooftop spotting location, and all ten powered combat suits unleashed their laser weapons. Invisible to the naked eye, each weapon fired a 750kw beam in the ultraviolet spectrum. Ten shots, ten hits. Half of the advancing MinSha were wounded before they realized they were under attack.  
 
    The huge insects were nothing, though, if not steadfast fighters. Whoever had hired the mercs had picked particularly well. The MinSha immediately took what cover they could find—abandoned starport vehicles, field structures, and concrete abutments, and they quickly returned fire.  
 
    The aliens had come expecting CASPers, something immediately apparent, since they mostly carried heavy laser rifles or shoulder-fired MACs. The Hellcats’ CASPers’ sensors could easily see the enemy lasers. Tabatha’s Tri-V display within her cockpit lit up with crisscrossing laser fire and devastating MAC rounds. Tabatha had traded range for surprise, knowing they had a severe deficit in the firepower department. The heavily-armed and armored MinSha shock troopers would normally have called for an attack at medium range using MACs and rockets.  
 
    As she’d feared, most of the enemies they’d hit hadn’t been neutralized. Many were already trying to fight back, despite being stuck in the open because of their wounds. She saw one, half its torso cut off by a Hellcat, fire its laser at her. Tabatha deployed her forearm shield, the enemy laser scoring across its ablative surface, then shot the MinSha again, this time through the head. The initial exchange took less than five seconds, and cost her three of her troopers. Privates Melisa Edson, Jane Fardy, and Kendal Bailey’s CASPers flashed from green to red on her status board.  
 
    “Close and neutralize them!” Tabatha ordered. The MinSha were trying to get into position to bring the Humans into a deadly crossfire. The Hellcats responded by hopping and running into their midst, forcing the aliens to risk firing on their own people. It worked brilliantly.  
 
    Tabatha retracted her laser shield and triggered the arm blade. One meter of razor-sharp alloy steel magnetically snapped into place, and she used her jumpjets to perform a bunny hop. The sensor painted a laser that passed just under her armored feet. Close, but not close enough, she thought as she landed with a Boom just before a MinSha trooper who was trying to target her. Tabatha rammed her arm forward with all her suit’s mechanically-augmented strength, and the blade punched through the alien chiton and pinned it to the ground. She brought her half-ton metal boot down on its head to be sure.  
 
    The seven surviving CASPers attacked their enemies with fury borne from rage. Rage because their home world was being invaded, and rage because they were being forced to abandon it to survive and maintain some small hope of coming back to free it. Then the battle was over, and the Humans victorious.  
 
    “Check on Edson, Fardy, and Bailey,” Tabatha ordered her sergeant. She helped the others make sure the MinSha wouldn’t be any more trouble. Grisly work. The mercs weren’t used to not offering quarter. That day, nobody was in the mood. 
 
    “They’re dead, Major Tab,” Mandy reported. “Fardy and Edson took center-of-mass MAC hits. Looks like Bailey caught a laser through the head.”  
 
    If there was any glaring weakness of the Mk 7 CASPer, it was to lasers. The metal alloy/carbon fiber hybrid armor was extremely effective against ballistic weapons, short of a hyper-velocity MAC round. Defending against laser weapons was considerably more difficult. That was the reason the suits carried deployable arm shields, which were covered in ablative material. Lasers came in so many different wavelengths, the only way to defend was an energy shield, and those simply weren’t small enough for a CASPer.  
 
    “Roger that,” Tabatha said. “Galer, Tanning, I show yellow lights on your suits.”  
 
    “I took a hit to the computer,” Private Galer replied. “I’m operating on manual targeting.”  
 
    “Power systems, Major,” Corporal Tanning said. “It’s holding.”  
 
    “You two return to the transport,” the major said. “Prepare to assist with closing the ramp, then load onboard.” 
 
    “I can fight,” Galer complained. 
 
    “Me, too,” Tanning agreed.  
 
    “That wasn’t a request, troopers,” Tabatha said. “Private Dahlgren, go with them in case one of their suits fails. Fall back to the transport, now. We’ll cover you.”  
 
    The two damaged troopers moved back at a trot toward the hangar. Neither could afford to use jumpjets, one with a computer out and the other short on power. Tabatha looked at the three fallen and ground her teeth. It wasn’t over.  
 
    “APC,” the sergeant said.  
 
    Instantly a red spot began to flash on the local map displayed in the major’s cockpit. The armored vehicle was lumbering down Crenshaw Street two blocks from the starport, coming straight toward them. The MinSha had managed to get the word out. An APC meant big guns. She cursed and looked back toward the grounded transport. Tanning, Dahlgren, and Galer were halfway back. Once again, they needed time. She looked at the MinSha bodies with their equipment, and got an idea.  
 
    “Sergeant,” she said, “give me a hand here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The transport was big, twice the size of a city bus, of which the machine had already crushed several. The occasional civilian would fire a small arms weapon as it moved through the largely empty streets of Houston’s Startown, the extra-governmental area surrounding every starport required by Galactic Union law. Those same laws made weapons legal, despite them being illegal on most of the rest of Earth. The APC, being impervious to small arms fire, ignored the civilians’ attempts at resistance. There might have been heavier weapons in the startown, though nobody dared use them.  
 
    When the APC crossed the road circling the starport, it stopped. The reinforced fence had been breached in several places by the MinSha earlier. A heavy hauler truck was abandoned to one side, and one of the aforementioned busses to the other. The APC commander examined the situation for a long moment, then unassed a squad of troops. Six huge Oogar troopers swept out from behind the APC, three to a side. They wore heavy combat armor and carried massive slug-throwing rifles many races would consider light artillery. To suggest the giant purple ursines were loaded for bear wouldn’t have been out of place, though perhaps tongue-in-cheek.  
 
    The Oogar troopers moved forward in the two groups they’d started out in, each making entry through the gaps in the thick steel barrier fences. One from each group had a rocket launcher on his shoulder. They were expecting CASPers, and they were prepared to deal with them.  
 
    When the troopers were halfway across the open grassy field, they came upon MinSha bodies, and the leader of the group stopped to examine them. A trio of the Human entropy-cursed powered armor suits were scattered around, too. The leader noticed a laser had been used to etch something into the back of a dead MinSha trooper. He accessed his translator to read the writing.  
 
    Surprise! 
 
    He looked around and saw nothing else except the dead. Disgusted, the leader kicked the body, which turned into a thunderous explosion.  
 
    The blast killed the Oogar leader as the ten high-explosive grenades taken from the MinSha troopers detonated. The other five aliens rolled away from the explosion, hugging the ground. Their second in command called the APC for backup. As the vehicle commander searched for the nearest way to enter the starport, CASPers popped up from the bus and the heavy hauler. 
 
    The APC turret began to move, then stopped, the operator seemingly confused. It gave the two CASPers on either side the time they needed to level their crew-fired MinSha MAC guns and open fire. At close range, the depleted uranium-tipped penetrators punched through the somewhat weaker side armor of the APC and showered the interior with shrapnel. 
 
    “Reload and put another into it,” Tabatha ordered. Private Lucy Adams slid another round into the MAC and Tabatha fired, this time aiming more forward, where the driver would be. On the other side, Mandy and Private Wilma Caddy did the same, only aimed at the engine compartment. The two rounds hit within a half-second of each other. One of them must have found either ammo or the fuel tank, because the APC blossomed into a ball of fire.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah,” Mandy crowed. “That did it!” The sergeant pumped her CASPer’s arm in the air, holding the MinSha MAC like a rifle. She never saw the rocket fired by one of the Oogar troopers that slammed into her suit’s side.  
 
    “Mandy!” Tabatha screamed. It was a useless gesture. She’d clearly seen shrapnel emerge from the opposite side of her sergeant’s suit after passing through. The woman was likely dead instantly, and the flashing red icon on her HUD confirmed it as the suit fell lifeless to the street. “Adams, reload me!”  
 
    “Last round,” the private said as she slid it into the gun and smacked Tabatha on the back of her suit.  
 
    Tabatha spun around to see five Oogar running back toward their burning APC. Her suit provided clear targets of the two with rocket launchers. The weapons were two-shot affairs mounted on the purple bears’ armored shoulders, almost like a CASPer would mount the same thing. She used her pinplants to acquire a center-of-mass sight picture and triggered the weapon. Wham, the round slammed the alien, and it fell like a marionette with its strings cut. Eat it, she growled mentally and tossed the empty MAC aside.  
 
    “Take cover,” she ordered the two surviving privates as the other rocket-armed Oogar fired. The rocket streaked over Tabatha’s CASPer, hitting a building across the street and propelling shattered glass everywhere. They dropped back behind the vehicles they’d used as concealment before their ambush and took up their laser rifles again.  
 
    “I hate Oogar,” Private Caddy said on the other side of the APC wreck.  
 
    “Oh, they’re not so bad,” Private Adams said deadpan, then added, “for giant purple don’t-care-bears.”  
 
    “That’s terrible,” Tabatha said with a moan. Adams laughed.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” Caddy admitted.  
 
    Massive slugs tore into the vehicles they were hiding behind at an increasing rate, and it quickly became apparent that the vehicles were effective concealment, not cover. Every young merc quickly learned the difference. One bullet punched through the truck Tabatha was hiding behind and bounced off her back armor with a Shpang! A pair of yellow lights appeared on her status display: Left shoulder servo damage—Right weapon interface damage. Warnings also appeared indicating her other troopers were taking impacts as well. Their concealment slowed the Oogar’s massive gunfire, but didn’t stop it.  
 
    “Corporal, status?” she called on their squadnet.  
 
    “We’re at the transport,” she replied, “raising the ramp. Get back now!”  
 
    There’s the rub, Tabatha thought. “We’re en route.” She lifted an arm up over the top the truck, using the camera mounted on the arm to observe. The Oogar were rushing toward the CASPers, not bothering to use cover. It was not an ideal situation in which to withdraw toward the attacking aliens.  
 
    “Jump and fire on three,” she called on the squadnet, “one…two…jump!”  
 
    Tabatha pointed her toes, firing her jumpjets hard. She did it from a crouched position, taking advantage of her many years of experience to un-crouch as she roared off the ground. A tricky maneuver in the best of times, doubly difficult when under fire. As she roared out from behind the truck, an enemy bullet deflected off her right thigh armor hard enough to cause some spalling, and the tiny pieces of metal sliced into her leg. 
 
    “Fuck!” she screamed as a dozen icy daggers stabbed into the limb. Her right foot jerked from the wound, pushing that side’s jumpjet into overload power and sending her into an uncontrollable spin. Oh, that’s not good, she thought as her suit flipped end over end. She had the fleeting thought of still trying to target an enemy, which was quickly discarded as she realized simply surviving the landing was more important, and unlikely.  
 
    Her tumbling flightpath was impossible to stop with manual action, and she surrendered control to the suit’s computer. She’d known marines, CASPer drivers trained to operate their suits in the void of space, who might have regained control. She wasn’t one of them. Spinning wildly through the afternoon Houston sky, she trusted her fate to the machine.  
 
    The jumpjets fired in a seemingly erratic fashion. For a fleeting second, Tabatha was sure she was about to die—her suit gone crazy, she’d hit the ground like a meteor. Then suddenly, the spinning came to a stop just before she slammed into the ground.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…come on, Boss, answer!”  
 
    “Whu?” Tabatha mumbled, her head full of cotton. Even though she could hear them talking over her cockpit speakers, she didn’t have the wherewithal to activate her transmitter.  
 
    “What’s the situation?” That was Corporal Tanning with the transport.  
 
    Her mind was working a little better, though she still couldn’t make words form.  
 
    “The major is down.”  
 
    It was Private Adams this time. She wanted to tell Lucy she was fine, only her mouth wouldn’t work.  
 
    “We’ve got the transport ramps closed,” Tanning said. “I’m coming to you to assist.” 
 
    “Negative,” Tabatha finally managed to speak.  
 
    “Major,” Private Adams spoke, “we need to get you out of here.”  
 
    “I said negative,” she repeated. Her eyes were focusing better and she could see the CASPer’s status board. Her suit had a small sea of red and yellow lights. However, none of them were critical. The Mk 7 was nothing if not tough to kill. “Corporal Tanning, you will board the transport with Dahlgren and Galer and get off the ground.” She tried three times before she succeeded in switching channels. “Captain Khatri.” 
 
    “Yes, Major?” the pilot responded.  
 
    “There are hostiles all over the place. As soon as those troopers are aboard, you will lift. Is that understood, Saanvi?”  
 
    “Yes, Major.” Silence for a second. “God bless you, Major. You bought us the time.”  
 
    Tabatha forced her suit to its feet, evaluating its condition as she did so. Blood was smeared on the side of her cockpit where her head had hit the wall hard enough to break the light helmet she wore. A centimeter to the right, and she’d have hit on her pinplant interface over her right temple, probably killing her.  
 
    “What about the Oogar?” she asked, only then realizing there was but a single trooper left with her. “Private Caddy?”  
 
    “Dead, sir.” Tabatha sighed. “The Oogar were completely baffled by your erratic flight path.” 
 
    “Not nearly as baffled as I was.” 
 
    “I bet, sir. Well, they all started shooting at you. We took advantage of the situation and grounded right on top of them. I got two, and Caddy did as well. Then the last one shot Caddy in the back with a fucking rocket launcher. It must not have a minimum range; blew the fuck out of both of them.” 
 
    “Crazy bears,” Tabatha said.  
 
    “I checked you as soon as I confirmed Wilma was dead. I triggered your suit’s medkit to stop your leg from bleeding and administered a stimulant to bring you around.”  
 
    Tabatha nodded. She could feel the drugs making her more alert by the second. She’d probably pay a price later. She’d worry about it if she lived through the next few minutes. A series of high-pitched screams from the hangar made her turn her less-than-perfect combat suit so a working camera could see. The six Viper drones were rocketing into the sky. As soon as the last was clear, the air roared, and the transport clawed into the sky.  
 
    “There they go,” Adams said. “Now what?”  
 
    “Now we try to survive,” Tabatha said. She used her pinplants to run diagnostics, bypassing what she could, noting what she couldn’t. The transport was slow and ponderous, as she knew it would be. The six Vipers circled the fat transport as it got high enough to begin using its ascent motors. She hoped it would then race toward space, like the dropship had. Of course, it didn’t. More like an elephant trying to swim upstream.  
 
    She was surprised how much of her suit still worked. Her left arm was out, but the left shoulder weapons controls were fine. She retasked the weapons controls, using her pinplants to write a quick and dirty subroutine. The transport was only just beginning to pick up speed when she rotated the left arm experimentally. Responses lagged a fraction of a second. Better than nothing, she thought with a mental shrug. 
 
    There a whooshing roar behind them as a rocket streaked into the sky.  
 
    “SAM!” Lucy yelled, tracking the contrail as it raced toward their transport.  
 
    Tabatha raised her laser rifle, linked with the sensors on her suite, and fired. She knew it was next to impossible but tried anyway. Once, twice, three times she fired. The rocket continued its course, then suddenly exploded. One of the Viper drones shot through the ball of fire.  
 
    “Yeah!” Lucy cried.  
 
    “Excellent,” Tabatha agreed. Another missile lifted off from the same area behind them. “Come on,” she said, and bounded from the ground on her suit’s jumpjets. Her head throbbed from the acceleration, and her leg shot agony. She used her training to fight through it.  
 
    The two CASPers vaulted over a building. At the apogee of their flight, they spotted the target. Similar to the APC, this vehicle’s rear was open with a missile launcher standing in the open area. A pair of MinSha manned the apparatus.  
 
    “Better than more Oogar,” Lucy said.  
 
    “You take the driver, I’ll take the weapon,” Tabatha said, using miniscule pops of her jumpjets to alter course.  
 
    “You got it, Major,” Lucy said and adjusted her own flightpath. One of the MinSha gunners was just placing another rocket in the launcher and looked up. Its antenna waggled in what had to be a ‘what the fuck’ expression a split second before Tabatha’s CASPer landed on it like a 500-kilogram bomb.  
 
    Tabatha felt a tendon pop in her already damaged right leg. Blue blood and gore flew from the crushed alien as she screamed in pain and rage. “Mother fuckers!” She activated her arm blade and swung it with all her strength. The hardened steel weapon cut through the plastic of the end of the rocket launcher and embedded in the other alien’s thorax. It gave a high-pitched scream and tried to push the blade out of its body. “Fucking die,” Tabatha snarled, and bore down. The blade crunched the rest of the way through, and the MinSha fell silent.  
 
    She checked her camera and saw the driver’s compartment was burning; Lucy had half crushed it on landing, then shot through the roof with her laser several times. She checked telemetry next. The transport was quickly disappearing as it climbed out of sight. Telemetry on Dahlgren and Galer flickered, then went out. Tanning’s stayed lit.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she cursed. “Tanning, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    “Just missed the boat, Major,” the corporal said  
 
    “Insubordination,” Tabatha said.  
 
    “You can bring it up with the colonel later.” 
 
    “Right, we’re on our way back.” The two jumped together.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tabatha rode her jumpjets to a smooth, one-legged landing. She’d locked her right leg, as it felt like she’d blown the knee out. In the three hops it had taken them to get back to the hangar, she’d injected another dose of painkillers. Her senses were swimming on the edge of tolerance. It would have to be enough. Tanning was standing by the wreck of the crawler that had caused the evacuation to turn to shit, and it looked like she’d been unloading it.  
 
    “Jesus, Major,” she said when the dust cleared. “You look like shit!”  
 
    “Thanks, Corporal, I appreciate that.”  
 
    “Corporal,” Private Adams said and popped as good a CASPer salute as anyone had ever seen. Considering the suit’s forearms were longer than the upper arms, it was rather comical, which was why nobody did it.  
 
    “Drop that shit, Lucy,” was the reply, and Tabatha knew everyone was smiling in their suits.  
 
    “What have you been up to?” Tabatha asked and pointed at the cases.  
 
    “Well, most of the operational supplies and munitions were evacuated,” Tanning explained, “but this crawler was a mishmash of last-minute shit.” She pointed. “Type 4 anti-armor mines, 50 cases of meal packs, and a shit ton of CASPer foot pads.”  
 
    “Bunch of shit,” Tabatha said. 
 
    “Mostly,” she admitted, “however, we have these.” She touched a stack of four crates with a foot. ‘Jaguar Launcher’ was printed on the side. “Nice little surprise.”  
 
    Tabatha looked at the crates, then at the mines. “Oh, I think I know where you’re going with that. Get with Lucy and see if you can make it work.”  
 
    “Yes, Major.” The corporal moved to pick up a crate and her suit gave a jerk, then continued.  
 
    “How’s the suit?”  
 
    “Power is iffy,” the corporal admitted. “I have an emergency booster, just in case.” The device was used to retrieve damaged suits in the field. She had it affixed to her suit’s belt on a retainer normally used for grenades. The booster, designed only for walking the suit on minimal power, wouldn’t run it for more than four or five minutes in combat.  
 
    She wanted to tell the corporal she was a fool for staying but didn’t. She was there now, with them, and that was all that mattered. The die was cast. While Lucy and Tanning began breaking open crates and working, Tabatha uplinked with the orbital communications network. To her horror, it was barely operational. Clearly the aliens were wiping the orbitals clean. After a few seconds of switching channels, she got a link with their ship.  
 
    “Standby for Colonel Jennings,” a comms officer said. A second later, the colonel was on the radio.  
 
    “Major Jennings, what the hell are you doing down there?”  
 
    “Holding the base, Colonel.”  
 
    “God, Tab, why?”  
 
    Tabatha explained the situation quickly and succinctly. “Thus, here we are, Colonel.”  
 
    “That’s pretty much what I got from Captain Khatri,” the colonel replied. “We’ve gotten comms from two other units stuck on the ground. Roger’s Jollies and Whiskey Foxtrot. They’re going to try to pick you up. I don’t know what will happen to you afterward. At least it’s hope; sometimes that’s enough.” 
 
    “Roger that, Colonel.”  
 
    “I’d offer you luck, Tab, but I know you don’t believe in it.” The line was quiet for a few seconds. “We’ve linked up with the Cavaliers’ ship Bucephalus and will be jumping out any second. Goodbye, Tab.”  
 
    “Good luck, Leanne,” Tabatha said. Her sister didn’t reply; she was gone. They were alone. She shut down the link in case it could be traced and went into the hangar to investigate what might be useful. When she saw the line of loaders, including the one she’d been using only a short time ago, she grinned.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Burning skyscrapers could be seen in all directions around the starport as afternoon advanced. Constant sounds of explosions echoed through the city, mixing with sirens and all manner of gunfire. The same scene was playing out all over the planet. Except for Uzbekistan, of course. Only corpses, Human and alien, remained there.  
 
    Alien mercs fell back after initial losses, trying to take the strategic target of Houston Starport. The startown provided far less resistance, being mostly civilians. A few buildings were shot up, a couple thousand civilians gunned down, and one constable station blown up when they dared to refuse entry to a Besquith commander assigned to take control. All told, fewer than 40 casualties were reported once forces were on the ground. Except for one location at the starport. An entire squad of MinSha, an APC full of Oogar, and a MinSha air suppression unit. Half the losses all occurred at one objective near the starport center.  
 
    Once the other hotspots were suppressed, the forces were released for a hot assault of the trouble spot. It was a job for the Tortantula. The giant ten-legged spiders were perfect for an assault against unknown defenders. Only there were no Tortantulas available. Eventually, a composite force was assembled of two squads each of MinSha shock troopers, Oogar assault specialists, and a single squad of two Besquith medium tanks. Overwhelming force.  
 
    The only real problem was, the attacking groups weren’t assigned an overall commander. Having seen the reports of losses by both MinSha and Oogar, neither of those races’ squad leaders were excited by the prospect of finding out what the ridiculously devious Humans had cooked up for them this time. The problem was solved when the Besquith tanks volunteered for the job. They like the idea of killing Humans and getting paid. They’d yet to face any serious adversaries in the operation thus far; all the best Humans had run away.  
 
    The tanks moved to the road that circled the starport, pausing to examine first the mangled remains of the MinSha anti-aircraft vehicle, then the smoldering hulk of the Oogar APC. The operators weren’t concerned; neither of those races knew the first thing about how to properly employ armor.  
 
    As the assault began, the two Besquith tanks made entry to the starport via the earlier breaching points created by the MinSha. They weren’t wide enough, however the tanks faced no difficulty in widening them. Weighing fifteen tons each and possessing shovel-shaped snouts, the drivers simply rammed the perimeter fence at 40 kilometers per hour, either ripping the metal fence wider or tearing it out of its ground mountings. The crews scarcely noticed the impacts. Free of that obstacle, they accelerated toward the distant hangar, which was reported to be the center of resistance.  
 
    The tanks possessed only two treads each and were powered by hydrogen fuel cells. Unlike the heavy Zuul tanks, these didn’t have fusion power plants or energy weapons. These tanks used MACs—magnetic accelerator cannons—and machine guns to get the job done. Both had seen plenty of action over the years, though never against Humans.  
 
    A short distance into the starport, they encountered first the Oogar bodies, then the MinSha and a couple of the Humans in their powered assault armor. This was slightly more worrisome, as they’d all heard about those; however, none of the crews had ever seen them before. They didn’t look quite like they expected, though, with almost no armor, and the operators would have been quite exposed. There was also no sign of the operator’s bodies. Both tanks came to a stop as they examined the armor with sensors. They detected no dangerous weapons, so the tanks maneuvered around them.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Now,” Tabatha said, and used her pinplants to bring the loader online. Corporal Tanning did the same. The tanks seemed to take no notice when the loaders they’d stopped to examine, and considered dead, suddenly came to life. In the few seconds before the tanks could race away, the two unmanned powered loaders, being run by Tabatha and her corporal, regained their feet. They accelerated far beyond their manufacturer’s recommended speed, running with huge, lopping strides.  
 
    A MinSha forward scout, clinging to the remains of the perimeter fence, desperately tried to warn the tanks. Hearing the warning, they began to swivel their turrets, just as both loaders jumped forward to land on the rear decks of the tanks.  
 
    “Stupid dozers,” Tabatha said, and triggered the explosives.  
 
    Both loaders were covered with CASPer treads. Anyone familiar with CASPers would never have mistaken the simple power loaders for their much more powerful cousins, even with the armor-like treads on their chassis. The Besquith crews obviously didn’t know the difference. The treads covered the insides of the loaders, each packed with ten Type 4 anti-armor mines, all with shaped charges aimed outward. The explosions all but disintegrated both tanks in an impressive dual mushroom cloud of fire and debris.  
 
    “Nice,” Tanning said.  
 
    “Bet that won’t just buff out,” Lucy agreed.  
 
    While the MinSha and Oogar called the force commander for instructions, the Humans set about preparing the next surprise. Tabatha began to forget they were playing a desperate delaying game and started enjoying the work. These aliens were acting like idiots. She was surprised nobody called down fire from orbit. Thinking about it killed the fun, and she began to work quicker.  
 
    “Requesting orbital bombardment!” the Oogar squad leader complained. 
 
    “Denied,” the Veetanho group commander replied instantly.  
 
    “They just destroyed both Besquith tanks,” the Oogar said, “we don’t even know how! Cursed Humans probably have missile launchers and heavy static defenses. We aren’t equipped to counter that.” 
 
    “Improvise,” the Veetanho said. “Do your jobs. The general doesn’t want a crater, she wants a functional starport.”  
 
    “Entropy!” the Oogar snarled and cut the connection. “We attack,” he said to the MinSha squad leader, who waggled its antennae in consternation. They delayed for another few minutes, using the excuse of organizing their order of battle, then marched across the perimeter and into the starport.  
 
    Tabatha looked up at the sky over Houston. No more ships took off for space. A trio of atmospheric fighters of obviously alien design screamed by. None of them took any interest in the waning ground battle. It would seem the invaders were content to finish off resistance the old-fashioned way. Fine with her.  
 
    “Customers,” Corporal Tanning said. With her main power iffy, she’d taken the task of monitoring from the hangar roof while Tabatha and Lucy finished setting up. “You two ready?”  
 
    “Ready enough,” Tabatha said. “Call out the range.”  
 
    “I mark the range at 400 meters,” Tanning reported. “Oogar squad approaching in ten…nine…eight…” 
 
    “Firing,” Tabatha said. She grabbed the arm and bent it back. Metal and springs gave ominous metallic protests as they swung until they hit the stop and released. The whole mechanism jumped a half meter off the ground from the impact.  
 
    Shprang!  
 
    The catapult, made from a spare landing gear release mechanism from a Hellcats’ dropship, launched the payload into a high parabolic arc over the hangar.  
 
    “It actually worked,” Tanning said, a laugh in her voice.  
 
    Kinda surprised me too, Tabatha thought as Luce put another pallet on the catapult head as soon as Tabatha pulled it back far enough.  
 
    Out on the starport ground, the Oogar came to a sudden stop as they spotted the pallet spinning through the air toward them.  
 
    “What is that?” the squad leader asked with a growl. 
 
    As one they dropped down, just as they’d been trained. One of the squad members carried an anti-aircraft laser. He raised the weapon, then hesitated; whatever the thing was spinning crazily toward them, it certainly wasn’t in controlled flight. He held his fire, and it plummeted to the ground twenty meters ahead of their line.  
 
    The pallet impacted, the straps holding it together split, and the contents scattered like glass shattering on the floor. Objects peppered the ground all around the Oogar troopers in their protective positions. When nothing more happened, the aliens looked up at the strange hexagonal objects lying in their midst. A trooper picked one up and looked at it. The thing wasn’t heavy and didn’t appear dangerous. It had a control on one side, which was flashing green.  
 
    “A diversion,” the trooper called out and held it up for his commander to see.  
 
    “Put it down, you fool!” the squad leader snapped.  
 
    “Oh, that’s perfect,” Tanning said. “Now!” She used her pinplants to send the activation command.  
 
    The green flashing light turned to steady red and the trooper opened his mouth to say something. He never finished as the five-kilogram Type 4 anti-armor mine detonated, as did the other fifty mines from the pallet. The blast took off the trooper’s arm at the elbow, and the shaped charge sent a cone of force through the head of another trooper standing next to him.  
 
    Tabatha laughed out loud as she released the catapult arm again. 
 
    Shprang! 
 
    The pallet flew away at a slightly lower arc. This one almost clipped the edge of the hangar as it flew, to land directly behind the now thoroughly shaken Oogar. With mines detonating all around them, the troopers tried to fall back, only to have another fifty mines hit the ground and scatter behind them. Lucy triggered their remote activators as soon as the pallet broke up, making them act like cluster bombs. It was like a scythe slicing through the Oogar ranks.  
 
    “Nice shot, Major!” Corporal Tanning yelled. “Let’s try to angle…oh shit!” the corporal yelled as she triggered her jumpjets a split second before the corner of the hangar went up in a blast of concrete and steel. The corporal fought her failing suit’s power as she brought the 500 kg CASPer into a backward flip induced by the shockwave from the explosion. Her jumpjets sputtered, barely working. She came crashing down onto the roof fifty meters from where she’d narrowly avoided the rocket. The suit exploded through the roof, and she cartwheeled to the floor, another ten meters down.  
 
    Tabatha cringed as the status marker for Tanning winked out.  
 
    “I’ll go get her,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Tabatha said, the meaning evident. “Forget the mines; the rocket was from the MinSha to the south. They’re less than 200 meters out.” Tabatha turned and hobbled into the hangar, her only remaining trooper close behind. “Help me with this.”  
 
    “My suit’s in better shape, sir.” 
 
    “And I have fifteen years more experience with it than you do,” Tabatha said. “We don’t have time to discuss this. Move it, Private!” The younger woman lifted the weapon, while Tabatha changed the subroutines in her CASPer’s control computer back to their original configuration. Lasers and projectiles began to pummel the side of the hangar. Nothing more than heavy sheet metal, the incoming fire punched through in lines of deadly fire.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Lucy screamed as a laser took a piece out of her cockpit, narrowly missing her head. 
 
    “Concentrate,” Tabatha said. The younger woman’s suit hands shook slightly as she grabbed the last cable lead and snapped it into place. A blue status light on Tabatha’s suit interface flashed and changed to yellow. Good enough. At the hangar entrance, two MinSha troopers skidded around the corner, both holding shoulder-carried heavy laser cannon. “Cover!” Tabatha screamed. 
 
    Both women turned their suit backs toward the enemy and dropped to one knee. The MinSha clicked excitedly as the Human powered armor seemed to cringe away from them, sure of a kill. Tabatha triggered all three remaining pallets of anti-armor mines. 
 
    The landing area where they’d set up the catapult, the catapult itself, and the first ten meters of the hangar disappeared in a titanic rolling blast that flung both CASPers like ragdolls. Tabatha was dimly aware of her suit crashing through several interior walls of the hangar before sliding up against the company armorer’s vault with a crash. 
 
    “Ouch,” she said as she rolled over. Amazingly, her suit was still working. One important system still showed yellow. Good, she wasn’t entirely done yet. She was about to look for Lucy when the comms channel suddenly squawked.  
 
    “Hellcats, Hellcats, I repeat, this is Whiskey Tango Actual, do you read?” The voice was deeply masculine, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever been happier to hear another person’s voice. 
 
    “Major Jennings with the Hellcats,” Tabatha replied, hoping her transmitter worked.  
 
    “Major, I’ve been trying to reach you. We cannot link up, I repeat, we cannot link up.” Tabatha felt despair wash over her. “Our dropship was shot down, and I’ve sustained heavy casualties. We’re evacuating toward Dallas.” 
 
    “I understand, Colonel,” Tabatha said, trying and failing to keep her emotions out of her voice. “Any word from Roger’s Jollies?”  
 
    “Yes, Major. They were surrounded by Oogar and wiped out to the last man a half hour ago.” The line was quiet for a moment. Tabatha regained her CASPer’s feet, not easy with only one arm, and looked around, using her suit’s lights in the gloomy, dust-choked interior of the hangar. Private Judy Adams’ suit was a few feet away, two meters of bloody, jagged, steel beam protruding from its cockpit. Her telltale was red. “I’m sorry, Major. God be with you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Colonel, but I don’t think God’s available today. Make ‘em pay for this.”  
 
    “We will, Major, we—” The transmission broke up in static. The aliens must have taken out one of the last coms satellites.  
 
    She walked/climbed her suit back through the hole she’d made in the Hellcats’ offices after being blown through. She stepped past the officer’s wardroom, where she’d shared countless cups of coffee and bad jokes with the other Hellcats leaders and her sister. She remembered the first time she’d gone in there, a brand-new, shiny silver bar on her uniform collar. All the company officers had stood, saluted, then applauded her arrival. Another Jennings come to learn the company trade. It was all in ruins now.  
 
    Pushing through a partially-collapsed wall, she stepped back into the main hangar to find seven MinSha shock troopers looking around. When she stepped out of the dust and smoke, their antennae stood straight up in shock.  
 
    “Surprise, motherfuckers,” she said and triggered the MAC.  
 
    Craack! Craack! Craack! 
 
    They’d only found the one magnetic accelerator cannon, and she’d had to turn off the quickly-written subroutine rerouting control from the weapons interface to her arm, leaving the suit without the limb’s use. Trading an arm for the powerful gun was a good trade, in this case.  
 
    The barrel threw a three-meter tongue of flame as the tungsten carbide round, accelerated to six times the speed of sound, turned the atmosphere ahead of it to plasma, igniting it. Each round hit an alien, and their bodies were blown apart by more than ten thousand foot-pounds of kinetic energy.  
 
    A laser tore through her left shoulder armor, and she felt a brilliant cold flash of pain as it sliced through flesh and bone. Tabatha cried out, the automatic aiming circuits of the MAC blown away. She positioned the suit manually, aiming with her entire upper torso, and kept firing.  
 
    The MAC ran dry, and something hit her right foot, making the suit spin around and crash to the floor. The top camera was still working, and she could see at least five MinSha still standing, pointing weapons at her. Go to hell, she thought. A CASPer shot in from the side and crashed into the aliens like a bowling ball, scattering them like tenpins.  
 
    It was Tanning’s CASPer. There was a huge gash in the suit’s cockpit. Tabatha could see the woman inside, half her head covered in blood, her face twisted into a mask of rage. The suit’s radio must be gone. Shit, almost all its electronics were probably shot.  
 
    Tanning’s arm blade snapped out, and she jerkily stabbed one trooper through the thorax, tearing the blade free in an arc of bright blue blood. She swung at another, and another. The MinSha were in shock, backing away while trying to aim at the wildly spinning, staggering armored suit.  
 
    Tabatha struggled to her feet once more, her CASPer barely functioning. She triggered the release command, and the spent MAC dropped away. It was the demo model kept in the training bay anyway; there were no reloads available. She scrambled to get her laser rifle to release. The command code wasn’t working.  
 
    A laser speared Tanning from front to back. The woman’s suit jerked and spun, stabbing the laser-wielding alien, who screamed and chittered as she flung its dying body from her blade.  
 
    “Who the fuck is next!” Tabatha heard the corporal scream at them. An explosion nearly blew the CASPer in half. The suit stood for a full second, then what remained of it fell to the body-strewn concrete. A huge purple Oogar strode into the hangar, the rocket launcher on its shoulder smoking. A single MinSha came in behind it.  
 
    Tabatha took a couple steps forward, activated her arm blade, and made a ‘bring it on’ gesture with her only working arm. “All right, you alien bitches, who wants some?” Smiling, she triggered her jumpjets as the aliens opened fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Jury-Rigged by Paul E. Cooley 
 
      
 
      
 
    There are some things no lifeforms should do for science—let alone credits. One of them is just thinking about traveling to Ryeer Prime. 
 
    It’s one of those worlds where no one is home, but there are plenty of minerals. I guess the Science Guild discovered it, or maybe it was found by one of the many corporations constantly spewing out more and more exploratory nanoprobes to search for deposits of whatever strikes their fancy. 
 
    Of course, the real prize is F11 deposits. Ironically, it’s what allows everyone to do stupid things like travel through space to reach planets like Ryeer Prime. 
 
    After spending a week working on the large engineering and HQ pre-fab, I knew more than I ever wanted to know about the cursed planet. It had a perfect azure sky, completely unblemished by clouds. There was no land. The concentration of toxins in the atmosphere would kill you in five minutes if you stepped outside sans suit. The ocean? Even more caustic. The kind of caustic where you drop in a piece of plastic, and it burns away. 
 
    In short, the planet was uninhabitable. At least on the surface. 
 
    About two kilometers down, the liquid changes dramatically. The science geeks say it’s some kind of effect where the toxic sludge is far more dense. Stuff sticks together like jelly. 
 
    That dramatic change? The layer of poison disappears, but so does the light. The probes discovered life, of a kind. There were mean-looking, fish-like things about the size of your palm. Nothing to worry about. Famous last words. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    The long and short of it is that the original probes discovered a large deposit of F11. That was enough to get anyone interested in the inhospitable planet. How big? Don’t know. None of my business. We’re lucky we even know that’s what’s down there. 
 
    Being an “environmental troubleshooter” meant I was used to strange missions such as piloting a mech to a remote lab to rescue scientists that got a little too gene happy or jumping into a biological war zone to capture certain samples before another merc company did. Both times, we’d had to carry special weapons to deal with the local wildlife as well as jury-rigged mechs to handle the atmosphere. 
 
    But this? This was different. None of the models out there had been designed for the kind of pressure we faced, so we had to improvise. Instead of adding armor and loading the CASPer with everything it could possibly carry, the engineers had to remove thick plates of armor and any “unnecessary equipment.” The armor’s replacement? Some lightweight alloy purpose-built to handle the pressure. Our engineers spent an impressive three weeks modding our CASPers—taking them apart and putting them back together, replacing weapons attachments with tanks for the breathing liquid, and adding high precision hands and an assortment of attachable tools. 
 
    The breathing liquid? Wasn’t looking forward to that. Not one bit. See, at that pressure, around 48 gigapascals, any air inside the mech would result in it collapsing around you until there wasn’t enough left of you to fill a drink can. So instead of O2? Breathing liquid. 
 
    Expel all the air from your lungs and let the fluid replace it. Felt like you were drowning when you first got in and filled the system. They made us practice that every day for three days straight while they worked out the kinks. 
 
    When the day finally came, we gathered in the center of the descender platform. It wasn’t much of a platform really—more like an extra-large freighter cargo container made for lugging perishable goods. 
 
    Jack, my long-time mate at the company, had jokingly asked our boss whether or not the little fish the probes had found were dangerous. Holly, our combat and retrieval leader, essentially our sergeant, didn’t smile at the question. 
 
    “They didn’t vet this place well enough for my liking,” she said. “First sign of something unexpected, we get back to the platform and back to the surface. Decon and decompression are going to take a while, but once we’re done with that, we’re clear.” 
 
    “Client expects us to get this right the first time,” she continued. “So pay attention, follow the instructions, and do it just like you’ve practiced the last week.” 
 
    Practice—if that’s what you call spending a quarter of every day in virtual reality going through simulation after simulation of handling the waldos and new tools and accounting for problems with the equipment. It was a hell of a mental boot camp on our way to this place, but I didn’t mind too much. At least we weren’t going to get shot at. 
 
    Once Holly finished the final briefing, we had our last bouts of waste clearance, said prayers to any and all gods, and ran through one more diagnostic scan. It was time to get in the container. No one really talked during the first ten minutes as the container ballast emptied and we slowly began the descent. 
 
    At least we had a nice camera view of what we were going through. As we dropped through the first hundred meters or so, the bright starlight from the system’s only star faded from a dim green glow to little more than a hint of color as it filtered through the toxic sludge. 
 
    The further we descended, the thinner the morass became. Occasional spots of darkness appeared as we left the dense mess behind us—or over us. Whichever. 
 
    By the time the veil of vile mush disappeared, we were well on our way to the bottom for the mining sample, which was four kilometers below the surface—four kilometers from help. 
 
    I watched the cam feed until we dipped within 250 meters of our landing site. What I saw amazed me. There weren’t many of the fish around, but a few visited to pay their respects. They were dastardly-looking things—all teeth, sensory organs, and fins that looked like they could cut through flesh. 
 
    Damned good thing they were the size of a fist, else I’d have been worried. Still, there was a school of them, and while they lingered by the lights for a few seconds, they quickly found other items of interest far away from us. 
 
    “Get ready,” Holly said just before we gently landed on the ocean floor. “Status checks?” 
 
    Jack said he was green, and so did Barb and Gus. I was the last to give my status, but I always was. Unlike my other three squadmates and Holly herself, I triple checked everything before I went into a combat or hazard zone. 
 
    “Let’s pop the hatch and get to work,” Holly said. “Tool up. We’ll start moving the drill skid into position. Jack? Nate? Handle it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Jack and I said. 
 
    We’d already practiced this procedure a thousand times. Jack and I drove our mechs to the drill skid and, between the two of us, easily lifted it while Holly, Barb, and Gus cleared the immediate area. When Holly gave the all-clear, Jack and I moved forward and carried the drill skid through the container’s opening. The water and the changing terrain made it difficult to keep the CASPer balanced, but Jack and I managed. 
 
    Our lights stabbed through the water, but without context, you couldn’t even tell what you were looking at. Even the damned ocean floor was dark. The drill site wasn’t far from three volcanic vents, so that might have explained it. Still, it was like walking on gravel. The CASPers’ feet crunched across the ocean floor kicking up particulates and pieces of rock. 
 
    We lugged the drill skid a good hundred meters from the landing platform, and Holly called for us to stop. We’d reached our target. 
 
    Jack and I lowered the drill skid to the ocean floor and held it in place while Gus and Barb lowered their CASPers’ metal arms to aim the powerful bolt guns into the platform’s grommets. The two mechs punched pitons into the ocean floor to secure the platform. The tungsten bolts were nearly as long as your arm and custom-made for this purpose. 
 
    Holly said they were used for all drilling sites, just had to be modified for CASPer and underwater use. It’s that last bit that concerned me. Without a proper survey and sampling of the soil and rock below us, it was impossible to know if the pitons would hold. Then again, we were the survey team, and Holly said we just had to make the best of it. I didn’t argue. Then again, I never do. 
 
    “Jack? Nate? Bring out the rest of the drilling assembly. We’ll test the platform.” 
 
    Neither of us said a word. We just rotated our mechs, an excruciatingly slow maneuver in the thick water, and headed back to the platform. 
 
    There were shapes flitting through the glow just before retreating in the blink of an eye. “See them?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. “Sure as hell do.” 
 
    “They’re little, right?” 
 
    “Aw, is widdle snugums afraid of the bad goldfish?” 
 
    Jack’s mocking voice made me smile. Bastard always could make me do that. “Widdle snugums is concerned.” 
 
    He didn’t have anything to say to that. The silence seemed to thicken with each step, each second. It got like that, when you were expecting some less-than-hospitable company. The jokes, the chiding, the mocking for bringing up the obvious, all SOP. But when the jokes stopped, they stopped because everyone got that same feeling—a tickle across your nerves that makes your entire body hum and makes you wide-eyed and ready to fight for your life. The rush of adrenaline that follows that feeling is why we do this. 
 
    We’re nothing but junkies, always looking for that next high. Getting someone to pay for it makes it even better. That high? It was starting to kick in. 
 
    We reached our glorified shipping container and made our way inside to get the drill. I half-expected to see dozens or hundreds of the monstrous little fish, but nothing glided through the light. Maybe Jack and I had both been seeing things. Still, that feeling wouldn’t go away. Even as we positioned ourselves, it was all I could do just to focus on securing the drill. I wondered if Jack felt the same way. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Holly asked over the comms. 
 
    “We’re coming,” Jack said. 
 
    With that, we stepped out of the landing platform and its brilliant circle of light. After a few steps, the ambient glow faded to nothing, leaving us alone with our mech lights and nothing else. At least we could see the beacon on the drill skid. Holly, Gus, and Barb had brought up the power and were ready for the drill. 
 
    Halfway to the drill skid, I caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye. I broke my attention to the step cadence just for a second, already sure of my next footfall. Something had been there. Something that had moved like lightning, its shadow cast by the suit lights while its flesh seemed invisible. 
 
    “Holly?” I said, splitting my attention between Jack’s cadence, the step rhythm, and the comms. 
 
    She answered immediately, as though maybe she was just about to try us. “What was that, Nate?” 
 
    “Saw a shadow. That’s all,” I said. “What did you see?” 
 
    “Something blocked the light coming from your suits. Just for an instant.” 
 
    “Great,” Jack said. “Now what?” 
 
    Holly was silent for a moment, and I could almost hear her locked in a debate with herself. She was thinking exactly what I was thinking. We could either start to treat this like a combat mission or say fuck it and retreat as fast as possible. 
 
    “Jack? Nate? Get here as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss,” Jack answered in-between counts. 
 
    The meters seemed to drag on rather than shorten. The last five lasted an eternity, but at least we had another bright ambient ring of light to see by and familiar faces, piloting the mechs around us and watching our six. 
 
    “Gus? We’ll handle the drill,” Holly said. “Stand watch.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss,” Gus replied. 
 
    Jack lifted his end of the drill while I put my CASPer into a kneeling position, the massive diamond studded drill head a mere half meter from eye level. Barb and Holly moved into position, their CASPers providing more stability to keep the drill from leaning to either side. 
 
    “Ready,” I said, once I was sure the cylinder was mostly lined up with its slot in the drill skid. 
 
    “If there’s a problem, speak now,” Holly said. There was no reply. “Okay. On three.” 
 
    She counted down, and the three sets of metal hands gripping the drill slowly flexed their fingers, alternately loosening their grip before tightening once again. I guided it centimeter by centimeter into the slot, a sharp exhale escaping my mouth and over the comms. “Insertion,” I said. 
 
    Jack snorted. “Copy.” 
 
    They continued their pace but were less diligent now, less coordinated. It didn’t matter. The drill’s mid-ring gently touched the drill sleeve and came to rest. For a moment, the four of us froze as if we expected something to fall, something to fail. When nothing did, the entire team relaxed as one. 
 
    “Well,” Holly said. “That was easy. Goddammit.” 
 
     “What?” Barb asked. “Two seconds after we complete the first objective, and you’re cursing us?”  
 
    “Barb,” Jack said. “She’s not the one that curses us when she does that. You are.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gus chimed in. “Stop projecting.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Holly said. “Gus? Stay on sentry. You too, Barb.” 
 
    “That means an extra trip for the drill string,” Jack said. 
 
    “Sure does,” Holly confirmed. 
 
    We fell silent after that. That was the kind of leader she was. She’d let you talk, let you question, and then shut you down if she thought you were wrong. When she wasn’t in the mood for your bullshit, she’d just shut you down immediately. 
 
    “Jack? Nate? With me,” she said. 
 
    Without another word, we turned our CASPers and headed back into the gloom. Jack took point with me in the rear. As much as the terrain allowed, we kept a staggered formation, although none of our mechs had projectile weapons. Hell, the only kind of friendly fire we’d have is if one of us clubbed the other with the tools. Well, maybe the piton launchers could be used as weapons, but not much else. 
 
    Halfway to the landing platform, the make-shift building’s lights flickered as though something had blotted them out for an instant. 
 
    “Slow down,” Holly said. Jack took shorter steps, Holly and I instantly changing our stride to match his. 
 
    “Anyone have a working radar?” I said. I knew damned well the engineers had removed mine. I watched the bastards do it. 
 
    “I do,” Barb said, her voice crackling slightly over the comms. 
 
    Holly sighed. “Get it activated. Let’s see what we can see.” 
 
    “Jury-rigged pieces of shit,” Jack said. “Why the hell did they remove our radar arrays?” 
 
    “Said it would pick up way too much interference from the tectonic activity and the particulates in the water, and they needed the space for the refit,” Gus said. “Barb’s works because she’s so damned light, they could leave its mass in.” 
 
    “Short and sweet,” Barb said. “That’s me.” 
 
    “Cut the chatter,” Holly ordered. She’d seen the same shadow Jack and I had. Ten meters from the landing platform, and it had blotted out everything. What followed it was a pattern of breaks in the light, as though it were raining darkness. 
 
    I kept waiting for something to move, something to break my suit lights’ beams so I could at least see what the hell it was. If the company had properly vetted this place, we’d know what it was, but all they’d seen were those small fish. What had they missed? 
 
    When no other shadows broke the light, Holly gave us the all-clear, and Jack once again took point. The last few meters went faster than when we carried the drill to the drill skid, but not by much. 
 
    “Nate, get a spare piton launcher. Jack, load up with the drill string. I’m going to go through the other spares.” 
 
    “Copy,” Jack said. While he piloted his CASPer to the racks on the bulkhead, I made my way to the tool racks. The engineers had thoughtfully provided double spares of nearly every tool we needed. If something broke, it wasn’t as if we could get another one without surfacing, which would take hours. 
 
    I pulled the piton launcher off the rack and attached it to the suit. “Gus? Barb? How many pitons we have left?” I asked. 
 
    “Four spares,” Gus said. “You bringing more?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yup.” 
 
    Holly trudged from the spares cabinet and laid a crate of goodies on the platform’s metal floor. She hadn’t yet closed the crate’s lid, so I saw a few portable welding torches, mining charges, and a few other components I didn’t even recognize. She then sealed the crate and slotted her hands into its grips. 
 
    “Jack? You got the drill string?” 
 
    “First ten sections,” he said. 
 
    “Good enough. Whenever you boys are ready.” 
 
    “Ready,” I said. 
 
    “Me on point?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I got it,” I said. “I’m the only one with a projectile.” 
 
    “Not much of a projectile,” Jack said. “Damned thing is going to shoot like a spear for the first five meters and then lose stability. Doesn’t have any fins!” 
 
    “Won’t matter. If a hostile is big enough for me to worry about, it’ll be close enough.” 
 
    Holly chuckled. “Okay, Nate. Lead us out.” 
 
    Now it was different. Even after watching for a moment to make sure we were clear, I felt as though we were being watched. Double-timing it, much faster than on any of the other trips out to the drill site, we quickly cut the distance. The ambient glow behind us broke twice, my breath catching in my throat each time. 
 
    The lights from the drill skid grew brighter and brighter, our suit lights slowly fading into the brighter illumination and becoming one with it. The particulates in the water looked like dust motes floating in a ray of sunshine. Every step we took kicked up tiny clouds, but most of the material didn’t make it above our knees. 
 
    Jack and I unpacked the drill string while Gus and Barb emptied the pitons. The first pack of tungsten pipes would connect to the drill and provide a good forty-five meters of length for the drill to drop. We had four more crates of drill strings packed into the landing platform, but the science geeks had said we should only need one to reach the deposit—45 meters of metal driving an 800 kg drill into rock. 
 
    We fitted the first long pipe in its slot and stood back from the drill assembly. Barb attached the power leads from the engine to the drill assembly and flicked the switch. 
 
    A series of green lights lit up the center of the drill cradle. We were ready to start it up. 
 
    Holly had her crate open and was placing its contents on the sides of the drill skid. “Seven mining charges, a spare nuclear slug for the engine, a couple of welders, and some of the heavier manual tools. That’s all we have apart from the pitons.” 
 
    “Great,” Gus said. “So when we run out of those, we get to throw things.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Holly snapped. “Besides, this is probably all for nothing.” 
 
    “Cursing us again,” Barb muttered. 
 
    “Jack? Nate? Let’s get drilling.” 
 
    “Copy,” we said at the same time. 
 
    “Gus and Barb? Provide cover, and I’ll watch the drill just in case.” 
 
    Moment of truth time. Jack activated the drill through his HUD, and the lights turned from green to yellow. Jet trails of water spun away from the drill as it ramped up to speed. The dill platform vibrated beneath our suits, hard enough for me to feel it through my skin. Then the drill descended. 
 
    The vibration transformed from a light tremor to a deep thrumming that rose and fell like waves breaking over rocks at 40 km/h. Ten or so seconds later, the vibration evened out and settled into something much less alarming. For a moment, I had been afraid the drill skid would tear itself apart. 
 
    “Jack? How are we doing?” 
 
    “Drill looks good, Holly. Everything’s green.” 
 
    “Good,” Holly said. “How long before the next drill string section?” 
 
    “Four minutes,” I said. “Drill’s dropping fast. Guess the geology nerds were wrong about the ocean floor’s composition.” 
 
    “Big shock,” Barb said. “I mean they didn’t even—” Her voice broke off. I raised my head to look at her and realized she’d frozen in place. 
 
    “What is it?” Holly asked. 
 
    Barb took in a deep breath. “Behind you,” she said. 
 
    I turned toward the landing platform. Its lights had gone dark. The bio-luminescent material making up the platform glowed dim green seemingly in defiance of the yawning darkness. 
 
    “Okay,” Gus said. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “Nate?” 
 
    “Yeah, Holly,” I said. 
 
    “You have a piton launcher. Take up position and watch for any hostiles coming from the direction of the landing platform.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss,” I said and turned around to face the darkness. 
 
    Gus and Barb, both armed as well, took up positions to cover my flank—our flank, really. That left Jack and Holly to mind the drill. Considering we hadn’t yet had any problems, it was a good call, especially since we didn’t know what the hell had happened on the platform. 
 
    We stood in a semi-circle while Jack maintained a mere two meters from the drill. Metal-clad statues on the bottom of the ocean floor, the five of us waited for something bad to happen. 
 
    My HUD lit up with a warning that it was time to lengthen the drill string. Since I was trained to monitor and help Jack with the drill string, I should have been right with him in the center of the drill skid, helping him lift and position the next two sections of pipe, but the team needed me right where I was. Holly would have to fill in. 
 
    The comms chatter between her and Jack lasted more than two minutes as he ran her through the process. Holly had sat in on everyone’s VR sessions, but that didn’t mean she’d picked up more than a few tips and tricks about what each of our responsibilities were. With Jack’s help, though, she managed to pick it up quickly. 
 
    “Boss?” Barb called as Holly and Jack finished the next drill string section. 
 
    “What is it?” Holly sounded testy.  
 
    “Getting radar contacts,” Barb said, sounding out of breath. 
 
    “Density?” 
 
    “Pretty dense.” 
 
    “Could be nothing more than a tight school of those tiny fish,” Gus offered. He didn’t sound like he believed his own words. I sure as shit didn’t. 
 
    “Nate?” 
 
    “I’m ready, Holly,” I said. 
 
    “How fast is it moving?” Holly asked. 
 
    Barb was silent for a moment before speaking. “It’s not moving toward us, just kind of hovering over there.” 
 
    Something moved through the beams of my suit lights. For all its color, it might as well have been a dead spot in reality. Light didn’t bounce off it so much as disappear into what passed for its flesh. Before I had a chance to say a word, two more indiscernible shapes flitted across my vision. While the first had been the size of a closed fist, the next two were larger—forearm sized in diameter and length. 
 
    “The natives are restless,” I said. 
 
    The drill’s vibrations increased again, the sensations tickling the skin of my feet, and not in a good way. 
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    “It’s okay, Holly,” he said. “Just hit a vein of something a little harder than the other layer. Should flatten out in a minute. But we’ll need two more sections.” 
 
    “Flatten out?” Holly said. “What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    “Strata,” I said. “They warned us we might hit veins of iron. Or, um, something like iron.” 
 
    “Great,” Gus said. 
 
    The drill ground again, the vibration rattling my teeth. 
 
    “Next string,” Jack said. He and Holly began the process of loading the next two tubes. 
 
    “That vibration, Jack. That’s not right.” 
 
    “No, Boss, it’s not,” he said. “I think whoever gave us our intel needs to be spaced.” 
 
    Something large moved out there in the darkness. It had to be at least thirty meters in length. Had to be. But it wasn’t moving closer. The shape hovered there in the darkness, an all-but-invisible wraith lingering beyond the ambient light cast by our suits and the work lamps. 
 
    “Nate?” Holly called. “Can you see the landing platform at all?” 
 
    “No,” I said. Even the light from the lumen paint had disappeared, swallowed by the darkness or whatever wall of organisms filled the water between our position and the platform. “Pretty sure something’s blocking the light.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Holly said. “Jack?” 
 
    “We need three more drill segments,” he said. “Then we can take the core sample.” 
 
    “We’re not going to make it that long,” Gus said. “Something’s moving, and I think it’s coming—” 
 
    The ocean floor groaned beneath us, something we didn’t hear so much as feel—like the roar of a wounded animal that could only be expressed by vibration. The ground shook beneath us, a micro-quake kicking up debris and particulates, and the powerful lights were rendered useless. Visibility had dropped from ten meters to less than a meter. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Holly asked. 
 
    My HUD flashed with a warning that the drill was beginning to overheat. 
 
    “Holly?” Jack said, his voice calm and matter of fact. “We need to stop the drill.” 
 
    She cursed. “Because of the vibration?” 
 
    “No,” Jack said. “Because we’ve hit something we can’t get through.” 
 
    “Or the drill’s not rated for,” I said. 
 
    “Right. Either way,” he said, “I’m killing it.” 
 
    Holly cursed again. “Do it,” she said. 
 
    The ocean floor buckled again, releasing another cloud of debris, and my CASPer wobbled slightly as the rock and whatever was below us shifted. It felt as though the entire world was cracking in half. The drill HUD announced the drill was in standby mode, but the vibration continued. 
 
    “I stopped the drill,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yeah, great,” Barb teased. “It’s really helping.” 
 
    “Shut up, Barb,” Holly said. 
 
    “I can’t see anything in this mess.” Gus cursed. “Barb? Radar?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Too much shit floating around. I can’t see anything except noise.” 
 
    The mech-suit shuddered as the rock and sand floor trembled beneath us, the last few shocks hitting hard enough to make the CASPers bounce. “Guys?” I said. “If the drill’s not on, what’s causing that?” 
 
    A geyser of sand and rock spewed upward a few meters in front of me, the final shreds of my sight line suddenly obscured by the debris. 
 
    “Get to the damned platform!” Holly yelled. 
 
    Jack cursed. “What about the drill? We only have—” 
 
    “Fuck the drill! Get moving!” 
 
    I grabbed two of the extra piton rounds with my mech’s free hand and trudged toward the platform radio beacon with tentative steps. I couldn’t see a damned thing. The particulates of sand, rock, and who knows what else had turned the water into an impenetrable soup. Without being able to see the ground in front of me, every step was a gamble. If I managed to step wrong on an obstacle or misread the terrain’s slope, I could easily tumble over and slide. 
 
    Another shockwave hit behind us, this time causing my CASPer to bounce more than a meter off the ocean floor. Jack was saying something, but it was completely unintelligible. I couldn’t risk turning and looking back, not like there was anything I’d be able to see anyway. Holly kept saying “Move!” over and over again as if in prayer. It wasn’t helping. 
 
    The ocean floor bucked hard, and something flew up and slammed into the back of my suit. I stumbled forward, desperate to keep my balance. I managed to regain some stability before something else crashed into my flank, pushing me sideways and into the incline. 
 
    “Anyone got eyes?” 
 
    “Can’t see shit, Nate!” Gus said. 
 
    “I’m getting—” 
 
    My words were cut off as Jack began screaming. Through his mic, I could hear the sound of metal straining and creaking. “It’s got my arm! It’s got my—” 
 
    My HUD lit up with a warning—Jack’s suit had been compromised. I swiveled the mech, desperate to turn around. Jack’s words had become labored and jittery with either adrenaline or terror. “Losing liquid,” he said dumbly. 
 
    “Hang on,” I said. “I’m—” 
 
    A rending screech of metal slammed through my ears just before the connection went dead. Though I was half-turned toward where he’d been, the storm of particulates was far too thick for me to see anything. It didn’t matter. My HUD status told me everything I needed to know. Jack’s mech was in pieces, and more than likely, so was he. 
 
    “Jesus!” Gus yelled. “Jack! Jack? Where—” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Holly said coldly. “Keep moving.” 
 
    Something hit the back of my suit, high enough to rock my head forward and make the mech bend slightly at the waist. I turned back to face the platform beacon and took larger steps. If the engineers had seen fit to give us some thruster packs, I might have been able to fly through the water and make it there in a heartbeat—if only. 
 
    “Nate? You’re falling behind,” Holly said. 
 
    I didn’t bother responding but forced the mech into a faster pace. Jack was gone. Even if he’d survived the mech’s destruction, he’d have no breathing liquid, no protection from the icy water, and no way to rise four kilometers without bursting from the pressure change. He was either dead, or as good as. If I waited around trying to determine which, I’d be next. 
 
    Ten meters from the platform entrance, the water cleared. The vibrations on the ocean floor continued, pushing up small clouds of debris, but they only rose as high as the CASPer’s waist. Holly and the others had almost entered the safety of the platform’s walls. 
 
    “Get in here fast!” Holly shouted. 
 
    I still couldn’t see the ocean floor, let alone the mech’s feet. I was already moving as fast as I dared, but Holly kept yelling at me. The CASPer bobbled slightly as if pushed by a column of water. Before I had time to put two and two together, something slammed into my back and pushed me at a 60° angle. My HUD lit with alarms and warnings as the platform disappeared from view, replaced by the sight of sand and rocky floor. The suit became a noise chamber with the sound of the metal scraping against rock and grinding against the sand, all but tearing my eardrums apart. 
 
    Grinding my teeth, with a prayer on my lips, I kicked out with my left leg and angled it against the incline. The grinding noise increased for a moment before I finally managed to stop the slide. 
 
    “Nate!” Holly was yelling. 
 
    “Still here,” I said. My brain felt as though it were swimming out there with whatever was trying to kill us. 
 
    “Status?” 
 
    I tried to bring the mech to a standing position, but the left leg was frozen at an angle. The HUD told the story all too well. “One leg out of commission, frozen torso, and the left arm has less than 40% mobility.” 
 
    When Holly spoke again, she sounded less than relieved. “Pressure?” 
 
    I grinned. “No perforations. I’m pretty much through my armor on the rear, though. Another big hit, and I think I’m done.” 
 
    I brought up the map on the HUD and checked my position. It wasn’t good. I’d slid more than fifty meters from the platform, rolling halfway down a massive rent in the ocean floor. 
 
    “Stay there,” Holly said. “I’m coming to get you.” 
 
    There were about a thousand reasons I could say “don’t bother” or “save yourself.” Some bullshit like that. But I knew exactly what she would say in response: “Still worth trying.” 
 
    “Look, I can’t move fast, and I’m over a damned cliff from you. Whatever hit me must have been big.” 
 
    “That’s no lie,” Gus said. 
 
    The ground trembled beneath me. Impact tremor, I thought. “Where did it go?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Holly said. “I’m grabbing one of the piton launchers. I’ll be there in—” 
 
    “Look out!” Gus yelled. 
 
    Holly’s voice was loud, but relatively calm. “Flank, flank, flank!” 
 
    Their voices continued chattering. Whatever was happening there had all three of them fighting for their lives. 
 
    Brain still feeling as though it had leaked through my ears, I slowly increased the pressure on the right leg, willing it to give me enough leverage to hop up the incline. Each time I pressed down, the CASPer tilted and tried to collapse on its side. When it did, I lowered the left arm with the spare pitons and used them like ski poles to right myself. 
 
    The three voices yelling at one another over the radio became two, Gus’s disappearing after a flash of static. Holly kept asking me for status, and all I could say was the same thing over and over again: “On my way.” 
 
    Then two became one. 
 
    “Nate?” Holly said. “Make it to the platform. I’m going to try to lead it out of there.” 
 
    “Lead what?” 
 
    “Whatever came out of the ocean floor. You’ll see it,” she said. 
 
    An alert flashed on my HUD. 
 
    “Holly? You’re losing pressure.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Just get here. Get topside.” 
 
    “Do I have—” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I’d be dead by the time you came after me. Just hit it with as many pitons as you can. If it—” Her words disappeared into a brief pulse of static. 
 
    By the time I reached the top of the incline, the comms had been silent for more than two minutes. Each voice disappearing had resulted in alerts on my HUD, the CASPers signaling their demise. Holly, Gus, Jack, and Barb—all were gone. As I awkwardly scaled the incline to stand on relatively stable ground, I realized I was the last Human down here. Alien ocean, alien ocean floor, aliens. Fucking great. 
 
    The platform’s luminescent strips were barely visible through swirls of ocean sand and who knew what else, but I didn’t see anything moving. I was too numb to feel much, and every movement of the mech’s legs took focus. I kept my suit lights fixed on the ocean floor two meters in front of me. Ambient light stretched a meter or two in all directions, but I needed to see what was directly in front of me. The last thing I needed was to ruin my chance of getting out of here alive by sliding back down the incline. 
 
    Less than twenty meters away, the platform finally became real to me. Glowing with that strange eldritch light, it looked like something that belonged on an alien world. I smiled at the irony. 
 
    With each step, the platform loomed larger. I alternated looking at where I was going with sweeping the lights over the platform’s surface. It hadn’t been a beautiful thing when we’d ridden down, but it sure as shit looked worse now. Several large dents, nearly a meter in diameter, spread across its nearest wall, but the entire surface seemed to be marred with scratches and smaller pits. 
 
    I moved another step and froze, turning the mech’s hand so the pitons supported my weight. Something moved behind the platform. No, several somethings. They seemed to lick over the metal, their amorphous shapes moving with unnerving grace. More and more appeared, all dancing with that strange beauty. The mass of shapes moved as one, and I finally realized what I was seeing. 
 
    The creature rose from behind the platform like a malevolent shadow. Long tentacles, each adorned with a crown of finger-like appendages, swiped through the water. Another cloud of debris swirled, and the platform seemed to disappear, its luminescent strips’ light blocked by the flotsam. I fought the urge to move, not knowing what had attracted the creature in the first place. 
 
    My friends had fought and lost to the thing. If I was going to be next, I was going to figure out a way to take it with me. The only problem was how. 
 
    As large and powerful as the pitons were, they couldn’t possibly do more than piss the thing off. Hell, I didn’t even know how big it actually was. It had certainly seemed larger than the platform itself, probably the majority of its bulk gathered behind it like a wedding gown. 
 
    When had those fish things started coming to see us? And when had the quakes begun? When the drill had punched nearly 25 meters into the ocean floor. That’s when the vibration had turned into something else. 
 
    Maybe it was the drill hitting that vein of rock that had tripped the creature into action, or woke it up. I shivered. If this thing had been sleeping beneath the ocean floor, it was going to be as hungry as it was pissed. 
 
    The vibration was the key. It had to be. I checked my HUD and blinked. The drill was still online, but powered down. It was time to wake it up. 
 
    The engineers had told us the transmitter should reach from fifty meters or less, but the water’s consistency or other properties might affect its range—another way of saying, “we have no clue.” Right then, I could have strangled them. 
 
    Seventy meters from the drill site and only ten from the platform, I watched the swirling debris for another moment and then did the only thing I could. I killed my lights. 
 
    Without anything to illuminate the lightless ocean around me, I felt as though I’d been swallowed by deepest space. I gave myself three minutes before I’d turn my lights on again. Surely I could stand to be in the dark that long. It was harder than I thought. 
 
    Inside my pressure suit, there was no sound, only vibration, and there was a lot of that. The bottom of my feet tingled as impact tremors shook the ocean floor. Ten seconds into my countdown, the vibrations had increased, my bones beginning to rattle beneath my skin. After fifteen seconds, my teeth clicked together like a cheap Halloween skull windup toy. Twenty-five seconds into the countdown, they began to decrease in frequency, but each tremor felt like being kicked in the head. 
 
    Finally, they stopped. That’s when I began to wobble. Something was moving the water around me, creating its own current and threatening my balance. The CASPer tried to flop over twice, but I managed to dig in with the pitons and prop myself up once again. 
 
    I waited like that, willing the mech not to tumble over from the water buffeting me. After another ten seconds, the push of water, so much like a hurricane wind, subsided. 
 
    When the full three minutes were up, I flipped on the lights, but there was nothing to see. Particulates had muddied the water, making it impossible to see more than a half-meter. Cursing, I turned off the lights again. I had another four hours of breathing liquid before I had to top off back at the platform, but I couldn’t possibly keep the mech stable that long. With my armor all but destroyed on the CASPer’s back, it wouldn’t take much to put a hole right through it—and me. 
 
    I found the drill site on my HUD and calculated the number of steps I’d need. It was more than I liked. I had to get at least twenty meters closer, and I couldn’t risk using the lights for more than a second or two. Hell, even that might be too long. 
 
    If that thing evolved down here, it might not have eyes at all. Or if it did, they might be blinded by the strength of the suit’s lights. That, however, was a chance I really couldn’t take—not until I had to. 
 
    I did my best to slip-slide by using the pitons as a lever like a person using a crutch. The damaged leg dragged against the sand every so often, hopefully creating a vibration like that of normal ocean turbulence. Yeah, right. 
 
    I managed ten meters before I hit something metal. The vibration was all too familiar to be anything else. I checked the HUD to make sure of my location and direction. The drill site was still a way off. That meant it had to be a piece of debris from another CASPer or maybe one of our tools. 
 
    I flicked the lights on and focused on the lower right view, where I’d heard the sound. The shattered torso of a CASPer floated near me, its arms and legs shredded as though something had broken each of them into several pieces and pulled. A black fish with crab-like mandibles feasted on a rope of intestine flapping out of the torso. I turned out the lights. 
 
    For a moment, I stood there in the dark, unable to move, unable to think. The vision of that thing eating what was left of my friend was too much. That had been Holly’s guts dangling out of the metal shell. The metal arm scraped against my mech as I finally managed to get myself well enough to move again. My arms and legs tingled with shock, and I kept feeling as though I were about to leave my body. 
 
    Shock. Concussion. It was all starting to set in. 
 
    I knew what Holly would’ve said. She would have told me to get my ass in gear and finish the mission. Same thing she’d told others in our little company time and time again. “After the mission,” I heard her say from my memory, “we get payback.” 
 
    I managed to pick up the pace a little after leaving Holly’s remains behind. The occasional dull crunch against the hull told me when I’d hit a rock or maybe something biological, but I didn’t bother turning on the lights. When it happened, I’d slowly move again, waiting to see where the resistance was and whether or not I could move past it—tricky to do in the dark. 
 
    When I thought I was in the transmission zone, I made a connection to the drill. It responded back with a short diagnostic message. It was in standby mode, waiting for commands. I activated my suit lights and slowly turned the mech around to face the landing platform. 
 
    The beams penetrated much further than before. The long walk had given the particulates plenty of time to rain back down upon the ocean floor. The luminescent strips were dimly visible, but now seemed to be a million klicks away. The good news was I didn’t see any gaps in the strips, so the creature had at least decided to leave the platform—maybe. 
 
    I lifted the piton launcher and pointed it toward the platform. Damned things would be like toothpicks striking metal armor, but they were all I had. Here goes, I thought and activated the drill. 
 
    This far away from the site, I couldn’t feel much at first. The vibrations were light, nearly imperceptible. If I hadn’t known to expect them, I might not have even noticed. I kept my eyes focused on the platform, waiting for something to happen as the drill spun up to maximum speed. I commanded the drill to descend, and immediately, the vibration intensified. 
 
    The drill ground away at the hard metal ore, struggling to cut its way through. The platform’s dim glow broke up as though something had passed between me and it. 
 
    Come to papa, I thought with a grin. 
 
    Just then, the status lights turned to yellow, and the drill began shutting down. An alert appeared on my HUD because the drill had run out of drill string. 
 
    I looked back at the platform. The luminescent strips slowly came back into view, their long lines undisturbed or blocked. The creature had retreated behind the platform. Why? Just because the vibration stopped shouldn’t have stopped it from heading over here to investigate—or attack. 
 
    So what was keeping it at the platform? It had to be something similar in nature. I turned off the suit’s lights, still frozen in that awkward posture. What was so special about the landing platform? It had no engine to speak of. The surface platform had dunked us via cables. So what could possibly— 
 
    I blinked in the darkness. The cables. Something might be vibrating the cables, and in turn, making the entire platform vibrate. The metal was a perfect conductor. The ocean floor seemed to be as well. 
 
    Cursing, I considered my options. If that damned thing was going to hang out by the platform until doomsday, I’d have to either rush the platform with my damaged leg, attempt to stealthily get inside the huge container without it seeing me, or fix the drill. 
 
    Even if I managed to get past it, there was little to no guarantee that the lift mechanism wouldn’t send it into a fury of hostility. The last thing I needed was for it to puncture the breathing reserves or damage the hull integrity. If either of those happened, I’d probably dissolve once we reached the layer of chemical solvents floating atop the ocean. If I didn’t, some of the equipment might. Then it would be good night and Godspeed. Holly? Light one up for me, be joining you soon. 
 
    I shook my head, and bolts of pain slid across my brain. At least it snapped me back into focus. The drill. Had to use the drill. 
 
    I turned to face the drill site and flicked on the lights. So far, the creature hadn’t responded to lights. Otherwise, I’d have been dead long ago. With that in mind, I started the long, awkward walk to the drill site. 
 
    Halfway there, something flitted out of the shadows, streaking straight through the beams of light. I froze in mid-step, struggling with the controls to keep the suit upright. Another black shape swam down at me, across the beams of my suit lights, before smacking the damaged leg of my suit and heading back off into the darkness. 
 
    Okay, I thought, I get the hint. I turned off the lights again, making sure to get a good idea of what lay between me and the drill site. This close to salvation, I couldn’t risk falling or stumbling. But I was sure that Murphy bastard was watching just out of sight, a knowing grin on his face. 
 
    I shuffled onto the drill skid. Jack and Holly had laid out the next two drill string segments before his suit was destroyed. Before he stopped the drill. Before everyone died. 
 
    I shook away the thoughts and focused on the two long pieces of hollow tungsten. Still holding the spare pitons, I bent down, the damaged leg folding behind me, and reached for the first drill string segment. The heavy pipe threatened to pull me over with its mass, but using the pitons for leverage, I managed to lift it off the ocean floor. I did my best to balance the pipe and try to keep either end from dragging on the sand. Last thing I needed was to make more vibrations. 
 
    As carefully as I could, I finessed the pipe upward, doing my best to match the hopper’s angle. The pipe banged off the metal hopper, the vibration traveling up my arm like tremors through a palsied hand, but it was in. One more and I could start the drill. 
 
    It was difficult to turn around with the damaged leg, so I walked backward instead, hoping to make it over the bundle of pipes behind me. Each movement was agonizingly slow. The mech’s foot nearly slipped on one of the pipes, but I managed.  
 
    This time, the pipe refused to balance in my hand, and either end bounced like a seesaw against the ocean floor. The vibrations were more than enough to set my teeth on edge. 
 
    When I made it to the hopper, I once again went through the terrible trial of trying to slide it in. Metal ground against metal, although I couldn’t hear it. The drill’s status changed—it was loaded and ready. 
 
    The drill came to life with that same tenuous vibration, the feel of an engine spinning up to impossible speeds. As carefully as I could, I began a slow shuffle to get within reach of the supply cache Holly had laid out. 
 
    I reached the pitons and once more stood on a single leg, doing my best not to fall over. I managed to pull two of the spares with my free hand and transfer them over, damned near losing my balance in the process. Three pitons. I had three extra shots after the one in the launcher. After that? Well, I’d be out of ammo. I couldn’t possibly carry any more. 
 
    That taken care of, I continued the shuffle to Holly’s crates. Sure enough, she had brought mining charges. The explosives were designed to be put into a crevice or dropped down a borehole. Once detonated, the compressed shockwave would, in theory, fracture most outcrops of rocks or heavy veins of ore. Under water, however, was a bit of a different story. The charges would work, but the shockwave wouldn’t be nearly as deadly in an open area. Still, the vibration should make for a handy distraction if I needed one. I picked up two of the charges and activated their magnetics. I affixed each to my “crutch” arm so I could quickly grab one if needed. 
 
    I shuffled around with my lights off. When my eyes adjusted, I pointed myself directly at the landing platform. A slight green glow was all I could see, indistinct and amorphous. It was impossible to tell if the monstrous thing was still there, waiting for a morsel to approach. 
 
    With that in mind, I walked as close as I could to the incline I’d slid down before. I knew this could turn into a catastrophe if one of the fish managed to knock me over the edge again. The suit’s back had been exposed, and I doubted it would survive another tumble. Not to mention the already FUBAR leg. Fuck it, I thought and activated the drill. 
 
    The grinding vibration spread out like its own shockwave, the ocean floor trembling beneath my feet and churning the water in front of me, a fine cloud of sand rising a meter above my feet. When the drill head began to tear through the vein of ore that had made Jack turn it off in the first place, the ocean floor once again felt as though it were bucking. I didn’t know if we’d hit a fault or some other seismological weakness, and I didn’t give a shit. 
 
    I made it about ten meters before the strengthening ambient light of the strips disappeared. Shivers crawled up and down my spine. It was coming. 
 
    The first impact tremor was nearly lost to the vibrations of the ocean floor. The second one, however, left no doubt that something huge was approaching. I dug in the pitons, slamming them home into the rock to get as much stability as I could. When the third impact tremor hit, I was glad I did. 
 
    The drill grinding through the rich vein of hard ore continued to cause the earth to shake. My HUD lit up with more alarms. The drill head was on its way to overheating. Cursing, I disengaged the automatic cutoff, essentially keeping the drill’s on-board computer from disengaging the drill head. 
 
    Another impact tremor. Another. Then the water rushed against me like a hurricane wind, my good leg nearly losing purchase on the sandy floor. Without any light, I couldn’t see it, but I felt its massive girth as it swam past. I waited until the turbulence subsided before restarting my walk. At that point, I couldn’t be as cautious as I liked. The drill was nearing red line, and when it did, the motor was either going to burn out or explode. Once that was done, the distraction would be over, and I’d be crossing the distance between the platform and the drill site just waiting for the monster to smash me in the back or appear before me, ready to block my path. 
 
    I double-timed it, flashing my lights every five seconds or so as I moved faster than was sane. The leg dragged behind me, the metal scraping against rock. Another alert popped up on my HUD. The drill motor was past the red line, and integrity warnings spilled across my vision. 
 
    I turned off the warnings and continued the wounded shuffle. A flash of light broke through the darkness, casting wild shadows before disappearing. A shockwave of water buffeted the mech, but I was far enough away to not suffer any damage. 
 
    That was it. The distraction was over. I still had another twenty meters to cover before reaching the platform. The ground shook violently as though a mountain had crashed down behind me. I pulled one of the mining charges from my arm and set it for thirty seconds before tossing it behind me. That left me with one more. 
 
    The ground vibrated again, but much less than before. It was an impact tremor similar to those I’d felt before. That massive tremor must have been caused by the creature fleeing before coming back to the drill site. I grinned. Maybe I’d actually hurt it. 
 
    Two more impact tremors, much closer than I liked, rattled the metal suit. I silently counted down as I kept my rhythm on the controls. I couldn’t see behind me. I couldn’t keep my lights on. All I could do was keep my eyes focused on the green glow of the platform, willing the mech to make another step before the thing attacked. 
 
    The charge went off. The shockwave was stronger than that of the drill, but only because I was closer. A heartbeat later, something huge smashed into the ground a few meters behind me. The force of the impact sent my mech sprawling, carrying me up and away from the ocean floor. I quickly changed the attitude of the torso and flung the good leg outward. When the CASPer finally touched ground again, I managed to keep it from toppling over. 
 
    I was almost to the platform now, the eldritch glow bathing the ocean floor in blessed light. The remains of a CASPer arm lay near the entrance. I ignored it and continued moving. Two more tremors told me the thing was close—maybe right on top of me. 
 
    Using the pitons for help, I twisted around and flicked on the lights. At first, I thought the lamps were damaged and hadn’t come on. Then I realized something was blocking the light less than five meters away—something that didn’t even really reflect light. 
 
    The platform groaned beneath me, and the world tilted slightly. The goddamned thing was moving the platform! I pointed the piton launcher at it and fired. 
 
    The tungsten spear struck the creature nearly point blank and disappeared into its obsidian flesh. The platform fell back to the ground, the force making me stumble. When I looked back, I could see clouds of particulates swirling in the beams of light. 
 
    I reloaded the launcher and headed to the control panels. The container began its diagnostics, checking for damage or any repairs that needed to be made before it was functional. Kind of unnecessary, really. Not like I’d have time to repair any of the mechanisms. Two more impact tremors told me I wasn’t going to have the chance in any case. 
 
    The diagnostic reported all green. Finally, something was going my way. The container moved beneath me, the creature dragging it. No, motherfucker, I thought, you’re not taking me down after all this. 
 
    I pulled the last of the mining charges and affixed it to the piton. The make-shift spear wouldn’t travel far with any accuracy, but if I could get the thing to move closer, I might be able to give it a little surprise. 
 
    Shuffling back to the cargo door, I aimed my lights and took a peek, not wanting to step all the way beyond what little protection I had. Those strange amorphous appendages were doing their dance over the metal, pulling and tugging as if trying to open a tin can. 
 
    Then I saw what I needed to. The creature, its body little more than a shape itself, was to the left, its flank exposed. Math was never my strong suit, but I counted up the seconds it would take for the platform to rise from the ocean floor. Once I activated the control panel, the signal would travel up the cables and to the lift floating on the surface of Ryeer Prime’s ocean. Without four other mechs adding to the container’s mass, the winch should be able to bring me up faster. I hoped. Even so, I’d have to twiddle with the controls and make sure the damned lift was going to do its best to get me the hell out of there as fast as possible. 
 
    Four seconds. Maybe. 
 
    I returned to the control panel, set the speed as high as I dared, and returned to the open bay door. The creature hadn’t moved. It had stopped dragging the container, but the metal floor vibrated from its appendages spreading over and caressing the container’s shell. 
 
    I set the charge for ten seconds and aimed. Be with you in a minute, Holly, I thought and fired the piton. 
 
    The tungsten spear erupted from the tool and flew toward its target, its course almost immediately sliding to the right. Just before it began to tumble, it found its target. 
 
    The container rocked as though hit by a child throwing a tantrum. Fighting against the sudden tilt and sway, I pushed off my good foot in the direction of the control panel, landed next to it a heartbeat later, and hit the control switch. 
 
    The entire container shook as the cables began to pull upward. Maybe a meter off the ocean floor, the creature took a swipe at the container, knocking it into a slight swing. I hit the switch to close the container and waited to see what would happen. 
 
    I activated the outside cams, hoping to see something. Without lights, however, there was nothing to see. As the seconds ticked by, my mind calculated the number of meters the container could possibly reach before the explosion. Six meters. Maybe. 
 
    The container rocked again, a bright flash giving the cameras a few instants to capture the carnage. The piton had punctured the creature’s flesh just enough to push the charge inside. Chunks of the amorphous thing had blown outward, the water turning milky around the great wounds. 
 
    The container swung harder this time, the container floor tilting at a 5° slope that made me want to lean. After one more punishing punch to the bottom of the container, the only vibration was from the water sliding against the container’s roof. 
 
    After refilling my mech’s breathing liquid, I leaned against the bulkhead, not bothering to strap in. The container’s walls had dents that had stretched the metal nearly to the breaking point. The diagnostic sensors claimed the container was still pressure-tight, but after the battering it’d had, I didn’t really believe it. 
 
    I sent a message up the cables that the mission had failed, four hands lost. I wasn’t expecting a reply, but I got one anyway: “We’ll try again tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Hunting Trip by Jon R. Osborne 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Alaska—Before Peepo’s Invasion 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how the hell Sansar knew about this place,” Bjorn Tovesson III grumbled, as he led Sergeant Daniel Walker along the camouflaged path. A chill breeze carried a dusting of snow from higher on the mountain. “I didn’t find out about it until 10 years ago.” 
 
    “When your father still commanded the Berserkers?” Walker asked. Bjorn noticed Walker didn’t divulge how Sansar Enkh, commander of the Golden Horde, had learned about their destination. But the Horde was reputed to have the best intelligence network on Earth; it would put those of the largest nation-states to shame. 
 
    “Yup. I was already commanding a company in the Berserkers by the time my old man dragged my ass up here,” Bjorn remarked, brushing frost from his facial hair with the back of his glove. “I guess he wanted to make sure I was going to stick with the family business.” 
 
    Walker grunted in response, taking in his surroundings. Trees obscured the rumbler they had left parked at the end of a rambling track before hiking up the slope. “What else were you going to do, become a sous chef?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. It seems the Norns had it all figured out,” Bjorn replied, a touch of bitterness creeping into his voice. He stopped and pointed west, parallel to the ridge above them. “There’s the old mine trace and the supply road. The truck yard in front of the main mine entrance has enough open space to land the VTOL—the vertical takeoff and landing—craft. How many depends on your pilots.” 
 
    Walker pulled out a set of binoculars and scanned the terrain, following the road which wound down the opposite side of the mountain. “What about the town five klicks out?” he asked, lowering the binoculars. “This place is supposed to be a hidden bolt hole.” 
 
    “Did Sansar get her info from the town?” Bjorn asked. When Walker remained silent, Bjorn added, “I didn’t think so. The town owes us. Even if they knew what was up here, they wouldn’t rat us out.” 
 
    “Are you sure they wouldn’t sell you out for a few credits?” Walker asked. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be here if they would,” Bjorn countered. “Sansar already tested them.” 
 
    Walker turned to Bjorn and arched an eyebrow. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Bjorn smiled under his bushy beard. It was his turn to be enigmatic. 
 
    “Fine, you’re right,” Walker relented. “What did you do to inspire such loyalty?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ten Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “Why did you drag my ass up here?” Bjorn grumbled as they trudged upslope through knee-deep snow. They had left their snowmobiles half an hour earlier when the terrain became too rough. “The last time you took me hunting, a bear tried to eat my arm.” 
 
    “Are you going to complain the whole time?” his father asked, glaring over his shoulder. He was Bjorn Tovesson II, commander of Bjorn’s Berserkers. In front of the troops, Bjorn III addressed him as commander. Alone out here, he had some other choice names in mind for his father. “We had it tougher on Vokul III.” 
 
    “We got paid for Vokul III,” Bjorn retorted, wiping frost from his beard and mustache. He adjusted his goggles. “If we had to hike, at least we had our CASPers.” 
 
    “There’s something I want to show you,” the older Tovesson said. “Besides, all you were doing was moping around the lodge about…what was her name? Carrie?” 
 
    “Kelly,” Bjorn snapped back. They had broken up a week earlier, and the wound was still fresh. “I was not moping.” 
 
    “Whatever.” His father continued to lead them uphill, threading a path through huge boulders. “I tried to tell you she wasn’t the kind of gal who would marry a merc. It takes a special kind of woman. Take your mother, for example; she’s a saint.” 
 
    “Something we can agree on,” Bjorn said. “She has to put up with us.” 
 
    “Kelly was no saint,” his father stated. “She was drawn to the money that comes with the merc lifestyle. At best, she hoped you would spoil her; at worst, she was hoping to cash in on your death benefits. You are too practical for her, son.” 
 
    His father was right, which irked Bjorn. While Bjorn’s Berserkers wasn’t in the first tier of mercenaries like the Four Horsemen, it was a large and successful organization, solidly within the second tier. This meant Bjorn’s family was rock star wealthy by Earth standards. Luckily, Bjorn had inherited his father’s common sense when it came to money. 
 
    “Whatever,” Bjorn grumbled, mimicking his father. Bjorn had dated merc groupies before, but he thought Kelly was different. He was angrier with himself for not seeing it than he was at his father for pointing it out. They hiked another fifteen minutes, the muffled crunch of their boots in the snow accompanying their ascent. 
 
    “Here we are,” his father announced and led the way into a niche behind a house-sized boulder. “Watch carefully, son.” His father pulled off his right glove and slid his hand along a crease in the sheer stone surface. There was an audible click, then his father tapped a sequence on concealed buttons. 
 
    A louder click followed. Dust and snow fell from the stone as it shuddered, and a rectangular seam appeared. A larger door, three meters tall and two meters wide, swung open. Dim red lights flickered on in the corridor beyond. 
 
    “Come on.” His father tromped into the corridor, and Bjorn followed. The passage had been cut from the surrounding stone. Hope for relief from the cold evaporated as Bjorn realized it was as cold in the corridor as it was outside. At least they were out of the wind. The hidden door swung shut behind them with a dull thud. 
 
    “Forget to pay the heat bill?” Bjorn joked half-heartedly. The humor would be lost on most people nowadays; energy bills weren’t divided by use or source as everything was electric. 
 
    “Heating this section would cause the outer door to show up on infrared,” his father replied matter-of-factly as they walked deeper into the mountain. “Defeats the whole purpose of a hidden bunker if it can be spotted by orbitals or overflying aircraft.” 
 
    “Is this one of great-grandpa Olaf’s old mines?” Bjorn knew his family made a lot of money in the mining business before his grandfather, Bjorn I, formed the Berserkers. Investing in the advanced equipment made available after First Contact let Olaf revitalize several mines by extracting rare earths and molybdenum from previously impractical deposits. It turned out molybdenum was an important ingredient in the super-alloys used by advanced races. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t pay attention to family history,” his father remarked as they reached another over-sized door. This one had a traditional keypad next to it which didn’t illuminate until the third button was punched. After another seven numbers, the door opened with the whir of servos. 
 
    “Odin’s eye, what are you hiding down here?” Bjorn asked as they passed through the door. The corridor continued, dim red light illuminating it. Twenty meters away, a pair of alcoves housing sentry guns flanked the passageway. 
 
    “It’s not what we’re hiding now,” his father replied, his deep voice echoing off the stone. Either there was no one to hear them, or they had already been recognized as friendly. “It’s what we can hide down here if we need to.” 
 
    The corridor ended at the stone platform. Railings surrounded the 10-meter-across surface, except to the left where a ramp sloped downward into the darkness. Bjorn watched as his father pulled out a rugged slate, a ubiquitous tablet computer. The glow cast by the slate highlighted the wrinkles in the older man’s face. 
 
    “What can we hide down here?” Bjorn asked, instinctively keeping his voice low in the darkness. 
 
    In response to commands typed on the slate, blue lights flickered on, revealing a cavernous space hewn out of the mountain. “Pretty much everyone, and then some,” his father replied. “We have room for up to eight companies plus gear and an additional five thousand support staff and dependents.” 
 
    Bjorn gazed over the railing as they trod down the ramp. Empty pallet racks lined the walls and a row of forklifts sat next to charging stations. Sections of the stone floor were marked as parking spaces for vehicles. 
 
    “Who maintains this place?” Bjorn asked as they reached the floor. Even on standby, the facility needed attention. “Where is the power coming from?” 
 
    “The answer to your second question is a geothermal tap, backed by power cells.” His father strode across the chamber toward one of the tunnels that disappeared into the stone walls. “As for your first question, I send some trusted techs up here twice a year. They come through the old mining town north of here, under the guise of Olaf Mining employees doing geological surveys.” 
 
    “How the heck do you plan on getting vehicles and gear in here?” While a CASPer could navigate the entrance they had used, it would be impassable for anything larger. 
 
    His father jerked a thumb toward the largest exit. “The old mine entrance is accessible via a road from the town. We can also land VTOLs and haul them in.” 
 
    “Yet you made me ride cross country on a snowmobile for two hours, then hike up the side of a mountain.” Bjorn pulled down his hood. The vault was cool, but not cold. 
 
    The tunnel they entered quickly terminated at another door with another keypad. Bjorn recognized the chamber beyond as a command center. “Quit bitching,” his father said, flipping switches on the closest console. Terminals and screens lit up around the room. “We would have had to fly or drive 10 hours around the damned mountain to use the north entrance.” 
 
    Images flickered on the screens, most showing darkened tunnels and what Bjorn presumed was the original mine entrance, now sealed with huge vault doors. A handful of screens to the left caught his attention. They displayed images of a small town and the surrounding roads. 
 
    “This is the town down the road, right?” Bjorn pointed at the cluster of screens. 
 
    “Yeah, Aklak Creek,” the older man replied without looking up. He tapped keys at a terminal and compared the results on the screen to his slate. “Your grandfather thought it would be a good idea to keep an eye on the town. What of it?” 
 
    “Any idea who owns those three military trucks?” Bjorn peered closer at the screens. Two bulky, six-wheeled trucks sat outside one of the larger buildings, and another rolled slowly down the road running through the middle of the town. “They look like an old Russian design, based on the High-Mobility Vehicles they introduced in the 21st century.” 
 
    His father stomped over and studied the images. “Sonuvabitch,” he muttered under his breath. “It’s the fucking Russians from the Bering Peninsula. Fifty years ago, they moved in and set up shop, claiming they were protecting Russian corporate facilities. All the spineless bastards in the UN did was file a sternly worded protest. Now, when the Russian security contractors get bored, they harass and shakedown the locals. But I’ve never known them to range this far south.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any CASPers stashed here?” Bjorn asked. 
 
    “We have a rack of old Mk 5s,” his father replied. “It’ll take an hour to fire them up and load them out. If we use jumpjets to get there quickly, they’ll hear us coming, not to mention that they’ll give away the fact that there’s a merc outfit nearby.” 
 
    “You think we shouldn’t get involved.” It wasn’t a question, and Bjorn couldn’t debate the logic. Why risk giving away the presence of a hidden bunker just to deal with some brigands? 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” his father agreed, regarding the screens. With a tap on the slate, the cameras switched from low-light to thermal. “Those trucks are still warm; they haven’t been there long. Once the Russians get good and liquored up, they’ll be looking for entertainment. It’ll be like one of those bad Tri-V flicks.” 
 
    “So what now?” Bjorn watched as a pair of brigands disembarked from a truck and went into the building. He guessed there were, at most, a dozen men per truck, assuming all were fully loaded. Given the circumstances, Bjorn figured eight men per truck was a more likely number. 
 
    “We’ve got a shitload of guns and ammo squirreled away,” his father remarked, tapping a command on the slate. One of the cameras showed the lights coming on in a chamber lined with gun racks and crates of ammunition. “Let’s load up and go hunting. You grab as many guns as you can carry, and I’ll fire up a Snow-Cat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why did we drive three hours to get here?” Arkady complained and took a drag on a cigarette. At least the town store had cigarettes, but they didn’t merit the bumpy trip in the back of an HMV. “Why are we stuck out in the cold keeping watch? The locals won’t put up a fight.” 
 
    “Don’t you watch videos? Every American has five guns and is itching to use them,” Emil replied through his scarf. “If you had kept your mouth shut, we wouldn’t be stuck outdoors freezing our asses off. By the time the others finish with those women, we’ll be lucky if they are alive.” 
 
    “The Americans had to get rid of their guns,” Arkady retorted. “It was part of the United Nations Nation-State Concord. The only ones who still have guns are the urban gangs. And, the party is only getting warmed up; I’m sure they’ll leave at least one alive for us.” 
 
    Emil snorted and started to say something, but was cut off when the lens of his goggles shattered, accompanied by a meaty thwok. Arkady stared stupefied for a moment before turning in the direction Emil was facing. He realized he should call out as something punched him in the ribs, below his heart. His cry became a gurgling rasp as bone and steel-jacketed tungsten shredded his left lung.  
 
    Arkady staggered a step before falling to his knees and coughing up blood. Two hulking forms emerged from the night. He wondered if they were bears as spots swam in front of his eyes. No, bears didn’t carry rifles. Emil was right, after all. 
 
    “See, I told you dialing the MARs down to 1,000 fps would keep them quiet,” Bjorn III whispered as they dumped the brigands behind a woodpile. A peak through a window revealed a dozen Russians getting liquored up. Their lewd comments and pawing at the women serving their booze left no doubt what would happen once they were drunk. 
 
    “Good thing you didn’t miss because you got cute and went for a head shot,” his father countered, piling the sidearms and ammo they had looted from the downed security contractors into one of the Russian’s backpacks. They hid the pack and the brigands’ assault rifles next to a propane tank. 
 
    Bjorn shrugged. He wasn’t going to admit he had expected the round to drop faster. They hadn’t taken the time to calibrate the scopes on the magnetic accelerator rifles, so they had to eyeball their shots. 
 
    They skulked through the snow between buildings, halting when they heard dogs barking a block away. Three shots rang out followed by canine yelps; the dogs fell silent. 
 
    “Those assholes next,” the elder Tovesson growled.  
 
    Bjorn nodded while listening to the earpiece he had appropriated. Someone asked in Russian about the gunfire. Another Russian voice replied, laughing about putting down American dogs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Kapitan Polkov reminds us to restrain ourselves,” Timur announced. His three comrades were still laughing over the steaming corpses of the dogs they had shot. “If we have too much fun, the Americans may lodge a protest or even threaten sanctions.” 
 
    “Let them protest,” Markos chuckled, kicking one of the canine corpses. “I hope the kapitan is right about the gold. I do not think this town has enough pretty girls to justify the drive.” 
 
    Roman jerked a thumb toward the house the dogs had been protecting. “Let us see if there are any bitches inside.” 
 
    “Should we knock on the—ow!” Dmitri clutched the back of his head. Something fell at his feet. Had a local thrown a rock at him? Warm blood trickled down the back of his neck. 
 
    The object in the snow emitted a brilliant blue flash and a sharp pop. The operators yanked at their earpieces, which shrieked for a split second. The lights in the house went dark, including those illuminating the yard. Markos pulled down a set of night vision goggles, only to find them useless. 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” Markos cried. 
 
    “Did you turn the goggles on?” Timur asked. 
 
    There was a meaty thunk, and Markos fell among the dogs. The remaining men unslung their assault rifles, warily scanning for a shooter in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bjorn crept closer, letting the snow muffle his steps. He clicked the earpiece back on; he had been far enough from the EMP grenade to spare any electronics he carried. His cybernetic arm let him fastball a grenade accurately up to 50 yards away. Between his arm and his pinplants, he wouldn’t want to be at ground zero. 
 
    The Russians scrambled for cover, still uncertain where the shots were coming from. There was a crack, and the man kneeling behind a picnic table was thrown back in a spray of blood. Bjorn guessed the round hit the wooden table and began tumbling as it hit the man. 
 
    The remaining operators pointed their guns and fired. Bjorn wasn’t sure if they had spotted his father or if they were guessing. At least they had enough discipline not to spray and pray. Bjorn sighted on a target hunkered down behind a woodpile. He had to be careful; even at reduced velocity, the tungsten rounds would tear right through a house and anyone in its path. 
 
    Bjorn squeezed the trigger. The man yelped in pain as the bullet passed through his thigh. There was a spark and a sharp crack as the bullet struck the house’s concrete block foundation. Unlike the CASPer’s magnetic accelerator cannon, the rifles didn’t have the power to cycle shots quickly, but they made excellent urban sniper weapons. 
 
    To the man’s credit, he spun toward Bjorn and squeezed off a three-round burst. Three bullets buzzed past Bjorn like angry hornets, too close for comfort. Bjorn aimed and fired again, this time striking the man in his hip. 
 
    The Russian pitched backward as bone turned into shrapnel in his body. His comrade scurried for the corner of the house, ducking low. Bjorn saw the fleeing man spasm as his father shot him low in the back. The round travelled up through his torso, punching through a variety of organs before erupting from under the clavicle. The brigand fell face first into the snow. 
 
    Bjorn blinked his UV light twice, and his father replied in kind. In the earpiece, a harsh voice admonished in Russian about wasting ammunition. Bjorn trudged through the snow to meet his father, warily scanning the night. Eventually, their luck would run out, and they would be forced into a real fight rather than guerilla actions. 
 
    “Based on the racket, half of them were in the bar,” the older mercenary whispered. “Leaves at least half a dozen out here; they’re probably with the other truck. If we get lucky, maybe we can take them out before someone pulls their head out of their ass and figures out what’s going on.” 
 
    “If we’re going to tangle with them, I’m going to grab the toy I lugged down here,” Bjorn said. Since he couldn’t wear a CASPer to the party, he was damned well going to break out some party favors. 
 
    “Try not to mow down half the town,” his father warned. He didn’t bother mentioning that they would be throwing stealth out the window. “I’ll cut behind this line of houses and meet you at the east end of the street.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Movement between two of the buildings drew Grisha’s attention away from his slate. He paused the soccer game and turned the device face down to eliminate the glare. He tugged down his light amplification goggles and scanned the buildings. It wouldn’t surprise him if the locals finally decided to put up a fight. The kapitan assumed holding a handful of civilians in the bar would quell any resistance, but what if some of these people didn’t give a shit about their neighbors? 
 
    “Svati, you awake?” Grisha rapped his knuckles on the gunner’s boot. Unlike the other two trucks, the one they were in was armed and armored. Forty years earlier, it was designed to quell civilian uprisings and labor strikes. Even if the shadow in the snow had a rifle, he would be no threat to the truck, and the machine gun would turn any protestor to hamburger. “Wake up!” 
 
    Svati snorted and stirred in the raised gunner seat. “What is it? I told you, I’m not raping some chubby Eskimo.” 
 
    “No, I think one of the locals finally grew a pair.” Grisha flipped on the IR spotlight and panned it along the street. A hulking man staggered from between two of the buildings, pausing to raise a bottle to his lips. After a long drink, he hobbled to the stoop of one of the houses and plopped down on the steps. 
 
    “It’s some old drunk.” Svati chuckled malevolently. “Should I light him up?” 
 
    “Did you sleep through Roman’s team getting yelled at for wasting ammo on dogs?” Grisha replied. “Leave the old man be; his hag of a wife probably kicked him out into the cold to drink.” 
 
    “Too bad for the bastard. Vasily spotted him,” Svati remarked. “He must have gotten bored with the shopkeeper and his daughter.” 
 
    “Do you think Vasily will kill him?” Grisha asked, watching as Vasily stalked across the street. The man sitting on the porch took another drink, unaware of his peril. 
 
    “Depends on how much he’s had to drink and how much fun he had with the shop girl,” Svati stated. “If he does, you can bet he’ll drag it out. I’ve never met a crueler son of a bitch. I heard the Russian Federal Army kicked him out for killing too many recruits in boot camp.” 
 
    They watched as Vasily planted himself in front of the drunk and poked him in the shoulder. The man lurched to his feet, rising half a head taller than Vasily. 
 
    “He’s a big one!” Grisha hadn’t realized how large the man was without someone else for reference. 
 
    “Maybe he’ll last a bit,” Svati speculated. 
 
    Vasily poked the man in the chest, then tried to smack the bottle away. The drunk smashed the bottled into the side of Vasily’s skull, then seized the ex-drill sergeant by the throat. Vasily kicked in the air as he was hoisted up, and he clawed futilely at the hand clamped to his throat. Vasily’s assailant turned, shielding himself from the truck crew’s view with the thrashing Russian. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Grisha cried. “Shoot him!” 
 
    “I can’t; I’ll hit Vasily!” Svati protested as he swiveled the turret and aimed at the struggling men. 
 
    There was a pair a flashes accompanied by reports, and Vasily stopped twitching. The large man flung Vasily as though he were a rag doll and dove for the cover of the nearest building. 
 
    “Shoot him!” Grisha yelled as he reached for the radio, but the din of smashing glass and rending metal drowned him out. The air filled with granules of bullet-proof glass and slivers of shredded armor. Grisha’s hand reaching for the radio fell limp, and blood dripped from his sleeve as his arm slid from his parka and flopped to the floor of the cab. His cry for help became a gurgle as he slumped in his harness. 
 
    Svati fought against the pain in his legs and tried to ignore the warmth filling his boots. He spun the turret, seeking the source of gunfire. It had to have been a vehicle-mounted weapon to shred the armored HMV. There was only the same handful of snow-covered cars and trucks, but next to an old pick-up, Svati spotted a man. He was every bit as large as the one who throttled Vasily. The gun the giant bore was impossibly huge. It looked like something out of an old American video. Svati realized he wasn’t going to get the turret around in time. 
 
    Bjorn re-centered the MAC on the turret. Even with his cybernetic arm, the magnetic accelerator cannon was a bitch to control for even a short burst. The gun’s targeting optics relayed the firing solution through his pinplants. His artificial arm adjusted minutely, and he squeezed off another quarter-second burst. A dozen steel-jacketed tungsten rounds punched through the truck’s armor, and the turret went still. Bjorn winced as shattering glass and splintering wood told him the rounds blew out the other side of the truck. He hoped no innocents were down range; he had aimed high hoping any pass-thru rounds would go over the two houses next to the hardware store. 
 
    The indicator informed Bjorn he had 25 rounds left. Without a CASPer, the amount of ammo he could carry was limited. Two 50 round boxes were stashed back in the Snow-Cat, but once the gun was empty, he would have to ditch it. 
 
    The carnage had not gone unnoticed, and his earpiece flooded with angry Russian voices. The bar was a quarter kilometer away. It would be a couple of minutes before reinforcements came, if they cast aside caution. Bjorn moved behind a pair of parked cars to get a better view of the entrance to the hardware store. 
 
    Light spilled onto the porch before someone had the presence of mind to flip the lights off. Bjorn caught a glimpse of a man hunkered down behind the ice machine near the door. One of the Russians in the store reported that the Americans had machine guns. Calls to the truck crew went unanswered. A steely, calm voice cut through the chatter, ordering the troops to be quiet. 
 
    The brigand behind the ice machine peeked around the corner. Bjorn activated the laser-sight on his gun and painted the man, following him as he ducked back behind cover. A metallic spang echoed off the store’s concrete wall as a MAC round blew through the Russian’s assault rifle and hand. 
 
    A minute thirty. He killed the laser sight as his father fired a second shot at the Russian scrambling for the door. The man cried out, but made it through. The iron voice on the radio ordered the man to fall back into the store and seek a rear exit. 
 
    A minute fifteen. Bjorn had to choose between backing up his father and dealing with the incoming reinforcements. His father had an earpiece, as well, and the same intel. A large shadow crossed the street another house down and swung around behind the store.  
 
    Another HMV rumbled down the street from the direction of the bar. Bjorn zoomed in, the gun’s optics feed superimposed over his vision. The driver was hunched behind the steering wheel. The truck’s light armor might have stopped a traditional rifle, but it would be tin foil against a heavier weapon, let alone a MAC. It meant the poor bastard driving the truck was bait. Bjorn eased back into the shadow of the closest house. One minute. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lazar considered taking the crying girl hostage, weighing how much she would slow them down against her worth as leverage. He was certain they were facing at least two ex-mercs. As an ex-merc, himself, he couldn’t fathom why they would settle for a backwater ghost town. Maybe Polkov’s stories about gold were true. 
 
    Headlights played across the short windows set high in the wall. One of the other HMVs must be approaching. “Let’s go,” he hissed to the others. 
 
    “What about her?” Fyodor nodded toward the sobbing girl, who knelt next to the old man bleeding on the floor. “We were just getting started.” 
 
    “Holster your dick and draw your gun,” Lazar growled. The girl would be a distraction, he decided. Leaving her alive might slow any would-be rescuers. “Find the back door.” 
 
    “Over here,” Yuriy called from a swinging door. The doorway led to a cluttered back room. On the other side, Yuriy’s flashlight played across a steel fire exit. 
 
    “Good job, Yuriy.” Lazar wished he had kept up the nanite treatments used by mercenaries to fortify their bodies, but nanites were expensive. He hoped he wouldn’t regret substituting vodka for nanites. They collected near the door after stumbling through the stock room. “Once the door opens go straight for the next building. Fyodor, you take point.” 
 
    “Why me?” Fyodor protested. “You’re not in charge.” 
 
    “You’re the fastest runner,” Lazar lied. “Unless you would prefer to be stuck behind us. Then we could all bunch up and make an easy target.” 
 
    “Fine,” Fyodor relented. 
 
    “With any luck, the reinforcements have their attention,” Lazar said. As if on cue, they heard the din of gunfire, shrieking metal, and shattering glass from the street in front of the store. 
 
    “Go!” Lazar hissed.  
 
    Fyodor flung the metal door open and dashed out into the snow. Lazar counted three beats and followed. Fyodor was nearly to the shed behind the store when he lurched sideways and stumbled. He dropped his rifle as he tried to arrest his fall. 
 
    Lazar pitched himself flat into the snow. An angry hornet of metal buzzed over him, and he rolled behind a pile of cement blocks. Yuriy, sensing the threat, knelt behind the open fire door, using it as a shield. He fired at a dumpster, bullets sparking off the metal. A hulking shadow stalked behind the dumpster, keeping it between himself and Yuriy. After another salvo from Yuriy, the huge form poked a rifle around the edge. There was a metallic crack as he shot through the fire door, sending Yuriy slumping against the doorframe. 
 
    Lazar lost his rifle when he dove into the snow. Swiftly pulling his pistol, he sighted over the concrete block. His target must have heard him and back-pedaled for cover. Yuriy stroked the trigger three times, following his quarry. Two bullets ricocheted off the dumpster, but the third caught the target in the center of his chest, knocking him back behind it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bjorn let the truck roll past unmolested. The first of the reinforcements crept into view, ducking behind a parked car. Another Russian leapfrogged past the first. Bjorn heard a crunch in the snow to his left and cursed under his breath. They’d sent someone behind the houses; he should have thought of that. Bjorn surged forward hefting the 25 kilogram cannon. The overturned canoe he was crouching behind shattered as bullets peppered the fiberglass. 
 
    Bjorn swept the MAC along the line of parked cars, ending at the HMV, and prayed to the gods none of his shots hit the innocents huddling in their homes. The rearmost brigand caught the first round square in the chest. The projectile punched through the man with a spray of red mist. Three rounds tracked across a car in a cacophony of breaking glass and shredded metal. The next four wreaked similar havoc on the van the lead Russian crouched behind. 
 
    The line of tungsten hail caught up to the HMV. A rear tire burst, sparks flew from the punctured light armor, and the windows blew out of the cab. The truck lurched forward and turned toward the curb. It crunched into a pick-up truck and ground to a halt. 
 
    Bjorn debated ditching the cannon as he lumbered up the street in the direction of the store. There were only 10 rounds left in the weapon, he had opposition coming from behind the houses, and he didn’t know the status of the Russian who was behind the van. Several gunshots echoed behind the building; they had spotted his father. 
 
    The Russian behind the van snapped a three-round burst over the hood. Two bullets hit the house behind Bjorn, and the third tore through his parka. Bjorn knelt behind a tree and swung the cannon toward the van. The Russian disappeared behind it, but Bjorn could make out his shadow underneath. 
 
    Bjorn aimed the cannon in the direction of the fleeing Russian and triggered it with his pinlink. Five projectiles sprayed in a narrow arc and punched through the van. One clipped the gas tank, and it burst into flame. 
 
    Heat washed over Bjorn, and the conflagration blinded him to the movement of the pintle mount on the HMV. It also distracted the Russians who emerged from behind the houses, one of them blurting out an oath. The tree Bjorn crouched behind splintered. The MAC jerked, and an indicator warned him that the ammo feed was inoperable. Another bullet glanced off his leg armor; two millimeters closer and it would have shattered his shin. 
 
    Bjorn brought his weapon to bear and triggered the chambered round, praying to Thor that the power leads were intact. The weapon bucked as powerful electromagnets hurled the last steel-clad tungsten projectile supersonically. The gunner in the truck never heard the crack of the shot. The projectile clipped the impromptu armor shielding the gunner’s position, causing the round to wobble in flight. The bullet blew a large hole through the gunner’s ribcage as it arced into the night and landed half a kilometer away. 
 
    Bjorn tossed the crippled weapon into the snow. Two bullets struck him low in the back, pitching him forward, and another caught him in the thigh. Pain blazed through his leg as the bullet lodged in his armor. The flesh wound felt as though a red-hot brand seared his flesh. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lazar walked cautiously around the dumpster, keeping his sidearm in front of him. His heart pounded in his chest; it had been years since he’d felt this exhilaration. His opponent was a mercenary; Lazar was certain of it. Perhaps Polkov had not led them on a wild goose chase after all. Successful mercs were rich, and this man had grey in his beard. Unsuccessful mercenaries did not live long, unless they fell back on a less-challenging vocation as Lazar had. 
 
    Lazar paused at the corner of the dumpster, the din of gunfire from the street making it hard to listen for his opponent. An orange flash deepened the shadows; Lazar ignored the distraction and stepped around the dumpster. 
 
    “Surprise, buttercup,” the man in the snow snarled, firing his pistol. 
 
    Lazar’s finger clenched on his trigger as he flung himself backward. He didn’t see his shot hit, but he heard the dull thud and exclamation of pain. His opponent’s bullet struck high on his chest armor near his left shoulder. If it had been a rifle round, his arm would be crippled despite the armor. As it was, it hurt like hell. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Fyodor gasped from behind Lazar. 
 
    “You survived,” Lazar noted, as the other man staggered to the edge of a shed. 
 
    “No thanks to either of you,” Fyodor countered through clenched teeth. “I don’t know what he was shooting, but my armor might as well have been paper. The round barely nicked me, and my rib is broken.” 
 
    Lazar didn’t bother explaining that Fyodor’s armor probably hurt more than it helped. If he hadn’t been wearing armor, the bullet would have left a crease through his flesh, but it would have transferred less kinetic energy to his body. 
 
    “Can you see him?” Lazar hissed. 
 
    “I think you got him—again,” Fyodor replied, sucking in his breath. “I think for real this time.” The firefight on the street tapered off, leaving only the sounds of barking dogs and tinkling glass. Fyodor shouldered his rifle and slipped around the dumpster. 
 
    Lazar quickly moved so Fyodor would not block his line of fire. The American was slumped against a pair of trashcans; Lazar could see the huge man’s chest moving. Fyodor drew a bead on the fallen merc, but Lazar waved him off. 
 
    “Polkov may want words with him,” Lazar said, keeping his pistol trained. “He might know what Polkov is seeking.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bjorn pitched forward in the snow, drawing his pistol as he fell. A volley of bullets passed over his head. The gunsights in the huge Heckler and Glock 12mm automatically connected with his pinlinks. A targeting reticle appeared, centering on the closest assailant as Bjorn aimed and squeezed off a single shot. The 260-grain hollow-point round knocked the man off his feet, and he flopped in the snow. 
 
    The other Russian dove for cover behind a tank next to a house. Bjorn held his fire; as much fun as it would have been to detonate the propane tank, there were people in the house. Bjorn rolled aside and scrambled out of the Russian’s view. He debated switching back to the magnetic accelerator rifle bouncing on his back, but doing so might put civilians at risk. The bullets from his rifle could pass right through an opponent and into a house. 
 
    Bjorn hunkered down next to a covered motorcycle. The glare from the burning van had rendered his night vision goggles useless. Pops of small arms fire echoed from behind the hardware store; at least his father was still kicking. If he could sneak behind the next two houses, he should be able to get a clear view of the rear of the hardware store. He could flank whoever was scrapping with Dad. 
 
    His leg still stung, but the bullet had cooled and was no longer cooking his flesh. Ignoring the pain, he crept up the driveway and peered around the corner of the house. There was no sign of the Russian; Bjorn hoped he was still huddled behind 200 liters of explosive gas. Bjorn turned east and passed behind the next house, moving quicker now that the MAC no longer encumbered him. Hairs suddenly stood up on the back of his neck. He felt three impacts between his shoulder blades. The shots’ reports sounded as Bjorn fell forward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Polkov says bring him,” Lazar reported. 
 
    “How are we supposed to carry him?” Fyodor protested. “I’m hurt, and he must weight 150 kilos.” 
 
    “I nailed the other one,” Kazi called over the radio, panting into his microphone. 
 
    “Is he alive?” Polkov demanded. 
 
    There was a pause. Given his experience, Lazar did not blame Kazi for being careful. 
 
    “Nyet,” came the winded reply. 
 
    “Lazar, bring your prisoner,” Polkov ordered. “Everyone else get back to the tavern. I want to find out what was so precious to these men. Maybe they were protecting something more valuable than gold.” 
 
    Lazar debated asking for help with the captive, but Fyodor was right, he wouldn’t be much help moving the big man. 
 
    “Lazar, I found something,” Fyodor called. 
 
    Lazar kept his eyes trained on the American and kicked the handgun in the snow away. “What is it?” 
 
    “A snowmobile with a trailer,” Fyodor replied. “Give me a minute, and I can get it started.” 
 
    Lazar kept the American in his sights as he checked the snow where the American had originally fallen. Lazar found a rifle sticking out of a snowbank. He pulled it out and identified it as a small arms version of a MAC. Polkov could be onto something; it was a mercenary weapon designed to punch through alien armor like MinSha chitin. 
 
    The motor of the snowmobile coughed. Hydrogen fuel cells were not common in backwater towns; they still used petrochemicals and combustion engines. The owners of the vehicle didn’t protest, which didn’t surprise Lazar after the firefight. Fyodor eased the vehicle forward. 
 
    “Cover him,” Lazar said in English. “If he tries anything, shoot him.” 
 
    Fyodor dismounted from the snowmobile and held his gun on the American. The man groaned as Lazar dragged him onto the trailer, but he didn’t resist. Lazar quickly patted the American down and liberated him of two knives, a second pistol, and a grenade. 
 
    “Bozhe moi,” Lazar muttered. “These Americans love their weapons. Let’s get a move on, I’m freezing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tikhon Polkov regarded the American slumped in the chair. The man’s possessions were spread on the table in front of him. His UAAC identified him as a mercenary commander, Bjorn Tovesson II. Polkov cursed his inability to access the Aethernet; the local node was offline. He wondered if it was deliberate or endemic to the hardships of backcountry living. 
 
    Polkov had researched this town before their trip. The old mines on the mountain had belonged to a Tovesson; it couldn’t be coincidence. Polkov had hoped for a stash of gold and relief from the mind-numbing boredom of protecting Russian corporate interests on the Bering peninsula from American retribution decades overdue. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Polkov swept his gaze across the eight security contractors in the barroom. When the firefights erupted, he had cut them off from drinking and harassing the waitresses. Now they glanced at each other and shrugged. 
 
    The man in the chair chuckled painfully. “Hell, my head hurts,” he muttered. 
 
    “I do not find your predicament humorous, Commander Tovesson,” Polkov stated in crisp English. “In fact, I find it quite precarious.” 
 
    “Is this the part where I threaten you and tell you if you kill me you’ll be signing your own death warrant?” the mercenary commander slurred, opening his eyes. It took a moment for his gaze to focus on Polkov. Blood matted the salt and pepper hair on the side of his head. His ice blue eyes flicked around the room, then returned to Polkov, blazing with fury. “Or is this the part where you imply I’d better make it worthwhile for you to keep my ass alive?” 
 
    “Good, you did not hit your head too hard,” Polkov replied. He strode over to the prisoner and seized him by the parka, lifting him one-handed. He hoped the old man had some fight left in him. “How long we drag this out is up to you. Perhaps you have family in this town, a wife and children? They could suffer if you continue with your American hero complex.” 
 
    “I have a son.” The mercenary grinned viciously. 
 
    “Was he the other one?” Polkov asked. The old man’s gaze wandered until Polkov shook him. “Too bad we killed him.” 
 
    The merc grinned again. “Funny thing,” he muttered. “The kid’s nanny was half-Inuit, half-Russian. He grew up speaking Russian as well as he spoke English.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amateurs. Their attention was all on the old man. Bjorn set the bloody battle axe down and scooped up a billiard ball from the pool table. One of the operators caught sight of him, standing in the shadows at the other end of the barroom. Before the man understood the threat, Bjorn pitched the pool ball. He had played baseball in the summers before he lost his left arm to a bear. And though he had been better at football than baseball, his cybernetic replacement arm gave him a 137-mile-per-hour fastball. 
 
    The man stumbled backward, clutching his face as blood dripped between his fingers. Before he hit the ground, Bjorn aimed the pistol in his other hand and shot the Russian on the periphery of the group. All hell broke loose as the brigands scrambled for cover. 
 
    His father slammed the heel of his palm into the kapitan’s chin, rocking the man backward and forcing him to release his grip. To Polkov’s credit, he quickly regained his bearings and reached for his sidearm. The elder Tovesson grabbed Polkov’s wrist, only to be flung away. Bjorn’s father crashed into a table, splintering it and sending chairs flying. 
 
    Bjorn knelt behind the pool table and fired twice at the kapitan’s back. He had been wearing his battle axe when he got shot in the back, and it saved him. He hoped Polkov was a softer target. Two holes blossomed in Polkov’s parka, and he pitched forward. 
 
    His father had snatched a dropped rifle. The operators split in half, one group scurrying between tables, heading toward the door, the rest fleeing for the bar and kitchen. One made it out of the door before Bjorn’s father opened up on full auto. Another dragged himself outside, leaving a trail of blood, and the third collapsed where he was shot. 
 
    Bjorn spotted the circuit breaker box, picked up his axe, and chucked the weapon end over end. The blade slammed into the box in a shower of sparks. The overhead lights flickered out, but half the circuits remained intact, leaving the room illuminated by neon signs and the jukebox. 
 
    At least two of the Russians ducked behind the bar. One fired at Bjorn, the other at his father. The older mercenary knocked over a table, which erupted in splinters under the rifle barrage. The pool table held up better, but it was still possible that a lucky shot could tag him. 
 
    Bjorn heard the rifles run out of ammunition and sidearmed a grenade behind the bar. It smashed a bottle of vodka before going off. The smoke grenade ignited the alcohol and sent the Russians scampering into the kitchen. 
 
    Polkov picked himself up off the floor, disoriented by the flickering flames and dim illumination. When he stooped for his gun, Bjorn charged. He bellowed a battle cry as he bore down on the Russian, stroking the trigger on his Heckler and Glock. The targeting reticle bounced with his stride, but he hit Polkov twice in the chest and twice in his left arm. Bjorn had hope to strike the Russian’s unarmored head, but the shots went high. Polkov was obviously wearing body armor under his winter gear. 
 
    Bjorn plowed into the Russian shoulder first and sent him bowling through tables and chairs. The display projected by his pinlink showed that his pistol was empty. Polkov was already regaining his feet; Bjorn stormed forward, cocking back his left arm. His cybernetic fist pistoned toward Polkov’s unprotected face. 
 
    Polkov seized Bjorn’s wrist with both hands, arresting the fist two centimeters from its target. “Nice arm, boy,” Polkov remarked, as though they were comparing cars on the street. “However, I have two.” 
 
    They jockeyed for footing and leverage. Despite Bjorn’s size, the gap between his knuckles and Poklov’s nose grew. Bjorn swung the empty pistol in his right hand at Polkov’s head. Polkov intercepted the strike and snared the hand. Bjorn gritted his teeth as he felt the bones grind together. But, as Polkov only used one hand to hold back Bjorn’s cyber-limb, the Russian started losing ground. 
 
    “Really, boy, what do you hope to accomplish?” Polkov sneered. “Tickling my nose?” 
 
    Bjorn felt bones fracture. Through clenched teeth, he snarled, “After…market…modifications.” 
 
    A pair of small, carbon-composite blades erupted from between his knuckles, skewering Polkov’s eyes. The Russian howled, clutching his face. Bjorn planted a kick in Polkov’s gut and sent the Russian stumbling backward. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Polkov snarled from the floor, blood seeping between his fingers. 
 
    “Is this the part where you promise to hunt us down?” Bjorn’s father asked, pulling himself from the debris and brushing off splinters of wood. Blood stained the upper arm of his parka, and he was limping. “Or is this the part where you offer us whatever we want if we spare you?” 
 
    Bjorn pulled a clip from his belt and slapped it into his pistol, then transferred the weapon to his left hand. The ammo display read: 10 rounds—300 grain tungsten sabot. 
 
    “Sukin syn,” Polkov spat. Son of a bitch. 
 
    “You shouldn’t say that about my mother,” Bjorn remarked in Russian as he trained the gun on the man’s chest. Three shots boomed; the bullets sparked against the concrete floor after blowing through the Russian’s front and back armor. “Sukin syn.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ten Years Later 
 
      
 
    What happened next?” Walker asked. They sat in the command center of the bunker, illuminated by the monitors’ glow. 
 
    “My father met with the village council. Luckily, there were no civilian casualties. My old man poured a bunch of money into the village, beyond covering whatever property damage we and the Russians had done,” Bjorn replied. “They have a new school that also serves surrounding villages, an Aethernet uplink, and a hydrogen cell plant for power. A dozen have jobs with Olaf Mining, mostly making sure the rock falls don’t choke off the road and maintaining a warehouse in town.” 
 
    “You also upgraded the airfield to the west,” Walker remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, among other things” Bjorn admitted. Enkh’s snooping irked him, but she was the canniest mercenary commander Bjorn had ever met. If she thought something was going to go down, it was best to be prepared. “I’m willing to give the Horde access to this bunker on a couple of conditions.” 
 
    “I’ll have to run them by Commander Enkh,” Walker countered. 
 
    “I know, but I don’t think she’ll have a problem with them,” Bjorn said. “If the shit hits the fan, whoever I have left needs to be able to come here. I have a big contract, so two-thirds of my forces will be off world, and I’m moving some assets to Vashall, but the remainder need to be able to go to ground. It’s the whole point of the place.” 
 
    “What’s the other condition?” Walker asked. 
 
    “Don’t mess with the town,” Bjorn replied, nodding to the bank of screens displaying views of the village. “They have a simple life, but it’s free of the bullshit that infects the more ‘civilized’ parts of the world. Keep the bored troopers from messing with the townies, and try to keep the townies out of the fray.” 
 
    “I suspect she’ll agree to your terms,” Walker said. 
 
    “Want to go to town for a beer?” Bjorn asked. “I’m due to drop some hard currency, and the three divots are still in the floor where I plugged the Russian son of a bitch.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 To Sell Your Cloak by Joseph Capdepon, II  
 
      
 
      
 
    John “JD” Blackmon, commanding officer of Blackmon’s Blaggards, sat with his back to the wall in the small bar on Karma Station, and watched the entrance. Most of the patrons in the bar were his troopers, drinking, eating, and enjoying down time after their last mission. His two platoon commanders sat at his table, beer in front of them, their faces tight as they watched their commander. 
 
    “What’s the deal?” Tobias Samuels asked.  
 
    JD glanced at Tobais, then looked at his counterpart, Samantha O’Donnell, who was watching him as closely as Tobais was. 
 
    “You aren’t usually so wound up after a contract,” Samantha said. 
 
    “There was a message waiting for me when we got back,” JD said. “Seems someone went to the Lyon’s Den looking for me.” 
 
    The two platoon commanders exchanged a worried glance. 
 
    “Message say who was doing the looking?” Tobais asked. 
 
    JD shook his head, lifted his glass, and took a sip of the whiskey. The whiskey and beer was why the Blaggards frequented this bar, instead of the others in Karma Station. Whiskey and beer that tasted like it was distilled and brewed the old way, back on Earth. 
 
    The door to the bar opened, and two men stepped inside. One was older, mid-fifties, dressed all in black, and a flash of white at his collar. The other was younger, early twenties, and dressed the same. Both wore their hair short, almost shaved to the scalp, and were in top physical shape. The older man looked around the dim interior of the bar, a smile cracked his face, and he moved toward the table where JD sat. 
 
    “You are a hard man to find, John Blackmon,” the older man said. 
 
    “Besides my pa, you are the only man to call me ‘John,’ Father William.” 
 
    JD stood up and offered his hand to the priest. He motioned for the two men to sit. 
 
    “Let me introduce my two platoon commanders,” JD said with a smile. “This is Tobais Samuels and Samantha O’Donnell, two of the toughest street kids to come out of Boston since I left.” 
 
    Father William nodded to them. “The young gentlemen with me is Father Alexi Ivanov.” 
 
    “What brings you to Karma, Father?” JD asked. 
 
    A buxom female server placed two glasses and a bottle of whiskey on the table. She smiled at the priests and bounced away. 
 
    “Almost as good as home,” JD said. He poured some of the amber liquid into both glasses and pushed them in front of the two priests. “You do still take it neat?” 
 
    Father William nodded, picked up the glass, smelled it, and took a sip. 
 
    “Not bad, though Alexi is not a drinker,” Father William said. “I want to contract your company, John.” 
 
    “You, personally, or the Church?” JD asked.  
 
    “The Church will be paying the bill, but His Holiness will most likely remain ignorant of what is happening,” Father William replied. 
 
    “The Church is willing to work with one who has been excommunicated?” JD said, a hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    “I’m not here to argue about the past,” Father William said. “The Church needs your help.” 
 
    “Why the Blaggards?” Tobias interjected. “Why not one of the Horseman, or any of the other merc companies?” 
 
    “The Horseman were too busy to listen to us, and none of the other companies we spoke to would take the contract,” Father Alexi said, bristling. “They did not want to get involved in a religious fight.” Father William placed a hand on Alexi’s arm to calm him. 
 
    “What’s the contract?” JD asked. 
 
    Father William made a motion to Alexi, who pulled a slate out of his cloak and placed it before Father William. 
 
    “Protection and defense of a mission,” Father William said. 
 
    Samantha snorted. “Not exactly the type of contracts we tend to take.” 
 
    JD glared at her. She stopped talking and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “My sergeant is not wrong, though,” JD said. “Defense contracts are not the type I tend to take. Why should I take yours?” 
 
    Father William touched the slate, brought up information, and pushed it across the table to JD, who picked it up. 
 
    “We’ve had this mission on Atreus for five years,” Father William said. “Father Alexi is one of those who work it, doing work with locals, who are Zuul, trying to create an understanding between our own faith and theirs.” 
 
    “And converting a few locals?” Tobias interjected. 
 
    “If they hear God’s word and wish to convert,” Alexi said shortly. “We do not force our faith upon those who do not believe. As a Jesuit, knowledge is what I seek, and a better understanding of God and his creation.” 
 
    “Calm down, Father,” Tobias said. “No offense was meant.” 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Samantha said. “Did you say ‘Zuul?’” 
 
    “Yes, the Zuul,” Father Alexi said. “They have industry on the planet and research stations.” 
 
    “Why would the Zuul want to learn about Human religion?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Because they are curious,” Father William said. “But I expect it is so they can use the information to better understand Humans, so when they deal with us, it is better for their credit accounts.” 
 
    “Five years and no problems?” JD asked, getting the conversation back on track. 
 
    “None that matter,” Father William said. “Five years of relative peace, learning from the locals what we can of their own faith, and teaching them about ours.” 
 
    “What changed?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “We are not sure, but the attitude of the locals has become more hostile in recent weeks,” Father Alexi said. “Last week, one of those who has worked with us since we opened the mission came and gave us some information.” 
 
    “A local religious leader has been agitating to push the mission out,” Father William said. “What we would call a ‘fundamentalist’ in our terminology. The leader has begun preaching the Human faiths are dangerous and must be pushed off the planet.” 
 
    “They intend to attack the mission?” JD asked. 
 
    “From what our contact told us, the leader of this fundamentalist group has begun to recruit others to his cause,” Father William said. “We believe once he has enough followers, he will attack the mission. The slate has all the information we have. Time is sensitive on this. Will you do it?” 
 
    “Can I have twelve hours to discuss it with my command staff?” JD asked. 
 
    Father Alexi looked worried, but Father William nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Twelve hours.” Father William stood up, followed by Alexi and the three Blaggards. “It was good seeing you again, John. Even lost sheep can find their way back to the Shepherd.”  
 
    JD shook his hand and grunted.  
 
    “It was good seeing you as well, Father,” JD said. “I’ll have an answer in twelve hours.” 
 
    The two priests left the bar, and JD sat back down. He drained his glass then refilled it from the bottle on the table. 
 
    “Command staff?” Samantha asked, humor in her voice. 
 
    “Shut up,” JD said. 
 
    “Defense isn’t our thing, boss,” Tobias said. “Shoot and scoot. In and out.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” JD asked. 
 
    “Didn’t know you were Catholic,” Samantha said. 
 
    “I’m not...anymore,” JD replied. “Make sure no one gets too drunk. Go tell Mac to get the ship ready, make sure ammo, fuel, and everything we need is ready for a deployment. Tobias, grab a couple of troopers, crack open the storage, and take an inventory of what kind of fixed weapon systems we have. If you think we need something, see about getting it.” 
 
    “Does this mean we are taking the job?” Tobias asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” JD said, his face pinched in concentration. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    JD floated at the front of the wardroom of the Cú Chulainn with Father William next to him and the rest of the Blaggards seated, their attention on him. 
 
    “I know we finished a contract two days ago, and usually I let you have at least a week before I start looking for a new contract, but this one is urgent,” JD said to the assembled mercenaries. 
 
    JD motioned to Tobias, who triggered the wall display. Atreus appeared on the screen, and the picture zoomed to the surface, showing an overhead view of a complex of buildings. In the center was a large building with a steeple, surrounded on three sides by a number of smaller buildings. A wall encircled most of the complex, and there was a large courtyard in front of the large building. 
 
    “This is what we will be defending,” JD said. His eyes turned hard as he stared at his troops when some began to mumble and groan. They quieted down, rather than face the ire of their commander. 
 
    “Yes, it is something different for the Blaggards. Yes, we don’t do defensive contracts. We are this time, and we will succeed.” 
 
    “Who are we defending against?” trooper Rodrigo de Santa Anna asked. 
 
    “Unknown at this time, though it is most likely Zuuls,” JD said. “What we do know is they plan to remove the Catholic mission from the planet. We may have more information when we make planetfall.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” Dustin Galan asked. 
 
    “We do what we always do,” JD said with a wicked grin. “We kick alien ass.” 
 
    The assembled mercenaries cheered the bravado of their commander. 
 
    “I’m going to leave the rest of the briefing to your capable platoon commanders,” JD said. “Tobais and Samantha will be outlining our defense strategy, and what the sections will be responsible for. I will be in my stateroom with Father William.” 
 
    JD left with Father William behind him. In his cabin, he motioned for the Father to relax. 
 
    “Why this planet, Father?” JD asked. He pulled two drink bulbs from a cabinet and handed one to the priest.  
 
    “What do you mean, John?” Father William asked. 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean, Will,” JD said. “Why did the Church choose this planet to reach out to the aliens? Why now?” 
 
    “You were one of my best students, John,” Father William said. “Always asking questions, always inquisitive.” 
 
    “Are you going to answer me or take a trip down memory lane?” 
 
    Father William gave JD a pained look. 
 
    “This is not the first time we’ve reached out. Few outside the Church hierarchy know about the first mission. It was after the Alpha Contracts, after the Church had time to process what happened, that we were not alone in the universe.” 
 
    “I imagine that was a tough thing for the Church to handle,” JD said. 
 
    “It was a crisis of faith for many,” Father William said. “Though most of my order were not surprised. Logically and scientifically, it made sense there was life elsewhere in this galaxy.” 
 
    “I remember the papal bulls from then,” JD said. “I did pay attention in class.” 
 
    “When you were there,” Father William retorted. 
 
    “Julie Pembroke and her friends were a lot more interesting than history,” JD said. 
 
    “I’m sure they were,” Father William said dryly. 
 
    “What happened to that first mission?” 
 
    “Every single member was killed,” Father William said. “At least, that is what the Church was told at the time. No one was actually sure that is what happened.” 
 
    “There was doubt?” 
 
    “Quite a bit. No bodies were found, only scorched earth and burned out shells of buildings. Supposedly bandits, or pirates, attacked the colony.” 
 
    “No evidence? What about the locals?” 
 
    “Not enough for any definitive answers. Some locals died, but only the ones at the mission when the attack happened, though even their deaths are to be doubted, as their bodies were missing as well.” 
 
    “That is a hell of a thing to cover up,” JD said. 
 
    “What good would it do to let that information out? The Horseman were the only ones to survive the Alpha Contracts and things were in flux. What matter would twenty lives be in the overall scheme of things?” 
 
    “That is a pretty cold-blooded way to look at it, Father.” 
 
    “The Church is pragmatic,” Father William replied. “It did what it deemed necessary at the time.” 
 
    “Why now? Why the new mission?”  
 
    “The Church, and a number of other religious groups, was approached by a group of aliens who wished to learn more about the faiths of Earth, and they invited us to a world to set up a mission to exchange knowledge.” 
 
    “Other religious groups?” JD prompted. 
 
    Father William smiled. “Did I forget to mention that?” 
 
    “You never forget anything, you wily old bastard,” JD said. “What other faiths are represented?” 
 
    “Buddhists, various Christian sects besides Catholics, Hindus, a few pagan types, and four rabbis. Does this information really matter to the mission at hand?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” JD grumbled. “Though I do like having all the information I can when it concerns a contract. Who was this group of aliens?” 
 
    “Scholars. Religious leaders. They were vetted through various channels and checked out.” 
 
    “What the hell have you gotten me into?” JD mumbled. 
 
    “We can do all things through Him who strengthens us,” Father William said. 
 
    “I turned my back on Him long ago, Father,” JD said. “I trust in my CASPer and my troopers. I’m doing this for the money, and because a long time ago, a priest made a decision to help a hard-headed, bad-mouthed kid from the ghettos of Boston, and it is time to pay back that kindness.” 
 
    “I did what I did then because I saw the man you would be. I saw in you a good person.” Father William held up his hand to silence JD, who had begun to speak. “You can wrap yourself in the hard-ass, straddling the line between criminal and law-abiding citizen persona all you want, but I’ve always seen through it. In your heart of hearts, where only you and God can see, you are a good man, John Blackmon. Even if you have turned your face from God, he still watches over you.” 
 
    JD chuckled. “You still have that ability to make me feel small, Father. After all these years, I still feel like that kid standing before the judge while the priest argues on my behalf.” 
 
    “You were a kid who made a mistake. While you weren’t the best student I’ve had, you never disappointed me, or made me regret stepping up for you. On a serious note, what do you think the chances of successfully defending the mission are?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that without knowing who we will be going up against. There is something nagging me though, Father.” 
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
    “Why has the Church not gone to the Peacemakers with this? Why seek a Human merc company to defend you? I know the Church is a registered entity with the Union. You are protected from mercenary actions; why not seek that protection?” 
 
    “We did contact the Peacemakers. They investigated, said there was no threat, that we were overreacting to the ravings of a lone reactionary. As there was no mercenary group involved…,” Father William let the words trail off.  
 
    “They wouldn’t get involved, unless it was clear laws of the Union were being broken,” JD finished. 
 
    “The matter was discussed within the Order, it was discussed within the Church, and here we are.” 
 
    “Bloody hell, Father,” JD said. “I do wish you would have told me all this before I agreed to the contract.” 
 
    “Would you have still agreed to take it?” 
 
    “Of course, I would have, only I’d have asked for more money,” JD said. “We have one hundred hours until we drop out of hyper and there’s a lot to do between now and then. You have any other information you’d like to share that you haven’t?” 
 
    “Nothing that will help you, John,” Father William said. “You now know as much as I do.” 
 
    “Go get some rest, Father,” JD said. “I’ve got this feeling things are going to get interesting when we make planetfall.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After transition out of hyperspace, the Cú Chulainn detached from the transport it had hitched a ride on and boosted toward the planet.  
 
    “Anything weird out there?” JD asked. 
 
    “Nothing, ahem, ‘weird’ on sensors,” Senior Pilot Stephen Keen said with a smile. “The transport is headed toward Atreus a bit slower than we are, as it should be. Nothing in our immediate area that shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    “How long until we can put down?” JD asked.  
 
    “Three hours,” Keen said. 
 
    “I will see you in two hours, forty-five minutes,” JD said. 
 
    JD pushed himself out of the cockpit and down the passageway to the wardroom. He floated through the door and took up a position at the front. The Blaggards were dressed and ready to suit up in their CASPers. Father William and Father Alexi stood at the front as well. 
 
    “Three hours to touchdown,” JD said. “Unless something changes, we won’t do a combat drop and will deploy out of the Cú. Sections 1 and 2 will begin set up of fixed defenses. Section 3 will begin patrols as outlined by Tobias in your previous briefing. Section 4 will have overwatch duty. Any questions?” 
 
    “Do we know the enemy strength?” Brad Armstrong asked. “Or what kind of firepower we will be facing?” 
 
    “Unknown,” JD said. “I want all sections suited up and ready to rock thirty minutes before we make planetfall. You are dismissed. I’ll see you on the ground.” 
 
    JD motioned for the two priests to follow him, exited the wardroom, and pushed himself toward his stateroom. Inside the cabin, he turned toward the two priests. 
 
    “Think you can get me a face-to-face with the Zuul causing you these problems?” JD asked. 
 
    “Before I left, he was setting up in a local market area to preach his hate,” Father Alexi said. “Unless something has changed, he’s probably still doing that.” 
 
    “John, I doubt the locals would be okay with you killing one of their own in the market,” Father William said. 
 
    “I never said I was going to kill him, Father,” JD replied. “I only want to have a talk with him.” 
 
    “If there is a peaceful way to end this, I’d rather we go down that path, than the path of violence,” Father William said. 
 
    “Hiring the Blaggards is not the peaceful path,” JD said. “You both know that.” JD stopped the priests from talking with a raised hand. “Now, you two gentlemen need to get strapped in. It may get a bit rough, and having to clean out a cabin after someone gets smeared across it is a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Father Alexi’s face drained of color, and JD smiled at him.  
 
    “Go on, Father,” JD said with his smile. “We’ll be entering atmosphere soon. I’ll see you on the ground.” 
 
    JD pushed himself down the passageway to the cockpit and strapped himself into the seat behind the pilots. 
 
    “Everything looking good?” JD asked. 
 
    “Five-by-five, chief,” Keen said. “We’ve made contact with the locals and have permission to set down near the mission.” 
 
    JD triggered his communicator. “Everyone ready, Tobais?” 
 
    “Everyone is strapped in and ready, boss,” Tobia replied. 
 
    “Take us in, Mr. Keen,” JD said.  
 
    The Cú Chulainn flew into the atmosphere, leaving a long streak of ionized atmosphere behind it.  
 
    “Weapons lock!” Keen shouted and jinked the ship hard. JD was pushed into his chair as the G-forces built. “Countermeasures away!” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” JD asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “We’ve got it, and missiles away,” Copilot Nate Skero said.  
 
    JD watched his HUD display as the incoming missiles chased the countermeasures, detonating harmlessly away from the ship, and the ship’s missiles streaked toward where the enemy had fired. Two bright explosions lit up the ground. 
 
    “Good hits!” Keen said, as he brought the ship back onto a gentler course. “They won’t be firing any more missiles at anyone.” He brought the ship down, circling around the small town and heading toward the church’s mission. The ship rocked as something slammed into it. 
 
    Keen jerked back on his controls, bringing the Cú Chulainn into a steep climb, and turned hard. “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    “What the hell was that?” JD asked. 
 
    “Drones,” Skero said. “Multiple hits aft. Armor held. We need to put down now, because the next ones will get through.” 
 
    Keen grunted and manipulated the controls. 
 
    “Ten seconds, and we are coming in hot!” he said. 
 
    The Cú Chulainn hovered over the ground with a roar. The bottom of the ship opened and the four combat sections of the Blaggards dropped to the ground, quickly spread out, and set up a defensive perimeter. 
 
    The Cú Chulainn hovered for a moment, then settled to the ground. Minutes later, JD, in his CASPer, emerged from the loading bay with the two priests following him. 
 
    “Status,” JD said. 
 
    “Ramirez in Three said he thought he saw a drone, but it could have been a flying creature,” Tobais said. “Couldn’t get a read on it.” 
 
    “All other areas are clear, boss,” Samantha said. “Road should be clear to the mission.” 
 
    “Start getting the Cú unloaded,” JD said. “I want a hard defensive perimeter before local nightfall.” He looked at Samantha. “You have four hours.” 
 
    “On it, boss,” she said and bounded away.  
 
    “Tobais, let’s get these priests into their mission and get our patrols out,” JD said. “Get with Keen and see if they picked up where those attacks came from; I want them found.” 
 
    They moved toward the mission as the Blaggards scurried about in a very-orchestrated, chaotic dance of materiel and armored mercenaries. Cases of ammunition, explosives, weapons, food, and various other sundries were unloaded from the ship, stacked onto sleds, and moved to the mission. 
 
    Once on the mission grounds, Father Alexi left JD and Father William so he could deal with clerical issues that had arisen while he was gone. Father William and JD stood outside and stared down into the valley where the local town was. Alien buildings reached into the sky, and JD could see Zuul moving about on the streets.  
 
    “Will you stay in those suits the whole time?” Father William asked. 
 
    “We will cycle out of them to let the batteries recharge and do maintenance as needed,” JD said. “We do sleep occasionally, but until we get the defenses in place, and my first patrols clear the area and find where those missiles and drones may have come from, most of the Blaggards will remain suited up, ready to respond to any threats.” 
 
    “I appreciate this, John,” Father William said. “What you and the Blaggards are doing.” 
 
    “It’s what we get paid to do,” JD said. 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Father William replied. 
 
    “I’ve got to go, Father,” JD said. “Things to attend to. Remember, I’d like to talk with the being who decided this mission, and the people within, needed to be wiped off the planet.” 
 
    JD watched the priest enter the mission, then turned back to the town below. A thin smile crossed his face. 
 
    “Tobias,” JD called over the command circuit. 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “What’s the status on finding where those missiles and drones came from?” JD asked. 
 
    “About to report on that, boss,” Tobais replied. “We found an automated missile battery about three miles south of the mission.” 
 
    “Any sign of locals?” JD asked. 
 
    “Tracks headed west,” Tobias replied. “Do you want us to follow?” 
 
    “They probably lead back to town,” JD said. “We will deal with them later.” 
 
    “We have a contact to the southeast,” Samantha broke in. “Moving low and fast.” 
 
    “Multiple bogies inbound!” a trooper broadcast. 
 
    JD bounded into the mission courtyard, activated his jump jets, and settled his CASPer on top of a building. In the distance, four fast-moving drones closed the mission.  
 
    “Tobias, looks like they were launched about a mile south, southeast of you,” JD reported. “Find them and end them. Three, get that anti-air up here now.” 
 
    JD fired his shoulder-mounted lasers. One of the drones exploded and showered debris over the landscape. The other three initiated evasive action, dodging and weaving. A Blaggard with the Roman numeral three and a large black “B” on his shoulder landed next to JD. 
 
    “Going to save some for me, boss?” Harrison Henson asked. He turned his CASPer and three missiles launched from it. “We have lock.” 
 
    The missiles streaked across the sky toward the drones, which began to fly around one another in a complex pattern, trying to confuse the oncoming missiles. One drone pushed forward and exploded, creating a cloud of fragments. Two missiles detonated as they flew into the fragments, but the third curved around, locked onto one of the drones, and quickly took it down. 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” JD called. “Anyone have eyes on that last drone?” 
 
    An explosion rocked the building he and Henson were standing on. Fire and smoke billowed into the air, as debris rocketed out the hole the drone created as it impacted ten feet below them. Both men activated their jump jets and took their CASPers to the ground. 
 
    Four miles south, Tobias and three other Blaggards crested a rise and found three heavily armed Zuul, trying to evacuate the area. One carried a drone controller, while the other two carried heavy laser rifles. They opened fire on the Blaggards, who deployed their laser shields. The Zuul fired again, hitting one of the Blaggards in the lower leg. His CASPer stumbled and face-planted into the loamy soil.  
 
    Tobias opened fire with his heavy machine gun, the rounds tearing into the Zuul. The other Blaggard jinked hard to the left and tossed a K2 grenade at the other two Zuul. They screamed in rage and charged, just as the grenade exploded. Tobias walked his machine gun fire into the two wounded Zuul, and their bodies danced under the impacts. Explosions could be heard in the distance. 
 
    “Boss,” Tobais radioed. “I’ve got one wounded, three dead Zuul, and a drone controller.” 
 
    “How bad’s the casualty?” JD replied. 
 
    Tobais checked his wounded trooper. “How bad is it?”  
 
    “Can’t feel much at the moment,” Ramirez said. “With a little help, I can walk, and we can get back to the mission. 
 
    “Ambulatory,” Tobais radioed. 
 
    “You’ll have to get back on your own, then,” JD replied. “We’ve got an issue at the mission. Watch your six; looks like they were waiting for us to show up.” 
 
    Tobais cursed.  
 
    “Sounds like they are having all the fun,” Ramirez said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    JD cursed as explosions rocked the ground around them. His Blaggards were setting up the fixed defenses as quickly as possible under the bombardment coming from the east, and a squad was on its way to find who and what was shooting at them. 
 
    “Keen, I need you airborne now!” JD said. “Get the Cú up and help find where this is coming from.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make much sense, Boss,” Samantha said. “Nuisance attacks, with no follow up, right after we landed?” 
 
    “I know,” JD replied. “Something else is happening here.” 
 
    JD and Samantha watched the Cú Chulainn rise into the air and rocket away to the east. More explosions rocked the mission, and the cries of the wounded filled the air. Black-robed priests, red-robed Buddhists, and various others darted about the mission, fighting the small fires and tending to the wounded. 
 
    JD watched as multiple missiles, followed by a flight of drones, streaked into the air in pursuit of his drop ship. The Cú Chulainn ejected countermeasures, fired counter-missiles, and jinked hard. Keen took the ship in a high, arcing flight, trying to outrun the missiles and drones. Explosions rocked the landscape far to the east as the counter-missiles slammed into the missile battery that attacked them. 
 
    Most of the enemy missiles were decoyed by the countermeasures and detonated harmlessly, but a few, along with the flight of drones, pushed through and closed the distance to the Cú. An explosion brightened the sky as the missiles and drones impacted the ship.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” JD bellowed. The artillery barrage slackened, then stopped. Moans of pain and the crackling of fires echoed throughout the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That rider on the contract you balked at signing,” JD said to Father William. “Looks like the Church will be buying me a new ship.” 
 
    “Can we deal with the problem at hand before we speak of such things?” Father Alexi grumbled. 
 
    JD smiled at Father Alexi, his teeth showing.  
 
    “But this is an important thing,” JD said. “Without my ship, I have no company. What am I to do, hitch a ride with another mercenary company? Maybe beg some merchant to drop us at our next contract? Steal a ship, perhaps?” 
 
    “Peace, John,” Father William said. “You know the Church will honor the contract. Stop needling the boy.” 
 
    Father Alexi bristled at being called a boy, but clamped his mouth shut.  
 
    “We’ve lost our ship and two pilots, and I have two troopers wounded,” JD said. “We have an enemy who is not identifiable, and who hides in the populace. The young priest needs to understand the situation.” He looked at Samantha and Tobias. 
 
    “Fixed defenses are emplaced,” Samantha reported. “We should be ready for any kind of ground attack they mount against us.” 
 
    “We’ve got good AA coverage as well,” Tobais said. “Though we are limited in the number of missiles and drones we have. Once we expend those, the sky is theirs; losing the Cú hurt.” 
 
    “We should be able to deal that issue tomorrow,” JD said. “I’m going to lead a group into town, find the asshole behind this, and deal with him myself.” 
 
    “John, I don’t think that is a good idea,” Father William said. “You can’t go into a town of Zuul and attack him in the open like that; there is too great of a chance of innocents being hurt.” 
 
    “Your objection is noted, Father, but I can no longer wait around for the next attack.” JD stood and paced around the room. “The contract is to defend the mission. I plan on fulfilling my contract. Cut off the head, and the body dies.” 
 
    “The only thing I ask is if you go down that path, you try your best to minimize damage to the town and danger to innocents,” Father William said. “We have done much to build an understanding between our two species, and our various faiths. It would be a shame if that bridge were to be damaged.” 
 
    “I think that bridge was damaged before we got here, Father,” JD said. “Your Zuul friend is the one who started this dance.” 
 
    “You were always they type to attack a problem head on,” Father William said. 
 
    “It mostly worked out well for me,” JD replied. “Either I overcame the problem, or I got knocked on my ass and learned a lesson; I don’t often make the same mistake twice.” 
 
    “Except charging headfirst into this problem will further damage our relationship with the locals,” Father Alexi said angrily. 
 
    “Pretty sure any relationship you had with the locals is over,” Tobais quipped. 
 
    Father Alexi shot him an angry glance.  
 
    “I’m glad you find humor in this situation,” Father Alexi spat. “We’ve spent years reaching out, trying to learn more, and now this. All of it down the drain.” 
 
    Father William placed on hand on Alexi’s shoulder.  
 
    “Anger gets us nowhere,” Father William said. “I understand why you are angry, Alexi, but he is correct. Our time on this planet is over. We persevere, we overcome, and we try again elsewhere.” 
 
    “Always the optimist,” JD said. 
 
    “That optimism has kept more than one troubled young man out of prison,” Father William replied with a slight smile. 
 
    “Even if the young man in question caused you constant headaches, aye Father?” JD chuckled. 
 
    “I’ve started the process of shutting down our mission,” Father William said. “I’ve made contingency plans for this. All personnel are being evacuated in two days. There will be a ship to pick up the Blaggards and the last of those in the mission two weeks afterwards. Father Alexi will be leading the evacuees, and I will be staying behind and leaving with the Blaggards.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” JD said. “You can leave with the others.” 
 
    Father William waved away JD’s words. 
 
    “This was my idea,” Father William said. “This is my dream. To better know God, by learning how he has revealed Himself to others, and sharing how He has revealed Himself to us. This failure is mine, and it is mine alone to shoulder.”  
 
    He spoke again, before Father Alexi had a chance to protest. 
 
    “You will lead the others off planet, Alexi,” Father William said. “They will need your guidance and your strong spirit. I will be fine here with JD and the Blaggards. Now go pack your things. There is much to do, and not a lot of time to do it.” 
 
    They watched a solemn Alexi leave the room, then JD turned to the old priest. 
 
    “You’re not as young as you used to be,” JD said. 
 
    “Neither are you,” Father William replied. “It is as God wills it, John. If you can stop the attacks as you claim, then there will be no problems when the ship arrives to pick us up. If not, if I am to die here, then it is the will of God, and I accept that.” 
 
    “You’re a hard-headed bastard,” JD joked. “It’s one reason I always came back to your class, because I knew you’d find me and drag me back if I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    JD and a squad of ten troops departed an hour before dawn. They circled around the town and approached the sector where the leader of the radicals was supposed to be operating. The CASPers moved through the pre-dawn darkness into the outskirts of the town. A block in, JD signaled for the others to halt, and they took defensive positions around their boss. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” JD said. “There should be some kind of movement, even this early. Where is everyone?” 
 
    An explosion rocked the street they were on. 
 
    “Contact!” Hitt screamed, and opened fire with his MAC. The Blaggards turned as one toward the direction of the attack. A building to their west exploded, showering them in debris. 
 
    “Fall back,” JD commanded. He triggered a burst from his MAC, taking down two Zuul who had popped around a corner, before they could open fire. The Blaggards moved back the way they had come, as more Zuul appeared and fired at them. Explosions shook the ground as grenades landed around them.  
 
    “We need to get out of here before they get behind us,” JD said. “Hitt, McCorkle; the building fifty feet to our west - make it rubble. Everyone else, covering fire.” 
 
    The two troopers turned their CASPers and opened fire. The heavy MAC rounds made quick work of the walls of the two-story building, bringing it down across the street where the largest group of the Zuul force was pushing toward them. 
 
    “That should slow them down for a moment,” JD said. “On me.” 
 
    JD pushed his CASPer into a run, jumping over rubble and firing at anything not Human. Three Zuul appeared in front of them and charged. Hitt shot one, his MAC rounds turning the alien into a pile of broken, bleeding gore. 
 
    The other two bounded around their fallen comrade, satchels clutched tightly to their chests. Hitt turned, trying to bring his guns to bear, but was hit in the side with laser fire. MAC rounds exploded around the Zuul as they closed the Blaggards. One paused, reared back, and tossed his satchel, then crumpled to the ground as the heavy machine gun fire tore into his body. The other lowered his head, screamed something in Zuul, and put on an extra burst of speed. 
 
    The satchel landed between Hitt and McCorkle and they turned to run as it exploded. Their CASPers tumbled end over end, with both crashing through the walls of nearby buildings. The last Zuul attacker exploded as a lucky MAC round impacted the satchel he was carrying. 
 
    “Falls and Clark, watch our six,” JD said. “The rest of you, get Hitt and McCorkle dug out.” 
 
    JD spun, getting a quick look at the surrounding area. Falls and Clark were firing intermittently toward the south, keeping the few Zuul who had made it around the collapsed building pinned down. 
 
    “Tobias, we’ve got a problem,” JD said.  
 
    Tobais, back at the mission, watched smoke rise into the air from the southern part of the town. 
 
    “Looks like y’all are having a party,” Tobias replied.  
 
    “They were ready for us,” JD said. “They had the buildings rigged and were waiting in ambush, which means they have eyes on the mission. See if you can get me a drone overhead; I need to know what is going on.” 
 
    Tobias began to reply when more explosions rocked the southern part of the town. 
 
    “Sanchez, how quickly can you get a recon drone up?” Tobias called. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Sanchez replied.  
 
    “Do it. Feed it to the Boss, myself, and Samantha,” Tobais said. “The rest of you surly bastards, eyes up. We may have visitors.” 
 
    JD watched the entrance to the alley the Blaggards were hunkered down in for any Zuul.  
 
    “What’s the status on Hitt?” JD asked. 
 
    “He’s done, Boss,” Clark replied. “McCorkle has limited mobility. We can get his suit out, but it is going to slow us down.” 
 
    “Damn it!” JD growled. “What do you think, Joe? Want to make the run outside your suit, or stay inside?” 
 
    “Hell, Boss man,” Joe McCorkle said. “Probably have a better chance outside the suit, than being a big, slow target for those alien bastards.” 
 
    “Get him out,” JD commanded. “Then rig both suits; bloody Zuul won’t be keeping any trophies.” 
 
    As the Blaggards helped McCorkle out of his suit, JD accessed the drone feed and watched as Zuul fled to the northwest, out of the small town. Smoke billowed into the air over the southern part of the town, and flames from burning buildings reached into the sky.  
 
    “Looks like we might not have an issue with collateral damage,” JD said. “Non-combatants seem to be fleeing the fighting. From this point forward, we assume any Zuul is the enemy and engage them.” 
 
    A chorus of “affirmatives” answered him. He watched the feed as it zoomed in on his position, the glint of their CASPers evident in the shade of the alley. The feed zoomed out and searched until it caught movement to the south and east of their position.  
 
    “We’ve got a sizeable enemy force heading this way,” JD said. “Falls and Clark, leave some presents for them, then follow. McCorkle, the way should be clear if you head west. Try not to get shot getting to the mission. The rest of you, on me.” 
 
    The Blaggards moved quickly due east, pushing their CASPers hard and plowing through buildings when needed. A series of explosions behind them made a smile crack JD’s face; the Zuul had found the gifts Clark and Falls had left them. They emerged into an open area of the town, with what looked like various shops surrounding a small park.  
 
    JD came to a stop and looked around. 
 
    “This will do,” he said. “Faust, get on top of that building; when they come into the square, I want you to unload everything you have on them, but make sure most of them are in the square first. Clark and Falls, I want you two to head back and lead them here. Make sure they follow you all the way into the square.” 
 
    JD pointed at the other five Blaggards. 
 
    “You five come with me,” he said. “When Faust hits them, we will hit them from behind.” 
 
    Clark and Falls disappeared back the way they had come as Faust circled to the back of the building to gain access to the roof. JD led the rest of his men out of the square and down an alley. He watched on the drone feed as Clark and Falls engaged the Zuul and drew them toward the square. 
 
    JD placed his five troopers in vacant buildings that paralleled the path the Zuul should take to get into the square. He hunkered down and waited as Falls and Clark continued to engage the Zuul, drawing them along. He watched as a building caught fire from continual hits of laser rifle fire and MAC rounds.  
 
    Falls and Clark rushed into the square, the Zuul in hot pursuit. They both tossed K2 grenades behind them and charged into the first floor of the building Faust was hiding on top of. The Zuul flooded into the square, firing at the building. 
 
    Faust opened fire, walking his rounds from the back to the front of the group of attacking Zuul. JD led his team out of hiding and hit them from behind. The Zuul attack crumbled.  
 
    “Cease fire,” JD called, watching the Zuul retreat. 
 
    “Faust is down,” Clark reported. “Heavy laser through his midsection. Falls bought it as well.” 
 
    “Rig their suits,” JD said. “We are heading back.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tobias watched the fight on the drone feed and fumed. He should have been out there with his boss, killing aliens, not babysitting some priests. 
 
    “Sanchez, make sure they have a clear path back to the mission,” Tobais said. “Smithe! Get your skinny English ass over here.” 
 
    A CASPer, the Union Jack painted across the chest, trotted over, stopped, and seemed to give a jaunty salute. 
 
    “The Boss is headed back,” Tobais said. “I don’t trust these Zuul to leave us alone long enough for them to get inside the perimeter. Take Slow Eddie and create a distraction.” 
 
    Inside his suit, Smithe smiled the kind of smile that would make any sentient being reach for a weapon. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Smithe replied happily. “I’ve got just the thing.” 
 
    The Boss wasn’t too picky about whom he hired, but Smithe had always been a little off for Tobias’s taste. Tobias watched the drone feed as his boss and the others made their way out of the town and toward the mission. 
 
    “Tobias,” Samantha called. “We’ve got something weird happening on the east side.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘weird’?” Tobais asked. 
 
    “You need to come see this,” she replied. 
 
    Tobias ran to the east side of the mission and peered over the gun emplacements they had dug in. A single, unarmed Zuul stood a few hundred yards away. Behind him, in the distance, more Zuul moved, but none made any motions toward the mission. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Tobais asked. 
 
    “Hell if I know,” Samantha said. “He just popped up. Walked out of that scrub, stopped, and has been standing there staring at us. The others back there are armed, but they aren’t making any moves toward us.” 
 
    “Where’s that priest at?” Tobias asked.  
 
    JD entered the mission at the head of his team and was directed to the eastern side by Sanchez. He trotted over to find Tobias and Samantha arguing with Father William. 
 
    “Can someone explain why we have not wiped those Zuul out?” JD asked. 
 
    “I wanted to, Boss, but the good Father here said to not fire,” Tobais said. 
 
    “Let me guess,” JD said. “That’s the Zuul causing all the problems.” 
 
    “That is indeed the individual who has started the problems,” Father William replied. 
 
    “Then shoot the bastard, and let’s get this over with,” JD said. 
 
    “Boss, he’s walking this way,” Samantha said. 
 
    They watched as the Zuul slowly walked toward the mission, open hands at his sides. 
 
    “Guess one of us should go out and meet him,” Tobais said. 
 
    “Not you, Father,” JD said to the priest who had started walking toward the empty field. “You have no armor on, and if they attack, you’ll end up dead. I’ll go and see what he wants.” 
 
    Father William started to protest, but was cut short. 
 
    “I’ll have Tobias restrain you if I have to,” JD said. “I’m going. Get everyone here, except lookouts, from the other quadrants. If the Zuul twitch, kill them all.” 
 
    JD walked into the field toward the Zuul, who had stopped and waited. JD stopped ten feet from him. The Zuul was dressed simply, with no armor or weapons visible. 
 
    “The Human mercenary,” the Zuul said. “Come to defend the false god.” 
 
    “The Human mercenary, come to make credits,” JD retorted. “I care not about the business of gods.” 
 
    “Bah! Credits are your god,” the Zuul said. “My own race is infected with the disease of worshipping wealth, but the way is clear for those that wish redemption. Those that do not, they will be judged and dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    JD laughed.  
 
    “The Human sign of mirth,” the Zuul said. “What is mirthful about this?” 
 
    “The more I see of this universe and interact with you aliens, the more everything is the same,” JD said. “The same nonsense that has always been spouted out of the mouths of mentally defective individuals.” 
 
    “You doubt my words, Human?” 
 
    “Of course, I doubt your words,” JD spat. “You are nothing but a small-time troublemaker, on one tiny planet in a vast galaxy. You are nothing, and when we are through with you, you will be a footnote in my company’s history. Something we talk about as we remember the men we lost having to put you down.” 
 
    “The god you follow is a false one, Human,” the Zuul raged. “All of you have been judged, and found wanting.” 
 
    JD cut him off. 
 
    “Screw this,” JD said, and triggered his MAC launcher, hitting the Zuul with two rounds, center mass. The Zuul exploded as screams of rage erupted from the gathered Zuul on the far side of the field. JD unloaded the rest of his MAC magazine in their direction, turned, and pushed his CASPer into a run.  
 
    Laser fire peppered the ground around him as he weaved and dodged back to the mission. Ahead, he could see his Blaggards boil out of the compound, firing at the advancing Zuul. As he reached their line, he turned and followed them, adding his firepower to theirs.  
 
    Explosions rippled across the rear of the Zuul lines. A CASPer with a Union Jack painted across its chest appeared there, followed by another, both firing into the Zuul, who crumbled under the withering crossfire. JD stopped firing and watched as his Blaggards mopped up the last of the fanatics.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    JD sat across from Father William in the small bar on Karma Station. Each nursed a glass of whiskey. 
 
    “I’m not sorry for how it ended,” JD said to the priest. “It’s what had to be done.” 
 
    “I know, son,” Father William replied. “Even God’s only Son urged his disciples to arm themselves. If you do not have a sword, sell your cloak and buy one. We will be back though.” 
 
    “I understand the Zuul are a bit embarrassed about what happened,” JD said. 
 
    “They have not formally apologized,” Father William said. “Many races do not want to acknowledge such individuals and their actions. Many faithful turn a blind eye to those who use their faith to justify terrible acts.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten the history lessons,” JD said. 
 
    “I am sorry for the loss of your men,” Father William said solemnly. 
 
    “They all knew the risks,” JD replied. “It’s what we do. Their families will be taken care of. Once we finalize the purchase of a new ship, the Blaggards will be back in business. Until then, we will enjoy some time off; I might even go back to Earth.” 
 
    They were interrupted by Joe McCorkle, who limped to the table. He’d fallen into a small arroyo on his way back to the mission, broken his leg, fashioned a crutch out of the local flora, and hobbled back to the mission.  
 
    “Boss, Hitt’s and the others’ bodies have arrived,” Joe said. 
 
    JD nodded to him and turned to Father William. 
 
    “If the Church ever needs someone to break things and kill aliens, you know where to find me,” JD said. He drained his glass and left the bar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *


 
   
  
 

 Sattara by Christopher Woods  
 
      
 
      
 
    The image in my scope was crisp and clear. The sniper was concealed in the tree line overlooking the landscape that would soon be crawling with those who had come to destroy this place. My scope swung smoothly to the left to land on another sniper also facing the soon to be battlefield. In total, there were seven of us arrayed around the area.  
 
    “Soon, Allameeta,” I patted the weapon which pointed down from the mountain top.  
 
    I had named what the Humans would call a modified rail gun after a female. She had been the only female to ever acknowledge my existence. Allameeta was magnificent when she reached her maturity, but I knew her when she and I were just younglings. It was before the genetics had taken their toll on me. Even after my growth had stopped, she would still speak with me. Unlike most of the tribe, who tried to ignore my presence. 
 
    I was just twelve milars in height when my growth had ceased. Most of my race never ceased to grow. Allameeta was now twenty-eight milars in height and sixty-five in length. Perhaps it would be easier to use the measurements that our benefactors use—although their measurements are much harder for me to compute. There is nothing about Humans that can be considered uncomplicated. A milar is equal to what they would call six inches, which would make Allameeta approximately fourteen feet in height and thirty-two feet in length.  
 
    She has become a Matriarch and been quite fertile. She has many Chieftains under her command and has been considered by the other Matriarchs as reckless, being the one responsible for joining the Pekonii Initiative.  
 
    My sight landed on the form of the last sniper. I knew exactly where they were all positioned, and I would be responsible for covering their retreat if it became necessary. My vantage was much further away from the area we were tasked to cover.  
 
    Allameeta is a “beast!” That is what the Humans called my weapon. The rods that she would hurtle at the enemy would pierce most forms of combat armor.  
 
    The responsibility placed upon me was new. I have been alive for two of the Humans’ centuries, and I never had any sort of responsibility before. My people would not trust a “runt” to protect them. The coming of the Humans, and the arrival of Gorestole changed everything. I still remember that day, as does most of the tribe who had been present. 
 
    Davasi had seen the tiny Humans and declared them prisoners. Gorestole had other plans, though, and I still remember the shock as he drew a pistol and killed Davasi in an instant. 
 
    From that moment, I knew things would be different. 
 
    I should have known there would be a change when the Pariidi came to us many years earlier with his “Translator” device, but the scope of that change had been lost upon me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sattara,” the voice was deep. 
 
    I turned to find Jaroto looking at me. 
 
    “Do not just stare at me, Dorga,” he said. “Come! You are summoned by the Matriarch.” 
 
    Jaroto was two feet taller than I and a mere seventy-eight years old, but I was an old hand at this sort of thing. If I let the insults have ground in my mind, they would rule me. 
 
    “I am at the command of the Matriarch,” I replied with the expected response. “I will follow.” 
 
    He grunted and turned to stride down the mountain trail. I bared my teeth as I followed. He was moving faster than would have been customary, just to make me work harder to keep up with his stride. Some of my people are truly petty beings. I never expected differently, until many years later when Gorestole showed us that size was not near as important as we thought. 
 
    If I had been of normal proportions, I would have lived down at the foot of the mountain with most of my tribe. A lifetime of shunning had driven me to find a home far away from those who served my Matriarch. 
 
    I hid my smile as Jaroto stumbled and slipped along the trail in his efforts to show his superior stature. I had lived twice the span of the whelp and had seen it all many times over. 
 
    He never looked in my direction as he recovered his balance. 
 
    “You must watch yourself, Jaroto,” I said. “The trails can be quite treacherous. Perhaps you could slow your pace a small amount. It is hard for one of my size to keep up.” 
 
    “I had not thought of that,” he said, eying me in disdain. “Perhaps I should move slower so you do not have so much trouble.” 
 
    It was easier to play into their pettiness than to explain to Allameeta that her messenger fell from the escarpment. 
 
    The rest of the trip down the winding trail was done at a more moderate pace. Jaroto had seen the edge of the escarpment with his stumble and was a great deal more careful. I had climbed that escarpment so many times I felt no fear of it. I had even climbed straight up the face several times. Some of those in my tribe thought I might be mad. They attributed it to the genetic disorder that had halted my growth so many years ago. 
 
    I was loathe to admit it, but my curiosity was eating at me. My Matriarch never sent for me. Any time I saw her, she would acknowledge me, but never had I been summoned. Why would she summon me? I am the “Mad One.”  
 
    I supposed I would know soon enough. Jaroto, most certainly, wasn’t going to tell me. My curiosity was brimming as we walked through the village toward the Matriarch’s palace. There was an air of excitement in the People around us. I heard the word “Pelodis” several times. Rarely was the word for alien used in our tribe. We knew of the strange ones that operated across the mountain range to our south, but we avoided them. 
 
    I felt warm as we entered the huge antechamber, and her eyes rested upon me. One cannot help the feeling of the Matriarch’s attention. It is every male’s goal to be in the eyes of Allameeta. I knew better than most of them where I truly stood in the great scheme of things. I was at the bottom. There would be no chance of my catching the Matriarch’s eye as a mate, and, therefore, I had a great advantage over those who would strut and preen themselves to show their masculinity. Without any hope of ever being chosen as a mate, I needed none of that. 
 
    “Hail, Matriarch,” I said, bowing my head low. “I am here to do as you bid.” 
 
    “Hello, Sattara,” her voice rumbled through the room.  
 
    Her head turned to Jaroto who had bowed his head as well. “Leave us, Jaroto.” 
 
    His scowl toward me was not missed as he turned away from the Matriarch to take his leave. 
 
    When he was gone, and we were alone, she turned to me once again. “Hello, Sattara.” 
 
    This time, there was much more feeling in her words. 
 
    “It saddens me to be driven by our traditions, Sattara.” 
 
    “I understand, my Matriarch,” I said. “It has been many years since we spoke.” 
 
    “Traditions demand more than I like to give, but it is the life we have been dealt, my friend.” 
 
    “Truth my Matri...” 
 
    “You know my name,” she said. “Do not let the title overshadow it the few times when it would be permitted, my friend.” 
 
    “Allameeta.” I nodded. “What would you have of me?” 
 
    She nodded, “We have been approached by one of the strange ones.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Your excitement tells me that you are, indeed, the one for the job at hand.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “This Pariidi wishes to learn our language so he can input it into their machines,” she said. “He would make devices so we can communicate with all the strange ones. Is this a task that might interest the ‘Mad One’ of the mountain?” 
 
    “Very interesting, indeed, my Mat…Allameeta.”  
 
    “Then this task is yours,” she said. “You will take this Pariidi with you and teach him our language. In exchange, he will give us some of these Universal Translators he has shown us.” 
 
    “It will be done,” I said. 
 
    “Now that the business is finished,” she said, “tell me of your life in recent years. Let us talk of the old days for a time before we have to resume our traditional roles.” 
 
    The word, “traditional,” was spit out with distaste. 
 
    “I have done nothing of note, recently,” I said. 
 
    She snorted. “They call you the ‘Mad One of the Mountain’ for a reason, do they not?” 
 
    “Perhaps it is from the times I climbed the face of the escarpment,” I said. 
 
    She leaned forward with a wide grin. All of her teeth were bared. “Truly? Straight up the face?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She let out a laugh that echoed through the huge chamber, “Mad One, indeed!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My sights settled on another form. It was one of the CASPers the Human’s piloted. If Gorestole had used these when he landed on our world, he would not have needed our people to take back the cities his people were contracted to protect. 
 
    I could hear him arguing with his friend and second, Kal Turner, on the radio. 
 
    “I told you not to tell her why I got her the belt,” Turner said. 
 
    “I find it amusing that she sneaks up on you with the belt on, and you still can’t hear her.” 
 
    “It’s not funny, Boss,” he complained. “She’s scared a few years off of me, already.” 
 
    “You do realize this is an open channel?” Kor’Tanna, the other half of the ownership of Quin’Tanna, asked. 
 
    “Ah, crap,” muttered Turner. 
 
    The antics of the people I worked for made me chuckle. It was uncommon in my life to have such comradery as they all showed one another. I had seen it in my own people but never had that connection with anyone except Allameeta…before she grew beyond me. 
 
    Humans are so strange, yet they seem to draw others to them in ways my people had never done. We were deployed in a defensive stance with unknown forces approaching, and our Humans harassed one another. I have to say, this is one of the traits I love most about them. Yes, they are ferocious in battle. They have an amazing ability to continue fighting when there is no hope of success, and they will sometimes pull success from the ashes of defeat. 
 
    Gorestole, himself, is the epitome of this trait. He was captured and held for months. Instead of languishing in a prison cell, he had become friends with the mercenaries who had held him. When the time came to follow the orders of the ones behind the abduction, they found themselves loathe to kill him in cold blood. By the end of the thing, Gorestole took the planet from those who illegally abducted him and made it the new base of operations for Quin’Tanna. 
 
    I slid my sights to his right to settle on the form of Telegon. He was the reason I had been included in the forces that left our world to join Gorestole in his endeavors. 
 
    Telegon had looked upon me as all of the rest of our tribe until Gorestole put a rifle in my hands. Things changed for me the moment my hand gripped the weapon he offered me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We don’t even have to make any adjustments,” Turner said as he handed me the rifle. “You saw the demonstration. Make sure you point it only where you want to shoot it. We’ll get you started on some practice rounds, Kid.” 
 
    I winced as the translator told me what he said as I heard several grunts of laughter behind us. However, I didn’t see any point in telling the Human I was the oldest of the People he had met so far. I had paid close attention to the demonstration the Human had just done for us. 
 
    Turning toward the targets, I raised the rifle to my shoulder. I could not disguise the grin as I tilted my head to line my eye with the sights.  
 
    “Jesus,” Turner muttered. “Don’t do that, it’s disturbing.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “That thing with your mouth.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Oh my god, that’s even worse,” the Human muttered.  
 
    I laughed harder. I had not done so in so long it seemed unfamiliar. It was a good feeling, and I thank Turner to this day for showing me how to do it again. In my excitement, I pulled too hard on the trigger, and the front of the rifle pulled upward. There were grunts of laughter from the People around us. 
 
    “Squeeze the trigger,” Turner said. “Just a small caress like the touch of a woman.” 
 
    There was more laughter from the People. There were mutters of “Dorga” from several. 
 
    Turner looked toward the others with what I would learn was a look of confusion. 
 
    “Gently,” he said to me. 
 
    I looked along the sights he had shown me and pulled so very gently on the trigger. My shot was infinitely better than before, hitting the target in the upper left corner.  
 
    There was much less laughter as I fired over and over into the target, and each time the holes pulled closer to the center spot that was marked. 
 
    “Damn,” Turner slapped my shoulder as I lowered the weapon. “You’re a natural…What’s your name, Kid?” 
 
    There was more laughter, but I was looking at the paper target I had just put twenty-nine holes through. The warm feel of satisfaction would carry me through much of the scorn my people had for me.  
 
    “Sattara,” I answered. 
 
    “Well, Sattara, you handle that better than most fellas that come into the Legion as recruits. You sure you’ve never used guns before?” 
 
    “I have never seen one of these magnificent weapons,” I answered. 
 
    “I don’t know about magnificent,” he commented. “These are pretty old.” 
 
    I was running my hand along the length of the rifle. 
 
    “You might need to find somewhere private to finish what you’re doing,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Oh, never mind.” 
 
    I glanced to my left to see a single member of my tribe focused on my target. He turned his head to look directly into my eyes, something most of the People would never do. 
 
    The young chieftain nodded toward me with an almost imperceptive movement of his head. 
 
    His name was Telegon. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The noise began in the distance as drop ships entered the atmosphere. They would have to land in one of three places to assault the industrial complex we guarded. Any of the three places would make them advance through the area below us. Anti-aircraft fire filled the sky as the turrets tried to hit the drop ships before they could land.  
 
    One explosion lit the sky as the fire took out one of the vessels, but there were many of them. It looked like a sizeable force would make landfall. There were close to seven hundred of the People here and three hundred of mixed races awaiting the attack. Torvasi and Humans in their CASPer suits, a Sirra’Kan Princess of the ruling class of Te’Warri, an Oogar, a Zarviddian, and several Zuul. There was even a Zeewie down there waiting for the oncoming forces. Gorestole surrounded himself with all sorts.  
 
    I have heard him say there is a rule, “You don’t waste good.” 
 
    My people, even with our obsession with honor, have not learned this rule as well as we should. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why would the chieftain choose to put the Dorga with our troop?” muttered Jaroto. 
 
    “He will be in our way,” was the reply from our troop leader, Fogar. 
 
    I paid no attention to the discourse of the troopers that strode ahead of me. I was delegated to rear guard because they did not want me to be between them and the fighting. 
 
    I was just as happy to be in that position. It wasn’t that I did not trust my people at my back. Their honor would not allow them to hurt me, but I could not depend on them to protect me either. I preferred having no one at my back. 
 
    Far ahead of our troop, I could see Telegon leading his troops along the valley floor. Beside him was Gorestole and Turner. I did not know him as Gorestole at that time. He was just the Human, Quincy, and he was the Human who put this glorious weapon in my hands.  
 
    The others carried a pack or two of ammunition for the new weapons apiece. They carried their spears and their blades as well. The movements the Humans were trying to teach the People did not go over well with them, but I could see the cold logic of the formations the Humans were trying to teach us.  
 
    My people would try to close distance with the enemy because that is what they did. I was never a part of the wars of my tribe, which were short and savage, since they had no need for one as small as I. However, they have little knowledge of the things I have done for them. They did not know the source of the information that filtered to our commanders. I was always in the background, choosing to remain unseen.  
 
    We were getting closer to the city of Dessin, and I could feel the excitement growing in the troop ahead of me. Their speed increased just as the speed of the troops ahead of them. 
 
    The leaders gave the signal to assume the positions we had been shown by the Humans. Our forces would be arrayed in a skirmish line. Another line would be following to take up their positions when the others needed to step back. I was certain there were more advanced maneuvers they could have taught us, but I could see the simplicity of this one. It was easy for all of us to comprehend and would not take as much practice as something more complicated. 
 
    I figured the whole plan would be disrupted as soon as the first line ran out of ammunition. I knew my people, and they would not step back. The Humans’ plan would save lives, but my people would do as my people do, and I would be prepared to do my duty. 
 
    I had taken as many pouches of ammunition as the Humans would allow. Where most of my people took one or two pouches, I carried ten. This weapon was amazing, and I would use it as long as I could.  
 
    “You will be in the second line, Dorga,” Fogar growled. 
 
    I nodded. There was no use making issue of it. My people are who they are. 
 
    He turned to join the rest of our troop on the front line. I fell back to the second line with my new rifle held close to my chest. When this was over, I hoped the Humans would let me keep the weapon.  
 
    I watched the city ahead of us and the movement along the perimeter of Dessin. 
 
    Our people covered a long arc across the western side of Dessin. It was a lot of ground to cover, but the Humans had brought ten thousand of their rifles and we had all of them in the hands of my tribe. Behind us, by a few thousand of the Humans’ feet, were close to forty thousand of the tribe. They would observe how the weapons worked. The results of this battle would determine if the other part of Quincy’s plan would take place. 
 
    I had been in the background when he had told Telegon what he wished to do for our people. I could see what a blessing it might become, but I could also see the damage it might bring. My time with the Pariidi had opened my eyes to the massive galaxy beyond the skies. I had not seen it, but he had let it slip that there were over three thousand languages in the data storage of the small device. That many languages meant that many different kinds of beings out there. It made me see how small we truly were. 
 
    The signal was given at the front to move forward. I could see the Humans had joined the front lines.  
 
    I grinned as they took their positions alongside my people. They looked so insignificant, but they were inspiring. The tiny beings were quite brave.  
 
    The lines moved forward, and the movement at the city edge was more noticeable.  
 
    I jerked as a brilliant lance of light came from one of the forms waiting for us. 
 
    Turner had warned me of some of the weaponry used by the mercenaries. This was what they called a laser. 
 
    I brought my rifle to my shoulder, but the others were still moving so I could not bring my sights to bear on the laser-wielding stranger. They looked very odd to me, with their slim bodies and bulging heads. Since they had huge eyes that protruded from the sides of their heads, I figured they would have a wide range of vision. 
 
    “Shoulder!” Fogar yelled as the signal was given to engage. 
 
    There was an immense roar as five thousand weapons began to fire. There were varied results from the firing, and it was all too soon time for the front line to step back. 
 
    The Humans stepped back toward the lines, but things quickly, as the Humans like to say, went sideways. 
 
    The whole front line charged forward with the deep roars of my people. I had known this would happen, so I stepped forward to a rise on my left. I eased up the rise and brought my weapon to bear on the same being wielding the laser that had just sent Grobe tumbling in his charge. I saw the weapon swing a little to the side, and I fired. The single shot slammed into the stranger’s chest, and he stumbled backward.  
 
    I gasped as he rose back to his feet. I raised my point of fire a small amount and let another bullet fly. It hit the mercenary’s bulging left eye, and I smiled when its head seemed to explode as the bullet slammed against the inside of the helmet it wore. The helmet flew backward, and the laser wielder slumped to the ground. 
 
    Then the Human, Quincy, did something quite surprising. He leapt to the back of Telegon and yelled to him. 
 
    Telegon nodded and made the motion for everyone to attack. He charged forward with Quincy standing upon his back. Quincy fired from the back of the chieftain. It was the oddest thing I had ever seen.  
 
    My eyes came back to the scene in front of me, and I had plenty to focus on besides the Human’s antics. I brought the rifle to bear on another of the mercenaries, decided to forgo the chest shot, and placed my next shot into its vulnerable head. A laser struck the front of the rise where I was positioned, so I slid back down a bit and moved to the right. I popped back up and found another target. He was aiming down toward Fogar and my squad, so I shot him. Then I shot two more before dropping down and scuttling to the left. 
 
    This seemed to be a good strategy so I continued—up, three shots, then down to move to another spot. I followed this strategy as my people reached the city. I continued as they swarmed over the mercenary lines. All too soon it was over. I reached back into the pack to find it empty, as were eight other packs of ammunition. 
 
    Had I really shot that many times? I didn’t remember missing many of the shots I took. As all of our forces mustered near the city, I began to remember some of the shots I had taken at the mercenaries.  
 
    The one that was about to fire his laser into the back of a Human, that one I remembered well. There were others. If I saw one of the mercenaries about to shoot one of my people, I would fire. I had no idea how many I had killed that day, but I had my suspicions someone did.  
 
    As I walked slowly toward the group of Humans to relinquish my weapon, I saw Telegon staring at me. It was unusual for any of my people to look at me in such a way. I took my eyes from the chieftain to resume my way toward Turner, who was logging the weapons as they were returned. I did not want to give it back. 
 
    “Damn, kid,” Turner said as he accepted the empty ammunition bags. “You made good use of them, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I made very good use of them.” 
 
    I reluctantly placed the weapon in his hands and watched wistfully as that wonderful, beautiful weapon was placed in the crate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As things had worked out those years ago, the People had joined the Pekonii Initiative. It probably would not have happened without Allameeta’s constant pushing for change in the Council of Matriarchs. 
 
    None of this could have happened without my rifle’s namesake. 
 
    I raised the sights of Allameeta to follow the movements as the dropships hit the ground and the enemy forces poured from the ramps. They were far enough away to be out of our firing envelope. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” I heard Turner’s voice on the com. 
 
    “This is bad,” Gorestole answered. “Hask.” 
 
    “Acid spitters,” Turner said. 
 
    I was using the slate to look closer at the pictures from the drones. 
 
    They were not all that large, but their size could be deceiving—something my people should consider. I had read about these particular beings. Gorestole and Turner had fought this race before.  
 
    “We can’t let them get close,” Turner warned. “That acid is some seriously ugly shit. It’ll come right through most metals and even the composites in a short time.” 
 
    I heard the acknowledgements of the squad leaders, and I had not heard such worry in Turner’s voice except once before.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They were Besquith. 
 
    I had begun researching everything I could on the races that populated the enormous Galactic Union from the moment Telegon had selected me to take part in the tribe’s joining ranks with Gorestole’s people. In fact, my time over the training cycles was spent learning everything I could. I knew how to understand fourteen languages by the time we were deployed to Mintaar. I had begun learning languages as the Pariidi had been learning the language of the People.  
 
    This was our first official action in the employ of Quin’Tanna, and I was as disappointed as Turner when I heard the name of the race we would face. Everything I had learned said the Besquith were among the highest of the elite mercenaries across the Union. There were several mercenary races I did not want to have to meet in battle. The Besquith were at the top of the list along with the Tortantula and the Min’Sha.  
 
    The reports of Martin Quincy I had read stated that the licensed merc races were tougher than the others he had faced over the years, but they were also the most professional. Some of the unlicensed rogue units were savages. 
 
    I took my position at the edge of Jarlac and raised my newest pet to my shoulder. The MAC was magnificent. 
 
    The Besquith approached our forces quickly. 
 
    “Open fire!” the voice of the Human, Patrick Cannon, came from my comm. 
 
    I had been tracking one of the Besquith and fired almost before the order was even finished. 
 
    The shot hit the Besquith in the upper left side of the chest, piercing the armor he wore and slamming him backward. They were fast, and I had not led my target quite as well as I should have. The shot had put the Besquith out of the fight but was not a kill. 
 
    My second shot missed the Besquith I had shifted to because they had immediately surged forward at an unexpected speed. The others were firing as fast as they could trigger the MACs. I calmed myself and held my breath as I squeezed the trigger, sending the small rod through the midsection of the Besquith I was tracking. Then I shifted to another.  
 
    About thirty had gone down in the initial volley, but precious few were falling as they closed on our forces. I hit four more before they were inside our ranks. 
 
    They were the most savage things I had ever seen. It was almost impossible to hit the swiftly moving targets. 
 
    I saw Dorde stagger as blood erupted from his throat. I was too late to save the youngster, but the Besquith that had done the damage staggered as my projectile tore through him. 
 
    “Charge!” the order was given, and we moved forward. 
 
    Most of the People ran headlong into the Besquith, and many of the People fell, but the enemy fell as well. If one of the People managed to catch one of them, the Besquith died. Their speed was their greatest asset, but the People were strong. 
 
    Some of the Besquith fell before they reached my people, and there was a moment when they realized the source of the barrage. I glanced to my right as one of the CASPers tromped by me, but it was just an instant. There were several of the Besquith moving toward me at an incredible speed.  
 
    There was a cold chill in my guts as I fired three more times before the charge was gone in my battery. I needed to swap to the next battery on my back, and I knew there would be no time. I was staring into the very jaws of doom when they stopped and turned back the way they had come.  
 
    The closest one of them glanced back toward me and gave a short nod. His lips were drawn into what I think was a grin. Then he sprang away into the foliage. 
 
    I shook my head in wonder and reached back to change the battery. 
 
    I raised my weapon to sight upon several of the retreating forms. Still, I was loathe to fire into their backs, so I watched them return to their drop ship. Many were carrying wounded. 
 
    I looked to the fallen forms of the People. Foridar would be visited by more than a few this day. I also saw many armored forms laying along the path the Besquith had advanced. At least the People would not be alone in their travels to the afterlife. More than a dozen Besquith were sent there by the weapon I held to my shoulder. There had been more hit, but they were just wounded and had been retrieved by the others. Their dead were left behind. 
 
    I shivered as I remembered that grin and nod from the Besquith. Had I just imagined it or had he acknowledged me? Was I making something of nothing? I did not know. All I knew was that we were victorious. If we had been fewer, it would have been the opposite. 
 
    Later, as we returned to the barracks, I was trailing behind my squad as was my normal position. 
 
    “…killed one with a knife!” 
 
    “Quincy?!” 
 
    “There’s a reason he’s called ‘Legend.’” 
 
    The conversation was in English, one of the languages of the Humans. True, he is called Gorestole, which is ‘Legend’ in my language, for a reason. How had he killed one of those savages with a knife? Perhaps there would be a video of it that we could see. It would certainly be worth researching. The video of his assault of the Blevin on Te’Warri was readily available, and I was quite impressed when I watched it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We have to fall back and keep these bastards at a distance!” I heard Gorestole’s order. 
 
    I knew my people, and they would dislike this order; but we have been in the employ of Gorestole long enough to know that he has knowledge we do not. 
 
    The attacking mercenaries were known as Hask. I have researched for years now into the races we might encounter throughout the Union while working for Quin’Tanna. The Hask were not a mercenary race, but they were known to do violence for others just like the licensed mercs. Unfortunately, they were unlicensed and would not be bound by the rules of engagement to which the guild holds the licensed mercenaries.  
 
    Turner had spoken of the fighting they had done with the Hask many years ago. They were vicious and sought no prisoners. They would fight until they lost some preset percentage of their numbers. They wouldn’t surrender, but they would retreat if they reached that number. Unfortunately, Turner did not know what that number would be.  
 
    By the looks of the forces moving in our direction, that number would have to be very high. We were outnumbered by a large percentage, and we couldn’t close the distance with them to use our superior strength. Their acid would more than offset our strength. 
 
    My scope settled on the first of the Hask in their marching order. We have an animal on Pekonii that has a head like the Hask. The Humans had one as well. It was amazing to me that so many worlds had similar creatures to evolve. Their heads looked similar to gasritte, an amphibious creature that lived near swampland. The Humans would call them frogs, and they orange-tinted, thick-chested humanoids. That is what the Humans called anything that walked erect as they do. They called my race “centaurs.” 
 
    My research into the term had me wondering about the Humans. We had nothing in common with centaurs. We have six legs and are not covered in their disturbing fur. The mane of “hair” most of my people had was not even hair. It was more akin to feathers. My hand slid across my bald neck. My genetic disorder had left me without the mane common to my people. 
 
    I almost let fly with the first round from Allameeta, but my orders were to wait until the enemy was engaged. Snipers are more effective if they are not noticed. Allameeta had the range to fire from more than twice the distance of our typical sniper. A Human could not use her, due to the weight of the massive battery pack I carried upon my back. She was unlike any weapon I had ever seen, and I had Gorestole to thank for her—and Kreela. If not for Kreela, she would never have existed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Te’Warri was colder than my home world, but it was not so cold as to make it unlivable. The chance to be a part of the action to buy back our home was worth a little discomfort. There was a small mountain range just south of the base Quin’Tanna used as a training ground for the People, and I had found a cave atop the range that reminded me of my home. I was sitting with my back to the entrance, staring into the fire I had made in the center of the natural chimney found near the rear of the cave. There was a shaft above this alcove that drew the smoke upward. 
 
    “I’d have my back toward the cave, myself,” the voice behind me made me jump, and I grimaced. 
 
    Gorestole was correct. I had become lax since we had returned to Te’Warri.  
 
    “Of course, I have issue with quite a few of the residents.” Quincy laughed as I turned around. “You don’t really have to worry about ‘em.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Some time back, I thought you were just a green kid.” he grinned. “I’ve learned a little more about you guys since then. According to your coloration, I would guess you’re older than any of the others, but your size says different. Then I talked to Telegon.” 
 
    I was beginning to feel the rush of curiosity that got me into more trouble than I would like. 
 
    “Some might wonder why I’ve been checking into you, if they were of an inquisitive nature.” 
 
    I smiled. “I am curious.” 
 
    “Telegon couldn’t tell me how old you are, or wouldn’t.” 
 
    “He could not. He is unaware. He knows I have been here since he was hatched.” 
 
    “Telegon said he is over a hundred years old.”  
 
    “You have met Allameeta, the Matriarch?” 
 
    “Yep, she’s quite impressive.” 
 
    “We were younglings together.” 
 
    “I knew there was somethin’ goin’ on.” 
 
    “I am Dorga, the runt.” I shrugged. It was a gesture that seems to carry from race to race with similar meaning.  
 
    He chuckled. “Little guys try harder.” He pointed toward my slate. “Can I see that?” 
 
    I nodded and handed him the slate. 
 
    “You see, I like to go over our actions afterward, and I came across several things that I thought needed to be addressed.” He tapped the side of his head. “This implant is pretty useful for working through tons of data. Mind if I sit down?” 
 
    He handed me back the slate before he sat down near the fire with his back to the wall. “If you’ll look at the first image, I think you might be able to tell me if this was you? When the Besquith pulled out on Mintaar, they left a hundred and twenty dead. Considering who we faced, that was pretty impressive. When I looked closer, I began to see some details I never would have seen before the implant.” 
 
    I watched as the screen of the slate began showing various kills of the Besquith. 
 
    “I counted seven kills that originated from right here.” 
 
    A point lit up on the map overlay that popped up on the slate.  
 
    “Now, there were two CASPers and a single Andori positioned right there, and Pat is pretty good with a gun, but he had a mini and a fifty cal. There was one guy there with a MAC.” 
 
    I started to say something, but he raised his hand. “There’s more. The lines charged forward, but whoever was in this spot moved much more slowly. As I tracked the progress forward, there were no less than ten more deaths at the hand of this guy. It was even noticed by the enemy because they sent a squad after him.” 
 
    He continued, “Now, from the best I can figure, one guy killed almost twenty percent of the Besquith that were killed out there, and I think that guy was you. Correct me if I am wrong.” 
 
    I wanted so much to tell him that it wasn’t me, but I remembered each of the Besquith that fell. 
 
    “I beseech you to keep this secret, Gorestole. I do not wish for my people to know of my actions. It would cause more bad than good.” 
 
    “After I talked to Telegon, I learned much about you and your people, Sattara,” he said. “I’ll honor your request, but I want you to be aware that I know what happened. I have no doubt you would have done the same if you had been present at the other battles instead of stationed in spots that weren’t attacked.” 
 
    “I thank you, Gorestole.” 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. “It’s Quincy.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “But if you want to shoot like that,” he said, “you’re gonna need a better gun. I want you to go see Kreela. We’re putting together a sniper squad, and I want you there.” 
 
    As I heard the new Human term, “sniper,” a thrill went through me. My people did not have a word for what the Humans called a sniper. The translator said “distant,” but I knew he had not used the word for distant. This was something the Humans knew. It was something I could learn from them, and I wanted to know everything. 
 
    “I will report to Kreela, Gorestole,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered again, then in a louder voice said, “See that you do. Soon.” 
 
    He stood and walked back out into the night, flexing his artificial hand and looking suspiciously into the darkness.  
 
    After his dealings with the Blevin, I understood why. There were hundreds of thousands of the race that had tried to place a new Prime on the throne still inhabiting this world. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I had gone to Kreela. The Jeha had built this magnificent weapon I held to my shoulder. Allameeta was almost seven feet long. She would hurl a bolt of metal using the electromagnetic force generated by the huge pack on my back. The rods were not overly large, but they were made of a hardened metal that would pierce almost any armor.  
 
    There were limitations, as there are for any weapon. She could be devastating at a distance that most of the weapons owned by Quin’Tanna could not hope to reach, but firing would generate a great deal of heat.  
 
    The heat was vented through a system Kreela had devised, but with such amounts, she could only be fired at a particular rate. This was perfect for a sniper who may wait hours, or days even, for that single shot they would be tasked to take.  
 
    Looking down onto the encroaching Hask, I dreaded those limitations. The numbers advancing on our forces could very well call for something that could shoot much faster. 
 
    “Fire!” the order for our advance forces to open fire sounded on the comm. 
 
    I focused on my first target and waited for the front line to fire. 
 
    The first volley was fired, and I squeezed the trigger. Allameeta’s first shot slammed through the chest of the leading Hask to explode out of its back in a mist of orange blood. The blood sprayed over his troops. 
 
    I shifted my aim to the next target I had marked in my head. If I was figuring correctly, they were higher ranks than the others. Their armor was different. It was more elaborate. I thought this was actually a stupid thing for an officer to do, easier for someone like me to do what I had just done. 
 
    Allameeta spoke once more, and her stock slammed into my shoulder with the recoil. This was part of why a Human could not use her. I remembered what Kal Turner had said about her, “The extra range was sweet, but the price was one hell of a kick.” 
 
    The second officer met a similar end to the first. 
 
    I studied who would be next as she vented the heat from the shot. I noticed the armor of the ones who had been behind the officers releasing smoke as the acidic blood destroyed even their own metal. 
 
    Smiling, I knew what my next targets were going to be.  
 
    My sights settled on one of the Hask in the front of the charging mass, and I fired. His blood misted and landed on those following. The firing of our forces raked the front of the Hask, but they did not waver. Even as the first lines fell, the next kept advancing. 
 
    They were prepared to take losses to get within range of our people. I fired again as Allameeta finished venting.  
 
    “Front lines, fall back!” 
 
    The front lines of the People and CASPers turned and retreated as the next lines began to fire. It was a controlled retreat with constant fire against the Hask forces. It would have been a splendid battle plan if the Hask were not insane. They ran right into the fire and kept coming. There were no evasive maneuvers.  
 
    “Second, fall back!” 
 
    Third opened fire.  
 
    It was not working. I fired Allameeta again and grimaced as she vented.  
 
    The first of the Hask spewed his acidic venom into the back of Horfec as he followed orders and retreated toward Third. He screamed as the acid burned into his flesh.  
 
    I tried to fire again, but she was still venting. Horfec staggered and fell as the shock to his system overcame him. Another Hask spewed venom on the fallen soldier, and I removed his head with the next shot from Allameeta. 
 
    I reached forward to the venting override module and pulled it from the socket. The hum of the vents started back up. They would not shut off until the power was gone from the pack on my back. More importantly, I could fire faster. The damage to the weapon may be catastrophic, but I had to protect my people. My next shot hit the screaming form of Horfec. 
 
    “Gods forgive me,” I said as the screams ceased.  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I fired into the leading Hask. Then another.  
 
    Another of the Hask spewed venom. This time it hit one of the CASPers. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit!” I heard a Human’s voice. 
 
    The acid was beginning to smoke already, and the CASPer staggered. 
 
    “Eject, Suggs!” Turner yelled, but it was too late.  
 
    The CASPer started to spark on the left side, and Colin Suggs turned to face the Hask. With a scream we all heard on the comms, Suggs staggered into the mass of Hask with every weapon firing. He left a pile of dead Hask in his final rampage, but the CASPer stopped firing and toppled. The forces slowed to cover the fallen CASPer in acid.  
 
    I paused in my firing to let Allameeta vent heat. There was nothing I could do for the young Human. It was almost a relief when his comm system malfunctioned where we could not hear the screams. 
 
    The pause of the Hask had allowed our people to gain some distance between them. 
 
    I looked at my right arm that held Allameeta to see the heat-blackened skin. It hurt, but it was nothing to what Horfec and Suggs had just been through. 
 
    Then the Hask were moving forward again, closing the distance once more. I reached forward with a grimace and placed my arm back into that furnace of heat. Thank the Gods the venting system doesn’t vent right on my arm. That would be a stupid design for any weapon, but the incredible amount of heat from the vents along the barrel was emanating back toward me and the forward most part of my body was my firing arm.  
 
    Allameeta spoke again, and again. 
 
    I watched in horror as more of my people fell to the acid spewed from the Hask, and I felt a great well of hatred for these creatures. Jola, Gadero, Kindo, Sabbere, and Hiler were swarmed by the Hask. Four more CASPers were caught with the acid, but they managed to eject from the Mechs. Their boosters shot them forward over the retreating Legion. 
 
    I saw them scooped up by others as they landed. 
 
    The heat was almost unbearable, but I could not stop firing. My people were dying. I fired again and again. The lines reached our snipers. They were moving with our forces, but the Hask would not stop. Then one of their ships launched and turned in my direction. I raised my sights and placed a shot through the cockpit of the vessel. 
 
    It blasted forward and began firing at our people as it moved toward my position.  
 
    I took a deep breath and held it as Allameeta’s muzzle followed the track of the assault shuttle. It opened fire, and the ground to my right exploded upward. I released my breath and squeezed the trigger. The viewport was right there, and the metal bolt slammed through the side of the shuttle. There was an explosion of orange inside the viewport, and the firing stopped. The shuttle careened to the left and did the most beautiful bank a being could imagine. It swooped around and plowed, nose first, into the Hask who were advancing on my people. Something ruptured, and flames gushed from the wreck.  
 
    I continued to pour fire into the Hask, who were no longer advancing. Then Allameeta went silent. I tried to pull the trigger, but it did nothing. I pulled my hand from the grip to a lance of pain. Looking down, I could see the small bits of flesh still attached to the grip. My face burned, and I could see the blistered flesh of my arm. 
 
    I tried to stand, but I just staggered back about a foot to stumble and fall. Blackness settled over me. 
 
    I don’t know how long it was before they found me, but my vision was blurry, and I felt light as a feather as they carried me into the barracks. 
 
    “…Dorga…” 
 
    I heard the familiar term, but what I heard next would have made me weep if I was not nearly unconscious. 
 
    “His name is Sattara!” 
 
    I could swear it was the voice of Jaroto. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I awoke inside the medical tank aboard the cruiser. There were several familiar forms standing outside of the tank. The breathing apparatus covered my face. The medics had made the different apparatus for my race when we were brought into the company. 
 
    “Awake?” Kal Turner asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I have you to thank for being alive today.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “See, I’ve heard you’re a little hesitant to accept praise by others, so I made sure you couldn’t argue about it. You’re in the tank and can’t really escape.” 
 
    He grinned widely. 
 
    I looked around, but there was nowhere I could even go, so I just shrugged. 
 
    He laughed at my discomfort. 
 
    “I’m just going to run some numbers by you, and since you can’t go anywhere, maybe you can confirm the figures the boss and I came up with,” he said. “I went and looked up the specs on that behemoth you carry around. At first, I saw that the pack was good for three hundred shots, but the time frame would only have allowed you to shoot a maximum of fifty times. Then I saw that missing module that was laying in the dirt. It seems that is the part that keeps the gun within that rate of fire. Safety measure or something. So then we were back to the fact that your pack was completely drained. That means you fired that overheating monster until it wouldn’t fire again. The boss is going over the data right now, but I thought I’d just ask you. Probably be a little quicker that way.” 
 
    He grinned again. “I’m going to take your lack of comment as agreement to confirm my figures.” 
 
    I grimaced. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. “You’ll be happy to confirm?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you shot down a shuttle,” he continued when I didn’t answer. “I’m going to give that, say, ten or fifteen shots?” 
 
    My eyes dropped. 
 
    “Normally, I would take that as a sign of embarrassment and raise the number, but I’m thinking, you being who you are, it was less.” 
 
    I finally shrugged again and nodded. 
 
    “You nod when I hit the right number, fourteen? Thirteen?” 
 
    I nodded when he reached the right number. 
 
    “No shit? Two shots for a damn shuttle?” He shook his head.  
 
    Slowly, Kal Turner dragged the details from me about what happened. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The temperature on Te’Warri was warm for the residents of the planet, but it was still chill for any of the People. I followed Telegon toward the parade ground. There was a large award ceremony that I had witnessed several times. The Humans liked to do this to acknowledge the deeds of their troops. The People had embraced this after several years with Gorestole. Uniforms were decorated with medals and patches. It was a very somber occasion for the Mad Legion. Again, I thought how apt the name was for us. My people are as crazy a species as I had encountered in the five years I had spent with Quin’Tanna. 
 
    “Come,” Telegon said. “You need your wits about you this day.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “What do you mean, my Chieftain?” 
 
    Telegon grinned. “You will see.” 
 
    We stepped out from the shadow of the building we had been passing and the parade ground came into view. 
 
    “Are we late?” I asked as I scratched at the itchy spot on my arm where the burns were mostly healed. 
 
    “Not at all,” he said. “We will wait right here.” 
 
    “Wait?” 
 
    “You will see.” 
 
    By this time, I was beginning to worry. Were my injuries enough that I would have to leave? I straightened my aching body so that I showed no weakness. I could not afford that today. I was not ready to quit. 
 
    There was movement at the end of the clearing where the raised platform normally was located. It was absent for some reason. 
 
    In moments, I understood why they had removed the platform. To my utter astonishment, a familiar form strode across the clearing to take her place where the platform had been. Allameeta was here? 
 
    She was followed by the six Chieftains of my Tribe, and clarity finally reached me. Of course the Dorga would not be out there where they could see him. I smiled as I watched. The chieftains would love the whole idea of the award ceremony, and Gorestole had gone to lengths to make it impressive. Everyone was in dress uniforms. I was quite proud of the uniforms that were given to all of the People in the employ of Quin’Tanna. I had never worn anything like it before. We wore very little unless we were in battle. The armor that Kreela designed for us was wonderful. 
 
    Gorestole and his lady, Kor’Tanna, followed them to the designated area. 
 
    He strode to the microphone. “Today we honor those who have crossed the Veil. Whether they have gone to Foridar, Tisdegellis, Wotaei, or whatever “Heaven” they know, they will be missed by all of us who remain. There is no better way to honor those fallen friends than to honor those who have gone above and beyond in their service to Quin’Tanna. There is one among us, more than any other, who has done just that, and we all wish to recognize his actions. There is no higher honor we can bestow upon one of you than the Medal of Meritorious Service. It is our equivalent to what my country back home would call the Medal of Honor.” 
 
    Telegon nudged me. “Step forward, my friend.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He nodded toward the chieftains. “This is your day, Sattara.” 
 
    I swallowed as my stomachs began to churn. 
 
    “Go,” he said with a grin. 
 
    I straightened and walked slowly forward. 
 
    “Please allow me to present…” 
 
    “…Dorga.” 
 
    It was unmistakable. It was one of the chieftains behind Gorestole. His voice was heard by all through the microphone. 
 
    I almost stopped, but Gorestole turned his head toward the chieftain with narrowed eyes. He lowered his mouth to be close to the microphone while looking straight at the chieftain who had the look of disgust on his face. 
 
    “What is his name my Legion?” 
 
    I almost staggered as I heard the thunder of seven thousand People, along with over the same amount of Humans and Torvasi, slamming their fists to their chests in salute. My throat constricted as one word reverberated throughout the parade ground. 
 
    “SATTARA!” 
 
    I could only gasp, but I saw something that the others may not have noticed. Allameeta had roared that name with the Legion.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Test and Devaluation by Thomas A. Mays 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sheila Murphy groaned with the supreme effort of cracking her eyelids open and winced at the hated morning light the move allowed in. Once she adjusted to the in-all-actuality dim illumination—unwelcome though it remained—she got her bearings.  
 
    Gravity, Earth-normal.  
 
    Heat and humidity, either an upper circle of Hell…or Houston. Same difference.  
 
    Looking about with a frown on her face, Sheila saw she was in some sort of warehouse loft. There were dusty beams and rafters overhead, corrugated sheet metal walls surrounded her, and either the debris from a second-hand store explosion or the detritus of a confirmed bachelor. 
 
    Bachelor would explain the unknown, too-warm, but not completely unwelcome presence at her back and the flashes of dim memory that kept coming to mind. She could have ordered a summary of the evening from her pin-plants, but she was not totally certain she wanted to remember all the gross details. 
 
    Sheila wondered if it was he who had allowed the fuzzy, vodka-soaked caterpillars to die in her mouth. Either way, she was fairly certain she was here of her own free will, and it was likely her own suggestion they get naked in his messy loft and try to out-humid the wet Houston air. 
 
    Such was the downward spiral of one Sheila Murphy, CASPer merc and former staff sergeant of Bravo Company, Second Platoon of the now-defunct Terrible Texans: blacklisted, rejected, unemployed, and unemployable—all for the sin of telling the truth and doing the right thing in the name of justice for lost comrades. 
 
    Feeling her stir, ‘Mr. Messy’ kissed her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. “Breakfast?” he asked before rolling away. 
 
    Sheila turned over in the bed and risked giving him a look. All-in-all, he was not bad, all things considered. He was stocky, but more muscle than fat. While his hair was grayer and more receded than she usually liked, it was trimmed tight to his scalp, which matched the salt and pepper goatee and moustache on his grinning face.  
 
    Catching her somewhat befuddled evaluation, he pointed to himself. “In case you’re a bit blurry: Hi, I’m Max. You’re Sheila. We met last night. Coming here from the Lyon’s Den was your idea, and I was a perfect gentleman…up until the point you started dancing to ‘Locomotive Breath.’ I never could resist a gal who grooved to some Jethro Tull.” 
 
    Sheila nodded and then flopped her head back. “Actually, I’m more of a Floyd girl.” 
 
    Max gasped. “I feel lied to. You took advantage of me on false pretenses! Shame on you.” 
 
    “Breakfast. Are you any good?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I ain’t bad.” 
 
    A half hour later, showered and re-dressed in the previous night’s outfit, Sheila chewed on a mouthful of bacon and coffee, and she narrowed her eyes at the somewhat more organized mess on the ground floor of the warehouse. She gestured with another slice of thick-cut pork to the Combat Assault System, Personal components she recognized. “That’s the leg chassis from a CASPer Mk 6. There’s the infamous ejection seat from a Mk 3, Mk 5 cockpit, Mk 7 arm assemblies, armor sections, fuel cells and capacitor banks, and random junk over there. You’ve even got the integrated shoulder MAC from a Mk 8.” 
 
    Max nodded. “Yeah, that one put me back a pretty penny. You don’t find new model parts like that scrapped very often—not in workable condition anyway.” 
 
    Sheila turned to him as he transferred more incredibly fluffy scrambled eggs from the skillet to her plate. If whatever this all was didn’t work out, she figured he had decent prospects as a chef. “So, what exactly are you? CASPer mechanic? Junk dealer? Modern artist?” 
 
    He grinned. “I can’t be all three?” 
 
    “Come on…” 
 
    Max nodded. “Okay, okay. In my defense, though, we did talk about this some last night.” 
 
    Sheila frowned, then defocused her vision and consulted her pin-plants. Running through the highlights of the previous evening, her patches of drunken memory knitted themselves together. She had gone to the Lyon’s Den, the merc bar here on the outskirts of Houston. Since her return to Earth from Karma with her career prospects in ruins after reporting the Terrible Texans to the Merc Guild for their horrible business practices, Sheila had more or less become a regular at the bar. There she told lies and truths with equal alacrity alongside the other, more-successful mercs. At some point, her cautionary tale of woe had snared in one Max Reston, and they polished off a bottle of Jameson’s, trying to one up each other on who had been more screwed by the system. 
 
    Sheila refocused on Max. “You’re an inventor.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m an entrepreneur. Carl is the inventor. I’m the guy with the mechanic experience, the capital, and the brains for business.” 
 
    “Carl?” 
 
    Max held up his hands as if to fend her off. “You haven’t met him yet, but Carl’s coming over this morning. He’s excited to meet the new employee!” 
 
    Sheila put down her plate. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “Well, you mentioned last night how you were having trouble getting on with a new outfit after you reported on your last company. I mentioned how people kept on laughing at us trying to break into the market, but we still needed a test pilot. Conversation morphed into job discussion; curricula vitae were traded; drinks were had; hands were shaken…and then we started dancing.” 
 
    Sheila sat down at the barstool in his tiny kitchen and buried her face in her hands. “Oh, my god. I did not just sleep with my new boss…” 
 
    Max laid a hand on her shoulder in commiseration. “Sheila, look at it this way: handshake deals finalized while drunk are hardly binding contracts. We’ll just call this an extended interview! You didn’t sleep with your new boss—it’s just that you might start working for the guy you slept with. See? Much more professional.” 
 
    Sheila groaned. 
 
    Doctor Carlton Carson, PhD, turned out to be a twitchy, painfully thin man, younger than either Max or Sheila. However, what he lacked in life experience, he more than made up for in intensity. After introductions were made, Carl rushed among the debris of the warehouse, gesturing with arms wide to the production and test floor of Mekaman Industries. “Sheila! What do you see here?” 
 
    She shrugged, too hungover to bother with being polite. “Broken, mismatched CASPer parts.” 
 
    Carl thrust a pointed finger at her. “Precisely! But think about what you didn’t say. You didn’t call them Binnig CASPer parts.” 
 
    “Okay. So?” 
 
    “Ever since the advent of the Mk 7, Binnig’s patent has been open. There are over a dozen CASPer suit and part manufacturers out there now, some working with Binnig and others with the old arms and auto manufacturers, but only a couple of true independents. We’re into the Mk 8 now, with the Mk 9 on the eternal horizon, and yet Binnig is still the default CASPer. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    Sheila laughed and looked over at Max. He said nothing, but simply smiled and leaned against a half-disassembled Mk 7. She faced Carl. “Because they’re the first and the best. This isn’t like Xerox, where the brand became the thing itself, everyone calling any photocopier a Xerox machine but still buying from any of a dozen of equivalent-quality copier manufacturers. Binnig, though, is pretty much the gold standard. When you’re on an assignment, there’s very little you can count on—maybe the guy next to you, maybe a good captain or a really experienced gunny. You rely on your MAC and your laser, but those are essentially interchangeable and disposable. Your CASPer, though? You live or die by your CASPer, and that’s a Binnig-built machine. The others? Aside from knock-off parts merchants, some of which are just as good, if not better, I’ve never heard anything about alternative suits except horror stories.” 
 
    Carl nodded so hard and fast that he looked like a bobblehead in the grip of an epileptic. “Oh, I know! Most of the others are complete shit-shows. Binnig has well earned their reputation for innovation and quality, but that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t or can’t have a reasonable competitor or that they do everything right. I bet there have been aspects to each of your suits that you weren’t pleased with, and that’s the crack in their armor we need to work at! That and employing some tech those shortsighted bastards just disregarded out of hand.” 
 
    Sheila frowned and looked to Max. “Uh, is there something I should know here?” 
 
    Max’s grin turned sheepish, and he stood up from his relaxed position. “Our Dr. Carson here used to work for Binnig Test and Evaluation. He was on the Mk 9 team.” 
 
    She nodded. “‘Used to?’ ‘Was?’” 
 
    “Carl got let go when one of his innovations didn’t pan out. See, he was trying to meld a CASanoVa combat vehicle with a CASPer suit. It was more or less a baby Raknar, with the pilot staying inside when it transformed from vehicle mode to giant suit mode.” 
 
    Carl piped up with pride. “It was a fantastic Tortantula stomper!” 
 
    Max nodded, then frowned. “Unfortunately, simulations failed to reveal the…contortions the vehicle cab went through when it compressed into a Mk 8 CASPer cockpit. There was some unexpected squeezing and pinching as well as very rapid, tragic twisting and bending.” 
 
    Carl’s voice rose up in his own defense. “I’ll have you know that test pilot recovered completely! Spine replacements are a snap these days. Modern medicine.” 
 
    Sheila gave him a disparaging look. “You don’t get to say ‘snap’ and ‘spine replacement’ in the same sentence and make it sound positive. You Transformer’d some poor guy in half, and now you want to build your own CASPers to take down Binnig. I’m not surprised the other mercs in the Lyon’s Den laughed at you.” 
 
    Carl looked crestfallen, but Max walked up and put his arm around Carl’s shoulders. The burly mechanic shook the smaller man companionably until the scientist grinned again. Max turned to Sheila. “Sometimes things don’t pan out. You tell yourself you’re ready for ‘win some, lose some,’ but you have confidence you know the odds and how the rules work. Then you play your best hand, straight and right, and you still lose to the bastard cheating on the other side. No one cares why you lost, only that you did. And you’re left out of the game after that, hoping that someone, anyone will give you a chance and deal you back in. Carl needs that chance. I need that chance. Sheila, you need that chance.” 
 
    She chuffed a laugh. “Yeah? Who says?” 
 
    “You did. Last night.” 
 
    Sheila looked at the pair of them, pathetic with hope in their eyes. It bugged her, begging of a weakness unbecoming to what she aspired, until she finally admitted their need was a mirror of her own.  
 
    And it wasn’t as if her door was being busted down by other prospects. 
 
    “Fine,” she answered at last. “I’m in, but what happened last night, the rest of the extended interview? Yeah, that shit is over. I don’t date within the lifelines. Past performance is not indicative of future promises, you get me?” 
 
    Max raised his hands in surrender. “I get you. That’s no problem. Welcome to the team! And, as for Carl here, please don’t worry. He’s the idea man, but I’m the one to keep us on track. Mekaman is my company. I’ll keep him reined in.” 
 
    Carl nodded in his uniquely convulsive way. “Yeah! Besides, I have lots more ideas that I never shared with Binnig—some really out-there shit!” 
 
    Max frowned. “Carl…” 
 
    “They called me ‘mad’ at the university!” 
 
    “Carl!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Max had the right idea by lurking in the Lyon’s Den. If you wanted to find out where a small company could have a big impact and upset the giant apple cart of Binnig, Inc., you had to engage with mercs firsthand, find out their complaints and their frustrations with the mech that most of them professed—and sincerely believed—to love. 
 
    However, mercs know their own, and they would never be completely forthcoming with a mechanic or a businessman. On the other hand, to Sheila—a tested and known merc with her own hard luck story—they were only too eager to share. 
 
    Former Berserker: “That damn Mk 8 musta’ been built for pansy midget elves. Yeah, I feel secure, but do you gotta crush a man’s junk every single time he seals in?” 
 
    Triple Terror, between assignments: “T’weren’t pretty, I tell you, lass. The capacitor power on my 8, t’were a boon to quick charge, much lighter and cooler than fuel cells, but capacitors want to discharge fast. I seen a man burnt to a crisp like lightning from the hand o’god hisself when his bleed diodes shorted. Ya could smell it e’en before they cracked the cockpit.” 
 
    Retired Hellcat: “I don’t know if such a thing even exists, but I swear to sweet jumpin’ Jesus that this ‘roided-up Besquith mutant ripped the arms clean off my buddy’s CASPer 7. It looked funny for a minute, this big ol’ robot torso and legs, little dinky Human arms sticking out to either side. But then this Besquith, he gets to chewing…” 
 
    A haunted-looking Hurricanes Master Sergeant: “People won’t admit to it, but the edge is wearing down. The other merc races, they’ve seen what we soft Humans have accomplished by armoring up like individual, hopping tanks. CASPers are a distinctly Human idea, built from sci-fi fantasies like Iron Man and Battletech, cobbled together from re-purposed alien tech we’ve imported and made our own. But they’re adjusting, thinking of ways to specifically take us down, to take advantage of power and ammo limitations and the fact that there’s always fewer of us than there are of them and their mass-wave tactics. It may not be long until someone sees a CAS-MinSha too.” 
 
    Terminated Nightbird Supply Officer: “Killer app for your new CASPer competitor? Two words, Sheila-san: Hyperspace Shunt. Forget jump jets, this is the ultimate in mobility enhancement! All you need is a little antimatter—” 
 
    “Stop! Nope!” Sheila demanded and shut her notebook. She had gleaned a lot from asking around, but she would be damned if she would take that suggestion to Carl. The idiot might actually try to make it happen. 
 
    For weeks, Max and Sheila worked the Den and other bars, made official visits to parts manufacturers, engaged under the table with reps from the Trade and Science Guilds, and perused the dark recesses of the GalNet. Carl poured over their notes each evening with manic glee and a laugh that could be taken as insane, but that Sheila charitably allowed as “eccentric.” 
 
    Slowly, things came together—both with their mech-suit and in other arenas. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Carl barged in and did a double-take as Max and Sheila suddenly backed away from one another. Both of them looked wildly around the room as if the warehouse office’s ceiling tiles or the coffee pot had become profoundly more interesting than the person they had just been kissing.  
 
    Max tried to appear nonchalant, wiping away imaginary smeared lipstick from his mouth as he turned to his partner. “Carl, what’s up?” 
 
    The scientist jabbed a pointed finger out toward the warehouse proper, specifically toward his corner workshop, where neither of them had been allowed. “The prototype is ready! You want to give it a spin, Sheila?” 
 
    She nodded, smoothing down her coveralls from any mussing that might have occurred. Sheila stepped forward, nodding to Max. “Engineer.” 
 
    He nodded back. “Pilot.” 
 
    Carl rolled his eyes. 
 
    Within the workshop, Carl’s construct stood, opened up for inspection. However, it looked nothing like the Mk 8 knockoff Sheila had assumed they would be marketing. Instead of a humanoid shape, Carl had opted for an alien KzSha-like body plan, with four thin, splayed, segmented walking spikes, two lower arms with humanoid hands, and two upper arms with integral magnetic accelerator cannons and massive blades. The cockpit was an egg shape, nestled within a headless, maul-like angled torso. Hemispherical lumps surmounted each of the body segments’ backs and tops, along with recognizable weapon hardpoints.  
 
    Sheila frowned. “I hate to point this out, Doc, but I only have four limbs, not eight. Where do my hands and feet go?” 
 
    “Where do your hands and feet have to go!? The original CASPers had the operator sequestered into a sealed cockpit, operating joysticks and pedals. It was very unnatural. Then we upgraded with haptic interfaces, so putting the arms and legs into the system’s limbs made sense, making it more like a suit over time. But now, with pin-plant interfaces more and more becoming the norm, putting your limbs into the suit’s extensions are an unnecessary hazard. You can control just as easily in an up-armored, sealed escape pod with your limbs tucked in, offering greater protection to the pilot against shock, damage, or acceleration, while also making a smaller, tougher target!” 
 
    Sheila appeared dubious. “Okay. So I control it from the fetal position, sealed up in that cushioned egg?” 
 
    “I call it a womb with a view!” 
 
    “Oh, god…” groaned Max. 
 
    “Well, I’ll give it a shot, Carl, but my brain still isn’t wired for handling eight limbs.” 
 
    “Understood! However, I think, after you give it some practice with the kinesthetic-sense translation software, it’ll become second nature. That’s just the tip of the iceberg, though! Outnumbered by mass-wave tactics a hundred to one? Need someone to cover your back? This CASPer is its own force multiplier!” Carl rushed over to the hemispherical lumps and rotated the shell of one back to reveal some sort of compact drone. “Each one is an autonomous armed flyer! Capable of swarm integration, the six sub-units are under direct, conscious and subconscious, peripheral control. They do what you want, but they also look out for you on their own and coordinate with other swarms!” 
 
    She frowned again. “Which is fine until they interpret a subconscious impulse to frag my platoon LT as a direct order to do it.” 
 
    “Everything is buggy at first! I’m sure we can iterate out that possibility.” 
 
    Max spoke up. “What about the basics? Is this going to be compatible with the mechanic know-how out there and with other part manufacturers? No one’s going to invest in this…what are we calling it?” 
 
    “The Combat Assault System—KzSha Emulation Technology!” 
 
    Sheila’s eyes went wide. “You cannot call it the CASKET! Even the least superstitious merc is not going to put themselves in something called a CASKET. What’s the uniform for it? A red shirt?” 
 
    “I don’t get that reference!” 
 
    Max shook his head. “Okay, the name is a work in progress. But what about compatibility? We’re a better gamble if merc outfits can add our CASPer to their existing stock, instead of trying to get them to dump Binnig wholesale, especially while we’re building up.” 
 
    Carl skipped all around the suit, touching and pointing to various features. “The armor is standard layered graphene, molybdenum-titanium, carbon nano-weave microplating, but I’ve added a reactive gap layer with a piezoelectric counterfield to break-up and reflect shaped-charge jets and hypervelocity penetrators. They can use their existing armor stock as replacements until they see the superiority of mine. The electrically-actuated poly-myomer musculature is Mk 7 to 8 standard, though I know Binnig has an improved version for the 9. It should be equally replaceable and upgradeable on ours when it comes out. I’ve conformed to the industry standard for peripherals and weapon integration, so there’s no issue there. The drones are particular to us alone, but I wouldn’t be shocked if Binnig ‘adapted’ and updated their OS to handle the drones after they see them and have a chance to reverse engineer it, patent or no!” 
 
    “Power?”  
 
    Carl frowned and stopped moving at last. He slumped, and for the first time since Sheila had known him, did not exclaim his opening sentence. “Ummm…it’s a similar nanowire ultracapacitor system with high-voltage inductors as on the 8. It’s not what I wanted, though. Capacitors require external charging, meaning they’re light and long-lived, but they have a bigger support-unit footprint. I wanted to get back to something with a lot more independence, like the 4th generation hydrogen fuel cells or those nifty micro-fusion plants Binnig had for the Mk 4.” 
 
    Max nodded. “Yeah, but those were salvaged alien-tech, and they needed a ton of shielding besides. The fuel cells were heavy, prone to leaks, and had a reduced operational day compared to the capacitors. You don’t have to innovate everything.” 
 
    Carl smiled slyly. “So you say! I do have something better to use, better than all three of those! It’s just that it’s stuck in Trade Guild customs enforcement on Karma.” 
 
    Knowing she would regret asking, Sheila did so anyway. “What is it?” 
 
    Telling made Carl overexcited again. “Have you ever heard of kugelblitz black holes!?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no!” Max and Sheila yelled in unison. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Learning to even walk in the damned thing was a nightmare. Through Sheila’s pin-plants, the dichotomy felt maddening. She had two legs, immobilized in a force-cushioning gel inside Carl’s egg, but through her ‘plants she could sense “her” feet touching down in four different spots and could feel the universal ball joints of “her” four alien knees rotating around 180 degrees instead of simply bending in one direction. Between the wrongness of the sensation and the cramped position she trained in, she could barely walk away on her actual legs when she detached and climbed from the cockpit. 
 
    The arms were almost as bad in that she kept trying to slice things instead of picking them up and vice versa. And that did not even come close to the confusion of deploying the drones, where six different perspectives suddenly inundated her with information, all requiring coordination and direction.  
 
    Carl yelled a lot, blaming her for the CASKET’s shuddering, stumbling performance. Max was sweet and supportive, with an underlying worry his business was doomed to fail, but he could do little to help her. As a mechanic, he could barely understand the challenge, much less offer her useful advice.  
 
    One thing helped, though. Max offered despairingly, “Maybe you’re trying to over-control it. Remember that old exercise in school, where you write down the instructions for making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich? Then someone else has to follow it exactly, and everyone laughs at the resulting mess because you always assume some steps and leave out others?” 
 
    Sheila growled. “I must have missed PB&J day while I was working on my VOWs!”  
 
    “Well, try it, okay? Stop doing it by steps. Don’t bend your right forward and left rear knees, move the lower legs forward, shift weight, and move the opposite feet, blah, blah, blah. You want to go ten feet forward? Go ten feet forward! Just will it and let the software translate it. It’ll feel weird because the sensations to your pin-plants won’t match your kinesthetic map, but you have to let that just flow through you instead of fighting it. You built that map when you were a toddler, and amputees have to rebuild theirs after their injuries. Think of it this way: when you’re in the CASKET, you’re a multiple reverse-amputee. Now, use that!” 
 
    She grinned, tried it, and managed to lurch forward twenty feet before tangling her limbs. She raised four arms and launched all six drones skyward in triumph. “Success! But that name, Max—” 
 
    “I know, I know…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A small cadre of supply officers from different local merc units walked around the Mekaman Mantis v1 CASPer—the recently-renamed CASKET—with dubious expressions. Sheila had started the session, fresh and friendly, in a nifty and fetching new skin-suit. However, after an hour of doubtful, derisive questioning and beyond-patient explaining, she just wanted to go home, strip, grab a drink, and engage in some HR-disapproved wrangling with Max. 
 
    For his part, Max acted optimistic and unshakeable. She had no idea how he brushed off their scorn, but the man bulled forward as if he had already gotten their orders and was only trying to get them to agree to the delivery schedule. The tactic was not working, though. 
 
    Carl? Carl was quiet, which filled Sheila with alarm. 
 
    “Max, Sheila, you seem like good people,” the supply officer from Zorah’s Zulus began, “but you are utterly untested. Without combat performance data or a record of success with some previous…less-radical design, we will not invest in this…thing. Fighting while curled like a baby? Too many limbs and systems to operate with confidence? It is a damned gimmick, not something I could tell my people to trust.” 
 
    Max smiled. “Bakari, buddy, you can’t build a track record without someone giving you that first shot. That’s what we’re looking for! Just think…you guys could be on the forefront and make a name for yourselves. The things you’re worried about? Those are features, not bugs! Sheila will assure you.” 
 
    She nodded and tried to match Max’s confidence. “It did take some getting used to, but now I find the pod very secure and comfortable, very supporting, even on an orbital drop. And after an adjustment period, you can multitask with the limbs and peripherals like you were born to them. The KzSha do it, so how hard could it be for badass mercs like yours?” 
 
    “It has eight limbs and six drones. Hard.” 
 
    Sheila frowned, shut down. 
 
    Bakari took on a look of pity and spread his hands helplessly to Max. “I am sorry. This odd CASPer, its price point is not low enough below the Mk 8 to justify the gamble to convince my mercs of what you say.” 
 
    Even Max seemed to be losing his cool now. “The price point is set by the market. It’s at rock-bottom now. To lower it more, I’d need to offset it for a large volume of sale, or Mekaman would be bankrupt.” 
 
    “And for me to buy volume, it would have to be more compelling. It would need to be proven significantly more effective than what we have.” 
 
    Carl piped up at last, his face red with embarrassment and anger. “It is! It’s twice as effective. Two on one! She’ll prove it to you!” 
 
    Sheila widened her eyes. “Pardon me?” 
 
    Bakari looked annoyed, but tried to humor them. “I think your geek speaks immoderately.” 
 
    Carl smiled wide. “Three on one! Or are Zulus a bunch of cowering sheep!?” 
 
    “Enough!” Bakari shouted, his annoyance fanned into full-on rage. “Fine! I will have my mercs here within the hour.” He stalked through the crowd of smiling, shocked supply officers, who all looked back at the three Mekamen and laughed incredulously. 
 
    Sheila rounded on Carl, but Max shoved himself in her way. “What the fuck, Carl!?” she demanded. 
 
    The scientist shrugged and grinned widely, out of breath with excitement. “Go big or go home! Right?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three Zulu Mk 8 CASPers stalked one end of the practice yard, eschewing the cover of the old, inoperative armored vehicles that littered the open field, or concealment behind any of the wrecked flyers. The pilots jogged their suits around, limbered up and confident, taking practice aim with each of their weapons in turn. The three all carried heavy laser rifles in their arms, with shoulder-mounted MACs on one shoulder and short-range barrage rocket packs on their other. 
 
    Cocooned within her sleek, odd, eight-limbed mech, Sheila chanted over and over again to herself. “It’s a mantis, not a CASKET. A mantis, not a CASKET. A mantis, not a CAS—” 
 
    Carl spoke up in her ear over the radio. “I don’t know why you’re worried! You all only have simuntion rounds—not the lethal ones! The damage is all operating system driven! They can’t hurt you.” 
 
    She snarled back at him, keying her mic. “Yes, they can, Carl. Have you ever watched one of the gladiator battles they throw here when merc companies aren’t using it? They use simulated rounds too. They still get carried off in stretchers, with more than a few bags for severed limbs. You know why that is, Carl? Because sim-rounds are less than lethal, not nonlethal, and they do jack-shit for blades. The lasers are depowered for armor, but they still vaporize flesh just fine. And I’m not sparring against one CASPer. I’m going against three. Three, Carl!” 
 
    Max’s voice replaced Carl’s sputtering protests. “Hey! Hey. Calm down. Focus. Mantis, not CASKET. Mantis, not CASKET, right? You got this, Sheila.” 
 
    She shook her head, which was difficult within the force-dampening gel of the suit’s egg-shaped cockpit. It actually was quite comfortable now, floating near-weightless within the close confines of the suit’s control center, her pin-plants tingling, her body warm and cushioned all around. It would get decidedly less comfortable in a moment, but she had this now. “Okay, Max. Mantis, not CASKET. Winning is possible. Winning is the goal. Winning is the only reality.” 
 
    “Good, babe. Keep saying that. Because the entire company is riding on this one skirmish.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Max!?” 
 
    “No pressure. Heads up! Here they come!”  
 
    Her threat routines buzzed her a warning a fraction of a second before the barrage rockets began hitting the ground all around her, over and over. The air at ground level filled with thousands of simunition rounds as if Claymore mines had been tossed over and blown at her feet. Rounds pranged and spalled off her armor, but the software evaluated that none of them could penetrate her armor—yet. Knowing the concentration was lower the higher she went, her four legs flexed and jumped, augmented at the top with jump-juice, pouring thrust downward.  
 
    The Zulus anticipated the leap, so MAC rounds and laser beams intersected upon her. Her suit shook and jittered, but nothing lethal made it through. Upsetting their targeting, Sheila jetted down, spoiling her ballistic arc and putting her behind cover of one of the old APCs. She immediately rolled out to the right and found concealment near a flyer, but with three enemies on the field, no concealment or cover would be complete. 
 
    “Too reactive,” she muttered at herself. All six of her drone hatches rolled open and spat out her little buddies. Two she put in close autonomous control, covering her rear. Two others went high, up the middle of the field, while the others skimmed low over the ground to either flank. She re-positioned again, skittering low, fast, and sideways like a crab. The motion was natural to her now. 
 
    One of the high drones got pasted immediately. The other dodged, dove, and fired off a stream of MAC rounds on one of the Zulu CASPers. The shots flayed the suit’s side and one leg, but not enough to take it out, and the CASPer lased it with ease. The drone burst into flames and fell. A third of her support was gone for very little damage.  
 
    More importantly, though, she gained a good picture of each of their locations. 
 
    One Zulu remained at the end of the field, behind cover as a reserve, while the other two sought to flush her along either flank. She paused her low drones and had them dive behind cover before they were seen.  
 
    She could not concentrate rocket fire as the trio of Zulus could, but they weren’t doing her any good unexpended. She arced one rocket each at the flankers, and then pushed the rest of them downrange at the reserve unit. No one got to sit out this game. Three locations erupted in fire and shrapnel, with the furthest being the biggest blast. She had nothing to give her an assessment of battle damage, however, so she had to bull ahead blind. 
 
    Sheila chose left. As the Zulu dove low to let the shrapnel arc over him, the drone and both her upper arm MACs chattered with coilgun fire. The simunition rounds pummeled him, throwing sparks. Either she actually did damage him, or his OS shut him down, because the suit went from red to gray in her HUD and the Mk 8 froze in a heap. 
 
    No time for a victory dance, though. MAC rounds peppered her lower carapace, and a laser lanced across her legs from behind—the other Zulu flanker. One of her rear legs went limp and dangled as the rounds made it even through Carl’s upgraded armor. 
 
    Sheila did not bother to turn. Instead, she drove sideways, toward the opposite end of the field where the reservist had been, almost as fast on three legs as she had been on four. She could even move on two legs at a fair clip.  
 
    As for answering the flanker, her covering drones detached and dove at him, firing with MACs all the while. Their guns were smaller than the ones she carried, however, so they were more an annoyance than a true threat against a Mk 8. They did distract the Zulu long enough to allow the flanking drone she had hidden on that side earlier to come in and boost to supersonic speed before detonating in his back as a makeshift missile. 
 
    His suit went gray in her display, and a request for a medic sounded. 
 
    Wincing that she might have actually hurt him, she rushed toward where the reserve unit had been pummeled by barrage rockets. The space was cratered and smoking, his cover wrecked, but no sign of a CASPer. While she was distracted and without her protective drones, the Zulu got the drop on her from above, around the other side of the wrecked APC.  
 
    A CASPer blade like an assegai drove through the CASKET’s torso like butter, piercing an upper shoulder section already weakened by simulation MAC rounds and barrage submunitions. The CASKET did not become her casket, however, because the blade skittered along the exterior of the doubly armored egg. Had her limbs extended outside the cockpit, into the suit arms, it very well might have severed her arm. 
 
    Sheila swung 270 degrees, hitting the Mk 8 behind her with all four arms, two of which armed with blades of her own. The Zulu reeled, but recovered with lighting speed and swung again—this time with a K-bomb in one extended hand. 
 
    She crabbed down and to the side, denying him a chance to affix the charge to her armor. She swung her blades again, this time scissoring him from either side. The blades connected and metal screamed and threw sparks. 
 
    The Zulu staggered back, and the K-bomb dropped from his fist, unexpended. The suit went gray in her vision and toppled over—followed quickly by Sheila herself, exhausted and strung out on adrenalin.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, she stepped back from the ambulance as it drove away. Only one of the three mercs had been really injured, and he looked to recover with very little desire for revenge in his heart. She herself was hardly bruised, just bone-tired. She would not allow herself to rest, though. First, she had to find out how many orders had been placed. 
 
    When she got to Max and Carl, however, she saw her burly boss and lover seething, his hands clenched at his sides. None of the supply officers who had earlier jeered at them were present, not even Bakari, whose Mk 8’s she had wrecked. Instead, a man in a dark, expensively-cut suit stood with her boys. 
 
    No. Correction: the suited man stood with Carl, and they both faced the enraged Max. She walked up and took Max’s arm, which was quite rigid and unmoving. Anger and betrayal poured off him in waves. Sheila smiled uncertainly. “Fellas? What’s going on?” 
 
    Max growled. “Staff Sergeant Murphy, this is Mr. Hamada. He’s with Binnig. And, apparently, so is Carl.” 
 
    “What!?” she screamed. 
 
    Hamada smiled warmly. “Staff Sergeant, congratulations. That was quite the display. When Dr. Carson contacted us to let us know he had brought many of his concepts to fruition under another company and that he would be testing them out today, we admit we were intrigued. Frightened, but also intrigued.” 
 
    Sheila ignored Hamada and turned to the man she had thought of as a friend. “What is this all about, Carl?” 
 
    To his credit, he did manage to look shame-faced. “I never intended for things to turn out this way, Sheila! I really did call them to rub our upcoming success in their faces! But then we watched the battle, and he realized Binnig had been…hasty about terminating me for that Transformer mishap. He said the Mk 9 was all but finalized, but they needed some really outside-the-box thinking for the Mk 10, so…since the CASKET patents are in my name, I’m gonna have to go with the company better able to take it Union-wide.” 
 
    “You little weasel!” she said, icily. 
 
    “And what about Mekaman?” Max asked. “What about all your speeches about that big, bad, overgrown corporation Binnig needing a competitor?” 
 
    Carl said nothing. He just looked down. Instead, Hamada held out a card and a slip of paper. “Binnig has no true competitors, Mr. Reston, because we’d prefer to make friends and partners. We are always looking for driven individuals and cutting-edge talent, which not only includes Dr. Carson, it also includes the both of you. And that is whether you are with our company directly…or safely retired with a significant degree of goodwill toward the people you originally wanted to take down.” 
 
    The card was Hamada’s. The paper, once unfolded, represented a number of Galactic Credits far in excess of what she ever would have made in a full merc career under the Texans, and that was much, much more than a mechanic would have made. 
 
    Max’s eyes softened from anger, to surprise, and then contemplation. He and Sheila looked at one another, uncertain of what this meant, either for each of them individually—or together. They looked back to the Binnig rep. 
 
    Hamada smiled and gave a sloppy half-salute. “I cannot promise you will ever see any of the CASKET’s systems in our future models or blocks, but I am absolutely looking forward to what the three of you are capable of. Take care. We’ll be in touch. Carl?” 
 
    With that, the businessman turned and walked off the field with Dr. Carlton Carson in tow. Max and Sheila each reached out and sought each other’s hands, with the slip of paper crushed in their palms between them. 
 
    As he strode away, Carl turned to his old/new boss. “Hey! You think Binnig might be willing to help me with something stuck in customs?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Humans Inside by Jamie Ibson 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Above Planet Tyrthas—EMS C.J. Cassidy 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, gentlemen, and meatheads, we’re below the Karman Line over Tyrthas and are in the pipe at one hundred thousand feet. We will be slowing to mach three for deployment in T-minus two minutes,” Lieutenant Moore’s soprano said over the radio. “It’s a balmy forty-five Celsius at your target drop zone, thirty kilometers from the coast. If anyone has had a catastrophic suit pressurization failure, would the adjacent survivors please advise their squad chief? Thank you for flying Team Nine Airlines; we hope you enjoy your drop. This is your Captain, signing off.” 
 
    PO ‘Tommy Boy’ Reed rolled his eyes at the gallows humor, but one never knew what was a legitimate concern and what was mere hazing. He switched over to his squad channel. “Hey, Chief, does that ever happen? I seem to have missed hearing about ‘catastrophic suit pressure failure’ somehow over the last two years of training.” 
 
    Chief Petty Officer Holmes laughed. “Pressurization failure? Not since we went to Mk 7s, Reed, and Leviathan suits are modified Mk 8s. Nothing but the best for Coronado’s Finest.” 
 
    “Hold on there, Chief…You never know when some new meathead has suffered some kind of battle damage that breached the seals and didn’t do a proper assessment of his suit.” ‘Doc’ McCoy said, mock-seriously. “And then…pop goes the Zuparti.” 
 
    “Relax, Tommy. If you have a failure, you’ll never know it.” Jackie Gross chimed in. “We’re thirty kilometers up going better than sixty klicks a minute. Between the vacuum and the freezing, you’d already be so much chunky salsa.” 
 
    “How does that tune go?” Rebeckah Travaille asked, then launched into song. “The suit crashed hard; it made a crunch; debris flew through the sky! His comrades they were heard to shout…” 
 
    “A HELLUVA WAY TO DIE!” the rest of the squad chorused before Holmes overrode their comms. 
 
    “Cut that shit out, you animals. One-Six Squad ain’t airborne. Never were, never will be. One thing at a time. Survive the drop. Go for a swim. Link up. It’ll be hours before it starts getting dicey.” 
 
    “Can do, Chief.” Reed answered, with renewed confidence. He’d been through plenty of simulated drops and practice ones during workup, but you only ever got one ‘first’ combat drop. The razzing didn’t bother him in the slightest—in fact, he kinda wished the chief hadn’t said anything. He keyed up a view of the planet outside their interface ship and studied it. The sunlit side he could see was half and half, tan desert and blue-green ocean. Their objective was partway through their night cycle, and details were hard to pick out. His pinplants highlighted their planned DZ far off shore and the river mouth they’d take to get there. Then he realized they were just as high as the DZ was offshore—he’d have to survive the thirty kilometer drop before swimming thirty more. 
 
    The retros cut in, and Reed felt himself pressed backward into the padding of his CASPer, hard. They were all facing the rear of the ship in their suits. The dropship spilled speed to get down to something just barely on the edge of survivable. Reed’s map went dark and was replaced by a timer that forecasted the remaining seconds until he, in his suit, in his pod, would be cut loose. The timer abruptly blinked from thirty seconds to twenty, then paused at nineteen, seventeen, sixteen, and then he felt a jolt as the first pod was cut loose. As one of the new guys—‘meatheads’—on Team One, he was last out. RHIP, after all. They weren’t expecting AA fire this far offshore at this altitude, of course, but Murphy didn’t care for plans one bit. 
 
    The jolts continued—the twin lines of drop pods down the center of the ship were alternating firing, one suit every half-second until Team One complete. Thirty Leviathan-variant Mk 8 CASPer suits went into freefall. Reed checked that his streamers, designed to add drag despite screaming through the stratosphere at mach three, were deployed. The roaring was dampened somewhat by his suit, but the vibrations still reminded him of the auditory assault he’d enjoyed at his last Sabaton tribute concert. Classic. Speaking of which… 
 
    Classic Swedish heavy metal accompanied his multi-minute drop as he plummeted past twenty-five kilometers, then twenty. The atmosphere thickened. The buffeting grew worse, and he trimmed the streamers to stabilize his teardrop-shaped drop pod. At sixteen klicks, the ten-mile mark, he rocked again as he finally slowed to subsonic speeds and more streamers deployed to stabilize. His altimeter hit a thousand meters, and the first real chute automatically popped, jerking him against the restraints inside his Leviathan as his fall abruptly slowed. A second, larger chute followed the first with only one hundred meters to go. Then finally, at ten meters, the entire ceramic pod blew outwards at the seams, freeing the CASPer within. Reed was ready for it and splashed down without difficulty. His buoyancy systems were ready, and he bobbed back to the surface like a cork.  
 
    Reed worked his way through his post-drop checklist, verifying that he wasn’t leaking water, his ballast tanks (where jump juice would normally be stored) vented and filled properly, his weapons systems were in the green, and his first-squad rendezvous beacon was lit. 
 
    Survive the drop, aye. 
 
    Reed vented until he slipped below the waves, descending into the inky darkness of the nighttime ocean. Each suit’s velocity at deployment meant the team members were hundreds of meters apart when they splashed down. He fine-tuned his buoyancy, throttled up his hydrojets, and settled in for a long, silent swim thirty meters below the surface. 
 
    Go for a swim, aye. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Glad you could join us,” Gross said. Her grin was audible over the hardwired link. “You just popped your drop cherry. Drinks are on you tonight.” 
 
    “Just happy to be here,” Reed replied. “Ready when you are.” Gross withdrew her subsurface link, and the three CASPers continued toward their first team rendezvous. While underwater, they had to physically connect cables, creating a literal net between squad members, to communicate. Water all but stopped radio cold, so they needed a physical system. As with anything, the system had limitations, and they couldn’t maintain the link on the move. 
 
    Link up, aye. 
 
    Over the next several kilometers, Reed, Gross, and Travaille caught up to McCoy and Holmes. This was where the discipline and focus came into play. To stay quiet, the Leviathan suits had to keep their velocity below ten percent of maximum. Ten percent of maximum underwater was only five knots, which meant covering the 30 kilometers took three solid hours of mind-numbing travel in the dark, with nothing but a buoyancy gauge, inertial tracker, and a playlist to keep one’s attention occupied. 
 
    Two hours in, his passive sonar blared a warning and cut out his tunes, just as it was getting to the good part. Some kind of large tanker was crossing their route ahead and above them. The five suits halted, and Holmes signaled to make their depth fifty meters. The suits were rated to go as deep as two hundred, but at that depth, they creaked under the immense pressure. With the tanker’s screws making noise enough to wake the Old Ones, they dialed up their thrust and made up for lost time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Another hour later, Reed saw black shadows looming against the sandy beds, barely illuminated by infrared lights and, even then, only visible at fifteen meters or so. The Leviathans used visual overlays and IR, a spectrum rapidly absorbed and dissipated by the water. For hours, he’d kept an eye on his indicators but saw little else; trusting his instruments and having his faith rewarded was a relief. The IR meant they’d never be seen from the surface, even if someone with the right goggles looked right at them. Reed angled toward the bottom and lowered his feet to ‘stand’ upright next to the waiting suit and the rest of the One-Six. The numbers stenciled on the cockpit indicated it was Lieutenant Plaisier. Holmes passed one comms cable to Plaisier and a second to McCoy. The rest of the team linked up and waited as Holmes got his brief before he switched channels to relay the frag orders.  
 
    “So far, so-so,” he began. “Team Three’s waiting on us. They lost one on the drop to a shell that cracked early, and another to some kind of predator upriver—think bigger and angrier than a saltwater croc. They float near the surface, but evidently, they’ll dive if something strikes their fancy. Three-Two’s man is okay, but his suit was perforated. He took the things’ head off with his arm blade and is now floating in an NFG suit wearing a rebreather and goggles.” 
 
    “And if we see this big angry croc?” Reed asked. 
 
    “Blades only. Until we’re ready to initiate, we’ll take a suit failure over compromise. Keep one eye on your sonar and the other on a swivel. As far as our next advance is concerned, the river flows faster than we’d anticipated, and we’ve got the furthest to go. We’re going to have to pick up the pace to make H-hour. Five meter spacing, stay on the bottom, I’m in the lead. It gets thick with weeds, so we’ll have concealment but no cover. The lieutenant sent us the riverbed mapping; it’s changed significantly since the maps we had were made—still navigable, just different. I’m plotting our route…and you should have it now.” 
 
    Reed shivered. He wasn’t keen on letting some xeno chew on his suit, but he’d swum in the Pacific with great whites, so he wasn’t going to let it get to him, either. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The timer ticked down, but Holmes had kept the team on pace and on schedule. Five pairs of Leviathan feet settled into the silt at the center of the river with fifteen minutes remaining before H-hour. They had passed more than a dozen of the predators, crocodile-analogues Travaille nicknamed ‘damnbeasts’ after some classic literature she’d read as a teen. They were long and low, with mottled tiger-stripe camouflage and no sense of self-preservation, just teeth and stomachs and attitude. 
 
    Ten minutes. 
 
    Five. 
 
    With two minutes to go, Holmes raised an arm and signaled for One-Six to advance toward the riverbank. 
 
    With thirty seconds to go, Gross, their point woman, and Reed, their most expendable meathead, slowly breached the surface of the river, clearing the bank of hostiles. There were none, but the sandy soil angled steeply up toward the city proper. Their suits dug deep furrows into the riverbank as they advanced, pausing only to clear their weapons of seawater. At the crest of the ridge, they covered the remaining three suits until the others caught up. The CASPer squad moved about as quietly as eight-foot tall power armor could be expected, and they dialed up their suits’ auditory mics to listen for signs they’d been compromised.  
 
    Hearing nothing, Reed brought up the aerial recon imaging and plotted the quickest route to the AA site they had to knock out. This rendezvous had been chosen because it made for the shortest path to their target.  
 
    “Team One, weapons free,” Plaisier announced. “Good hunting.” It was nice to be back above the surface, where radios functioned again. 
 
    “Move!” Holmes ordered, and Reed followed Gross at a lope through the wide avenues that separated the enemy xenos’ buildings, leapfrogging from cover to cover. It was dark in the city, streetlamps illuminating the dusty roads, and their primary objective was not in a military base, but a research facility. The opposition had opted for four large anti-air fortifications at compass points around the sprawling campus. Each one formed overlapping arcs of fire with high-powered line of sight chemical lasers to hit incoming dropships, and mid-range missiles with radar to guide them. In theory, Moore had been in range when Team One dropped, but given the ship’s altitude, heading, and reduced radar signature, it was noticed by the AA sites, but ignored. 
 
    Reed posted on the last corner they had to round as the rest of the squad stacked behind him, which was somewhat incongruous given they were all in eight-foot tall mottled-sand suits. He dropped an observation drone into the sand, a flat disc that moved on low, crab-like legs, feeding data back to the suits before they committed. They counted three of the Torokar manning the otherwise-automated AA suite. 
 
    “One-Six is ready to assault,” Holmes sent up the chain. 
 
    “Hold as long as you can,” Plaisier relayed back. “One-Three had to reroute.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “LokTarr is asleep again,” the smaller Torokar complained. “How did we ever get saddled with his krelnut brain again?” 
 
    “He is a lazy slug,” the larger alien replied. He looked over at the sleeping sentry, who had locked his armor in place to allow him to rest without curling up. “He figures because he won the Gotiro Challenge in his first year, he’s entitled. He’s an idiot.” 
 
    “He won the Gotiro Challenge? In his first year?” 
 
    “You know the saying about how old hides and treachery will beat youthful energy? LokTarr was born treacherous. He arranged for his competitor’s meat to be laced with an addictive pharmaceutical in the weeks leading up to the challenge—not much, just enough to develop a dependency. Then he withdrew it two days before the competition. Nothing showed up on the drug scans, because that was the problem—there was no drug to detect. They were going through withdrawal.” 
 
    “That’s…dishonorable. I can’t see LokTarr bragging about something so devious unless he was thoroughly intoxicated. How did you come into this knowledge?” 
 
    “It was my idea.” 
 
    KruckTarr hissed in amusement. Truly, TackTarr was an excellent clutch leader, always scheming and plotting ahead. 
 
    “And in the meantime, he provides amusing diversions. Observe.” 
 
    TackTarr stomped forward in his own armor and lifted a thick braid of power conduit from the ground. There was nothing on the radar anywhere to be seen, so a few minutes of entertainment at the lazy Torokar’s expense would be safe. Then TackTarr would have ammunition to mock LokTarr for months, which he would, of course. It wouldn’t do for the young troublemaker to get any ideas. The senior Torokar looped the conduit so it rested on LokTarr’s foot, then stood back. 
 
    “LOKTARR!” he bellowed over his own suit’s comm. “INCOMING!” 
 
    The alien gunner startled awake, leaping for cover in an instinctive dive. He dragged the conduit snarled around his foot with him, yanking it clear of the generator, killing the monitors, lights, and radar all at once. 
 
    “YOU FOOL!” TackTarr exclaimed, “YOU’VE DOOMED US ALL!” 
 
    Behind him, KruckTarr hissed, then coughed, and finally roared in laughter. He bent forward at the hips, arms around his chest, laughing as LokTarr swept the suddenly-dark street for hostiles with his rifle before realizing his clawmates were mocking him. He swore and regained his feet, turning to glare at his two fellow Torokar, cackling in laughter at his expense. The helmets of their suits concealed their expressions, but body language spoke volumes. 
 
    “I suppose you think that was terribly clever,” he said with a growl. 
 
    “I suppose you should have known better than to sleep on duty,” TackTarr replied. “I expect better of a winner of the Gotiro Challenge. Now—” TackTarr stopped and unslung his rifle. “Get down!” 
 
    “You must think me a two-week hatchling to fall for that twice,” LokTarr snarled as he strode toward his claw’s senior. 
 
    “This is no joke, LokTarr! Get DOWN!” TackTarr shouted as he shoulder-checked LokTarr aside and raised his rifle—but he was too late. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reed’s first impression of the Torokar had reminded him of the old Jurassic Park 2D movies from a hundred years before. He’d seen images of the aliens in the mission briefing, but fighting any xeno up close and personal for the first time was always a shock. In the original classic (not the first or second reboots), two children had been stalked by a pack of velociraptors, even though the real dino had been turkey-sized. These aliens, on the other hand, were very nearly the spitting image. They stood five-feet at the shoulder but three times that long, with long arms that would have made a T-Rex jealous and claws that could rend steel. Their armor covered them in sandy-colored plates that were articulated at the joints, admitting no weaknesses. Two carried some kind of chemical laser rifle slung over their backs. The largest of the three had a railgun on a swing arm that extended out from the suit’s spine to support the weapon. 
 
    The drone fed picture-in-picture video to the One-Six, still hidden around the corner. By their body language, two were talking. One said something to the third, and the third suddenly threw himself flat—and the power went out. 
 
    “Go! Arm blades! Go, go, go!” Holmes ordered. Reed didn’t think, he just reacted. He darted out around the corner in a full sprint, covering the thirty meters in seconds. He planted a hand on a sandbag mid-leap and slammed into the third Torokar feet-first, using his CASPer’s bulk to knock the massive beast over onto his side. Reed fell too, but recovered instantly and rolled over to drive his arm blade between the neck plates of the alien’s armor, nearly decapitating the enormous lizard. 
 
    Gross followed right behind and lobbed an EMP limpet mine at the second Torokar before closing to melee with the biggest of the three. She severed the railgun’s swing arm with her left arm blade and drove an uppercut with her right through the thin neck armor under the alien’s chin. The alien collapsed like a pithed frog. The EMP overwhelmed the last suit’s electronics, incapacitating it, and Travaille administered a silent coup-de-grace. 
 
    Holmes surveyed his squad’s work and nodded inside his suit. He didn’t pretend to understand why the lights had suddenly gone out, but he wasn’t there to ask questions. He was there to kill aliens and break shit. Gunfire echoed through the city’s streets as another team encountered resistance. Reed, McCoy, and Holmes took up watch as Travaille and Gross dismounted from their CASPers. Travaille plugged into the defender’s internal comm relay, and Gross started planting demo charges on all the vital equipment. Once the AA was down, they were going to fall back to the research campus itself and defend it against the inevitable counterattack while the Strike Team did its thing. 
 
    The backup generator for the radar was live, after the power went out for the site. Travaille hummed to herself as she cracked, hacked, and infected the local radar comm systems, filling it with ghost images as the virus replicated itself across installations. She distantly noted and ignored the explosions to the south that marked the death of another AA site. Before the network was severed, she downloaded an abbreviated directory of what was being held where in the facility and noted the most likely place for the Strike Team’s prize. “I have plans, sending them now,” she said as she withdrew her cable and suited up. Gross finished planting her L-bombs, confirmed her ignition frequencies, and set her anti-tamper switches. She remounted her CASPer, and they were off. Two blocks north, Gross sent a pinplant command, and a set of massive explosions destroyed their assigned AA site. By the time One-Six could see the buildings of the research campus, all twelve squads in Team One and Team Three had their primary objectives complete and had either moved to, or were en route to, the research campus. Four AA sites, three bridges, the research campus’ two wired GalNet relays, and a satellite uplink were all neutralized within minutes of each other. Two squads from Team Three remained with the sea scooters—Coronado’s Finest didn’t all wear Leviathan suits, but the river, out to the ocean, was still their way home.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The W.M. Shepherd 
 
      
 
    “And…we are go,” Lieutenant (JG) Mortensen said from his pilot’s seat as he banked sharply and burned south. With the enemy radar down, the reinforcements needed to join the stealthy Leviathan suits before the Torokar could react to the attack, and that meant getting air cover overhead fast. Six more AC-1s followed his lead and screamed south, barely over the waves to minimize exposure to lower-threat weapons like high-velocity railguns and swarming micro missiles. Team One and Team Three had opened a corridor from the coast all the way to their objective and beyond, allowing the AC-1s to make a single pass, dropping the rest of Coronado’s Finest: Team Five, one squad per Lancer III, wearing more heavily-armed and armored Mk 7 CASPers, along with Mortensen’s AC-1, which was carrying a very different, much-lighter payload. 
 
    It was an ugly reality of aliens dealing with other aliens, that what was ergonomic for one alien was a PITA for another. The strike team lead, Master Chief Alex ‘Prince’ MacClintock, had never been to the Zuparti home world, but he imagined the place looked a little like Disney, with tiny three-foot tall doors everywhere and thirty-meter tall ‘skyscrapers.’ Torokar stood five-feet tall at the shoulder, meaning ceilings in the facility were too low for the eight-to-ten-foot-tall CASPers. The aliens would have home-field advantage, while any assaulting CASPers would have to scramble on their hands and knees. That was no way to win a firefight. 
 
    The first thing Commander Samas did after accepting Binnig’s contract was summon his senior NCO. He told MacClintock to pick four of his deadliest troops to hit the facility in nothing more than the finest scout armor Daimler-Koch had to offer. The strike team had to maximize speed and stealth over brute force and ignorance, and they’d spent the entire trip to Tyrthas drilling on takedowns and immobilizing the suits of armor the aliens wore. While not powered armor on par with their CASPers, the aliens’ suits had a lot of electrical components that could be used against them. 
 
    “There’s some fighting on the ground now,” Mortensen advised. “With the bridges down, it’s stopped their heavy armor cold, but there’s at least one platoon using the rubble in the river to play frogger and scramble across.” 
 
    “Sounds like another one for the LACI datebook,” ‘Fearless’ Faith Harrington said. “And you know how I love lacy, frilly things.” 
 
    “Frilly things?” Chief Alan ‘Freeman’ Romar asked. “I have a hard time imagining you in anything other than combats. Combat yoga pants at most.”  
 
    “Hardly! This scout armor, forex,” Harrington protested. “It’s practically see-through.” With a command from her pinplants, the active camouflage system made her nearly invisible in the dark hold of the Lancer. “Besides, I’ve seen you in a Mk 7. Haptic suits practically are combat yoga pants.” 
 
    “Point,” Romar laughed. “I think I look fabulous in combat yoga pants, thank you very much.” He was their team’s second-in-command and was easygoing and affable. He was the shortest member of the team at barely 5’4”, with dark hair and eyes, inherited from his Indonesian ancestry. He contrasted sharply with MacClintock, who was a good foot taller, had wavy blonde locks going silver at the temples, and wore, of all things, a soul patch. Somehow, he made it look tough. Harrington herself was six feet, taller than the other two members of the strike, Chief Sterling ‘Monster’ Dent and Tom Durante. 
 
    “Sixty seconds. Prepare for LACI drop,” Mortensen instructed, and the five operators stood and latched their harnesses into their wings. Low altitude combat insertions were very similar to, and very different from, the IFHAL drop Team One and Team Three had made earlier. They both involved troops with specialized equipment bailing out of perfectly good aircraft at unreasonably high speeds, but with an Insanely Ffffing High Altitude, Low Deployment, the CASPers were in pure freefall for minutes before their streamers and chutes slowed their descent to something more survivable. Low Altitude Combat Insertions were Team Five’s specialty, dropping out the belly of the Lancer, counting to three, and lighting their jump jets just prior to impact.  
 
    In the strike team’s case, they lacked CASPers completely.  
 
    A century before, a Swiss madman had built a winged jetpack driven by kerosene engines and steely nerves. Given the velocities at which they deployed, engines weren’t necessary for the strike team—they just needed to survive dropping into the slipstream. The heavy attachment points for their harnesses secured swept-wing carbon fiber control surfaces to their backs and protected their heads inside a polymer cowling, an absolute necessity when one suddenly fell into open air at almost the speed of sound.  
 
    The seven swept-wing AC-1 Lancer IIIs went feet-dry, ten kilometers away from the fighting. They were low enough that their passing raised a minor sandstorm in their wake and their howling engines woke civilian aliens from their sleep all the way in. The crews began receiving updates from the forces already on the ground. 
 
    “One-Six is holding the entrance to the facility,” Mortensen said. “Stand at the ramp.” 
 
    “Stand at the ramp, aye,” Dent replied, doing a final check of each operator’s rig. As the jumpmaster, he’d be last out. At the rear of the Lancer III, between the four enormous engines, the rear bay door opened to night sky and the rush of noise grew even more intense. 
 
    “Jump on green, sending the cue now,” Mortensen warned, and each strike team member received a pinplant countdown. True to her nickname, ‘Fearless’ Harrington leapt on green without hesitation, holding her limbs tight as she fell through the buffeting winds caused by the Lancer’s passage. She twisted to get herself oriented toward the target, brought her wings forward and locked, and arched her back to level out her flight. 
 
    “Shepherd, this is Prince,” MacClintock said a few seconds later. “Clean drop, thanks for the lift.” 
 
    “Shepherd, aye aye, good hunting,” Mortensen replied.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The five wingpacks glided cleanly through the air, and the clear polymer cowl let them survey the battlefield below. Mortensen’s Lancer had been in the lead, so they got to watch as the rest of the flight arrived on station and delivered their cargo—thirty more CASPers illuminated the sandy terrain wherever they fired their jump jets before touch down. The battle was still just small dustups and short firefights as the defenders tried to orient themselves to this threat that had suddenly materialized in their midst, and the strike team went wholly ignored by the forces on the ground. Augmented Reality rings in the air kept the gliding operators in formation and on course as they forced their wings upward, letting gravity eat their speed. They’d jumped at nearly eight hundred kilometers an hour and slowed until they neared the stall point, below one-fifty, before angling themselves back down. 
 
    “Zombie has eyes on the LZ,” Durante said. “Looks hot.” There was a firefight in progress between the One-Six and a small group of armored dinos on a rooftop nearby. MacClintock led them through two wide sweeping circles as he let his pinplants tag the four armored dinos harassing Holmes and his troops. 
 
    “Prince, pop chutes. It’s time to put these takedowns into practice,” MacClintock ordered. “One-Six, from strike team, check fire, check fire. We’re coming in high; chameleon systems are active; aim low and keep them entertained.” 
 
    “One-Six, check fire, aye,” Holmes replied. The transition from wings to parachutes was straightforward, but needed practice, as the jumper needed to reorient from a belly-down, headfirst attitude to a feet-down, standing profile. As some of the Finest’s most experienced combat troops, they managed the transition smoothly and the team glided in, invisible to the eye and inaudible over the gunfire. Two of the aliens were behind a thick half-wall along the roof’s edge that provided some concealment from One-Six’s fire, while two more were darting back and forth between what appeared to be HVAC air intake units. Several of the units were already damaged and sparking. 
 
    Dent didn’t wait to touch down before jettisoning his chute and wingpack, cutting it loose early and dropping the last few feet. The hot desert breeze caught the rig and carried it off to quietly self-combust. The team’s enormous jumpmaster shouldered his weapon, a pump shotgun he’d nicknamed “Anathema,” and found his first target. 
 
    Shotguns firing traditional buckshot or slug ammo were useless on the battlefield, as the low velocity projectiles couldn’t penetrate modern armor. The alpha contracts, and ninety-six dead merc companies, had taught everyone that a hundred years ago. However, the team had to have some kind of weapon that would let light troops defeat the armored lizards, and that meant all manner of specialized rounds.  
 
    Immobilizing the shoulder in one position would dramatically limit the aliens’ ability to shoot accurately, so they would have to turn their whole body to make even minute adjustments. Dent’s first salvo of 3” shells delivered a sticky, goopy foam that rapidly expanded and hardened into the shoulder joints of the three armored aliens he could see. The low-velocity impacts went barely noticed at first, and when the first raptor turned, Harrington was there with a shotgun blast of her own, covering the lizard’s suit optics with a thick inky substance, blinding him.  
 
    The other three Torokar realized they were under attack and turned, searching for new targets but seeing nothing. MacClintock and Durante fired their laser carbines, stitching them with coherent energy that melted through the armor plates to burn the scales underneath. They roared in pain and fired blindly back, but the stealthed operators had already moved to cover. 
 
    Romar was their close combat specialist, and he leapt off one heat exchanger to come down on the blind Torokar’s back. It bucked in response, but the scout suits featured electromagnetic climbing gloves. In this case, they let him clamp onto the steel alloy armor the alien dinosaur wore. Romar rode it like a bucking bronco, holding on with one augmented glove until he slapped a shaped charge over the power source of the suit and released his hold to roll free. The charge blew with a staccato pop, and the Torokar inside dropped, stunned by the concussion and burning with chemical fire. That alien’s partner backed away from the inferno, exposing himself over the edge of the building, and took a MAC round longwise from a member of One-Six.  
 
    Two down, two to go. 
 
    Harrington kept low to the ground as she followed the building’s edge until she’d circled behind the two surviving enemies. She spied the wounded lizard, ducking for cover and scraping at the mess covering his suit’s ‘eyes.’ She swapped out her ‘blind’ ammo for flechettes, pumped the action to eject an unspent ink round, and pocketed it. She pulled an EMP limpet from her harness and lobbed it underhand. It clanged against the armor, blinked twice, and delivered an overwhelming, disabling pulse of energy into the suit’s systems. Without power, the armor became blind, and Harrington dashed closer. She put the barrel of her shotgun against the cratered armor MacClintock had already perforated once and squeezed the trigger. The flechettes punched through weakened plate, and she was rewarded with a muffled roar from within the helmet as the alien collapsed. She pumped and fired again. The volume of blood leaking from the suit left her confident that the alien wouldn’t be getting back up. 
 
    Dent got a bead on the last Torokar first and fired several ineffective blasts at it as he advanced from cover to cover. The last alien ducked and turned to run, but Romar was there. He took three steps, vaulted over the second dead alien, and slashed his kataghan at the alien’s heels as it tried to flee. The sword was rather more dangerous than a normal steel blade, made from the same material and forging techniques as a CASPer’s standard arm blade. It bit deeply into the flexible ankles of the suit, hamstringing his target, who collapsed to the ground. The dino’s rifle skittered from its grasp, and it cried out in a guttural tongue. 
 
    “Coward!” the pendant around Romar’s neck translated. 
 
    “The hell you say, dogfucker?” he snarled. Dent and Harrington caught up to him, and the alien repeated himself. 
 
    “Coward, I am yours. Well fought.” 
 
    “Are you trying to surrender?” Harrington asked, and the wounded Torokar nodded. His speech came out as more snarls, hisses, and roars. 
 
    “That is what I said, yes.” 
 
    “Goddamn alien linguistics,” Dent grumbled. “Interesting that ‘surrender’ and ‘coward’ are the same term though. Harrington and I have overwatch. Romar, get a set of restraints on him, arms and legs, watch the claws. Durante, strip his helmet and see if he’s got some alien crazy glue medicine for that wound. We don’t kill prisoners, but we can’t carry his heavy ass around with us either.” 
 
    “My implants will tend to my wound, Human,” the alien said. “You may seize my helm.” Evidently the Torokar had pinplants, because the jaw attachment points for the helmet hissed and unscrewed of their own accord. The helmet wholly enclosed his head and was marked with some kind of sigil on the forehead above and between the eyes. Dent lifted the helmet away, and the team got their first look at a Torokar’s face. 
 
    Smooth red scales like an iguana’s covered a vaguely german shepherd-shaped head, complete with scaly, pointed ears that sat flat against the skull. A long row of canines lined the alien’s mouth, and one eye was slitted vertically like a cat’s. A gleaming chrome implant covered the left third of his face, including one of his eyes, and part of his jaw.  
 
    “I suppose that hunk of shiny has a communicator in it?” Dent asked. 
 
    “It does,” the alien answered, before smaller attachment points hissed and unscrewed themselves as well. “You may take it, conquer it, do with it what you will. I will get another after this battle is done.” 
 
    “Conquer it?” Harrington repeated. The alien listened to the translation and shook his head.  
 
    “Another linguistic mistranslation. Demolish? Annihilate? Destroy? Conquer? These are synonyms in my tongue. You may demolish it or keep it. It makes no matter to me. My species uses highly-advanced cybernetics—it is rare for any of us to graduate on to professional warfare without sustaining wounds that require repairs and upgrades. I can afford another, and I can see you would annihilate me to protect your secrecy. I would rather you did not.” 
 
    MacClintock took the implant, which lifted cleanly away from the alien’s face, revealing a flawless hollow space with multiple anchor points and input/output jacks behind it. The side of the Torokar’s head now looked like the inside of a chrome ice cream scoop. 
 
    “That’s fucked up,” Durante said. 
 
    “That’s advanced cybernetics,” the alien hissed. “I would beg of you one further favor, if I may be bold.” 
 
    “Favors for an alien prisoner?” Romar replied. “A heartbeat isn’t sufficient?” 
 
    The alien coughed in what might have been a chuckle. “I imagine you are here for the prize we stole away…one of your lunar cycles ago. My son, DirTakh, is one of the chief engineers on the project. He is not yet of the warrior caste, and I do not expect he will fight. I beg mercy for his life.” 
 
    “We’re not here to slaughter you or your people,” MacClintock said. “But we’re here on a righteous acquisition contract. Anyone who tries to stop us is going to be in for a rough time.” 
 
    “I suppose that will have to do,” the alien replied. “Humans are…unpredictable. Some fight with honor; some are no better than bandits and egg-thieves. My people have a culture of casual warfare—raids, blood debts, tribal warfare. It is a winnowing, a separation of the gristle from the meat, and it is how our mercenaries select for their ranks. Honest war can be honorable, and I am bound to abide by the traditions of my people.” 
 
    “We had something like that in Europe back home a thousand years ago,” Romar said, nodding. “Warriors and raiders from the sea who took their personal honor seriously. We have more than a few Asatru in the company.” 
 
    “I give you my word as KraTakh, honor-bound warrior of the Takh clutch, that I will not attempt to break free, warn my comrades, or otherwise engage in activities you would prohibit if you remained here,” the alien said. It seemed to be recited from memory, Romar thought. Perhaps it was their ceremonial surrender? “I will simply wait. Of course, if my comrades were to find me, I would be compelled to rejoin the fight, but I would fight poorly, wounded as I am and without binocular vision.” 
 
    “And in return, we don’t smoke your noncombatant kid?” MacClintock asked. “I don’t see a problem with that, so long as the kid doesn’t develop a hero complex.” 
 
    “A pleasure to have been defeated by you, Human,” KraTakh said. “May we meet in honorable combat again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Aliens are weird, man,” Durante muttered as they roped down from the rooftop. 
 
    “And in other news,” MacClintock replied, “space is big, water is wet, and the Depik are terrifying. You think aliens are weird? Humans are weird. How many distinct English-speaking cultures are there on Earth alone?” 
 
    Durante stopped counting after fifteen. “Point.” 
 
    “Then there’s the rest of Earth. Multiply that times a thousand alien races spread across thousands of star systems. Of course, aliens are weird, but we all have one thing in common,” MacClintock said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Harrington asked. 
 
    “Shoot us in the right spot, and we all fall down dead. Let’s have a little less philosophy and a little more applied ballistics, team.” 
 
    “More applied ballistics, aye, Master Chief,” Durante grimaced. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the assist,” MacClintock said as his team met Holmes outside the research facility. He only counted four suits. 
 
    “McCoy took a railgun round before we knew they were on that rooftop, Master Chief,” Holmes said. “Returning the favor was the least we could do.” 
 
    “Any activity inside since you set up?” Dent asked. 
 
    “Not a peep. It’s all been the outer ground defenses turning about and pushing in. The facility has power, but One-Three had to reroute to sever their backup hardline so they couldn’t transfer the data out. Three-Four killed their GalNet uplink. You’re good to go.” 
 
    “Thanks Chief, keep your head on a swivel.” MacClintock turned to his team and ordered them to sync their pathfinder systems. They zeroed the scout suits’ inertial trackers and activated a pinplant program that would automap the interior of the facility as they searched and explored. The team stacked up on the entryway to the sprawling facility, and he nodded to Holmes. As a civilian research campus, the doors weren’t armored, which made the assault that much easier. Holmes stepped forward in his CASPer and put a size twenty-nine boot through the frame, sending the door sprawling. As he stepped back, Harrington lobbed a flashbang that detonated in a concussion of light, sound, and chaff, blinding and deafening radar and eyeballs alike. Dent followed a half-second later, clearing the blind side as Harrington swept the other direction. 
 
    The entryway was clearly designed as some kind of corporate reception, except the furniture was all wrong. Ergonomics for alien raptors demanded very different shapes—about the only thing they recognized was a broad reception desk. It was empty, and dim potlights lit it from above. Dent felt vaguely claustrophobic—the ceiling was low enough he could have jumped and bumped his head. There was more than enough clearance for a Torokar, but it was slightly too low for the Humans. His pinplants analyzed the alien script on the walls and attached AR translations on his visor. 
 
    “‘Applied Research’ sounds likely,” he said. “Stack right!” 
 
    The strike team moved from room to hallway, hallway to room. They’d expected some resistance, even if it was in the form of some crusty old alien security guard walking the grounds. They’d found nothing. Eventually, they located a broad set of security doors surmounted by a wide embossed sign their visors translated as “Applied Research.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it was that easy,” Harrington said. “Murphy’s laws of combat number thirteen: if the attack is going well, you’re about to walk into an ambush.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you think dropping the Leviathans from a hundred thousand feet, ten simultaneous hits on infrastructure, a LACI jump from a Lancer III on glider wings, and taking out four armored velociraptors in hand-to-hand combat was ‘easy,’” Dent replied. “What the hell, over?” 
 
    “Point,” she grinned. “Once more, unto the breach?” She stacked up next to the door, ready to enter. 
 
    “No,” MacClintock said, and Harrington looked up. He was eyeing the armored door and consulting with the map they had built as they moved through the facility. “Demo tape…here, and here,” he said, indicating two spots on the wall well away from the designated entryway. “We do two entries. Harrington, Romar and I will take left. Durante, Dent, you take right.” 
 
    Romar tugged two rolls from his harness. One was thin and tubular, like an exercise band, and the other appeared to be camouflage duct tape. 
 
    “You actually bought camo duct tape for an op?” Harrington needled him. 
 
    “If it’s stupid, but it works, it’s not stupid,” Romar answered as he began taping down his demo charge. “You can patch a ruck with it; you can patch a gunshot wound with it; you can make a really shitty climbing harness with it; you can secure a prisoner with it…” 
 
    “I’m familiar with the two hundred sixty-eight uses for duct tape,” she interrupted. 
 
    “But have you ever been spotted in a sniper hide after patching a damaged ruck with shiny silver tape?” he asked. “One of my first ops, we had to recover some guys who’d gone in light. Best we could tell, it was the silver shine that gave them away. SleSha popped them from three klicks out. At least it’s not space tape—that shit’s a hundred grand a roll.” Romar finished setting the first door and set the detonation code. He repeated the process on the second wall, matched codes, and stacked behind Harrington. “On three, two, one…” 
 
    The tamping effect of the 13th generation duct tape meant ninety percent of the explosion blew into the room beyond the wall. Ten percent of the detonation was still a lot, and Harrington’s ears were ringing as she stormed into the Applied Research sector of the facility. MacClintock had been right to avoid the door: there was a fatally wounded, unarmored Torokar lying in a heap just inside the hole they’d made, ribs exposed and internal organs visible. It had taken the brunt of the blast, stacked up against the wall, ready to pounce on any squishy Humans coming through the marked doorway. She took in the entirety of the massive bay they’d entered in a split second, peripherally aware that the room had high ceilings and was filled with robotic arms, conveyor belts, storage racks, and random pieces of unidentifiable kit. She placed her shotgun sights on the next dino and fired half a magazine of 12 gauge armor-piercing slugs into its unarmored carapace. The slugs burrowed deep, but the Torokar were massive and tough. Despite its wounds, it turned and returned fire as Harrington dove for cover behind an assembler arm twice as large as a CASPer. 
 
    Romar followed her in, spotted an armored Torokar looking the wrong way, and fired an underbarrel grenade from his laser carbine. Taking its cue from heavy anti-armor missiles of the 21st century, the 40mm round lofted into the air before its primary charge ignited. The ramjet screamed across the open bay, squashing against the alien’s flank before the shaped charge blew, shattering the raptor’s armor and hip. It fell noisily to the floor behind some machinery and did not rise again. 
 
    MacClintock was third through the hole and zeroed in on the wounded alien that had absorbed Harrington’s slugs. He had been a professional mercenary for more than half his life, and engaging a target was as natural as breathing. His burst of laser fire stitched across the wounded Torokar’s head, and it fell dead. 
 
    The tearing sound of a railgun registered in the aftershock of the gunfire, and MacClintock saw Dent fall with a gaping hole in his chest. MacClintock sourced the enemy fire to the far side of the bay and blazed away as he advanced, trying to pin the alien down in a fusillade of laser fire. Harrington jacked a recon round into her shotgun and shot it at the back wall to locate the shooter that had just killed Dent. It broadcast a feed to their visors and showed the alien skulking low behind some machinery. Romar fell prone behind an alloy cargotainer and edged out with his carbine, searching for a break in the alien’s cover. He spied one and fired, the laser scorching the alien’s armored foot, making it jump back in surprise. Harrington watched her feed and called “Grenade!” as it ripped something from its armor and lobbed it into the center of the room. 
 
    The concussion was immense, but her timely warning had let them roll for cover and avert their eyes. The grenade went off in a credible imitation of the strike teams’ own flashbangs, and when Harrington looked again, the armored alien had leapt through the shattered remains of a window at the rear of the bay. 
 
    Romar got back to his feet and advanced cautiously, moving from big heavy machinery to big heavy machinery. He joined Harrington and MacClintock along the way. 
 
    “Dent’s down,” he said tonelessly. 
 
    “I know,” MacClintock replied. “Where’s Durante?” 
 
    “I’ll do a sweep,” Romar said, and peeled away. 
 
    “Put another recon round on the wall in there, Harrington,” MacClintock ordered. Harrington cut the feed from her first round, and her shotgun boomed again. A second camera stuck to the side wall in the chamber where the alien had disappeared and streamed a new live feed. 
 
    The shattered glass had separated the back of the bay—which was now clearly an observation platform—from the chamber below it. In the center of the chamber stood a prototype Mk 9 CASPer—their objective. Crouched behind their CASPer was the Torokar with the railgun, pointing it up at the lip of the observation window. There was a second Torokar in the chamber as well, that was growling and snarling at the armored one, which was ignoring the other ones’ complaints completely. 
 
    “Durante’s not coming,” Romar said as he joined the other two. He’d brought Anathema and several custom ammunition magazines with him.  
 
    “Damnit,” MacClintock cursed. He hated losing troops. 
 
    “What’s the play, boss?” Harrington asked. Losing 40% of their firepower in a few short seconds changed the dynamics of any future entry. 
 
    “More philosophy, less applied ballistics,” MacClintock muttered. “Send your maps to One-Six,” he told Romar. “Get them on the roof, ready to blow in if we absolutely have to. We have time.” 
 
    “One-Six, this is Freeman, orders from Prince…” he said as he uploaded the map and the plan. 
 
    “You there! The Torokar without armor!” MacClintock shouted. “You wouldn’t happen to be DirTakh of the Takh clan are you? Senior engineer for the project your friend is cowering behind?” 
 
    “That got a reaction,” Harrington whispered as she watched her video feed. “The armored one is arguing with him now.” 
 
    “I thought so!” MacClintock called again. “I met your father earlier tonight. We defeated him in honorable combat, and he gave us his parole. He asked that, if we met you tonight, we spare you!” 
 
    “Lies, Human!” the armored Torokar roared back, still hiding behind the Mk 9 suit. “Your kind does not engage in honorable combat! You cheat, and you skulk in the shadows! How else could you have bypassed our entire defensive network? I designed it myself!” 
 
    “Buddy, in this line of work, if you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying!” MacClintock shouted. “But that’s an interesting complaint. Does that mean you’re the commander of the Torokar company? Because, I gotta tell ya, I’m not impressed. How badly do you have to screw up to let sixty eight-foot tall armored suits knock out your GalNet uplink, two hard-wired backups, three bridges, and four anti-air fortifications? And you didn’t even see us coming? Your employer is gonna be pissed.” 
 
    “Keep him talking. One-Six are in Leviathans, but they don’t have jump jets. They’ve gotta take the long way.” Romar whispered. 
 
    “But I wasn’t talking to you, I was talking to the kid! DirTakh, you need to move away from the warrior there. Your dad said you’re chief engineer of this project. You’re a smart kid, and you aren’t part of the warrior caste. I’m not kidding. Here’s proof,” MacClintock said, and tossed the sand-colored helmet with the sigil into the room. It clattered against some displays, and the unarmored Torokar moved to examine it.  
 
    “This is my father’s helm,” DirTakh snarled at the other, tapping the sigil on the forehead. “This is the Takh crest.” 
 
    “Now, I don’t think he thought we would use that helmet as a means to show our bona fides when he gave it to us, but he is alive and perhaps a little sore. But if what he told us is true, this isn’t your fight. You aren’t being paid to fight or die to protect that suit, and we’re here to take it back. Get your scaly butt out of there kid, and we can even tell you where your father is so he can get his leg looked at that much sooner.” 
 
    “He’s moving,” Harrington updated. 
 
    “Coward!” the armored Torokar shouted, but he couldn’t point his gun in two directions at once. 
 
    “Says the merc commander hiding behind a Human suit,” MacClintock mocked. 
 
    “Prince, One-Six. We’re receiving your live feed and have generalissimo there dead to rights.” 
 
    MacClintock broadcast, while still talking to the armored alien. “You know the honorable thing to do would be to surrender the field, right? Your protectee, that suit you’re currently using as cover, is going to walk out of here momentarily. You can save your troops and some lives; live and learn. I mean, you can save their lives, because I can just imagine you being a petty piece of work who would go after DirTakh and KraTakh. They seem to be pretty decent guys, so open fire, One-Six,” he finished almost conversationally. 
 
    MAC rounds from above and behind the cowering alien shattered the ceiling and stitched the alien full of holes. 
 
    The strike team members stepped up to the observation platform’s shattered window, and MacClintock vaulted down into the chamber below. DirTakh raised himself up, holding his father’s helmet. 
 
    “You spoke truly?” he asked. 
 
    “I did,” MacClintock replied, nodding. “KraTakh is on the roof of the six-story building to the right as you exit the front doors of the facility. He suffered a wound to the back of one leg that left him unable to walk, but he said his implants would take care of the wound for now.” 
 
    “The Takh clutch thanks you,” DirTakh said, bowing low, offering the helmet back. 
 
    “I’m not sure I need that,” MacClintock said. 
 
    “It is a sign of deep respect,” DirTakh replied. “To be bested in honorable combat and survive is fundamental to how the Torokar evaluate our warriors’ mettle. The helm is yours.” 
 
    “Thank you,” MacClintock replied. 
 
    “I do have one question before I see to my father, if I may?” DirTakh asked. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The CASPer. Do I understand that this is one of your most advanced designs?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a secret that the Mk 9s are our latest and greatest. They haven’t even been fielded yet, and I don’t think this version is even going to go into production. Binnig just wants its intellectual property back. Why?” 
 
    “I must preface my question,” DirTakh hissed. “Humanity has been taking more and more contracts in the last solar cycles, and they are succeeding more and more often while taking fewer and fewer casualties. The CASPer was seized to figure out what it was that made them so deadly, so we could have them too. Thus far, I have found nothing. In fact, it appears much of the tech that has gone into this suit is tech the Torokar have had for decades. What is it that makes a CASPer so dangerous?” 
 
    “Hah,” MacClintock chuckled. “You didn’t find anything because there’s an essential element missing from this suit.” 
 
    DirTakh cocked his head to the side, a scaly eye ridge raised in a surprisingly Human expression of puzzlement. “A missing element?” 
 
    “Sure,” MacClintock said. “What makes CASPers dangerous are the Humans inside.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Romar cursed as he examined the Mk 9. “We don’t fit.” 
 
    “Come again?” Harrington asked. 
 
    “Think about those initial setup hours with the armorer, fitting you to your suit,” MacClintock grimaced. “Making sure the legs are set to the right height of the operator, so you don’t pinch a…thigh, mid-stride, and that you’re not hunched over trying to fit while wrecking your spine. Making sure the arms are the right length so your command inputs are all right there at your fingertips. It was obvious we wouldn’t have hours to prep the suit. So part of the factor deciding the team composition was that I’m six-four, you’re six-feet even, Romar is five-foot-four…and Dent and Durante were five-seven and five-ten. One of us would have fit.” 
 
    “Understood,” Harrington acknowledged. “How tall does the operator need to be?” 
 
    “One-Six from Freeman,” Romar said. “You got any pinned troops about five-foot-nine?” 
 
    “The meathead is five-ten,” Holmes replied after a moment. “He’s pinned, and he’s doing fine for his first op.” 
 
    “Send him down,” MacClintock ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You need to realize how jealous I am of you right now,” Harrington said as she secured ‘Tommy Boy’ Reed into the Mk 9’s compartment. “You’re breaking all kinds of firsts. First meathead on a strike team. First of the Finest in a new Mk 9. First to leave battle with a better suit than he arrived in. We’re blowing your suit in place, by the way. Same issue—no one fits.” 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone if you won’t,” Reed chuckled. “I’m just trying to keep up.” 
 
    “You do that,” Harrington admonished. “Daybreak is going to peek over the horizon in half an hour, and we need to be on the move. The Torokar are in a bit of confusion, what with their commander getting himself whacked. If they can take you out, they can still salvage the contract, so we need to slip away quietly. So no pressure, new guy. Team Three and most of the rest of One are already breaking contact and moving north to the exfil point.” She turned and shimmered back into near-invisibility. Reed set his pinplants to highlight her in AR so he wouldn’t accidentally run her over. He then secured the pilot access hatch and let the screen fill his vision.  
 
    Welcome aboard, Petty Officer Ryan Thomas Reed. Pleased to make your acquaintance, the suit’s operating system said in a sassy southern contralto via pinplant.  
 
    Thanks, Red, he thought back at it. Happy to be here. 
 
    The nickname came unbidden, but now he was stuck on it. The suit didn’t have the normal paint on it, nor was it painted in a camouflage pattern. The suit was its unpainted fire engine red, and she even sounded like a redhead. 
 
    Orders, PO Reed? she asked. 
 
    Call me Tommy, he thought back. 
 
    Orders, Tommy? she asked. 
 
    Just keep me alive as far as the exfil point, and we’ll see. This is going to take some getting used to. Pilot-by-pinplant ain’t the same as a haptic suit, and this is my first op. 
 
    I’ll try to be gentle, she replied. It’s my first time too. 
 
    Somehow the VI managed to nail the ‘innocent-yet-teasing-innuendo’ tone perfectly.  
 
    She was definitely a redhead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Lyon’s inbox pinged, and he looked at the message heading. He sighed. He had expected something from Colonel Edmonds, but this would not be pleasant.  
 
    He selected the message and entered the code word that opened it.  
 
    By all the Horsemen, it’s worse than I ever thought.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “31a to Zero. Got fresh megaboar shit here.” 
 
    “Zero to 31a. Fresh megaboar shit understood.” Warrant Officer Tristram Huddleson switched to the command channel of Third Platoon, First Company of the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters. “Zero to 1039. 31a notes fresh signs of a megaboar on Caravan Route Alpha.” 
 
    “1039 to Zero. Following the road?” asked Lieutenant Donnie Descoteaux, the platoon commander.  
 
    “Yes, 1039.” Huddleson did not bother to hide his dry tone. Of course, the megaboar followed the road. What’s gonna stop it? “Request active sweep of the area.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Huddleson glanced at the screen. “Grid sector 24QGH1458, sir.” 
 
    “Very well, go ahead.”  
 
    “Zero to Sparks. Commence full, active sweep of Grid 24QGH1458.” 
 
    “Sparks to Zero. Full, active sweep of Grid 24QGH1458 confirmed. Initiating now.” There was a long pause. “Looks like you have a megaboar approximately two klicks up from 31 on Caravan Route Alpha. He’s proceeding slowly west, slightly off the route, but not enough to pass by safely.” 
 
    “Zero to Sparks. Understood.” 
 
    “Sparks to Zero. Ending active signal.” 
 
    On the command channel, Descoteaux continued, “Well, Huddleson, what do you want to do?” 
 
    Huddleson sighed. Descoteaux was not the worst officer he had ever met, but he had been in the Foresters a long time.  
 
    “Much as Section 31 might want to spend the rest of the day in their barracks, I don’t think we’ve fulfilled our contractual obligations to the Hildens yet. That megaboar could hit the evening caravan, so we should deal with it.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.”  
 
    “And we should use the UAVs.” 
 
    “UAV support?”  
 
    “Better losing a unmanned aerial vehicle than a trooper, sir. We’ve got replacements on planet for UAVs, even if it’s only a week until Fourth Company rotates in, and we go home.” 
 
    “I suppose. Oh, very well. Two UAVs authorized.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Two UAVs, and only two UAVs, authorized.” After a long breath, Huddleson continued, “Zero to Pred. Authorized release of two UAVs for megaboar hunt.” 
 
    “Pred to Zero. Two UAVs armed with armor-piercing confirmed. Launching in five mikes.” 
 
    “Five mikes understood.” Another switch. “Zero to 31. Hold in place. UAV coverage in ten mikes. Place motion detectors and form the line forty meters behind them. If you see the megaboar, weapons free on your MACs.” 
 
    Eight clicks confirmed the order.  
 
    “1039 to Zero. We’ve already used most of our MAC allowance, and we still have a week on planet.” 
 
    Huddleson sighed very deeply before responding. “Aye, sir, which is why I hope we can engage with the UAVs.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I suppose. We don’t have that much AP UAV ammo either.” 
 
    “We need to, though, sir. The 12.7mm HEAT rounds don’t penetrate megaboar hide.” 
 
    “They’re just animals.” 
 
    They’re ten-meter long animals, from an iron-rich planet, that can rip through just about the heaviest-armored CASPers ever made like they’re fucking tissue paper. “Yes, they are just animals, sir, but they’re pretty tough.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Huddleson took another deep breath. “Request moving reserve section up to support and contact 1049 to prepare to suit up.” 
 
    “UAVs, MACs, and the reserve section? For an animal? We’re almost dry on spare parts for the CASPers too. We have less spare parts than MAC rounds. We have to limit their hours.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “31a to Zero. We’re in place.” 
 
    “Good. Hold until UAV coverage arrives.” 
 
    “Wilco.” 
 
    Huddleson swiveled in his chair and looked west toward grid sector 24QGH1458. The neored trees towered a hundred meters and more over Peninnah’s second continent, covering it with a dense, deep, dark shadow. Even with the CASPers’ light enhancers, it was difficult to see under the canopy. And despite the feed from a huge network of passive sensors supplied by the Hildens, he couldn’t sense a damn thing from a dozen kilometers away. 
 
    He still looked. 
 
    The mikes ticked away.  
 
    After six minutes, according to his screen, the radio clicked back on. 
 
    “31a to Zero. The motion detectors just tripped. Either that megaboar has turned around, or we’re facing a dozen Tortantulas.” 
 
    The screen showed that the UAVs were still four klicks away from Section 31’s position.  
 
    “Zero to 31a. UAVs are still a couple mikes out. Make sure your fields of fire are clear and engage as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “1039 to 31a. Belay that. Engage only if it charges you.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “31a to 1039. Engage only if necessary confirmed.” 
 
    Huddleson smiled harshly. This was not Sergeant Sterling McNeil’s first tour on Penninah.  
 
    A minute later.  
 
    “31a to Zero. Target engaged.” The distinctive crack of MAC rounds accelerating to Mach 3 sounded in the background.  
 
    “Understood.” Huddleson continued staring out the window, not wanting to jog McNeil’s elbow in the middle of a fight. Even with a mere animal.  
 
    A year later, or so it seemed, McNeil reported in. “31a to Zero. One megaboar killed.” 
 
    “Casualties?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not this time.” 
 
    “Well done, Sergeant. Place marker beacon for the locals to harvest and continue patrol.” 
 
    “1039 to 31a. Make sure you gather your motion detectors.” 
 
    The barest of a pause. “31a to 1039. Collect all equipment confirmed.” 
 
    Huddleson shook his head as he checked in with the other platoons. “Zero to 11a. Status report?”  
 
    “11a to Zero. Nominal. Mine Site India clear.” 
 
    “Zero to 21a. Status report.” 
 
    “21a to Zero. Mine Site Tango clear.” 
 
    “Zero to 41a. Status report.” 
 
    “41a to Zero. The beer’s cold.” 
 
    “1039 to 41a,” snapped Descoteaux. “Follow radio protocol!” 
 
    “41a to 1039. Yes, sir! There are no armed enemies or megaboars in the reserve ready armory, sir! All reserve CASPers locked and loaded, sir! No major malfunctions to report in this room, sir!” 
 
    Huddleson grinned.  
 
    Descoteaux ignored the comment and continued. “Keep your eyes sharp, troopers!” 
 
    The warrant officer shook his head. Maybe he is the worst officer I’ve ever met, after all.  
 
    He got up from his seat and went into the darkened commo/signals room and along the row of techs. The Hildens and the Foresters had spent the previous forty years seeding the second continent of Penninah with reconnaissance units. LIDAR, IR, UV, and the rest of the EM spectrum. Audio receivers. Redundant sets on the roads and caravan routes using different networks with different security keys. They were all tied together through a satellite net that had redundant security. It was all Hilden-designed and produced, so there was no built-in malware or special backdoors. 
 
    He went from tech to tech, double-checking their feeds. He could do all of this from his console as the Zero in the command center, but he liked to see the techs at work.  
 
    One tech was swaying a bit. It was the new one, which was no surprise. He had expected their odd watch schedule to affect her.  
 
    “You’re dragging, Sissinnguaq.” 
 
    The spare, sharp woman straightened up. “Sorry, sir!” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. Communicate. We’d rather swap you out and get sharp eyes on the screen.” 
 
    She mulishly shook her head. “I can do it, sir.” 
 
    Huddleson smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “Zero to 7058. Need a replacement for Tech Pierre.” 
 
    “7058 to Zero. On the way.” 
 
    He turned back to her. “You’re new here, Sissinnguaq. Tenacious and versatile is our motto, which means we’ll work you hard, but we’ll switch you around as needed. Right now, that means using one of the reserve technicians we keep around for this purpose. You’ll have days where you’re called from the reserve room. We’re bringing in lots of data and the computers help filter it, but we need sharp minds to really see it. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “That’s why we hold to a naval watch schedule, which is one of the reasons you’re tired. Your body hasn’t adjusted, but in the long term you’ll find it keeps you fresher for this sort of work. I expected to see you having problems yesterday, to be honest. Keep up the good work…after you get some food and rack time.” 
 
    She straightened. “Yes, WO!” 
 
    Her replacement arrived, and they switched out. Huddleson went back to the command center. Fortunately, there were no other megaboar sightings. A trooper in 11b was stupid and tried to blast through a neored branch in his CASPer. This was his second tour, and he should have known that the high iron content of Peninnah meant its redwood analogues had branches that could damage the heavy armor of a Mk 6 if a trooper was being stupid. 
 
    Which he had been.  
 
    Other than that, it had been a routine patrol. He had just about finished his paperwork when Descoteaux came into the command shack.  
 
    “Lieutenant Edwards’ mother is ill.” 
 
    The warrant officer sighed. “How bad?” 
 
    “Bad. The Colonel has authorized his platoon to rotate home a few days early on the Algonquin instead of waiting for the Huron next week.” 
 
    Huddleson leaned back, doing the math in his head. “That means we’ll have to move them up in the rotation, so they can pack out. We’ll probably have to take their place for an extra patrol, then short rest for all three platoons for the last rotation.” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “We could be on normal rest if the Algonquin could leave a day later.” 
 
    “I asked. The Algonquin can’t wait a day. Don’t ask me why.” 
 
    “And they can’t get the Huron here any earlier?” 
 
    “That’s what they say.” 
 
    “You’re asking if Third Platoon is up to two more patrols, both on short shifts, before we rotate out?” 
 
    “Yes, warrant officer.” 
 
    “I want to say, ‘Yes, sir!’ Tenacious and versatile after all.” Huddleson sighed. “But I’ve seen signs of burnout. The CASPer downloads show they’re not keeping the proper intervals. They’re snapping at each other. And Athenais in 11 decided to bounce through a live branch on a neored on the way home. A cherry mistake.” 
 
    “He damaged his CASPer?” 
 
    Huddleson blinked, then responded, “Yes and hurt his arm in the fall. Not sure if he broke it. He hit the ground going full speed. Or, at least, as full speed as one can go on Peninnah.” 
 
    “We’ll take that out of his salary,” Descoteaux said savagely. 
 
    “You can, sir. Indeed, you can.” 
 
    “You don’t think I should?” 
 
    “It’d be better if you let me run his ass off when we get home. He’ll remember it, especially since I’ll have the rest of 11 run with him. They’ll pound him harder than any salary reduction.” 
 
    “But someone has to pay for it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t the company have a budget line for non-combat repairs?” 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    Huddleson sighed. And you think Colonel Edmonds will like it better if you meet your budget instead of taking care of your troops? Yeah, we’re poorer than just about every other merc unit, but we’re a skilled unit first, idiot!  
 
    After a moment. “Sir, I think you should consider unit morale. The troopers won’t care a fig about the money, but if they think you’re petty, they’ll not fight as well.” 
 
    “Taking responsibility isn’t petty, Warrant Officer Huddleson!” 
 
    “As the lieutenant says. However, it’s not what’s actually petty, it’s what the troopers think is petty. They’ll let me run them ragged and get mad at Athenais. They expect it, and they’re already giving Athenais all sorts of hell. But if you pile on, they’ll wonder. You don’t want troopers to dwell on things like that.” 
 
    “Someone has to pay for that CASPer, Warrant Officer.” 
 
    “Please think about it, sir.” 
 
    “Hummph.” 
 
    “In any case, sir, we’re not fully right.” 
 
    “The week until the Huron leaves might mean Edwards can’t see her mother before she dies, and I don’t want to be the one to tell Captain Leonie we prevented that.” 
 
    Of course, you don’t. “Very well, sir. We’ll make do, but we’ll need to monitor the troopers. We should also see if we can find ways to streamline their end of the rotation checklist. And if you’re going to dock Athenais’s pay, you should wait until we get back to Earth.” 
 
    Descoteaux pursed his lips. “That makes sense. It takes a couple of days to fill out the paperwork, anyway.” 
 
    The warrant officer got up and filed some papers, so the El-Tee couldn’t see his face. “It also wouldn’t hurt if we took some of the runs with the sections. That’ll help them cover their sectors with less fatigue.” 
 
    “Ridiculous. I am the commander of this platoon. I need to be in a central location.” 
 
    “As you say, lieutenant. Would the lieutenant permit me to log some CASPer time?” 
 
    “Who would cover Zero? No, Warrant Officer Huddleson, hold to your post.” The lieutenant squared his shoulders. “Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    Huddleson blinked, but he snapped back, “Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    Descoteaux nodded sharply and left.  
 
    After finishing, Huddleson went to the barracks. “Section 11, front and center! The rest of you, go take a long walk.” 
 
    The troopers in the other sections grinned and left. The eight members of 11 jumped to attention, glaring at Athenais before snapping their eyes to the warrant officer.  
 
    “Foresters!” shouted Huddleson. 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” They yelled back.  
 
    “Tenacious and versatile,” mused Huddleson. “I don’t see anything in that motto about being stupid. How about you, Lance Corporal Athenais?”  
 
    “No, Warrant Officer!” yelled the trooper, his arm immobilized in a quickcast.  
 
    “How many troopers is a section in the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters supposed to have?” 
 
    “Eight, Warrant Officer!” 
 
    “Eight. And they’re supposed to all be able to pilot a CASPer, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Warrant Officer!” 
 
    “How long did the doc downcheck you, Athenais?” 
 
    “Five days, Warrant Officer!” 
 
    “Five days. Now, tell me, Athenais, how much time is left in this tour on Peninnah?” 
 
    “A week, Warrant Officer.” 
 
    “Excellent, you can remember something useful. The good news is nothing will change. You’ve been useless up until now, and you’ll be useless for the rest of the tour. The seven reliable members of Section 11 now have zero doubt they’ll have to carry your water; they don’t have to wonder if you might accidentally do your job.” 
 
    Athenais winced. 
 
    “There’s more good news. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    Section 11 waited at attention.  
 
    “We’ve got too much to get done before we load the Huron for me to test your tenacity by running you until I get tired. That means, gentlemen, other than covering for this one-armed idiot, you’ll have no extra duties or punishment for letting this idiot screw up. At least, not until we get back to Earth. Aren’t I the most generous warrant officer of all time?” 
 
    “Yes, Warrant Officer!” bellowed Section 11.  
 
    “But wait, ladies and gentlemen, there’s more! Do you want to hear about the amazing gift I’m about to give you?” 
 
    “Yes, Warrant Officer!” 
 
    “It’s clear that you’re bored, and I would hate for you to suffer. Therefore, the El-Tee and I have arranged for Fourth Platoon to rotate home on the Algonquin on Tuesday. That means Third Platoon gets an extra patrol, and those patrols will be on short rest. Isn’t that wonderful?” 
 
    “Yes, Warrant Officer!” 
 
    “So. Ladies and gentlemen. I have one last question for you. Why the fuck are you standing around instead of making initial preparations for your next patrol? Dismissed!” 
 
    Section 11 hurried off, snapping at Athenais.  
 
    Huddleson watched them leave, his dark thoughts focused on the most efficient way to get them off Peninnah and back home. Simms owes me a favor. He and I can do a pre-count of the inventory tonight. That’ll speed things up later.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Warrant Officer Huddleson!” 
 
    Groggily, he turned over in his bunk and went back to sleep. Three long days of prep work made climbing out of a deep sleep a challenge.  
 
    “Warrant Officer Huddleson!” the com repeated. 
 
    “Huh?” His eyes flickered. “What?” 
 
    “Patching you into Zero. We need Third Platoon armored up yesterday!” His sleepiness disappeared as he heard the snap of Captain Linette Leonie’s precise alto. Before he could move, the alert klaxon sounded. 
 
    “On the way,” he grunted. 
 
    He ran into the CASPer ready room and pushed through the platoon’s troopers. They were all blearily clambering into their armor. Huddleson grimaced as the effects of the damned Zero duty hit him; the CASPer he had used for a dozen years felt wrong and uncomfortable.  
 
    I damn well should have pushed Descoteaux into letting me run more patrols.  
 
    “Sunray to 1039. Get your platoon mustered. Send your first full section down Caravan Route Alpha on a full klick sweep out to two klicks. Once the rest of your platoon is ready, continue the sweep all the way to Mine Site Tango.” 
 
    Descoteaux’s voice wavered. “1039 to Sunray. Heavy weapons?” 
 
    Huddleson heard a sudden ripple of rockets in the distance and anticipated the response. 
 
    “We’ll give you what we can, but we have more targets than we can hit already.” 
 
    “UAV coverage?” 
 
    “Negative. Consider the overhead compromised. That includes all commo. We’re working on it, but it will be a bit.” 
 
    “Compromised? Even the Hilden-built stuff?” 
 
    “Yes, Warrant Officer.” 
 
    “How the hell did that happen?”  
 
    “That’s a great question, Huddleson. I’ll be sure to answer that when I have time,” snapped Leonie. “Which I don’t, right now. Get Third Platoon in place ASAP!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” In the back of his mind, Huddleson’s recriminations continued as his CASPer ran through its diagnostics. Thought it’d be another boring romp through the trees like every other tour on Peninnah, didn’t you? A dumber cherry mistake than any Athenais ever made. This ain’t megaboar shit. The damned Zuparti finally decided it was time to take the second continent.  
 
    His CASPer completed its boot sequence. A couple of red lights revealed that the maintenance techs had paid more attention to the rest of Third Platoon’s CASPers than his, but the magazines for his 12.7mm machine gun and 20mm autocannon were full. His K-bomb magazine was not, but he did have ten of them.  
 
    Good fucking enough.  
 
    He moved out of the armory. Most of the platoon was there, including all of Section 31.  
 
    “1038 to 1039. Request permission to take 31 on the initial sweep.” 
 
    “1039 to 1038. Permission granted.” 
 
    “1038 to 31a. Form a line in one-hundred-meter intervals left from the center of Caravan Route Alpha. McNeil take the far end. 31b form the same line to the right. I’ll take the center. On the bounce, ladies and gentlemen. This ain’t no megaboar hunt.” 
 
    They clicked as they moved into position.  
 
    “1038 to 31. We’re sweeping west. Standard bounding overwatch. Hold at two klicks.” He switched frequencies. “1038 to Zero. Section 3-31 moving out. Half-klick sweep along Caravan Route Alpha on standard bounding overwatch. What are we looking for?” 
 
    “Zero to 1038. Half-klick sweep along Caravan Route Alpha confirmed. Fourth Platoon went off the air twenty mikes ago. Their reaction section reports receiving heavy fire on Caravan Route Beta. First Platoon is sweeping that way to relieve them. You’re to check in on Section 4-21 and relieve if possible.” 
 
    “Tangos identified?” 
 
    “No. Nothing on any of the sensors. Not you. Not them. Nothing.” 
 
    “Understood. Hostile action anticipated.” 
 
    “Yes, Huddleson. No restrictions.” 
 
    “Understood weapons free.” He switched channels. “1038 to 31. Fourth Platoon went off the air. Hostiles anticipated. Overhead and commo possibly compromised. Weapons free.” 
 
    “31a to 1038. What are we looking for?” 
 
    “Something that isn’t Human or Hilden that you think needs to eat a HEAT round.” 
 
    “Yes, Warrant Officer!” 
 
    More clicks answered him, and he saw their icons begin to move in intervals of about ten meters, depending upon the terrain. For his part, he slid from neored to neored on the left side of the trail. That gave him the best field of fire with his autocannon. 
 
    And these damn neoreds will stand up to anything that can’t take out a goddamn battlecruiser.  
 
    Another ripple of rockets launched. This time, he could see their flight on the company feed in his CASPer. Almost immediately he saw a counter-battery mission inbound.  
 
    The forest of Peninnah towered over them. The lesser fauna that usually ignored the CASPers and the caravans had disappeared. He could hear nothing on the audio receivers in his CASPer.  
 
    But he did hear the crump when the counterfire impacted.  
 
    He hoped the battery had moved quickly enough. We’re going to need all the firepower we’ve got, I think. He moved to the next neored. He saw nothing in his sectors or on his sensors. He moved again. And again. 
 
    “1038 to Zero. Two klicks and holding.” 
 
    “Zero to 1038. Acknowledged.” A pause. “Zero to 1039. Is Third Platoon fully mustered?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” answered Descoteaux.  
 
    “Good. Advance along Caravan Route Alpha all the way to Mine Site Tango. Keep a section at least a klick ahead of you.” 
 
    “Wilco.” 
 
    “1039 to 21. Take the left flank. 41 to the right. I’ll be with 11 on the road. Advance a klick. Once there, we’ll follow 31 to Mine Site Tango, keeping that interval.” 
 
    Clicks confirmed the order, and they moved out.  
 
    Huddleson waited until they closed, then commanded, “1038 to 31. Continue advance as before. Refuse any contact and pull back to give the other sections a chance to support you, if needed.” 
 
    They moved forward three of the dozen klicks to Mine Site Tango. 
 
    “31a to 1038. I need you here.” 
 
    “1038 to 31. Hold position. McNeil, I’m on the way.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    Huddleson bounced from tree base to tree base. He had learned over two decades ago how to move in this forest during his first deployment to Peninnah, and the knowledge quickly returned to him. Swiftly, yet quieter than a CASPer should be, he slid through the trees to 31a’s position.  
 
    “1038 to 31a. Coming in.” 
 
    A click answered him.  
 
    “What you got, McNeil?” 
 
    The sergeant pointed down a small ravine where a mangled CASPer lay in a pile of neored detritus. The suit had a half dozen holes in it, and streaks of blood oozed out of them. Huddleson captured a video and forwarded it to Leonie and Descoteaux.  
 
    “Definitely enemy action, sirs,” said the warrant officer. 
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
    “Sunray to all Foresters, listen up.” Leonie waited a beat for all traffic to clear. “We’ve been hit and hit hard. Fourth Platoon might be completely gone. Our overhead is compromised. Our comms and sensor network is iffy. Heavy weapons are outnumbered and taking a pounding.” She took a breath. “But whoever did this was a fool. These are our forests. We’ve trained in them for forty years. We’re going to take it to them. Every one of us, including the Headquarters Section, is going on a dog hunt. I’m releasing all platoons to independent action. We’re chopping the Zero comms network. Hopefully, the low-power platoon networks won’t be tracked, but use hand signals wherever possible. Now, keep to your sectors and hide among the neoreds. Time to go get some of our own back.” She paused. “Foresters!” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” responded over a hundred voices, including Huddleson’s.  
 
    “31a and 31b. Bring your sections together. Bounding overwatch as sections.” 
 
    “1039 to 1038. Belay that, we need the intervals.” 
 
    Huddleson checked to make sure they were on a private circuit. “Sir, we need to have fire teams working together. We already know they can ambush and kill single CASPers, and it is damned possible they’re tracking us.” 
 
    “Follow my order, Warrant Officer.” 
 
    The warrant officer paused for a long moment. Twenty-three years a merc ain’t nothin’, if I let this happen. He looked at McNeil. He could not see the man’s face while in the CASPer, but he had known him for over a decade. He thought about the rest of 31 and Third Platoon.  
 
    It’ll take too long to frag Descoteaux, but I can save 31.  
 
    “With all due respect, sir, no. I won’t let the platoon get killed in detail.” 
 
    “I’ll cashier you if you don’t.” 
 
    “I’ll hand you my stripes personally.” 
 
    “Hudd—” 
 
    Huddleson cut the line, delved into his CASPer’s software and blocked Descoteaux’s circuit. 
 
    Suddenly, his heart felt a ton lighter. I should have done that two days after he got to Peninnah.  
 
    “31, listen up. I’m taking command of our section. We’ll move independently of the rest of Third Platoon. I’m doing this on my own. If you want to keep your stripes, you’d better bounce back to Descoteaux. The rest of us are going to kill something.” 
 
    “I’m with you, warrant officer,” responded 31a immediately. 
 
    “Thanks, McNeil.” 
 
    No one else said anything, but he watched the rest of 31 gather in the formation he ordered instead of returning to the rest of the platoon. 
 
    “Good.” He took a deep breath. “1038 to 31. Mine Site Tango is directly west. That’s where they’ll expect us. We’re heading south. You’ve learned how to move fast, going from tree to tree. Keep your eyes open, but we’re in a race, ladies and gentlemen. Time to find out if any of you young punks can keep up. Follow me!” 
 
    Huddleson raced south for five klicks to the Hvashan River. 31 kept up well, holding formation. “1038 to 31. Mk I eyeballs sharp. Look for UAVs or overhead over the river. No active emissions.” 
 
    None of them saw anything. 
 
    “Right, we’re going to take advantage of our orbital drop capability. We’re going west on the riverbed. We should have an hour’s worth of environment, so we’re going to move as far downstream as we can in 45 minutes. Questions?” 
 
    None came. “Good. Let’s keep quiet and stay unseen.” 
 
    Huddleson slid into the river under a neored’s overhang. He moved into the center and waited for the rest of 31 to form up. Then he started pacing along the riverbed. After some frustration from sticking in the muck, he learned to step from stone to stone.  
 
    Once they learned the technique, they made swift progress, aided by the moderate current. The only thing they saw were some irritated river predators, who found the armor of the CASPers not to their liking.  
 
    Six klicks down the river, two concrete columns loomed through the murk. Behind them, the river seemed black as space. This must be the bridge on Caravan Route Alpha. If they haven’t tracked us, they won’t have any idea we’ve gotten to this side of the road. 
 
    They went about two klicks more when a warning flashed that his environment support was down to its final quintile. He slowed and waited for 31 to gather around him. Then he led them to the north shore of the river. He poked his CASPer’s head slightly above the surface, gathering as much information as his suit’s passive sensors could capture. 
 
    Then he dipped back under the water to look for a beachhead. There’s another overhang. It’s a steep climb, but we can boost 31a up one at a time. The rest of us can come up over there under their cover.  
 
    He matched deeds to thought and, soon, all of 31’s CASPers stood waiting for him to lead them. We still need to go farther west, but only about three klicks. As fast as he could bounce from tree to tree, he moved west. After about ten minutes, he consulted the map on his CASPer’s display. This should about do it. 
 
    He turned north and began moving at a more deliberate and cautious pace. He saw a rise to their left and angled toward it. He waved the sections to a halt, then climbed the rise so he could peek into the next valley. The dense neored forest meant he could only see, at most, a hundred meters around him. Still, it looked safe for the section to advance.  
 
    With hand signals, he motioned for 31a and 31b to advance in bounding overwatch in a vaguely northeast direction as he suspected they were slightly past Mine Site Tango.  
 
    Two klicks up, 31b signed for the others to stop. Huddleson moved to join them. They had reached Caravan Route Alpha where it wove through the trees. Clemens pointed at a series of well-hidden Zuul directional mines. The Claymore analogues fired rocket-assisted, tungsten-cored shards that could easily penetrate CASPer armor.  
 
    Looks like they’re wireless, but there’s someone up ahead who is ready to trigger them if Descoteaux runs this way, and there’s someone around here to clean up. At least one section of eight dogs.  
 
    He motioned for Section 31 to follow him. He saw a small ravine that headed generally west, so he led them down it, then curved around to climb up the hill.  
 
    The Zuul will certainly hear the CASPers, but hopefully the echoes off the trees will confuse them as much as it did our audio receivers, until we learned how to listen in these woods.  
 
    He motioned 31b to his left and 31a to his right and proceeded at a more deliberate pace up the hill.  
 
    His hope that the echoes might confuse the Zuul seemed to be at least partially fulfilled. When they found the doggies overlooking the caravan route, only two of them fired. But all of 31 fired in return. Huddleson swept through the area with a long burst of his 20mm autocannon. 
 
    “1038 to 31. K-bomb volley. Then 31a advance and clear.” 
 
    As one, his troopers dropped a series of K-bombs on the Zuul ambush point. Immediately afterward, McNeil led his four CASPers into the nest and finished off anything that moved.  
 
    “1038 to 31. The doggies will have heard us, and they’ll know something’s down here. Be ready for them to send a group our way.” 
 
    They moved north along Caravan Route Alpha. They expected to make contact at any moment, but it was only a stroke of luck that kept them from running straight into a Zuul ambush.  
 
    Even in the heat of the moment, Huddleson could appreciate the irony when he realized what had happened.  
 
    The forest in front of 31 exploded in a flurry of shots and alien curses when a megaboar charged into a group of at least twenty Zuul. Huddleson laughed as a megaboar flipped a Zuul into a neored branch with his tusks.  
 
    Thank goodness for the megaboars! 
 
    “1038 to 31b. Extend left. Hit any Zuul that try to run from the megaboar but let him teach the doggies just how much fun it can be.” As his troopers complied, he signaled to McNeil and 31a to curve around and extend the trap all the way to the caravan route. 
 
    After the initial rampage, the back ranks of the Zuul fled northward through the trees, out of 31b’s sight. Several of the other doggies scattered to the west, right into 12.7mm HEAT rounds.  
 
    Now to finish them off. 
 
    “1038 to 31. Open fire. Hit the Zuul first. Reserve the MACs for the megaboar.” 
 
    His section answered by sweeping down the remaining Zuul, all of whom had their backs to the Foresters, trying to hit the megaboar with their rocket launchers.  
 
    The megaboar looked startled as its prey suddenly fell around it. It never noticed the three HEAT rounds that struck its thick hide. But it did notice the CASPers of 31b when it couldn’t find any more Zuul to play with. MAC rounds from 31b blunted its charge, and 31a’s fire from its flank knocked it from its feet. Clemens in 31b put the muzzle of his MAC half a meter from its head and fired three shots to finish it off.  
 
    Huddleson gave the signal to reform, and after waiting a moment for 31 to comply, he continued onward, heading directly north. 
 
    I’ll bet they formed a line to catch all of Third Platoon. That means we might be able to hit their flank.  
 
    The sound of MAC and rocket fire ahead suggested his guess might be right. He motioned them forward. As they advanced, the fire ahead of them continued in sporadic bursts.  
 
    He paused for a moment. “Ladies and gentlemen. Mine Site Tango should be about a klick ahead. It sounds like the Zuul are fighting with the rest of Third Platoon. Shall we go save them?” 
 
    A series of clicks answered him.  
 
    “Foresters!” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    He bounced through the trees and up the hill. By the time they reached the Zuul line, the CASPers were moving so fast they were among the doggies before the Zuul saw them coming.  
 
    Huddleson put a three-round burst of HEAT into one as he passed the first group. He kept bouncing, veering slightly toward the next pair he saw. He swept them with his autocannon and continued storming through the Zuul position.  
 
    Behind him, he heard fire from the CASPers following him and the sharp swoosh of the Zuul response.  
 
    A rocket shot past him. Another impacted a neored branch before it struck him. He zigged a hard left and zagged back north. He ran his autocannon across a line of Zuul that had turned to fire at him.  
 
    Two of their rockets struck him. One skidded off his CASPer’s armor, but the other twisted his body around as it shattered his left elbow. Another pair sent rockets at him, and he dived behind a neored, flipping back around just enough to lob a K-bomb into the nest.  
 
    Then 31b, minus a trooper, swept through that position as they followed his charge. He turned and bounced along their flank. Another group of Zuul rose and fired at them. Huddleson’s autocannon ripped straight down their line.  
 
    A doggie’s head spun around and impaled itself on a neored branch.  
 
    When 31b’s charge slowed, McNeil and 31a crunched into the Zuul pouring fire at 31b and turned the position into a chaotic swirl of mercs.  
 
    Huddleson saw a group of Zuul firing into the melee and dropped a pair of K-bombs that sent them flying. However, before they landed, the Zuul killed two more CASPers.  
 
    Suddenly, the fire silenced as Section 31 ran out of targets.  
 
    Huddleson gulped for breath, and he motioned for the section to check fire and divide into sectors. He leaned his CASPer into the clearing where Mine Site Tango sat and considered the situation. Everything he could see led him to one conclusion.  
 
    What a fucking idiot! 
 
    Descoteaux had let most of Third Platoon charge out of the forest’s cover. Huddleson could see several blasted CASPers sprawled around and the remaining platoon members taking what cover they could from the buildings and equipment. Thanks to dumb luck, 31 had cleared the Zuul who had the best angle for firing on the remaining CASPers. However, that was the only good thing Huddleson could see. 
 
    Other Zuul positions kept firing at the huddling, broken unit in the middle. As he watched, a rocket slammed into the back of a CASPer. Another CASPer lost his shoulder mounted weapon a second later. The trooper would have remained combat effective if the shot hadn’t continued straight into his cockpit and exploded.  
 
    Huddleson motioned 31 to the tree line, then gestured for them to extend further away. He activated his sensor suite, careted a Zuul firing point, and called for a K-bomb volley.  
 
    As the K-bombs soared, he deactivated all emissions and started running west, deeper into the forest, ordering 31 to follow as he passed. They bounced away from the mortar barrage that exploded where he’d stood a moment earlier.  
 
    After about a hundred meters, he turned around and led them back to the same, exact firing positions.  
 
    He halted at the base of a neored, peered into the clearing, and opened fire with his autocannon. A second later, the rest of 31 followed suit.  
 
    “1038 to 31. McNeil, take charge of 31. Get back into the woods and harass whatever you see. I’m going to see if I can extract the platoon. Cover fire, then move.” 
 
    McNeil clicked, then 31 sent out a burst. Huddleson charged into the open. He could raise his left arm enough to fire his modern version of the ancient Ma Deuce in the general direction of the Zuul. Each shot hammered at his shattered elbow, and he could not control them. He just fired full-auto bursts thataway to keep their heads down.  
 
    The covering fire worked, and he reached the cluster of mining equipment where the remnants of 21 huddled.  
 
    “1038 to 21. Heads up. Give me a volley of K-bombs there.” He careted a spot in the direction the Zuul might be. He was sure the three K-bombs killed about as many Zuul as he had with his wounded arm, but he figured getting them to fire at something would make them troopers again instead of men cowering in million-credit targets.  
 
    “Head for the mine entrance. I’ll cover you.” He pushed one of them out into the open and fired his autocannon. This time he could aim, and his 20mm rounds sent two Zuul flipping out of their positions. After the last member of 21 ran reached the mine, he followed, firing with his wounded arm again and running as fast as his CASPer would go.  
 
    When he got to the mediocre cover of the building, he started punching the demoralized troopers of Section 11 in their chests. “Alright you assholes. You’ve got MACs and MGs. If you’re not firing at something in one goddam second, I’ll kill you myself!” 
 
    Startled, they didn’t move until he yanked a CASPer’s arm and pointed its 12.7mm launcher at more Zuul. He turned to the next member of Section 11, but they had started to move on their own. A moment later, MAC rounds cracked downrange and HEAT rounds exploded.  
 
    “1038 to 11. Where’s Section 41?” 
 
    “11b to 1038. I think they went to the north into the tree line.”  
 
    “Descoteaux?” 
 
    “With 41, I guess. He sent us here to hold the entrance.” 
 
    I’m going to kill him.  
 
    He shook his head as he reviewed their options. “Alright. Foresters fight in the trees. 21, you go to that low mound,” he pointed, “and take up firing positions. 11 will cover you. Then you’ll cover us as we move to the tree line. Once you get to your spots, hit them hard with K-bombs. Keep their heads down. We’ll reform in the trees and go find 41. Got it?” 
 
    Clicks answered him.  
 
    “Alright. 11, prepare to provide covering fire.” After a pause. “11, open fire!” 
 
    21 rushed out. Huddleson leaned out to fire a burst in the sector 21 was covering, then he turned back to watch their progress. Two seconds later, the first survivor of 21 reached a firing point on the mound and launched a K-bomb. The other two sent theirs a moment later. 
 
    “11, prepare to run into the trees. Once there, find a neored and cover 21. Now go!” 
 
    21’s rush must have startled the Zuul because all three of them reached the mound safely. The same could not be said about Section 11’s retreat. Two of the section’s remaining troopers fell, but the rest continued, their heavy footsteps thudding on the hard soil.  
 
    Huddleson saw a decent neored root and dove past it. He then rolled around the tree and opened fire with his 20mm autocannon. It clicked empty after a moment, so he twisted to aim the 12.7mm on his right arm at a target. As he did so, his body jerked in agony when a Zuul mortar salvo landed.  
 
    The hard canopy of the neoreds blunted the salvo, but the mortar rounds separated into armor-piercing submunitions, and the branches couldn’t block them all. One of them locked on to Huddleson’s CASPer and arrowed into his side. Fortunately, the armor stopped most of its kinetic energy, and it grazed his ribs. Unfortunately, the impact of the round slammed him against the neored, and all he could see for a moment was a haze of red.  
 
    He shook his head to clear it and sent a burst of HEAT rounds at the Zuul. When it clicked empty, he looked to see if the remainder of 21 had made it to the tree line.  
 
    Idiot! They wouldn’t shoot mortars at the mine or equipment, but once I find a position they can fire at without hurting anything valuable… 
 
    “Foresters, follow me.” 
 
    As quickly as his ribs would allow, he scrambled to his feet and headed into the woods. He tried to bounce from root to root as before, but the pain in his ribs simply would not allow it, so he wove between the neoreds to the west.  
 
    As he did, he stammered between pained breaths, “11 and 21, any sign of Section 41?”  
 
    “They’re 50 meters ahead, to the right, along that section of tree line.” 
 
    Huddleson snorted. Of course, they are. That was the best line of retreat, and still theoretically allowed 41 to fire on a Zuul position.  
 
    “Let’s join up,” he said out loud. When he got close, he accelerated, saying, “1038 to 41. Coming in!” 
 
    At the center of 41’s line, a CASPer turned and trained his MAC on him.  
 
    Descoteaux! 
 
    The warrant officer never stopped, charging low into the lieutenant. His CASPer’s right shoulder rang like a bell when it hit the lieutenant’s thigh. His right arm caught the El-Tee’s leg as he slammed him into a neored. Then he lifted the lieutenant, rolled left around the tree, and used every bit of his CASPer’s enhanced strength to twist and flip Descoteaux.  
 
    CASPer Mk 6s weighed about 800 kilos without weapons, ammo, or trooper, so Huddleson was only able to flip Descoteaux about three meters. 
 
    But that was far enough to send the lieutenant sprawling on the ground out of the cover of the tree line.  
 
    The Zuul rocketeers knew some CASPers had taken up positions somewhere nearby, but they hadn’t had a target.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    Five of their rockets pounded into Descoteaux’s back as he tried to scrabble back under cover.  
 
    The throw knocked the wind out of Huddleson’s lungs. After catching his breath, he pulled himself to his feet and leaned against the neored. The rest of the platoon stared at him. He could not see their faces, but they were clearly shocked and stood there with their weapons at rest. 
 
    No one said anything.  
 
    Huddleson straightened up. “Ammo check.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “1038 to 21a. Give me a fucking ammo check.” 
 
    “21a to 1038. I have 11 MAC rounds and half my HEAT, but no K-bombs.” 
 
    The rest of 11 and 21 had about the same. Fortunately, 41’s magazines were mostly full. 
 
    Still, it isn’t much. He took a deep breath. Gotta do something, though.  
 
    “31a to 1038.” 
 
    Huddleson shook his head to clear it. 
 
    “31a to 1038. Come in!” 
 
    “1038 to 31a. What you got, McNeil?” 
 
    “We heard their mortar section fire a volley. We were only a couple hundred meters away. I figured you wouldn’t mind if we dropped our last K-bombs in the middle of them without orders.” 
 
    Huddleson laughed, which was a mistake. “Dammit, McNeil,” he coughed. “If you report like that again while my ribs are broken, I’m gonna shove a K-bomb up your ass.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile, Warrant Officer! Or maybe you’re not tough enough to be a Forester?” 
 
    The platoon net filled with laughter. Maybe it was sharper than it needed to be, but it was laughter. 
 
    “Fucker.” Huddleson straightened up. “Ok, boys. The doggies have had their fun. We all know the situation. They think they can hold this mine site and claim all the tungsten still in those mine shafts for the Zuparti.” 
 
    He paused.  
 
    “But it’s time to go rub their noses in their shit. I’ll take point. 41 on my flanks. 11 and 21 cover the forest side.” He glanced around. “Foresters!” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    Huddleson turned and advanced around the clearing. As he did, he slid out the sword blade he had added to his CASPer the day the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters assigned the suit to him. He had never used the blade before. He had never thought he would use it. But, even as a cherry-ass private, he recognized his sergeant’s wisdom at the time. 
 
    So, he advanced with the blade raised as if he led a line of armored knights. The song of the sword, so rarely heard in a time when men fought among the stars against aliens of a thousand planets, suddenly filled his mind and soul. His pace quickened. By the time he reached the Zuul lines, his advance had become a wild rush, all pain forgotten.  
 
    He stormed into a Zuul position, beheaded the first and jumped on the next. The weight of his CASPer turned the doggie into a squishy paste. Then he hit his jumpjets, making the same stupid mistake Athenais had.  
 
    But this had been Huddleson’s CASPer for over a decade, and his aim was better. He shot under a branch and landed in the middle of a full doggie section. He hacked and slashed and stabbed at everything that moved. A Zuul arm twirled away. A forepaw left a bloody trail down his breastplate. He crunched through another doggie’s shoulder. His sword stuck, so he flung the Zuul’s body at a doggie raising his launcher. The startled Zuul ducked and turned, and Huddleson stuck the sword’s point straight into the doggie’s snout.  
 
    Huddleson whirled completely around. Then he did it again, not realizing he had killed all eight of the Zuul in that foxhole.  
 
    When the battle rage cleared, and he could not find any more Zuul to kill, he started to climb out of the position. After a step his feet betrayed him. He tripped and landed face first in a pile of Zuul parts.  
 
    Gotta move, he said to himself fuzzily. An intermittent sound buzzed in his head. He ignored it as he twisted around to get up, but he couldn’t get his feet under him. In desperation, he rolled over and found himself face to face with a Zuul.  
 
    It was the same Zuul he had decapitated on his way into the hole.  
 
    Suddenly, he realized the intermittent buzzing sounds were radio calls. 
 
    “41b to 1038. Come in, dammit!” 
 
    “1038 to 41b. I’m here. Sorta.” 
 
    A loud sigh filled the channel. “Damn, WO, you are something else.”  
 
    Huddleson twisted again and saw a trooper from 41 reach down to help him up. The trooper pushed him out of the Zuul’s position. He saw the nameplate. “Thanks, Webster.” 
 
    His mind cleared. “Third Platoon. Anyone see any tangos?” 
 
    “11b to 1038. We haven’t seen any more Zuul, though we heard something that sounded like a dropship.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s hope that’s them bugging out, but it could be reinforcements. We’re going to hold Mine Site Tango until further notice. Reform into new fire teams and stake out alternate firing positions.” 
 
    A series of clicks answered him, and the Foresters moved to comply.  
 
    Wearily, he stepped to the mine entrance and activated his full company network. I’ll radiate brighter than Peninnah’s star, but you gotta kill the golden goose to get me. 
 
    “1038 to Sunray. Come in.” 
 
    After a pause, “Sunray to 1038. What do you need?” 
 
    “1038 to Sunray. Third Platoon on overwatch of Mine Site Alpha. No living Zuul here, at the moment.” 
 
    “Outstanding. Descoteaux?” 
 
    “He didn’t make it, sir.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    There was another pause, then Leonie continued, “Sitrep?” 
 
    “About half the platoon is combat effective. We’re out of K-bombs and at the bottom of the barrel for MAC ammo.” He opened his circuit to include all of Third Platoon and added savagely, “But we already blasted a company or so of doggies that had mortar support when they had us trapped. We should be fine for another company or two.” 
 
    The platoon net roared back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Warrant Officer Huddleson, Colonel Edmonds will see you now.” The colonel’s secretary had a weird expression on his face, but Huddleson did not have enough time to figure it out. He stood up and straightened his dress tunic.  
 
    He entered the office.  
 
    “Sit, Warrant Officer.” After Huddleson complied, the colonel continued. “You wished to see me?” 
 
    “I need to report that a member of the company committed a capital violation of the Foresters’ Code of Justice.” 
 
    Edmonds’ eyes never flickered. “Who?” 
 
    Huddleson opened his right hand and placed his rank insignia on Edmonds’ desk. “Me.” 
 
    The colonel nodded. Then he pressed a button on his computer and a recording said: 
 
    “Outstanding. Descoteaux?” 
 
    “He didn’t make it, sir.” 
 
    Edmonds stopped the recording. “Interesting how you phrased that, Warrant Officer Huddleson.” 
 
    Huddleson took a deep breath. “Yes, sir. I figured it would be best if you executed me on Earth rather than on Peninnah. Third Platoon was already hurt.” 
 
    Colonel Edmonds swiveled back and forth for a long moment. “That’s true. You came back with eighteen troopers out of a nominal strength of thirty-two.” 
 
    Huddleson stared at his knees. “Yes, sir.” He looked up. “And you should know that Section 31 thought I was acting within the chain of command.” 
 
    Edmonds smacked the table. “Don’t lie to me, Huddleson. McNeil knew exactly what you were doing and so did the rest of his section.” 
 
    Huddleson opened his mouth, then closed it. Finally, “Yes, sir, he did. Descoteaux commanded Section 31 to stay in loose formation. The Zuul would have eaten us up, one morsel at a time.” 
 
    “Now, you’re being honest.” Edmonds drummed the table. “I’ve reviewed every bit of intel we have from Peninnah and you’re right, Descoteaux’s command would have gotten you killed.” 
 
    The warrant officer nodded. 
 
    “But, Huddleson, that doesn’t justify the way Descoteaux ‘didn’t make it,’ does it?” 
 
    “No, sir. That’s why I’m here. When we reformed with 41, Descoteaux recognized me and aimed his MAC at me. I didn’t let him get a shot off and threw him out of the cover.” 
 
    “Where he got pounded by Zuul rockets.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Which you meant to happen.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I didn’t fire the rockets, but I made sure the Zuul had a target.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded.  
 
    Huddleson looked calmly into his eyes. 
 
    Edmonds rose and looked at the company organization chart on the wall. He tapped on the panel, and the display expanded to show the situation of each section of the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters. “What do you see, Huddleson?” 
 
    A startling number of units glared red on the panel, showing they were not combat effective. Only Third Company and the regimental engineer section glowed green. 
 
    “What happened, sir?” 
 
    “Peninnah and Cimaron-283133-6A. And the Nunavut hasn’t reported in and is presumed lost. That’s on top of normal attrition from doing our jobs.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “That’s a good question, especially since my decisions begin with you.” 
 
    Huddleson glanced at the board, then back at the colonel. “You must execute me on the parade ground, sir. That’s your only choice. I knew it the moment I told Descoteaux to go to hell.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded, turning back to the org chart. “Right now, we are pumping out recruits as fast as we can. We’ve even lowered our VOWS minimum score to make sure we have enough recruits.” 
 
    The warrant officer winced. 
 
    “Yes, Huddleson. That means exactly what you think. We’re going to have a bunch of trigger-pullers that have never seen a damned thing. Worse, they’re going to be dumber than ever before. We’ve tilted toward brawn over brains, but still.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m sorry I let you down.” 
 
    “I can’t say I’m happy about you bringing back only half of your platoon. However, I’m fully aware that Descoteaux would have brought back none.” 
 
    Huddleson nodded.  
 
    “But they all have survivor’s guilt and are basically useless.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They know it should have been them instead of Fourth Platoon. They did nothing but think about that the whole way home on the Huron.”  
 
    Edmonds ran a hand across his face. “I shouldn’t feel this way, but I’m glad Edwards’ mom died before I could inform her of her daughter’s death.” 
 
    Huddleson blew out his breath. “And her dad?” 
 
    “We’ve done what we can.” Edmonds shook his head. “But what am I going to do with you? I can’t execute you. Right now, I need every idiot I can get who can aim in the appropriate cardinal direction. But I can’t leave you where you were.” 
 
    The warrant officer blinked. “But…” 
 
    “Take Third Platoon to the Lyon’s Den tonight, Huddleson. This’ll be the last time you’ll be able to hang with them.” He took Huddleson’s warrant officer insignia. “I’ll issue your reassignment tomorrow. The Lyon has my credit chit on file, and Third Platoon better be too hungover to say goodbye to you. That’s an order.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lyon looked up and saw the Foresters enter. They had mumbled the appropriate phrases to the Lumar at the door, but he could see why Edmonds had messaged him. He pressed a button.  
 
    In a moment, another Lumar strode up to him.  
 
    “That unit there?” He pointed at them.  
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “Put them in the back room. Don’t let them harass any of the other clients but let them blow off steam. I’ve a chit for any destroyed property. I don’t care if I have to replace every table and chair in there.” 
 
    The Lumar glanced back and forth. 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “Yeah. For that matter, if they start throwing tables, I might join in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Confluence by Lee Dunning  
 
      
 
      
 
    Annora Trident tapped her primary console screen and squinted at the sea of white displayed. Despite the fact the snow’s glare could not reach her, she always reacted to the view as if she stood alongside her trainees out on the blinding, frozen fields. Bright eyes, like chips of blue topaz, skipped over to the radar screen. Annora frowned. “Pick it up, Baby Bear,” she said, “there is a nasty berber coming in. Those kids, natives or not, won’t survive what’s coming.” 
 
    “Roger that, Mama Bear,” her team leader replied.  
 
    Annora called to one of her drone handlers. “Susan, see if you can’t get in a little closer. My eyes are getting old, but I swear I see movement in the shadows.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Susan replied. Seconds later, Monitor Four’s view shifted as the drone focused on the many crevasses splitting the landscape. More and more of the fissures in the ice had appeared over the last few months. 
 
    Despite the storm coming in, the sun currently held sway, making the glare off the ice annoying at best. Worse, it interfered with judging distance and tended to blind the viewer enough they could miss pertinent details. Like camouflaged hostiles. All the fancy lenses and sensors were supposed to help with that, but to Annora’s annoyance, the native fauna hadn’t gotten the missive. She glared into the shadows shown on the display. There! “You’ve got company closing in, Baby Bear,” she said. 
 
    “I see them on Drone Four’s feed, Mama Bear,” came the cool reply. “It’s more of those eight-legged beggars. I don’t remember seeing them last year.” 
 
    “The ice fields weren’t breaking up like this last year, either, Baby Bear. Mama Bear out.” Annora cracked her neck just as a shadow appeared at her elbow. 
 
    “I’ve got that report on the geothermal activity you asked for, Boss,” Takahito Yuzo said, his warm voice carrying with it the once-dominant accent of southwestern Florida. He sent his report to her slate without prompting. 
 
    Annora picked up her slate and tried to interpret what she saw. Her strengths lay in the field and in training, not in deciphering the ridiculously long words scientists tended to bandy about. The numerous charts appeared to provide some evidence of what she’d feared, though. “So, we’re looking at some major volcanic activity.” 
 
    Takahito winced. “Boss, that’s a fifty-page report; there’s a lot more to it than that.” 
 
    She hid a smile. Takahito was one of the few science guys on her team, and he loved his data as if it had sprung from his loins. He had some trouble communicating in language normal folk could relate to, though, so she often found herself providing gentle reminders for bullet points for the non-scientist. “Give me the highlights, Taka,” she said. 
 
    The young man’s fingers flashed across the surface of his slate, eyes serious and bottom lip nearly disappearing as he gnawed on it. After a minute, he sent another chart to Annora’s slate. “This is the information we have going back to when someone first bothered to check this ice ball out. The Zeewie were still pretty primitive then, but they had records going back, cave drawings even, which showed this planet undergoes periods of extreme volcanic activity.” 
 
    Annora nodded, and played the video attached to the chart. It showed a planet which, under normal circumstances, might have land, oceans, and plant life similar to Earth’s; however, due to the powerful volcanic activity, it maintained volcanic winter over most of its surface. “So, what we’re experiencing now, the warmer temperatures and the increasing crevasses, equals this planet’s version of spring?” 
 
    Takahito nodded. “Pretty much, Boss. We are getting a little tectonic activity too, but most of the earthquakes we’ve noted are due to magma movement.” He pointed at the screen where an enormous cinder cone shone; the company had jokingly named it “Mt. Doom” upon their arrival. “The increase in steam vents, tremors, and sulfur plumes means spring won’t be here much longer. Mt. Doom is this planet’s version of Mt. St. Helens, but four times the size of Mauna Loa. In geologic terms, this place behaves in a predictable manner. That might mean a difference of 10, 000 years or so, but like clockwork, it undergoes massive amounts of volcanic activity, which amps up the greenhouse effect. We’ll be colder than ever in a matter of months.” 
 
    Annora tapped her chin, frowning. “Well, the Zeewie have managed all this time; I don’t see us fairing any worse. On the bright side, it should help with our spider problem.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Takahito said. “They probably hibernate under the ice and then when the ice breaks up and lets in the sun, come scampering out to enjoy their version of spring break.” 
 
    “Which includes gnawing on the Zeewie, and now us,” Annora said. Not that the dog-sized spiders had proven problematic for the recruits who’d trained with her for a year or more. However, as with any insect-like creature, they had a tendency to bring out a primitive horror among Humans. Her newest charges, still nothing more than wide-eyed rainbows, often behaved badly the first time they encountered a small army of the skittering creatures.  
 
    “And the Greechies,” Takahito added, referring to the primitive creatures the Zeewie had hired them to control. He cocked his head. “I hate to bring this up, but aren’t they due to swarm?” 
 
    “Hold that unpleasant thought,” Annora said. She bent over her main screen and then lifted her head to scan the four drone inputs. She had men on the ground now. They were using a combination of their CASPers and standard pitons to secure their climbing ropes. Kept warm, or at least warm-ish, in their snivel gear, the second-years prepared to rappel to the two young Zeewie trapped on a small ledge inside one of the steep fissures. At this point, they didn’t know what kind of injuries they’d find. If the young mercs couldn’t carry them up, they’d wait for the helos to arrive and lower stretchers. 
 
    Even as the men started down, movement from deep in the crevasse announced the arrival of the damned spiders; no doubt the noise had helped bring them to the surface. Before Annora could speak, Baby Bear spotted the danger. “Blue Team Leader, we have hostiles scaling the walls.” 
 
    “Roger that, Baby Bear,” the leader for the ground team acknowledged. “Blue Support, you’re on.” Men and women in body armor took up positions along the edge of the fissure and aimed laser rifles toward the creeping darkness. “Try not to bring the walls down, boys and girls,” Blue Team Leader said. 
 
    The mercs had plenty of opportunities over the past couple of months to practice shooting the spiders. They generally went down fast, but occasionally a few would gain enough energy to leap. Their momentum could bring a man in body armor down, but fortunately, their mandibles weren’t tough enough to break through the armor itself. Their poison was plentiful and lethal if they managed to find a soft spot, though. This last bit of information, plus the tendency for FNGs to panic, meant the team’s most recent training missions had included only those with at least a year of experience under their belts. 
 
    “Susan,” Annora called, “this is playing out in the Rainbow Room, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am; the boots have a front-row view with popcorn and everything,” Susan replied. 
 
    Even as the two conversed, Blue Team began their systematic extermination of the furry wall-crawlers. Sunlight glinted off compound eyes the color of glacier ice. Dozens fell before the barrage of laser fire, sheared of legs and with bodies sliced in half. More fell away as the corpses of their brethren created a sort of eight-legged avalanche. As expected, though, several leapt free and bounded upward to plop on CASPers and shooters alike. A second line of armored Humans stepped forward to act as sweepers, knocking the creatures away and shooting them as they fought to find their feet.  
 
    As the fight settled into a rhythm, the CASPer pilots swatted off the monsters attempting to assault them. Even the outdated Mk 6s had little to fear. A few spiders were skewered and their bodies dumped into reinforced bags; they made excellent visual aids for teaching the new recruits. Even the spider’s ice-blue blood served as a lesson on the alien nature of their first assignment.  
 
    “Blue Team Leader, we’ve reached the Zeewie,” the call finally came. “They’re in bad shape, over.” 
 
    “Roger that, helos on the way, Blue Leader out.” 
 
    With the spiders subdued, the dustoff went smoothly. Some gentle breezes warned of the coming berber, but they’d beat the storm by a good hour. Even with the narrowness of the crevasse, they managed to maneuver the stretchers down with little trouble. The injured Zeewie were strapped in and pulled free. They’d be treated at the base before returning to their families—such was the close relationship they’d managed to build with the planet’s sole sentient race. 
 
    “Just another day on the ice cube,” Annora said to no one in particular. 
 
    Takahito offered one of his smiles that gave the impression he didn’t have the facial muscles to quite pull it off. “About the Greechies, Commander?” 
 
    “You don’t have a fun bone in your body, do you, Taka?” Annora asked. 
 
    “You don’t pay me to be fun, ma’am,” he replied. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” she said. “Tell me your dire warnings as we march down to welcome the boots.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When she got to the lecture hall, the regulars affectionately referred to as the “Rainbow Room,” Annora found the new recruits in good spirits. Someone had already altered the feedback from Drone Three, and an entertaining loop played on the room’s large screen. A member of Blue Team, probably Matias Lopez, wrestled with a spider in an exaggerated life-or-death struggle. The two rocked back and forth in a sped-up frenzy. The scene suddenly cut to a spider tumbling away in slow-motion, only to be cut to pieces by laser fire. Parts flew, superimposed over stock footage of a nuclear mushroom cloud. The company’s logo, a flying owl, filled the screen, along with their name, “Athena Reborn.” The loop repeated to much cheering. 
 
    The feed cut off, and the room fell quiet as Annora strode to the dais.  
 
    The commander of Single A gazed at the fresh faces staring back at her. Though she knew it to be untrue, her eyes told her they were even younger than last year’s rookies. She supposed it reflected her own age more than any change in the appearance or quality of those brought to her humble training camp. She wondered what they saw when they looked upon her; were they dumbfounded some old lady held their lives in her wrinkled hands? At fifty-six she wasn’t all that old, but to these youngsters she must appear ancient. She resisted touching her short hair. Once a rich mahogany, it was going gray at a much-too-rapid rate. But she refused to dye it; she’d earned every strand of it and wouldn’t show herself weak with vanity. 
 
    “Welcome to Single A, and to what I hope is a long career with Athena Reborn,” she said, and relaxed as the old routine took her in, her rich voice filling the room with her passion. “I am Commander Annora Trident. You will refer to me as ‘commander’ or ‘ma’am.’ The days of formal military are long gone, but you are still expected to show respect to those who are here to teach you how to stay alive in your new profession.” 
 
    She paused a moment to tread the length of the dais, scrutinizing the collection of young men and women before her. “You are here today because you have proven you have talents above others your age and experience. You are the lucky ones. All of you came to our attention because of your scores from the VOWS. Other mercenary units probably offered you positions based on those scores, but when we contacted you, we didn’t offer you a job, did we?” 
 
    A chorus of “No, ma’am” filled the quiet, and Annora nodded. “No, instead we offered you the chance to participate in a scouting program. It provided us a chance to view you in a controlled environment so we might evaluate your skills. Five days of intense, albeit limited, instruction, concluding with four teams assigned to rescue a client; a fancy form of capture the flag, if you will. Only after we evaluated the results of the exercise did we approach those we wished to add to our elite family.” 
 
    She stopped her slow stride and stood before them, posture perfect and eyes still evaluating. “Someone tell me why receiving a recruitment offer from Athena Reborn means so much?” 
 
    Predictably, someone half-hidden in the back raised her hand. When Annora nodded at her, she hesitantly said, “The pay?” 
 
    Annora resisted sighing. No matter how well they’d performed, they were still kids, and kids saw glory and dollar signs. “True, we do pay better than other merc companies, but there is a reason for that and it isn’t just because you passed our test.” 
 
    “Ma’am, because you put us through six years of increasingly challenging training before allowing us to join the full team, ma’am,” a boy still struggling with acne piped up. 
 
    Annora’s attention locked on the boy. “What is your name, son?” 
 
    “Dewey, ma’am,” he replied immediately. 
 
    She thought he looked like a Dewey and hoped he filled out some. As much as they prided themselves on using their brains, the fact of the matter was, life as a merc required immense physical strength and endurance. “That is an excellent observation, Dewey. Those of us who started this company have years of experience working with other mercenaries. One of the things we took away was the large losses many companies endure—both in men and equipment. That is not cost-effective. When we set out to establish our company, we sought to invest more money up front in training, with the hopes of cutting down on deaths, expensive injuries, and equipment replacement. We’ve been at this about twelve years now, and I’m happy to say, our methods our proving out our theories.” 
 
    A hand shot up. “Yes?” Annora said, pointing at a young woman who appeared as young as Dewey, with her freckles and pixie-cut hair. 
 
    “How do you fare compared to the Four Horsemen?” she asked. 
 
    Annora barked a laugh. She’d trained recruits for twelve years, and she’d yet to get through an inaugural speech without someone asking about the legendary mercenaries who’d survived the Alpha Contracts. “We, like every other mercenary company, strive to rise to their level. Seeing as their initial claim to fame was surviving the Alpha Contracts when no one else did, we believe our methodology is best suited to climbing to their ranks.” 
 
    The question and answer session continued for a good half-hour, but after so many years, none of the questions took her by surprise. Despite their attempts to keep surprises to a minimum and educate the recruits before they landed on their new icy home, innumerable questions concerning their current duties and the disposition of the next two training facilities—Double A and Triple A—never failed to dominate the conversation. 
 
    “So, we save the jungle for your last training station,” she said, winding up. “The jungle is one of the most dangerous details you can take on. The combination of heat, humidity, lethal flora and fauna, plus the difficulties in navigating dense foliage, make for a challenging post.” She paused, giving them one last chance to spout questions, but when none immediately came, she turned, gesturing off stage. 
 
    A dark-haired man made his way onto the stage. One of his legs had been completely replaced after an explosive seed pod made a mess of his CASPer and left him a bleeding mess. Despite the awful injury, Annora took pride in the knowledge the ground crew’s medical training had kept him alive long enough for an evac. They’d sent him back down from the Big Leagues to fully recuperate and help the youngsters with their studies. He’d brought three Mk 7s along with him, and five more would arrive in the next month. Within another six months, they’d completely replace all the obsolete Mk 6s they’d used for training since they started operations. The rotation meant the boys and girls in the Big Leagues were stepping into Mk 8s. It was just another sign their business model was paying off. 
 
    “I’d like to introduce you to Bryce Ward,” she said to the recruits. “He sat where you are now twelve years ago, when we first opened our doors. He went through six years of training, and has represented us in the Big Leagues for another six. He knows more about the CASPers than the people who designed them. He’ll spend the next four months with you, showing you the ins and outs of the Mk 7s we’re incorporating into our arsenal. He’ll also show you amazing things concerning the Mk 6s. Even though we’re phasing them out, they’ll remain as hangar queens; those parts we cannot use in the Mk 7s will either be repurposed elsewhere or sold to those less fortunate than us. It’s another way we make the most out of every dollar we spend. Now please, a hearty welcome for one of our own, Bryce Ward.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “If I’d known I’d have to hobble around on a stage dodging incoming questions from newbs, I’d have asked for my retirement,” Bryce said back in Annora’s office. 
 
    “Whining never suited you; don’t start now,” she said. “Besides, you’re not fooling me, you love the attention.” 
 
    He tossed his head. If he hadn’t been sporting a high and tight, his hair would have flowed like the male protagonist on the cover of a romance novel. “The ladies do find a wounded hero irresistible,” he said with the crooked grin Annora remembered from his rookie days. 
 
    “It’s almost lunch time; you’re going to ruin my appetite,” she said. She glanced down at her nearest monitor and noted several recruits dashing about in different directions. She frowned and leveled her gaze on Bryce. “Which is it this time? Left-handed monkey wrenches or, my personal favorite, fallopian tubes?” 
 
    He raised his hands in mock surrender. “I’m a fan of the classics. Left-handed monkey wrenches all the way.” 
 
    A soft trill sounded, and Annora turned her frown to her communications panel. Robert didn’t usually bother her on inauguration days—it must be something important. She raised a finger to Bryce and hit the button for the com link. “Robert?” she asked. 
 
    “Nora,” a voice, hoarse from years of yelling commands in inhospitable environments, rose from the speaker. “You alone? I need you to secure your line.” 
 
    “This line is always secure, Bob,” she said, letting the you know that go unsaid. “I’ve got Bryce Ward with me. If you want, I can send him off to cause trouble somewhere.”  
 
    There was a pause. “No, he should hear this too. But this goes no further than here.” 
 
    Annora and Bryce exchanged glances. She saw nothing in his expression that shed light on Robert’s mysterious call, or the growing concern she found knotting her stomach. She and Robert had worked together, first as rookies, then as seasoned teammates, and finally as business partners. She knew he didn’t run around crying the sky was falling, even when it was; something serious had happened. 
 
    “Don’t leave us chewing our nails, here, Bob,” she said. “What’s happened?” 
 
    To her shock, her old friend’s voice broke. “Double A is gone.” 
 
    Gone? What the hell did that mean? “I don’t understand,” she said. 
 
    “I mean, nearly all of our three- and four-years are dead, wiped out,” he said. Even though he’d stopped speaking, Annora could hear him breathing heavily, like a wounded bear surrounded by wolves. 
 
    “You’re going to have to start from the beginning, Bob,” she said. “Who attacked them?” Her mind whirled. The setup on Double A was similar to her command’s. They had negotiated a long-term contract with a peaceful, indigenous race that needed protection from a numerous and aggressive primitive species. The primary difference lay in the planet itself; while Annora’s people battled ice and snow, Double A existed on a desert world of dunes, poisonous critters, and crazy temperature fluctuations. 
 
    “Brent,” Bob said, referring to the commander of Double A, “received a SOS from their hosts. Out of the blue, the Greechies there attacked their outpost with numbers they hadn’t seen in a lifetime. He sent in some drones and confirmed the numbers and the fact it was the native pests, and not aliens, killing the civilians. He’d never seen the like. He sent in his primary team, consisting of all his four-years. The oddness of the situation caused him to bring in the third-years as two backup units. When the four-years got there and engaged, the Greechies, who’d been fighting the civilians in their normal manner with tooth and claw, turned on Brent’s people, pulled out laser rifles, and turned their numerically superior numbers from simply annoying to lethal.” 
 
    Across the table, Bryce’s mouth formed a shocked grimace, and his normally ruddy skin went pale. Annora thought she must have undergone a similar change. “How is that even possible? They’re barely sentient. Someone had to give them the weapons and then train them in their use, but they’re impossibly bestial.” 
 
    Bob cleared his throat. “Based on what we’ve been able to learn from the bodies we’ve retrieved, someone used implants to give them a slight boost. They’re still not brilliant, but think of the difference between Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon, and you’ll get the picture.” 
 
    “Holy shit biscuit,” Bryce muttered. “Someone went to a helluva lot of effort to make a point.” 
 
    Annora gnawed her lower lip as she sorted through the details. Bryce was right; it was a calculated attack. It had taken time, risk, and effort to set the entire plan in motion. What wasn’t clear was who had gone to so much trouble, and why. “I don’t suppose you know who did this?” she asked Robert. 
 
    On the other side of the feed, he shook his head. “We’ve made some enemies, no doubt about it. Our success and recruiting methods have made it difficult for a lot of the companies out there to obtain quality people.” 
 
    “At least they left us some clues,” Annora said. “We know they’re not without resources, which pretty much eliminates any company our age or newer. Our success over the last few years is unprecedented. However, we’re still not a threat to any of the more-established and famous groups, like the Golden Horde; we’re not even a blip on their radar. They, or anyone powerful enough to be considered chasing them, didn’t do this. That leaves people we’ve recently surpassed, or who feel us breathing down their necks.” 
 
    “That’s not even counting alien-based mercs,” Bryce added. 
 
    Robert answered that. “For the sake of keeping to a sane number of suspects, we’ve assumed we’re dealing with fellow Humans. But frankly, before we get completely bogged down in the whodunnits, our primary concern is keeping what happened to Double A from happening to you.” 
 
    A ripple of anger crept along Annora’s spine. She oversaw kids, most of them right out of high school. “What makes you think they’ll come after us next?” 
 
    “Maybe Double A was a one-time thing,” Bryce said, though he didn’t sound like he believed it. 
 
    Robert leaned back in his chair, eyes roving the ceiling on his end. “I’ve discussed this with my team at headquarters. Initially, we couldn’t figure out why Double A was targeted. If they wanted to deal us a devastating blow, one which would cripple us for the next few years, they should have gone after Triple A. Yes, they’re more advanced in their training, but the jungle is notoriously difficult territory, and they’d have had the element of surprise. They’ve lost that by attacking Double A.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re not strong enough to face Triple A, so they went for the next best thing,” Bryce suggested. 
 
    “But they didn’t attack us directly, they enlisted the native creatures,” Annora pointed out. “They took pains to enhance the creatures without giving away their hand as to who is behind the attacks. If the attacks failed, they’re out some implants and some weapons, but their cover is still in place.” 
 
    “Haboobs,” Bob said. 
 
    Bryce and Annora scowled at him. 
 
    A rare smile flickered on Bob’s face before disappearing. “This time of year, Double A faces seasonal dust storms every bit as bad as the ice storms you’re going to get hit with in the next couple of weeks. Our enemy timed their attack to coincide with a particularly intense storm. We think they’ll pull the same stunt with you.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Annora said. “Along with the storms come the Greechy swarms. We haven’t seen any Greechies for months. They could be enhanced and armed to the teeth by now. We get a bad whiteout, the Greechies attack the mining camp. We show up and they tear us apart with laser weapons.” 
 
    “And when you try to retreat, you find a good chunk of their number slipped in between you and your base,” Bob concluded. 
 
    “I take it that’s what happened to Double A,” Annora said. 
 
    “Yep,” Robert said. “They formed two large loops, kind of like a figure eight. Even with their brains boosted, they didn’t think of that on their own; someone gave them some simple but effective placement orders.” 
 
    “And then tip-toed off to watch and giggle,” Bryce muttered. “I need to hit something.” 
 
    Annora tapped out a staccato on the desk. Regardless of Robert’s wishes, she needed more help to hammer out a plan. The enemy was using a planet’s natural resources against them. Athena Reborn had taken its name not only because Athena was a goddess of war, but because she encompassed strategy and wisdom as well. As such, Annora kept sharp minds around, like Takahito Yuzo’s. The fact of the matter was Single A didn’t have the equipment needed to face thousands upon thousands of the yeti-like creatures they’d dubbed “Greechies.” Certainly not if the monsters now had more brains and laser weapons. If Annora’s people were to prevail, they’d need to prepare the battlefield to their advantage without alerting the Humans manipulating the Greechies. “Robert, I need to confer with a few more people. I need Takahito and a couple of his science minions.” 
 
    Bob opened his mouth, ready to protest, but paused when Annora tilted her head and arched an eyebrow at him; he’d known her too long to dismiss her desires out of hand. “You’re right, we need more than just guts and brawn on this one. Keep it low-key, though.” 
 
    Annora pointed at Bryce. “He means you.” 
 
    Bryce raised his hands in mock surrender. “You know me, Commander, wise and quiet as Athena’s owl.” He paused and gave an evil grin. “Until I get my claws into the sons of bitches who did this.” 
 
    Annora winked at Robert. “See, nothing to worry about. Annora out.” She cut off the connection to her partner and boss and addressed Bryce. “Okay, Wyatt Earp, let’s see what kind of hell we can unleash.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Annora sat in the dark room and watched the visual report Takahito had put together for her in record time. He sat next to her, attempting in his own patient way to help her make sense of the science. As much as she liked to consider herself a thinking-man’s warrior, the fact of the matter was, she’d spent most of her career either bashing heads in before they could do the same to her, or sniping them from a distance to keep her team safe. Sure, she and her fellows had found themselves outnumbered or outgunned on occasion, but never to the extent they expected in the next week or two.  
 
    Takahito paused and took a gulp of water. “No reinforcements are coming?” he asked for the third time. 
 
    “No one is close enough to send help,” she replied. “I’ve got Bryce working with our best second-years to get them up-to-speed with the Mk 7s, but most of our team will have to rely on the 6s. They’re old. We’ve kept them in good repair, but we weren’t expecting to have to use them while facing an enemy with laser weapons—their reflective coating is not worth mentioning at this point.” She paused to keep her voice from rising. Taka knew all this; it was why she’d called him in. Once she had control of her emotions, she spoke, pointing at the glowing screen dominating the far wall. “We already know we cannot win fighting toe-to-toe. We need something clever. The enemy is hoping to take advantage of the planet’s weather. I’d like to surprise them by doing the same. I need you to help me manage that.” 
 
    Takahito nodded. “I understand, but you have to realize, I’m not a tactician. I can tell you there’s a massive storm coming our way, but I don’t really know how to use that to advantage. Under normal conditions, my advice would be to avoid going out in it at all. Instead, you’re asking me to help determine troop placement so you can surprise the enemy while avoiding damage from the elements.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Annora said, pushing up from her chair and ordering the lights to come up. “If we could just wait out the attack until we could bring the full might of the Big Leagues in for reinforcements, I’d do it. But the enemy is forcing our hand by going after our client to draw us out.” She waved her hand over the flat table in the center of the room, and then scrolled through the options. After a few seconds a current representation of the land they patrolled appeared. “Here are the mines and the village of our client,” she said. “If our enemy pulls the same trick as they did with Double A, they will send the Greechies to attack the civilians during the storm you’re expecting in three days. At that point, we’re supposed to swoop in, confident in our technology to suppress the Greechies and send them loping back to their caves.” 
 
    “But instead, they’ll pull out laser weapons. Got that,” Takahito said. 
 
    “We already know the 6s can’t take that kind of punishment, so we can place the Mk 7s at the front to take on the Greechies. But with only three, they’ll get overwhelmed. Help me brainstorm here—what kinds of exploitable weaknesses do those big apes have?” 
 
    Takahito tapped an area by the civilian village. “We have the three tanks we hardly use,” he said. 
 
    “Right, the unstable ice makes them too much of a handicap, especially with the seismic activity,” Annora said. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said, “but the area by the village is stable. We place them, interspersed with the Mk 7s. We attack with what we have. In addition, we mount those huge industrial lights, the ones the miners use, on the CASPers and the tanks. When the Greechies get close, we turn those on. One of the reasons they swarm at night and during storms is they’re light sensitive. If we’re lucky, whatever so-called intelligence they have will evaporate into panic, and they’ll break. Even if they hold, they’ll have trouble sighting, and they’ll be easier to hit.” 
 
    “I like that,” Annora said. With the Mk 7s so close to structures, they could keep additional ammo and equipment close at hand. They could use some of the Mk 6s to ensure their more modern brethren could maintain fire, and to help protect their flanks. She poked a button and opened a line. “Sandra, ring up the Zeewies and ask them to get me an inventory of their industrial power lights. I need as many as they can spare, and I want at least eight of those delivered to that building where they hold their meetings.” 
 
    “They call it a ‘longhouse,’ Commander,” Sandra replied. “Like the Vikings. If Vikings were three feet tall and had bat ears.” 
 
    There’s an image. “Thank you for that, Sandra. Let your Viking friends know this is important, but try not to panic them. Annora, out.” 
 
    “Roger that, Commander.” 
 
    Annora turned to Takahito. “We have a bunch of those lights too.” 
 
    He nodded, brow wrinkling as if he hoped to psychically tap into her thoughts. “Do you want to line them up around the compound to keep the Greechies back?” 
 
    “No. On Double A, they didn’t try to take on the compound itself; instead, they did their best to lure everyone they could into the open. They cut off their retreat and then swarmed as usual, just with better weaponry than normal.” 
 
    Takahito started to speak, clearly not following Annora’s thinking, but she raised a finger to forestall him, and moved around the map, pointing out features. “We have a crescent-shaped ridge here, perfect for snipers. Then, down here, we have the plain with all the crevasses that opened up in the last week or so.” 
 
    He nodded, slowly and looked up, eyes brightening. “You don’t think the enemy knows about the spiders.” 
 
    “And what do we know about the spiders which is contrary to the Greechies?” 
 
    “They’re attracted to light,” he said, and grinned. “That’s pure evil, Commander.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope so, Taka,” she said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three days later, right on schedule, the worst snowstorm of the season tore onto the scene. Annora and nine others had dug into the crescent-shaped ridge overlooking the field below. In addition to their rifles, they each carried slates set up to allow them to bring a series of camouflaged lights into play at the right time.  
 
    The commander of Single A had thought she’d seen the last days of her in-the-field work, but would not allow her young people to face this enemy alone. It was one thing to sit in a warm command center during training, and entirely another when what she asked could well mean her people would die. She, Bryce, and a handful of CASPer engineers alone had years of experience in true fights. Every one of them was needed to help even the odds. 
 
    Susan, Sandra, and Takahito were keeping an eye on the field as best they could and providing updates. The storm made that difficult, though—drones couldn’t manage in the wind. Static cameras set up at dozens of points across the field and by the Zeewie’s complex, as well as helmet-mounted cameras, provided visual data to the command center. 
 
    To add to the already many variables, the mountains in the distance were rumbling and Annora could feel the vibrations where she lay. Mt. Doom was restless, the pressures inside itching to blow the top off the massive volcano. Each of the snipers had an oxygen mask, though, in case of avalanche. Between that and their snivel gear, she hoped they’d survive burial long enough for someone to dig them out. Preferably someone of the Human variety. 
 
    “Grey Team Leader, we have an SOS coming through now, over,” Susan’s said, her normally matter-of-fact voice containing an edge to it Annora hadn’t heard before. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Camp Leader,” Bryce replied. “Eaglets hatching. Out.” 
 
    From her position two miles away, Annora ran her fingers over her slate and brought up Bryce’s view. Despite his still-recovering leg, Bryce was the best man to lead those making the stand at the Zeewie village. He and two others manned the Mk 7s, while fifteen others assisted them, operating the Mk 6s carrying arm-mounted MACs, but primarily present to aid the Mk 7s in reloading. The large sheds they’d parked the CASPers in opened, and the mechs marched out into the storm. The three tanks lumbered out and took their places between the mechs as the Zeewies retreated into the warrens of their mines.  
 
    The Greechies paused and sniffed the air. They turned and spotted the mechs lumbering out of their glorified barns. Despite the poor visibility, Annora thought she could see sneers cross their tusked faces. As one, they fished weapons from the rifle scabbards slung across their broad, hairy backs. 
 
    “Give them a taste, Grey Team,” Bryce said. 
 
    The shoulder-mounted chain guns on the three Mk 7s spat death, and the front line of Greechies evaporated. The three tanks took their turn, ruining the days of several dozen more of the yeti-like creatures. 
 
    Whatever intelligence the Greechies’ benefactors had bestowed upon the beastmen wasn’t enough to cause the survivors to retreat. With only thick white fur to provide anything resembling armor, they had no chance against the modern weaponry. The creatures knew little of fear, though, and their new toys bolstered their confidence. Even as the pink mist from the first line blew away in the storm, the second line charged, firing. 
 
    The battle had begun. 
 
    “Controlled bursts, people,” Bryce said. The three Mk 7s proceeded to mow down dozens of infuriated yetis. The steady brrp, brrp, brrp, of the chain guns punctuated death after death of the enemy as laser fire ineffectively bounced off laser arm shields. The Mk 6s fell back, using the 7s for partial cover and firing around the smaller mechs with their arm-mounted weapons. 
 
    “Backup team, we’re getting thirsty up here,” Bryce said. 
 
    Additional Mk 6 CASPers appeared from the barns, bringing the needed ammo, and traded places with half the already-present Mk 6s. With smooth efficiency they loaded up the Mk 7s’ chain guns, and then took their places to assist with their lighter firepower. 
 
    “Blue Team Leader,” Sandra’s voice piped over the audio. “Move out. Over.” 
 
    “Roger, Camp Backup,” Matias said. “Blue Team Leader, out.” 
 
    Annora put aside her slate and pulled on her night vision goggles. Though not technically night, this time of the year meant days were short and the addition of the storm smothered what little light remained. Below, and right on schedule, the hangar doors opened and Blue Team marched out as if intent on providing backup for Grey Team. The doors clanged shut the instant the last mech set foot on the hard snow.  
 
    The group formed into three wedges of three squads each. They didn’t dare make use of their ability to jump on the unstable field but made a good show of hurrying to get nowhere, though. “This is Blue Leader, Camp Backup,” Matias said. “Coming up on position, over.” 
 
    “Roger, Blue Team Leader,” Sandra said. “Hold position, over.” 
 
    “Understood, Camp Backup,” Matias said. “Blue Team Leader, out.” 
 
    Blue Team came to an eerie stop to the right and just beyond the site of the rescue of the Zeewie four days earlier. The black depths of the fissures stretched across the ice like beckoning fingers. The wind whipped through the mechs, carrying blinding ice and snow through the lonesome valley. 
 
    That was Susan’s cue. “Grey Team, Camp Leader. Time to leave the nest, over,” she said.  
 
    “How time flies when you’re having fun,” Bryce said. “Thank you for that, Camp Leader, the fledglings are on their way. Out.” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Annora saw Bryce’s image on her slate as he changed channels. A second later, his voice came through to her. “You there, boss lady?” he asked. 
 
    “Indeed, I am, you ill-mannered lout,” she responded. “How is your ammo holding out?” 
 
    “A little dicey, truth be told,” he said. “This system with folks swapping out worked well, but now we’re heading out, we’re going to dry up quick. I’m thinking we’re going to have to dip into the ol’ jumpjuice.” 
 
    “That’s fine, we expected as much. Give them a dose of your lights, shoot ‘em up, and head out. Just remember, when you get to Blue Team you’ll need to stop that nonsense; almost a ton of armor jumping across unstable ground could turn things ugly.” Annora quickly scanned the area in front of her; still no movement. “Okay, get going, Bryce.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    A second later, brilliant light, visible even from her vantage point, lit up the area around the mining camp. Barely visible movement on her slate turned into a nightmare of four-armed monstrosities screaming and clutching their faces, all the while waving deadly laser rifles in the direction of the Humans. The tanks blasted paths through the walls of beasts. The doom-pounding of the chain guns started up again, and hundreds of the creatures died or fell back wounded, but the swirling night simply spat out more to rage against their foes. 
 
    The slate’s image spun, and Annora’s stomach did a flip; Bryce must have sent his CASPer into a jump. She turned her attention back to the horizon and could clearly see the glow of the nearly thirty CASPers gaining altitude and then falling back to the ground. Each jump brought them a little closer. As much as the Greechies hated the light, it made it easy for them to follow their prey. That the Humans quickly left them behind would mean little to the frenzied swarm. Errant streaks of light marked the passage of the Greechies as they chased, firing weapons for no other reason than to vent their need to kill. 
 
    Bryce’s group reached Blue Team and Annora adjusted her goggles to take in the scene. Blue Team had brought additional ammo, and as they waited for the Greechies to catch up, they reloaded the Mk 7s. Despite the cold, their weapons must be running hot by now, but Annora resisted the urge to remind Bryce of that; he was a big boy. He might still remind her of the fresh face who’d come through her camp twelve years ago, but he’d proven himself in the field. He could take care of himself and his people. 
 
    The swarm breached the horizon just as the last of the ammo clicked into place, and Blue and Grey Teams began a systematic withdrawal. They fired into the masses as the apexes of the formations’ wedges slowly collapsed, with the middle group falling back at a greater rate. Using Bryce’s people to provide the greatest amount of firepower, all four groups reformed into a cup shape. The Greechies, driven mad by the damage from the Mk 7s, kept after them relentlessly, the painful lights blinding them to the fact they were about to be flanked. 
 
    That was when the Greechies unveiled the second phase of their attack. From out of the ground, a huge semi-circle of bodies clawed their way out of the ice and snow to block the backward movement of Blue and Grey. It seemed like one second the field behind the Grey and Blue Teams was a smooth, blank space; the next, a crazed collection of rabid zombies, dragging themselves out of their icy tombs. The truth was, the Greechies were almost as talented at burrowing through ice as a mole through soil.  
 
    Susan’s strained voice broke the audio silence. “Thriller-fest behind you, Blue and Grey Leader. Commander Trident, the field is yours.” 
 
    “Roger, Camp Leader,” Annora said. “Crescent Team, time for a light show. Be precise with your targets, and don’t get cute; we don’t want to do our enemy’s work for them. Team Leader, out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Greechies shook their rifles at the sky, screaming loudly enough that Annora could hear them even with the distance and the storm whipping their voices away. She snarled and selected a command on her slate. Instantly, a group of enormous spotlights lit up the field, and more threw back the blackness as the rest of her sniper team added their collections to the battlefield. Several dozen beams shone directly into the crevasses. Although it was impossible, Annora imagined she heard the click of mandibles and the chitter of many legs. 
 
    The Greechies went berserk. A line of them, three-deep, suddenly turned into a crazed dash of furry madness. They fired blindly, the lasers either shooting at nothing, into the ground, or into a nearby companion. The first sniper rifle cried out and with it, a huge, hairy body collapsed in mid-stride. A heartbeat later the rest of the team took their shots, with placement loosely arranged so none would inadvertently target the same creature. Ten shots. Ten dead. Two breaths later, ten more joined their cooling companions on the ice. Only a couple of thousand more to go. 
 
    The rear of the combined Grey and Blue Teams spread open to allow Bryce’s people to take on the attempted ambush. Meanwhile, the sides of the flanking Blues closed in on the Greechies who’d stormed out from the mining camp. 
 
    Unfortunately, what had looked good on paper didn’t account for the more than double the amount of enemy Annora and Takahito had anticipated. Twelve years on their little ball of ice had presented them with twice that many swarms. Though the beasts numbered up to two to three thousand upon occasion, this was far worse than anything Annora had ever seen; the night seemed to spawn them out of the snowfall itself. Completely without fear, they fell by the hundreds to chain gun and laser fire. But the CASPers numbered fewer than a hundred, and with the fight closing in, there would be no more chances to reload. 
 
    Where were the damn spiders? Annora ground her teeth. She was a fool to plan on the cooperation of the eight-legged critters. Maybe the storm was too much for them despite the call of the brilliant lights. Maybe their mating season was over, and they’d all died. Maybe they were hibernating. Regardless, they weren’t pouring onto the field and attacking the monsters who showed no more sign of giving up than a psycho gone cannibal from snorting bath salts. 
 
    She took down three more apes as they leapt blindly at her people. The ice by her head sizzled as a laser shot strayed too close. She snarled and fumed, nearly as angry as the beasts she hunted. She’d never called upon her company’s patron goddess before. She’d never truly believed; she’d simply liked the symbology that accompanied Athena. 
 
    Below her, Blue Team had succeeded in encircling the first group of Greechies, but several hundred of the beasts remained. It was too much for the overheated and ammo-shy Mk 6s. First one, then another collapsed as a dozen or more of the fiends threw themselves upon the mechs. Lasers fired and the mechs stilled. Blue Team attempted to get closer to fill the gaps, but found themselves mobbed. Another fell. And another. 
 
    “No!” Annora screamed out into the vastness of the storm. Her rage burned cold, and she took down two, four, seven more of her foe. But it wasn’t enough; it would never be enough. The mountain range boomed behind her, echoing her fury. She thought of the young first-years inside, the fight playing out on a huge screen before them; a training example gone horribly wrong. She imagined their eyes wide as they saw their future dying on the ice. If they failed here, it would be the end of Athena Reborn.  
 
    But this wasn’t about a failed business venture. This was about the lives she’d intended to save by giving them the tools and training other companies didn’t bother with. She and Robert had done the right thing, gone beyond necessity to bring about an intelligent approach to the wild-west, suicidal methods used by other companies. Theirs was to be the way of wisdom, of skill, and even of justice. 
 
    Another dozen Greechies fell, but even as they did, another three Mk 6s tumbled under the weight and ferocity of the huge, four-armed apes.  
 
    Annora ripped off her winter camouflage, stood, and roared to the skies. “Is this what you want, you bitch? Is this just? Is this how the gods laugh while those striving to follow their teachings fall like toys? You can take your tactical warfare and cram it up your damned owl’s ass!” 
 
    Behind her, Mt. Doom exploded and the artificial light couldn’t compete. The brilliance reflected off multi-faceted eyes as they peaked from the sharp edges of the crevasses. Then the sound swept in, the ground rolling like the ocean, and torn rock and crystalline snow roaring like the surf. A great hand of force pounded Annora’s back and sent her aloft as waves of white spilled over the crest. Below, mechs and Greechies alike toppled over like trees felled by an axe, and thousands of panicked arachnids spilled from the crevasses. The scene burned itself into Annora’s retinas—mechs and monsters no more than discarded toys in a child’s wargame. 
 
    Then, at last, gravity reasserted itself, and she fell. Forever. Flowing with the ocean of white. Then cold and blackness consumed all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Annora Trident frowned at the medical equipment, the boring choice of paint color of the room, and the grinning thirty-something man lounging in a chair next to her bed. She’s was pretty sure she ought to be dead, and the afterlife she appeared to occupy bore little resemblance to the stud-filled harem she’d hoped for. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “‘What happened,’ she asks,” Bryce Ward said, a laugh hovering at the back of his throat. He reached over and pressed a button. Somewhere down the hall a cheer rose, loud enough to send a shiver across the surface of the room’s observation window. “We’ve been taking turns keeping you company while the nanites put you back together.” 
 
    “We were getting stomped,” Annora said. She hissed in pain as she pushed to a more upright position. Whatever the nanites were up to, they were taking too long to do it. 
 
    “We were,” Bryce agreed. “Then the most amazing miracle saved our asses.” 
 
    “The volcano,” Annora said, her bruised memory finally latching onto something concrete. 
 
    Bryce snorted, handed a slate to the commander, and a video, shaky and full of streaks due to the storm, started to play. The camera, one of the ones planted to keep track of the fight, zoomed in, and a figure filled the screen, standing like an idiot and shaking her rifle at the sky. Broken audio filled the room. Most was lost to the storm, but enough remained to bring color to Annora’s face. The last of it crackled to a close. “…your damned owl’s ass!” 
 
    Annora leaned back, closed her eyes, and hoped she might just die now. When she didn’t, she said, “Well, I guess this is as good a time to retire as any. I’d recommend you for the position, but I’m not sure the endorsement of a crazy woman would help much.” 
 
    “Don’t be dramatic,” Bryce said. “No one’s retiring, and I’m sure as hell not taking your place; I’d find myself dropped in a crevasse somewhere if I tried. After everyone saw that video, there isn’t a person here who wouldn’t walk through the gates of Hell for you. The rainbows are ready to re-up and they haven’t even been here two weeks.” 
 
    The door cracked open and Takahito’s head poked in. Behind him, Susan and Sandra jumped up and down, waving, and the shadows of others milled further in the background. 
 
    Annora tried to ignore her new guests. “Now who’s being dramatic? That didn’t show someone heroic, that showed someone losing their cool.” 
 
    Takahito cleared his throat. “It showed someone taking on a goddess for the sake of her people. Right after that, a volcano exploded, spiders poured out of the earth to eat the Greechies, and most of the folk out there survived to tell the tale.” 
 
    “Not you too,” Annora said. “You’re my rock, Taka.” 
 
    Takahito strode in, accompanied by the ladies. He shrugged. “I’m a scientist, I don’t believe in coincidences. I do believe in cause and effect. You chewed out Athena, and she responded. End of story.” 
 
    Annora groaned. “Robert must be in a state.” 
 
    “Actually, Commander,” Sandra said, “he’s as happy as I’ve ever seen him. After the explosion, we received an SOS. Turned out to be a group of no-goods sent here to do the bidding of the company who hired them. They stuck around to make sure the Greechies did us in, but didn’t know they’d get stranded when Mt. Doom destroyed their means of escape. Robert’s turning them over to the Peacemakers. We don’t think Razor’s Edge will be causing us anymore trouble.” 
 
    “‘Razor’s Edge?’” Annora said. “Never heard of them.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Bryce said, “and no one else will ever again.” 
 
    Annora sighed. She was mortified, but relieved. She gave Bryce one last beseeching look. “You sure you won’t stay?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” he said, “And miss out on all the free drinks I’ll get from retelling this story? No, ma’am. Afraid you’re stuck being a hero for a while longer.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Hell Hath No Fury by Brad R. Torgersen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The figure who shuffled his way into the compartment hardly seemed dangerous. Yet Theo Mattis could see the boss’s pistol out of the corner of his eye, newly positioned in its under-desk holster right where the boss could reach it in a pinch. The boss himself maintained his usual polished and calm demeanor, but there was an extra edge to the vibe in the room as the stranger looked slowly around him. If the stranger noticed Theo sitting in a chair at the boss’s side, he didn’t show it. The man seemed to merely catalogue his surroundings. Then he moved—ankles restrained by a connecting chain—over to the plush chair directly in front of the boss’s desk, and slid into it. 
 
    There was a waterfall feature that dominated one side of the boss’s office. An obscene luxury on any spacecraft, but one which the boss had insisted upon as a tacit expression of his Company power. 
 
    The boss nodded to the armed guards at the compartment’s hatchway, who then exited, closing the hatch behind them. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful waste,” the stranger said, jerking his head once in the waterfall’s direction. 
 
    “I might say the same thing about you,” the boss said, lifting a thin computer tablet off of his desk and reading the slates contents like he might read a grocery list. 
 
    “Gabriel Yazakuma, freelance muscle-for-hire. Combat-qualified on eight planets. You violated no fewer than three major articles of the Galactic Union code, including the attempted murder of a Galactic Union liaison officer.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch had it coming,” the man—now identified—said without blinking. 
 
    “And the liaison’s Human entourage? You put all of them in critical condition. Did they have it coming, too?” 
 
    “Shit happens,” Yazakuma said. “Who are you, and why do you care?” 
 
    “Bufordson,” the boss said, dropping his slate with a clatter. “But the Company tactical net knows me as Silver Falcon. I’m the guy who picked up your bounty. You may have been wondering why a dozen of my men interrupted you at that interspecies brothel while you were in a, shall we say, delicate state of affairs?” 
 
    Yazakuma once again scanned his eyes around the boss’s office. 
 
    “For a suit with your means, the Galactic Union bounty on me would be chump change.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the boss said. “It is.” 
 
    Yazakuma stared at the boss with an expression that said, So? 
 
    “It’s like this,” the boss said, lacing his fingers over his lap while he reclined in his high-backed seat. “The Galactic Union wants you banished to Eltar Four, which you and I both know is a death sentence. After apprehending you, I reached out to them and asked them to push the pause button. You don’t know me, but you do know the Company. We had you on our short list for potential hire, way back when.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to impress me?” Yazakuma said, cocking his head to the side, shackled wrists resting on his knees. 
 
    “No,” the boss said, “but this might. There’s somebody else who got banished to Eltar Four, eight Earth months ago. A name you’ll surely recognize. Asidie Aranath.” 
 
    “Sid!” Yazakuma said, sitting up straighter. For an instant, he almost smiled. Then he seemed to remember himself. 
 
    “What’s your interest in Aranath?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “She’s got something I want,” the boss said. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Information. If you know Aranath half as well as we think you do, you also know part of the reason she wound up on Eltar Four was because of illegal trafficking in restricted pre-Union artifacts. Right now I’ve got a need for Aranath’s expertise, in regard to some bona fide pre-Union technology the Company found not too long ago. Mr. Mattis here was directly involved in that discovery.” 
 
    Theo nodded his head in Yazakuma’s direction. 
 
    “The kid?” Yazakuma said. “He looks barely old enough to have graduated from a Level One CASPer operations course.” 
 
    Theo kept his pride in check and said nothing. He didn’t have to like Yazakuma, and Yazakuma didn’t have to like him. But they would be working together—at least until Theo was able to get what the boss wanted. 
 
    “Sid’s probably dead by now anyway,” Yazakuma said. 
 
    “Maybe,” the boss said, “but I have good reason to believe she’s not. More than that, I also think I know where on Eltar Four she’s located. You go down there and convince her to give Mr. Mattis the information I require, and I can get the Galactic Union to nullify your sentence.” 
 
    “Like hell you can,” Yazakuma said, making a scoffing sound. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate the kind of pull I have with certain individuals who owe me favors,” the boss said testily. 
 
    “You’re pretending there was just the one bounty on me,” Yazakuma said. “Once anybody on Eltar Four knows I’m there, they’ll come looking. Money is money, even on a prison world.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m sending Mr. Mattis down with you,” the boss said. 
 
    “No, I work alone,” Yazakuma said emphatically. 
 
    “We know that,” the boss said, smiling for the first time. “It’s why we ultimately decided not to make you that job offer a few years ago. Before you built up your criminal record. The Company needs team players, not lone wolves. But I’m not offering you work. I’m offering you a chance to get your neck out of the Galactic Union’s noose.” 
 
    “If you know Sid’s alive and where she is, why not just drop a platoon of your own? Find her, bring her back to your office in person?” 
 
    “I’ve got some stroke with certain Galactic Union officials, but not that much stroke. If I put a Company force on Eltar Four, I’m the one violating Galactic Union code. No. It’s got to be a small job. And it has to include someone Ms. Aranath is liable to trust.” 
 
    “What does she get out of it?” Yazakuma demanded, his hands suddenly clenching into fists. 
 
    “Nothing,” the boss said, straightening up. “My deal is with you and nobody else.” 
 
    “Then get somebody different,” Yazakuma said, flipping his head in the direction of the hatch. 
 
    “You sure about that?” the boss said. “Because once you walk out that door, you don’t ever come back. Eltar Four will swallow you up, and the universe will forget all about you.” 
 
    Yazakuma seemed to consider the boss’s words. Theo watched with interest, noting the postures of both men, who were experienced at bargaining in ways Theo was not. He couldn’t imagine himself ever being comfortable enough to play this kind of game, though Bufordson himself had once been a CASPer troop, same as Theo. Silver Falcon had risen through the ranks, and now enjoyed a rather prominent position in the Company’s hierarchy. How he’d gotten there was clear, as Theo spectated the contest of wills taking place between the boss and the soon-to-be-exiled prisoner. The boss had the upper hand, yes. But there were times when having the upper hand required a talent for bargaining to get what was wanted. There were other kinds of currency besides cash, and Yazakuma knew it, too. 
 
    “No,” Yazakuma said. “Either deal for Sid with me, or no deal at all.” 
 
    “Can’t make that promise,” Silver Falcon said. “Like I said, I’ve got some stroke, but not that much. Assuming you get yourself and Mr. Mattis back to me in one piece, I cut you loose. With a nice little bonus to boot, assuming the information you can bring me is actually useful.” 
 
    “Out of the generosity of your warm heart?” Yazakuma said sarcastically. 
 
    “A performance incentive,” the boss said, matter-of-fact. “Just ask Mr. Mattis. He knows I reward people who can do good work.” 
 
    Theo resisted the urge to speak his mind on that part. It was true that Silver Falcon richly rewarded the Company’s rising stars. But there was a question of loyalty—employer to employee—which hadn’t been answered since Theo’s last significant mission. There were things the boss might do at the expense of the people below him, if the boss thought circumstances warranted it. Thus Theo remained wary, and couldn’t entirely blame Yazakuma for being skeptical. 
 
    “Freedom, plus money,” Yazakuma said, his chin dropping to his chest while he seemed to mentally chew on the idea. 
 
    “It’s as plain as that,” the boss said. 
 
    Over a minute clicked by in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    Then Yazakuma lifted his face and stared at the boss, saying, “When do we start?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The gate trip to Eltar Four was relatively uneventful. Instead of riding one of the big Company CASPer carriers, Theo traveled with Yazakuma—still in irons—on one of the Company’s fast couriers. Once in orbit around the prison planet, Theo had to provide the Galactic Union security force—an actual Peacemaker with several bounty hunters in tow, not mercenaries for hire—with a surfeit of credentials. For the stated purpose of the mission, Theo would be “escorting” the prisoner down to the surface. There was absolutely no mention made in any of the documentation about Asidie Aranath, nor was there evidence of the contract Yazakuma had signed on Silver Falcon’s office desk. For all the Galactic Union knew, Theo was personally delivering a prisoner to the planet’s surface, and would signal for his own return to the Company courier ship once the delivery was complete. 
 
    Eltar Four had no spaceports. No landing fields. No launch gantries. Most prisoners were simply dropped via one-way atmospheric entry pods, which would put the prisoners down near a randomly selected patch of civilization—if one could even use the term. The Galactic Union code didn’t apply to those on the surface. No guards ever went down. And prisoners never came back up—or at least, almost never. Once you landed, Eltar Four was your whole existence. Every raw, rocky, sand-blasted kilometer of it. 
 
    Theo could feel Yazakuma’s eyes on him as they readied themselves—without CASPers—for the trip down. 
 
    “Nervous, kid?” the older man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Theo said, deciding that honesty would be the best defense against the kind of wit Yazakuma employed. 
 
    “You ever drop anywhere without a CASPer between you and whatever awaits?” 
 
    “No,” Theo said, again choosing honesty. 
 
    Both men were wearing mere spacesuits—the form-fitting kind, with armadillo pleating and articulated joints, so there was both protection and freedom of movement. They were in a Company two-man emergency pod, which had been outfitted with a host of supplies, bags of equipment, and a handful of weapons, to which Yazakuma would have access, as well as Theo. He had released the prisoner from his restraints while they buckled themselves into their deceleration chairs. 
 
    “It’s bad, but not that bad,” Yazakuma said, “main thing is not to let the noise get to you. When you’re dropping with a squad or platoon, your CASPer screens out much of the roar. But in a pod this small, with only conventional suits to protect us? You’re gonna hear it so loud, your teeth will rattle in your skull.” 
 
    “Thanks for the encouragement,” Theo said, latching his harness over his chest, then re-testing the airflow through his helmet. In the helmet’s speakers, the Company’s automated disembarkation script droned in a pleasantly computerized woman’s voice. 
 
    Theo’s stomach fluttered uncomfortably the moment the module uncoupled from the courier craft. Then the pod began to position itself for entry using automated thrusters. 
 
    “Tell me, kid,” Yazakuma asked, “why did you agree to do this?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Silver Falcon’s a smart guy. He must know that sending you down with me is like sending a lamb to the slaughter.” 
 
    “Is that your plan?” Theo asked. “We hit the dirt, you slit my throat and take your chances from there?” 
 
    Yazakuma scoffed. “The meager contents of this pod are hardly worth killing you for, kid. Besides, whatever you’ve heard about me, I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    “Just attempted,” Theo said. 
 
    “Not that either,” Yazakuma said, shaking his head back and forth inside the bowl of his helmet. There were no portholes, just two men facing each other as the pod began to touch the very outer edge of Eltar Four’s atmosphere. 
 
    “So, answer me: was it the money?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Theo said. “I’m honestly curious about pre-Union technology. You didn’t see what I got to see, on a planet very far from here.” 
 
    “Weapons?” Yazakuma asked. 
 
    “That was our theory. But we’re trying to be sure. Silver Falcon still has the project under wraps, and I’ve been reassigned to the Company’s research and development arm for the duration. Only a few of us made it out alive on that mission.” 
 
    “What exactly does your boss expect Sid to be able to provide you with?” 
 
    “I want to show her videos of what we’ve discovered. Ask her questions. Get her insight.” 
 
    “Assuming Eltar Four hasn’t gotten the best of her yet,” Yazakuma said, his mood turning dour. 
 
    “A lover?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Much more than that,” Yazakuma said. “The universe is filled with women who will go to bed with a man, either for lust or for money. But Sid’s something altogether different.” 
 
    The little pod soon began to hum with the sound of atmospheric entry, then the hum became an ever-present howl. Theo could feel the deceleration across his whole body as the pod slowed from orbital speed to something more pedestrian. Eventually the pressure eased off, and Theo was left sweating and breathing heavily—much more than he’d ever done inside a CASPer. When the pod’s landing chute deployed, he felt the pressure resume, until at last the landing rockets fired, lowering the pod gently onto…wherever it was the Company had targeted them to land. Theo had never been given the precise coordinates. He’d only been told that he and Yazakuma would be deployed within a reasonable proximity of the village—hamlet?—where Asidie Aranath was rumored to reside. 
 
    The pod hit ground with a significant slam, which almost knocked the wind out of Theo and the prisoner both. 
 
    They moved gingerly while unbuckling. If Yazakuma had intended to take advantage of Theo, it would have been the perfect moment. But the prisoner merely conducted his suit and pod checks like any other Company troop might have done in Yazakuma’s place. Eventually, the man pulled off his helmet and pressed the switch to release the ramp at the pod’s main hatch. Theo crawled out of his seat and ended up on all fours, then gingerly got to his feet and walked to the exit. 
 
    Yazakuma was already at the bottom of the ramp, looking around. 
 
    The landscape was mountainous desert in every direction. But cold. Theo’s suit sensors detected temperatures above the freezing point of water, but well below what one might expect for a landscape so desiccated. The air was also thin, but not so thin that it couldn’t support Human life. There was just the right mix of oxygen and nitrogen, with a few trace gasses, and nothing poisonous—though there were signs of pollution. 
 
    The jagged horizon showed two suns. A larger orange ball with a much smaller, almost blindingly-white ball circling. They’d come down at either dawn or dusk on this part of the planet. Theo hadn’t thought to check before signing off on their departure from the courier ship. Now he realized his error, and felt an incredible sensation of loneliness blow across his soul. Any other time he’d ever been in danger, Theo had at least been surrounded by friends. But now? Down here? There was nobody he could even remotely count on. And the money Silver Falcon had promised for this job instantly seemed too far away to hold much allure. 
 
    Theo swallowed hard. 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” the prisoner said through the suit-to-suit network. 
 
    “I’ve seen better, too,” Theo replied, attempting to control the apprehension in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah, haven’t we all,” Yazakuma said. “But look over there.” 
 
    The man aimed an arm with a finger pointed about ninety degrees from where the suns were drifting against the mountain peaks. A tiny little collection of buildings was arranged near what appeared to be a riverbed, through which a mirror-bright line of water wandered. The amount in the riverbed was just a fraction of what it took to fill the thing to capacity, and there seemed to be a small pond near the buildings. 
 
    “That’s where we start looking,” Theo said, surmising that any settlement within visual distance would be the settlement where they might find Aranath. 
 
    Theo turned around and went to the equipment lockers, where clothing, packages of field meals, and the weapons were kept. Presumably all of it might be valuable for barter, which meant it would almost certainly attract theft. Theo shed his spacesuit and climbed into a set of cold-weather dirtside fatigues. Next came the body armor with attached load-bearing web, a combat assortment of magazines and ammo pouches, and finally the helmet. Over all of that he slung his assigned weapon: a combination battle rifle with under-barrel shotgun tube that could fire a variety of twelve-gauge loads. 
 
    There was laughter from the pod hatchway. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Theo asked, annoyed. 
 
    “Kid, how much does that kit weigh? And you haven’t even put on your assault ruck yet.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we leave any of it here?” Theo asked, somewhat incredulous. 
 
    “I’m suggesting we leave almost all of it here,” Yazakuma said. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Yazakuma cut Theo off. 
 
    “How far do you think it is to that little settlement we saw out there? Twenty kilometers? Maybe more? Are you really going to hump all that kit all the way there? And then what do you intend to do with it all? Main-force assault? We’re not going in hot against a hostile target. We just want to talk to them.” 
 
    “But they’re a bunch of criminals,” Theo protested. “If we go in lightly-armed, we’re essentially begging them to string us up, strip us of all we’ve got, and then we’re both dead.” 
 
    Yazakuma sighed. 
 
    “Yah, maybe. Or maybe people who’ve actually managed to erect four walls and put a roof over their heads aren’t interested in fighting? They’ve got something to protect, too. I have a hunch they’ll be more interested in talking than killing. Not everybody who’s a crook condemned to this place is bloodthirsty. Trust me. I know more than a few beings who’ve run wide of the Galactic Union code, and some of them are actually half-decent. Once you look past a few flaws.” 
 
    Theo puffed out his cheeks, then promptly removed all his gear, including the top of the fatigues, and took direction from the prisoner, who seemed convinced that going in uniform would be the last thing they should do. Uniforms were reminiscent of security, and anyone who looked even a little bit like security—especially security come down from orbit—would rile people up to the point they started drawing blood. So the fatigues were stowed, and a hodge-podge of civilian clothes, originally included for their additional barter value, were donned. Instead of rifles and armor, the two men put on gunbelts beneath big, airy, woven-fiber ponchos. On their heads went a couple of floppy-brimmed sun hats, and their rucks were eschewed for the sake of ass packs that clipped to the backs of the gunbelts. 
 
    “Better,” Yazakuma said. 
 
    “And all this other stuff just gets left here for someone to take?” 
 
    “We button the pod up. Unless they have spacer’s torches capable of cutting hull steel, they won’t have an easy time getting in. Assuming we have to, we walk back out here to get things as needed.” 
 
    “For someone Silver Falcon was positive would be getting a ‘death sentence’ on this world, you’re sure nonchalant about what we might face.” 
 
    “Not nonchalant at all,” Yazakuma said. “Just being practical. Which is what everyone else who’s lived longer than a few weeks on this planet has been forced to do. The truly violent and unstable can’t survive without society any more than you can, kid. Especially not here. 
 
    Theo just stared out the door, the corners of his mouth hanging down in a frown. 
 
    “You’d better be right,” he said, then proceeded down the ramp. 
 
    Yazakuma followed, and when they were at the bottom, Theo used the pod’s little remote control to roll the ramp back up into place, then closed the hatch. The lights inside the pod darkened, and the two men began walking in the direction of the settlement. 
 
    It was slow going, and the suns were climbing in the sky. Which was both good and bad, since the relatively cool temperatures on Eltar Four might climb dangerously as midday approached. Theo had to suppress a shudder as he remembered the mission where he’d stumbled across the pre-Union missile silos—which had led directly to Theo’s involvement in Silver Falcon’s secretive pre-Union technological research project. That world had been a half-melted hellscape of crushing pressures combined with absurdly high temperatures. And on top of it all, the place had been overrun with a feral form of rock-based life, which had torn Theo’s platoon to pieces. 
 
    His eyes kept darting to the outcroppings of stone, waiting for those outcroppings to notice him and come alive. 
 
    After two hours, the men stumbled across a packed-dirt road that appeared to have wheel tracks in it. They changed course slightly to follow the road, and eventually discovered an older drop pod, which had come down with a different set of prisoners. This one was larger and much more primitive in design. It had held a score or more, and not all of them Human-ish in size or scale. The pod itself had been stripped clean of almost every usable piece of equipment, so that it was merely a shell of metal—too heavy to move without industrial equipment or a team of horses. 
 
    Horses! Theo thought to himself, then dismissed the idea from his mind. He and the prisoner hadn’t seen any local fauna larger than insects since their arrival. If there was anything indigenous and large living in this particular part of the mountains, it hadn’t revealed itself yet. Which merely took Theo back to warily watching the rock formations around him. The creatures from his ill-fated drop on Echo Tango Six still haunted his nightmares. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, the Company psych docs had told him. Just a mild case. But something that would never entirely go away, either. He was therefore stuck with the monsters in the back of his mind forever. Like bogeymen. 
 
    Theo and the prisoner chanced across another stripped-and-worn drop pod. Then another. And still another. The road seemed to weave and snake, connecting the different pods together. In each case it was the same: every usable, portable component stripped, and the pod itself—its hull far too massive to move—left in place. Occasionally the hulls were primitively painted, while others had been scrawled with graffiti in half a dozen different languages, none of them Human in origin. 
 
    “Looks like they’ve got a little bit of everything from across the Galactic Union down here,” Yazakuma remarked as they got back on the road, having inspected their sixth find. If there were any people or aliens still lurking about, they weren’t letting themselves be seen. And while Theo had initially feared boobytraps—it was what he’d have done with their own pod, given the time—they didn’t discover any. 
 
    Before long, Theo was gulping greedily at his canteens. He had four of them, which had seemed like a lot of water when they’d left their landing site, but which didn’t seem, now, like nearly enough. It would never have been a problem if Theo were still piloting his familiar CASPer. The large, armored mechanized suits of war could keep their occupants alive for days or even weeks, if necessary, using only internal stores of food and liquid stretched to the maximum. Theo suddenly realized the only way he and the prisoner were going to replenish themselves was at the diminished river itself. 
 
    They climbed down the bank into the dry bed and approached the ribbon of water that slowly wound its way along the bottom, cutting its own unique channel. 
 
    Just as Theo was about to lower one of his empty canteens into the fluid—mostly clear, from what he could see—a shot rang out, and a bullet plonked into the water just two meters from where he was kneeling. 
 
    Theo went one way, and Yazakuma went the other. 
 
    More shots rang out, some of them hitting the mud at the water’s edge, others kicking up gouts of dirt in either Theo or Yazakuma’s paths. 
 
    The two men eventually wound up huddling just below the lip of the riverbank proper, not daring to poke their heads up. 
 
    “So much for your theories,” Theo muttered, his pistol in hand, but having no idea where to aim it. 
 
    “Let me think for a sec,” Yazakuma said. “Nobody hit us at any of the pods. Therefore nothing in the pods—or around them—was valuable. But we did get hit here, near the water. The water is a natural resource. From the looks of it, a fairly finite resource. Kid, you ever hear of anything called a water war?” 
 
    “No,” Theo said. 
 
    “Happened back on Earth, before we knew about the Galactic Union. Fresh water was a commodity back then, especially for farming, and fishing in the oceans was very big business. Anyway, control of the waterways, and who could do what with the water, that was very important stuff. I think maybe we’ve stupidly stumbled into the same thing here. These people don’t kill for technology, but they will kill to protect their water. Such as it is.” 
 
    “Too right,” said a voice behind them 
 
    Theo spun around, looking back into the riverbed, and saw half a dozen different sapients staring at them, each armed with an unusually-constructed but potentially lethal firearm. The tubes of the weapons were aimed, but nobody had pulled his, her, or its trigger. They just watched the new arrivals with a kind of familiar, steady vigilance, while a seventh sapient—Human in size, and clearly bipedal—emerged from behind the armed group. She moved with the grace of a woman, and when she turned up the brim of her sun hat, Yazakuma burst out with a happy peel of laughter before holstering his pistol and rushing toward the female. 
 
    She immediately brandished a pistol of her own—fashioned from the steel piping of a drop pod—and Yazakuma stopped short. 
 
    “Sid,” he said. “Come on, now. You know it’s me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know it’s you!” she spat at him. “Which is why I want you to bloody stay there where we can keep a damned eye on you, and that other prisoner who came with you!” 
 
    “We’re not prisoners, ma’am,” Theo said, lowering his weapon and standing up. The aliens arrayed behind Asidie Aranath—if that’s who this woman was—watched Theo rise, but again, held their fire.  
 
    “Nobody comes down here who doesn’t get the butt-end of Galactic Union justice first,” Aranath shouted, stamping her foot on the riverbed. 
 
    “He’s right,” Yazakuma said. “We’re not prisoners. Well, he’s not a prisoner. It’s still to be decided if I’m going to be a prisoner or not.” 
 
    “Someone finally took the bounty on you, eh?” she said. Theo could see two very sharp-looking eyes in a small, beautiful, yet wrinkled face. Whether it was the climate or the exposure to the twin suns of this place, Aranath seemed to have aged since the Tri-V image in the woman’s criminal dossier had been done. 
 
    “Something like that,” Yazakuma said. “But this young man and I have some business to take care of first.” 
 
    “Oh?” she said. “What business could you possibly have here?” 
 
    “How about we get out of the riverbed and you take me to somewhere we can talk privately?” 
 
    The woman seemed to consider it, then turned and barked a series of commands—in a language not originally formed by Human mouths. The entourage split, with four of them surrounding Theo and the other three, with Aranath in the lead, surrounding Yazakuma. The two men were subsequently stripped of their pistols, then marched at gunpoint out of the riverbed, back to the packed-dirt highway, and onward to the settlement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The suns were setting by the time they got into town, and Theo was both bone-dead tired and desperate for fresh water. One of the aliens—a species Theo didn’t recognize, despite being trained by the Company to recognize many of the different sapient species who populated the Galactic Union—took Theo’s canteens from him and disappeared, returning with just one, which had been filled with water. Theo drank gratefully, noticing out of the corner of his eye that Yazakuma did the same. Then Aranath herded her visitors through the mud-walled settlement to a particularly large structure at the top of a narrow, gravel-bedded avenue. There were no doors of any kind. The two men just walked inside and were bidden to sit on mats, which had been woven from what appeared to be the former seat-coverings of drop pod chairs. Quite use-worn, and patched almost to the point of not being recognizable. 
 
    “I mean, I’m still happy to see you, Sid, but—” 
 
    “Shut up,” the woman said, sitting on a mat opposite Yazakuma. “You’re half the reason I’m stuck on this dried-out, worthless ball! I know it was your rat mouth that finked me out.” 
 
    “Now, wait a minute—” 
 
    “I said shut up, Gabriel.” 
 
    For the first time, Theo thought he saw indecision, as well as apprehension, on the older man’s face. If he’d had a particular idea of how things would go upon reuniting with Asidie Aranath, the reality on the ground was obviously proving to be quite different. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Theo said, “my counterpart is correct. We’re not prisoners. I was sent here to find you, in fact.” 
 
    “By who?” she asked, as her entourage dispersed to the building’s entrance, save for two—largish, hulking, with equally large tubular weapons. 
 
    “My boss,” Theo said. 
 
    “And who is that?” 
 
    Theo gave her a rough, verbal thumbnail sketch of the Company, and Silver Falcon’s interest in Aranath in particular. Followed by the recruitment of Yazakuma to be an interlocutor, assuming they discovered Aranath to be alive. 
 
    “Your boss is of no interest to me down here,” Aranath said, jabbing her finger at the dirt floor. With the light from the suns beginning to wane, the structure was filled with stretching shadows. Again, Theo looked at the lines in her face. There was intelligence behind those eyes, but a weariness too—which had clearly taken its toll. 
 
    “We’ve got materiel, equipment, even ammunition we can trade,” Theo offered. 
 
    “All of which we’ll take from you now,” Aranath said, glancing to either side of herself at the Union aliens—presumably condemned for some infraction or other. 
 
    “You’re not the cruel type,” Yazakuma blurted. 
 
    “Even a few weeks on this world can make a woman cruel,” Aranath said coldly. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us about it, please?” Theo said, asking versus demanding. 
 
    The woman appeared ready to retort yet again, but then her countenance softened, and she hung her head. 
 
    “They caught me,” she said. “After a very successful lifetime of staying one step of the Galactic Union’s idiotic rules regarding pre-Union technological artifacts and information, they caught me and dumped me here. It probably would have been better if I’d simply been shot.” 
 
    “Looks like you haven’t done too badly for yourself,” Yazakuma said. “These sapients all seem to bow to your will—not that this is a mystery to me, Sid. There was a time when I would have bowed to your will, too.” 
 
    “Gabriel,” she said, head still bowed, “do you know that every day I wake up in this place, I want to literally put my hands around your throat and squeeze the life out of you?” 
 
    “Whatever you think I did,” Yazakuma said, “it wasn’t on purpose—I would never knowingly hurt you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “The damage is done. And yes, these sapients have welcomed me, if only because I’m one of the few people left alive who can help them against the Blues.” 
 
    “The what?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Blues,” she said. “Rival tribe from much further down the mountain river. They hate us because we have the pond, and can turn off their water if we want to. They weren’t a problem until they were reinforced by an ugly bunch of convicts who must have been dropped en masse a month ago. They came up the river and raided us. Killed the leader of the Reds—the sapients you see in this settlement—along with many of his lieutenants. We beat them off, but just barely. When they came back again, we were too disorganized. I shouted our fighters into line and we beat the Blues back again. Then we did it a third time. But it seems like every time they attack us, we lose more, and they gain more. I suspect the Blues may have struck some kind of deal with the tribes on the other side of these mountains. They aren’t that organized themselves, but they are legion. And they want this river valley, seemingly at all costs.” 
 
    “What did I tell you, kid?” Yazakuma said. “Water war.” 
 
    Theo just nodded, knowingly. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Aranath asked, looking at Theo through the strands of her hair, which hung down over her face. 
 
    “Look, it’s not important,” Theo said. “What is important is that I came here specifically to find you, and if you can help me, I can help you—against these Blues, or whoever they happen to be.” 
 
    “You mentioned ammo. Are there more weapons?” Aranath asked, perking up. 
 
    “Yup,” Yazakuma said. 
 
    “Can you call down reinforcements from orbit?” she said, pounding a fist into the dirt. “Troops to re-stack the odds in our favor?” 
 
    “That I can’t do,” Theo admitted. “But we’ve got modern firearms, and plenty of ammunition, back at our pod.” 
 
    “What do you want in return?” she asked. 
 
    Theo looked at the two aliens to either side of the woman. She got the hint and ordered them away, using consonants and syllables Theo thought painful simply to hear, much less pronounce intelligently. When there were only Humans left in the mud-walled structure, and the light from the suns was about to die, Theo produced his Tri-V unit from his ass pack and set it on the ground between them. Using his thumbs to dial up the footage he wanted, he turned the speaker up just loud enough for Aranath to hear, and sat back to observe her reactions. 
 
    She was instantly engrossed. The video was of an underground facility Theo—along with his surviving companions—had discovered many light-years distant, on a planet so inhospitable it would have been insane for any sapient species to settle or explore there. That had made it the ideal staging post for a pre-Union missile complex. Aranath’s eyes were alight as the video took her through the forest-like rows of columnar silos, each stretching into the darkness far above Theo’s head. There was also footage of Theo’s fellow survivor, Carla Giordano, and the curious cyborg named Charlie, who’d turned out to be far more than he seemed. Plus their unlikeliest ally, a Jivool refugee who’d managed to keep himself alive for far longer than Theo would have thought possible in that place, and who’d since been repatriated to his people. 
 
    “Remarkable,” Aranath said, reaching out to pause the video. 
 
    “My boss thinks so,” Theo said. 
 
    “But what does your boss think I can tell him about this place?” Aranath asked. 
 
    Theo had carefully brushed the little knob on the Tri-V, which would capture audio and video at the same time the unit was replaying. 
 
    “We’ve since sent down two more teams to examine the artifacts. It’s a hard job, because there’s a naturally-occurring and very, very feral lifeform on the surface, which poses a danger to any Galactic Union personnel dispatched to inspect. We think we have a general idea what the installation is for, but we can’t access any of the ancient computers, nor can we open any of the doors that appear to lead deeper into the facility—where there might be more clues waiting.” 
 
    Theo had Aranath’s attention. 
 
    “Have you ever seen or heard of anything that might be of use to us?” he asked. 
 
    “Pre-Union computer artifacts are the most highly-prized of all, precisely because they are so seldom found in working order. Therefore, the records that have come down to us from that era in the galaxy’s history are drastically incomplete, at best. I know a few code sequences that have worked in the past, and which I’ve been very careful to guard. Your boss is going to have to pay an extremely high price for them, if that’s what he’s after. I won’t give them up, not even under threat.” 
 
    “I’m not here to extort, ma’am,” Theo said emphatically. “Beyond what we can offer you from the drop pod, what more do you want?” 
 
    “Get me the hell off this planet!” she hissed. 
 
    “I don’t have the authority,” Theo admitted. 
 
    “Then I tell you nothing,” she said angrily. “You’ve wasted your time.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Asidie Aranath unceremoniously picked herself up off her mat and walked like a shadow to the entryway. “If either of you tries to leave, you will be shot. If you argue with me about any of this, you will be shot. We’ll figure out what to do with the contents of your pod in the morning. Maybe these contents will buy you both good standing with the Reds. Maybe I won’t hate you both so much for getting my hopes up. Goodnight.” 
 
    And with that, the conversation ended. 
 
    Theo quietly closed up the Tri-V and wrapped his poncho around him as the cold of the night began to settle over them. There were no fires anywhere in the village from what he could see at the building’s doorway, either because there wasn’t sufficient fuel to light and feed them, or because the Reds were too afraid of the next Blue attack to risk drawing attention to the fact that the settlement was still inhabited. 
 
    “Forget it, kid,” said Yazakuma’s voice from the darkness. “There’s nothing more to be done about any of this until the suns come up again. Believe me, I know Sid. I could never, ever get anywhere with her when she got like this.” 
 
    “Is it true?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Is what true?” Yazakuma said. 
 
    “That you’re responsible for her being here?” 
 
    “No! Or, well, maybe. Sort of.” 
 
    “What kind of answer is that?” 
 
    “It means I might have stupidly divulged some information that got around to the wrong people, and before long Sid’s trail in the Galactic Union—which she’d successfully kept quite cold for years—went hot. I knew they were going to catch up with her, and I tried to intervene, but it was too late. I mean, she was breaking the law, after all. Knowingly and willfully. Even if it’s a stupid law. Silver Falcon never bothered to ask me why I tried to take out that Galactic Union liaison officer. Do you want to know why I did it?” 
 
    “Why?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Because he’s the one who ultimately got Sid put away. I tried to bribe him, and failing that, beg him off. But the damned pucker-fuck refused to be swayed, and threatened to incarcerate me if I didn’t cease and desist. When I found out he’d gotten Sid tossed down this hole, I lost it. His security saved him, of course. I hated hurting the others—especially Humans. It wasn’t their fault; they were just doing their jobs. But the asshole had to pay for what he’d done.” 
 
    “Sounds like it didn’t go as planned,” Theo said. “Kind of like right now?” 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha, kid. You’re too smart. Seriously, shut your mouth and your eyes. We’ll pick this all up again when there’s light.” 
 
    “It’s cold and getting colder,” Theo said, rewrapping himself in his poncho. 
 
    “Yep,” was all Yazakuma said. 
 
    “I can’t sleep like this!” Theo said. 
 
    “Yep,” came the only reply. And in a few minutes, there was snoring. 
 
    Theo bitterly went back to his mat, curled up in a ball on the mat’s knobby surface, and wished desperately that he could be back in orbit again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sharp crackling of multiple weapons firing brought Theo out of his sleep with a start. Blinking furiously, he scanned the room, and saw the beginnings of daylight peeking through the doorway and the uncovered spaces that might have served as windows. 
 
    Yazakuma had woken up too, and was crouched on all fours. 
 
    “Dammit,” he said, “just when I needed to take a piss.” 
 
    More weapons fired, this time closer to the building. Theo and the prisoner rushed to the doorway and peered around the corner. Several different sapients were dashing about, their primitive firearms clutched in hands or appendages. A small biped zipped past, then stopped and came back to them. 
 
    Asidie Aranath was out of breath. 
 
    “Let me guess, Blues?” Yazakuma asked. 
 
    She nodded quickly—both Theo’s pistol and Yazakuma’s pistol in her hands. 
 
    “How many?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Too many,” she panted. “They’ve definitely allied with some of the other tribes. They came up on us in the night, and at first light—” 
 
    “Boom,” Yazakuma said. 
 
    As if to emphasize, there was an explosion somewhere out in the settlement. A fountain of baked mud and soil shot into the air, followed by screams from alien throats. 
 
    “Was that a cannon?” Theo asked incredulously. 
 
    “Sure as hell wasn’t a squirt gun,” Yazakuma said. “We need to get the hell out of here!” 
 
    “If we go back to the pod, we might stand a chance,” Theo said, pantomiming the use of his battle rifle. 
 
    “No time,” Asidie said, “they’ll be on top of us any moment now.” 
 
    “Do you have any other ideas?” Theo demanded of her. 
 
    After a couple of seconds she shook her head negatively. 
 
    As a trio, they ran, picking up the occasional Red who happened to cross paths with them, saw Aranath, and decided to follow. Eventually they were about twenty-five sapients strong, moving as fast as they could away from the settlement, back up the river bed they’d come down the day before. Looking back, Theo could see chaos in the settlement itself, bodies lying in pools of variously-colored blood. Buildings tumbling to pieces. And an organized, mean-looking bunch of aliens—each of them wearing a blue cloth tied around whatever appendage or limb seemed appropriate—marching out after the fleeing Red survivors. 
 
    “How far?” Aranath asked, trying to keep up with the longer-legged men on either side of her. 
 
    “At least fifteen kilometers,” Theo said. 
 
    “Jesus, we’ll never make it,” she said. 
 
    “We have to try!” Yazakuma said. 
 
    “Can’t you just call down some of your Company heavies?” Aranath asked. “If not to take prisoners off the surface, then to at least protect the one person on this planet who isn’t a criminal?” 
 
    Theo did have a satellite phone, but the Company hadn’t moved any assets into orbit, other than the courier. There would be no platoon of CASPers riding to the rescue, just a return-to-orbit vehicle which, if he summoned it now, could be waiting for them at the drop pod once they got there. If they got there. He pulled the phone out of its holster on his gun belt and stopped long enough to dial the code that would broadcast for the return-to-orbit vehicle’s dispatch—with a door gunner ready. 
 
    After thirty minutes of running, the entire ragged group slowed to jog, and then a walk. Neither Human nor alien had much energy for prolonged exertion over distance. To their rear, the Reds could see the small phalanx of Blues following them. The Blues were in no hurry. Each kilometer they chased the Reds up the river valley was a kilometer the Reds were never going to get back. 
 
    Halfway to the pod was when the second wave hit. Not Blues this time. Perhaps somebody working with the Blues? Half of the Reds were in the dust and dying before the trio of Humans could orient themselves to the threat and begin running again in the opposite direction, this time directly across the path of the riverbed. They splashed into the water and slogged over the muddy bottom until they were up to their waists. After a cold and wretched night on a mat, Theo’s body felt leaden. 
 
    Bullets—or were they simply round stones?—once again plonked dangerously into the water around Theo. He moved his legs with all the speed he could muster, but the bottom of the river sucked at his boots like tar, and he fell several times, feeling the muddy water flow up his nostrils and into his ears. If there were nasty parasites in that water—which the canteens could kill—he’d have to find out when the Company docs checked him out. Assuming he even made it up the bank on the other side. 
 
    There was a scream, and someone went down in the water directly next to Theo. He pushed himself back up out of the murk, and saw Asidie Aranath clutching at her shoulder. Blood was pumping freely from the grazing wound. A ball had torn a nasty furrow through the woman’s deltoid muscle. 
 
    The few surviving Reds had ceased struggling over the water and turned to help her. 
 
    “God, are you hit bad, Sid?” Yazakuma said, pulling her to her feet. 
 
    “Hurts like hell,” she said between clenched teeth. 
 
    The newcomers—allies of the Blues or simply opportunists come to make an easy kill—had lined up along the bank, and were reloading their weapons at the muzzles. 
 
    “We’ll be wide open on the far bank,” Theo said. “They’ll cut us to shreds.” 
 
    “We need to buy ourselves time,” Yazakuma said, looking at the sapients furiously trying to reload their crude firearms. Then he was looking down at his former companion, who was clutching at Theo for support. Yazakuma’s eyes seemed to soften for just a moment, with an expression of tenderness passing between the woman and the man. Then he was snatching the modern pistols from the woman’s waistband and charging back the way the Reds had come. 
 
    “Wait!” Theo shouted. “You’ll be killed!” 
 
    But Gabriel Yazakuma didn’t hear Theo. He got back to mid-stream with the river’s brown water sluggishly swirling around his waist and began opening up with the twin semiautomatic pistols. Not firing wildly. Not taking blind shots. He carefully sighted down the length of each barrel in turn, firing only when he seemed to think he had a good sight picture on one of the enemies who lined the bank. They started to topple into the water, gurgling or crying out in pain, blood spouting into the air. 
 
    Theo suddenly realized what was happening, put an arm around Aranath’s rib cage, and lifted with all his strength, dragging her up the far bank and back onto dry land. 
 
    The few Reds who had survived now joined Yazakuma mid-stream, aiming their tubular weapons and pulling the triggers. Almost a score of the enemy fell dead before their own survivors could successfully get their weapons raised, and then it was a two-way shoot out, with Reds falling and Gabriel Yazakuma howling something incoherent before he ejected both empty magazines from the pistols, shoved fresh magazines into the pistols’ grips, and kept firing. 
 
    Theo maintained his gaze on the ground ahead as he guided Aranath father and farther away from the fight—and also farther and farther away from the pod. 
 
    “Brave man,” Theo muttered, wheezing with the strain of supporting two grown people. 
 
    “A brave idiot, maybe,” Aranath said between clenched teeth. “But dammit, that man could still make me love him.” 
 
    Theo wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw fresh tears mingling with the mud on the woman’s face. 
 
    He stopped only once—to fish out the satellite phone, and dial the code sequence to call the return-to-orbit ship directly down on the phone’s position—then they were moving again. 
 
    The shooting to their rear had ceased, but there was no doubt in Theo’s mind that the Blues, and their allies, were close behind. His lungs felt like they were on fire as he pushed himself and Aranath to the limit. Not bothering to look behind him, Theo navigated them toward a modest bluff, the top of which might present both a safe place for the return-to-orbit ship to land and a perch from which Theo could survey the terrain below. Even if all it meant was getting a final look at the enemy before they rushed up the bluff and overwhelmed the two Human survivors. 
 
    Staggering up the bluff’s steep slope, Theo went to his knees several times. Eventually he and Aranath both used each other for support, clawing their mutual way up the sand until they rolled over the bluff’s edge and onto their backs. 
 
    In the sky overhead, a wedge-shaped vehicle was drifting down toward them on a tongue of brilliant flame. 
 
    The satellite phone came to life with a woman’s voice, “This is Whiskey Eight Four, signaling Zulu Seven Niner.” 
 
    Zulu Seven Niner was Theo’s designation for the pickup. 
 
    “Copy you clear, Whiskey Eight Four,” Theo gasped into the phone, still laying on his back. He didn’t feel like he had enough energy to move another inch. His legs had turned to rubber. 
 
    “Detecting numerous hostiles closing on your position, Zulu Seven Niner. Our gunner is in position. Do you wish us to engage?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” was all Theo said. 
 
    From high up in the sky, a magnificent BRRRRRRRRRRRT announced itself as the chain gun peeping out the side of the wedge-shaped vehicle opened up. A lance of blurred bullets spewed down onto the landscape beneath the bluff, and Theo turned over just in time to see numerous prisoners—some with blue cloth tied around themselves, others without—cut to pieces by the electric cannon’s deadly spray. Almost all of those who survived the initial burst got ripped to bits by a second, and then a third sweep, the bullets perforating the dirt in thousands of little explosions. A few of the surviving Blues fled back the way they’d come, and the return-to-orbit ship gradually settled onto the top of the bluff, washing dust across Theo and Asidie Aranath in a cloud of stinging particles. 
 
    “Are you okay to walk?” Theo shouted in her ear over the noise. 
 
    “I’ll bloody crawl!” she screamed back. “Just get me on that ship!” 
 
    Theo gathered the last of his strength, pushed himself to his feet, and grabbed the woman up by her uninjured arm, looping it around his neck so they could half-run, half-stumble their way to the bottom of the ramp, which had extended down to the surface. Several armed Company men, in thick armor with battle rifles at the ready, charged down to accept them and pulled them back up the ramp, dumping them unceremoniously onto the deck at the ramp’s top. 
 
    A Company ship’s mate pulled them free of the ramp’s closing hatch door, and Theo could feel the ship lifting again into the sky. 
 
    “What the hell?” the ship’s mate said when he rolled Asidie Aranath over and discovered her to be a woman he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Where’s Gabriel Yazakuma?” the mate demanded. 
 
    “Valhalla,” Asidie said with a soft voice. 
 
    “Huh?” the mate said. 
 
    “Just take us back to orbit,” Theo said, grasping the man’s wrist. 
 
    “We’ve got orders for only yourself and Yazakuma,” the mate replied. “Those come from Silver Falcon himself.” 
 
    “Silver Falcon’s just going to have to find out how creative he can get with his stroke,” Theo replied, tightening his grip on the man’s wrist until the veins and tendons on the back of Theo’s hand stood out. 
 
    If the mate wanted to argue further, he kept his mouth shut, merely darting his gaze from Theo’s grim expression to Aranath’s pale face—the shock from her wound setting in—and back to Theo. 
 
    “I think it might be a great idea if you got the medic,” Theo suggested, not letting up with his grip until the mate agreed. 
 
    Theo pushed himself over to rest his back against one of the unclaimed acceleration chairs that ringed the deck. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” Theo said. “They’ve got us now.” 
 
    “The mate’s right,” Aranath said sleepily. “If the Galactic Union learns your Company pulled a prisoner off Eltar Four without authorization, there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    “Then my boss is just going to have to convince them your name is Gabriel Yazakuma, isn’t he?” Theo said. 
 
    Aranath closed her eyes as the medic came and began applying a pressure bandage to the woman’s bloodied shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 All’s Fair in Love and Mercs by Jon Del Arroz 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re ready for our next mission,” Captain Timothy Rosethorn said, peeling off his flight suit in the Lilly’s fighter bay. The team had done very well in their latest training simulations. Each of them performed far better than average when flying fighters. He hoped the exercises would translate well enough for at least one of them to pilot a CASPer when the time came.  
 
    “What mission?” asked the ship’s primary pilot, Jebediah Tuoken, a thin man with Asian features.  
 
    “One that just came across the nets from our contracts folks. Shower up and meet me in the conference room in twenty to discuss,” Rosethorn said.  
 
    He rinsed himself off and exited the shower, as clean as he’d been in days. Even with reclaimed water, they had to conserve while out on assignment. He dressed and doused himself with musky cologne. For the first time in longer than he could remember, he cared about how he smelled. Or rather, he cared about how his first officer, Grace Montas, reacted to his scent. She seemed to like the cologne.  
 
    Montas sauntered right in front of him through the narrow corridors of the Lilly. Her grey Rosethorn’s Renegades uniform didn’t exactly cling to her hips as the clothes were designed to be loose fitting and comfortable, but her long black hair bounced against the small of her back as she walked, drawing attention to her bottom, and Rosethorn took notice. 
 
    A slap to his back brought him back to reality. “Great maneuvering out there in the fighter,” Jeb said. “You almost gave me a run for my money.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jeb,” Rosethorn said. Montas slipped through a set of automatic doors to her left. It may have been Rosethorn’s imagination, but it looked like she swayed her hips a little extra.  
 
    He shook his head. If anything, he was spellbound by this woman, but it had been liberating when he confessed his feelings to her. Almost dying changed life’s priorities.  
 
    Rosethorn collected himself and entered the conference room with Jeb at his side. The room had a unit insignia on the back wall—two Colt revolvers in a saltire cross, with ‘We Shoot First,’ the motto of the Renegades, scrawled just below them. Seeing the motto made Rosethorn grin.  
 
    When he circled to the head of the conference table, he brushed against Montas. 
 
    “You smell nice,” Montas said. 
 
    “I do what I can,” Rosethorn said, grinning. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Montas asked. 
 
    “Every day’s an occasion with you aboard,” Rosethorn said, rolling it smoothly off his tongue.  
 
    Montas’s cheeks flushed, and she averted her eyes. “Captain,” she said. 
 
    “Aren’t there H.R. rules about this sort of thing in a merc outfit? You two are nauseating,” Jeb said, flopping into a seat at the opposite end of the table.  
 
    James Palmer, security chief and ground forces commander, made his way into the room, followed by a couple of commando recruits they’d picked up at Hardy Station after the Threndark expedition. It had been the bloodiest experience in Rosethorn’s Renegades history, not that he’d ever had a large enough crew complement to take heavy casualties.  
 
    Rosethorn seated himself at the head of the conference table. He considered explaining to Jeb that the Merc Guild had guidelines in place about how to handle intra-officer relationships, but he didn’t want to start the meeting off on that note. Jeb didn’t care anyway, and more importantly, Montas enjoyed the flirting. Even with their relationship in the open, Rosethorn wished he could spend a little more time with her. But upgrades, training drills, and the other aspects of the job came first. He had to make enough credits to retire somewhere nice and get out of the game. The job required his full attention more days than not. Such was the life he chose. 
 
    Dawn Bradley, the maintenance engineer, followed soon after. She was the only person not wearing the standard Rosethorn’s Renegades naval-style uniform. Instead, she wore coveralls featuring several fluid stains, dating back several years. She proudly wore those stains as if they were battle scars.  
 
    Everyone was present. It was a modest crew for the modified small cargo freighter. Eventually, Rosethorn wanted to have redundancies in his crew positions. It would be safer that way, but they had to keep growing their business first. “Again, good work on the drills, everyone. I have some exciting news to report; our Threndark mission created positive buzz in merc circles, and we’ve been recommended for a peacekeeping mission on Epsilon Gamma VI. Two alien species are contesting ownership of the planet, and they’re turning to Humans to broker peace. The mediators have requested a small show of force to help encourage the aliens to remain peaceful, for which we’re not currently equipped.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t a merc group with a full-on army like Cartwright’s Cavaliers handle something like this?” Montas asked. 
 
    Rosethorn shook his head. “They wouldn’t be able to afford one of the larger groups. Honestly, the job is mostly symbolic; we’re not expecting much combat. We will need a CASPer, however.”  
 
    A large mech suit would barely fit into the cargo bay, and it would be difficult to transport to the surface in their dropship, but that was something for Bradley to figure out, once they acquired one. 
 
    “We’re getting a CASPer?” Jeb asked.  
 
    “That’s the goal. We need to find a slightly used one in decent condition. I know it’s a difficult proposition, but I’m hoping between the seven of us, we can find an underground market where they sell military supplies. I’m open to suggestions.”  
 
    Everyone was silent. Jeb’s face was blank, and Montas didn’t seem to have any suggestions, but she gave Rosethorn a coy smile.  
 
    “I only know of some old junkyards. Might be able to find some CASPer parts there but not a functioning one,” Bradley said. 
 
    Palmer cracked his knuckles. “There is one place. Have you heard of the Lyon’s Den?” he asked. 
 
    “Back on Earth, right?” Montas replied. 
 
    Palmer nodded. “That’s the one. Do you think the Threndark mission built our reputation enough that they’d allow us in?”  
 
    “I’ve heard rumors of people getting shot right outside the front doors for trying to get in when they weren’t welcome,” Jeb said.  
 
    Rosethorn waited for any other suggestions, glancing at the two quiet commandos. No one spoke. “It sounds like this is our only lead.”  
 
    “I can’t guarantee anyone inside will want to talk weapons,” Palmer said. 
 
    “Life’s never a guarantee,” Rosethorn replied, slapping his hand on the table. “You know, I’ve been meaning to make my way back to Earth anyway. It’s been too long.” He shifted his gaze to Montas. “If we get some spare time, the Hawaiian Islands are a rather romantic place for—”  
 
    Jeb looked disgusted. “Okay, that’s enough of your cuddle talk. Earth it is. I declare this meeting over, before I have to deal with any more mental images I won’t be able to get out of my head.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Music with a driving beat played softly in the Lyon’s Den, and even though it was mid-afternoon in Texas, there were at least a hundred patrons inside. Rumor had it some merc outfits kept full time informants there to keep up with their competitors’ activities. Not a bad gig. It sure beat getting fired on in a war zone. Montas wished she could be so lucky.  
 
    “It looks bigger on the inside,” Montas said as she approached the bar. 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Rosethorn said, smirking. 
 
    “Your joke’s lame, and it doesn’t make sense in this context,” Montas said, sliding onto a barstool. 
 
    Rosethorn leaned into her rather than taking a seat. 
 
    At first, she tensed at his touch. They were on a mission, and it didn’t look professional when a captain and his first officer fraternized the way they did. But Rosethorn had given up all proper pretenses since their last mission. Montas quickly glanced around. None of the other patrons appeared to be looking at them, but if they were informants, they’d be casually paying attention anyway. Not that anyone really cared what a couple of nobodies from Rosethorn’s Renegades were up to. After thinking far too hard about the situation, she finally curled her arm around his. “Who should we talk to about our mission?” 
 
    Rosethorn frowned, a couple of stress wrinkles appearing on his forehead. “I don’t know. Should we have a drink to work up our courage first?” He waved to the bartender, a bald man wearing a bowtie.  
 
    “Can I help you?” the bartender asked. 
 
    “Two vodka cranberries. You’re still into those, yeah?” Rosethorn asked, glancing at Montas. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Montas said. 
 
    The bartender went to work mixing the drinks and delivered two glasses shortly thereafter. Rosethorn took his and downed it, then circled around Montas to speak with a patron two stools down. “Captain Rosethorn, Rosethorn’s Renegades. What outfit are you with?” 
 
    A sturdy man in his mid-twenties narrowed his eyes at Rosethorn as if trying to determine whether the conversation was a trap. “I’m with the Cardinal Crusaders. You can call me Stan.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” Rosethorn said. “I don’t suppose you’d have a line on any unregistered CASPers?”  
 
    Stan grumbled and stared into his drink. “Not my department. I’m a point-me-and-I’ll-shoot kind of guy.”  
 
    “Know anyone in here whose department it is?” Rosethorn asked. He was tenacious, Montas had to give him that.  
 
    Stan paused, then pointed across the bar to a dimly lit booth against the wall. In the booth sat a lone creature. It had multiple sets of small arms and looked like an overgrown centipede or, maybe, a millipede.  
 
    “Great,” Rosethorn said, quickly glancing in the creature’s direction. “What is it?” 
 
    “A Jeha,” Stan said. “They’re generally good engineers.” 
 
    “Perfect. It might be able to help us fix up a CASPer. Know anything about it? A name? Something so I sound familiar?” 
 
    “You buying my drink?” the man asked, raising his brow. 
 
    “Sure.” Rosethorn motioned to the bartender to add Stan’s drink to his tab. 
 
    “His name is Retekktikkak’in. He’s done some work for the Winged Hussars. Rumor has it he’s got a thing for Human females.” 
 
    Rosethorn blinked in the direction of the Jeha. “Oh?” 
 
    Stan shrugged. “All I know.” 
 
    “Barely worth a drink,” Rosethorn said. He slid back over to Montas. “You hear him?” 
 
    Montas nodded. 
 
    “It means you’re on. I’ll stay here so you look more available. Do your best to pretend to be sexy.”  
 
    “Hey!” Montas protested. She thought about throwing her drink at Rosethorn. 
 
    Rosethorn held up his hands. “Just delivering orders.” 
 
    Montas huffed, but stood anyway, keeping her drink in her hand. After another glance at the Jeha, she realized Rosethorn had the right idea when he downed his drink. Liquid courage never hurt in these situations. She downed hers before setting the glass back down on the bar. “I’m pretty sure whoring out your first officer is against guild regulations,” Montas said under her breath as she slinked around the bar and over to the booth. 
 
    Two long antennae on the top of the Jeha’s head gravitated in her direction. “Hello,” he said through his voice modulator.  
 
    “Hi,” Montas said, jutting her hip out to one side. She felt ridiculous doing so, but Rosethorn had told her to act the part. Maybe she should go home with this thing and teach Rosethorn a lesson. 
 
    The Jeha’s hundreds of squirming arms rippled like a wave. Going home with this thing would certainly not be an option. Did people actually—No. Montas didn’t want to know. What people did in private was their business. “Would you care to take a seat in my booth?” the Jeha asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Montas said, unable to keep from glancing at Rosethorn. He beamed at her and gave her a thumbs up. She would make him pay for this. Despite her annoyance, she sat down. “I hear you’re the guy to talk to about equipment. Can I call you Retek?” 
 
    “No. My name is Retekkitikkak’in.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the table. “Ok,” Montas said, not about to try to pronounce the name. “But you’re the right guy?” 
 
    “I am a partial owner of a junkyard on Yylic III which has stockpiles of weaponry and machinery.” 
 
    “So, I need to head there and look?” 
 
    “It’s a private world. The curator only allows access to those I specifically grant permission to.” 
 
    Montas slid a little closer to the creature. She considered reaching out to touch one of its buzzing, little millipede arms, but she was afraid she might break one. Instead, she lowered her voice, trying to sound sultry, and trying even harder not to laugh. “Surely you’ll give me permission?” 
 
    The thing scanned her with his antennae eyes. “If you are attempting to exchange copulation for access to my stores, you are going to fail.” 
 
    Montas guffawed. “I’m not that unsexy.” Unfortunately, she said it loud enough for several other patrons to hear.  
 
    “It has nothing to do with your relative attractiveness, and more to do with the fact that I have sprayed my ‘pheromones’ already. Once a Jeha has sprayed, he can no longer mate with another. My erectile function is specifically keyed to another’s biological signature, and to push my genitalia through the armored cavity, I must—”  
 
    “That’s enough biological detail, thank you.” Montas was starting to feel sick. 
 
    The Jeha curled in on himself. “Unfortunately, I made a mistake, and sprayed my pheromones on one who doesn’t know I exist.”  
 
    Montas frowned. “That’s terrible.” He’d given her an opening, though. She had to figure out how to exploit it. “Tell me about her.” 
 
    The Jeha made a strange noise which Montas didn’t understand. Then he proceeded to speak. “I met her in my second year of working for the Winged Hussars. I performed fighter maintenance for them. I can reach into nooks and crannies where others can’t.” He wiggled several of his arms. “In fact, back to our other topic, they’ve been requested for coitus—”  
 
    Montas held up a hand to silence him. “Let’s stick with the story.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Kayla Chapman caught my eye from the moment she came into the hangar bay. She laughed around me. Not many Humans do that. It’s an interesting noise, laughter. I must admit it took some getting used to, but the frequency Humans use for laughter is pleasing after a while. I became used to her frequencies, and when she brought some fighters in for maintenance, I found myself looking forward to seeing her again and hearing her laughter.” 
 
    “That’s adorable,” Montas said. 
 
    The Jeha ignored her commentary. “Over several months, our relationship grew into one of friendship. I thought—how should I state this?” He paused to collect his thoughts. “Females of my species are the ones who initiate our mating ritual. They do so by lying on their backs and spreading their arms and legs apart like so.” He demonstrated with his numerous appendages. 
 
    “I asked you to spare the details.” 
 
    “It’s important,” the Jeha protested. 
 
    “Fine, fine. I don’t need a visual, though.” 
 
    “One day, Kayla was sitting on the floor and spread her legs in such a way that I thought she was initiating a mating ritual. As we were in the hangar bay, I did not feel it was appropriate, but in the heat of the moment, I decided to accept her invitation and sprayed her with my pheromones.” 
 
    Montas couldn’t help laughing.  
 
    “That was her reaction as well, so I presumed it was pleasing to her. I later learned she thought the pheromone spray was a lubricant from one of the canisters I used on her fighters,” the Jeha said. His antennae drooped.  
 
    Montas did her best to stop laughing. The story wasn’t funny. The poor creature sounded so pathetic. “Where is she now?” 
 
    “She’s retired. Living here, on Earth.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Montas leaned in. “That gives me an idea. What if my merc group delivers a letter for you? Something poetic? You can tell her how you feel. It’s not too late. Maybe, in exchange, we could get access to your stores?” 
 
    The Jeha considered. “It sounds like a fair trade.” 
 
    “Great.” Montas smiled. “Give me some information about her, and we’ll see what we can do.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Tennessee landscape was dense with trees, its forests almost as thick as the summer air. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Rosethorn said, wiping a mixture of sweat and condensation from his forehead. “There has to be an easier way to get a CASPer. We don’t even know your Jeha friend has one.”  
 
    “I told you I’d get you back for making me pull the sexy routine,” Montas said, walking alongside him.  
 
    Jeb had parked their transport on a nice flat patch at the end of the dirt road. With this much forest cover, Rosethorn didn’t want to risk dinging it up and incurring further repairs. “How far away is her compound?” 
 
    “A quarter of a mile, according to the GPS,” Jeb said, holding up a display with a map on it. Palmer opted not to come on the mission, but he did send one of his commandos, Corporal Korrby, to keep them out of trouble.  
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything down this path. It looks like it hasn’t been used in years,” Rosethorn said. 
 
    “This Kayla must really like her privacy,” Montas said. “Can’t say I blame her after living in close quarters on a merc ship for years.” 
 
    “You were the one who suggested moving into my quarters,” Rosethorn replied. She liked to tease, but sometimes Rosethorn couldn’t decide if she thought they were moving too fast. He certainly didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. 
 
    Montas shrugged. “Still.” 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? Rosethorn was ready to bite her head off, as the heat and humidity were making him irritable. But he’d regret it later if they fought.  
 
    They continued down the road for another ten minutes, walking up one hill and down another. The scenery looked the same no matter where they went. Without the GPS, they’d be lost. “How much further?” Rosethorn asked. 
 
    Before Jeb could answer, a drone flew by. It stopped in the air ahead of them. While they gawked at the thing, it fired a shot that blasted the GPS out of Jeb’s hand.  
 
    “We’re under attack. Find cover!” Rosethorn yelled.  
 
    The drone flew past them, not attempting to conceal itself. All four of Rosethorn’s team members grabbed their rifles and spread out. If the drone was firing at them, it would find it more difficult with four targets moving in different directions. Rosethorn hadn’t needed to tell them. His crew were well-trained, and they stayed calm in situations like this. It was just another drill but with live bullets.  
 
    Those bullets came flying, bouncing off the hard dirt where Rosethorn’s feet had just been. The thing was trying to kill them!  
 
    Rosethorn hustled into the trees, taking cover and pointing his rifle at the sky. The drone wasn’t in sight. Where had it gone? 
 
    Gunfire sounded to his right. Rosethorn spun.  
 
    Korrby led the drone in a ring-around-the-rosy chase around a tree. He fired at the thing about as futilely as it fired at him.  
 
    Korrby’s movements left Rosethorn with an open shot. He took aim, making sure to lead the target, then rapidly fired on the drone. Several bullets struck it, and it dropped to the ground. “Still got it,” Rosethorn said to himself. He grinned. 
 
    “Don’t get too cocky,” Montas said. “Look.” She pointed.  
 
    Three more drones approached. That wasn’t good.  
 
    The four Renegades fired on the drones. Clustered in the air, they were somewhat easier targets than the first one. They managed to shoot one down immediately, and a second one was damaged in the assault.  
 
    The remaining drones returned fire, forcing the mercs into cover. Rosethorn reloaded, dropping his empty clip and shoving a new one into his gun as quickly as he could.  
 
    Bullets rained from the drones, not at Rosethorn, but at the tree Jeb stood under. A bullet hit Jeb, and he spun. Blood spurted from his torn uniform, and he fell to the ground.  
 
    “Jeb!” Rosethorn cried. He lifted his gun and fired several bullets into the drone. It crashed into a nearby tree. Despite having to leave cover, Rosethorn rushed over to his crewman. He couldn’t afford to lose Jeb. Montas and Korrby laid down suppression fire as he knelt beside the pilot. “Jeb, man, are you okay?” 
 
    Jeb rolled over, his teeth clenched in pain, but clearly alive. He grabbed his right shoulder. “It hit me in the arm. Hurts like a mother, but I’ll live. Blast those things,” he said. 
 
    Rosethorn nodded and turned his attention to the last drone. Still kneeling, he steadied his rifle against his thigh and aimed. Before he could get a shot off, the drone looped around a tree, out of his line of sight. Korrby fired, and the drone came crashing down. “Good shot,” Rosethorn called to his commando. He rose to his feet, then helped Jeb up. “Are you going to make it? Do you need to head back to the ship?” 
 
    Jeb removed his hand from his shoulder. It was covered in blood. “It doesn’t look good, but we’re almost to the house. Since our mark is a retired merc, she probably has a first aid kit.” 
 
    “If she’s inclined to help us,” Montas said, walking over to them and slinging her rifle across her back. “So far, she doesn’t appear very friendly.” 
 
    Rosethorn kept his eyes on the road ahead. “We should hurry so Jeb’s shoulder doesn’t get infected.” On his way back to the road, he kicked one of the drones. It rolled across the ground. The gesture didn’t make an impact, but it felt good. He wanted to have a word or two with this Kayla, but he calmed himself. They had to play nice and present the Jeha as a reasonable suitor. As reasonable as one could be, that was.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The team reached a clearing which was surrounded by a barbed wire fence with a gate in the center. The clearing gave way to a small hill on which they could see a structure that vaguely resembled a house. It looked more like an armored barracks with shatterproof windows. Did this Kayla expect to be assassinated? A retired officer in one of the Four Horsemen mercenary outfits was a high-profile individual, but there had to be more to her story for her to have this kind of defensive set up.  
 
    Montas hung back, letting the men take the lead as they approached the gate. Jeb had a makeshift bandage, made by tearing fabric from his uniform sleeve, wrapped around his shoulder. It wasn’t very hygienic, but it was the best they could do under the circumstances.  
 
    “What are those bumps all over the field?” Jeb asked, nodding past the barbed wire. 
 
    Korrby’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Those are land mines.” 
 
    “Land mines? Is this lady crazy? If someone gets their legs blown off by one, it could be considered a war crime.”  
 
    “Drop your weapons and get down on your knees!” a male voice shouted behind them. 
 
    Montas turned and saw half a dozen mercs in full armor, their rifles trained on the Renegades. They had three more drones with them. Their equipment looked new and modern, not like the armor and weaponry Rosethorn’s crew had. The Winged Hussars were on a whole different level, including the private security they hired after retirement.  
 
    “Now!” the lead man shouted.  
 
    Montas glanced at Rosethorn, who nodded. At least he wasn’t foolish enough to try and fight and get them all killed. She slowly removed the rifle from her back and set it on the ground before kneeling.  
 
    An armored vehicle backed down the dirt road behind the security personnel. Once the Renegades knelt, the security guards came up behind them. Two of them kept their guns pointed at the Renegades. One grabbed Montas by the arms and cuffed her. She grunted from the pain of having her arms nearly torn from the sockets and from the cuffs. They would leave bruises on her wrists. When they finished, one of the guards used his boot to push her face-first to the ground. These guys were playing rough.  
 
    She turned her head and saw the others receiving the same rough treatment.  
 
    “Get in the back of the vehicle,” the lead security guard said.  
 
    Before she could react, her guard jerked her to her feet. She squirmed to get away. “I can walk,” she said.  
 
    She moved to the vehicle and leaned over the lip of the gate, rolling the rest of the way inside. The metal surface was rough and dirty and wouldn’t make for a fun ride. The guards shoved the other three Renegades in after her before closing the door, leaving them in a pitch-black, metal container on wheels.  
 
    “This is not worth access to a junkyard,” Rosethorn muttered. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Montas agreed. 
 
    Someone threw a canister of gas into the compartment. Montas wouldn’t have noticed, except for the clanking sound followed by a strange hissing noise. At first she panicked, trying to hold her breath. But the guards didn’t mean to kill them. If they had, they could have done so far more easily than gassing them in a vehicle. No, it was a sleep gas. They didn’t want the Renegades to know where they were going.  
 
    Montas tried her hardest to resist, but eventually the gas in the enclosed space proved too much. She lost consciousness as the vehicle started moving down the bumpy road.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rosethorn woke up to one hell of a hangover. His head pounded. His mouth was dry. Everything felt like he’d been run over by a CASPer. As he woke, he began to recall the events that had occurred. The guard had roughed him up pretty badly before tossing him in the vehicle. Then they had gassed him. This lady had one elaborate set up for dealing with intruders. He reminded himself to never again mess with a Winged Hussar.  
 
    This was all Montas’s fault. If she hadn’t agreed to deliver a love letter from that creepy-crawly in the Lyon’s Den, they wouldn’t be in this mess.  
 
    He grumbled to himself.  
 
    “You’re awake,” Jeb said.  
 
    Rosethorn sat up and opened his eyes. His whole team had been thrown together in a dungeon with a trickle of light coming from a small, slatted window above them, just out of reach. The room looked like some sort of basement. Several boxes were stacked just outside their makeshift cell, built of floor-to-ceiling bars and hard flooring. A set of stairs descended on the opposite side of the room, outside the cell. What a nightmare! “And you’re alive,” Rosethorn said. 
 
    Jeb turned his shoulder to Rosethorn, revealing a neat bandage around his gunshot wound. “Whoever brought us here took care of me before shoving us down here. Polite of them.” 
 
    “I’d rather they be polite enough to let us go about our business,” Rosethorn said. “Everyone else okay?” 
 
    Montas and Korrby murmured their assents.  
 
    A door creaked open, revealing two pairs of boots. As the boots descended the stairs, two figures came into view. The first was a woman who looked to be in her mid-forties with long blonde hair. She’d had some work done to her face to make it appear as smooth as a teenager’s. The other was a man wearing the same security guard attire Rosethorn saw earlier, holding a rifle in his hand.  
 
    “Rosethorn’s Renegades,” the woman said. “Licensed and registered, Mercenary Guild number 6725. Six members total. A small outfit. Captain Timothy Rosethorn, Commander Grace Montas, Lieutenant Jebediah Tuoken, and Corporal Nathan Korrby.” 
 
    “You’ve run our faces through the database,” Rosethorn said. “But we’re at a loss.” 
 
    “You know who I am,” the woman said as she approached the cell. She stopped, crossing her arms over her well-endowed chest. He could see why the Jeha had taken a liking to her, if the Jeha liked the same features Human males did. “The question is,” Kayla said, “what the hell are you doing on my property?” 
 
    “We’ve come to deliver a message,” Rosethorn said. 
 
    “A message? You could have dropped that in the mail, addressed to my office at the Winged Hussars,” Kayla said.  
 
    “This one’s personal,” Montas said. 
 
    “Well? What is it?” Kayla asked. 
 
    “I believe the exact message was on one of the comm devices your people took from us. 
 
    Kayla motioned to her guard, who went back upstairs. He returned with the comm devices and shoved them through the bars of the cell. Apparently, Kayla wasn’t too worried about them calling for reinforcements. Then again, she knew his crew complement, and there weren’t many reinforcements available.  
 
    Montas grabbed her comm device and opened the message. She looked at it for several long moments, then her eyes widened. “I’m not sure I can read this.” 
 
    “You didn’t scan it ahead of time?” Rosethorn asked. Usually she was thorough. 
 
    “I told him to write what he felt. How was I to know what it would be?” 
 
    “Would be what?” Rosethorn and Kayla said at the same time.  
 
    “Should I read it?” Montas asked. 
 
    “Get on with it,” Kayla said. 
 
    Montas cleared her throat. “My dearest Lieutenant Kayla Chapman. Do you remember me? The mechanic, Re-tek-kit-ik-kak-in?” Montas blinked. “Did I say that right?”  
 
    She continued, “The time we spent together in various shuttle bays is a memory I will always treasure. Since your retirement, I have found little interest in working on ships. I looked forward to our visits, to seeing your lithe form, the way your flight suit accentuated the fleshy curves of your mammalian breasts and your hips. The way you walk, indeed the way all Humans walk, has always been alluring to me.” 
 
    Rosethorn watched Kayla intently as Montas continued the long-winded letter. Her expression went from one of confusion, to one of revulsion. This Jeha had obviously not made a good impression on her, at least not in the way he wanted to. 
 
    “If you are unaware, my people have but one mate,” Montas kept reading. “We spray a pheromone that allows the parting of our crusty shell, so our genitalia can burst through and connect with our mate’s. I sprayed my pheromone on you in one of our last meetings in the shuttle bay.” 
 
    “Oh, lord,” Kayla said, turning pale as a ghost. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “I hope you will recognize what a big step this was for me,” Montas said. “I also hope you will accept my offer to mate for life. There could be no greater joy for me than copulating with you. The strength of my pelvic muscles make Human males’ pale in—”  
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Kayla said.  
 
    “He continues in detail from there,” Montas said, stifling a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Kayla said with a sigh. She dropped her arms and paced in front of the cell. “I’m going to have to be firm in my reply. The Jeha are very literal people.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Rosethorn said. 
 
    “This is part of the reason I have this hideaway,” Kayla said. “You have no idea how many men misunderstand the actions of female mercs.” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” Montas said. 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? Rosethorn shot her a confused look. Montas shrugged in reply.  
 
    “I’ve had a fair number of stalkers over the years. I want to be left in peace. And I’ve been in a happy relationship for several years,” Kayla said. She moved to the cell door and placed her thumb on a scanner attached to it. The door unlocked, opening inward. “I’m sorry for the rough way my people treated you. They’re trying to deter unwanted visitors.” 
 
    Rosethorn stood, happy to stretch his legs. He wanted to get out of there. The whole thing had been a wild goose chase. They were back to square one, minus a few days, trying to obtain a CASPer for the mission. If they lost out on the assignment, it would mean a loss of revenue. “We’ll get out of your hair,” he said. “I wish one of us had researched your relationship before agreeing to this.” 
 
    “My private life won’t show up on any searches. My partner and I don’t have any legal records,” Kayla said. She held up a finger. “But perhaps you can do me a service and deliver my response to the Jeha? Let him know I’m taken, and there’s no chance of us being together. What did he offer you anyway?” 
 
    Rosethorn stepped out of the cell. Kayla was tall, nearly as tall as he was, and she looked at him as an equal. Merc to merc. She wasn’t competition for the peacekeeping mission. The Hussars were far too big to take on such a small job. He told her about the mission, how he needed a CASPer, and how the Jeha owned a junkyard where he might be able to find an old, out-of-commission unit. “We agreed to deliver the letter in exchange for access to his yard.” 
 
    Kayla laughed and pointed behind her with her thumb. “You’re in luck. I’ve got a CASPer in my barn out back. Being retired, I don’t have much use for it. It’s been rusting away for years. It probably has some electrical issues because there are mice in the barn. They chew through the wires. Deliver my response and pay me a fair price, and it’s yours.” 
 
    Rosethorn’s eyes lit up. What luck! He had been resigned to losing out on the contract, but he now had a CASPer being delivered right to him. He extended his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trip back to Dallas went smoothly. Jeb left them and headed to a hospital in Nashville to get his wound properly checked. Rosethorn wanted to find the Jeha right away, but after being beaten, drugged, and thrown into a cell, they all needed to rest and clean up before making the trip.  
 
    Montas wanted a nice soak in a real bath, not just the ship’s showers. She coaxed Rosethorn into getting a nice hotel room in Dallas to spend the night. It hadn’t been hard to convince him. She gave him a couple of sultry looks and lightly ran her fingernails down his back, and he melted like putty in her hands.  
 
    The next day, they contacted the Jeha and set up a meeting at the Lyon’s Den. After roaming around the bar for a couple of minutes, they spotted the Jeha at a back table. “You want to talk to him, or should I?” Montas asked. 
 
    “You’re the one who has a relationship with him,” Rosethorn said. He’d been giving her hell about that the last couple of days. He was still grumpy about being thrown into a cell for trying to deliver a message, despite Montas pointing out how successful their mission had been. 
 
    “I feel bad for Kayla. I hope, when I retire, I don’t have to deal with orbiters and stalkers,” Montas said. 
 
    “Just one, hopefully,” Rosethorn said, smiling at her. It was almost a question. An unsure smile followed. 
 
    Montas replied by standing on the tips of her toes and brushing her lips against his. “If you play your cards right. You know, it would be weird with an alien. You saw the way she reacted. She must have been disgusted. I know I would be. I don’t think I could ever…” She motioned. “…you know, with an alien. It’s unnatural. It’d be like doing it with a dog or a horse.” 
 
    Rosethorn held his hands up. “Don’t say that so loudly. You might offend someone. Besides, what two sentient people do together is none of our business.”  
 
    “Judging from the way Kayla paled, I think she agrees with me.” 
 
    “You’re stalling. Go talk to the Jeha.” Rosethorn gave her a gentle push forward. 
 
    He spoke the truth. Delivering bad news was never easy. But she had to do it if they were going to get Kayla’s CASPer. Montas went to the bar to get a drink, then dragged her feet over to the Jeha’s table. He sat alone, waiting for her, his hundreds of arms twitching with excitement. At least she thought it was excitement. Who could tell? 
 
    “You delivered the message?” the Jeha asked. There were no pleasantries or small talk, he went straight to business. 
 
    “We did, but we have some bad news for you,” Montas said. She let out a deep breath. “Kayla is taken. She never meant to lead you on, and she doesn’t want you to pursue her any further.” 
 
    The Jeha’s antennae drooped. His arms stiffened. What was he doing?  
 
    He made a sound that was a cross between a growl and a wail, before flinging his entire shelled body forward and slamming into his table. The violent movement cracked the table in half. He crashed to the floor. Montas backed away slowly. The Jeha continued writhing and making foul noises. He stood on all his arms and legs and faced Montas. 
 
    “I’m just a messenger,” Montas said.  
 
    The Jeha rocked back on his legs, gaining energy through momentum. He charged at Montas.  
 
    Montas jumped to the side, falling out of the way. The Jeha spun and reared up on his hind legs. He was about to drop his entire weight on her. Montas held an arm up in front of her face to try to deflect some of the coming blow.  
 
    A taser licked out and hit the Jeha. He wobbled and fell to the side, narrowly missing Montas as he collapsed. Several Lyon’s Den security guards descended on the creature.  
 
    The lead guard offered Montas a hand up, which she accepted. “Violence is not acceptable in the Lyon’s Den,” he said sternly. 
 
    “I didn’t want violence. He didn’t like the news I gave him,” she said. 
 
    The Jeha was unconscious. Several of the guards picked him up and carried him out. The lead guard surveyed the situation and nodded. “We’re sorry you were troubled, ma’am. Please try to be careful with aliens. Some of them don’t understand Human speech patterns very well,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Montas said. 
 
    The guards retreated, and she was left alone. Rosethorn handed her drink to her. “Yikes,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks for defending your girl,” Montas said dryly, taking the drink and downing it. What a night!  
 
    “You’re a merc, you can handle yourself,” Rosethorn said. He inclined his head toward another table. “Look who’s here.” 
 
    Montas saw Kayla seated alone at a table, a datapad resting in front of her. A Caroon sat at a table next to her, seemingly watching over her. He must have been one of her guards, trying to be discreet. The alien had his long snout buried in a drink. Kayla beckoned Montas and Rosethorn over.  
 
    They approached her table. “Didn’t expect to see you here,” Montas said. 
 
    “I like to monitor my operations personally to make sure things get done,” Kayla said. 
 
    “Thorough,” Rosethorn said, sounding impressed.  
 
    She slid the datapad across the table to them. “Here are the CASPer’s codes and its schematics. I received your credit transfer a couple of hours ago,” Kayla said.  
 
    Rosethorn took the datapad, and Montas smiled. “Who knew delivering simple messages could be so dangerous?” she said. 
 
    Kayla laughed. “It’s part of why I wanted a third party to do it.”  
 
    Montas shook her head. “I can’t imagine. An alien like that…no wonder you were so disgusted.”  
 
    “Like I’d be attracted to someone like him,” Kayla said in a moment of connection only two women could experience. Rosethorn already looked bored.  
 
    “We’ll be on our way,” Rosethorn said. 
 
    “Sure you won’t stay for a drink?” Kayla asked. She motioned the Caroon over. The furred creature stood. He was thick with a long face, and his dangling snout was covered in whatever green liquid he was ingesting.  
 
    “A drink sounds great,” Montas said, trying to subtly signal Rosethorn they should stay. A Hussar wanted their company, and they shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.  
 
    As she thought about a horse’s mouth, she returned her attention to Kayla, whose lips were locked with the Caroon’s snout. There was a strange suction noise as they broke their kiss. Kayla put a hand on the Caroon’s leg. “Great. I’d like to introduce you to my partner, Ellhah,” Kayla said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Price of Devotion by Michael Ciaravella 
 
      
 
      
 
    If anyone watched their descent, they might not have been able to identify the unit, but they would have instantly recognized the marks of an experienced mercenary team in action. With practiced skill, the first Human dropship swooped in at a sharp angle, its twin brother providing high cover, alert for any threat from the sky or ground. The orbiting warships they departed from had been watching the drop zone carefully since they launched, but no one was willing to take chances. 
 
    For the Knights Devotalis, excellence was not only their goal, it was their creed.  
 
    Within seconds, exterior hatches popped open on the dropship that landed, and four gleaming, silver-plated CASPers with red and white adornments burst out. With practiced precision, the immense Human war machines created a tight perimeter around the dropship, and the hatches slammed shut as it took off at a sharp angle. The CASPers moved outward in all directions with quick steps, their wide array of sensors attuned for the slightest threat. It took nearly three minutes to clear the area to the tree line, and nothing had the temerity to strike at either the ground units or the dropships. 
 
    From his place on the landing ramp, First Sergeant Thomas Kent allowed his gaze to take in the area, as if he could figure out the situation from looks alone. Unfortunately, all he saw was a multi-tiered sentry outpost, much like others he had seen before, and the disturbing lack of the reception committee they had been told to expect.  
 
    A group of Cochkala had approached the Knights at the mercenary pit on Karma-IV, when a similar lack of response from the colony had occurred. Sidjara was a small settlement on the Spinward Rim, recently colonized by the Cochkala, and was apparently blessed with a considerable wealth of transuranic material. Due to rising unrest in the region’s mining colonies generated by mysterious raider attacks that seemed to be increasing in frequency, the Cochkala had taken the precaution of hiring a small unit of Zuul to protect them, counting on the mercenaries to take care of anything they might encounter. Everything seemed to be going extremely well at first, with the colony proving as profitable as they had hoped. Initial tests of the mineral wealth they found seemed positive, and the reports from the governor were exuberant.  
 
    Until communications simply stopped.  
 
    Sending mercenaries was never the first choice when dealing with a lack of communication, but it was the only choice when all else failed. The Cochkala had sent interrogatories, both by standard communication and courier, but received no response. The electronic signals went unanswered, and the courier refused to land on the planet when it didn’t receive a confirmation code. (As long as a courier attempted delivery to a planet, it merely had to stay on station for 60 hours, local equivalent, before it could leave, its obligation fulfilled.) After six weeks, fearing the worst, the Cochkala sought out a unit that could investigate the situation on their behalf, no matter the cost.  
 
    They found the task to be slightly more daunting than they expected, however. The first few mercenary units they approached dismissed them outright. A cost/benefit analysis was difficult enough when you had intelligence to act upon; it went right out the window when there were so many unknowns. In fact, no unit was willing to take the risk, knowing a Zuul unit had taken the contract and not responded. 
 
    Until they came upon the Knights Devotalis.  
 
    A smaller Human unit, the Knights Devotalis had been in business since the second wave of Human mercenaries began taking contracts. Styled in the mystique of the Knights Templar or the Knights Hospitaller, they were devoted to the mercenary trade, but in a way that reflected well upon Humans. While units such as the fabled Four Horsemen had already demonstrated the skills of Human mercenaries, the Knights were focused on being an overall positive example of Humanity.  
 
    Unfortunately, they weren’t blessed with the same luck as some of their predecessors. While they had an excellent reputation as reliable mercenaries and could certainly punch above their weight, they were the smallest school of fish in a very large pond.  
 
    Luckily for the Cochkala, the money they offered was enough to gain the Humans’ attention. While the Knights were not in desperate straits, the financial stability of the unit had been foremost in the minds of several of the command staff for a while, and the mission came at exactly the right time. The contract was one of the most lucrative the unit had ever encountered, and after further negotiation, even the prohibitive non-disclosure clauses were not enough to make them decline. While no one was truly comfortable with the lack of information, it was a lucrative contract and vital to the future success of the unit. 
 
    The first sergeant’s thoughts about the mission were interrupted by the sound of a young voice in his ear.  
 
    “Top, how are we looking?” asked Lieutenant John Forlin over the headset. He waited aboard Dropship Two with the remainder of the CASPer troops, providing overwatch and tactical coordination as necessary.  
 
    Setting his thoughts aside, Kent took another quick glance around to confirm his initial finding that the area was deserted. “Nothing so far, sir. With your permission, we are going to take a closer look at the compound.”  
 
    The lieutenant confirmed the request, and the first sergeant sent the vanguard to pre-selected positions around the compound as the second dropship prepared to touch down. Dropship One rose to provide high cover as troops exited the second dropship.  
 
    The colony was typical of newer Cochkala settlements: high, heavy walls of armored plastic ringed a central area, and several small, specialized prefabricated buildings sat low to the ground under the walls. Supposedly, an overhanging dome would finish the area, but it hadn’t seemed necessary in the comfortable climate. The highest points in the compound were four reinforced sentry towers, standing cold and abandoned against the dying sunlight.  
 
    Unfortunately, it looked like no one was home. The front gate swung listlessly, the heavy electronic locking mechanisms unsecured, giving the compound the appearance of an old ghost town. At the first sergeant’s nod, Corporal Stanton slid his CASPer through the main gate with practiced ease, filling the large space with his bulk as he palmed the gate open. The laconic gesture contrasted sharply with the careful way he took in everything in the compound through his targeting reticle. The trooper took his time as the sergeant performed a quick, confirming scan of his own. “Clear.”  
 
    The armored troopers, four teams of two, slipped past Stanton and moved rapidly from building to building, clearing each one as they went. They were careful to leave a fire lane clear for the immense behemoth providing cover. Two two-man teams covered the dropships, while two others, moving behind Corporal Gaskin’s CASPer, went to the opposite side of the compound to secure it.  
 
    One by one, the teams gave the all-clear, confirming they’d found nothing. While it was disappointing, it only validated what the orbiting craft’s sensors reported; there was no one alive in the compound.  
 
    A quick check with the various teams confirmed there were no dead; there was nothing at all. Overturned chairs and half-eaten meals suggested some of the inhabitants had left quickly, but there were no obvious signs of violence.  
 
    Kent relayed the information to the lieutenant, who listened thoughtfully. “What’s your recommendation, Top? I am tempted to take the dropships on a quick aerial recon to look for any signs of the colonists. Can you hold here?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. I can have the troops re-check the buildings. Maybe we’ll find some indication of where they went.”  
 
    There was a long pause. “I’d like you to do a preliminary examination, Top. I’d rather not send down additional CASPers until we know exactly what we are dealing with. I’ll send another couple of squads down in the morning.”  
 
    Looking at the inviting blue sky which was just beginning to darken, Kent nodded to himself. There was a second company in orbit, ready to drop, but the lieutenant was clearly reluctant to send them in. To be fair, Kent didn’t blame him. The jumpjuice that powered the augmented armor suits was not cheap, and he knew Forlin was cost-conscious. While he would never hold back on something they needed, until he had reason to believe there was an active threat, he would husband their supplies. 
 
    But, that was a concern for a pay grade higher than his. “Confirmed, sir. We will secure the compound and relay back throughout the evening.” 
 
    Kent signed off and decided to make a second sweep himself, hoping to find something that would explain what had happened to the colonists. It was possible no answers would be found, and that added to the mystery of the disappearing colony. Had there been an attack? An abduction? Had everyone just vanished into thin air?  
 
    He was mentally checking the positions of his men when he heard his comm buzz in his helmet. “Top, North Wall.”  
 
    Gaskin’s tone of voice caused Kent to climb quickly to the upper walkway, but he did not think it necessary to relay back to the departing dropship. Stepping up next to Gaskin, he glanced out from the compound, in the direction the man indicated.  
 
    Across from the compound, someone had felled a small copse of trees, creating a small clearing around a single elder tree. While the tree looked like it had taken a beating, the tough bark had held... except for the distinctive charring of an energy weapon blast, visible despite the distance. Further down the trunk, there was rough etching, done with a knife or a claw... a dark shape, with a vicious snout and burning eyes. 
 
    “What do you think it means, Top?”  
 
    Glancing back at Gaskin, Kent raised his chin thoughtfully even though the other man couldn’t see his expression through his armor. “Damned if I know, but I hope whoever carved it was better at survival than art.”  
 
    Gaskin laughed nervously. The first sergeant sent him on his way and glanced back at the compound. The troopers were setting up crew-manned weapons on the upper gantries on both sides of the sentry towers, creating overlapping fields of fire. If the mysterious shape from the trees decided to visit, it would get the surprise of its life.  
 
    The darkening sky wasn’t inviting any longer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The early portion of the evening passed quickly as they secured the compound and prepared it to serve as their forward operating site. The team’s technicians had both automated turrets working, and the first sergeant set up a series of watches to maintain the security of the unit throughout the night. He had just started a third circuit of the perimeter when the all-call shrilled in his ear, followed by the sound of MK-24 fire.  
 
     “SitRep!” he called, already in motion toward the South Wall. His suit’s internal HUD showed one of his patrol teams, Ross and Jobin, firing outside the wall, engaged with an unknown enemy.  
 
    Kelly was the first to report in, as she was providing overwatch, and he moved to her position on the walkway as quickly as his CASPer would allow. “We have energy weapons fire coming from the tree line. Patrol Three is under heavy attack.” 
 
     “All posts go defensive. Prepare for further attack. Relay emergency information to the ship and get Sherman over there!”  
 
     Before he could finish the thought, a bright light passed over his head. Corporal Sherman was already in flight, his weapons locked on the tree line as he sent arcs of tracer fire through the night. Ross and Jobin only wore body armor, but that was true for most of his team.  
 
     Moving quickly, he ascended the nearest ramp, ignoring the fact that it was uncomfortably angled for a Human. They didn’t have enough CASPers to patrol outside the wall and support internal security, and there had been no previous threat. Still, that didn’t make him feel any better, knowing his team, wearing only armor, was under fire. 
 
    He reached the top of the walkway with admirable speed and stayed low, under the protection of the rim, as he watched one of the turret gunners provide cover fire. 
 
     Corporal Kelly quickly scanned the area over the wall before reporting. “Fire came from the tree line. No identification on opponents.” 
 
    “Came?” 
 
    “I don’t see any now.”  
 
     “Anything on ours?”  
 
     “Jobin is down, Ross is providing cover. Sherman should be there now.”  
 
    “Sherman!”  
 
     He heard the roar of a rotary cannon, then the CASPer pilot’s voice. “Providing cover fire. Negative contact.”  
 
    Kent swore for a moment. “Any confirmation of continuing fire?”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Hold fire!”  
 
    With a final chatter, the weapons fire ceased. “All teams, confirm negative hostiles!” 
 
     One by one, his team members radioed in, confirming a lack of threats. For the briefest of moments, he worried the entire situation had been caused by a patrol team jumping at shadows, and he prepared to give everyone a good dressing-down.  
 
     Then he saw a hulking form that could only be Sherman, carefully cradling the broken body of Jobin, moving toward the compound. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dropship arrived within minutes, but it was all over. Lieutenant Forlin brought the standby unit in hot, but they found nothing, even with a full aerial sweep. The firing had long since ended, and there was no sign anything hostile had been there, short of Jobin’s body. They tried to scan the tree line, but the magnetic ore feeding through the tree roots caused the readings to bounce back ineffectively. Once the additional forces arrived, they sent several teams of CASPers into the forest, to no avail.  
 
    Kent met Forlin at the building they had commandeered as a makeshift infirmary, his expression grim. “What the hell happened here, Top?” Forlin asked. 
 
    The elder man looked like he wanted to spit. “Damned if I know, sir. Something came out of the trees.” He squared his shoulders, looking Forlin straight in the eye. “It’s my fault they were out there, sir. I should have sent the CASPers…” 
 
    “Stow it,” Forlin responded without heat. “We both know you didn’t have the forces for that and whose fault it was. Let’s see if we can find out what happened.”  
 
    Spotting them in the doorway, the corpsman quickly glanced at his patient, then nodded. Kent let the lieutenant lead the way, taking an extra moment to look at Ross. 
 
    The young soldier had stripped off his uniform top, but the pattern of blood on his pants showed how close he was to Jobin when he died. His eyes were wild, haunted, and his blond hair was still soaked through with sweat.  
 
    Forlin glanced at the soldier and nodded respectfully. “Ross, I’m sorry I have to ask, but can you tell us what happened out there?” 
 
    For a moment, Ross seemed to stare blankly at the lieutenant, as if he didn’t recognize him, then he instinctively straightened his shoulders. “I’ll tell you what I can, sir.” He paused, hesitant to relieve those moments. “It came out of the trees, sir. Kyle said he thought he saw something…so we moved in to take a closer look. I couldn’t have been five feet from him. It was on us in an instant. Kyle... he went down fast. One moment he was there, the other...”  
 
    The corpsman moved forward, his expression taut. “Sirs, perhaps we should…” 
 
    Ross moved quickly, launching himself at Forlin, but Kent jumped in front of the officer. Unable to get to the lieutenant, Ross grabbed Kent by the lapels, his eyes wild. “Top, you have to believe me... there is a monster out there. A monster! 
 
    Kent could have easily pushed him back onto the bed, but the raw anguish in Ross’s voice stayed him. He stepped back, allowing the medic to give the young soldier a fast-acting sedative. The sergeant helped ease Ross back into bed, then glanced at the lieutenant. The two men stepped out of the hut, allowing the medic to do his work.  
 
    For a moment, they stood under the stars in thoughtful silence, then Forlin turned to Kent. “It sounds like a nonsensical fairytale to me, Top. A good story to tell at a bad bar.”  
 
    Kent didn’t disagree, but he felt the need to put the situation into context. “Sir, something fired at us last night, and that something killed Jobin. I don’t know exactly what attacked us, but there is definitely something out there.” 
 
    The lieutenant nodded. “I intend to find it and take it out. I will leave two more CASPers with you, and the rest of us will do another sweep of the surrounding area. If there is something out there, we will find it.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    To Kent’s complete lack of surprise, they found nothing. The lieutenant ordered an aerial sweep at first light, but they found no signs of blood or debris, and the thickness of the forest worked against them.  
 
    Kent fared little better in his ground search. While considered the pinnacle of mercenary technology, CASPers made lousy search platforms, especially when looking for something that didn’t want to be found. They damaged their egos and the jungle, and when they returned six hours later, exhausted, they had nothing to show for it but aching bodies. 
 
    Kent allowed the searchers to rest, thinking the thing would again come under the cover of darkness, if it came. He maintained a silent vigil over the tree line and made sure his staff stayed busy. They threaded remote sensors through the trees and deployed a set of mobile sentry-guns to cover the spot of the previous night’s attack. With two additional crew-served weapons and the additional CASPers, he was comfortable they were in a good place, for now. To cap it off, two massive spotlights turned the tree line into an ideal killing ground.  
 
    After his fourth perimeter inspection, Kent went inside to check on Ross. Since Ross’s outburst in front of the lieutenant, the medic had been with him almost constantly, keeping him sedated most of the time. On a brief walk around the compound, Ross seemed calmed by the defensive preparations, but he was not allowed to venture up to the walkway or anywhere where he could see the tree line. While he seemed to be recovering nicely, no one was willing to open that can of worms yet. A quick glance told Kent the young man was still asleep, and he resolved to rest a bit, himself, before evening.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The attack came shortly after full dark.  
 
    This time, the first warning came from the sensor net. While the biological readings were too scrambled by the magnetic trees to allow identification, they did pick up movement. Though the sensor net had varying levels of sensitivity, Forlin’s orders were explicit. As soon as the sensors picked up movement, the soldiers began firing the rotary sentry guns. They fired the crew-served weapons on the wall briefly, but only until they realized nothing was coming out of the tree line. Whoever...whatever had attacked was smart enough to hide in the trees.  
 
    For the hundredth time, the lieutenant damned the terms of their contract, which required them to preserve the forest as much as possible, to keep from risking items invested with rare minerals. He would have been happy to burn it all down, but he could not guarantee they would be able to extinguish the flames when they needed to, especially on a planet that was as unique as this one. He didn’t want to risk causing something even more dangerous.  
 
    “What the hell are we looking at?” Forlin called out. “Anyone have eyes on these things?”  
 
    A chorus of dissent came back, but he hadn’t expected otherwise. This time the patrols were made up of armored CASPers, and they had enough to let the unarmored troops stay inside.  
 
    “We are going to have to flush them out.” The lieutenant whirled on his comm officer. “Get the reserve CASPers ready. I want a full sweep of the forest. Sergeant, I expect you to hold this base. Let me know if you need additional assistance.”  
 
    For a moment, Kent considered arguing with Forlin, but he realized it would be futile. Their job was to secure the area, and it couldn’t be done in the compound. He snapped off a quick confirmation, then moved to the main sensor console.  
 
    As it turned out, he hadn’t needed to. Much like the first attack, the second one was brief and faded into nothingness before the reserve CASPers could be deployed. While no one died this time, they still found no trace of their enemy.  
 
    Unfortunately, not all went exactly as intended. During the height of the battle, the corpsman received an emergency call from the wall, and he rushed to assist a wounded trooper who was manning the northern spotlight. While he was gone, Ross escaped and climbed over the wall. One of the sentries tried to stop him, but he moved like a man possessed, the rage and hurt visible on his face as he bolted into the trees. By the time the first sergeant ordered a CASPer to go after him, he was long gone. 
 
    Everything wasn’t for naught, however. While they didn’t find Ross, they did find something else.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Returning from patrol, Sherman brought a wounded Cochkala with him he’d found deeper in the forest. She was delirious and dehydrated when he brought her in, and clearly not part of the attack on the compound, but Forlin ordered her kept under heavy guard, despite her condition. Her fur was matted and torn, and she sported a laser graze across her ribs. Her most obvious injury was a broken ankle the corpsman had already set. If not for that, she might have made it to the compound safely. 
 
    After a brief discussion, the lieutenant turned to the medic. “Rouse her.” 
 
    The corpsman nodded and injected the alien with a compound the medical database identified as a safe stimulant for the alien. After a few moments, the Cochkala opened her wide eyes, slowly taking in the situation. The medic gave her some water, and the creature nodded her thanks before turning to the other two men.  
 
    “Humans…I am in the compound?” 
 
    Forlin nodded. “Yes. I am Lieutenant John Forlin of the Knights Devotalis. Can you tell us who you are?” 
 
    The alien nodded. “My name is Gavus, I am…” She hesitated briefly, then smiled weakly. “I was the leader of this colony.”  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Governor.” Forlin turned to Kent. “At least we’ve made contact with the colony.” 
 
    “Such as it is,” Gavus interjected and looked around the hut. “We saw you arrive, but we didn’t have any means of contacting you.”  
 
    The lieutenant nodded and sat down on a small pallet of supplies near her.  
 
    “Can you tell us what happened? Where are the rest of your people?”  
 
    “We were attacked and forced to flee. They have besieged us since then. I managed to slip past them, with the slim hope of reaching you, but I didn’t dare dream I would actually make it.”  
 
    “Do you know what attacked us?’ 
 
    The Cochkala breathed deeply, the pain evident on her face. “Zuul.”  
 
    “Zuul?” Now, Kent was well and truly confused. “What do they have to do with anything?” 
 
    The corpsman moved forward and injected Gavus with something that was clearly a pain reliever, and some of the tightness left her face. She glanced up at the corpsman and nodded gratefully. As she turned back to the others, her face began showing signs of alertness. “We originally hired a small security contingent of Zuul to protect our colony. There are a great deal of predators in the woods, and the recent raids on small colonies had us concerned for our safety. We thought having the Zuul here would deter raiders from attempting to steal the planet’s mineral wealth.”  
 
    “And the Zuul turned on you?” Kent didn’t blame the lieutenant for sounding skeptical. Despite the Zuul’s nearly legendary lust for profit, their mercenaries were known to hold to the terms of a contract. 
 
    Gavus shook her head. “Not intentionally. There is something in the air here…my doctor said something about the pollen affecting different races in different ways. It made the Zuul paranoid...they were convinced we were cheating them and wanted to sell them as slaves.”  
 
    “Were you?”  
 
    “No!” Her vehemence shocked both men, especially considering her weakened condition, but she managed to bring herself back under control. “We noticed the pollen was affecting our people, too, as several of them began hallucinating and acting irrationally. But we didn’t realize what was happening to the Zuul until it was too late.” 
 
    The first sergeant glanced over. “Ross.”  
 
    The lieutenant didn’t respond. “What happened next?” 
 
    “Naturally, we were concerned about the situation. There is a HecSha colony several light-years from here, and we sent a message asking them to send some of their medical scientists. They are some of the best bio-engineers in the galaxy, and we were sure we could hold on until they arrived and synthesized an antidote.”  
 
    Forlin grimaced, and Kent couldn’t really blame him. Despite being some of the most elite bio-engineers in the civilized races, the HecSha still participated in slavery, a practice abhorrent to Humans. Humans worked with the HecSha out of necessity, but none were particularly excited about the opportunity. “That explains why the Zuul thought they were going to be sold as slaves…if they didn’t know what was going on, their paranoia could have caused them to leap to conclusions.”  
 
    The governor nodded sadly. “One of them overheard my call, and, that night, they struck.” 
 
    “This really screws the Zuul,” Forlin said, earning a thin smile from Kent. “Any suggestions about what we should do?”  
 
    “You need to get out of the compound. The Zuul watched us build this place; they know its weaknesses. They will come for you when you are distracted, and they will kill every last one of you.” 
 
    “Not if we kill them first,” the lieutenant responded, and Kent allowed himself a small smile of support. Damned if the man didn’t know the goal, after all. “Where is the rest of your group?” 
 
    “Hopefully, still in the caves. We noticed a decrease in the Zuul attacks, so we assumed someone else had caught their attention. Apparently, we were right.” 
 
    “We’ll get you patched up, then you can lead us to them. Do you think you can find the way?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Gavus responded quickly, “but I don’t know if you have the time...you’ve been here a couple of days, the pollen is probably working on you as well. We need to get you to safety before that happens.”  
 
    “I’m going to get on the horn to our ship and ask them to quarantine us and to reach out to the HecSha. Do you remember exactly who you contacted?” 
 
    “Yes. If you can get me to a communications console, I can give you all the information. Then all we need to do is survive whatever comes next.” 
 
    The lieutenant’s tight smile was grim. “Count on it.” 
 
    “I still have a question,” Kent said, glancing back at Forlin as he circled the Cochkala. “Why didn’t you call for help? You clearly have enough money to hire additional mercenaries, so why didn’t you call some in for a rescue mission?”  
 
    To his credit, Forlin figured it out. “You did, didn’t you? You tried to bring someone else in, but something went wrong.”  
 
    The badger-like creature slowly bobbed its head. “Your species is still young, so it may be hard for you to understand. There are races that have indulged in biological warfare as a matter of course.” Kent thought it vaguely amusing that Humans classified most of the races in question as insectoid. “If even a whisper of what they might face got out, we wouldn’t be able to afford to have a mercenary unit come in.” 
 
     “But someone did come,” she continued, her voice softening. “We hired another recovery team—a unit of the Kebedati.”  
 
    Forlin raised his chin in mild surprise. The Kebedati were a mixed Flatar/Tortantula mercenary company, very well respected in this area of space. “We weren’t the first recovery team,” the lieutenant said. “That explains why they were so loose with the purse-strings and the salvage. It was the only way they could convince another team to come...” 
 
    “And other mercs didn’t want to touch this one with a ten-foot pole,” Kent continued. “After the Kebedati took a hit, no one else wanted to go up against whatever it was.” He turned to the governor. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “The Kebedati radioed us as they prepared to land for a pickup. Unfortunately, they didn’t know what they would face, and their ignorance destroyed them. One of their dropships was shot out of the sky. The Zuul are paranoid, but they’re not stupid. The second ship managed to make it safely to the ground, but they were unable to get into the caves. They were all killed.”  
 
    The lieutenant nodded, seeing the bigger picture. “That is why that you moved so quickly to bring in another unit at such lucrative terms. You couldn’t risk people asking awkward questions once the other unit was missed.”  
 
    “Yes. They were covered under the same non-disclosure clause you are. We needed to get a rescue team here, before the Kebedati could out us to the rest of the guild, if any of them were left to speak. It was a small unit and not very well known.”  
 
    She didn’t say the word disposable, but both men could hear it in the tone of her voice. “I don’t mean to seem insensitive...it’s just...the one who hired them and you...is a lair-mate. Do you understand?” 
 
    The lieutenant nodded and stood quietly.  
 
    “Alright. At least we know why we are here.” Turning decisively to Kent, Forlin began issuing orders. “Top, have the combat engineers reinforce the walls of the compound and get the turrets placed on the north face. We don’t have enough units for full coverage, but we may be able to keep the Zuul focused on one axis, especially if their judgement is impaired, and we know where they’re coming from. They’re going to want to get close, and we are going to need all the space we can get. Once they are done with the turrets, let’s see if we can set up some additional defensive emplacements by the landing pad. While you’re doing that, I’ll have the scouts gear up. I want to find the best, quietest way for the Cochkala to return to the compound.”  
 
    Kent nodded, knowing the lieutenant rattled off the orders for the benefit of the young PFC on the other side of the glass, taking notes. Gavus looked confused at the sudden flurry of activity. “I don’t understand what’s going on.” 
 
    “I am going to call down another pair of shuttles to support us, but the instant the Zuul see them coming, they’ll try to hit us with everything they’ve got. We won’t have a great deal of time, so we are going to have to be smart. Can you gather your people quickly and quietly, and get them ready to move?’ 
 
    “Of course, but... you aren’t going to leave us? Even though we deceived you?” 
 
    Forlin straightened slightly. “According to our contract, we were to find out what happened to your colony and assist any survivors. With your help, we have accomplished both objectives. We’re just doing what we’re supposed to.” He turned to Gavus with a serious expression. “Once we get off this rock, we are all going into quarantine. I expect your people to pick up the tab for any medical services we need because of your omission, exactly as our contract requires. But, we will discuss that later. First, we need to get your people safely to the compound, then off the planet. Are we sure the Zuul don’t have a shuttle?”  
 
    “As sure as we can be. They damaged their vessel in the battle against the Flatar, and I don’t believe they have the ability to fix it in their current state.”  
 
    “Excellent! Once we get to orbit, we should be home free.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the situation was less than congenial. The Zuul watched the caves the Cochkala were hiding in night and day, and supplies were running dangerously low. Some of Gavus’s people were already in the clutches of starvation and the pollen, which made it hard to control them.  
 
    The way Gavus explained it, the symptoms were more profound in the evening. During the day it processed the sunlight, creating energy. Then, during the night, it expended the energy, which increased the strength of the effects. 
 
    The third night passed quickly, even though they spent most of it preparing. Much of the terror that gripped the camp after the attack dissipated in the wake of Gavus’s revelations, but tempers still ran high. Normally the men would have been worried about taking on a pack of Zuul in a crazed, blood fury. But this was no mysterious, murderous force, it was an enemy that they could understand, fight, and kill. The first sergeant was taking a turn around the compound, when he received a call on his private comm.  
 
    “Top, it’s Sherman. Can you swing by the North Wall? I have Ross with me.”  
 
    “En route, ETA in two. Stay with him.”  
 
    Kent attempted to walk slowly as he moved toward Sherman’s location. As he approached, he saw the mercenary, his CASPer cracked, watching a silhouette hunched against the North Wall.  
 
    Kent moved forward as calmly as he could, and popped the canopy of his CASPer, allowing Ross to see his face. “Ross, is that you?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the other man responded meekly. “I’m sorry for running…I just…” In an instant, his demeanor changed, and he raised a clenched hand. Sherman started to raise his gun, but a gesture from Kent stayed him, when the first sergeant realized Ross held a portable comm. Clearly, Ross had heard what was going on inside the camp.  
 
    “I don’t understand why we are helping them, Top! These damn badgers lied to us, and you want us to risk our lives to get them off the planet? This wasn’t an extraction mission. We were supposed to get in, find out what the hell was happening, and get out. We did that, now let’s go.” 
 
    Kent was tempted to slap the young man, but he knew the usually reserved Ross was feeling the effects of the pollen. “You would leave the Cochkala here to die?”  
 
    “That’s what they would have done to us! Hell, it’s what they did to the Kerebdati; it’s what they did to KYLE! If they had been straight with us from the beginning, none of this would have happened.”  
 
    Kent couldn’t argue. He focused on Ross, keeping his tone forceful, but respectful. “I understand what you’re saying, but, that’s not the way we do things in the Knights. We were hired to do a job, and we did it, but we also have a duty to complete the full mission if we can. Getting the Cochkala off the planet is a much bigger victory then just finding them.”  
 
    It took a moment, but the other man took a deep breath and remembered his training. “I’m sorry, Top. I just think this sucks.”  
 
    This time, Kent cracked a smile. “I don’t disagree, but you have to remember—sometimes we need to do the right thing, just because it’s the right thing. We get paid to do a job, but we also need to be ready to pay the price. It’s the way mercs work.”  
 
    Ross nodded slowly, and the first sergeant dismissed him. He ordered one of the unarmored troopers to escort him to the corpsman and get him checked out. Turning back to the tree line, he took a deep breath and prepared for morning.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As dawn broke, they began executing their plan. The lieutenant sent a pair of CASPers with Gavus to gather the remaining Cochkala and lead them back to the compound as quickly as possible. The Knights’ warships sent down the dropships and several shuttles for evacuation. While daytime was not ideal for an emergency evac, they hoped that catching the pollen while it was weakest would give them an advantage.  
 
    Unfortunately, they could not land the shuttles near the Cochkala’s hiding spot, as the tree line that was their defense made it an unsafe landing zone.  
 
    That left only one option. They had to try to sneak the Cochkala back to the compound through the alternate exit Gavus used, make a stand, and hope they wouldn’t be found out until it was too late.  
 
    The plan was a partial success.  
 
    The Knights managed to get the Cochkala out of the caves quietly, but moving a large group meant there would be noise, especially when most of them were terrified, hungry civilians. Moments after they were free, a lone Zuul appeared on a rock overlooking the caves. It moved quickly to keep them from returning to their hiding spot, thinking it had discovered them while they were out foraging for food.  
 
    Weapons fire from the Knights’ CASPers put that notion to rest quickly.  
 
    The Zuul reared back and howled, calling for its brethren. The slavering beasts poured out of the trees and bore down on the CASPers and the terrified Cochkala. The Zuul’s focus was so narrow, though, that they spent their effort cutting off the route to the caves, and the Cochkala escaped to the compound.  
 
    By the time the Zuul realized what was happening, most of their prey was already gone. 
 
    But they knew where the Cochkala had gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The battle had been raging fiercely for ten minutes when the Cochkala arrived.  
 
    Unfortunately, Gavus was correct: the pollen heightened some of the Zuul’s instincts, but it did nothing to diminish their intelligence. While one group tried to catch the Cochkala, a second group besieged the compound from all sides, searching for weaknesses. The Zuul looked for any opportunity to strike, using their weapons to tear at the armor of the compound, then escaping before the Humans’ weapons could be brought to bear.  
 
    If not for the CASPers, the Cochkala would never have made it to the compound; the quicker Zuul would have taken them down. Luckily, the CASPers gave the Cochkala a head-start and were able to hold them off on the way back.  
 
    The Zuul were fast, though, and one made it inside the compound and came upon one of the unarmored troopers, rushing a group of Cochkala toward a shuttle. To the trooper’s horror, one of the Cochkala, a scared youngster, bolted from the group. Seeing the movement, the creature turned slightly, ready to catch its new prey.  
 
    Moving quickly, Kent engaged his jump jets, and plotted a course to intercept with the Zuul before it got to its prey, but he saw he’d never make it.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ross bolt out of the infirmary, weapon in hand. Ross fired a few poorly-aimed shots at the creature, then lunged at it with an animalistic roar.  
 
    The lieutenant heard the creature’s bellow of pain and rage, though Ross had only landed a glancing blow, then the creature turned mercilessly on the unarmored Human. It knocked Ross to the ground with a swipe of its claws and began tearing at the Human’s throat, while Ross tried to hold the creature at bay with his bloodied hands.  
 
    Running up, Kent stopped short and sent a single burst of MAC fire through the Zuul’s chest, dropping it to the ground in a lifeless heap. “Medic!” 
 
    At his frantic cry, a corpsman scurried over to assist Ross. Several other Zuul in the compound turned their way. Kent readied his weapons again, but they weren’t necessary. The Zuul reared back as they were struck by a barrage of autocannon fire, and directed energy ripped across their lightly armored hides. The smell of burning fur filled the air. 
 
    “Maxwell, get that kid out of here!” Kent yelled, and the trooper rushed to obey, protecting the terrified Cochkala from the sight of the monsters writhing in agony a few feet away. Rushing over to Ross, Kent found the younger man in extreme pain, and his enhanced hearing allowed him to hear Ross’s wet cough. “You were right, Top. Sometimes…the right thing…” 
 
    Whatever he was going to say was lost in a coughing fit, and Kent allowed himself to be pushed away by the corpsman who began working frantically to save what was left of Ross. Two unarmored troopers moved to cover the two men, so Kent straightened and returned to the battle. 
 
    To his credit, Forlin had done an excellent job in his absence. The nine Zuul that had breached the compound were dead. The rest of the troops were back at the wall, firing at the units still besieging them. From his place at the center of the rearguard, Sherman provided fire support as needed, having helped clear the compound. “Sherman, support the wall, I’ve got rearguard.”  
 
    The trooper didn’t need any further encouragement. He sprinted forward and joined the others at the wall, while Kent took the central position, covering the unarmored troopers who were manning the sensor and remote turret equipment. The sight of tracer fire arrowing through the tree line alerted Kent that they had depleted their quantity of explosive and armor-piercing rounds and had moved to standard fire. While not as effective, it was better than nothing.  
 
    “Shuttle Two is loaded. Pulling out!” 
 
    He glanced back and saw a shuttle rising, leaving one last shuttle on the ground. “Button it up, team! We’ve got a ride to catch!”  
 
    Taking charge of the withdrawal, Kent allowed the support troops on the walls to pull back first, giving them as much time as he could to get clear. The CASPers and other troops continued firing, but the Zuul were in good-enough in control of their faculties to understand what was happening, and they redoubled their attack.  
 
    “Take two…GO!”  
 
    With practiced precision, the CASPer pilots fired their remaining missiles and explosive ordnance, creating a firestorm outside the walls. As the flames engulfed the edge of the tree line, the non-armored troopers pulled back.  
 
    They couldn’t hold them off as long as they’d hoped, and the remaining Zuul came boiling out of the trees in a fury, and they rushed the compound. Kent was about to call back the troopers manning the equipment when the first turret spun to a stop. Moments later, the second gun stopped; both were out of ammunition. Kent motioned toward the shuttle with his head, and the troopers bolted for the transport. He clicked on his comm. “Lieutenant, the bus is here! Time to go!”  
 
    Forlin ordered the rest of the troops back. The remaining CASPers leapfrogged backward in pairs. The remaining Zuul began climbing the walls of the compound, taking the spaces their enemies had just vacated. One Zuul warrior, still wielding a weapon, cut a corpsman down with a burst of fire, but he was immediately skewered by Kent’s MAC rounds.  
 
    For the hundredth time, the first sergeant damned the Cochkala for not telling them to bring more equipment or air support. He pushed the thought aside as he continued firing, watching the troopers get to the safety of the shuttle. Edzin, Carmichael and the lieutenant were the only ones left. 
 
    “LT…MOVE YOUR ASS!”  
 
    Forlin didn’t. He fired round after round to keep the tide of Zuul back, losing ground with every moment. Swearing, Kent stepped up next to him, adding his fired to the mix. For a moment, he wondered if this was how his life would end, in a glorious last stand against an alien menace, in defense of innocent colonists. But then Forlin yelled, “Let’s go,” and the two men sprinted back to the shuttle. 
 
    With a mighty roar, the pilot lifted off, swearing at the officer who had kept him on the ground that long. Kent saw a familiar form exit the cockpit. Gavus had waited for the last shuttle, eschewing the safety of an earlier flight to stay with them. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Lieutenant,” the Cochkala said. 
 
    Kent smiled. “It’s what we were contracted for, Governor.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Simple Recon Mission by Philip Wohlrab 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Above Riegan 
 
    Vergellis 4 Star System 
 
      
 
    What an ugly planet, thought Oberst Jamie Wulf as she surveyed the planet below. The sensors on the Lettow-Vorbeck showed a planet not too dissimilar from Earth’s as far as atmosphere, gravity, and makeup. However, where Earth was a picture of greens and blues, Riegan was only a collection of greens—ugly greens at that. Sitting around the Tri-V, the display projected the world so that Wulf’s staff could see it.  
 
    “Well, thoughts?” she asked.  
 
    “Ma’am, this should be a relatively straightforward mission. Get in, recon the site for the client, and extract,” replied Major Kohler, “we don’t expect any resistance; however, the client has said that a rival corporation may try to claim jump the site, so we may run into them.”  
 
    “Lovely,” replied Wulf.  
 
    “Based on this intel, Ma’am, I recommend that we take a platoon of CASPers in addition to my Panzergrenadiers,” added Hauptman Erich Sturm.  
 
    Wulf leaned back in her chair as she continued to contemplate the image of the planet. Though the chair’s height hid it, she was a tall woman at five feet ten inches, with coal black hair and dusky skin, thanks to a Pashtun grandmother. Wulf crossed her legs and continued to think about the contract. Wulf’s Grenadiers had been contracted to recon Riegan for what had seemed like an exorbitant amount of credits for this type of job. Her unit was used to heavy combat missions, so she wasn’t sure why the clients, the Aberaji Corporation, wanted them. There was definitely something here her corporate clientele wasn’t telling her. Hell, the company itself seemed to be a front for some other operation, and that bothered her. She didn’t like it when she didn’t know who the real client was. 
 
    “Agreed Sturm, I will add a platoon of CASPers to your company. I also think we need to reconsider the loadout of our Panthers,” said Wulf.  
 
    Sturm pulled up a schematic of the Panther tank, or CV-145. A menu displayed the list of weapons that BAE-Haaglunds made available for the reconnaissance version of the CV-145. The display showed its fixed weapon, a 45mm rapid fire gun, and hardpoints where additional gun packs or missile launchers could be added.  
 
    “Are you thinking of mounting the Dragons as well?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Wulf.  
 
    The Dragon packs gave the Panther four variable yield missiles that could be programed for different jobs based on what was targeted. These could be anti-armor, anti-personnel, anti-flyer, or anti-hardened targets such as bunkers or emplacements. The packs were mounted on either side of the turret in twin box launchers, however the system wasn’t cheap, and the Grenadiers typically only mounted them when they expected things to get truly interesting.  
 
    Wulf stood from her chair, tugged the hem of her tropentarn tunic down, and walked around the display so that she was in full view of her staff. The light on the bridge chose that moment to shine just right on the highly polished Wolf Head crest on her blood-red beret, giving it a menacing impression.  
 
    “Combat Drop in four hours people; get the boys and girls ready.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Riegan 
 
    Vergellis 4 Star System 
 
      
 
    “REEEEEEEP” 
 
    The noise indicated to Krllx that he had correctly placed the sensor mast, and that it had linked into the network. Krllx was pleased as it wasn’t always easy working in this kind of environment, particularly in the crawlers. Sure, they were impressive for fighting, but for delicate work, the combat crabs weren’t always the best. Fortunately, the last upgrades to the crawlers had given them a cluster of tentacles for close, delicate work—much better than trying to do it with the two massive pincers that formed at the end of the arms.  
 
    “Mrltch, this one is placed. How about yours?” 
 
    “Almost got it, boss,” replied Mrltch.  
 
    “Good. The faster we get this network established, the faster we get paid and get off this blasted rock.”  
 
    Krllx’s crablike machine squatted down on its six legs, then lifted out of the swamp on twin jets of fire as his machine bounded to the next position. Its legs splayed out as it landed in the swamp some seventy-five meters from where it had been originally. Taking another sensor mast from a basket that was attached to the underside of his machine, he placed it into the muck that made up the floor of the swamp. As the new mast came online, his sensor display began to flash with information. Krllx extended one of his tentacles to tap a button on the display. His skin flushed an alarming shade of puce, and bubbles sputtered from his gills.  
 
    “Mrltch, we have company coming!”  
 
    Mrltch also looked over his sensor displays, which showed a steady stream of descending objects entering the lower atmosphere thirty kilometers away from his current position. He called up a communication screen and attached the sensor information to a broadband warning. Next, he called up a map display to see where the rest of the Striking Tentacles were located.  
 
    “Hey boss, we need to fall back ten klicks to the east to rejoin the rest of the platoon.”  
 
    “Yeah, I see that Mrltch, go ahead and bound that way. I will be along after I place this last mast. Inform Akly that he is to take second platoon over to that ridgeline in the west. You know, the one that kept giving us all those sensor ghosts. I have an idea for how to use that.” Krllx turned an amazing electric blue color, his species indication for mirth, in anticipation of the hunt to come.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leutnant Matthias Elsner cracked the hatch to his Panther and stood up in the turret, then immediately regretted the decision. The smell of the swamp was unpleasant to say the least. Looking around, Elsner saw pretty much every version of brown and green possible. The trees. The water. The muck that surrounded his tracked vehicle.  
 
    “Good thing the ground pressure on our Panther is so light, sir,” said Elsner’s driver, “If we were much heavier, we would sink into the mire.”  
 
    Elsner only grunted at this, then dropped back through his hatch. Looking at his display screen, he noted that the sensors were seeing little in the way of metallic objects. So far, so good, he thought.  
 
    “Steiner, let’s get a move on it. Form up on Christian’s track, and we’ll push through this muck to our next point. Felix, you take right flank and ensure that Schneider’s Ferret is covered. Schneider, begin snooping,” ordered Elsner.  
 
    Feldwebel Hannah Schneider’s Ferret was a special reconnaissance vehicle used for survey work. It was lightly armored, so she appreciated having a Panther between her and any possible enemy contacts. She ordered her driver to move the Ferret into position, then instructed her sensor tech to begin her scan of the surrounding area, looking for anything of value in this particular patch of “pleasantness.”  
 
    The patrol went on like this for several long, boring hours. Schneider was thinking that the initial survey had been a bust when her sensor tech started to get excited.  
 
    “Feldwebel, I am picking up traces of a lot of palladium. I mean A LOT.”  
 
    Schneider took a brief moment to glance over at the sensor tech’s displays and, sure enough, the readings for palladium were going off the chart. Must have been an asteroid strike here or something, she thought. This would prove lucrative to the Grenadiers, since there was a bonus involved for any mineral deposits of note that were confirmed over the original survey. Schneider was thinking about that when her own flashing display caught her attention. Something else was out there… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf’s personal CASPer Mk 7 moved steadily through the underbrush of the swamp, its all-black paint job only broken up by a snarling blood-red wolf head imposed over the CASPer’s faceplate. Wulf knew she had good people, but she always dropped first on a possible combat drop. It was part of her ethos—leading from the front—an ethos instilled in her by her opa Hans Wulf, who had been a Jaeger in the Bundeswehr when it had still existed. Opa had seen action across the Stans and India, then came home with an Indian wife and a brand new baby boy to settle in the family home outside Vilseck, Germany. Wulf was raised on stories from her Opa and his squadmates, many of whom had been regular visitors to her Opa’s small home. Her Oma had told her stories of her Indian heritage as well as the deeds her great grandpa had done in the Great Indo-Pakistani War.  
 
    Wulf’s father had founded the Grenadiers when she was a little girl and had gone on to grow the Grenadiers from a reinforced merc company to a merc battalion combat team to ultimately a short brigade. The Grenadiers had been successful, and continued to be. Wulf had earned her edelweiss at 23 and grown to womanhood in the Grenadiers, starting as a panzergrenadier and then advancing through the ranks until her father retired. Upon his retirement, Major Jamie Wulf became Oberst Jamie Wulf, commander of Wulf’s Grenadiers.  
 
    Wulf’s comnet was filled with the usual chatter from units maneuvering in the field, which is to say it wasn’t really filled with much. Reports of points met, and continuing on to their next point, were few and far between. This was on purpose, so as to minimize the enemy’s ability to zero in on any one unit. Things were going smoothly; Wulf thought, when is the other shoe going to drop?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krrlx was perturbed and a bit pissed at his client. He expected that any possible claim jumper would have been some fly-by-night merc company, but what his sensors were showing him was at least a company’s worth of armor on the ground, being supported by a platoon of CASPers. Those damn Human suits were more than a match for his combat crawlers, and the tanks were a mean prospect as well—but there, thought Krrlx, was his opportunity. The Human armored vehicles were a form he wasn’t familiar with, which meant some Human design. This also meant they likely were not armored against the types of laser weapons his crawlers employed, but rather were older designs that predated much sharing of galactic tech.  
 
    Krrlx’s crawlers were crouched down on their six legs, doing their best to blend in as sensor ghosts against the background mineral deposits that were playing merry hell with their own sensors. He just hoped that they were giving the Human vehicles as many problems as his own. Krrlx laid his sights on one of the Human vehicles, tracking it with his four chemical lasers and his rail gun. The claws on his crawler were slowly opening and closing, more in keeping with his own unconscious movement than any dedicated reason. Just a few more seconds until he could fire. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the movement on the visual scanner that caught Schneider’s attention. Her sensors insisted that nothing was there, and if her Ferret couldn’t see anything, she knew damn well that the Panther’s wouldn’t see anything either. But that rock, she thought, it moved. Then Schneider realized what she was seeing. Squatting in the swamp, looking like the world’s largest blue crab, was a combat crawler, and its guns were centered squarely on Felix’s track. 
 
    “Felix! Right at your four o’clock, 150 meters! Crawler! Break! Break! Contact Report! Enemy machines, sending location, number unknown,” Schneider yelled into her mic.  
 
    Her warning was too late. The Panther was a tough vehicle, but not tough enough for the railgun round impacting it. The turret of Felix’s Panther rocketed into the swamp on a pillar of fire as the main gun rounds all exploded at once. The secondaries from the Dragon missiles cooking off added a colorful insult to the already fatal injury. Simultaneous to Felix’s destruction, Oberfeldwebel Johann Steiner’s Panther was also hit and swerved out of control, the beam having passed through the driver’s compartment killing him instantly. Steiner’s inarticulate scream punched through the net as he accidentally hit his comm switch.  
 
    Elsner’s track was a bit luckier as the crawler that had targeted it was operated by a new pilot, and he was still getting the hang of his targeting system. Instead of four beams and a railgun round punching through Elsner’s tank, a single beam intersected the drive wheel on his starboard track and blew it off. Even though his Panther was immobilized in the mire for the moment, it didn’t mean that he was out of the fight. He swiveled his turret around and acquired the crawler that had fired on him. His gunner lined up his sights, then depressed the triggers, launching a Dragon round. He had toggled the missile’s yield over to anti-armor, and the missile flew straight and true to its target. The missile struck the crawler in the face, its shaped charge blowing through the armored plating, incinerating the Akkoro inside, and exiting out the back of the Crawler, causing the shell to explode in every direction. However, Elsner’s victory was short lived as two railgun rounds impacted on his Panther.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krrlx stroked his triggers, sending another railgun round into an enemy armored vehicle; it exploded. After ambushing the initial four vehicles, another four had tried to come to the rescue, but they too had their sensors jammed up by the mineral deposits previously discovered. Before him were six vehicles turned into blowtorches by exploding munitions. Annoyingly, however, the lone scout vehicle and one or two of the Human tanks were still alive. At first, he had been okay with this as they had likely called for reinforcements, pulling them into the ambush, but now the smaller Human tracked vehicle refused to die.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf heard the calls on the command net, the desperation of her people as they fought to survive against an enemy they could barely see.  
 
    “Sturm? Sturm where are you,” Wulf voiced into her mic. 
 
    Looking over at her troop display, she saw a red X through his track and was incensed to lose such a good officer. She punched up her tactical frequency with the other three CASPers in her headquarters platoon.  
 
    “Enemy units took out Sturm and Felix’s platoons. Schneider is still alive, and she needs our help. We are closest. Form on me, and we will advance to where she is sheltering and provide relief,” said Wulf. Then, flipping frequencies, she called the operations center. “Major Kohler, Sturm’s company has been savaged pretty badly. Sturm is dead. Send the reinforcements in.”  
 
    “Aye ma’am, we saw. I have already rolled a full company of CASPers and will drop another company of tanks,” replied Kohler.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf poured on the speed to get to the remnants of her shattered company. She had managed to reach Schneider’s Ferret on comms; the recon track had found a depression to run along that was giving her some cover from the crawlers that kept up a barrage in her direction. The final tank that was with Schneider’s Ferret had managed to score two more victories before a railgun destroyed it. Schneider was all alone. Wulf was determined to save the lone scout and find any of her people who had survived the destruction of their vehicles. She knew that number was going to be low, as armor crews tended to be complete losses if something breached their vehicles.  
 
    Her command platoon had her personal CASPer, two CASPers configured as suppression with multibarrel rotary guns and auto grenade launchers, as well as one CASPer configured as a recon/communications adjunct, and therefore, minimally armed. Wulf knew it wasn’t a lot of combat power, compared to heavy weapons company that was dropping with their far more powerful loadouts, but she wasn’t going to sit by while one of her people was in trouble. That said, she knew she had to be careful in how she approached the scene of the ambush. The reports showed their normal sensors were not locking up the enemy crawlers, likely due to the mineral content of the ground under the ambush site. Wulf ordered her command platoon to slow as they came close to where Scheidner’s Ferret was sheltering.  
 
    “Schneider, do you have any of the crawlers on your scopes? Can you link targeting data back to us?” 
 
    “Nein, meine Oberst, I lost visual on the enemy when I went behind this ridgeline.”  
 
    “Understood, Schneider. You have done what you can. We are 1400 meters away to your south. We will be with you shortly!”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx knew there were more enemy units coming. They didn’t show up on any of his sensor relays, but his ESM mast was intercepting some of the coded transmissions from the damnable scout and whatever was moving to help it. He assumed it was going to be the CASPers that they had seen earlier. Time to test out our crawlers on a Human CASPer, he thought. We’ll see how good these things are compared to them. Krllx only had five of his original sixteen crawlers left since the Human tanks had proven to be so deadly, even in their confused state. Still, most of those eleven crawlers were repairable, and Krllx had only suffered four complete losses.  
 
    “Mrrltch, I want to hit these people where they least expect it. I am going to take three of the crawlers and double around these Humans, coming up in their rear. I want you and Tcklch to skitter in with the destroyed crawlers. As they investigate you, take a few shots to keep their attention focused on your position. Once I am in place, I will hit them from behind!” 
 
    “Roger, boss,” replied Mrrltch.  
 
    With that, Krllx took his detachment of crawlers and headed first to the east from where he thought the enemy unit was coming. Once he judged that he had given himself enough room, he turned his unit south. Off to his northwest, he could see the reports of various weapons firing, and Krllx knew that Mrrltch had engaged the enemy. Krllx moved his detachment to the northwest, following the weapons fire, as stealthily as possible. The crawlers had all assumed shades of brown and green as the adaptive skins reacted to the background color schemes of the swamp.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A brilliant discharge and the snap hiss of a near miss was Wulf’s first indication an enemy machine was still alive. She tried to lock up whatever had fired at her, but between the burning crawlers and the background metals fouling her instruments, she lost the still live crawler.  
 
    “Oberst, I can’t see scheisse on my sensors in this mess!” exclaimed Ekkard Rolfs, one of her two security CASPers.  
 
    “Nor me, Oberst,” agreed Heinrich Vonderhyde, her second security trooper.  
 
    “Oberst, my scanners are showing ghosts. I sometimes think I can lock something up, but then I lose it in the hash being made by the background elements. The only thing I can clearly see are the four burning crawlers and, of course, our burning vehicles.” This came from Gregori Donahue, her senior sensor tech.  
 
    The four CASPers continued to slowly advance into the area of the four burning enemy crawlers, a design that they at first didn’t recognize until Donahue pinged the databases on the Lettow-Vorbeck for an identification. The crew in the sensor section extrapolated what a complete crawler looked like from the bits and pieces of the burning ones, then relayed the data back down to Wulf and her platoon.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so we are up against Akkorro. Fun,” remarked Donahue. 
 
    “I only vaguely remember hearing about them Greg, can you give me a run down,” asked Wulf as she dodged yet another railgun round impact.  
 
    “Roger ma’am, an aquatic species of hyper-intelligent squid analogues. They will hire themselves out for pay, but aren’t registered as mercs, and they are rarely seen off of water worlds. They use an active camouflage skin on their crawlers, which have a mostly ceramosteel hull and, therefore, are harder to spot on mag scans. That’s probably why the background mineral deposits are playing so much hell with our scanners now, ma’am. This is literally a perfect environment for them to work in, also ARRRGHHHH!” 
 
    The scream cut through the com channel as the recon CASPer took a direct hit from a chemical laser. Donahue’s CASPer slumped over in the muck, and he emitted a pathetic mewling into the comms. 
 
    “Greg? Greg talk to me!” shouted Wulf into her mic. “Where did the fire come from?” 
 
    “From behind us!” shouted Rolfs into the comms. “I can see a couple of the bastards back about 500 meters.”  
 
    Rolfs turned his CASPer and laid down a wealth of fire as the twin rotary cannons spat tungsten darts at the crawlers he could see. He scored a couple of times on two of them, but cursed as the hits didn’t burn through the tough armor. He and Vonderhyde were zigging and zagging their CASPers to elude enemy fire while pouring out a withering fire in return. Vonderhyde toggled his grenade launchers to a mixture of high explosive and armor penetrating rounds. The HE grenades didn’t seem to faze the crawlers, but at least one AP round found its mark.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx cursed as the grenade impacted the top of his crawler. His readouts showed that two of his four chemical lasers had been destroyed by the blast, and his railgun wasn’t sighting properly. It would still fire, but the weapon was shooting to the left of where the sights said it should. Compensating for this, he drew a bead on one of the madly maneuvering CASPs, then led it more than what the sights indicated. He was rewarded for his efforts by seeing it take a direct hit on the faceplate. Too bad that it wasn’t the stylized one, as that had to be the unit commander.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf was livid. Too many of her subordinates had died this day, even with her being cautious in the initial deployments. She hadn’t been cautious enough. She dodged yet another pulse of coherent energy as Vonderhyde’s CASPer blew up. Despair washed over Wulf as she thought she was going to go down in history as the next George Armstrong Custer.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mrrltch was ecstatic! He knew he was going to kill the enemy commander; it was only a matter of time. It was too bad that the enemy CASPer had succeeded in smoking poor Ootcra; the missile had found his crawler and blown it up spectacularly. Mrrltch displaced his position from among the burning crawlers, moving closer to the enemy commander. He thought it fitting that he or she would die from a shot taken among the burning wreckage of their command. He moved his crawler in front of one of the smoking tanks and beside a tank that was still on fire. These wrecks should mask me, he thought as he lined up his railgun on the black and red CASPer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Steiner’s Panther was still alive. How, he wasn’t quite sure, but all he could surmise is that the smoke from the driver’s compartment was enough to make the enemy crawlers think his tank was hors de’ combat—that and the last impact of a railgun round on his tank. The impact on the vehicle had knocked him and his gunner unconscious, and they had been slow to come back around to where they were. Steiner and his gunner had missed the rest of the fight between his platoon, the reinforcing platoon, and the crawlers. When he came to, he scanned the area and saw nothing but burning vehicles. He thought he was the only one left, that is, until he saw the black and red CASPer with its stylized Wolf’s Head on the faceplate come into view of his tank. Steiner tried to raise the commander, and it was then that he realized his comms were down.  
 
    “Shit! We aren’t the only ones left,” Steiner said to his gunner, “The Oberst herself is here!”  
 
    Steiner was still looking through his sights when he saw an enemy crawler move between him and the commander’s CASPer. A predatory smile lighted on Steiner’s face. 
 
    “Gunner, crawler, sabot, 10 o’clock!”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx had just chopped the leg out from the second of the two security CASPers when he heard the death scream of Mrrltch. It had started has a high-pitched agonized sound that was mercifully cut short. Krllx skin flushed bright red in anger at the death of his second in command. He walked his crawler up beside the second destroyed CASPer, and with an anguished cry, he drove the pincer of his crawler straight through the faceplate of the CASPer. When he withdrew it, he could see the end was smeared with bright red blood. Krllx evaluated his options. He was effectively no longer in contact with the enemy, though that black and red CASPer was still out there. Looking at the damage display for his crawler, he noted that the last barrage of grenades from the CASPer he just killed had destroyed his railgun as well as one of his two remaining lasers,  
 
    “We are going to have to upgrade the armor on the weapon systems,” he said to himself. 
 
    The other two crawlers that were with him were both out of action. One was completely destroyed, though Krllx wasn’t sure how, and the other had all the legs shot out on one side, immobilizing it. This had been done by the scout vehicle, which had somehow managed to evade all of the fire sent in its direction. The Old Ones take it, thought Krllx.  
 
    “How can I take this back to the Striking Tentacles and not be relieved of my command? Sure, I have destroyed what amounts to a company of armor, and most of a platoon of the Human CASPers, but there is no way that the Shistak will be pleased with the loss of the better part of two companies of crawlers. The bill for this is going to be high!”  
 
    “Krllx, your mic is open. Who are you talking to?” asked the surviving Akkoro in the damaged crawler.  
 
    “Huh? Oh, was that out loud?”  
 
    “Yes sir, you were transmitting on the comm net.” 
 
    “Oh,” replied Krllx. “Disregard what I was saying.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf was startled by the bright actinic flash of a bursting crawler off to her right. She hadn’t seen the thing until it blew up, but looking past it, she saw a sight that warmed her heart. Steiner’s tank was showing signs of life, as it stabbed a missile out into the field of burning crawlers to the front of her. Following the flight of the missile, she saw a second crawler come apart at the seams as fire seemed to separate the top half of the crab shell from the bottom. Wulf did a scan of the battlefield to see if there were any more enemy crawlers. Nothing immediately jumped out at her, so she turned her CASPer back to go check on her fallen squad mates. Surveying the scene, she could see there were burning crawlers, and one that appeared to be damaged and out of the fight. Donahue was still calling on his radio, though the sound was ever so faint. Fortunately, backup would be here soon. She was going to have words with her client when she got off this mudball, she thought to herself.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx watched as the last of the CASPers moved back through the area where the other three had fallen. It was stooped over the one that had been rigged for reconnaissance as he edged his crawler around to flank the enemy commander. He was sure he was being stealthy enough that his movement wouldn’t betray him to the CASPer, when it turned to face him. The snarling wolf head seemed to peer into his soul, its blood-red eyes stabbing him in place.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf had caught the movement in her peripheral vision, turned her CASPer, and was now facing an enemy crawler. Its adaptive camo was marred in several places by scorch marks, and its upper works were a mess of bent gun barrels. All except one, which was bearing on her. The coherent energy beam stabbed out, smashing her last missile launcher. She pulled the trigger for her MAC, and a stream of tungsten rounds reached out and smashed aside the last of the crawler’s lasers. She cursed when the MAC jammed, leaving her without any long-range weapons. Looking at the enemy crawler across from her, she surmised that, other than its pincers, it too lacked any long-range weapons.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Commander of hostile forces here on Riegan, I call on you to surrender. You will soon be outnumbered. You don’t have to die on this miserable mudball,” Wulf called out on the comm channel that just about every merc outfit in the galaxy monitored. It was there for these kinds of situations, so enemy combatants could negotiate a ceasefire.  
 
    To the eight hells with that, thought Krllx, there is no way I am surrendering! Instead, he engaged his throttles and launched himself at the Human machine, hell bent on tearing it apart with his pincers. He was surprised he wasn’t gunned down in a hail of bullets from the MAC the CASPer was still holding, but the enemy machine didn’t fire. Instead it threw down the MAC and, instead, a massive, serrated blade emerged from the underside of each arm on the CASPer. It opened its arms wide, as if inviting Krllx in.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf’s fury was complete as the enemy commander failed to surrender. Hurling the MAC down, she extended both of her underarm mounted blades. Flipping the toggle on her arm controls, both blades began to vibrate back and forth, creating a buzz saw effect. She spread the CASPer’s arms wide, inviting the death of the crab-looking thing that was charging her. She then brought the arms of the CASPer down and pointed one of the violently buzzing blades at the crawler skittering toward her.  
 
    “I am going to drink from your skull!” Wulf shouted. 
 
    For the first time, Krllx opened a comm frequency to the enemy merc commander.  
 
    “Human, it is your skull that I will use as a spawn site! Your skull and the skulls of your fallen!”  
 
    Unfortunately for Krllx and Wulf, the auto-translate feature that was universal to the comm net left something to be desired. While Krllx could understand the gist of what Wulf was saying to him, his language was translated to her as essentially, “I will skull the sex you, and ground skulls!” Wulf, hearing the translation, barked out a harsh bout of laughter. It was one of the whimsical episodes of war that, at the time, doesn’t make much sense, but in the long run grows as the story is retold. But at the moment, even through her laughter, all Wulf wanted to do was pry open that crab, scoop out the meat that was the occupant, and kill it.  
 
    Krllx was confused and angered by the laughter coming through the comms. Did this Human not think that Skizzix Krllx was worthy of fighting it? Her, he amended in his thoughts since the voice definitely sounded like a Human female. His moment of distraction almost cost him his life as the buzzing blade of the CASPer descended toward his head. At the last second, he was able to deflect the blade with his right pincer. Having swatted aside one blade, he went on the offensive, stabbing out with his left.  
 
    Wulf danced her CASPer back as her initial attack failed. The enemy claw had come very close to smacking her faceplate. She parried the follow-on attack with her left blade, which managed to bite into the pincer, rending the ceramosteel with a hideous shriek that was audible, even through her armor. She riposted with her right blade, shearing through a pair of tentacles that reached up from the crawler’s faceplate. While they couldn’t prevent their destruction, the contact with the tentacles did cause the vibrating blade to kick back at the CASPer. On the heel of this, the crawler’s right claw punched forward again, this time impacting the left shoulder of the CASPer. There was the scream of tortured metal, and Wulf’s display showed her left shoulder joint had been destroyed, effectively freezing the left arm in a forward and slightly down-facing position. Horrified by this development, she jumped her CASPer back and, in a desperate move, swung her right blade as hard as the arm could. The blade impacted the left arm of the crawler, and Wulf could feel the impact of the blade on the arm, causing her to bite down hard on her tongue. Blood filled her mouth, and she felt a tooth chip. She couldn’t care less as the enemy machine’s left claw spun off into the muck behind it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx turned a deep purple in frustration, while pulses of electric blue flowed down his tentacles. The pulses in his native environment would have been used to stun prey before attacking it. Even in this technological age, his body still responded to the old inputs in the way it had evolved. He was an apex predator, and his species had not met anything to challenge them until they went off world. His kind reveled in the hunt, and while frustrated, a part of him was also pleased to find an opponent worthy of the name. He backed his crawler away from the CASPer. Its once-terrifying paint job was now marred by battle damage, but the fierce grinning wolf head still remained. Thinking about this for a moment, he wondered if he could replicate the effect with a striking beak on his own faceplate. Then that thought was driven from his mind by his opponent’s next attack.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Schneider watched as her commander and the enemy crawler battled it out. She could see extensive battle damage on both machines, and all she could do was urge the reinforcements to get here sooner. She had expended all of her onboard heavy weapons, and the only weapon system left to her was a mere tri-barrel heavy machine gun. Thinking about it for a moment, Schneider slewed her gun system around onto the enemy machine. The tri-barrel couldn’t hope to penetrate the enemy crawler, but perhaps it could distract it.  
 
    “Hell, what do we have to lose?” asked Schneider of her crew as she depressed the trigger on her joystick.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf and Krllx both were startled by the sudden appearance of tracers impacting on the front of Krllx’s crawler. Krllx quickly got over this as he noted that the heavy machine gun fire was nothing more than a nuisance. He promised himself he would rend the bothersome scout with his one remaining good claw and pull the crew apart with his remaining tentacles. He had to dodge his machine back as the CASPer once again pushed in to strike with that Old Ones-damned blade it sported. Enough is enough, Krllx said to himself.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf thought she had him. She thought she was about to shear through the crab bastard when it did something she hadn’t expected. Instead of dodging away from her, the enemy squatted down on its belly, then skittered forward and up into her, smashing the body of her CASPer with its own. Wulf’s blade didn’t punch through the crawler, instead the crawler got up and under the arm so that only the arm managed to hit it and not the blade. She tried to sweep the blade down, and she succeeded in mangling the armor on the rear of the crawler—but it wasn’t enough.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx grabbed the CASPer’s legs with his remaining tentacles, pulling their machines together tightly. Here, the oddly segmented claw worked in his favor, as its double joints allowed him to pull it back and strike forward straight into the eye of the wolf. He could feel the jarring impact as the tip of his pincer smashed through the faceplate of the CASPer.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Wulf’s world erupted into small explosions as displays and control surfaces exploded inside her cockpit. She watched with horror as the tip of a massive claw pushed itself ever forward toward her, and she felt the tip of it push into the left side of her face. The pain was unbearable, and she let out an agonized scream as she lost vision in her left eye. In pure reflex, to rid herself of her tormentor, she brought the right arm of the CASPer up and punched it straight down.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Krllx turned bright pink in agony as the blade sheared down through his body. It severed the spinal cord leading to the lower half of his body, and he stopped feeling anything from his lower half. He screamed in anguish, and his tentacles beat frantically on his control surfaces as the hideous vibrating blade pulled back out cutting him in half. His last thought, as bright green blood filled the cockpit, was, You lose. I don’t have a skull for you to drink from.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Above Riegan 
 
    Vergellis 4 Star System 
 
      
 
    The Lettow-Vorbeck was spun up for gravity, and the crew moved about purposefully with the hundreds of daily tasks that take up a starship crew’s time. Wulf wasn’t concerned about that though. She and every member of Wulf’s Grenadiers that wasn’t currently on duty were in the boat bay. Laid out in neat rows were the coffins of her dead troopers. Far too many of the coffins were either empty or contained only the partial remains recovered from the destroyed vehicles. Each coffin was draped with two flags, the flag of that trooper’s home country and the flag of the Grenadiers. At the end of the rows of flag-draped coffins, set to one side, were two other coffins. These contained the remains of Mrrltch and Krllx. While they had been enemies in life, in death, they were given honors by the Grenadiers as worthy opponents. She wasn’t angry with them; after all, they had just been contracted to do a job. She was angry with her employers.  
 
    After observing the funeral honors for her dead, Wulf and the Grenadiers committed their comrades, and their former enemies, to the recesses of space. The coffins were sent on a trajectory that would eventually turn them into brief blazing comets as they approached the star that gave life to Riegan. Once complete, the Lettow-Vorbeck began its journey back to Earth. Wulf had an appointment to keep with her employer in a place called the Lyon’s Den.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Lyon’s Den, Houston 
 
    Earth, Sol System 
 
      
 
    The Cillantarq was seated at a table in a corner of the bustling bar named the Lyon’s Den. It wasn’t particularly pleased to be here, but when its lawyers informed it that it needed to be here, it complied. Who wants to get on the wrong side of lawyers? The Cillantarq’s name was completely unpronounceable, so it tended to use the appellation, “Mr. White,” when dealing with Humans. It had discovered through its many dealings with Humans that they were not accustomed to dealing with non-gendered beings, so it had chosen the name to make it easier to deal with them. Mr. White sipped a beverage he thought would have been impossible to find on Earth, and yet this seedy joint on the wrong side of Houston had it.  
 
    Mr. White looked up from his drink as a hush came over the crowd in the Lyon’s Den, and he saw a tall, striking woman. Her immaculate uniform showed a full oberst in the Wulf’s Grenadiers. Light grey tunic over black trousers, the left side had several devices of which Mr. White would have been hard pressed to understand. Warriors and their bobbles, he thought. The woman would be attractive to Human eyes, though the extensive scarring to the left side of her face and the missing eye covered by a black eye patch were certainly a bit disconcerting. To top the affair off, her raven back hair was swept back into a neat bun and topped with a blood-red beret bearing a wolf head crest.  
 
    The woman walked over to Mr. White, and, without being invited, she sat in the chair across the table from him. A waiter showed up immediately to take her order.  
 
    “I will have a Gentleman Jack with a High Life chaser,” she ordered.  
 
    The Cillantarq was amused at this point. It had been in high-priced negotiations long before this woman was born, let alone this bar established in Houston. It dipped its proboscis into the liqueur it was sipping in a display of nonchalance, though in truth, Mr. White was a little nervous. His cartel had contracted this Earth outfit because they were said to be one of the best, but a junior lawyer that was in charge of contracting had neglected to read the fine print. A mistake that that lawyer had paid for with his life. So here was Mr. White, having to meet with a mercenary.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Miss Wulf?” asked Mr. White.  
 
    “It is Oberst Wulf,” corrected a very calm Wulf, “and if you refer to me as Miss one more time, I will shoot you right here in front of all these beings.”  
 
    Mr. White was tempted to laugh at first, but even it could see the rage simmering in the brown depths of Wulf’s eye. Even the voice box, which allowed it to speak to her, emitted a throat clearing noise, though the Cillantarq lacked a proper throat to clear.  
 
    “Forgive me, Oberst Wulf, I will not make that mistake again. Now how can I help you?”  
 
    In answer, Wulf threw a slate onto the table.  
 
    “Read it,” she commanded.  
 
    Mr. White reached out one of its graspers and picked up the slate. The header on the message line was enough to let it know that the game was up, but in morbid fascination, the Cillantarq kept reading. It was a message from the Akkoro, or high command. It was prefaced by a brief message thanking Wulf’s Grenadiers for the proper treatment of the Akkoro dead, the care of their wounded, and the repatriation of those Akkoro that had been taken after the battle. Then it moved on to the bulk of the document. The document was a copy of a contract between Tiqli Holdings, LLC, and the Akkoro. A bright red flashing carrot was at the end of the contract, which Mr. White tapped with its grasper. When the screen stopped moving, it centered on another contract. This one was between Tiqli Holdings, LLC, and Wulf’s Grenadiers. The two contracts had several things in common—both were for the planet Riegan, both were for the same dates, both had caveats about reconnoitering mineral deposits, and both warned of possible claim jumpers.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It seems, Mr. White, that you have contracted a few too many mercs. Perhaps you care to explain yourself?”  
 
    Mr. White considered this for a moment and was preparing to drop the slate when he noticed another carrot blinking. When it tapped it, the data slate showed two documents that were addressed to Tiqli Holdings, LLC. One was from Fiorella, James, and Krieger Law Firm, headquartered in Berlin, and the other was from Tchlx, Rnwe, and Ichset, headquartered on Rokomu. Mr. White would have flushed if it could, but instead, it let out an unpleasant odor that was a holdover from its ancestral past when its species used foul scents to ward off predators.  
 
    “Mr. White, the Akkoro and I will see you in court for breach of contract.”  
 
    With that, a smiling Wulf shot back her whiskey, took a pull off the High Life, stood up from the table, and exited the Lyon’s Den without taking a second look back. As she walked out, the patrons who saw that predatory smile would never mistake it for mirth—ever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Gladiators by T. Allen Diaz 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 1. 
 
      
 
    Cadence O’Hare’s lifeless CASPer lying face down in our blazing CP. Pouring rain cooled the angry smoke, settling it into an acrid fog over our beleaguered camp. Jake Hollis stood in the foreground as he always did in these dreams, as he had that night. The inferno backlighting his traitor form. Sometimes he was in his Fusilier CASPer, as he had been that night. Sometimes he wore the charcoal colors with the swooping raven looking down over outstretched claws across his chest. Other times he wore nothing but a duty uniform, long sword in hand, rain pouring down his face, dark hair falling into his eyes. “I saved this company—ALL OF YOU! And, what did I get for it? Abandoned and left to die!” echoed through the rain. 
 
    The fortunes of war.  
 
    “Thom! Thom!”  
 
    I opened my eyes and stared into the pale, terrified face of Zandra Weis, my freighter pilot and sometimes berthmate. She’d put her lacy nighty back on and was standing in the—cargo hold. I gaped at the gloomy surroundings: slumbering CASPers, crates of weapons, and other accoutrements of war standing still and silent in the darkness. I struggled to fill my lungs, my chest heaving. Sweat poured down my face and chilled my bare torso. I couldn’t say if it was the booze or the anxiety churning my gut. “Sleep walking again?” 
 
    She looked at me with wide-eyed fear. “It was more than that.”  
 
    I followed her wide-eyed gaze. My hand gripped a heavy crow bar. It ached, and the heavy weapons crate in front of me lay splintered. I gulped down a pang of fear. “I haven’t…” 
 
    “Hurt me? No. but this—” she gestured with a free hand. “This is bad, Thom. You need to get some help.” 
 
    My aching hand tightened around the crow bar. “And, how am I going to get help, Z? Take a six-month layover at the next port and check into the first head-shrinker I can find while your brother’s hired thugs race Creditstar’s hired thugs to find me?” 
 
    “I can handle my brother. He—” 
 
    “Swore out a piracy and kidnapping writ on me! Even if you could get him to withdraw the writ, he’ll take Ithica back and strand us on whatever planet he finds us. How do we take contracts then?”  
 
    She shifted her weight and frowned. “This isn’t just any contract, and you know it.” I turned my eyes to the crate before me. “And, this guy you’re meeting, what do you really know about him other than he offered you a contract? You’re not thinking, Thom.” 
 
    “I’ve checked his intel: the Stalkers do appear to be operating in the Kerros System. Their order of battle, strength assessments, and client are all legit.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he is. Bounty hunters can be quite resourceful when it comes to tracking their prey. It’s what they do.” She stepped closer and put an arm on my shoulder. “I can blast us off this rock in less than an hour, and we can leave this place behind. Go somewhere where we can breathe, and you can—” 
 
    “No!” I said. “This guy, Bess, is offering a paying job and Jake Hollis’ head. There’s no way I’m passing on either.” My onetime XO, Jake Hollis, had betrayed our merc company one rainy night in a picturesque valley called K’vaal. Most of the few who’d survived had become POWs subjected to the tender mercies of the native P’tar.  
 
    “This isn’t just about your petty revenge!” 
 
    “Petty? Mac, Thar-cha, and Marcus hung in those birdcages, waiting their turn to become P’tar delicacies.” I paused, an imprinted memory bringing a sad quiet to my voice. “And, Caydence O’Hare, stabbed in the back, left to cook in her own CASPer.” 
 
    “Caydence died in combat, and Mac and the others weren’t turned into P’tar delicacies. You saw to that.” 
 
    “And it cost us our entire cash reserve.” The Night Stakers, Jake Hollis’ mercenary benefactor and our conqueror that rainy night, had demanded a hefty ransom for the POW’s they’d taken. The local P’tar had acted as a proxy agent and then shared the spoils with the Stalkers in the form of a very generous bonus. Jake Hollis had been our CFO. He knew to the credit what we had. They’d taken it all. “That’s why we can’t pass up this job.” 
 
    The air went out of her, and she slumped against the bulkhead, defeated. “A job—singular—does you no good if you’re serving life on a debtor’s writ or worse.” 
 
    “I’m not letting this go.” 
 
    “Even though you know it’s a trap?” 
 
    “I won’t know that until I meet Bess.” 
 
    Angry eyes looked back from the dark. “A recruiter hunts you down and offers you a job that’ll bring the company out of receivership and hand you Jake Hollis’ head on a spike for good measure. That doesn’t sound like bait to you?” 
 
    When she put it like that… “I have to hear him out. It’s the only way to know for sure.” I strode across the metal deck and cupped her chin in my hand. “We’ll be careful. Mac and I have already gone over the meeting place. It’s a shithole bar in the slums. If it looks bad, we’ll bust out, and J’quall will pick us up in a flyer. We’ll be back here in twenty mikes, and you get us out of here, right?” 
 
    Her smile was wistful. “Sounds like Ma’Coe’s plan.” 
 
    “So, what if it is? He is my ops officer.” 
 
    Sad eyes peered at him over the smile. “You’re gonna be running forever, Thom. It’s never gonna stop. You’re gonna have to live on the razor’s edge until they catch you. And, they will catch you.” 
 
    “Catch me? Not us?” 
 
    She looked away. “This isn’t what I had in mind when I agreed to be your pilot.” 
 
    My blood became an ice flow. “Are you leaving?” 
 
    “You should start thinking about a new way to get around.”  
 
    I tried to get her to look me in the eye and tell me we weren’t on our own, but she looked out into the shadow. Something else etched the features of her face, something she was holding back, but— 
 
    “Hey, am I interrupting something?”  
 
    I turned to see a red-furred, slender-built Zuul who looked more like a fox than the dog his race was known to resemble. “Hey, Mac. We were just having a—” I turned to Zandra, but she had slipped away on her bare feet and was halfway to the aft hatch.  
 
    “Lover’s spat?” Mac pushed the end of a cigar into the flame of his lighter and puffed on it. He let the smoke out in a panting breath. It surrounded his foxlike head with a cheap-smelling, blue haze. His voice came out as a feral growl that sounded more savage than thoughtful. Sounds, like looks, could be deceiving. “Told you about bangin’ the help. Might be she gets mad at you and leaves us all stranded on some rock, someday.” 
 
    I watched her go. You should start thinking about a new way to get around. “Z would never do that. She likes you too much.” 
 
    We shared a grin, and Mac said, “Maybe I should be bangin’ the help.” 
 
    Our laughter echoed off the metal bulkheads. “You try, and she might leave us marooned. Let’s get some chow and get J’quall up. I don’t want to leave anything to chance on this one.”  
 
    That doesn’t sound like bait to you? 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 2. 
 
      
 
    We stood in the street, gazing at the bar’s rundown facade. Dirt-stained windows looked out at street level. Dusty stone stairs descended to a narrow door. A staircase on our right rose to a merchant bazaar that ran several blocks in either direction. I looked down the dark, narrow staircase and into the funnel of a trap. A dirty sign hung above the entrance. “Kuavshar.” 
 
    Mac tossed his cigar and puffed out a haze. “The Cave.” 
 
    I drew a long breath and glanced over my shoulder. “The Dragon’s Cave?”  
 
    Mac never took his eyes off the door. “It’s no Lyon’s Den.” 
 
    We descended the steps together and passed through the front door. There was a small landing and more stone stairs twisting to our left, ending in a drape of beads. I looked around and wondered if ‘dungeon’ would have been a better description. I expected to see shackles on the unpainted stone, but there were only round tables with faux, yellow-lensed lanterns. 
 
    It was almost empty. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. A skinny Human in pilot garb was making time with a pair of barflies, taking drinks from a serving bot. A grey-black Sidar with a long-beaked, triangular head and dark, black eyes looked out from a table close to the bar. A pair of ferocious Pushtals filled the space on either side. They looked at us with the lazy disinterest only predators can manage.  
 
    I turned to the Sidar. “Mr. Bess?” 
 
    The Sidar tipped his head, regarding me with his unreadable alien gaze and spoke. My pinned translator turned the alien’s screechy gibberish into words. “Captain Harper. Please, have a seat.” 
 
    I nodded, and we sat across from Bess. The serving bot wheeled around the bar, bringing a whiskey for me and a Tarbylion Ale for Mac—our favorites. Mac and I glanced at each other and pretended to drink. The Sidar motioned with his bat-winged arm, and the Pushtals moved to a table by the front door. I didn’t like that. “Expecting trouble?” 
 
    The Sidar laughed in a high-pitched squeal. “One doesn’t meet with wanted mercs without taking certain precautions.” 
 
    A weak smile touched my face. “We’re just looking for a little work.” 
 
    He stared at me with his black eyes for several long seconds. “You’re looking for more than that.”  
 
    “And you promised to deliver.” 
 
    His shrill laughter filled my soul with dread. “You, Humans, and your desire for vengeance!” He looked at Mac. “You, Zuul, can be vindictive, as well, eh?” 
 
    “And Sidars aren’t?” 
 
    He looked back at me, his face still unreadable. “We see ourselves as more…practical, more patient. It makes us harder to manipulate.” There was a long pause. “And we don’t burden ourselves with compassion.” Something about his tone chilled me. “It seems unfair after the K’vaal Valley.”  
 
    Did he glance at the Pushtals behind us? “The way Creditstar sabotaged your petition with the Merc Guild. It might make me feel bad about taking your contract.” Any findings against Jake Hollis and the Night Stalkers would have frozen Creditstar’s actions against Fusilier Inc. and its officers. “Creditstar already has a buyer interested in your indenture order.” The Sidar leaned forward, his long, pointed beak almost touching my chest. “And, then there’s Weis and his contract. This stands to be a very profitable day for us.” 
 
    My grip on the tumbler tightened, and I looked at the pair at the bar. Their suitor’s eyes lingered on our table. Coincidence? My instincts told me no. I glanced at the Pushtals, their attention focused on us. “Collection agents.” 
 
    Something like emotion touched the grey face for the first time. It was not a pleasant sight. “Of course, we are.” 
 
    Mac and I shared another glance. It was time. He reached out, grabbed the table and turned it over on the Sidar. The creature cried out in surprise. I grabbed a chair and struck the smug bastard over his pointed head. The man at the bar stepped forward, reaching for something in his coat. I’d already picked him out as a target and swung my chair toward his head. The women must’ve been cover. They ran away, screaming.  
 
    The chair caught the man in the face, and he staggered backward. I pressed my advantage, pushing him with the chair and driving him backward into the back wall of the bar, the rungs between the chair’s legs pressing hard against his chest. I couldn’t say if the loud crack was one of the wooden rungs or the man’s ribs breaking, but there was no time to contemplate it.  
 
    Mac pushed past me, behind the bar, and into the kitchen beyond. I turned and slung the chair in the direction of the Pushtals, knowing it would only slow the big cats half a step, but every moment counted. I followed Mac through the disgusting kitchen, glad I hadn’t ordered the chicken, and up the rear steps. A narrow-framed, ground-effect flyer waited in the dark, narrow alleyway, J’quall sitting at the controls.  
 
    We hopped into the flyer and watched the Pushtals appear in the doorway as we pulled away. We rounded the corner and left them behind in the night-darkened alleyway. J’quall kept us low, flying close to the rooftops, leading any prying eyes toward the eastern tarmac. I searched for signs of pursuit but saw nothing. 
 
    “Scopes are clean,” I said. “Let’s get off this rock.” J’quall jabbered his HecSha gibberish. I didn’t need the translator to hear the relieved agreement with him. He broke into an easy turn and the massive, bright lights of the Southern Port Complex loomed close. The craft dipped low into the adjoining warehouse district, weaving between the large metal buildings. There was still no sign of pursuit, and we all breathed a little easier. 
 
    J’quall jabbered again, and I stared down into the shadowy, narrow street below, remembering the way Zandra tried to talk me out of going. “She’s not my girlfriend.”  
 
    J’quall and Mac rolled their eyes at each other and Mac spoke in his Zuul-inflected English. “If that Sidar went to the trouble of hiring Pushtals, it won’t take him long to put the word out on us.” 
 
    We flew onto spaceport property through a private gate used for indie craft. It was the obvious place to look, but there were a lot of hangars to search, giving us enough time to get up and away. J’quall took us through the massive door of our dimly lit, rundown hangar. Zandra stood under the C-95, the light from the landing gear spotlighting her hourglass form. I studied her, looking for a tell.  
 
    We flew to the edge of the glow, where J’quall set us down. I called to Zandra. “I thought you’d have this thing warmed up and running after our conversation this morning.” Zandra stared into the darkness, and my gut twisted.  
 
    The sliding door behind us slammed closed, echoing through the darkness, and I felt light of hope leave my soul. “No, mercenary,” said an alient voice from behind us. “It’s not going anywhere. Not now.” 
 
    Mac reached for a pistol in the console, but I stayed his hand. The Sidar and his Pushtal friends stepped to the edge of the light. I raised my hands and stood with slow, deliberate motions. “All we wanna do is get on our ship and get out. No one needs to get hurt” 
 
    “It’s not your ship, pirate!” The words came from a man to the Sidar’s left. He wore an orange pilot’s jumpsuit opened to the diaphragm. Shaggy black hair hung to his collar, and thick black eyebrows knotted over dark eyes. “It’s mine!” 
 
    I glanced at Zandra. She still wouldn’t meet my eyes, and I realized this was going to be worse than I thought.  
 
    “It’s been a long time, Jay.” Jason Weis had inherited Weis and Jacobson Freight from his father, David and was Zandra’s older brother.  
 
    Jason’s scowl deepened. “That’s not my name.” 
 
    “I’m no pirate.” 
 
    “The Peacemakers might not see it that way.” I glanced at the Sidar, and my heart spasmed. If they were hunters with a Peacemaker contract, a little indentured servitude was the least of my worries.  
 
    I looked back at Jason. “We have a contract.” 
 
    “Had a contract that expired over a year ago,” said Jason. “I’ve been recalling Ithica for longer than that. And then there’s the little matter of the beacon, any particular reason it’s disabled?” 
 
    “It’s a military transport. I had to make it stealthier. Nothing personal.” 
 
    Jason nodded and glanced at Zandra. “It ends here. Ithica is coming with me.” A long pause hung between us. “So is Zandra.” 
 
    “You can’t take her!” 
 
    Jason chuckled and turned malicious eyes on me. “Who do you think told us where we could find you?” My eyes flew open, and I turned to Zandra. She was looking at the back of the shadow-darkened hangar. “It seems the romance of being a swashbuckling mercenary, living job-to-job, died in the K’vaal Valley.” 
 
    “You lie!” But he wasn’t, and I knew it. 
 
    “Your log says you’ve been here going on fifty-five hours. The FTL trip here alone took me a hundred and seventy. How else would we be here so soon?” I gripped the edge of the flyer, and Jason’s smile broadened. “You need to do a better job picking your friends, Thom. They have a habit of turning on you.”  
 
    He broke from the group, walking toward the Ithica. “You owe her a debt of thanks, you know.”  
 
    I glanced at Zandra. She looked back at me, her big eyes begging me to understand. I sneered and turned back to Jason. “She’s the only reason I cancelled my complaint with the Peacemakers,” Jason continued. “You’d be in a whole different world of hurt if Kundar were carrying a Peacemaker’s writ instead of a Collector’s.” 
 
    The Sidar looked on with his bulbous, black eyes. “The contract specified alive.” His motioned to the Pushtals with his head. “But I don’t take down rogue mercenaries with stun weapons. If you move, we’ll kill you.”  
 
    There were few options. A lifetime of slave labor working off Creditstar’s losses was still life. My eyes lingered on the empty gangway ramp where Zandra had been standing.  
 
    “I’m told Creditstar already has a plan for the three of you.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 3. 
 
      
 
    I stood in the darkness, the sound of my panting keeping me company. Tense fear rippled through my belly, racking my body with the occasional involuntary shudder. The heavy, black iron door held back the horrors awaiting me and muffled the bloodthirsty cheers of the crowd. This was always the worst time, those tense, terrible moments before battle. 
 
    They’d stripped the Mk 3. No over-the-shoulder machine gun or arm-mounted nine mil and no weak-ass jump jets, just a pair of meter-long sabers that reminded me of scimitars. They’d painted the machine a ridiculous orange and stenciled logos of my many sponsors onto the dented armor. It was an impressive collection that was an indication of respect and longevity.  
 
    The emcee’s voice boomed through the door. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, beings from all worlds, for our next act, straight from the battlefields of the most tumultuous regions of our galaxy, these creatures have waged war in frozen tundras and arid deserts, bled in the densest cityscapes and the emptiness of space. Now, they work off the shame of defeat as killer slaves in our ring! Let’s hear it for the Three Gladiators!”  
 
    The howling of the crowd exploded, and the heavy door before me rose, unleashing a cascade of sound that pierced my armor and filled the vaulted chamber in which I stood. The light from the far side of the black door washed over me, filling my helm. The scene was one I’d beheld dozens of times since my forced occupation change—a dingy, smooth-walled, circular pit, thirty meters in diameter, surrounded by a meters-wide trench. The dirty floor was the same pitted, unfinished concrete as the walls. The multicolored stains of dried blood testified to the death and suffering of countless creatures sacrificed on the altar of chance. I hoped the blood of the creatures sacrificed today wouldn’t be red, or at least Human. 
 
    The crowd looked down from its perch on the three-meters of perimeter wall, the glare of the spotlights turning them into suggestions of shapes. Arms, or at least appendages of some kind, flailed beyond the brilliant spotlights. Aliens of all walks came to watch the greatest blood sport in the galaxy.  
 
    Two more stripped down CASPers entered the arena on either side of me. Mac’s beast was aquamarine, tiger-striped with white. J’quall’s smaller, modified machine was purple with an orange belly. They both had as many stenciled sponsorships as I did. We’d become very popular over the years, crowd favorites. The notoriety had done little to change our outlooks: we were still slaves, forced to kill or be killed, so our owners could make millions. And, somewhere out there, Jake Hollis was running free. 
 
    We completed our march across the four-meter-deep trench surrounding the arena, and the heavy metal bridges retracted. The crackle of our comms filled my ear, and the low rumble of the iron doors rising on the far side of the arena cued the announcer: “And,” he continued, his voice becoming low and troubled, “facing them are the wild and savage monsters from the jungles of Uuwato.” The mere mention of the infamous planet chilled my gut. “The ferocious, the horrific, the terrifying: Oooooooogars!” 
 
    Mac shuffled his feet. “Creative Beings of Justice, not Oogars, again.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I responded.  
 
    J’quall chattered away in his HecSha dialect. “Do we sound happy about it?” I asked our lizard friend. 
 
    The doors were only three-quarters up when the beasts appeared. Giant bears with plum-colored fur lumbered from the shadows, ducking below the rising doors, baring their white teeth and sharp claws. They were feral beasts: large, powerful, and instinctive, but they wouldn’t coordinate well, or not as well as their more sophisticated brothers and sisters. There was little consolation in that notion, as we stood with our back to the abyss. 
 
    “I count five,” I said. “I say we go head-on, echelon left.” It wasn’t necessary to say more. We’d done this dozens of times, against dozens of enemies. Everyone knew what to do. J’quall, on the left, stepped off in his quicker, nimbler machine and set the pace. I followed in my standard-sized rig, the center element, and Mac fell in behind and to my right.  
 
    The Oogars fixated on me, galloping forward. I tried not to imagine the force of an augmented Human running headlong into almost three-tons of alien flesh charging the other way. The purple wall of monsters grew closer and closer, their immense forms dwarfing mine until we met, center ring. Two things happened in that moment: J’quall veered to his right, slashing at the closest Oogar and opening a great gash across the beast’s flank, and I slid down on one knee, blade first into the formation of purple bears.  
 
    I found soft flesh and ripped open one great monster’s belly, covering my orange mech with blood and entrails. The beast howled, her pelvis snagging my scimitar for an instant, her momentum carrying her past me and casting her head-over-heels across the concrete floor. J’quall’s victim roared in pain but wasn’t down. I stood and brandished my sword to finish off the vulnerable Oogar, but my blade bent and snapped with a crack.  
 
    I stared in stunned disbelief and remembered the way it caught on the first Oogar. It’s all I had time to do. A huge purple claw smashed into my shoulder, spinning me around and sending me face-first into the floor. The raucous joy of the crowd turned into a shared moment of mesmerized ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs.’ Mac and J’quall called to me from far away, but they both had their own problems.  
 
    I tried to get my hands under me, but half a ton of purple monster landed on my back, driving me into the concrete and stealing my breath. Alarms sounded, and my computer told me in her gentle voice that my suit had sustained critical damage. The Oogar slashed at me with titanium-reinforced claws, shredding my CASPer’s rear armor. I strained to draw my knees close and raised my ass into the air. The Oogar tipped forward, taking a fraction of its weight off me and giving me just enough time to get my hands under me.  
 
    The servos of my battered Mk 3 still had enough in them to help me shed the beast. He lurched forward, planting his face in the concrete. It took a pair of seconds to get to my feet, too long. I had just pulled my reserve sword from its scabbard when the Oogar turned, lashing at me with the speed and ferocity of a cat. I stumbled backward, trying to put some distance between us, but the titanium claws were merciless, tearing away armor and exposing part of my face.  
 
    The acrid smell of smoke lifted, and the stuffy heat of confinement I hadn’t noticed vented into the outside air. Cooler, more rank air rushed in to take its place. So, too, did the noise—blood-thirsty cheering from the crowd, the shriek of tearing metal, and the raging snarls of an out-of-control Oogar. I was still backpedaling, weaving my head to avoid direct impact, parrying as many of the blows as I could. The proximity display on my HUD was dead, damage reports flashed red, and a buzzing alert filled my pinned brain. How many more steps could I take? Two? Ten? It was now or never. 
 
    I stepped forward into the storm of titanium claws and pounding paws, scimitar gripped in my right hand. The blade wasn’t designed for stabbing, but it still had a pointy end, and my servo-enhanced uppercut pierced the monster’s belly, driving cold steel deep into its chest. Perhaps it was the way my broken screen allowed me to look the Oogar in the eye, but something about the way his expression changed from feral animal rage to open-mouthed shock touched me with sadness, stretching the terrible, blissful moment into an hours-long second. A small moan escaped the beast’s throat, and I mouthed the words I’m sorry before the crowd’s bloodthirsty cheers swept away my moment of compassion.  
 
    I tore the blade free, trying not to notice the gore and blood that preceded the dying beast to the concrete. J’quall was on the floor at the edge of the pit, receiving the same treatment I’d been getting. His tiny form was moving and bobbing, and he was doing a better job of keeping those titanium razors from shredding him than I’d done. It wouldn’t last. Mac was in a stand-up fight between a pair of monsters. One of the Oogar’s arms was hewn to the bone and dangled limp below the elbow. A slash across the face had taken out the other Oogar’s right eye. Purple blood poured down his cheek and matted the hair on his chest.  
 
    I moved as fast as the servos would let me, but somewhere, the soft female voice droned: Warning, power output down to fifty percent. Warning…The loud whirring of the servos betrayed the strain that simple walking placed on the hardware. But I was drawing closer and closer to J’quall, the crowd roaring in frenzied approval. I raised my purple-stained sword over my right shoulder. J’quall’s gaze fell on me, and he hesitated, allowing the monster to slash his face. “No!” 
 
    The Oogar paused and turned, but I was already bringing down the blade. It connected below the monster’s jaw, biting into the thick purple pelt of her neck. I swiped the blade across my body, loosening a torrent of purple blood. The crowd erupted in approval, celebrating the great beast’s death. I turned just in time to watch the one-eyed Oogar swipe Mac’s sword from his hand. I moved in that direction as fast as the weary servos would take me.  
 
    Mac dropped to the floor, catching the Oogar in the gut with his foot, sending the beast staggering backward. The one-armed bear clawed with her left paw, gouging metal and ceramic. One-eye regained his balance and loomed over Mac’s aquamarine CASPer, the shredded, smashed armor splashed with purple blood and gore. I approached from the monster’s right, rendering him blind to my approach. I drew the blade over my shoulder and slashed across the beast’s exposed head. He howled in pain and turned on me, but I’d already drawn the blade back, and I lunged, point-first. It sank hilt deep into the heavy, purple body. The Oogar howled, and the crowd cheered. 
 
    I drove the monster backward with my servo-driven legs. He groped for the handle but couldn’t stop my drive until his heels were on the lip of the trench. He roared, stepping forward and lashing out with his claws. I looked at the struggling creature, wrinkled my nose in disgust and stomped on the monster’s front leg, snapping it beneath the servo-powered steel. A pained half-cry, half-roar escaped the monster. He toppled to the deck, then rolled over the edge, taking my sword with him.  
 
    I returned my attention to Mac, but the Zuul had regained his feet and turned the tables on the lame beast. He was back on his feet, holding the monster over his head. He lunged forward, tossing the Oogar past the lip and into the trench. Thousands of voices crashed down from the stands above. Mac dropped to a knee. Medical staff tended to J’quall. I stood, shoulders slumped, the ghoulish adoration washing over me, and tried not to fill my armor with vomit.  
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    “How is he?” I asked, looking past the medical staff at J’quall. The gladiator med bay might’ve been cut from the arena. Dark, unfinished concrete walls and floor conspired with harsh lights and a low ceiling to give the place a dirty, claustrophobic feel. The same multi-colored blood stains that splashed the arena floor were here, too. The equipment was old hand-me-downs real hospitals hadn’t used in decades, and I doubted any of it was designed for a HecSha. I looked at the rabbit-eared XenSha doctor. The distant cheering of the crowd mingled with the beeping of the antiquated med gear.  
 
    “I think he’ll live. He’ll need to change his facial ID settings, though.” 
 
    “That’s not very funny.” 
 
    She turned to look at me, and a long ear drooped. “Sorry, been putting you gladiators back together for two years, now. A little fatalistic humor goes a long way.” I nodded. G’uenneshi Kar was a slave, same as us. I couldn’t imagine the debt that brought her here. “I’ll see if I can’t get some nanites. Maybe they’ll help rebuild his face.” 
 
    I looked into her big, brown eyes and nodded. “Thanks, Gwen.” 
 
    Warmth crossed her rodent face, and she squeezed my arm. “You damn CASPer jocks are the worst, always getting banged up enough to be really hurt but still salvageable by arena standards.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded at Mac. We stepped out into a corridor as drab and claustrophobic as the exam room. It was empty. J’quall required the attention of all three of the on-duty medical types. Mac clamped down on a cheap cigar. How he could manage such a luxury as an indentured slave was always a curiosity to me. “What happened out there?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Broke my sword. After that, it all went to hell.” 
 
    Mac looked at me with his fox face and chewed on the unlit tobacco. “J’quall had already made his turn, expecting to shock the bears you were chopping up. By the time he realized you were in trouble, he had that big mama on top of him.” Mac looked away and shook his head. “I got distracted and ended up chopping my target’s arm instead of his neck. Almost killed us all.” There was a long pause. “That damned sword almost killed us all.” I stared down at a faded, green stain on the unfinished floor, grateful he hadn’t said, “You almost killed us all.” 
 
    The volume of the faraway crowd had died a little when the doors at the end of the hallway crashed open. Our master, Golosh S-jeth, a green and orange HecSha whose flat head and stumpy tail were his only resemblances to J’quall, stomped down the hall. He wore a gawdy metallic gold robe and lots of golden jewelry. The oversized lizard was thick and round, the opposite of the lithe, sleek form that was my friend. When he was happy with us, he wore a mean scowl on his alien face that made me think he was going to have us tortured. He was not happy with us.  
 
    “Well, you Vapasses have managed to destroy the CASPers I provided! The techs tell me they won’t be able to salvage anything but nuts and bolts from any of your machines!” 
 
    His native chittering, hissing, and manic motions of exasperated rage accompanied the translation. The rant from this obese lizard, festooned in gold and wearing a golden smoking jacket, would have been downright comical, if not for the armed Blevins standing to either side of him. Each of the scaly green man-lizards sported a laser rifle, holstered pistol, light combat armor, and a stern expression that promised ill tidings should our valor get the better part of our discretion.  
 
    “Gardette Mallos has asked me many times if I would consent to a free-for-all match.” He paused, looking at the two of us. “Three walk in, one walks out.” A leering, cruel expression crossed his face. “What’s killing a longtime friend compared to one’s freedom? Surely you would cut that furry throat for your freedom, yes?” He looked at Mac. “And you! What’s a little nibble on Harper’s entrails if it means never again being a slave?” Mac looked away, and I chose not to read anything into that. “Up to now, you’ve been too valuable, represented too much income. But after today…” He let the words hang in the air, studying us through narrowed eyes. “When your D’gothe friend,” he never used J’quall’s name, only the HecSha epithet, “Heals, we will see how close you really are.” 
 
    He turned to lead his henchmen back the way they’d come. I never saw the remote palmed in his hand. Perhaps he’d sent the signal from a pinned transmitter, but the pain that erupted in the back of my head sent me to the nasty, blood-stained floor.  
 
    “I look forward to seeing you two in the ring.”  
 
    I looked at Mac. “I think we’re gonna need to know where you get those cigars.” 
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    “I don’t like it,” said Mac.  
 
    K’rla D’scartas was a Phazelle, a race of supple, docile humanoids with slender, lean bodies. The males and females both tended to have the traditionally attractive curves of a Human female. The aliens could be as tall as one-and-three-quarter meters with most covered head-to-toe in soft brown or grey fur. They were a favorite chattel among HecSha slavers, most often pressed into service as personal servants and to provide other, more intimate, needs. Big expressive eyes pierced the gloom of the dungeon. “No. I can do this.” Mac glared at me and looked up to her, his expression soft and pleading. She was more than a source of cigars to him, and I envied him that. “The Gharkos see us as weak—as less than contemptable. We are not, and this will show them.” Gharkos was the Phazelle word for slaver. 
 
    “But you are a serving girl, not a warrior!” 
 
    K’rla placed a gentle hand on Mac’s face. “We must become what our surroundings need us to be. Would you rather I stand aside and let you die?” Mac didn’t have an answer for that. “Of course, you would, if only to protect me. But is that fair?” 
 
    Mac turned to glare at me, again. 
 
    I looked at K’rla. “If I can get what we need from Gwen, can you deliver it to us?” Gwen was easier to pronounce than Doctor G’uenneshi Kar. 
 
    “I can, and the—layout of this arena.” She offered a hesitant glance at Mac. “I—serve the head trainer.” Mac tensed, but his anger wasn’t with K’rla.  
 
    I nodded. “Thank you. We owe you our lives.” 
 
    She bowed her head, gave Mac’s forehead a gentle kiss, and was gone. 
 
    We stared into the blackness of our dungeon till long after she was gone, angry silence filling the darkness between us. “You prefer to let them set us all against each other and hack ourselves to pieces for gambling profits?”  
 
    “K’rla’s just a servant girl. She’s no warrior.” 
 
    “Might be that’ll give her the cover she needs.” 
 
    “And afterwards? When they’re piecing together what went wrong, grilling every being that could have helped us? What happens to her then?”  
 
    It was a tough question, but I did have an answer. “With any luck, there won’t be enough left of this place to investigate.” Mac’s silence told me what he thought of that. “I saw the way she looked at you. How is she gonna get along without you?” 
 
    “She’s a survivor.” I nodded. That was liable to be true. “We’re on Chitaa.” 
 
    I spun my head. “Chitaa? As in home of the MinSha, Chitaa?” 
 
    “The same,” said Mac.  
 
    “I haven’t seen one of those bug-eyed bastards since we got here.” It had been years, maybe a decade. It sure felt that way, sometimes.  
 
    “You don’t think they’d soil their good name to come down here, do you? It would sully their precious honor.” 
 
    I thought about that and their strict code of conduct. They would hold to the agreement that brought Golosh and his thugs here, whatever that was, but if we could cause enough of a dust up, maybe we could change the circumstances enough to give them an out. This might work after all. It was time for the next phase of the plan. “Fuck you, you hypercritical furball!” I grabbed a tin plate of mush and tossed it at him. It splattered across his fur. 
 
    Mac yelped and roared in his native Zuulish. It was a nasty insult, and I didn’t need the pinned translator to interpret. I was on my feet, but Mac was up first. I put everything I could behind my fist. The guards would be sure to see. If this didn’t look real, it wouldn’t work. Mac ducked then clamped his powerful jaws on my right forearm. I’d been nipped by animals, but this was different. It wasn’t the teeth tearing into my flesh like paper, it was the heavy weight and power of his jaws, a strength that said I could go wherever I wanted, but my arm was going with him. I screamed in real pain and slammed my fist into Mac’s head. A pulse hit the restraining chips embedded in the backs of our necks, and we toppled to the floor.  
 
    The squeal of hinges followed the metal-on-metal scrape of a turning lock. Armored hands picked me up off the floor, and Blevish-sounding words passed over my head, but the restraining chip left my pinned translator mute. There was opportunity there. I could feel it.  
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    I winced and sucked air through my teeth as Doctor G’uenneshi Kar probed by arm. “What the hell did he do to you?” Gwen asked.  
 
    “What’s it look like, Gwen? He bit me!” 
 
    She stared at me for several long moments. “I mean, what the hell happened between you and Mac? I thought you were close.” 
 
    I waited for several long moments. “Golosh is setting up a three-way fight between me, J’quall, and Mac.” 
 
    Gwen stopped probing and stared in disbelief. “A deathmatch?” I held her gaze and nodded. She tossed her probe into a tray and cursed in her native language. “Golosh!” Then she turned on me. “And what is this? Practice?” 
 
    The right side of my mouth rose in a lopsided smile. “Of a sort.” 
 
    I looked at the Blevin standing at the door and hoped he was as disinterested as he appeared. “We’re tying to come up with a plan, and we need you to keep J’quall here for some bonus time. Can you do that?” 
 
    She glanced at the Blevin, picked up her probe from the stainless-steel plate, and shook her head. “No way. Golosh is already on me to cut him loose. It was all I could do to get him to agree to the minimum days J’quall needs to heal.” 
 
    “I hear we’re on Chitaa. That true?” 
 
    Another probe, another wince. Gwen didn’t look up from her work. “It is. The T’gall crime family has some MinSha connections. They keep below the radar, and their MinSha master takes a cut.” 
 
    I studied her. “How the hell did you end up a slave doctor on Chitaa?” 
 
    She glared at me. “Let’s just say I’m a prisoner of conscience.” 
 
    I winced. “Hey that hurts!”  
 
    “It damn well should hurt. Did you give any thought to the fact that you might need this arm to do—whatever it is you’re thinking about doing? Having it almost gnawed off wasn’t your brightest move.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, Mac doesn’t know his own strength sometimes. But you’re the best arena doc we have. Surely you can fix me up.” 
 
    Her expression softened at my flattery. “I’m only as good as my tools, and Golosh sees to it that I have few of them. A little dose of ‘nites would mend your arm like it was never hurt.” ‘Nites were nanites. They’d been standard-issue for CASPer pilots. They were great for healing the body and repairing internal damage. They’d also been the first thing Golosh took away when he leased our debt from Creditstar.  
 
    I looked at the Blevin, and my mind flashed back to it dragging me away from Mac. My eyes grew wide, and I looked at Gwen. “Please tell me you got those nanites to help J’quall.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 7. 
 
      
 
    The booming of the announcer’s voice echoed through the heavy door, talking over, but never drowning out, the din of thousands of cheering creatures. “Greetings to those from near and far, and welcome to our main event!” The cheering increased. “These beings have fought side-by-side for decades, first on battlefields all around the galaxy, then in the arena, facing all manner of brutal beasts and cunning warriors. But today, the Three Gladiators will face a terrible foe who promises to take a heavy toll on their ranks!” How did they manage to cheer louder? “Today, these former friends shall meet in a deathmatch which will cost at least two of these brothers-in-arms their lives!” More bloody approval drifted through the door. 
 
    The dam holding back the vicious glee opened, releasing the bloodlust to wash over my exposed body and assault my unprotected ears. My legs felt boneless without tons of steel and titanium supporting them, and I had to resist the urge to lock my knees. Someone shoved me in the back. I turned and found myself looking at the lizard-like smile of a rifle-toting Blevin. I adjusted the grip of my sweaty hands on the leather-handled whip and the short, stabbing sword. No HUD appeared in my sight, and no comm static sounded in my ears. There were only the bright lights before me and the exaltation of the crowd around me.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of movement on the far side of the ring, a small, sleek body—J’quall. Movement to my right told me Mac was there. I stepped off the bridge, my unaided eyes adjusting to the harsh light. I was taken down by the impact of solid muscle, a yawning mouth full of sharp teeth snarled, assaulting my nostrils with foul-smelling breath. The crowd roared its delight, pounding my unprotected ears with their raucous approval. I toppled to the floor, Mac snarling down at me. My chest closed in around my heart, threatening to smother it, the memory of Mac looking away when Golosh brought up the deathmatch filling me with a terrible moment of doubt. But he pulled the whip from my hand, and I knew.  
 
    J’quall joined our scrum with his whip and a weapon that had once been a type of trident. He’d bent the prongs a-hundred-and-eighty degrees, so they faced the handle. Mac’s gravelly voice rose over the crowd. “Hurry before they figure this out!” 
 
    We’d each equipped ourselves with a whip and tied them end-to-end, securing J’qualll’s downturned trident like a grappling hook. We stood as one, J’quall swinging the impromptu hook to build momentum. The crowd’s roar stuttered, then fell to a worried murmur. Their volume dropped so completely, the ring of the grappling hook ricocheting off one of the wrought iron fences at the top of the containment wall echoed in our battered ears.  
 
    J’quall was quick, gathering up the grappling hook and again slinging it at the fence, but he missed. My gut twisted, waiting for the sniper rounds that would take off our heads, but I felt only a faint tingle across the back of my neck. He gathered the grappling hook and threw a third time. Success! He swung across the trench and climbed toward the top of the wall. We eyed him with worry, waiting for the snipers to fire or the knots to give, but neither happened, and J’quall climbed with the speed of a salamander.  
 
    The contestant gates lumbered opened, the telescoping bridge reaching out slowly. The feet of a Blevin were visible beneath the gate. Hisses and boos blended with alarmed conversation. Mac was four steps ahead of me and landed with more grace than I managed. He was under the door before the gate rose above the Blevin’s waist. The scream of the stricken man-lizard rose above the murmur of the crowd.  
 
    Screams and shrieks replaced the bloody joy, bringing a glow to my heart. I rolled under the rising gate and drew the dead guard’s pistol. Mac had already taken the rifle and was shooting down a pair of Blevins caught flat-footed on the dirty stone floor. More gentle tingling spread across my neck. “Looks like Gwen’s nanites are muting the containment chips.” 
 
    Mac grinned, a cigar clamped in his blood-stained jaws, his canine eyes gazing at the fresh corpses in the dungeon-like gloom. “Aren’t they surprised?” 
 
    J’quall swung through the open mouth of the arena gate, landing in a crouch. He toggled the door, drawing it shut and sealing it against the guards rushing across the circle. The fresh scars stood out angry and pink on his purple and orange face. His yellow eyes shined in the gloom. He chittered and squawked, drawing a smile from me. “You’re just too damned fast to shoot, Jack.” I cast a sideways grin over my shoulder. “Sorry about your face.” 
 
    Mac never looked up. “What are you talking about, Thom? He’s never looked better.” 
 
    We chuckled and moved into the shadows. “Now, let’s hope K’rla’s map is accurate.” I said. 
 
    I could feel Mac’s lewd smile in his voice. “Oh, it’s accurate. She’s very good at details.”  
 
    J’quall chittered in his high-pitched rapid-fire tongue. “I’m with you, Jack. You’ll have to tell us all about it when we get out of here.” 
 
    Mac never stopped. “She does this thing with her—” 
 
    A loud electronic hum and metallic clack behind us announced the raising of the door. “They’ve hit the override,” I said. “We’ll have to live vicariously through you later, Mac. Lead the way.” 
 
    We darted into the gloom, the sound of the announcer echoing through the door. Soothing words of consolation and reassurance boomed from the PA, instructing arena spectators to “please follow the instructions of the employees in the orange blazers.” We scooped up all the weapons and spare battery packs we could carry. We considered stealing their armored vests, but after seeing how they’d stood up to Mac’s rifle fire, we chose speed over protection. We knew the guards would move to seal the upper levels to protect their patrons and contain our escape, but escape wasn’t our plan. Mac led us to the right and down a wide, dirty, concrete staircase. Oogars and other exotic game were usually taken down in the elevator, but the stairs had to be wide enough to accommodate them, should it be necessary. And, in a place this gross, it was often necessary.  
 
    A piece of concrete wall over our heads spalled. J’quall spun and fired. I couldn’t see if he hit anything, but more concrete shattered on both sides of the stairway mouth and the concrete floor. J’quall fired another burst from his laser rifle and followed us down the stairs. We descended one floor without incident, but a pair of Blevin guards appeared on the second. 
 
    Mac and I were on the landing, rounding the corner when they appeared. Mac fired a wild burst and ran for the open floor below. I paused, took aim and downed one of the scaly bipeds. The other missed my head by centimeters, burning my face and splintering the concrete behind me. Super-hot masonry rained down on my back, and I wished for the cheap body armor we left on the dead Blevins. 
 
    Mac fired a burst from the cover of the stairwell, and the Blevin dove for cover a moment before I shattered the concrete where he’d stood. We continued with the suppressive fire while J’quall sprinted across the open space, then withdrew. Footsteps echoed down the stairwell we’d just passed. We couldn’t dally—two more flights were waiting for us. I fired a last burst at the Blevin hiding behind the food crate and followed Mac and J’quall down the steps.  
 
    The next floor was clear. Mac and J’quall pushed on, but I lagged a few steps to disrupt our pursuers. Two quick bursts later, I sprinted down the stairs behind them into the basement. There were computer stations along the walls that made me think of a lab and a ten-by-two-meter elevator shaft in the middle of the room. A single, caged car took up the entire shaft. This was the primary means of loading and transporting the monsters to the surface.  
 
    A massive twelve-by-four-by-three-meter cage housing the latest Oogars brought in for the slaughter rested against the end wall to our right. I’d been close to the brutal, but majestic, beasts many times, but I’d always worn centimeters of steel and titanium armor. I might as well have been naked standing before the massive cage. Crates of supplies lined the wall to either side, but it was the barred cage that drew the eye. At least a dozen of the purple, ursine monsters packed the space. 
 
    Most were on the darker end of the color spectrum. One was almost eggplant, another almost violet. All were huge. One with a royal purple pelt, stood behind the two-meter-wide gate, snarling and growling and shaking the steel door as if the bars might come apart. I looked at the electronic lock, wondering how much abuse it had received over the years and how much more it could take.  
 
    J’quall cursed in his native tongue. So, did Mac. This wasn’t the arrangement we’d hoped for. The soft scratch of Blevins descending the stairs drew my ear. We moved to the crates opposite the stairs. They afforded us the best cover and view, making it hard for the Blevins to leave the stairwell. But their presence blocked our retreat. More Blevins descended a matching stairwell at the far end of the basement, blocking the other exit. 
 
    I dove for cover against the wall, extending our front and giving us a semblance of fighting order. Concrete splintered at my feet. Missed shots from across the room pinged the bars or struck the Oogars inside. They did no major damage but enraged the beasts, who roared in fury and pounded the cage.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the beasts couldn’t reach me through the bars, and my eyes met the angry gaze of the royal purple one. A storm of rage roiled in its yellow eyes. The Oogar pressed hard against the bars, roaring and clawing. I felt the heat of its breath and smelled its last meal—dead flesh and blood turning rancid in its mouth. I was powerless to look away. 
 
    A blast striking the crate I’d hidden behind diverted my attention. I spun and trained my rifle down range. The Blevins had spread out, taking shelter in the lab stations and behind crates. Some had gathered behind the elevator shaft. They outnumbered us ten-to-one, and more would be coming.  
 
    “This wasn’t the plan,” I shouted to Mac and J’quall. Mac leapt the gulf between us, crashing behind the crate as laser fire burned the plastic casing and turned it to slag. I offered a return blast. “I’m open to suggestions.”  
 
    The lasers had stopped. I turned and looked into the working end of a charged laser rifle. I held my hands out and dropped my weapon to the floor. The Blevin spoke in a dialect that sounded like stone scraping on stone. My pinned translator helped where it could: Get up, you schlassa ghohoff! I didn’t know what a schlassa ghohoff was, but I was willing to bet it wasn’t a beloved friend. Mac and J’quall were in the same position. The Blevins from the stairwell must’ve rushed out while their buddies covered them. The maneuver was well-coordinated, and I had to admire its execution, even if it did doom us.  
 
    The Oogars behind us were livid. They roared their disapproval, rattling the cage’s bars with massive claws. The Blevin that disarmed me struck one of the purple beasts with the butt of a laser rifle. A promise of blood filled the monster’s outraged roar, but it was powerless behind the massive bars. The Blevin smiled, sharp, yellow-white teeth standing out on his olive-green face. It looked at me and spoke in that grating tongue, “They’re so tough behind those bars.” I smiled, thinking how he had it backward. 
 
    The massive freight elevator in the middle of the floor whirred and clunked to a stop. Blevin guards pulled open the gate, and a gold-shrouded HecSha stepped from the car—Golosh. He’d replaced the mean scowl he wore so often with something demonic. Blevin guards surrounded him, and he led Gwen by the arm. His excited chittering was easy to hear over the Oogars, their rage growing quiet and sullen.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “you’ve done it.” He drew Gwen close, turning his face to hers. “Look what you’ve done, slave.” He pinched her face with his stubby reptilian fingers, turning her frightened eyes to mine. They were wide and pleading. “Now, the price must be paid.”  
 
    The silver flash of a blade flickered with more speed than I could register, and my mind raced back to a CASPer lying face down in our burning CP. The same helpless rage I’d felt that day ten years earlier came rushing back. I narrowed my eyes, my mind reaching backward in time, and, for an instant, I stared into a face from my nightmares: Jake Hollis!  
 
    Gwen’s soft moan drew my mind back to the moment as her life spilled across the concrete. It was red, like mine, and spread with a speed and in a volume that defied survival. She looked at me with those big brown eyes, pleading with me to do something, but there was nothing to be done. I watched her, hope leaking from my soul, but something I hadn’t felt in a decade caused hope to stir inside me: the linked presences of Mac and J’quall. The nanites had repaired the radio feature of my translator. I pinged them with a one-word message. “Climb!” 
 
    I headbutted the closest Blevin, drawing his side arm from the holster on his hip and turned back toward the cage door behind me. I could feel the angry gaze of dozens of weapons and expected a laser to hit me in the back any moment. But there was only the excited shuffle of Blevins and Golosh’s high-pitched yammering. I placed the pistol against the locking mechanism and squeezed the trigger. The blast destroyed the electrical cycler, and the Oogars did the rest.  
 
    Time moved in slow motion. I could feel every barrel pointed at me, ready to blow me into oblivion. And, I felt the Oogar’s animal curiosity build to primordial hope. The latch clinked, and the door popped open. A laser blast struck my hip, sending me crashing into the cage’s bars. A purple paw the size of my face glanced off my head, slamming me hard off the bars and onto the floor. The scrape of claws on stone mixed with the scrabble of moving Blevins. I heard laser weapons, but I’d fought many Oogars and knew the small arms would do little more than piss them off.  
 
    The screams of dying Blevins and the roars of feral Oogars pierced the fog filling my brain. A hairy paw brushed against my leg, sending a crippling spasm through my body. I winced and lolled my head, turning my face toward the massacre. The sight was as terrible as any I’d ever seen. Blood and flesh flew, heads rolled onto the floor, and husks that could barely be called bodies fell in heaps on the blood-covered floor. Metallic gold rags and an orange and green arm, still wearing the gold bracelet, were the last things I saw before blacking out. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 8. 
 
      
 
    I woke up in an ultra-modern med bay, with holographic displays, med pumps, and wireless monitors beeping out some diagnostic rhythm I didn’t understand. I remembered being shot and looked down at my hip.  
 
    “The nanites.” The voice belonged to a Human woman with mocha skin and dark hair coiled into a tight bun on her head. “They kept you viable until we could get you up here.” 
 
    “Where is here?” I asked, but I’d been on enough ships to have an idea.  
 
    “The Murat, a frigate under Peacemaker contract.” 
 
    Peacemakers! My face must’ve betrayed my fear because she laughed. “There are no open warrants for you…not anymore. The T’gall family has been trafficking a lot of chattel through that arena.” 
 
    I looked at her. “Since when do Peacemakers care about a little creature trafficking, Agent…” 
 
    The woman pursed a pair of full lips. “Tresky, Ivana Tresky. But I’m not a Peacemaker; just someone hired to do a job.” 
 
    “The T’gall got ahold of a runaway Budarie Prince and ground him up in the arena before they knew who he was.” I looked to the growling voice. Mac offered that toothy grin of his. Jaquall was in the chair next to him. 
 
     “They haven’t left your side,” said Tresky. “We had people on the inside. They got the word out when things started to come apart. We’ve had a team on station for months.” She looked at me again with those eyes. “Lucky for you.” 
 
    I thought about our decade as gladiators, and the man who put us there. “That’s us. Lucky.” 
 
    Her smile was pretty, or maybe it had been too long since I’d seen a living, breathing woman, something else I owed that bastard Hollis for. “Gwen was one of yours.” Tresky’s shrug was noncommittal, but I didn’t need her confirmation. I looked at Mac. “K’rla?” 
 
    He looked away and shrugged. “They were still doing a head count when we dusted off. It was either wait to find out or come with you.” 
 
    “Come with me?” I looked at Tresky. “Come with me where?” 
 
    She flashed another gorgeous smile. “I can get you as far as Houston. After that, it’ll be up to you to find your own work.” 
 
    I laughed. She didn’t. “You’re serious!” 
 
    “I took a stipend out of the T’gall assets for you.” Her face clouded over. “It’s not much, but It’s the least they can do after almost a decade in the hole. Don’t spend it all in one place.” 
 
    I looked at Mac and Jaquall. “Can we still drink at the Lyon’s Den?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Target of Opportunity by Terry Maggert 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bascom squatted next to the corpse, two fingers extended and hovering where the carotid should have been. She was spectacularly dead, brown eyes staring at something not of their plane. He pulled his hand back, wincing in embarrassment. “Sorry. Habit.” 
 
    “Animal?” Sihvo asked, his voice cool and professional. Everyone knew he boiled with anger at the death of a merc, but there was no room for outbursts, not for the commanding officer of the Wild Servals. This merc company specialized in land-based warfare where no one else wanted to fight. Their job was simple: keep the engineers under Sister Olympia safe as they built a road connecting one mudhole village to another, all while under attack from native animals that found Humans nothing short of delicious. At least, it appeared that way with the discovery of the corpse. The first day had been a test of enduring rain, and little else.  
 
    Sister Olympia herself chose that moment to arrive, sweating in the equatorial heat but still composed. “Captain Sivho, I was told there was—oh,” she said, dropping to one knee and placing a hand on the corpse. Say what you want about the nuns of Saint Agnetha, they were no delicate blossoms. They arrived on the surface ready to work, and that meant being comfortable around a body ravaged by an unseen predator.  
 
    Olympia’s mouth moved in quiet prayer as she finished rites and a blessing, closing the staring eyes with a delicate sweep of her long fingers. Olympia was a tall, athletic woman with black hair worn back in a clasp of carved wood, her caramel eyes glittering with intelligence and empathy. To the mercs, she looked nothing like a nun, but their experience with people of faith had largely consisted of killing them at a distance in the numerous planetary actions where one church had more coin than another.  
 
    Souls, like any other resource, were in high demand, and the various faiths were not above using their position with a well-placed division of angry mercs and their CASPers. Saint Agnetha Eternal, with Olympia at the helm, was a less bellicose variety of nun, as their primary purpose seemed to relate only to helping the undeveloped cesspools of the galaxy. Looking around at the swollen red vegetation and swarming insects, one could see how the planet Callas-4 fit the bill for a chance to advance their piety and save lives, all in one smooth motion. 
 
    It was smooth until the murder, that is. 
 
    “Who is she, Captain?” Olympia asked, her eyes never leaving the body. To her credit, she remained cool and collected, hands at her sides in casual repose. 
 
    “Not one of ours. An engineer, I think, from the other end,” Sivho said while turning his eyes east. Over the horizon, the road ended at a midpoint marked by temporary living quarters for the architects and engineers who were brought in with the church’s money. Nearly a thousand people of five races worked feverishly in the swelter of permanent summer, carving a path that would begin the long process of taming Callas-4. “We’ll reach out after we police the body, unless you want to?”  
 
    “I do, and I will. She was brought here under the aegis of my saint, and as such, she’s my responsibility. Sister Umbriel will contact the engineers and handle her return home.” She nodded toward a capable-looking woman, tall and thin and quietly unobtrusive. “I have a question, if you don’t mind?” The nun regarded Sivho with a guileless stare. 
 
    “I’ll try to answer while Bascom covers her. This heat will degrade her quickly,” he explained as the merc began to bag the corpse in practiced motions. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Sivho paused, because he didn’t know how to answer. When he accepted the contract with the Sisters of Agnetha Eternal, he imagined, at worst, babysitting a group of hand-wringing martyrs who wanted to save the galaxy for God, one diseased shithole at a time. He didn’t imagine daily rains so hard their CASPers were in danger of washing away, or baking heat, or mold and jungle rot and now, of all things, animals who could take down a merc without making a sound.  
 
    He thought of all these things and more while fighting the urge to spit on the slick gray mud that crept up over his boots, wriggling worms and other things heaving the surface into a constant state of nauseating motion. Sivho was a veteran of thirty campaigns, but none of them had even seemed so utterly pointless as this one. Rubbing at his dripping neck with a calloused palm, he chose his words carefully, not out of respect to Olympia alone. He respected their contract, and it deserved his best answers. 
 
    “My guess is animal or insect, but in truth I don’t know, and I won’t lie to you. We’re sitting on a perfect circle of defensible ground, and whatever killed her came across open territory without leaving tracks or blood,” he answered, taking in their camp parameters. It was a sand blow, brought on by a recent earthquake that belched white sand, lignite, and slurry up from three klicks deep. Elevated and fine grained, the sand blow kept vegetation at bay and made visibility optimal, given the ceaseless red jungle that sprawled around them.  
 
    The mercs knew good ground when they saw it, and the one klick circle gave them a ground base and landing pad for the rare moments when thunderstorms weren’t raging overhead. Sister Olympia knew it too, having set her own tent inside the perimeter, along with the other nuns in a celibate mandala that occupied the eastern quarter of the safe ground. They were still inflating the hardshells as nuns began to load their personal effects and equipment into different shelters. As to the mercs, they were playing catchup, having taken care of the clients first within the safety of sand. 
 
    Relatively safe. After this unexpected death, Sivho would pull the patrol back to the white circle, avoiding the jungle entirely until he could unleash his hunters. With a decisive nod, he waved Olympia forward, dropping his voice low. 
 
    “Keep your nuns in at night, escorted during the day, and under no circumstances are you to go unarmed. I don’t think this is the end,” he admitted. His gut told him it was a beginning of something unpleasant, and he trusted his gut. 
 
    “We will do no such thing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” he asked, turning at her arch tone. He wasn’t used to outright disobedience. Bitching, yes; that’s what soldiers did. They bitched. As to a nun—and a protected client—telling him no, the sensation was both new and unwanted. 
 
    “We will not carry weapons, under any circumstances. Was I unclear?” Olympia regarded him with a cool gaze as good as any superior officer telling him to get fucked. 
 
    “If this is some kind of…” 
 
    “It is not. You were about to lecture me on the need for safety superseding any antiquated religious ideas I might cleave to, so I’ll save you the time and tell you that is not only wrong, it’s economically idiotic.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked, bristling. Sivho wasn’t buying what she was selling, regardless of their contract. Dead nuns meant no pay. He would make her see. 
 
    “My church is paying you—presumably a skilled professional—and that sweaty, cursing clusterfuck of a company you call your own to protect us while we go about the work of bringing this planet, kicking and screaming, into some state of modernity. Can I carry a weapon? Most certainly, and I have before. All of my nuns have, but will we? No. Perhaps I wasn’t clear about the economic reality of Callas-4, but it’s something like this, if you’ll humor me. I give you money, and your CASPer jocks kill anything that gets in our way as we connect these towns, and then cities, and then build a spaceport big enough for heavy lift capability, all within eight months, despite dealing with the oncoming storm season. Now, I can see your surprise, Captain Sivho, so I’ll do you the courtesy of further clarification, if you’ve a free moment in the midst of all this splendor?” 
 
    He clapped his jaw closed, then smiled, grudging but real. “Please do, Sister.” 
 
    “Lovely. Prior to taking over the convent and modernizing Saint Agnetha and its entire bishopric, I was the CFO of a multi-system concern that reaped enormous profits from our ship forges and guided trade routes. I became a nun due to a misunderstanding…” 
 
    “You ran smugglers and ship strippers, and got caught, so you became a nun?” 
 
    “Such an ugly term, but let’s go with that.” She gave him a wintry smile, flicking damp hair from her eyes before going on with her revelatory chat. “This ball of puke we’re standing on is at a nexus between no less than thirty systems. There are no competing corporations out here because, frankly, no one cares about this part of the outer Peco. I aim to change that, and this road is the start. You might think you’re babysitting a petulant band of charmless virgins, but let me assure you—none of us are virgins, and the Sisters of Saint Agnetha Eternal all share the same intense passion.” 
 
    Sivho rocked on his heels, hearing them squelch before he balanced and pinned Olympia with a curious stare. “What passion is that?” 
 
    Her smile was almost sensual, and he knew the answer before she spoke. “Making money.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bag those fucking CASPers now!” Sivho screamed over yet another apocalyptic peal of thunder, the sky ripped apart by chain lightning so bright it left red geometrics on the inside of his eyelids. He wobbled, dazed in his boots by the storm, before shaking his head like a wounded animal. “Under cover! Inflate the secondary shelters, goddamnit!” 
 
    Mercs slid and cursed and spat their way through the deluge, pulling gas charges on a hardshell inflatable that burst upward from its plastic container with a boiling hiss. In seconds, the shelter wobbled, then stabilized into a white dome with an arched entrance. CASPers began moving in, the wind pushing them into a clanging mass of flotsam before they could get to safety, but one by one, all twenty Mk 7 combat suits stepped out of the raging storm to stand dripping, the mercs waiting for orders via pinlinks. 
 
    Sivho gave a net-wide order once he was inside, the howling wind reduced by the tough dome. A series of gunshots announced the pinions were set deep in the sand, the automated peg system going to work without delay. Immediately, the dome ceased wobbling, and the noise dropped further. “Out of the skins. You’re not taking them out in this shit.” 
 
    A thin voice spoke through Sivho’s pinlinks as he watched the mercs disembark from their haptic suits, a slurry of curses raining down at the planet, the weather, their lives, Sivho, and the nuns in general. “Five more storms in bands, I repeat five more of these bangers are on the way. Whatever season just started, it’s going to make building this road impossible.” 
 
    “Say again? Five? Any gap?” He needed to secure the perimeter, regardless of weather. He had a body on ice, and no answers. Olympia would want answers, and if he was honest, Sivho didn’t like flying blind when something lethal was just outside the fence. 
 
    “Ninety minutes at 02:00 planetary; none for nineteen hours after that,” came his answer. It was Mendoza on comms, probably watching the satlink in real time. The mercs had spun out a dozen satellites in geosynchronous orbit before landing. The Servals—and Sivho—believed that metal was cheaper than blood. They could spare the credits for an eye in the sky.  
 
    Sivho called Sister Olympia after scanning the deluge. Their other shelters were barely-visible, gleaming crescents of white that flashed in and out of reality as the downbursts of rain lashed the camp. He was no engineer, but anything resembling construction seemed pure fantasy given the weather conditions.  
 
    “We can still build in these conditions, Captain.” Her answer drew him up short, having no greeting and plucked from his lips as if he’d told her his question beforehand. 
 
    Over the basso howl of the storm, he sent her another question in the form of a single word. “How?” 
 
    “Fusion-powered extrusion placement. Glorified plastic forges that chew materials and lay them down at over three thousand degrees. They are immune to weather, and the roadway boils off any rain on contact. Two units, covering three klicks a day, rain or shine,” the voice paused, then added, “…or whatever this avalanche of piss is called. We’ll make our date, and you’ll be paid the second part of the contract.” 
 
    “I wasn’t as concerned about that as I am being washed into the river. Even on the sand blow, there’s going to be some instability,” he answered. 
 
    “That’s a risk you agreed to, Captain, so it’s in your best interest to see the sisters to their racks once this arm passes. Half the convent will be returning from the other end, and half are already holed up in the shelters. Meet us at the jungle’s edge when the storm breaks and get us somewhere dry. We’ll need sleep if we’re to keep the engineers from wetting their pants over the next few days. They seem to think the jungle has a death wish for them; can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Maybe the corpse we found?” 
 
    Her laugh was sharp. “I’ve seen higher body counts at a corporate retreat. They’re looking for a way out, but they’re not going to get it. Don’t forget that when the clouds break, I expect to see your smiling faces.” With that she was gone, and Sivho wondered if they prayed to the same god after all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Cap.” The voice wormed into his sleep, soft but urgent. It was Bascom, waiting patiently after the first contact for Sivho to drag himself toward consciousness. He did, but it was hard. The storms hammered their base for thirty hours before any kind of break, then returned with a vengeance from the south, the fury redoubled by winds powered by the hurricane over a febrile ocean. The ocean, Sivho decided, hated him and every one of his Servals. 
 
    “Here,” Sivho responded with only one word as he sat up, rubbing his face harshly. He stopped, unsure what was wrong. It was quiet. Looking outside, he knew it was also dark. They were in a break between storms. 
 
    “Got another body.” There was a pause and a coughing sound over his pinlinks as Bascom’s guts heaved somewhere onto the mud. “Road entrance, same place. Edge of the circle. Come quiet.” 
 
    “On my way.” Inwardly, he felt his guts go to water. Sivho could handle mud, and storms, and a standup fight with any number of races in the name of their shared Gods of Profit, but silent murder was the kind of thing that sent mercs into a dangerous rage. He’d seen it before, once, and it had taken every trick in his bag to maintain a semblance of order until they caught the insertion team cutting his people in pieces over a lucrative contract. 
 
    Rifle in hand, he slid from the shelter into a night made dim by stars. The air was thick, alive, and clear despite lingering cloud bands to the east. In a silent trot, he closed on Bascom, waiting to see the bad news up close and personal. 
 
    Bascom crouched near a body, the face turned away and legs akimbo from some unseen trauma. “She’s here.” He touched her with delicate respect, gloved fingers brushing a pale cheek that fairly glowed under the sky. 
 
    Sivho’s breath caught. “Sister Umbriel.”  
 
    “Oh, shit.” Bascom leaned closer. Her neck was torn apart in the same manner as the first victim, great diagonal gashes that went straight to the bone—and through. “Olympia’s right hand? She’s gonna shit kittens.” 
 
    “Among other things,” Sivho agreed. Umbriel had been a beautiful woman in life. In death, she was reduced, and he averted his eyes. It was a violation to see her like this, regardless of one’s belief in a soul or not. With his gaze unfocused, he spoke in low tones despite being alone with Bascom. “Where is our patrol?” 
 
    “They’re out, doing their jobs. I was up to relieve Dagny so he could catch rack time, but Pop was going to stay on ‘til dawn. We’re two hours away.” 
 
    “Fucking witching hour again,” Sivho spat. “You send them both in?” 
 
    “Once I saw the body, yes. Figured you’d want it quiet.” 
 
    Sivho chewed on that, letting combinations roll through his mind like friendly dice. When the dice stopped, he made his decision. “Get Lonesome and Herc on the double, scout load only and speak to no one.” 
 
    “Sending the rednecks out?” Bascom asked. Lonesome and Herc had jungle skills that verged into mythological, having grown up on frontier worlds where hunting and trapping were still a legal way of life. The only reason Herc took his leave was to drink, and the only reason Lonesome left was because he’d run through the women on their current ball of mud. 
 
    “I’ll pin ‘em now. Want anyone else?” Bascom asked. 
 
    “Not a fucking word.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They began with thirty-three nuns.  
 
    Thirty-one sisters, including Olympia, stood at the base edge, watching the smudge of sunlight fall away behind oncoming clouds. After a full day of inconsistent drizzle, the storms were returning, along with Lonesome and Herc. 
 
    “We’re ahead of schedule despite the rain,” Olympia said, watching the mercs slide across mud and torn red foliage in their approach. All the plants were thick, leaves veiny and plump, with unseen fluids and seeds that choked the rivulets of slimy water coursing around the base. She kicked at a rotting stem with her booted foot, watching it disintegrate into mucosal fibers. 
 
    “How?” Sivho asked. He knew tough, but the pavers were something inhuman. When the thunder subsided in rare moments, the sound of their machinery was a constant roar in the distance. How she motivated them he couldn’t imagine, since even money didn’t allow you to avoid the occasional shuteye. 
 
    “Rotating shifts of paired pavers—spouses, siblings. Lets them get through the job and off this planet to the next job, just like us. They’re mercs with machines, not rifles.” Her smile was warm. She respected that kind of dedication to profit. 
 
    “And they’re covering, what? Ten klicks a day?” 
 
    “More like twelve. The rain cools the extrusions, lets them reload and shape the road even faster without…” 
 
    “Cap!” Lonesome called. 
 
    They all stopped to listen, waiting for Lonesome and Herc to climb the low incline. 
 
    “Anything?” Sivho wanted the report in words, not pinlink, and public, not private. He knew the best way to defuse mystery was sunlight. Mercs were superstitious to a fault, and he wouldn’t allow some bullshit myth to rip through their camp like a fever. 
 
    Lonesome squelched to a stop, eyes fixed on Olympia. His gaze wandered over her body, then the curve of her neck, coming to rest on her eyes. “Sister,” he drawled. 
 
    Sivho snapped his fingers twice, the sound cracking with authority. “Lonesome, if you’d like to exit her pants and report?” 
 
    “If he gets in there, he’ll never leave,” puffed Herc, who arrived just in time to add to the general air of kindness and understanding. 
 
    “I’ll take your statement under advisement, Herc.” Olympia bathed Lonesome in a scalding gaze. Among all the mercs, he stood out as a rake. Tall, muscular, and sporting a waxed mustache, he managed, by some miracle, to be free of mud even while Herc was picking worms from his uniform with quick, disgusted gestures. His gray eyes never blinked when she lifted a brow of challenge and asked him, “Well? Here there be dragons, or not?” 
 
    “In the jungle? No, Sister.” His sigh was gusty with frustration and rendered him less dangerous for a moment, but only just. “Herc saw nothing; I saw nothing. No tracks, no trail. No indication of foreign insertion.” He leered at Olympia, his bravado returning. “But as to anyone entering by foot, I wouldn’t know. The rains are a great equalizer. They take evidence away as it’s left behind, if it is.” 
 
    “What about the road?” Sivho asked, watching his scouts. He didn’t need Lonesome bagging a nun when they were all under threat from an unseen killer, and he didn’t trust him not to try. Lonesome had two passions in life—women and killing. He excelled at both. 
 
    “Maybe, but even then the insertion point would be within thirty clicks. The extruders and pavers are blistering this job to be sure, but if the killer is coming in on a low atmo jump, we would have seen evidence outside the finished areas of road,” Lonesome said. 
 
    “There’s nothing, Cap.” Herc was worried, and he was right. “Can’t break orbit without a ship, or even a softwing chute. Be a heluva hole to bury one of those, and we didn’t see it. Drones would have spied the clearing, and it’s clean. Nothing but red jungle and river.” 
 
    Sivho spat, anger in every movement. “Fuck this place.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Olympia agreed. For someone who just lost a colleague, she was rather calm, if not sanguine given her half-smile. 
 
    “Your thoughts?” Sivho asked her, eyes narrowed to crescents as rain began to spit in a fine mist. That meant more on the way, so he started walking upslope, toward the main shelter. They could talk inside and decide how to stop losing people. The road was going on, of that much he was certain, but he had to stop the bleeding before a panic broke out among the civvies—or his mercs. 
 
    Olympia walked as well, hands clasped and legs eating up the ground in long, elegant steps. Lonesome followed at a respectful distance, discreetly watching her ass roll in a motion that triggered the disreputable rake living in his heart, but he kept his mouth shut and just enjoyed the view. Herc was a rare puritan among the mercs, flushing with embarrassment and staring at the gritty sand, pocked by heavier drops as the skies began to open once again. 
 
    “It’s too obvious to be a rival company, not this far away from anything of merit. We—excuse me, I—scouted this location for a reason. I mitigate risk by finding places between other places, and then we bring our particular brand of salvation with us,” Olympia said. 
 
    “A mole in your engineers?” Lonesome called from a few feet behind. He had excellent hearing to go with his other, less-savory moral shortcomings. 
 
    Sivho and Olympia turned as one to meet his question. It was reasonable, and even plausible, given the lack of tracks or a motive outside simple greed. 
 
    “Maybe, but for them to slip through Sister Perdita’s security would be unlikely. To avoid both Perdita and Rosalind? Impossible, or so close to it as to be unworthy of your time. They’re both…let’s just say they’re experienced in the world of counter-espionage, and they operate separately to create added depth in defense against this very thing.” She shook her head lightly as the rain began to fall harder, sheets of it whipping the crimson jungle into a spastic fury. 
 
    “Okay, so it’s unlikely, which means we have two options,” Sivho said via pinlink as he waved them forward. The shelter was only meters away, but rising wind drowned out any chance of normal speech. 
 
    “We’re out,” Lonesome said as Herc leaned into the wind, turning east to the merc’s shelters. Their domes were smaller, lower, and less prone to wind drag, a quality Sivho wanted for the nun’s much larger facility.  
 
    When Sivho and Olympia slid through the shelter gate, dripping and in shock at the storm’s swift rise, three dozen faces greeted them with expressions ranging from joy to indifference. 
 
    “Sisters,” Sivho said by way of greeting. As the only male in a room full of staring eyes, the quiet weighed heavily. 
 
    “Captain, sit and have coffee. We don’t bite,” said a small woman he didn’t know. “Sister Cordelia, in case you’re wondering, and you are welcome here.”  
 
    Other voices murmured her sentiment, as some of the nuns even rose to greet him, leaving work stations and cots where they engaged in a dizzying array of tasks. There were bright smiles, smirks, and even a few appraising looks. It dawned on Sivho that these were women of the galaxy rather than cloistered rubes. Their eyes were intelligent, body language confident, and clothing casual. It was a colonial crew, not a church, and he even saw the odd weapon stowed discreetly here and there. 
 
    “Thank you, Sister.” He accepted the cup with a grin, settling on a chair that rocked under his weight. Outside, something banged past in the shrieking wind, most likely a navsat antenna that whined away into the gloom. “Didn’t know if I was welcome or not.” He smiled to take the edge from his words, gratefully sipping the hot brew. 
 
    “You? Of course,” Cordelia said, moving off to pick up her slate. Other nuns chimed in, laughing at his raised brow. 
 
    “I am?”  
 
    “Indeed,” Olympia picked up the narrative. “As to Lonesome, well, he’s a bit much to endure, despite the fact that we too have physical needs.” At this, some of the nuns snorted, dissolving into quiet guffaws before their screens. Lonesome’s tendencies were known, and they had only been on the dirt for three days. 
 
    Sivho stiffened. He didn’t tolerate anything like assault, let alone a crime involving people who entrusted his mercs for protection. It was bad humanity and bad business. Damn Lonesome’s relentless pursuit of ass! 
 
    Olympia put a steadying hand on his arm, smiling. “He’s a cocksman in a galaxy filled with them, and given the time, we’ll all sample his wares if we get bored. We’re far from celibate, Captain, but…” 
 
    “He’d fuck a snake if I held it straight for him. Sorry,” Sivho grunted, the hint of a blush creeping up his olive skin. “I’ll have him on scouting patrols. It’s what he does best, regardless, though it doesn’t answer our main issue.” 
 
    “Correct. How do we save a half-billion credit investment from a single killer?” Olympia wondered.  
 
    Silence fell like a meteor.  
 
    “A half billion?” Sivho coughed. 
 
    Laughter rippled through the room as nuns took his measure and found it charming. “You didn’t think we would come all this way for anything less?” Olympia’s smile lit her face, and for a moment, she seemed even younger. 
 
    “Well, no, but…a half billion? Fuck me,” Sivho murmured. 
 
    “Maybe later, after we prevent this enterprise from collapsing?” Olympia took his arm, pulling him upright. “Let me show you our contribution to this issue. Titania, if you will?” 
 
    Another nun lit up a Tri-V showing an expanse of red jungle. “Drones are out because of the winds, but we’ve got stable shooting platforms mounted throughout the length of the road site. They’re small enough to hide from native life, and it would take a bloody good guess to find them even if you were looking. I’m looking through the visible and invisible spectrums along a corridor that runs almost two thousand klicks.” She pointed to the route, highlighted by a thin, golden line. The path to riches made real, it was arrow-straight for the entire length from end to end, a testament to how much the Sisters of Agnetha Eternal valued cracking the planet open to galactic trade. Straight lines cost money, and they were clearly willing to spend it. 
 
    “Any signs of life?” Sivho asked the small, dark woman with nanite tats on her cheek in the shape of a comet. It gave her a roguish quality, like a pirate gone to the stars. Sivho liked it and smiled at her despite the tension suffusing the room. 
 
    Titania grinned back, happy to report something of interest. “Two things, and only two in that entire sea of red.” She wiped at the air, moving an image into focus. 
 
    “This is the landing site?” Olympia asked. 
 
    “It is, or it was. Washed out now, not even a heat sig to trace it,” Titania replied. Her hands flashed again, moving from point to point along their network. She let the input scan for ten seconds, eyes flickering across the screen with efficient movements. She might be a nun, but in her former life, Sivho marked her as a security professional of the top tier. 
 
    “Stop right there,” Sivho snapped, then apologized. “Back up, if you please. Pan down thirty degrees, enhance, and give me the heat.” 
 
    She didn’t speak, but her hands did. In a flurry of small motions, she adjusted the view to focus on a fading series of crescent shapes that vanished as they watched. 
 
    “I’ll be damned. Tracks,” Sivho whispered. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Titania asked, lips pulled to one side. “On that short look?” 
 
    “I’m sure. You said landing site, which means you think something came down hard, but that’s not my primary concern right now. Someone or something is moving around out there. Odds are, it came from outside our team, which is information I could have used yesterday.” Sivho turned to regard all the nuns with a neutral kind a disgust that officers perfected at the academy. “When you were in school, didn’t they teach you it was nice to share?” 
 
    Caught in a lie, Olympia did the only logical thing. She refused to apologize and pointed to the screen as if he hadn’t spoken. “Shortly after we made planetfall. A lone craft, far too small to be a threat. Single occupant, if we know anything about tech at all…” 
 
    “And we do,” Cordelia said with some heat. She fell quiet at a wave of Olympia’s hand, but other nuns were glaring at Sivho now as the two parties played their cards. The sisters treated information the same way the Servals did. It was need to know, until you needed to know. 
 
    “They’re your corpses, your blood, but if my mercs get taken by a corporate raider? Our contract isn’t just void, I’ll do something that will really hurt you,” Sivho warned. 
 
    “Like?” Olympia asked, unwavering.  
 
    “Get used to the term partner. We have the ground, the weps, and legal standing and, if you think I won’t use all of them just because you play dress up like nuns, you’re braindead. My troops hit the dirt, you pay. Simple.” 
 
    “Captain?” Titania asked, quiet but insistent. Her question broke the icy stares when she enlarged the screen to reveal something tall and metallic. 
 
    “What?” Sivho spat, eyes sliding from Olympia with open distrust. 
 
    “What if your mercs aren’t killed because of us? Do you still want to prosecute your position?” Titania chirped. She was smiling, as were several other nuns who looked toward the screen. 
 
    “What could my mercs have done,” Sivho snapped, but faltered and went quiet as the reality of his statement caught up with him. What hadn’t they done over the past decade? Precious little, which meant his mercs were even odds for being the source of the killer’s path. 
 
    “Exactly,” Olympia finished for him. She wasn’t twisting the knife, just accepting a truth that left no one in the room innocent, regardless of their outward trappings. 
 
    Sivho sent a pin to everyone, making his decision with alacrity born of professionalism and caution. “Lockdown. No one in or out until we find the landing site and…” 
 
    “Captain, you might want to hold up on that order,” Titania interrupted. She pointed to the view onscreen, now broadcasting the view closest to base—right at the edge of the sand, in fact, which sent a warning through everyone for their own personal reasons. The sisters feared derailment of their project or death, while Sivho and his mercs knew they faced a hostile that was, in effect, laughing at them. 
 
    Something stood in the sand, metallic and gleaming in the weak sun of what passed for dusk on Callas-4.  
 
    “Zoom and enhance,” Olympia ordered.  
 
    Titania drew the view down and in. “It’s a…I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “It’s a translator,” Sivho said to the room. He’d seen them before, placed on elevated poles to allow group conversation at maximum speed. “That rules out a Human. What’s hanging on it? Can you get closer?” 
 
    “Sure,” Titania said, finger twisting on the TriV. The camera wobbled, then clarified as if they were mere inches from the flat object.  
 
    It was a sign in English, and drawn in red. Bring me Lonesome. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Olympia breathed. “An attack?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Sivho said, watching the display with narrowed eyes. “Worse than an attack—someone wants to make a speech.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In response, they all chose to walk with Sivho and Lonesome. Nuns and mercs blended together, chattering low at the possibilities of what was unfolding. Sisters reported to mercs about Lonesome’s leer; mercs replied with stories of his legendary libido and willingness to chase any woman with a pulse, and even that wasn’t a hard and fast rule in the opium dens of New Singapore. There, he had taken more than one trip for enthusiastic debauchery that descended into something verging on mania. 
 
    It was less than a hundred meters to the translator, so Sivho took point, Herc and Bascom flanking Lonesome right behind. 
 
    “You’re gonna walk out there and face this woman—no matter what—you randy, wanton goat. Do you understand? If she wants all of your pay, she gets it. I don’t give a fuck about your mustache wax or whatever pet scheme you’re funding with this pay cycle. You hand off that fucking rifle and face the music.” Sivho was spitting with anger, and Olympia looked close to snatching a weapon and putting Lonesome in the mud herself. The air was charged with violence. 
 
    Ten meters out, Sivho whirled, curiosity burning through his reserves of control. “Did you force yourself on a woman back at Caparin station?” The Servals had spent three dull weeks on a trade station filled with men, bad liquor, and rigged dice. There were daily fights and more than one broken limb, and Sivho had been borderline giddy to leave the chill steel walls of it behind when they boarded ship for Callas-4. 
 
    Lonesome did his best to look offended, then sunk inward at the rage burning Sivho’s cheeks. “Cap, I know you think I’m shit, but I’m telling you that I haven’t been with a woman in six months. Swear it.” 
 
    “What? You’re seriously…” Sivho let his anger recede as a rustling began somewhere in the scarlet foliage.  
 
    “I haven’t been with a woman since before our last campaign. I got shitfaced on station, but I swear it—no women.” Lonesome kept his eyes down, hands loose by his side.  
 
    “Lonesome you scurrilous fuck! You will not besmirch the honor of my tribe!” The translator roared to life, making everyone jump. Even the saltiest mercs twitched, rifles popping to shoulders in silent unison. 
 
    “Besmirch? Who did you fuck, a librarian?” Olympia asked, lips curved in a mocking smile. 
 
    Lonesome rubbed the back of his neck, his own smile somewhere between guilt and shame. “Not exactly. I…well…” 
 
    “You will pay for this!” The voice roared again, tinny from the speaker, but fevered with hate.  
 
    “You’re in the shit, Lonesome. Step out and meet her like a big boy. Only way to end this clusterfuck.” Bascom took his rifle, nudging Lonesome forward toward the jungle, which began to part nearly two meters up. 
 
    “Either he likes ‘em tall, or something went horribly wrong on that tin can station,” Titania murmured, watching in fascinated horror as something tore the trees apart, emerging into the dying light. 
 
    “Those tracks you saw? They look like a Human?” Olympia asked. 
 
    “No. More like…oh, shit!” Sivho took a step back as the creature stepped into the light. 
 
    Seven feet of muscle and fang burst into the clear, roaring at the sky with the hate of a woman scorned. “You said we would be friends! You told me we could hold each other, you prick!” 
 
    The Pushtal lunged forward, claws at the ready as Lonesome began to pat the air in placating gestures. “Cinnamon, please!” Incredibly, he smiled, then held out his arms as if to hug the raging alien tigress, her claws gleaming like obsidian daggers. 
 
    “He fucked that?” Sister Olympia said in a most godless tone. It was also loud enough for Lonesome—and the jilted Cinnamon—to hear, a development that did little to calm the situation. “How?” There was wonder in her tone, a rarity for the well-seasoned Olympia. 
 
    “I’ll get to you next, bitch. As for you, shitbag, answer me why before I wear your guts for a necklace.” Her voice lowered to a toxic hiss, sounding even more threatening than the metallic shouts of a moment earlier. There was little doubt she addressed Lonesome, and several nuns nodded in approval at his new sobriquet. 
 
    Lonesome turned his head slightly to address the Human side of the argument. “Been drinking for a few weeks on Caparin…” 
 
    “Jesus, Lonesome, you’re serious?” Bascom stared at his back in open awe even as he tried to do the math in his head. There was two feet of height difference between the lovers, as well as biology, culture, and a thick fur pelt that looked, to Bascom, rather uncomfortable. 
 
    “Cap, I’m sorry about this, but you know my motto,” Lonesome said. 
 
    Cinnamon was done talking. She leapt forward, a striped blur of coiled rage, but Lonesome was faster. The long knife appeared in his hand and drove upward in a merciless stroke, splitting her throat to the bone as she arced, twisted, and fell stone dead at his feet. 
 
    The air hung heavy with blood and dissipating rage. “You were saying something about a motto, Lonesome?” Olympia asked, a smile on her lips. 
 
    His grin was appraising, his shrug apologetic. “Pussy is pussy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Scooping the Competition by Terry Mixon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeanie Chang slung her bag and walked down the shuttle ramp at the head of her team. Desvorat had more in common with Earth than some of the planets she’d visited in the Union, but the sunlight was a tad harsher than she was used to. Brighter. Hotter.  
 
    Probably put out a lot of ultraviolet, too. She made a mental note to remind everyone to put on extra sunscreen. The Union version was inexpensive and very effective. 
 
    The other thing that stood out to her was the smell. This was obviously a technological setting, but there was a crisp edge of vegetation on the breeze. She wasn’t sure if it came from their version of trees, flowers, or something else, but it was nice. 
 
    She shaded her eyes from the glare with her hand and took a quick look around. The spaceport bore a resemblance to the ones on Earth; in that, at least, it was more alike than different. Aliens in their own version of coveralls made their way between shuttles and buildings on bulky wheeled vehicles or a rarer fan-driven lifter, carrying cargo and people. 
 
    Most of the people she saw were natives to the world on which she stood. The grayish-brown Desvoratans stood a bit taller than the average Human, but made up for the difference by being rail thin. Their limbs had an eerie semblance to tree branches blowing in the wind, devoid of leaves.  
 
    Oddly, that linked up in her brain with the smell of nature she’d just been thinking about. The scent couldn’t be coming from them, could it? 
 
    Several of them were involved in what looked like a spirited discussion beside a halted cargo tug that seemed to have broken down. Their untranslated speech sounded like wind whistling between branches and did nothing to dispel the illusion that they were talking trees in small form. Their rough skin even had a bark-like appearance. 
 
    Thor Ostrodzki stepped up beside her and easily matched her stride for stride. “Ready?” 
 
    Jeanie smiled at him. “Sure. The Gavins aren’t going to know what hit them.” 
 
    The Gavins were Jucars, genetically-paired clones raised together and never very far apart. No one really knew how their society had developed the practice of reproducing by clone, and doing so in pairs, as the history was linked to their religion, but it certainly made the race memorable. 
 
    “What about the rest of the schedule?” she asked as they piled onto a fan-driven flyer piloted by a Desvoratan. The rest of the team would oversee the transport of their equipment while she and Thor settled into their rooms. 
 
    “No changes,” he said. “The announcement that the merger between Helfgar and Unams is complete will happen tomorrow morning, right on schedule. That’ll make the new entity a significant player in high-end manufacturing. A small one as far as the Union goes, but I suppose everything is relative. 
 
    “The new company—which will retain Helfgar as its name—still intends to invite all the attending news organizations into their headquarters for a grand tour, so our basic assumptions are still solid.” 
 
    She nodded and settled back for the ride to their hotel as the fans on the flyer increased speed and lifted the vehicle farther from the ground. This tour was a big opportunity to get access, which would normally be hard to come by. Tempting for someone wanting to steal something from inside the building. You could bet good credits that, while security would be low key, it would be tight. 
 
    That’s where the Gavins came in. The pair were aggressive reporters based on their reputation, but they also doubled as information thieves specializing in corporate espionage. Quite good ones, too, by all she’d heard. 
 
    The two were undoubtedly here to tap into the data banks of the new corporation before the company had their combined security protocols perfected. There was no telling what interesting bits of information they could scoop up, if they were able to plant a few taps. 
 
    The Gavins had done this kind of thing for the last few decades without getting caught, so Jennie was willing to allow they’d likely succeed here as well. Honestly, she didn’t care whether they got caught or not. None of that mattered, so long as her own plans went off smoothly. 
 
    Unlike them, she wasn’t trying to steal Helfgar’s secrets. Well, not directly anyway. 
 
    Information was valuable in the Union, and the Gavins had a lot of it. Since the pair never knew what would be useful at any one time, word was they kept a database of everything they’d stolen with them.  
 
    It was heavily encrypted, of course, but she’d come up with a plan to access their stash of stolen data. She’d let them unlock it for her. 
 
    Once the pair got the data they wanted from Helfgar, they’d add it to their stash. That meant they had to unlock the database themselves. If she could compromise the computer that held the database, she could make it send them everything, including the Helfgar data. 
 
    Her superiors at the Central Intelligence Agency had green-lit the mission because they knew the treasure trove of industrial data could help bootstrap Earth’s manufacturing sector. Probably other parts of society, too. As China had discovered back before the Alpha Contracts, it was sometimes much easier to steal the technology one needed from one’s enemies.  
 
    She and Thor couldn’t talk about their real agenda with the driver there, so she spent her time on the ride to the hotel looking out over the capital of Desvorat. The buildings were much like the inhabitants: Tall, slender, and striking high into the air. Flyers swarmed around and between the magnificent spikes like flies swarming around a buffalo. 
 
    Not the most pleasant comparison, she supposed, but she’d seen a vid special about bison as a kid and had never managed to get the sight out of her head. At least the city smelled significantly better than a buffalo. She’d had to go see the animals later in life, and the stench had almost bowled her over. So much for her plans of getting back to nature. 
 
    The hotel holding all the news teams attending the merger ceremony was no exception to the plans favored by the natives. It was a slim spike rising high into the air, seeming to defy the clouds. The view was probably spectacular from the upper floors. 
 
    Not that she intended to get too good a view. Heights had never been her thing. 
 
    “What floor are we on?” she asked Thor. 
 
    He grinned. “They wanted to give the press a good show, so we’re all just below the penthouse levels. We’ve got room 27202.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “We’re up two hundred and seventy-two floors? How high is that?” 
 
    “Far more than you’ll like, considering some of the levels are built to handle species larger than us. On Earth, we’d be about three hundred stories up. Oh, did I mention we have a balcony?” 
 
    Jeannie shuddered and glared at him accusingly. “You got us a suite up there on purpose, didn’t you?” 
 
    Her friend laughed. “Not this time. I just got lucky.” 
 
    “Jerk,” she muttered as the flyer landed in front of the hotel. A Desvoratan in a maroon uniform came jogging out to open the flyer door for them. 
 
    The lobby of the hotel was spacious, and breathtakingly well appointed. Polished wood covered the floor, and many chairs suited for various species clustered here and there to make for conversational nooks. 
 
    Dominating the far side of the room was the front desk. Wide enough to comfortably house a dozen clerks and made of some kind of stone with a golden sheen, it screamed opulence. 
 
    “Just how much are we paying for this room?” she asked Thor as they walked toward the front desk. 
 
    “Take deep breaths and remember, this is a business expense. Management probably won’t dock your pay. Probably.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Clown.” 
 
    One of the clerks focused on them as they approached, so she altered course toward him. Or her. Or it. She wasn’t quite sure how many genders Desvoratans had, or how to tell the difference at a glance, if one even could. 
 
    “Good evening and welcome to the Arch,” the being said. “How may I assist you today?” 
 
    “We have a reservation for Room 27202,” she said. “It should be registered under The Terrestrial Examiner.” 
 
    The being nodded, not having to visually check anything. He probably had pinplants.  
 
    He frowned. “There seems to be a problem. My apologies, but the suite has been taken out of service due to a maintenance issue. However, a recent cancellation has made a better suite available. There is a cost differential, however the hotel will discount the normal upcharge if you are willing to pay the difference.” 
 
    The translation of the amount they’d have to pay made her wince a little. Still, as Thor had said, it was her bosses that would be paying the extra fee, not her. 
 
    “We’ll take it.” 
 
    Now she’d have to figure out how this changed the plan. Being on the same floor as the Gavins had been perfect. With the change, they’d have to figure out how to gain access to the target suite without being in close proximity. 
 
    “Excellent,” the clerk said. “I have you in the Argath Suite. It’s on the two hundred seventy-fifth floor, the lowest of our six penthouse levels. Allow me to assure you that the accommodations will significantly exceed your expectations.” 
 
    Since she’d only come expecting a standard set of rooms, that wouldn’t be difficult. The problems came in when she added in the distance to the target. The building undoubtedly had access controls to prevent guests from wandering around the building. 
 
    “One issue I see is coordinating and meeting with the other news organizations,” she said. “There are elements of the upcoming coverage we need to meet with our compatriots to discuss.” 
 
    The Desvoratan made a gesture very much like a tree blowing in a strong wind. “My apologies, but the access to each floor is restricted to guests staying there, for security reasons. Thankfully, it sounds as if you already have the solution at hand. You’ll just need to get the people you wish to confer with to escort you to their floor.” 
 
    Great. Now they’d needed a new plan, and they needed it fast. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She expected the ride up to take forever, but the elevator climbed smoothly up the building. Not too fast, since they didn’t want to crush the rich people, but not crawling. 
 
    The elevator was from a smaller bank of lifts set aside for use by the penthouse levels. It had its own operator, as if being wealthy meant not being able to press a button for one’s self. 
 
    They also had a bellhop, though they had no bags until the others arrived with all their equipment. She assumed he was supposed to make sure they didn’t get lost and answer any questions they had about their suite. 
 
    A glance at the controls told her they had a new problem. This elevator only served the penthouse levels. It seemingly had no access to the rest of the building. That meant to get to the Gavins, they’d need to go back to the lobby level and take another elevator up. 
 
    That other elevator probably didn’t have an operator like this one did, but it added layers of complexity to their mission. A witness here, bypassing the security restrictions there, and that was even before breaking into the target suite and dealing with the precautions the Gavins undoubtedly had around their valuable data. 
 
    All of which would be extra challenging, considering the other occupants on the target floor. If anyone stopped to ask questions, they were screwed. No way they’d get off the planet or through the stargate if anyone raised the alarm. No, they needed to get in and out with no one the wiser. 
 
    The elevator doors parted and let them into a suite. Not to a hallway leading to a door, but into the suite itself. 
 
    She blinked in surprise and gave the bellhop and elevator operator a look. “I have to confess this is a little disconcerting. Not to impugn anyone, but we have a lot of expensive equipment we’ll be keeping here. How can we be sure of its safety when the elevator comes right inside?” 
 
    The bellhop gestured for them to exit the elevator. “Not to worry, ma’am. If you’ll look beside the elevator doors, you’ll see a locking mechanism. It’s linked directly into the elevator controls. Only a car with one of your party present can come to this floor and open the doors. Even the staff is barred, except security of course, and they won’t come here unless there’s some kind of problem.” 
 
    While Jeanie wasn’t sure she trusted that as being completely safe, it wasn’t as if they had a say in the matter. 
 
    “Thank you for reassuring me,” she said, forcing her tone to be conciliatory. “I’m not exactly used to this level of accommodations.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Thor muttered with a grin. 
 
    The bellhop didn’t seem to notice his banter. “If you’ll come this way, I’ll give you a tour of the suite and explain any features you might not be familiar with.” 
 
    He walked them through one of the most sumptuous suites she’d ever seen. The rooms weren’t designed for Human beings, but everything was close enough to be workable. The white carpet was thick enough that she longed to take off her shoes and run her toes through it. 
 
    The sun was at a perfect angle to come in through the sliding door that led to the balcony. It made the white carpet blaze with brilliance. She dreaded going out onto it, but knew Thor would never let her escape the planet without seeing how high up they were. 
 
    The furniture in the common room appeared to be made of genuine leather, though its texture was oddly striped. It looked buttery soft. She’d have looked forward to napping on it, if they’d had time for such luxuries. 
 
    At least she’d thought they’d had no time for anything, until the being showed them the master bath. It was bigger than her apartment back in Houston. Hell, the shower was bigger than her entire bathroom. It had nozzles coming in from every direction and would probably be more satisfying than her last three boyfriends combined.  
 
    Including Carlos the Magnificent. 
 
    Well, no matter how busy they got, she was going to find time to take a shower. Failing to do so would be a crime. Though she had to admit, the wide tub beside it would be a temptation as well. 
 
    The master bedroom held a bed large enough for her entire crew, if they were feeling friendly. It looked soft and inviting. Less so was the smaller balcony set adjacent to the one in the common room. 
 
    They finished the tour back in the suite’s common room, and the bellhop extended his or her willowy hand. The being kept it out after Thor had handed him some of the local currency. Her friend sighed and handed him more cash. 
 
    Once the bellhop had retreated back into the elevator, she and Thor made another pass around the suite. This time they were checking for discreetly hidden video- or audio-monitoring devices. This examination of their new accommodations took significantly longer than the first trip through. 
 
    “It’s clean,” Thor finally said as they met back in the common room. 
 
    “Agreed. Any word on our people?” 
 
    He checked his slate. “I have a message that they hit a minor snag in customs, but it’s clear now. They’ll land out front in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Jeanie headed over to the main balcony and stopped at the glass door, not really wanting to step outside. She steeled herself and slid the door open. 
 
    Surprisingly, there was no wind. Once she stepped out, she saw why. The balcony was inset into the building and there was a clear barrier between her and the wide-open air. From the curve, it was designed to retract upward in an arc to sit between the suite and the floor above when desired. Beside them, she saw that the master bedroom’s balcony was set up just the same. 
 
    The view was stunning. It seemed as if she could see the curvature of the planet in the distance. And if she fell, she’d have time to compose a sonata before she hit the ground far, far below. 
 
    “Damn,” Thor said as he stepped up beside her. “H Town has some work to do to match this. I wonder how hard the wind hits the place from up here.” 
 
    Before she could stop him, he’d hit the controls to retract the barrier. It slid smoothly up and back. The wind didn’t exactly howl, but it was more than what she’d call a stiff breeze at this height.  
 
    Worse, it wasn’t constant. The gusts strengthened, then died off to almost nothing, before surging back to life. 
 
    “Close it,” she ordered. “You might like being a bird, but I don’t. When our people get in, I want all the gear examined closely. No telling if customs planted something in there.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s a bit paranoid, except I’d already decided to do exactly that. You can take the kid off the farm, but you can’t take the Farm out of the kid.” 
 
    The Farm was what they called the primary covert training facility used by the Central Intelligence Agency. It instilled trade craft into the spies used by the United States. Spies like Thor and herself. 
 
    Back in the bad old days, it had been bad form for spies to pretend to be news people, but here in the Union, it was assumed that anyone could be a spy, and that many reporters were, even if only part time. A truth she wasn’t exactly in a position to refute. 
 
    Frankly, she wasn’t sure how one worked under that kind of constant scrutiny. Helfgar security was going to be watching everyone like hawks. Thank God she didn’t have to operate under those conditions. 
 
    Still, it meant the Gavins were not to be trifled with. They were intelligence officers of the highest caliber. Playing them was going to be a challenge, no matter how she came at the problem. 
 
    And being trapped on a separate floor with no direct access to the area around the Gavins’ suite was the first obstacle to overcome, even before getting into their suite and compromising their equipment. 
 
    “Let’s get back inside,” she said, hitting the control to seal the balcony. “As soon as the rest of the team gets here, I want to start coming up with options. The window for success is narrow, and we need to get on this fast.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sadly, no one had any better idea how to gain access to the Gavins’ suite than she did. They’d have to scout things as best they could on the courtesy visit she’d planned. 
 
    As with any scheduled news event, it was customary for the reporters covering it to get together the evening before to socialize. They might be fierce competitors, but no one else understood the world they operated in. They could be friends, too. 
 
    Jeanie led Thor and the rest down the elevator to the ground floor. They’d left one of their people to watch over the equipment. She still didn’t trust that someone wouldn’t just walk into their suite. 
 
    The elevator bank serving the target floor wasn’t far from their own, so it was an easy matter to find it. As they were registered to attend the gathering of reporters, they had no trouble calling up and getting one of the reporters on the floor to escort them up. 
 
    That wouldn’t be true when they had to break in tonight. 
 
    If there had been any other Humans here, she’d have been tempted to find someone to sleep with so she could let her people in, but that wasn’t happening with aliens. While some species might figure out a way to exercise that kind of kink, it wasn’t common, and she wasn’t going to take the risk of offending anyone. 
 
    Or of adding to her list of things she fervently wished she could forget. 
 
    The floor the reporting teams had taken over had a large conference room, and the party was already in full swing by the time they arrived. It didn’t take long to see that there were a lot of species represented there. 
 
    Closest to the door, a pair of Altar were conversing animatedly. The beings looked like giant ants and stood on their rearmost legs, which made them almost six feet tall. Their antennae were shifting energetically, almost as if the beings were having a secret sword fight. 
 
    A small cluster of GenSha moved behind them. They looked like bison without the horns. They were wrapped up in a discussion with a Selroth. The latter had an aquatic rebreather on its tentacled head and a tank of water on its back. 
 
    Jeanie spotted the Gavins deep in conversation with a Gtandan near the back of the room. The clones were short, only about five feet tall. The vaguely porcine alien they were talking with towered over them. 
 
    The targets were humanoid, but would never be confused with humanity. Their arms were long for their frames and had two elbows. Also, their heads had green fur covering everything except the eyes and mouths. 
 
    There was no buffet. It was assumed that each species would bring something suitable for their own consumption. She and her people had brought enough snacks to be social, but no alcohol. This wasn’t a social occasion for them. 
 
    She’d have preferred not to meet with the reporters at all, but that would’ve been out of character. Reporters were social creatures. Arrogant ones, usually, but they thrived on talking to their own kind. She wasn’t sure why, but mercenaries were the same way. So were spies. Though the latter were far more circumspect, in her opinion. 
 
    Deciding it would be best to get this meeting out of the way, she began edging her way over toward the Gavins while Thor mingled on the other side of the room. The rest of her people would circulate and chat with their peers. 
 
    There was a kind of caste system in this society. People in front of the cameras were royalty, the people that wielded the cameras were nobles, and everyone else had their own places, down to the crew responsible for packing and unpacking the gear. 
 
    The Gavins barely glanced at her when she made her way close, choosing to continue their conversation with the Gtandan. Since reporters were nosey by nature, she listened in. That might give her useful intelligence, and it was the only way she’d know when she could safely butt in. 
 
    The Gtandan blinked at her but kept his attention focused on the Gavins. He didn’t say much, simply grunting at some of the things the Gavins said about the merger they were all supposedly there to cover. 
 
    The Gavins spoke in the way of others Jeanie had met that had come from Jucar, weaving in to finish sentences for their clone. Unlike some of the other Jucars, though, this pair was quite smooth, seeming to sense exactly when it was the right time to jump in, and which words would be the best, before their clone finished speaking. 
 
    After the Gavins had finished, the Gtandan spoke, his voice deep and somewhat gravelly. “I concur with your assessment on the impact of this merger, but find myself unconvinced the combined company will be able to compete at its new level. The new company is trying to fit into a league that will strike back to limit the impact on their existing business.” 
 
    The Gavins nodded in unison. “Indeed,” the one on the right said. “The existing corporations will lash out…” 
 
    “…attempting to limit the influence of the new company,” the other Gavin finished smoothly. “Yet we have inside information…” 
 
    “…that operations are already under way to limit the impact of that move,” the first one finished. “Off the record, of course.” 
 
    Jeanie wondered who they’d compromised at the new company. Someone highly placed that was willing to rat out their company for a significant payout, she was sure. 
 
    The Gtandan gave Jeanie a meaningful look. “Perhaps we could speak of this privately. Your suite, perhaps?” 
 
    Both Jucars shook their heads firmly in unison. 
 
    “We have confidential materials in our suite…” the second one said. 
 
    “…and the identity of our source is quite sensitive,” the first finished. 
 
    The Gtandan grunted again, obviously not pleased, but not angry either. “I expected no less, but was obligated to try. In any case, there are a few stories I believe we could combine our expertise on that I would like to discuss with you. Might you be free tomorrow after the tour of the new headquarters?” 
 
    The Gavins nodded, not even bothering to pretend to consult one another. “We will need several hours to compile our report and send it home.” 
 
    “Once that is complete,” the second said, “we would be honored to meet you in your suite.” 
 
    The Gtandan nodded and stepped back. “Excellent. I look forward to speaking with you.” 
 
    Even as the larger being turned away, the Gavins turned to face Jeanie, cocking their heads in unison. 
 
    “We find ourselves uncertain as to your identity or species,” the second Gavin said. “We are Gavin of Jucar.” 
 
    Jeanie bowed her head and smiled without showing her teeth. “I greet you. My name is Jeanie Chang of Earth. I represent The Terrestrial Examiner, and I’m making the rounds to introduce myself.” 
 
    They bowed toward her in unison, eerily managing precisely the same angle. “We greet you, Jeanie Chang,” the first one said. “We are not familiar with your world, other than in the most general of ways.” 
 
    “Are you not a mercenary species?” the second asked. 
 
    At that, both took a single step back, as if they expected her to attack them or brandish a weapon. 
 
    “Not all of our species are warriors,” she said, spreading her hands slightly. “We are a people that can do many things well, depending on the personality and skills of the individual. I expect you will be seeing much more of us as time goes on, and we spread throughout the Union.” 
 
    The two glanced at one another for the first time, seeming to speak volumes in a single look. 
 
    The first one bowed lower. “We apologize for assuming facts not in evidence. That is…” 
 
    “…not the way of reporting,” the second said. “We should gather facts and let them speak for themselves. Might you be…” 
 
    “…available for an off-the-record interview tomorrow after the tour?” the first asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. We’ll be leaving directly for the spaceport.” 
 
    “Perhaps tonight would be possible?” the second asked. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” she said. “We need to rest to cover the story tomorrow. As I’m sure is true for you as well.” 
 
    Thor stepped up beside her. “I’m Thor, her cameraman. “What’s going on? I’m still in good shape.” 
 
    He’d undoubtedly heard everything she’d said through the comm bud in his ear. They could monitor one another at will while on a mission. 
 
    The Gavins once again looked at one another. “That is most gracious,” the first one said. 
 
    “We would be most pleased to speak privately in our suite,” the second said. “We have a room set up for interviews.” 
 
    Jeanie felt her eyebrows rise. “Didn’t you just say you couldn’t let others into your suite? Something about sensitive information?” 
 
    The Gavins smiled. “An obfuscation,” the second one elaborated. “All our data is securely stored. Kathan has been known to plant listening devices, however…” 
 
    “…and we are disinclined to allow a direct competitor to have such access,” the first said “You do not know us, nor we you. There is nothing we fear to disclose…” 
 
    “…on the way from the front door to the interview room,” the second completed. 
 
    She nodded her agreement. “We’d be happy to speak to you, on the condition that Thor can ask similar questions about your species.” 
 
    “Done,” the two said in unison. 
 
    “The evening grows late,” the first said. “We tire of the people we already know so well. Shall we go now?” 
 
    “Perfect,” Thor said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jeanie left her people circulating at the party and headed back to her suite. She was still in the elevator going down when the Gavins and Thor arrived at the aliens’ suite. Her comm bud faithfully transmitted their conversation. 
 
    “Nice place,” Thor said. “Roomy.”  
 
    “The spoils of success,” one of the Gavins said. “It allows us to work in privacy and keep our equipment secure.” 
 
    She couldn’t tell if both Gavins had spoken or not. Their voices were too similar, and there was no audio cue when they handed off to one another. 
 
    Jeanie left the elevator in the hotel lobby and made her way to the one serving her suite. The elevator operator bowed and hit her button.  
 
    “Good evening, Miss Chang,” he said, getting her honorific correct. That surprised her. Translators were good, but often got somewhat lost in the weeds with the difference between miss and missus. 
 
    “Good evening. I’m afraid I don’t know your name.” 
 
    And she wasn’t sure she’d even recognize him if she ever saw him outside the elevator. 
 
    “I’m Garreek. I run your elevator overnight.” 
 
    She felt her eyebrows rise. “You stay in here all night? That has to be boring.” 
 
    He made a sound that was almost a chuckle. “Long periods of boredom punctuated by brief bouts of intense excitement. Like the mercenaries claim, only less violent. Mostly.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m glad to hear that. I’m afraid I’m not much of a fan of violence.” 
 
    Once she reached her suite, she tipped Garreek and gestured for the man she’d left on watch to get into the elevator. “Go down and mingle. Send half the team back so we can start getting ready for tomorrow.” 
 
    He slipped into the elevator and the doors closed. 
 
    Thor and the Gavins had continued speaking while she was busy, but she’d gotten very good at listening to one conversation while holding another. That was a key skill for a spy. You couldn’t just stand there listening to someone. You had to seem as if you were doing something else. 
 
    The Gavins had brought Thor into one of the smaller bedrooms in the suite that they’d cleared, setting up chairs for interviewers and interviewee. Lights and cameras apparently covered everyone. 
 
    Thor had cleverly inserted all this into conversation, but in such a way as not to draw undue attention to it.  
 
    “I like how you have this set up,” he said. “And the main bedroom is an equipment room. That has to suck when you’re trying to sleep, knowing someone is sitting right there monitoring it.” 
 
    “It works without oversight,” one of the Gavins said. “Even for operations like this, we do not need anyone in there. When the time comes to use it, one of us is there. We don’t allow others into our bedroom.” 
 
    That was useful information. It meant the equipment they had to access wasn’t monitored at most times. Smart of them to have it where they slept. They’d keep an eye on it overnight. It would be unoccupied tomorrow during the tour. 
 
    “Of course we will leave someone in the suite to watch over it while we are gone tomorrow,” one of the Gavins said, dashing her hopes in seconds. “They do not need to be in with it, but we will leave the door open and activate a proximity alarm.” 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “Sounds secure,” Thor agreed. “You can’t see it from here, but you’d hear an alarm or if someone came in the main door.” 
 
    “The proximity alarm is not needed while we are here,” a Gavin assured him. “Shall we begin?” 
 
    “Sure. We’re go to proceed.” 
 
    Jeanie blinked. That was the phrase they used to initiate an operation. Surely he didn’t mean… 
 
    “I know Jeanie would have really liked to be here for this,” Thor continued, “but she’s got to get everything going for our coverage. Timing is everything.” 
 
    Holy shit, he really was suggesting she hit the suite now while he had them occupied. How in the blue hells was she going to manage that? They’d hear her at the door. 
 
    “Spectacular view,” Thor said. “You can see the whole city from up here. We have a common balcony and a private one off the master bedroom, just like you guys. Great, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Our people are not arboreal. We prefer to stay away from heights such as this where possible. Now sit back, and we shall begin. Once we interview you, we will switch places and you may interview us. We anticipate it will take no more than an hour for both.” 
 
    Holy crap. Thor wanted her to find her way into that suite over the next hour by going down the side of the building. She was sure they didn’t have any climbing equipment. No one had anticipated the need. 
 
    She opened the main balcony cover and looked down into the growing darkness. The Gavins weren’t directly below them. She’d have to go down three floors and over three suites. 
 
    That was a long, long way over, and even further to the ground if she fell. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have any climbing gear,” the man in charge of the equipment said. “Nothing suitable for three stories and almost the same to the side. Or the wind.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to come up with something,” she said. “As much as I really, really dislike this plan, we might not get another chance. We have to take it. Do we have anything that could be made to work? We don’t have time to run out and buy climbing gear, even if that wouldn’t be suspicious as hell.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Not really, no.” 
 
    “Actually, we might,” one of the other techs said, “but you won’t like it.” 
 
    “Just hearing you say that makes me hate it,” she avowed. “Tell me.” 
 
    He gestured toward the equipment cases. “Some of the recording gear is old school, just in case the environment doesn’t lend itself to wireless transmission. Since the cameras might have to go quite a distance, the cable is probably long enough. Probably.” 
 
    Jeanie considered the man for a long moment. “You’re advising me to tie a cable not rated for carrying a person around myself and swing down the building like Tarzan? Have you looked at how far up we are?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Far enough up that if the cable fails, you’ll actually hit terminal velocity. Literally and figuratively. Seriously, Jeanie, it’ll hold.” 
 
    She laughed in spite of herself. “You’ve been spending too much time around Thor. Let’s see this paragon of suspension before I say yes or no.” 
 
    The cable he produced was far too thin for her liking, but it was what they had. Unfortunately, there was no easy way to test it without going over the side of the building. 
 
    She faced the man squarely. “Tell me it will hold and make me believe you.” 
 
    “I’d never have suggested it if I weren’t almost certain. I can’t tell you there won’t be a freak failure, but that’s life. I’d give it an 80% chance for me. You’re lighter than I am, so I’ll give you 95%.” 
 
    One in twenty was low considering the insane task they were discussing. On any other mission, she wouldn’t have hesitated, but why did it have to be heights? 
 
    Jeanie took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll go change while you get the breaking and entering kit ready. We have to get this going right now, or I’ll change my mind.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, she was dressed all in black and working with them to tie a shorter cable into a harness around her legs and waist. It was far from comfortable, so she used some of the towels to pad it. 
 
    Her pack held all the gear she’d need to get past any room security and open their computer up so she could plant the bypass. The smaller pouch on her belt held what she’d need to get the balcony cover open. After all, it wasn’t designed to open from the outside. 
 
    Thor had continued jabbering away in the interview playing through her earbud. It was amazing how comfortable he sounded. As if there were no consequences to what they were doing at all. The man had ice in his veins. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the man who’d come up with the plan ask. 
 
     She tested the harness for the twentieth time. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s do this. Oh, and do a girl a favor. Don’t drop me.” 
 
    There was nothing in the suite to secure the line around, so the crew had to belay it with bodies and brute force. Even using the railing on the balcony to wrap the line risked breaking it, something she was definitely not in favor of. 
 
    Jeanie stepped out onto the balcony and hyperventilated just a little as the wind whipped her hair around her face. With the cover open, there was no fooling herself about how dangerous this was going to be. 
 
    Rather than talk herself out of the crazy plan, she levered herself over the railing and hung on the outside of the building. 
 
    “Don’t look down,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    Which, of course, she promptly did. Between her feet, she saw the straight-line fall that awaited her if she came loose. It felt as if she were standing on the lip of the Grand Canyon. Fear almost paralyzed her body and her hands clamped down on the railing. 
 
    “Breathe,” Thor said. 
 
    His words startled her. Was he talking to her? 
 
    “That’s what I tell myself when things get tough,” her friend continued in his interview. “Humans get through the tough times by taking one step, and then taking another, even when they think they’re about to die.” 
 
    “Interesting,” one of the Gavins said. “Most races in the Union would never place themselves into such danger in the first place.” 
 
    “Even you?” Thor asked. “What would you risk to get a story? You might not be fighters, but that doesn’t mean you’re cowards. You’ll take risks if the rewards warrant it, right?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re correct,” one of the Gavins said. “Back to Earth for a moment. Tell me more about this sport call rugby. It sounds like training a child would go through to prepare for being a mercenary.” 
 
    Jeanie took a deep breath, tested the tension on the line one last time, and let go. The wind pushed at her, even occasionally making her spin in place, but the cable held. 
 
    “Lower me,” she ordered. “And be ready to pull me back up in a hurry if I call.” 
 
    Going down the side of the building was just as nightmarish as she’d imagined. Progress was slow, and she had almost no control over the process. 
 
    Still, she managed to pass down the three floors without disaster. She also managed to see what was undoubtedly a strenuous mating of what looked like the Gtandan she’d met earlier and one of his female companions. One more item in the list of things she’d never be able to unsee. 
 
    Finally she was down to the level she needed. The suite in front of her was less luxurious than her current accommodations, and thankfully empty. She had no idea how she could possibly explain her presence out here if someone saw her. 
 
    “I need to go over three suites,” she said into her com. “This is going to be challenging.” 
 
    “Move slow, and always keep one hand on something sturdy,” one of the techs advised. “As you go, we’ll have to keep playing out the line so you stay at the correct floor. Keep us in the loop about how much more you need at every stop.” 
 
    A few more deep breaths fortified her enough to start pulling herself across the side of the building. She had a shorter line with a makeshift grappling hook to catch the next balcony over when she went far enough. She didn’t trust the strength of her line enough to swing herself across the distance without it. 
 
    That worked well enough for the first balcony, but the second proved more challenging. No matter how she threw the hook, it never seemed to catch. That was frustrating. 
 
    Once again, she took a deep breath and calmed herself by force. Rushing or getting upset would only make this harder. She’d just keep trying until it caught. 
 
    Three more tosses failed, and then the fourth caught. She pulled herself over using her legs to fend the building off. She called for more line, and then made her way to the next suite. It was either easier, or she got lucky on the second toss. 
 
    Taking her time, she secured herself in place at the far side of that balcony. The next one was the one that led into the Gavins’ main room, so she ordered her people give her a couple more feet of slack. She couldn’t afford to have someone spot her after she’d come so far. 
 
    That added a layer of complication she hadn’t anticipated. With her below the balcony, the cable supporting her was catching on the protective cover. 
 
    There wasn’t anything she could do other than use her legs to propel herself away from the building while she tugged on her grapple line. She’d have to wedge herself on the far side of the balcony to make an attempt at the one she’d targeted for entrance. 
 
    Of course, that’s when her grappling hook came loose. 
 
    She’d just kicked off from the building, so she immediately swung back toward the center of gravity her main line was hanging on. The wind spun her in quick circles and she almost lost her grappling hook, which would’ve been a disaster. 
 
    Thankfully, she managed to catch onto the balcony next to the Gavins’ suite. She took a full thirty seconds to calm her racing heart and started back the way she’d just gone. 
 
    “We’ll go over it this time,” she ordered. “Pull me up some.” 
 
    That method was even more difficult to manage while keeping her hook caught, but she finally got past the Gavins’ common room and next to the clear cover over the target balcony.  
 
    The first thing she checked was to make sure the bedroom they were using to house their equipment was empty. The door to the common room was open, but there was no one inside. 
 
    Not much was visible of the Gavins’ belongings, but what she could see emphasized their alien nature. Plaid pants laid out on the bed. You didn’t get more alien than that. 
 
    Jeanie pulled herself up to the edge of the balcony and started examining the mechanism. It wasn’t designed to be opened from the outside, of course, but it had a wireless element. She’d already double checked that with her balcony. 
 
    “The elevator is beeping,” one of her techs said, his voice harsh with effort from holding her up. “I think someone wants in. We have to hide the cable.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With limited options, Jeanie wrapped her grappling line around the balcony’s guardrail post and tied if off to her harness. It would hold. It had to hold. 
 
    “I’m secure. Hide the cable and deal with them. Don’t let it fall out of the suite, or I’m screwed.” 
 
    With that done, she turned her attention to the balcony access. She kept her transmission range very limited to make sure she got the right one. No need to open the wrong balcony and get people looking out at her. 
 
    The access point wasn’t made to keep people out. At this height, the odds of anyone trying to access a room from the exterior of the building were laughably low.  
 
    Only an idiot or someone truly desperate would try. 
 
    She bypassed the minimal security on the controls and opened the balcony cover. Just like at her suite, the transparent shield pivoted up silently. Once she managed to get over the rail and untied her grapple line, she could relax a little. 
 
    “Who’s in the elevator?” she asked as she tied her grapple line around her waist. 
 
    “Some reporters wanting to talk about the coverage tomorrow. Glen is taking them down to the bar now. We’re ready to support you as needed.” 
 
    “Good. Thor? I’m coming in. If it looks like one of the Gavins might leave, delay them and warn me.” 
 
    The lock on the sliding door to the room was fairly simple, too, but it was connected to the suite’s security system. She had to bypass that or there’d be a record of her intrusion at best, an alarm at worst. 
 
    Thankfully, she was an adept picking locks and had the best equipment money could buy to bypass the alarm. Probably not the best the Union could produce, but there were limits to what some races would sell to outsiders. 
 
    It only took her a minute to unlock the door and temporarily disconnect it from the suite’s security system. Her patch would reconnect the alarm as soon as she closed the door, so she’d leave it cracked open. That would allow a little air movement, but it should be undetectable from the other room. 
 
    That done, she sprayed the upper and lower rails on the door with lubricant to make sure there were no untimely squeaks, then opened the door smoothly. It was just as silent as she’d hoped, and moments later she was in the Gavins’ bedroom. 
 
    She left a small gap when she closed the door and turned to examine the room. There was a fair amount of light coming through the suite doorway, and she could hear Thor and the Gavins talking about different sports on Earth. 
 
    For whatever reason, her friend was laying it on about basketball, a sport she’d never understood. Tall people bouncing balls and throwing them into hoops. Almost as incomprehensible as curling. Almost. 
 
    The Gavins had a lot of equipment. More than she’d expected, even knowing what they did for a living. That said, it wasn’t too hard to spot their primary computer, as it was at the center of everything, connected all around with actual lines. They were taking no chances of anyone tapping in wirelessly. 
 
    It wasn’t powered on at the moment, so she assumed the Gavins were recording Thor using remote-capable equipment. That gave her all the opportunity she needed. Getting the shunt inside the computer while it was on would’ve been much more challenging. 
 
    Moving slowly and keeping half an eye on the doorway, she opened the computer case as stealthily as she could. The interior was about what she’d expected, except for the data storage. It was physically larger than she’d expected. 
 
    Perhaps that was because it performed its encryption via hardware rather than software. That added a layer of security under most circumstances, and the Gavins were well known for their careful natures. 
 
    The shunt she’d brought had several methods of potential use, as she’d come into this with no idea how the interior of the Gavins’ computer was set up. The drive plugged directly into the board using a standard Union socket, so that was helpful. 
 
    Taking the utmost care, she unseated the drive and plugged the shunt into the board in its place. Then she plugged the drive back in. The slim intrusion device was visible, but only if one looked carefully and knew exactly what they were searching for. 
 
    Satisfied, she carefully put the computer’s cover back into place and examined her handiwork. There was no sign anyone had messed with the computer, which was just what she’d wanted.  
 
    Now she just needed to retrace her steps back out of the suite and seal it back the way it had been before, and no one would be the wiser. 
 
    “Really, I don’t need to see video of garoooly,” Thor said loud enough for her to hear him without her comm. “It sounds like a fabulous sport, but I can look it up on GalNet.” 
 
    “You will find no video of us playing it, however,” one of the Gavins said, seemingly closer to the bedroom. “Getting the player will only take a moment.” 
 
    “Hold on tight,” Jeanie whispered into her com. “I’m coming out hot.” 
 
    She raced to the sliding door, slipped it open, stepped onto the balcony, and shut it behind her. She’d just have to trust that the security system was reengaged, since she didn’t have time to check. 
 
    With a deep breath, she hit the control to close the balcony cover and rolled herself over the railing before it had a chance to fully come down. 
 
    Her intent was to grab the floor of the balcony and hold onto the lip, but she missed her grab and fell. The cable yanked her up short and she sped out in a terrifying arc. It took all her willpower not to scream. 
 
    She was afraid the cable would part right there and she’d plunge to her death, but it held. The arc took her past suite after suite before she slowed and came back to the building. 
 
    Jeanie tried to get her feet under her but slammed against a balcony with her back. Pain blossomed in her left shoulder, but it didn’t feel broken. 
 
    The impact sapped some of her momentum so she didn’t swing all the way back to the Gavins’ common room. That would’ve been bad. 
 
    After a few more swings, she finally righted herself and got her feet back on the building. Once she stopped moving, she hung there, trying to breathe. Holy shit, if she never did that again, it would be far too soon. 
 
    “I’m stable,” she finally managed to say. “Pull me up.” 
 
    Nothing happened, and no one answered her. In fact, she couldn’t even hear Thor or the Gavins now. A quick check found that her earbud was gone. Well, wasn’t that just peachy. 
 
    She looked up and saw one of her people staring down at her with a horrified expression on his face. He’d probably expected the worst, just like she had. 
 
    Bracing her feet on the wall, she waved at him. She wasn’t going to shout, because God only knew whose attention that might get. 
 
    They started pulling her up. The pace was slow enough she could use her feet to walk, counting on the harness as a pivot to allow her the illusory salve. Not that she actually had any footing. 
 
    The process reminded her of a pre-spaceflight entertainment clip one of her geeky friends at college had shown her over beer one night. Badly-costumed superheroes supposedly climbing a building where they were really just walking along a perpendicular facade pretending to use the rope in their hands as they chatted inanely back and forth.  
 
    Catman? Bird boy? Wonder Duo? Something like that. 
 
    Even more ridiculously, people had opened their windows to have a conversation with them. Her friend had said those were special guests, famous people just making a brief appearance in an incomprehensibly popular show. 
 
    As she was chuckling, the balcony cover right beside her slid up and a thin Human male with a beard sat down in a chair. Almost fell into it, really. He was seriously inebriated and just about spilled his drink all over himself when he caught sight of her. 
 
    “Good heavens!” he exclaimed, his voice heavily slurred by drink. “What the devil are you doing out there, my dear?” 
 
    Lacking any reasonable answer, she decided to play into his seriously drunken state. “I think you must be mistaken, sir.” 
 
    “Not sir,” he said, his with dignity. “Doctor Wandrey. I worked long and hard for that title and get little enough respect at the Science Guild university as it is. Now what are you doing out there?” 
 
    A drunk scientist. Great. At least he probably wouldn’t remember this in the morning. Or if he did, no one would believe him. 
 
    “I’m testing out an antigravity belt,” she said as her people lifted her past the balcony. “It’s working great, as you can see.” 
 
    How she wished something like that actually existed. That would’ve made this job a lot easier. Of course, it also would’ve made the Gavins more careful with their security. 
 
    Doctor Wandrey surged to his feet, staggering forward and almost falling off the balcony as he shoved his face toward her. “You’re as bad as Xaltar! I came here to get away from that idiot and his research, and now you’re mocking me! Did he send you? Did he?” 
 
    Jeanie used her foot to push him back from the edge just a little. She had no desire to see the man fall to his death because she’d somehow enraged him. He had a temper, it seemed. 
 
    “Calm down, Doctor. Just remember that this is probably a dream, and you’ve had too much to drink.” 
 
    He stared at the drink in his hand and promptly tossed the glass’s contents over the railing. The wind blew it back in his face and sent him staggering back.  
 
    “This is ridiculous,” she heard him mutter. “I simply won’t stand for this foolishness.” 
 
    With that, he closed the cover and stormed back into his suite. 
 
    Her people kept pulling her steadily up until they could roll her over the railing. She lay on her back and stared at the sky from her balcony. Holy shit. 
 
    “Thor,” she finally said. “Has he said anything that indicates they spotted something? I lost my earbud.” 
 
    The lead tech shook his head. “They’re still talking about sports, though I think they’re wrapping up. Yeah, Thor is excusing himself now that you’ve made it safely up here. Who were you talking to? Will they be a problem?” 
 
    She stood and started getting the cables off her, her entire body trembling. The places the cable had chaffed hurt like the devil.  
 
    “His name is Doctor Wandrey, and he was Human. We’ll need to run a background on him. He’s a Science Guild professor at a university somewhere. He was way drunk, so I’m not sure, but I think he said he was in charge of researching antigravity. Sounds like a fool’s errand to me, but what do I know? It takes all kinds.” 
 
    She closed the balcony cover and headed back into the suite. “I’m going to take a long, hot shower. Maybe a bath, too. Get me something strong to drink, and make it a double. I deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day went substantially as planned. They accompanied the rest of the news teams to the Helfgar Corporation, where they were carefully herded though the facility. Both Gavins were always in her sight, so she wasn’t sure how they intended to compromise the system.  
 
    Maybe they weren’t the ones doing it. Perhaps they’d paid their informant to do it, and they were just there to pick up the data. It wasn’t as if Helfgar security was going to confiscate their recording equipment. 
 
    That actually made sense to her. Someone on the inside might compromise the system but be unable to steal any data. Employees would be much more carefully monitored coming and going. A transmitter could squirt a lot of data on a shielded frequency to the Gavins, and then they just had to walk back out with it. 
 
    If that didn’t happen, well, she and her people would trail the Gavins to their next stop. They’d eventually power their system on and decrypt their drive. Then she’d have everything they’d ever stolen. 
 
    She played the good reporter and asked some probing questions, while Thor got video of everything in sight. An hour later, everyone was escorted out of the building, and the doors were firmly shut behind them. 
 
    The Gavins were talking animatedly to one another, but seemed pleased. She was willing to bet that was good news for her team. She and Thor hung back to make sure the Gavins didn’t feel crowded. The last thing she wanted was to be remembered by them when and if they eventually discovered the shunt. 
 
    Under the best of circumstances, it would be months before they found it. Then they’d never know who’d planted it. 
 
    She and Thor were just walking into the hotel lobby when one of the techs upstairs called to ask for something spicy from the hotel restaurant. Jeanie suppressed a triumphant grin. That was the signal that the Gavins had powered up their computer and it had promptly started sending her team the data on its encrypted drive.  
 
    “I’d like something spicy, too,” she told Thor when she passed the team’s lunch request on. “I wonder how hard it is to find Indian food on an alien planet.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “I’m told you can find anything, if you look hard enough. Let’s find out what the desk clerk has to say. We’ll eat in the room and then head for the shuttle. By bedtime we’ll be on our way back to Earth with our scoop.” 
 
    That suited her just fine. After this mission, she’d take some of her accumulated vacation. Maybe stay in a place like this in another system for a few weeks, letting them lavish her with attention while she relaxed. In fact, that sounded fine to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Token of Affection by Kacey Ezell 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rurranach stared at the Iora’s flashing message indicator as a rushing sound roared in his ears. The ID tag said it was from the governor, and for a moment, joy and irrational, impossible hope swirled through his brain like the stars twisting in the everlasting black outside his cockpit viewports… 
 
    And, just as suddenly, they faded. Cahli was dead. She’d been dead for weeks. He’d been in hyperspace at the time and emerged to receive a message that tore his life in two: Cahli gone. Clan gone. He didn’t know much else. So little information in the packet had been broadcast to every ship in the galaxy with a Khatash registry and quintessentially encrypted, so only a Hunter-built ship could receive it.  
 
    There hadn’t been anything on the GalNet, but he supposed that was to be expected. He’d put queries out to other contacts, other members of the clan, but they’d all gone unanswered. He had hope yet. There was always someone out on contract, so there was a very good chance he could still find a member of the clan, maybe even someone who knew more about what had happened. The message had contained only one other short, cryptic sentence:  
 
    Better to die free than to live a slave.  
 
    He understood the sentiment, but that didn’t mean it didn’t break his heart. Every time he closed his eyes, the Sidar could see the lost visage of his beloved friend Cahli, the brave, reckless kita who’d gone on to be governor of the Depik.  
 
    Rurranach shook his crested head and forced himself to focus on the message indicator that had lit up when he docked his little ship onto one of the huge cargo transports that crisscrossed the galaxy. He’d borne the sigil of Clan Night Wind since he was a young Sidar, and the Hunters of the clan had been his home and family. They had grown large and powerful, and though Hunter breeding was always a tricky business, they’d produced so many strong kits and kitas over the generations that surely someone had been out on contract when the unthinkable happened. If he could just find that one before they did something rash, then maybe…maybe… 
 
    Well, truth be told, he didn’t know. But he knew that if there were Night Wind Hunters out there, he needed to find them. They were his family, after all. They were all that mattered in the end.  
 
    Plus, he had their money.  
 
    His relationship with the clan had begun in part because he’d accepted an offer to handle the financial affairs of the legendary Choking Deluge. Handling those affairs had led to quite an adventure, during which he and Del had become close, to the point of Del offering him a sigil and a place in the clan. He’d accepted, though he had no idea of the full ramifications of his choice. At the time, he’d thought only of how rich he’d become handling the finances of one of the legendary Depik assassins.  
 
    He had, indeed, become rich, in so many more ways than his mere credit balance reflected.  
 
    Rurranach shook his head again and reached out with a clawed hand to tap the readout, opting for an audio readback of the message.  
 
    He immediately regretted that decision.  
 
    “Rurranach,” Cahli’s voice filled the cockpit of his ship. Her tone, as always, was brisk and to the point, and it made his throat ache with mourning. “I know things are quite busy, but I need you to do something for me. I’ve just assisted in the escape of Sansar Enkh from the Merc Guild headquarters. I left clues for them to find, so I’m going home to meet what’s coming there. I don’t know how long I’ll be, but I think it’s high time the Merc Guild learned that Hunters are not their killing slaves, don’t you?  
 
    “Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is this: I want you to find Sansar. She’s an adorable Human, Rurranach—full of spit and fire, like a willful kita still clumsy enough to stumble over her own paws. I want you to let her know that I like her. I think she knows that, but anyway…I’d offer her a sigil but, honestly, I don’t think she’d take it. She’s the leader of a Human merc company, The Golden Horde. You’ve heard of them. Find her and give her my token, please. Let her know that, if she ever needs me, she has only to call, and I will come. Tell her this: ‘Because I can’t leave you alone for a second, can I?’ That exact phrase. She’ll recognize it.  
 
    “I leave it to you to establish a way for her to contact me. You’re the best at that sort of thing. As always, I send all my love to you, old friend. You’re the only one I’d trust with this.”  
 
    The old Sidar’s wings shuddered in grief as he closed his eyes and tapped a replay command on the screen so he could hear her voice one more time.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The problem, of course, was that Sansar Enkh didn’t really want to be found. Rurranach had suspected as much when he heard Cahli’s casual mention of helping the woman escape from the Mercenary Guild headquarters. Everyone had heard about the Humans’ brazen attack on Capitol and the daring raid that plucked the leader of one of the Four Horsemen out of the Merc Guild’s clutches. One could hardly escape the story. It had been saturating the GalNet feeds as newscasters mouthed slick words reeking of Merc Guild spin.  
 
    According to the story, the Four Horsemen had shown up as soon as Sansar had been convicted and sentenced to die. They’d blown their way into the headquarters, killing indiscriminately as they went. They’d ripped Sansar from Guild custody, slaughtering her guards and blasting their way back out to leave the Guild reeling from such a dastardly, illegal action before disappearing into the black of space.  
 
    Rurranach knew that wasn’t the whole story. It couldn’t be. Somewhere, someone knew the truth or knew someone who knew the truth, etc. Step one, then, would be to find the end of the information trail and begin to follow it.  
 
    “Search credit transfer records involving the name ‘Sansar,’ ‘Enkh,’ or ‘The Golden Horde’ going back four weeks,” he said out loud. The resulting data began to spill across his viewscreen. He wasn’t sure if he’d find anything, but in his long years, Rurranach had learned that, oftentimes, the best way to find something was to follow the credit trail. Commerce always continued, no matter what the cataclysm. Sometimes it changed forms, but exchanges were always made. He’d start there and see what he could find.  
 
    Not much, truth be told. No overt expenditures using those names existed past the approximate date of Sansar’s arrest. Rurranach felt a jolt of relief, rather than disappointment. Obviously, Sansar or someone who worked for her was savvy enough to cover their financial tracks.  
 
    Mostly.  
 
    He wasn’t the Night Wind Clan’s financier for nothing. Even with their corporate knowledge, Humans had shorter lifespans than Sidar, and Rurranach had been moving and cleaning semi-legal money for longer than most of them would live. There was no way that they’d ever know a tenth of what he’d forgotten about shady financial transactions. 
 
    Rurranach let out a soft, chittering laugh, shifted his wings, and prepared to really dig.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The other problem, of course, was that he was docked with a large transport in order to hitch a ride into hyperspace. While in hyperspace, his ship’s database couldn’t update with real-time information from the GalNet, so he was forced to make do with increasingly obsolete data. However, Rurranach had always been of the opinion that it was better to work with what one had rather than squawk like a fledgling about what one lacked.  
 
    He spent the long hours of hyperspace travel poring over the information he’d downloaded prior to transition: financial records, news reports, even gossip GalCast archives. He searched for anything at all that might stick out, might provide some kind of clue to the movements of the Human merc commander his friend had loved.  
 
    The Merc Guild registry files had some good historical information, but not a lot of useful specifics. It seemed that the Horde was known for their prowess as a defensive unit. Sansar was mentioned several times in the context of her recent trial, but Rurranach didn’t feel inclined to trust the news reports that were characterizing her as a cowardly villain. Cahli would never have loved her, were that the case. He read between the lines of spin and slowly began to get the picture of a brave, desperate woman with her back against a wall, but who was willing to do anything required to see that she and her people survived.  
 
    Now that sounded like someone Cahli would love to adopt into the clan. Rurranach dropped his jaw in a smile, though sadness soaked through him once more. He realized Cahli was right. Sansar would never accept a sigil. She had too much commitment to her Horde. But for a moment, he wished things were otherwise. He would have enjoyed having such a woman as a clan-sister.  
 
    The hours ticked away in the white nothing of hyperspace, and Rurranach continued to read and prepare for what promised to be a very interesting meeting.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When he finally emerged from hyperspace, Rurranach was ready. He stared impatiently at his display, awaiting the color change in the indicator that would tell him they were, once again, receiving real-time GalNet signals.  
 
    It flashed from yellow to blue.  
 
    “Update!” Rurranach nearly shouted, excitement blasting through him. Now, finally, maybe he could get some better info. His pre-loaded queries sprung into action, and new data spilled across his screen in a continuous scroll. With glee, he rubbed his taloned hands together in a gesture learned from his old Human clan-sister, Susa, and dived in.  
 
    Yet for all his excitement, he almost missed it. Rurranach had a habit of skimming over the summarized digests of which Merc Guild contracts had been recently fulfilled and paid out. He’d started doing it when he realized just how much of the galaxy’s total credits flowed in and out through mercenary coffers. The levels of expenditures vs. costs could be quite telling, if one knew how to read the signs. Rurranach did, and so far, he’d found the contract indicators, as he termed them, to be quite reliable.  
 
    Expenditures had gone up with the invasion of Earth, as he’d expected they would. His eyes idly ran down the rows of equipment acquisition and new recruit totals when a single word caught his eye.  
 
    “Fulfilled. Paid by A.S.”  
 
    Rurranach went still. The word itself shone green, as it usually did, but there was a small yellow outline around the letters—something was irregular. With a quick tap, he opened up the public record on that particular contract.  
 
    Sure enough, the Lumar merc company called the Bold Warriors had originally been subcontracted by the Merc Guild itself to provide site security for a “Space Dock 17” in the Golara system until a date six months from now. However, the contract was marked “fulfilled” and had been paid out by an entity identified as “A. S.?”  
 
    On a hunch, Rurranach ran a search for any other contract transactions featuring the Bold Warriors. Sure enough, a subcontract popped up, beginning at the termination date of the previous contract. Only this time, their employer was a name that made every one of Rurranach’s short, wiry hairs stand on end.  
 
    Asbaran Solutions.  
 
    One of the Horsemen. It wasn’t Sansar’s company, but unless he missed his guess, the commanders of the Four Horsemen companies kept in very close touch, especially now that the Merc Guild had declared open war on them and humanity as a whole. If Sansar wasn’t on Golara, he’d bet his wings there was someone there who knew how to reach her.  
 
    “Iora, when able, detach from the transport with our thanks. Locate a transport bound for the Golara system and contract for a hyperspace lift leaving as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Detachment completed. Your thanks are relayed,” the Iora’s electronically-generated voice said as the tell-tale shudder resonated through the ship’s frame. “Merchant Guild transport C-234-X15-8 departs for Golara in approximately twelve hours. They have accepted our contract offer of 5 percent over standard fare. I have calculated an intercept trajectory that will allow for docking in approximately six hours. Do you require anything else?”  
 
    “Contract with Merchant Guild transport C-234-X15-8 for full resupply of our ship’s life support and mechanical consumables.”  
 
    “Done. Resupply contract offered at a rate of standard fare plus 20 percent convenience fee.”  
 
    “Acceptable.”  
 
    “Contract accepted. Shall I begin intercept trajectory?”  
 
    “Yes, please. Thank you, Iora.”  
 
    “Thanks are not required.”  
 
    “I know, but thank you just the same.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next week in hyperspace felt longer than usual, though Iora’s nuclear time display system assured Rurranach that it took the standard one hundred seventy hours. He did his best to pass the time productively, reading through as many of the financial transactions of Asbaran Solutions and The Golden Horde as were registered. Funny thing about the Four Horsemen, though; it seemed that many of their transactions were based on physical credits and red diamonds. He couldn’t figure out another way to fill the gaps in the financial record. Companies would keep internal records of selling goods and materiel to the Horsemen, but no electronic credit transfers had occurred. Physical credit transactions weren’t illegal or unheard of. They were just really inconvenient, and so most legitimate merc companies didn’t bother with them.  
 
    Then again, the Four Horsemen weren’t exactly legitimate these days. It made Rurranach’s shady financier heart glad to see they were covering their tracks. No wonder Cahli felt favorably toward them—one of them, at least.  
 
    When he finally emerged from hyperspace back into the realness of the Golara system, Rurranach found a surprise waiting for him.  
 
    Well, not exactly waiting for him, but it was a surprise nonetheless.  
 
    As a trio of sophisticated sensor drones examined his ship, there was a chime for his attention. “Receiving a hailing signal from a transport ship contracted to the Proud Fist mercenary company,” Iora announced.  
 
    “Put them through,” Rurranach said, blinking in surprise as the display opened to show the face of an old friend.  
 
    Well…it was the much younger version of an old friend, anyway. Though Alton Gage’s grandson was a friend in his own right, he was also an employer. Rurranach handled the funds for the Proud Fist mercenary company and had done so since the present commander’s grandfather had taken over command of the Lumar unit.  
 
    “Rurranach! I saw Iora’s registry on the transport manifest that just came in! I’m so glad to see you, buddy!” Hector Gage’s hearty tones echoed through the ship as a grin split his human face wide.  
 
    “Commander Gage, it is good to see you as well. What brings you to Golara?” Rurranach asked, his mind in a whirl. As good as it was to see a familiar face, he couldn’t help but wonder how long this was going to take.  
 
    “Same old. Looking for a contract. Got a hot tip on a job here and came running. You?”  
 
    “Looking to pass a message to someone.”  
 
    “Oh? Clan business?”  
 
    “Of a sort,” Rurranach said, unable to keep his wings from drooping with grief. “You…you don’t know?”  
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    He took a deep breath, then forced out the words. “The clan is silent—maybe dead. I don’t know what happened, but before her death, Cahli suspected the Merc Guild was plotting something. Our governor’s last request to me was to deliver a message to Sansar Enkh, and so I’m here.”  
 
    Gage looked at him for a long moment, his lips pressed together. Then he shook his head.  
 
    “Shit, man,” the Human said, somewhat imprecisely, but Rurranach appreciated the obvious sympathy in the statement. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Rurranach said, “and I appreciate that you share some of my pain, what with the Earth invasion as well.”  
 
    “Yeah, about that,” Gage said. “That’s sorta why I’m here. That hot tip I mentioned? I got word that another company of Lumar got hired by none other than Nigel Shirazi of Asbaran Solutions. That alien-hating son-of-a-bitch hired the Bold Warriors to do security work for him, and there’s none better at that kind of stuff than my boys and girls. Plus, I figure if anyone’s got a shot at striking back against the Merc Guild, it’s the Four Horsemen. And it occurs to me that Nigel probably knows Sansar Enkh, her being a Horseman commander too, right?”  
 
    Rurranach let his jaw drop slowly in a small smile.  
 
    “Gage,” Rurranach said, straightening his spine and forcing his wings up. “I believe you may be correct. Furthermore, I like the way you think.”  
 
    “Thanks, Rurranach. I’ve always liked the way you think. Especially about how you handle our funds, know what I’m saying? Anyway, want to team up in this? You negotiate our contract with Asbaran, and we’ll see if the ol’ boy can’t put you in touch with Sansar?”  
 
    “I accept your proposal, my friend. And thank you.”  
 
    “Hey, the clan was friends with my family too, buddy. Fuck the Merc Guild.”  
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    “I only arrived in system a few minutes before you,” Gage explained. “No doubt those sensor drones have informed the warships of our presence. Best we announce ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Attention vessels on our screens. This is EMS Osman of the Winged Hussars on picket duty. Kindly state your business in the Golara system.”  
 
    Rurranach glanced over at Gage, wondering if the Human wanted him to begin his role as negotiator immediately. They were approaching the station, having been cleared to proceed at the emergence point by the ships on highguard, and had met up to compare notes and develop a negotiation game plan. Rurranach was to speak for Gage and the Proud Fist company in negotiating the terms of the contract with Asbaran Solutions, but he wasn’t sure if his role as mouthpiece was supposed to begin before they reached the station.  
 
    “I’m Hector Gage,” the Human said, stilling Rurranach’s concerns. “Commander of the Proud Fist Mercenary Company. This is Rurranach, my negotiator and financial advisor. We’re here to speak with Nigel Shirazi about a contract. I sent a message ahead from my transport.”  
 
    “Oh, yes. Colonel Shirazi told us you would be coming,” the Human said, visibly calming. “Ah…it’s not my place, sir, but…are you sure you want the Sidar negotiating for you? Colonel Shirazi isn’t the biggest fan of aliens.”  
 
    “Out here, we’re all aliens, son,” Gage said, his voice chilling. “And if Shirazi can’t handle that, then he’s got no call to hire us. The Proud Fist is a Lumar company, and well-named. You got any other pieces of advice, Junior?”  
 
    “Uh…no, sir,” the Human merc said, wilting. Rurranach rustled his wings under his cloak as he fought not to laugh. Gage really did channel his grandfather’s mannerisms quite well.  
 
    “Then how’s about you clear us to approach the station?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” 
 
    With their ships docked together, they traveled toward the space docks and accompanying stations. Rurranach took note of the large number of warships present. All appeared in carefully controlled formations, ready to defend the system. Those would all be Winged Hussars, he thought. Some tugs were also cleaning up debris. That—and the damage to the rotating ring station they approached—all spoke of a battle. In a few minutes, they were docking.   
 
    “Beyond the airlock is microgee,” the traffic controller explained. “Welcome to Golara.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rurranach felt his stomachs rise inside him as he passed through the changing gravities of the station’s rings. Everywhere was hastily repaired battle damage. He was surprised it held atmosphere. In fact, if his ears were telling the truth, he thought he could hear leaks! 
 
    They were met by a pair of Human mercs and escorted further out on the station where gravity was near what he’d consider normal. Damage here was either less, or more repairs had been completed. Either way, he felt less certain he would be blown into space at any minute.  
 
    Sansar and her allies had no doubt taken a lot of lives in conquering this system, and no contracts had been involved. This was much closer to old-fashioned war than the way it was currently handled in the Galactic Union. 
 
    Still, Cahli had loved him, and he’d loved Cahli. He would do this. Besides, in his long years under these stars, he’d broken a few galactic laws now and again. Granted, they were usually financial documentation guidelines imposed by the Trade and Merchant Guilds, but still. He didn’t see himself in a position to judge. If Sansar was the kind of woman his beloved governor would have adopted, then he shouldn’t be surprised that she’d do something such as this. 
 
     “You can wait in here,” the merc said and gestured them into a meeting room. Inside there was a table and a number of chairs, including one that could accept his physiology. They hadn’t been in the room more than a single minute when the door opened. Rurranach turned to find himself face-to-face with a Human wearing a haughty scowl.  
 
    “Oh! Excuse me…”  
 
    “Colonel Nigel Shirazi,” Gage filled in, stepping forward and stretching out his right hand in the Human mode of greeting. “Good to see you. Thanks for meeting us. I’m Hector Gage.”  
 
    “Proud Fist Mercenary Company,” Shirazi said, taking Gage’s hand briefly, per the custom. Rurranach looked closely, but if the two men engaged in any subtle dominance jockeying by trying to out-squeeze the other, it didn’t show. Susa had described that particular facet of the handshaking ritual to him long ago, and it seemed as ridiculous now as it had then.  
 
    “That’s right,” Gage said, letting go of the other man’s hand. “We heard you were in the market for Lumar subcontractors. Mine are the best.”  
 
    “I believe it, if they’re Human-led,” Shirazi said, giving him a half smile. “I like the Warriors, but they lacked a certain strategic vision while they were on their own.”  
 
    “That’s probably why they were out here on a contract for the Guild. Guild provides its own leadership, but usually at the expense of the Lumar. I’m not a fan of such arrangements, as you can imagine,” Gage said, then turned his head to the side and spat on the ground. Shirazi grinned in response. Then his eyes slid to meet Rurranach’s.  
 
    “And who is the Sidar?” Shirazi asked, his tone noticeably cooler. Rurranach held his gaze, taking note of the way the colonel’s relaxed demeanor tensed, his eyes tightened, and his lips compressed ever-so-slightly.  
 
    “This is Rurranach. He’s been the financial advisor for Proud Fist since my grandfather took command. He’s here to assist me in our negotiations,” Gage said. Rurranach felt a quick surge of pride in his friend. Originally, Gage had asked him to handle the negotiations entirely, but if Shirazi was a xenophobe, then his race would be a liability and a barrier. The two Human men, on the other hand, seemed to have bonded already. Whether via their strange hand-squeezing ritual or because of some other reason, it was clear that Gage himself was in a stronger position to negotiate than Rurranach, though he’d still appreciate Rurranach’s financial expertise at his fingertips.  
 
    “Oh, a banker, hmm? Merchant Guild?” Shirazi asked. He half-turned his body and gestured to a cracked and dusty synthetic pathway leading away from the shuttle debarkation area.  
 
    “No, though I have ties and registries with both the Trade and Merchant Guilds. I work primarily for an independent entity,” Rurranach said, and a corner of his mind marveled that he could shape the words so calmly. “But my…employer is aware and supportive of my relationship with Proud Fist and the Gage family.”  
 
    Shirazi looked Rurranach up and down, then turned back to look at Gage.  
 
    “Bet there’s a story there,” Shirazi said.  
 
    “You’d be right,” Gage replied, with a smile that said it wasn’t one he’d be telling anytime soon. That got a chuckle out of Shirazi.  
 
    “You play your cards close, I see. Fair enough. I always liked to gamble.”  
 
    “Excellent, that makes two of us,” Gage said.  
 
    Three, Rurranach mentally corrected. He was negotiating with a xenophobic, reputedly psychotic Human merc commander. How fascinating life could be. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Deal,” Shirazi said, his wide grin making him look like a feral creature. He stood up, leaned over the conference table that separated them, and once again, stuck out his hand. Gage took it, and Rurranach could see the squeeze this time, as well as the firm shaking movement as the two Humans formalized their agreement. “Welcome to the team.”  
 
    “Glad to be here,” Gage said as Shirazi let his hand drop. “Now that we’ve got the formalities done, I have a question…or rather, Rurranach does.”  
 
    “Oh?” Shirazi asked, turning. Rurranach inclined his head in his own gesture of respect. Shirazi had bargained well, showing a sharp mind with a clear understanding of relevant contract precedents. He’d also shown a streak of wild brilliance in some of the more creative clauses of the contract, and Rurranach got the sense that the Asbaran Commander had looked at the whole exercise as a kind of game.  
 
    “More of a request, really, Colonel,” Rurranach said. “I would like to get in touch with Sansar Enkh of The Golden Horde. I have a message for her.”  
 
    “You can leave it with me,” Shirazi said. “I’ll be seeing her later and will see that she gets it.”  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that kind of message,” Rurranach said. “I must deliver it to her and no other.”  
 
    Shirazi’s demeanor toward his Sidar visitor had warmed up during the haggling they’d just completed, but he immediately went frosty again. His eyes hardened, and he shifted his weight toward his toes, like a man readying himself to fight. 
 
    “Not possible,” he said, his voice flat. “She’s received threats.”  
 
    “I imagine you all have,” Rurranach said. He was guessing, though careful to keep his tone confident, and, indeed, Shirazi’s eyelids twitched downward, indicating he’d scored a hit. “But here you are, meeting with the two of us. This would be no different.”  
 
    “We’re not alone in this room,” Shirazi said. “I have a squad of my men behind that wall there, ready to bust in at any moment. You’ve both had weapons on you since you walked in.”  
 
    “And more, probably,” Rurranach said smoothly, though Gage shifted slightly in the seat next to him. They’d discussed this en route. Indeed, Gage had brought up the possibility. However, it was one thing to know that you were negotiating in front of hidden forces designed to ensure good faith, and another thing entirely to know that someone at close range had their gun sights trained on your face. “And that is an acceptable condition of my meeting with Colonel Enkh, provided that the forces are her own Golden Horde. No disrespect to your mercenaries, Colonel, but Colonel Enkh may prefer the privacy afforded by her own people for our discussion.”  
 
    Shirazi looked at him for a long moment and sat back down in his chair. His eyes flicked from Rurranach to Gage and back again.  
 
    “Stay here,” he said abruptly as he shot to his feet again. “Try to leave, and you’ll be shot.”  
 
    “We’re prisoners?” Gage asked, a hot thread of anger running through his words.  
 
    “No, you’re subcontractors, and that’s my order. You want to talk to Sansar? Stay here. Someone will be back momentarily.”  
 
    And with that, he left the conference room.  
 
    Rurranach looked at Gage, who sat back in his chair and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Fucking Drama Queen,” Gage said as he leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head. Despite himself, Rurranach laughed.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Not quite an hour later, the door irised open again, and Nigel Shirazi stepped back through. He was followed by a slim, dark woman that made Rurranach’s pulse thud in his ears. She walked into the room as if going to her own execution—horrified of the prospect, but too proud not to face her end with dignity. 
 
    Sansar Enkh. At last.  
 
    He came to his feet slowly, so as not to present a threat. Gage, who had closed his eyes, remained in apparent repose, though Rurranach doubted very much that he actually slept.  
 
    “Sansar, this is Rurranach, a Sidar who works for my new subcontractor, Gage,” Shirazi said, kicking the bottom of Gage’s chair. The other man sat up with a scowl. “Come, Gage. Let us leave our friends to talk.”  
 
    “You do realize that killing my financial officer is a breach of our contract, right?”  
 
    “I am aware, yes. Talk to him. He’s the one insisting on ‘the privacy of the Horde.’” 
 
    Gage looked a question at Rurranach, who nodded his crest up and down in a mimic of the Human gesture of reassurance and assent.  
 
    “Go,” he said. “I will be safe enough, for I offer no threat, and what I have to say to Colonel Enkh is private.”  
 
    “Alright,” Gage said, but his eyes remained troubled as he slowly got to his feet. “I won’t be far.”  
 
    “Just in the next compartment,” Shirazi added, pointing. “Join us there when you’re done, and you and Gage can go back to the ship together.”  
 
    “Thank you, Colonel Shirazi,” Rurranach said. “I am in your debt for arranging this meeting.”  
 
    “Well, don’t think I won’t collect,” Shirazi replied, baring that feral grin one more time before ushering Gage all the way out.  
 
    Rurranach waited until the door irised all the way closed before turning to look at the woman who remained still and silent. He tilted his head to the side and shuffled his wings under his cloak as nerves suddenly assailed him. How was he to begin?  
 
    “Colonel Enkh,” he said, figuring that was as good a start as any. “My name is Rurranach, lately sigiled to the Night Wind Clan. Does that name mean anything to you?”  
 
    “No,” Sansar said. Her voice was low and smooth, and it made the throbbing ache of grief ratchet up a notch in his chest. He could imagine Cahli loving that voice.  
 
    “Night Wind Clan has some history with your company, actually. In my youth, some of the members entered into a defensive contract with one of your detachments. It was on Earth, in a city named Houston,” Rurranach said. Though he’d been alive at the time, he’d been busy with his own life-changing adventures. “Thanks to The Golden Horde, my clan’s Dama survived, as did her daughter and Dama after her.”  
 
    “I know that story,” Sansar said, and for the first time, she moved from the ready stance she’d taken next to the door. She stepped further into the room and lowered herself into the chair that Gage had left. “But you’re no Hunter.”  
 
    “No,” he agreed, and took his own step toward the chair Shirazi had used. He wanted to be facing her, giving her all of his attention for this exchange. He paused with one taloned hand above the back of the chair, looking at her for permission. She raised her eyebrows, but inclined her head, and he pulled the chair out and sat before continuing. “I am a Sidar, but in my youth, I had the good fortune to make a most advantageous friendship.”  
 
    He reached inside his cloak and pulled out the chain he’d had welded around his neck. It would never come off, not until his body rotted away to stardust. Light glinted off the symbol as it twisted, and he saw Sansar sit up straight in her chair.  
 
    “What is that?” she demanded, a strange urgency throbbing in her voice.  
 
    “This is my sigil. It is the symbol of Clan Night Wind. My fortunate friend, a Hunter of great renown, gave it to me and sealed me to his clan forever. His name was Choking Deluge. He is an ancestor of my late, beloved friend Cahli, whom you knew as the Depik governor.”  
 
    “Knew?” Sansar whispered. Her fingertips came up to her lips. Rurranach fought to speak through the pain that threatened to engulf him. He opened his mouth once, then twice before he could actually form the words.  
 
    “She is dead. After assisting with your escape, she returned to Khatash. She suspected the Merc Guild would follow her. I don’t know if they did…I don’t know what happened next, but she is gone, and I have not been able to reach anyone on the planet. I received only a message that was sent out to every ship with a Khatash registry saying that it was better to die than to live a slave. I fear… 
 
    “You cannot bend a Hunter to your will, you see? Free will is the very essence of what they are. So they…all of them…Cahli, my Dama, all of my beloved kits and kitas…I fear they are all gone, possibly by their own claws. Because a Hunter will die defiant before she will live a slave.”  
 
    Emotion leaked in salty tracks from his eyes, as he finally gave vent to the agony of grief that haunted him. He blinked and wiped the sides of his crest. Of course, it was not entirely professional to eye leak in public, but he found that, in this instance, he didn’t care. Sansar had known Cahli, though not as he had. But it helped a little to know that, in this, he wasn’t entirely alone.  
 
    “We cry tears, too,” Sansar said softly, lowering her hands from her mouth. Her dark eyes had gone wide and horrified, and now shone in sympathy. She reached out across the table and wrapped her fingers around one of his talons.  
 
    “Careful,” he said, though he didn’t move his hand. “They are sharp.”  
 
    “So am I,” she replied, and that little bit of humor broke through the fog of grief. He smiled, then let out a soft, chittering laugh.  
 
    “So she told me,” Rurranach said. He took a deep breath and forced his mind to the task at hand. “Cahli, that is…the governor. I knew her when she was a kita small enough to sleep in my hand, you know. She was a wild thing, then.”  
 
    “Then?” Sansar asked, snorting softly through her nose and causing another healing chuckle to chitter up through his chest.  
 
    “Yes. She mellowed as an adult and developed quite the political acumen. That’s why the elders offered her the governor contract, but that’s not important. She sent me a message, shortly after you saw her last, while she was enroute to Khatash for the last time. She asked me to find you.”  
 
    Rurranach slowly withdrew his hand from Sansar’s fingers, careful not to cut her delicate human skin with the razor-like abrasions on the inside of his talons. Then he reached inside his cloak again and pulled out a small drawstring pouch made of black silky fabric.  
 
    “Few understand how deeply a Hunter will love,” he said softly. “But it is why they bond with and give sigils to so many species. They make you their own because they love you and will do anything to keep you safe. They form that bond so quickly that it’s uncanny to watch and intoxicating to have it happen to you.  
 
    “The point, Colonel, is that Cahli loved you like that. She told me that she would offer you a sigil of your own, except that she understood you could not leave your merc company. If my research is any indication, your company is more like a family anyway, and she would have understood that very well. So instead, she asked me to deliver this.”  
 
    He set the bag down flat on the table with a muffled clink and pushed it toward the Human woman. Sansar looked at it for a moment, then picked it up and opened the bag into her other palm.  
 
    A flat disc slid into her hand. It was bare metal with the single impression of a Hunter print in the center of one side. It, too, glinted in the uncertain light of the trashed Golaran station’s illumination. She flipped it over and over in her hand, then looked up at him.  
 
    “I thought these were a myth,” she said.  
 
    “No,” he said sadly. “They are very real. She wanted you to have her token. She said to tell you that, if you ever had a need, she would come, because she can’t leave you—”  
 
    “—alone for a second,” Sansar finished for him, and though her smile grew, Rurranach could see that her own eye leak had begun.  
 
    “Yes. Exactly. And though she can no longer honor the promise inherent in that token, any other Hunter will. I don’t know how many of my clan died on Khatash, but many were out on contracts and…well…some must survive. Somewhere. When I leave here, I will see if I can find them. Perhaps I shall. Perhaps not. Who can tell? But I had to honor my beloved friend’s last request of me.”  
 
    “And now you have,” Sansar said. She closed her fingers around the token and brought it to her lips, then slipped it inside her shirt somewhere. “Thank you, Honored One.”  
 
    “Thank you, Colonel Enkh. I didn’t realize…It is easier, knowing that there is another who misses her also.”  
 
    “Yes,” Sansar said, pushing back from the table. “Shared grief is always a lighter load. The Golden Horde is in your debt.”  
 
    “There is no debt,” Rurranach said. “I did it for her.”  
 
    “Of course, but it does not matter. If you ever have need of us, call.”  
 
    Rurranach got to his feet, and for the first time, he felt the long years heavy in his joints as he stood.  
 
    “I thank you,” he said. “I would like to say farewell to Gage before I leave to continue my search.”  
 
    “Of course,” Sansar said, and waved a hand at the door, which irised open at her command. “I will take you to him, and I hope you find those whom you seek.”  
 
    “As do I, Colonel, as do I.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 To Save the Earth by Chris Kennedy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Altan Enkh’s House, Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed,” Borte Enkh said as he led his cousin, Altan, into what passed for the conference room in Altan Enkh’s house. A large table with ten chairs filled the majority of the room. “Okay, you can open them now.” 
 
    Altan opened his eyes and took an involuntary sharp breath; the table was covered with loot. The majority was stacks of bundled cash, but there was also a sizable pile of credit chits on the table, the red diamonds in the center of each sparkling under the light. Although the credit pile was far smaller than the stacks of cash, it was worth more…far more. 
 
    “And over here…” Borte said, waving a hand to the left where six rifles leaned against the wall, and five pistols lay on the floor in front of them. The weapons were obviously not of Earth manufacture, nor were they even slug throwers; they were Galactic tech laser rifles and pistols, and each was easily worth more than all the cash on the table. 
 
    “We also recovered these…” Borte added, motioning to where a large pile of computers and hard drives could be seen. 
 
    “Wow,” Altan said, realizing the word didn’t begin to encompass his feelings. They had won. Not only had they gone off-planet and completed a mercenary contract—something only four of the first one hundred had been able to do—they had also wiped out their chief rival in Uzbekistan’s drug trade, the Red Hawks. 
 
    “Did we lose anyone?” Altan asked, allowing his eyes to wander across the room again. The glint of the red diamonds caught his eye. They would be able to really increase their operations with that kind of cash infusion. 
 
    “We had a few people shot, but nothing too serious. All should be back to their duties within a week or two.” 
 
    “Did we get any of the Red Hawks’ drugs, too?” 
 
    Borte nodded. “About two warehouses’ worth. Kadan found the records on one of their hard drives.” 
 
    “And Oleksander Voloshyn, the leader of the Red Hawks?” 
 
    “I shot him myself after delivering your message.” 
 
    Altan smiled. “So we’re secure. We are once again the leaders in the Uzbek drug trade and have a secure base of operations.” 
 
    “That’s true. So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “The plan? The plan is to use this base to take our trade to the stars, under the guise of being a merc company. Earth’s not big enough when the entire galaxy is available!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Altan Enkh’s House, Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
 
    “We’ve made great strides in securing our position locally,” Altan told the group of his lieutenants the next week. The table had been cleared off, except for a 10-credit chit in front of each of each of the positions. “Now we need to begin to think bigger…much bigger.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Yisu Enkh asked, holding up the credit chit. 
 
    “Those are 10-credit chits,” Altan replied. “Each is worth about $100,000. That’s your cut of The Golden Horde’s profits from our first trip off-planet. There’s more—much more—but first we need to buy equipment for our next trip to the stars, hire a transport, and grease the wheels for our next deal.” 
 
    The door opened suddenly, and a short woman with long, dark hair looked in. Her dark eyes flashed as she strode into the room.  
 
    “This is a private meeting,” Altan said. 
 
    “I know it is, Uncle,” Tuya Enkh replied. “I also know that none of you would be sitting here if I hadn’t helped you get the supplies you needed to go on your first trip off-planet. I’m part of this organization, and I want to be included in its decision making, not just used as some prostitute when it suits your needs.” 
 
    “Children these days,” Altan said, giving everyone at the table a benevolent smile.  
 
    “No, Uncle, times are changing, and you need to change with them, or we’ll become like the companies who didn’t come back…or the Red Hawks, who failed to adjust to the changing landscape. You need a woman’s voice on your council to help you adapt to the changing times, so you don’t become a cautionary tale to be told by the group that pushes us aside.” 
 
    Although Altan didn’t agree, he knew from previous experience with the woman that he could either acquiesce, or several of the men would have to drag her from the room, all of whom would end up bloodied in the effort. “Fine,” he said as the path of least resistance. “Sit down there.” He pointed to the only open chair.  
 
    Tuya frowned as she looked at the chair—there was no credit chit in front of it—but then smiled as she moved to the chair and sat down, appearing happy with her victory. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Altan said, “we need to think bigger than just the area around us, or even increasing our distribution into Russia or the other ‘Stans. Based on what we saw on our first contract, there’s a huge market for our product among the stars. The KzSha, in particular, seemed to really like heroin, and if we can develop some contacts with them…” He nodded to Sukh to continue. 
 
    “That’s correct, Boss—” 
 
    “Colonel,” Borte corrected. 
 
    “Sorry, my mistake,” Sukh replied. “As the colonel noted, the KzSha are very, very much affected by heroin, and I suspect most of the opiates we produce would have some effect on them. After giving one a taste, he started vibrating, and his lights—they communicate with light pulses from their antennae—flashed like fireworks on Independence Day. There were several other indications, but I could see he really liked it.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Altan said, picking up the tale, “we had to give them all our sample merchandise, and then most of them were killed during the battle, so we don’t know if the word got back to their home world. We need to do a better job marketing this time.” 
 
    “Or a better job as mercs and not kill them off,” Tuya muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Altan asked, frowning. “Just because I allow you to be here doesn’t mean I’ll put up with your insubordination. Keep your mouth closed, or I will have you removed.” 
 
    “Can I just say one thing?” Tuya asked, holding up a hand. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I had a dream—” 
 
    “Oh, great! My sister had a dream…” Borte said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Shut up!” Tuya exclaimed, glaring at him. She turned back to Altan, and her gaze softened incrementally. “As I was saying, I had a dream, and in it, we became the best mercenaries on the planet.” 
 
    “We’ve already gone off planet once,” Yisu said, “and we were one of only four groups who returned. I’d say we’re already among the best mercenaries on the planet.” 
 
    “We’re the luckiest mercenaries on the planet!” she exclaimed, turning her glare on Yisu. “Our employers there said we were the worst mercenaries ever, and you said it yourself—the only reason we won was the KzSha somehow overdosed on our heroin.” She spun back to Altan. “We have a lead on all the other mercenaries here. We could use our money on equipment and training, and we could get even better at being mercenaries.” 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” Altan said. “Being mercenaries isn’t our core business; drugs are. The Golden Horde Mercenary Company is a front that supports that business. Nothing more. Now, we have an opportunity to really grow that business, and we’re going to make good on that opportunity.” 
 
    Altan’s gaze swept around the table. “So, gentlemen,” he said, ignoring Tuya, “how are we going to maximize this opportunity?” 
 
    “If we’re going to do this,” Borte said, “it’s probably best if we start with the KzSha. We already know they like heroin—and it works on them—so we need to find a contract where we can work alongside them, not against them. If we could, I’m sure we’d get a chance to open up some lines of distribution to their home planet. Even better, since they’re Galactics, we can charge them more and bring home tons of credits, which we can turn into even more cash here.” 
 
    “The only problem with that,” Sukh said, interrupting the nodding around the table, “is the KzSha aren’t the most honorable of galactic mercenaries.” 
 
    Altan laughed. “And we are?” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, Colonel,” Sukh replied. “Well, it is, sort of, but not really. What I really meant is the KzSha don’t have the same status as other mercenaries. I’ve been studying them on the Aethernet, and they’re looked at as more of a ‘failed’ mercenary race. Nobody will hire them if any other race is available, as they can’t be counted on to do what they’re contracted for. In most cases, they’re no better than pirates, and they’ll switch sides at the drop of a credit.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is they have no morals?” Altan asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sukh replied. 
 
    “Then they’ll be perfect for our plans.” Altan held up a hand, forestalling several comments. “No, we can’t trust them; we know that. Still, as long as we watch our backs, there’s no reason why we can’t explore this unique market opportunity. Borte, I would like you to take a team to the nearest merc pit—Karma, right?—and see if you can find us a contract where we can work alongside the KzSha. Once we see what’s possible, we’ll make our plans from there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Borte asked, looking up from his travel bag. “You had to bring up the dream?” 
 
    “I thought it was important,” Tuya replied from the doorway where she stood, tapping her foot. “All of you were talking about opportunities, and you refuse to see the greatest opportunity we have—to be on the leading edge of the mercenary trade here on Earth.” 
 
    Borte stopped packing and straightened. “I understand what you’re saying,” he replied, “I really do. Yes, we were one of a few groups who survived—even though it was luck—and we now have the funds and off-planet experience we could use to set ourselves up as a legitimate mercenary organization. What you fail to see is that, besides yourself, no one wants that. We’re drug dealers, and that’s what we want to be. The best and biggest drug dealers possible. We don’t want to stand on a firing line and try to kill a bunch of MinSha…or any other race. I’ve seen some of the really nasty ones—like giant, 10-foot-wide spiders and enormous unkillable cockroaches—and I have no desire to go up against them. None. We can let the other Human merc groups make a name for humanity, and we’ll slip through the cracks and provide our product to the alien races. It’s where we are all comfortable, and it’s where we want to be.” 
 
    “But my dream—” 
 
    “No!” Borte exclaimed. “I don’t care about your dream. I don’t care about how vivid it was, or how you saw us as the number one merc group in the entire galaxy. I. Don’t. Care. And, what’s worse, everyone else cares even less than I do. While I can see the opportunity you’re talking about, I know it’s not for me, and it’s not for us. Let it go. You got Altan to let you sit in on the meeting; continue to show your worth to him, and maybe in the future he’ll let you run some of the military operations.” 
 
    “But it might be too late by then…and besides, he’ll never let a woman be in charge of one of his divisions; he’s too old-fashioned for that.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Borte said with a shrug. “If you asked, he just might let you handle some of the military aspects of the company…” 
 
    Tuya snorted. “Oh, yeah? And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because no one else wants it.” 
 
    A smile blossomed across Tuya’s face. “That’s a great idea,” she said. “I think I will.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So that’s what I want to do,” Tuya finished, hands on her hips as if daring Altan to say no. 
 
    Altan looked at Yisu and raised an eyebrow. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Up to you, Colonel,” Yisu replied. 
 
    “So,” Altan said, “you really want to manage the military aspects of The Golden Horde? And you think you can turn them into a professional force? What’s this going to cost me?” 
 
    “After our first contract, we’ll pay for ourselves, and give 10% of our profits—”  
 
    “25%,” Altan interjected. 
 
    “—25% of our profits to the organization. But if I have to give you 25%, I want First Sergeant Sokolov and my pick of the people to be in my unit.” 
 
    “You can have Sokolov, but I get to pick the people in the unit,” Altan replied. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Borte will be in charge of the next contract, and then you’ll be on your own. And I reserve the right to move whatever product I want with you on any of your operations.” He held up a hand to stop the outburst he saw coming. “I’ll send my own people to move the product, so it won’t affect what you’re doing; you just have to provide cover for it.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “All right then,” Altan said. “We’re in agreement.” 
 
    Tuya turned and left the conference room, trying not to smile, but Altan heard a giggle as the door shut. 
 
    “Was that wise?” Yisu asked. 
 
    “Of course it was,” Altan replied. “One of two things will happen. She’ll either get herself killed, along with all the rejects I send with her, thus ending a major pain in my ass, or she’ll be successful and provide extra operating capital for the organization. Either way, it’s a win.” 
 
    “But what will Borte say?” 
 
    “What’ll Borte be able to say?” Altan asked, giving Yisu an expression of beatific innocence. “I’m just giving her what she asked for.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma Station, Karma System 
 
    Borte led the group as they floated over to the station and rode a glideway—a big pneumatic pressure tube that blew you along—down to the gravity ring.  
 
    “Shut your mouth,” Borte said when he turned and saw Tuya, who he’d allowed to come along, “and try to look mean. Or at least serious. Something other than like a deer in the headlights.” 
 
    “I wasn’t looking like a deer,” she replied, annoyed to be called out. 
 
    “Good, get annoyed at me,” Borte said, smiling now. “That’s much better than before. And yes, you did look lost. Trust me, most of the aliens on this station would just as soon kill you and eat you as look at you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really. Look, I’ve been here once before; I know. Humans are new to the galactic stage, and most of the races have never seen what we taste like. For some of them, that’s all the invitation they need to try a bite. The only way we keep them from doing that is to look meaner than they are.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Tuya said, summoning up her fiercest look. Borte and the two other men laughed. “What?” she asked, as a flash of anger went through her. 
 
    “That may work on a three year old, but it will never work on a Besquith,” Taban said. “And it’s definitely not the look a platoon leader gives a misbehaving recruit.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Borte agreed. “As far as the Besquith go, though, that’s why we have these.” He patted the laser rifle slung over his shoulder and the pistol on his hip. He frowned at Tuya. “Just don’t stare at any of the aliens, okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” Tuya replied, thrusting her chin out and looking determinedly forward. That worked for about 30 seconds, then she found herself looking at all the aliens who passed by. While she’d seen pictures of some of them, others left her gawking, and she had to remind herself to shut her mouth and continue scanning for danger. 
 
    They reached the gravity ring, then took a small travel car to the mercenary area of the station. From there they went on foot, and Tuya saw a different side of the men. Gone were the jokes and camaraderie of earlier; now, they looked hard. While they were careful not to challenge or stare at any of the aliens they passed, they also tried to make themselves look like a group that wouldn’t be worth the trouble of tangling with. Having seen some of the aliens they’d passed, Tuya was no longer sure that was true. 
 
    The Tortantula they’d passed had looked like it would have taken a lot of killing to put down, and the two Besquith they’d seen? She was still shuddering at the look they’d given her. She would never feel the same way when she heard wolves howling in the night.  
 
    There were other races—aliens who didn’t look as fierce—but none of them looked as soft and squishy as she felt, and she finally understood the warnings Borte had given her. All she could do, though, was put on the glare she gave her boyfriend when he messed up and keep her hand on her pistol. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to shoot some of the aliens fast enough or often enough to kill them…but she knew she’d at least try. 
 
    After about five minutes, Borte led the group to a nondescript door. He started to reach out to open it, but then turned and gave Tuya a piercing glance. “Just try to look like you belong, okay?” When Tuya nodded, he added, “And don’t piss off the Besquith, okay?” 
 
    “How do you not piss them off?” 
 
    “Don’t interact with them,” Borte said. “At all.” 
 
    Tuya shrugged again, and Borte turned and opened the door. At first, it looked like they were entering a bar, then Tuya saw the hundreds of flat displays lining the room. All had data scrolling across them, although the script appeared to be different on each. Borte led them to a table where the seats were functional enough for Humans. Tuya looked at the display, but it looked like gibberish. “Are we supposed to be able to read that?” she asked. 
 
    “No. We’re too new as a merc race to have a screen in here that has any of the Human languages, much less Uzbek.” 
 
    “We will when we’re famous,” Tuya replied. 
 
    Borte shook his head. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “So, if we can’t read it, what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “Just be patient. Order a drink or something.” 
 
    “What do we have here?” Tuya’s translator said as a creature that looked like a cross between a mole and a rat approached. It was a little taller than her, with a long body and short limbs. The creature had large sunglasses, and its nose flared as it approached. “I do not recognize the beings in my pit,” it added as it stopped at their table.  
 
    “Hi, Peepo,” Borte said. “We’re from the mercenary company “The Golden Horde,” and we were here a couple of months ago. We’re Humans from Earth.” 
 
    “I remember the company. It was one of only four Human companies that completed their alpha contracts. Decided to come back for more?” 
 
    “We did,” Borte said. “We—” 
 
    “Where is your mercenary coin?” Peepo asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your challenge coin. Surely you have a challenge coin by now?” 
 
    “Uh…no. We didn’t know we needed one.” 
 
    Peepo tilted her head, giving off an air of disappointment, or maybe frustration. “I forgot how hard it was, dealing with new races,” she finally said. It was frustration, Tuya realized. “You should have a challenge coin to identify yourself,” Peepo added. 
 
    “We’ll make sure we have one next time,” Borte replied. 
 
    “See that you do,” Peepo said, turning to leave. 
 
    “A moment, Peepo?” Borte asked, and Peepo turned back around. “We’re looking for a new contract.” 
 
    Peepo waved to the monitor on the wall. “There are plenty to be had.” 
 
    Borte nodded. “We’re still learning, though, and I’m sure most of those entail providing large numbers of troops for major battles. We don’t have that level of forces yet. We were hoping you could point us in the direction of something a little…smaller. Somewhere off the beaten path. Maybe something where we could work with the KzSha?” 
 
    “Why would you want to work with them?” Peepo asked. “Their kind isn’t welcome here—we only have select clients at Peepo’s. The KzSha are scum—pirates mostly.” 
 
    “I only mentioned them because we fought them on our first contract and were able to beat them. They’re obviously the bottom of the barrel. I wanted to see if there was anything else to learn from them, prior to going up against a harder race. I know we aren’t ready to stand against anything your race would field…or the Tortantula…or the Besquith…” 
 
    “Or most anyone else,” Peepo finished. “I see. That makes sense, I guess, although most warriors would rather learn from the best than the worst.” 
 
    “True,” Borte replied. “But do you see any of the other races standing in line to teach us? Most would rather take advantage of our naiveté, instead of helping cure it.” 
 
    “Well, the galaxy is a harsh and unforgiving place,” Peepo noted. “Although they seem backward to me, your words do, however, have a grain of wisdom that is often absent in new races. Let me ask some questions and see what is available.” Peepo turned and walked off. 
 
    “Peepo?” Tuya asked. “That’s a stupid name.”  
 
    “Keep your voice down!” Taban exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” Tuya asked. 
 
    “Peepo is famous,” Borte replied. “She’s rumored to be unbeatable, and is semi-retired. She’s incredibly selective in the contracts she takes…and she always wins. This is also her merc pit.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tuya replied, feeling stupid. Listen more, talk less, she said to herself. She forced herself to look around the merc pit, and she almost felt like she was in some sort of bizarre zoo. There were bipedal dogs, the wolf-like Besquith, and even large purple bears that seemed to have no sense of volume control. There were beings with two arms and four—everything except the wasp-like beings they were looking for—and she saw so many bizarre things she almost felt like she’d been into the product. The other mercs all appeared bigger, faster, and tougher than Humans; she could see why Borte and Altan were against becoming mercenaries—the competition was, quite literally, tough. 
 
    “I have found someone for you to talk to,” Peepo said, returning to the table with what looked like an oversized walking badger. “Tro’Kla is a factor for a number of clients. He maintains good relations with the guild, but he does, unfortunately, have some clients who are…shall we say…less reputable. He may be able to set you up with the contacts you’re looking for.” Peepo turned and walked off. 
 
    Tro’Kla looked the group over. Although Tuya had never seen one before, the alien’s gaze appeared anything but enthusiastic. “Humans, huh?” it asked, confirming her belief. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Borte, “and we’re looking for a contract where we get to work with some KzSha.” 
 
    “You are in luck then,” the badger replied. “I have just the thing you’re looking for.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Move it, you shitheads!” First Sergeant Sokolov yelled as the platoon moved slowly to the ramp. “Everybody out of the fucking dropship! You’re not getting paid by the fucking hour!” Tuya smiled; the Russian’s command of Uzbek had improved greatly over the last couple of months, and he no longer had to resort to Russian to swear. Better yet, once he got going, he could mix the two languages to come up with some new and creative—even if physically impossible—profanities. “All right, you lazy bastards, form up!” 
 
    The quality of their troops, however, hadn’t improved that much, despite the training they’d done while in hyperspace. While they took their positions fairly quickly, once there, they were anything but at a position of attention. That fact didn’t escape Sokolov’s attention, and there were a number of muttered curses, and one scream, as he went through the platoon enforcing his style of discipline. 
 
    While Sokolov gave the new recruits some additional ‘instruction,’ she scanned her surroundings. As Tro’Kla had told them, much of Dottab’s main continent was desert, with oases scattered throughout. The mine they were to guard lay several hundred yards outside the oasis they’d be living in. She didn’t know what exactly lay under the sands—they hadn’t been told—all she knew was it was valuable, and the syndicate the Cochkala worked for wanted it protected. 
 
    Sokolov finally nodded at her from behind the platoon—meaning the formation was as good as she was going to get—and she nodded back. 
 
    “Welcome to Planet Dottab!” she exclaimed in her best command voice. She waved to the series of four-story tenement buildings behind her. “This lovely slum will be our home for the next couple of months. As we told you on the way here, the mine we’re going to be guarding is out there—” she pointed to where the complex could be seen over the dunes, “and we’ll be living in the second of these buildings. Second Platoon has the second floor of the building. We’ll be guarding the mine during the day while the KzSha guard it during the night. The ant-like beings you see are Altar.” She pointed at one that was walking by. “They will be running the mine, so don’t shoot them. They’re who we’re here to guard.” 
 
    “Get your gear moved into the building. We’ll meet again in 30 minutes so First Sergeant Sokolov can pass out the duty assignments. Dismissed!” 
 
    The troops grabbed their bags and weapons, and they began moving somewhat desultorily toward the building that was to be their home. Sokolov came to stand beside her. “That building is fitting for our troops,” he said. “It’s a piece of shit, just like them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Tuya replied. “We’ll have to work on that.” 
 
    “No; I don’t mean the condition of the building—which also is shit—but the fact that it isn’t very defensible. There’s only the one door, and there are no windows on any of the floors. We can’t see or shoot out of the building.” 
 
    “Well, they did say there are frequent sandstorms here—maybe they’re tough on windows.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the Russian replied. “But still, I hate being in an enclosed space I can’t get out of quickly.” 
 
    “I see what you’re saying,” Tuya replied, gazing at the structure with a new intensity. “Once we’re in the building, we’re trapped.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sokolov replied, “and the only way out is the front door. Hell, someone could come up to the building in the middle of the night, set some charges on it, and bring it all down while we’re sleeping.” 
 
    “You think someone would do that? Who? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is I don’t like it. We’re mercenaries now; we need to think like mercenaries and trust no one.” 
 
    Tuya nodded slowly. “I think you’re right. Figure out another other means of escape, in case we need it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I think I will.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Tuya awoke in a cold sweat, unable to catch her breath. The dream had been too real, too vivid. Her brother Borte, lying on the ground with a laser burn through his chest. Several other of Altan’s lieutenants scattered haphazardly throughout the room, all obviously dead. Altan himself was being held by a number of the KzSha. The dream didn’t have sound, but she could see Altan was screaming. She shuddered and decided to get a breath of fresh air. 
 
    She walked up to the roof and shuddered again as she stepped outside, although this time from the cold. Although the desert was hot—incredibly so—during the day, it cooled off quickly once the sun went down. 
 
    Tuya scanned the rooftop; it was flat with a small wall ringing it. Two members of her platoon were on watch up here, to go along with the two at the door of the building. Alton had thought her overprotective in doubling her watch keepers, but Sokolov had insisted they needed them, so she’d kept them and told Altan to mind his own damned business. 
 
    “Anything going on?” she asked as she approached Sergeant Spencer Brooks, who had the watch on the western side of the building. 
 
    “No ma’am,” he replied. A professional she’d hired to help bring experience to the platoon, he kept his eyes scanning as he spoke. “It’s been…hey, what’s that?” 
 
    “What’s what?” 
 
    “There are some flashing lights on the other side of the building a couple over from us. I can’t see them, because they’re on the other side, but I can see something flashing.” 
 
    Tuya looked over the edge and saw what Brooks had been talking about. Lights—a number of them—were flashing from behind the building the sentry pointed out. “Quickly!” she whispered, her earlier dream coming more into focus. “Go get Sokolov and wake everyone up. We’ve got trouble.” 
 
    Sokolov arrived within minutes with her rifle and web vest just as a large group of KzSha came around the corner of the building she’d been watching.  
 
    “Thought you might need this,” Sokolov said, handing her the gear. “What have we got?” 
 
    Tuya pointed to the moving forms, which resembled cicada-killer wasps from Earth but were four feet tall. They raced forward on their rear legs, splitting up into a number of groups to approach from different directions. They had eight legs total, including two for manipulation and two with serrated blades that could cut through the armor her platoon wore like knives through warm butter. The aliens communicated with flashing lights on their antenna, which is what she’d seen, but they were dark and quiet now as they ran toward the building the Humans were staying in. 
 
    The KzSha were also known for their brutality and difficulty to kill…and they were coming for her.  
 
    “Shit,” Sokolov said as she pointed them out. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Fight to stay alive, mostly,” Sokolov replied, sending a shiver down her back. “They should all be guarding the mine. If they’re here, it’s trouble.” He grabbed one of the privates and sent him to the first floor to warn First Platoon, then began issuing orders to the rest of the platoon as they ran out onto the roof. The troops seemed to understand the danger they were in, and had lost their earlier lackadaisical attitude. 
 
    Tuya shouldered her rifle, prepared to fire at the aliens, but Sokolov raced over and pulled the barrel down. “Wait,” he said. “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Better hurry,” Tuya replied. 
 
    Sokolov nodded to where four men were extending a ladder across to the rooftop on the other side of the building. “Quickly!” he exclaimed. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The other building was fifteen feet away, and the ladder reached with five feet to spare on both sides. Sokolov motioned for Private Karimov to cross. A bear of a man, the soldier was also loaded down with all his combat gear, including an RPG launcher and a rack of grenades, and Tuya looked at the ladder skeptically.  
 
    “Are you sure the ladder will hold?” Tuya asked. “Shouldn’t we send over someone lighter first?” 
 
    “No time,” Sokolov replied, waving for Karimov to continue. “We were going to test it, but haven’t had time. If Karimov can make it, everyone can.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “Then we’re fucked.” 
 
    A chill ran down Tuya’s spine as she watched the big man slide cautiously along the ladder. The metal bowed in the middle as he reached it, but the joints held, and he scurried the rest of the way across. Karimov climbed onto the roof, turned around, and held the ladder steady as the next person started across.  
 
    Tuya got into the line of people waiting to cross, but Sokolov motioned for her to join him. “I need you to stay here, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tuya asked. “I’m coming with you.”  
 
    “No, only First Squad is going. Second Squad will stay here to provide covering fire and trap them in a crossfire. I need you here to coordinate that.”  
 
    Laser fire came from the front of the building, along with several screams.  
 
    “Stay here,” Sokolov reiterated. “As soon as we fire, hit them hard.” 
 
    Tuya nodded—she’d asked for him to take advantage of his knowledge, and she needed to use it—and he turned and was across the ladder in seconds. Touching down on the other building, he quickly led the squad through the door on the other side. Tuya turned to find Second Squad all looking at her. 
 
    Coordinate them, Sokolov said. She took a deep breath and let it out, steadying herself, as the firing continued from below. I can do that. The building shook as something detonated against the building. “Okay, no one fires until Sokolov hits them. If you fire too soon, I’ll have your balls. You two.” She pointed. “Take the west wall.” She sent two more each to the south and east wall. “Everyone else with me on the north.” 
 
    She reached the wall in time to see a stalemate had occurred below. The Human guards at the door were dead, and the aliens were trading laser fire with First Platoon through the doorway. As she watched, a pair of KzSha crept along the side of the building toward the contested portal. 
 
    “Should we shoot them?” Corporal Nabiyev asked. 
 
    “No!” she whispered. “We don’t want to let them know we’re here. Sokolov said to wait.” 
 
    “But he didn’t know—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Tuya ordered. “We wait.” 
 
    The two KzSha reached the door and threw grenades inside the room. Several grenades came flying back out, but then the grenades detonated inside the building. Tuya could hear a number of screams, and the laser fire from within the building dropped off precipitously. The KzSha all beelined toward the building, many of them making the crossing in wing-aided jumps that covered nearly 20 feet. 
 
    A group of KzSha nearly a platoon strong massed near the doorway in preparation for a final assault, and Tuya raised her rifle. They couldn’t afford to wait any longer. A flash caught her eye from the side, and she looked to see Sokolov on the street below, waving up to her. He was behind a corner, where the KzSha couldn’t see him, and she caught movement from other places as the rest of the squad closed with the enemy. 
 
    She waved back to him. “Get ready!” she encouraged her men. “We’re about to start. Grenades first, then hit them with everything you’ve got.” She pulled a grenade off her vest and pulled the pin. 
 
    Sokolov slapped Karimov on the back, and the man rounded the corner with the launcher already on his shoulder. With a flash, an RPG roared out of the tube and slammed into the building where the KzSha were gathered.  
 
    Tuya steadied herself as the building shook, then threw her grenade into the same group. At least four other grenades arced down toward the KzSha, and explosions threw dust and smoke into the air.  
 
    Over half the aliens went down in the initial barrage, and several more died as the survivors tried to figure out what was happening. By the time they realized they were under fire from both above and across the street, another five were down. The remaining KzSha tried to cross the street to escape, but were cut down in the crossfire. 
 
    One of the aliens made it to First Squad and ran a serrated blade-arm through Private Abdulov, but the alien was then cut down from behind by Sokolov. Within minutes, it was over, and Tuya raced down to the first floor to coordinate with Altan and her brother, but she couldn’t find either of them. There were a number of bodies, but none of them seemed to be from the Horde’s leadership. 
 
    “Where’s Altan?” she asked, grabbing one of the corporals who seemed to be organizing the men on the first floor. 
 
    “They went out to meet with some of the KzSha,” he replied. “They haven’t returned.”  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘they went out?’” Tuya asked. “Why wasn’t I told?” 
 
    “They were going to talk to the aliens about selling them heroin,” the corporal replied. “Altan said not to wake you, because he didn’t think you were interested in the drug trade anymore.” 
 
    “And he left you in charge?” 
 
    “No ma’am. He left Sergeant Babayev in charge, but he got killed when the bugs tossed in their grenades, or whatever the hell those things were.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sokolov asked as he strode into the room. 
 
    “Altan and my brother, and maybe some of the others, went to talk with the KzSha,” Tuya said. “They haven’t come back and—” she waved a hand at the carnage, “—I’m guessing they’re not going to, unless we go get them.” 
 
    Sokolov swore long and colorfully, using a couple of words Tuya had never heard before. 
 
    “Are you done?” she asked when he seemed to be running down. 
 
    “One second,” Sokolov replied. “Bitch!” He sighed. “Okay, now I’m done. What do you want to do about it?” 
 
    “Obviously, we’re going to have to go get them. Round up everyone who’s still able to fight. It’s time to finish this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “That’s their building,” Sokolov said, nodding toward the corner. 
 
    Tuya leaned around the corner to see a building with two KzSha standing in front of it. “Looks like it,” she agreed. “How do you want to do this? Quietly?” 
 
    “Yes, I think we need to do it quietly and take them by surprise,” Sokolov agreed. 
 
    “Especially since they have hostages,” Tuya said. 
 
    “Correct.” He smiled. “You’re learning.” 
 
    “Honestly, that wasn’t a huge leap of intellect,” she said, smiling back. “If we give them time to react, they may kill the hostages…if they aren’t already dead.” Her smile fled as she remembered her dream; it was replaced by a look much more grim.  
 
    “True.” His smile faded as well. He motioned for his two best marksmen and sent them to the roof of the building they were covering behind. Two minutes later, both of the guards slumped with laser bolts through their heads. 
 
    The Humans raced across the street. As they reached the door, they could hear a loud voice from inside. “This is your last chance,” it said. The voice was metallic sounding; a translator, obviously, to interpret the KzSha’s flashes. “If you will not tell me where the rest of your drugs are, we will kill the rest of your people, just like we have the ones here.” 
 
    A second voice muttered something, but it was too quiet to make out. 
 
    “No? You still do not care to tell us? Well then, I am happy to tell you I have already wiped out the rest of your men. We will find your drugs, and we will take them. Then, we will go to your planet and set up a business relationship with your fiercest competitors. We will grind your Golden Horde into dust, just like the dust of the desert we will drag your bodies into to dispose of them. What do you have to say to that?” 
 
    “We need to go right now!” Sokolov whispered urgently. 
 
    “I know,” Tuya replied. “Go!” 
 
    Second Squad massed at the door, then Karimov kicked it in. The men raced into the room beyond, firing at the giant wasps. Tuya entered last, but by then, it was over. She cringed as she stepped through the doorway, knowing what she’d see. Seven dead KzSha littered the floor, along with the bodies of Borte, Altan, and several of his lieutenants. 
 
    A tear formed in the corner of Tuya’s eye. They were too late. “Never again,” she whispered, shaking her head. “We will never again be this unprepared. Ever.” 
 
    “Wait!” Corporal Ibragimov, their medic, called. “Altan is still alive!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Room 217, Tashkent International Clinic, Tashkent, Uzbekistan 
 
    Altan moaned, and his eyes fluttered open. Tuya sighed; she’d been waiting for him to wake up for two days. They had put him into a medically-induced coma, and Altan had survived being brought home. Over the course of 24 hours, the doctors had mended all his broken bones and fixed his internal injuries. He was a mess, but he would live. 
 
    He wasn’t going anywhere fast, though; due to all the broken bones he’d sustained, both his arms and legs were in casts, and he was being held in traction. 
 
    “Where…where am I?” he whispered, barely audible. 
 
    “You’re home,” Tuya said. “We’re in the Tashkent International Clinic.” 
 
    “Couldn’t find…someplace better?” he asked. 
 
    Tuya smiled. There were better hospitals in the Galaxy, and plenty of better ones on Earth, but the Tashkent International Clinic was close to home and had a certain third-world charm she found comforting. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “The doctors have patched you up and said you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Altan lips twitched upward for a second but they quickly turned into a grimace. “Feel like shit.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do. I forget how many bones they broke, but it was most of the major ones, and plenty of the smaller ones, too. That KzSha did a lot of damage to you.” 
 
    “Did you kill them?” 
 
    “Yes, we got there just in time to save you. Then I had to use the entire contents of both of our medkits to put you into a coma so you could be brought back here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure. But now I want you to do something for me.” 
 
    “What’s…that?” 
 
    “I want you to sign this,” she said, holding up a slate. 
 
    “What’s it say?” 
 
    “After all this, do you still not trust me?” she asked. 
 
    Altan shook his head, then winced as the motion set off flashes of pain throughout his body. “No, I trust you,” he whispered. “So much so…that I am naming you as one of my lieutenants. You won’t be in the chain of succession if something were to happen to me, but I want them to listen to what you say if you have any more of your…dreams.” He lay back and closed his eyes, and she could see his answer had taken a lot out of him. 
 
    “So you trust me to do what’s right?” she asked leaning in with a smile. She kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “I…I do.” He coughed. “I trust you with my life.” 
 
    “Good,” Tuya said. “Then I need to tell you the other part of my original dream.” 
 
    Altan’s eyebrows went up, but he appeared too tired to talk. 
 
    “It’s true I saw The Golden Horde as one of the preeminent mercenary companies on Earth,” Tuya said. “In fact, I saw them as instrumental in saving the world from foreign domination.” 
 
    “When?” he asked, trying to sit up. After a moment, he fell backward, coughing weakly. 
 
    “I don’t know. Sometime in the future. Maybe a long time in the future. Things looked very different then. We had a big base outside of town. In order to make this happen, we need to split off our drug trade from our current mercenary operations.” 
 
    “No,” he said, his eyes fluttering open. “It’s too lucrative. It’s also the base of our business.” 
 
    “I knew you’d say that,” she said, a wan smile on her face. “Because this is also part of the dream I had…right here, right now. This hospital room represents the turning point for The Golden Horde.” She held up the slate. “I want you to sign this, telling your other lieutenants that I am now in charge. This is where we go from being a patriarchy to a matriarchy.” 
 
    Altan laughed a couple times, then coughed again. “Never…happen.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tuya said, steeling her determination. “Yes, it will. I have foreseen it. The Golden Horde will save the Earth, and we will do it as a woman-led company.” 
 
    “Over my…dead body,” Altan replied. 
 
    Tuya sighed, reaching across Altan to pick up the extra pillow on the other side of the bed. “Yes,” she added. “That was part of the dream, too.” She dropped the slate and placed the pillow over Altan’s face, putting all her weight into holding it there as he struggled beneath her.  
 
    At full strength, Altan would easily have thrown her off, and she had a flash of insight—they needed powered armor; no, suits of powered armor—to make Humans the equals of the alien merc races on the battlefield, and women the equal of men.  
 
    Altan wasn’t at full strength, though, and it was over quickly. The monitors spiked as he fought, but then went to a flat line. One of them began screaming an alarm as his struggles ceased. 
 
    “This is where the Horde changes ownership,” she said, tossing the pillow to the other side of the bed and picking up the slate. She quickly pressed his finger to the surface of it, and the slate beeped once.  
 
    Within seconds, the door opened, and several nurses came in. “Help me!” Tuya exclaimed. “Something’s happened to my cousin!” 
 
    “You need to leave while we work on him,” one of the nurses said, guiding her to the door. 
 
    Tuya allowed herself to be steered out the door and into the passageway. The nurse shut the door behind her, and she smiled. “Yes, I do need to leave,” she said, looking at the fully-executed will on the slate. “I have many things to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CASPer’s Widow: The Last Goodbye by JR Handley 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite her pain, Mrs. Josephine Anderson stood for the ceremony. She knew it would be rough; it was the first anniversary of when she lost him. The world knew him as Corporal Robert Anderson of the Yorktown Dragoons. To her, he would always be Bobby, her loving husband. They met as kids, dated all through high school, and eloped the day before he took his VOWS. Josephine knew he wasn’t the brightest bulb in the lot, but he was loyal, and she loved him. Her parents thought she could do better, but Josephine and Bobby didn’t care. The newlyweds were ready to take on the world, and they’d yet to learn the dirty little secret of life—the world fights back. 
 
    “Today we honor our dead,” the speaker, Lieutenant Sawyer, droned on as a bugle sounded Taps behind him. “It took two attempts, but we finally retrieved their bodies and brought them home to rest with their ancestors in Virginian soil. They would have done no less for us. It’s the warrior way. When we retrieved their bodies, we found their last transmissions still saved in the CASPers’ cache file. They had tried to send one last data burst; unfortunately, the Besquith overran their position before they could get it off. I will read their messages as we honor the men of 5th Battalion, Yorktown Dragoons.” 
 
    The bugler finished his long and eerie rendition of the song. When the last note sounded, a uniformed member of the Dragoons’ command team stepped up to the podium. Pausing for effect, the young lieutenant started reading. 
 
    “From Private Logan Cullen: 
 
      
 
    Momma, 
 
    I just wanted to tell you I’m okay. The first drop went off without a hitch, you were wrong to worry. I’m doing all right, and the boys seem to like me. They don’t make fun of me like the kids did in school. I know I’ve got more muscles than brains—you told me that often enough. But I can carry the big guns and the boys here like that. Corporal Anderson even let me on his team when the other NCOs said I was too strong for them. It’s always like that, it’s why I’m picked last all the time. That’s why the Four Horsemen didn’t want me, I could out bench-press them. Anyway, I don’t like all this remembering, so know that I made it safe, and I really like Corporal Anderson. Oh, and the woods on Jeatov are as pretty as the postcards said they were! I can see them from the walls of the fortress we came to take from the bad guys. Those dumb bears weren’t so tough after all. Anyway, Corporal Anderson even said we could take a tour and get loads of pictures of the woods once the fighting is done.  
 
    Missing you, 
 
    Logan.” 
 
      
 
    “Private Logan Cullen was a loyal soldier,” intoned Lieutenant Sawyer. “He fought well, and that isn’t the normal tripe told to the next of kin. I’ve seen the footage of the battle. He was one of the last men standing, and ripped the head off a Besquith with his bare hands. He served the Dragoons well and will be welcomed into Valhalla with the rest of his brothers.” 
 
    As the lieutenant stepped back, several riflemen paced forward and aimed their rifles into the air. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Josephine flinched, thinking about her sons, the boys who fiercely clung to her outstretched hands. Will my sons ever write me letters like that? she wondered. She prayed they never joined, never sold their souls to the mercenary guilds for a few extra credits. Life was too precious to squander chasing someone else’s glory for a few measly credits, but the allure of fame and fortune had killed many idealistic young men. She’d hated that Bobby had stuck it out with the Dragoons for so long, and tears sprang to her eyes as she remembered the fights they’d had over the issue. There was a slight pause as the weapons were reloaded, and then as one the riflemen returned to the ready position. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Gripping the tiny hands of her sons even more tightly, Josephine tried to fight off the memories. The honor guard paused to slowly and ceremonially reload their weapons before proceeding. Watching them handle their weapons reminded her of Bobby. She’d lovingly watched as he taught her little brother to fire a rifle. He’d been so patient, despite her brother’s inept attempts at marksmanship. He’d looked so handsome in his uniform, and she smiled at the memory. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Every one of the volleys stabbed Josephine in the heart as she fought back tears. Her twin boys stood next to her, clenching her hands. They were her anchor, tethering her to reality, and she knew she’d never let them go. She knew she had to hold it together for them. Her sons needed her to be strong. It was the only thing she had left in this cruel world. While she remained standing with the rest of the families of the deceased, Lieutenant Sawyer stepped back to the podium. 
 
    “From Lieutenant Rafael Novak: 
 
      
 
    James, 
 
    Hey big brother, how’re you doing today? The landing went off without a hitch, and we kicked the knuckle-walking Jivool out of the fortress. We just might pull this one off. If I can do well enough, maybe I can join you in the Cavaliers? I know I’m a bit impulsive, but I’ve grown up since I was kicked out of college. I’m sober, for real this time. You’d be proud of me for once. My boys performed flawlessly. We took the first objective easily. The guards weren’t expecting us; there was only a few dumb bear companies guarding the fortress. Took a lot of lead to take them out, but they went down before we landed inside the fortress. We were hired to take the site and the surrounding mining facilities for some new business collective—they were ready to pay heavily for the planet. Ever heard of the Tusa Syndicate? They’re throwing credits around like it’s candy, for whatever that nugget of wisdom is worth. Anyway, the mercs guarding the site were glad to die when we showed them what the Mk 7s can do. I really do love these upgrades from the 6s we had on the last mission. As for our opposition, I’ve seen blind mutes put up more of a fight. I think these bumbling bears were overblown; they’re a lot less scary than I’d feared. Anyway, I better get ready to assault the mining site. If we seize all the secondary sites, we get one heck of a bonus. I’ll keep you updated, in the hopes you finally forgive me. Maybe put in a good word with your boss? Anyway, I’ll be in touch. 
 
    Rafe 
 
    LT, 1st Platoon, A Co., 5th BN, Yorktown Dragoons.” 
 
      
 
    Clearing his throat, the presenter seemed to regain his composure. “Lieutenant Rafael Novak was a good man. We were roommates during the Dragoons’ officer training course. He almost washed out five times, but never gave up. He talked of joining his older brother in the Cartwright’s Cavaliers, but the truth is I think he would have stayed with us. He was loyal to a fault. A truly larger-than-life man. He’ll be missed. In the end, he died leading his platoon in the final charge on the final secondary objective. May he rest with our brothers in Valhalla.” 
 
    When Sawyer stepped back, the honor guard riflemen stepped forward and again fired their ceremonial three volleys to honor the dead. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Smiling sadly, Josephine remembered Bobby’s own training experience. They’d been newly married when he’d shipped out to the recruit training depot on Fort Monroe. The company had bought the old Army base and established their boot camp there. When he’d washed out of training after getting hurt, she’d taken the train and visited him in the washout barracks. She’d managed to talk him off the ledge, and he’d convinced the commander of the training company to give him a second chance. The second time through the course, Bobby graduated as the Honor Graduate, and she’d beamed with pride as he was presented a challenge coin from the Yorktown Dragoons’ commanding general. 
 
    After wiping tears from her eyes, tears she thought had dried up six months ago, Josephine again clasped her sons’ hands. When the twins flinched, she realized her grip was too strong. Relaxing her grasp, just a little, she looked down at her young sons. The boys looked solemn; she could see them trying to be strong. Before the ceremony she’d told them what to expect, and they’d looked so serious as they told her they’d make Daddy proud. The impact of their statement had melted her heart, and she’d smiled through the tears.  
 
    “From First Sergeant Nicholas Schmidt: 
 
      
 
    Mattie, 
 
    I’m doing well; so far, the mission is going fine. Things are almost too easy, but I won’t complain about a milk run for a final mission. We just have to march into the woods, seize some secondary objectives for our bonus pay, and then we extract and ship home. The mines aren’t supposed to be heavily guarded, so I’m optimistic. The Tusa Syndicate has been spot-on with their intel so far. So, we’ve every reason to believe they’ll be accurate with other mission parameters.  
 
    I want to write more, but I have to check on Corporal Anderson. That poor boy took in a Private Cullen, an idiot with more muscles than brains. You can’t be dumb in the modern military; technical prowess is too much of a bedrock in the modern world. I worry Anderson took on more than he can chew with that one. I must be getting soft, because I didn’t leave that entire crew back at the fortress to guard our rear. Either way, I think that boy is bad luck. 
 
    Enough about that, though; I’ve got to stay optimistic. I’ve got to finish this operation, so I can come home to you. We only have to seize a few mines in the Crelankian Woods before calling for our ride home. Then I’ll finally take you on that vacation we’ve been talking about. Maybe stay in that fancy Martian hotel you’ve been eying for years? Whatever you decide, I’m happy. All I need is you, the details don’t matter. Until we meet again, please know I love you. You’re in a firm second place to coffee and good cigars. Joking aside, I love you. 
 
    See you soon, 
 
    Nicholas.” 
 
      
 
    Wiping a tear from his eye, Lieutenant Sawyer resumed the ceremony. “First Sergeant Nicholas Schmidt was a good man,” he said. Pausing, the young officer gripped the podium tightly as he wrestled to get his emotions under control. Eyes clenched shut, he audibly gasped for breath before continuing. Josephine watched as he opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. His silence hung palpably in the air and spread among the assembled crowd. It was as if even Mother Nature was afraid to intrude on the solemn moment. Just when she thought he would have to excuse himself, the young lieutenant continued. 
 
    “He was a founding member of the Yorktown Dragoons. He gave his life leading the rearguard action to defend his troops as they retreated from the mines. His brothers lived a little longer, because he bought them that time with his life. He’s a true hero, who’ll be missed by his children and grandchildren. May he rest with his men in Valhalla, toasting the Dragoons.” 
 
    This time Sawyer couldn’t hold back his emotions and broke into a choking fit of sorrow. His sobbing was only overshadowed by Ms. Cullen’s. Josephine knew it had to be hard hearing such unkind things about her son. The poor woman stooped even more, and Josephine worried her wooden cane wouldn’t be able to support her frail body. To her, it looked like Ms. Cullen had aged several decades in that moment. Her tears streamed down from behind her glasses, and snot hung from her nose. 
 
    Josephine wanted to hug the old lady, and fought the urge to take her handkerchief to wipe her face; she knew that such outward displays of empathy would have to wait. Bobby had always said she had a natural mother-hen streak; he’d loved that about her. Smiling sadly, she enjoyed the bittersweet memories of telling him she was pregnant. His grin almost broke his face open, and she’d known then he’d be the proudest poppa on the block. Her reflections on better times were interrupted by Lieutenant Sawyer’s stepping back from the podium. The honor guard riflemen solemnly stepped forward, reverently aimed, and fired three ceremonial volleys to the heavens, honoring the dead. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The finality of those shots ringing across the cold Virginia evening was too much for the first sergeant’s widow. When the last shot was fired, Mattie Schmidt dropped to her knees and started mewling like a wounded animal. Josephine was shocked; this wasn’t the lioness who’d shepherded all the dependents from the Yorktown Dragoons. She remembered Mattie meeting them at the door when Bobby had reported to the company housing. She’d intimidated Josephine, but the woman had helped her adjust to the new life. When she’d gotten pregnant, it was Mattie who’d helped her find the right doctors. When Bobby had deployed the week before she’d given birth, it was Mattie who’d driven her to the hospital. To see such a formidable woman struck so low only made those memories even more bittersweet. 
 
    Despite the mournful nature of the ceremony, she knew that the first sergeant’s wife had always been a hard woman; she kept her emotions in check. Looking over at her, Josephine felt empathy for her. They’d shared moments of solidarity together, as they’d watched their husbands march off to war. They’d enjoyed potluck dinners, cookouts, and holidays together while they’d waited on their spouses. She knew the Schmidts had been planning their well-earned retirement together. Losing him on his final hurrah with the company he helped found had to feel like some sort of cruel cosmic joke. Bobby always spoke well of the first sergeant, she thought. He loved that man like he was a second father.  
 
    Luckily, Mattie wasn’t in the same place as most of the assembled widows; she had stock in the company and the deceased first sergeant had ensured she wouldn’t be destitute. Unfortunately, Josephine’s own bank account was almost empty. They’d paid off their family’s debts the day before Bobby shipped out, thinking they were both still young enough to recover from that onerous fiscal burden they’d inherited. After he died, only the familial loyalty of Bobby’s family kept her and her boys from being tossed out on the streets. Sadly, most of the widows standing with her would end up in the poor house. Yet Josephine knew despite her better standard of living, Mattie’s pain was real. A part of her cried inside for Mattie’s loss; they were sisters in a long line of generational widowhood the mercenary trades had brought to Earth.  
 
    She was jerked out of her mournful musing when Sawyer started speaking again. 
 
    “From Lieutenant Colonel Leroy Hess: 
 
      
 
    General Kane, 
 
    Sir, the comms have been sketchy, and the proper channels seemed to be clogged. I know this is highly inappropriate, but I don’t know how else to get you an update. We reached the secondary objective without incident. We left 2nd Platoon, A Company, to hold the fortress and proceeded on foot as the operation required. We were met with heavy resistance by the Jivool guards inside the mines. It was brutal; however, we only lost 6% of our boys securing the final objective.  
 
    When we pulled out of the mines to pursuing the fleeing Jivool mercenaries, we were ambushed by a unit of Besquith forces. They slaughtered the Jivool too. I suspect a third party is trying to claim-jump the syndicate, and that’s bad for us. We need more men. We need to activate our reserve quick-reaction force. We fled the snarling doggies, but the Besquith were hot on our heels, and we were forced to head back to the fortress to await the promised reinforcements. They didn’t let up, and we lost a lot of our boys along the way. We were under fire, so no one could go back to retrieve their bodies. I geotagged the HUDs, so we could get them when we retake the mines.  
 
    Strangely, when we got a few miles away from the mines, the enemy stopped pursuing. I personally led our boys back to the fortress, but it was destroyed. The flames were still bright. The bastards crucified our dead. They even displayed our CASPers like some perverse war trophies in a tribal village. I’m taking our survivors and heading toward our Plan C extraction point. Send reinforcement and retrieval, or we won’t make it. I’ll continue to send updates, but we’re preparing a data burst just in case, and I need you to see this.  
 
    Respectfully, 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Leroy Hess 
 
    Commander, 5th BN, Yorktown Dragoons.” 
 
      
 
    This time there was no widow to cry for the dead officer. Colonel Hess had been the consummate bachelor, a man who’d been afraid to settle down. Josephine knew his letter had been scrubbed of any sensitive data; this version was cleaned up for the families. She knew if they dealt out just the right amount of information to keep everyone happy, the Dragoons could avoid an annoying government busybody from getting in the way. But Josephine was pissed; someone had completely botched the operation, and her Bobby had paid the price. 
 
    “Colonel Hess was a good officer,” droned a suddenly unemotional Lieutenant Sawyer, “one who lived to serve the men under his command. He is an asset we can ill afford to lose during these trying times. He will be missed. May he rest with the men with whom he fought and died, in Valhalla with the ancestors.” 
 
    Marching smartly, the honor guard stepped forward and fired their ceremonial volleys toward the sky. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Thinking of the older officer dying alone, his last thoughts focused on his duty, struck Josephine as the saddest of all. He’d died without having left a legacy; his line had died with him. The generations who’d struggled to bring him screaming into the cosmos would fade from the collective consciousness after having their last generation stolen from them. At least Bobby will be remembered, she reminded herself. He’s not really dead; not if he lives in our hearts. Then she laughed bitterly at her own musings. Expressions fit for sappy cards wouldn’t bring him back, and her boys would grow up without a father. And for what, she thought bitterly, a few credits? What good is that? Are our lives so cheap, that we bleed our blood and treasure on foreign soil doing some fat cat’s bidding? 
 
    Her bitter thoughts were interrupted by the Dragoon officer prattling on about the dead. She knew they thought they were honoring them, but she couldn’t accept that it had been worth it. They hadn’t performed some noble deed or made the galaxy a better place. No, Bobby had died for nothing, some measly coins he’d never spend. The more she thought about the futility of it all, the angrier she got. 
 
    “Lord, please don’t let my boys follow his footsteps,” Josephine prayed. “Let the killing stop. There’s been enough blood spilled.” 
 
    Several of those closest to her turned and glared at her, but she didn’t care. When Sawyer started speaking again, their heads snapped back to the front and she was left to stew in her own thoughts. 
 
    “From Sergeant José Hernandez: 
 
      
 
    My Dearest Mother, 
 
    I hope this letter finds you well. I’m doing fine, despite the circumstances. We hit a bit of a rough spot, but I think we can still pull it off. We finished the objective, defeated the Jivool, but someone sicced the Besquith after us. The contract between two parties just gained a third, and they caught us by surprise. They finished off the bear-apes we missed; they tore into the Jivool like a fat kid at the all-you-can-eat buffet. If they hadn’t stopped to eat them, we wouldn’t have gotten away. We’re en route to the fortress to await reinforcements as I dictate this letter to you—safety is only a mile or so away. I’m not sure when I’ll have time to write again, or when I’ll be able to add my letter to a data burst. Just know I’m well, and I miss you. Send Dad my best and tell the nursing home I’ll be able to erase our debt for his care as soon as this mission is over. I’ve finally earned enough to make sure he’s taken care of like he deserves. Then I’ll find a cushy desk job and start worrying about giving you those grandkids you want. 
 
    Your son, 
 
    José.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant José Hernandez was a dedicated son,” Sawyer said, emotions layering his voice, “and the kind of soldier you want on your side during a fight. Despite their dire circumstances, he was conscientious enough to send a letter to his mother. Like he told her, he never gave up…fighting until the bitter end. He went out like any true warrior would want to: in a pile of brass surrounded by the corpses of his foes. When…when we retrieved his body, there were no fewer than five dead Besquith nearby. He served the Dragoons and his family well. For that, he more than earned his place in Valhalla. Rest well, my dear friend.” 
 
    In the end, the grief-stricken lieutenant couldn’t fight back his tears and was escorted off the stage by the nearby chaplain. Josephine watched the crying man, his heaving chest dragging her under the waves of her own misery. She remembered the day the officers, standing in their black and crimson dress uniforms, arrived to tell her Bobby wouldn’t be coming home. She too had broken down, the crushing weight of despair sucking the will to live from her. Only time and distance gave her the space to breathe through the pain. Her sons were the only ray of light in the cold gray world where she was forced to dwell. It hasn’t gotten easier, she thought. I’ve just gotten used to the pain.  
 
    Glancing at the lieutenant, snot dripping from his nose as he cried, Josephine began to get angry. The mercenary soldiers were crying at the loss of their friends, but they were her loved ones. She knew they’d died for nothing—a few credits on a planet nobody would care about when it was all over. Tomorrow they might even get hired to clear out the defenders of the target they’d just secured. The more she thought about it, the hotter her anger raged, and soon Josephine couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Arghh!” she screamed. “Was it worth it? They died for people you don’t care about, and ground you abandoned. Why?” 
 
    “Calm down, miss,” said a soothing voice from her side. “It’ll get easier over time.” 
 
    Turning on the shocked bystander, Josephine started to vent her wrath, but was stopped short by her younger son. 
 
    “It’s okay, Momma,” said the young boy, his voice quivering. “We’ll take care of you now.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Josephine murmured soothing words to the twins and fought down her emotions. She looked back at the podium and saw Lieutenant Sawyer still crying, his chest heaving as he sobbed at the loss. She’d never socialized with him, but Josephine felt a kinship with his pain. She believed his loss was real. The ceremonial riflemen marched forward, their backs ramrod straight. The sergeant of the guard crisply saluted the families of the fallen, staring at her. She hated their sympathy more than anything, but Josephine merely nodded sadly. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The sergeant who’d helped the chaplain escort Sawyer away marched to the podium and spoke to the solemn crowd in place of the distraught officer, “From Corporal Connor O’Neil:  
 
      
 
    Megan, 
 
    I don’t think we’re going to make it. We were attacked by those snarling Besquith and tried to retreat to the fortress we captured yesterday. There was nothing left. The platoon we’d left behind is gone. They are dead. All dead! I lost some good friends. Now it looks like I’m going to join them in the afterlife. We tried to head out to our emergency extraction location, but the doggies were waiting for us. We fought them off, but we paid dearly for every inch of our retreat. Now we’re running for our last pre-planned extraction point. We’ve been calling for help from our dedicated QRF company. They’re ignoring our hails. I know you’ll feel my pain, twins are like that, but I couldn’t not say goodbye. If I have to die, I’ll go down fighting. I’m sorry that will leave you all alone in the world. Check in our bank, there is a safety deposit box with some funds I’ve squirreled away. Go to college. Be the doctor you’ve always dreamed of being. Every life you save will honor my memory.  
 
    I love you, sis, 
 
    Connor.” 
 
      
 
    “Corporal Connor O’Neil was a good soldier, and a good NCO,” said Sergeant Price. “He never gave up, even when the end was inevitable. I’m proud to wear the same uniform and look forward to dining with him again in Valhalla. Until then, we honor his legacy by carrying the torch with honor and integrity.”  
 
    “Momma, was Uncle Connor a hero like Daddy?” her son asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Josephine replied, fighting to get her words out through the pain. “Uncle Connor was a hero.” 
 
    Staring down at her two little boys, she remembered when she’d first cradled their tiny bodies in her arms. They’d been so little, but she’d been drunk on hope and confident the good times would never end. Her husband had been there, surrounded by Connor O’Neil and his other friends. They’d been drunk, and reeked of stale cigars, as they slurred out their congratulations. She hadn’t even been able to stay angry at Bobby; he looked so ridiculous as he stumbled around the birthing room with his comrades. The group had been close, had seemed like one big family. After she’d named her firstborn after Bobby, she’d let him talk her into naming her younger twin after his two friends; Connor Wayne Anderson. 
 
    That’s what made the loss even more unbearable, her sons had lost their father and two honorary uncles in one fell swoop. And she’d been left to pick up the pieces, holding the sobbing boys as they cried themselves to sleep for a month straight. She gave the same platitudes she’d been given, that they’d been heroes, but she knew it was a lie. They whole thing had been a farce, and good men had died defending aliens too cowardly to fight their own wars. And despite her loathing at the entirety of her circumstances, there was nothing she could do about it. She almost welcomed the distraction of Sergeant Price, as he signaled to the honor guard. Snapping from parade rest to attention, they brought their rifles to port arms and fired to honor Connor O’Neil. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    “From Private Horatio Cord,” continued Sergeant Price. 
 
      
 
    “Dad, 
 
    Looks like I won’t be making it home this time, sir. My luck finally ran out. I’m sorry we haven’t talked for the last five years. I know I’m too stubborn. It’s certainly gotten me into a lot of trouble along the way. I was mad when you threw me to the mercy of the courts. I was too stubborn to admit it was the right call. It was the only thing that would have woken me up. I was on the wrong track, and I needed this. As much as military life sucks, it’s been good for me. I’ve become a man, Dad. One you can be proud of. I’ve finally repaid Mayor van Mulder for his car. Who knew Porsches were that expensive? It was a lot of money, but it’s the right thing to do. I know insurance covered it when I wrecked it on that joy ride, but I needed to make amends. I had to honor the family name, for once in my life. 
 
    Ironically, I almost made it through my contract. I have three weeks left; I could’ve gotten my records expunged by Judge Filmore. Maybe gone to college like you always wanted for me? It doesn’t matter now, I won’t be coming home. Please know none of this was your fault. You raised me right. You did everything right, I was just too stubborn. Maybe Grandpa was right—being a ginger is the mark of Cain. Doesn’t matter, though. I made my peace with the Almighty, and I’m ready. I love you, Dad. You deserved a better son than I was. Look after my siblings, please. Tell them I love them too. I’ll guard Saint Peter’s gate and wait for you all, but please take your time and live long, full lives. 
 
    Your son, 
 
    Horatio.” 
 
      
 
    “Private Horatio Cord was a good soldier,” said a solemn Sergeant Price. “He fought hard and partied harder. Lately, though, he’d begun to really mature into a man we were all proud to call our brother. When it became obvious things were dire, he volunteered to serve as the bait in an ambush that allowed his brothers-in-arms to escape to fight another day. He died with his rifle in his hand, screaming defiantly into the uncaring universe….”  
 
    Hearing the last moments of such a young soldier was hard for Josephine. Despite being the same age as Bobby, he’d seemed so youthful every time he’d come to the barbeques Bobby had held. Her motherly instincts kicked into high gear around his childlike exuberance. She’d wanted to remind him to watch his language and a hundred other reminders, but fought the urge most of the time. It’d always made Bobby laugh when her comments had Private Cord blushing. He’d been a wild one, but painfully shy around the ladies. She was sad for the love he’d never know, or the joy of a family waiting for him after a long day at work. 
 
    She was lost in her memories, tuning out the words spoken, and almost missing Sergeant Price saluting the section of the viewing stands where the families of the deceased stood. After returning to attention, Price stepped back from the podium to allow the riflemen to march forward. They repeated the ritual, stopping and firing their three volleys into the fading sunset, as each shot hammered the nail in the coffin of another boy who died too young. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Sergeant Price stepped back to the podium. “From Captain Bruce Calderon: 
 
      
 
    Lillie,  
 
    Hey lover, I’ve missed you. I’m sorry I won’t get the chance to embrace you one more time. We’re not going to make it home this time—I guess I didn’t have nine lives after all. We’ve reached the final extraction site, but our ride never came. I don’t know why the company they hired to serve as our quick-reaction force ghosted us, but it doomed the mission. They’ve got us surrounded now. We can hear the Besquith snarling in the woods as they inch closer. We’re all exhausted; we’ve been running for several days, and we’re on the brink of freezing to death or starvation anyway. 
 
    Tell the kids to mind their manners, to make me proud. Give them lots of hugs and kisses, and don’t let them forget me. I’ve prerecorded plenty of messages for them, they’re all in the bedroom safe. I’ve planned for birthdays, holidays, and some of life’s milestones. If you don’t think they’re ready to hear the messages, you can save them until the kids are older. I just wanted them to know I love them, that I thought of them always. You and the kids are my reason for being, and I’ll wait for you in whatever comes next. I just hope I showed you and the kids how much I cared. I knew I could be harsh sometimes; it was just how I was raised. You know how Father was. I’ve tried to temper discipline with expressions of love like that family therapist suggested. I hope it was enough. 
 
    When Ivy grows up, my brother will be happy to walk her down the aisle. Tell her I love her, and ignore her eye-rolling pre-teen angst. She really does love our family, even if it isn’t cool to show it. I’ve set aside some money for her, but you will need to manage it. She’d spend it all in one place if we let her; I doubt she’ll grow out of that anytime soon. Should she decide to follow her dreams and become an artist, you can use the money to build her first studio. I know she’s got that room in the basement, but a professional artist needs a professional studio. Please don’t ever let her forget I love her. She will always be my princess. 
 
    As for Bruce Junior, he’s a tough little boy. Tell him he’s the man of the house now, he has to be strong for you and Ivy. I know he is only 10, but he’s going to have to grow up fast. When he’s old enough, his Uncle Braiden will teach him to shave. It’s a special moment in a boy’s life, and he’s approaching it faster than either one of us would like. Before you know it, he’ll be driving, and I apologize in advance. If he’s as wild as I was, the government will soon be able to finance the budget of a hundred small countries with the tickets and fines you will be paying. Don’t let him off easy, make him pay for them himself. He can mow grass, or wash dishes, whatever it takes. When he turns 21, his uncle will buy him his first beer. He’s growing up so fast. I’m proud to have him carry on my name. I’ve left him my shares of the Dragoons. I’ve used my bonuses to buy an ownership stake for him. Tell him I love him, and despite his groaning, give him a big hug and a kiss on the cheek for me. 
 
    As for you, my love, words can’t express my emotions. I knew the moment I saw you that you were the one. You were so strong, so graceful. I’m proud to have you as the mother of my children, the custodian of my lineage. I know you think you’ll never find love again but you’re still young. I want you to be open to whatever life throws at you, and know I’ll smile on whatever decisions you make. Just no convents, please. I still have nightmares of Sister Mary Katherine; that elementary school teacher was fierce—infinitely more intimidating than the Besquith.  
 
    I don’t have a lot of time left so I’ll bring this letter to a close. We’re about to charge the enemy, but they’ve got us encircled and outnumbered. I suspect we’ll fail, but we’ll make ‘em bleed for every inch. No matter how this plays out, please know I thought of you in my final moments. I’ll die with a smile on my lips, and your pretty face will be the last thing I see. 
 
    I have anticipated this day; all soldiers do. There’s a file in our bedroom safe. In it are the details you’ll need to settle my estate. Funeral arrangements, my Will and Testament, and other nonsense government documents. We’ve saved enough credits for you and the kids to be taken care of, but you’ll need to spend the funds wisely. The kids will need a firmer hand than you normally use; I won’t be there to serve as the boogeyman, or to scare them into minding their manners. Remember, you’re the boss. Project strength and the troops will fall into line. I love you, and I cherished every second I spent with you. 
 
    Your soulmate, 
 
    Bruce.” 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Price gripped the podium and frowned. “Captain Bruce Calderon was a brave man. He was loyal to a fault, everything we strive to be. He was the sort of officer who makes you want to be better, to do better, just so you could stand next to him. The universe is a far darker place without him. Rest assured, he will be avenged. Even now our intelligence operatives are searching for the traitors who set this up. But there is time for vengeance later. Today, we honor our dead as we send them to the loving embrace of their brothers. Rest well, my Captain. We’ll meet again soon in the mead halls of our ancestors.” 
 
    Captain Calderon was another of the fallen who was more than a name on the roll call for Josephine. He’d pinned on Bobby’s corporal’s chevrons, and his daughter had babysat for the twins. They’d been professionally social, and his wife, Lillie, led the underfunded Dragoons Family Support Center. She’d made sure the company sent birthday cards to all the dependents, and baked cookies for the unit functions. It was hard hearing his final thoughts, and she wondered how she would handle finding out what Bobby might’ve said. The company hadn’t bothered telling them whose letters had been saved, or what they contained. It was the only reason she’d come, for the chance to hear him one more time. 
 
    Only the clicking of Sergeant Price’s steps caught her attention from the deep well of her sorrow. Her breath caught in her throat when he snapped to a rigid attention as the crimson-clad honor guard marched forward. She was shocked by the tears flowing down his cheeks, but felt closer to the sergeant. He never lost his bearing when the volleys were fired; his expression remained as impenetrable as the marble memorial for the fallen that loomed over him. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The Sergeant stepped forward then spoke the name she’d prayed to hear, and feared he’d say. “Corporal Robert Anderson.” Just hearing him say Bobby’s name triggered a torrent of mental images; his shy smile as he’d asked her to prom, his grin when he’d passed his VOWS, the confident swagger when he’d asked her to marry him, and the awe as he’d held their two sons in his arms for the first time. Silent tears came, obscuring her vision, but her memories showed her the only face that had ever mattered to her. When Sergeant Price continued, her breath caught as she waited for Bobby’s final words to her.  
 
    “From Corporal Robert Anderson: 
 
      
 
    My Dearest Josephine, 
 
    I’m writing this letter, my love, from our last operation in the Crelankian woods. The weather is cold, and there’s a rampant fever spreading among the boys. We lost Doc, but we’re making do. Too many Boy Scouts with those silly first-aid merit badges, so we’re looking after ourselves. We’ve been marching all week. We’re miles from our extraction point, but we’re too tough to roll over and die. We lost our last suit battery yesterday, and I cried a little at that. The CASPers are out of juice, and we don’t have any matches. It’s looking bleak, but I’ll keep fighting my way back to you. I couldn’t leave you eternally waiting for me because I was too fearful to write the last goodbye. 
 
    Tell our children I miss them, and wish I could hug and kiss them like I did before we deployed. I bet they’ve gown like weeds since I left. With the money from this Op, we could’ve finally bought that ranch, like we talked about. Tell the whole sorry universe to go to hell and give our kids a better life. That hope is all I have left, and I’m hanging on to it with both hands. Know I’ll never give up on us, it’s not in my DNA. With my last breath, I’ll fight for us. For you. For the kids, and for our future.  
 
    You deserve the sun and the moon, my love, and I wanted to give it to you. I was too stubborn to see it, but now I do—you didn’t want any of it; you just wanted us. I’m sorry my pride got in the way of that. I should’ve seen what you couldn’t say. I love you for letting me discover it on my own. Besides, we both know I’m too pigheaded to avoid learning things the hard way. It’s an Anderson trait, or so my mother says whenever Dad makes her mad. 
 
    Speaking of mothers…please remember to call my folks. Give ‘em a hug for me, tell them I love ‘em and I didn’t sully our name. It’s important; they must know the line is unbroken. Tell my mother I made my peace with the gods, and she doesn’t have to worry about my soul anymore. Tell my father I returned our name to the ancestors with our honor intact. Tell him to teach our sons well. I want them to honor that gift as faithfully as I have done. 
 
    We’re about to send another data burst to the heavens. Hopefully help will come, but please know I love you. All I did, I did for you. Every battle, every hot drop, was so I could give you a better life. I strove to give you everything I possibly could. If we can’t pull off a miracle, then don’t grieve for me for too long. Please promise me you’ll find someone to love you and our boys. Don’t let him mistreat them. You deserve all the happiness in the world. Remember me sometimes, in those special moments. No matter what, have a good life. Honor my name by living well without me.  
 
    No time to write more, I’ve gotta close the letter so they can send it out. The Captain’s come down with our final orders. The mewling dogs are about to close the loop surrounding us, so we’re attacking soon. There’s an army of snarling Besquith out there, and it looks grim, but I’m still hopeful we’ll break through. We’ve just gotta live another day, so we can keep fighting until help comes. The contract said there was a merc company on standby as a quick-reaction force. Gotta go. I love you, now and forever.  
 
    With love, 
 
    Bobby.” 
 
      
 
    Josephine couldn’t hold it in anymore and dropped to her knees, sobbing unconsolably. She wasn’t ready to accept his death. The three volleys would make it official, but she couldn’t listen, couldn’t admit Bobby wasn’t coming back. He’d been her life since before she was even a woman, and now she was well and truly alone. She tried to rush the podium, to prevent the riflemen from firing, but the Dragoons had prepared for that. She was held in place as a doctor started to give her a shot of a minor sedative. Speaking for the first time, her father-in-law shoved the doctor away and hugged her as she raged. She screamed, cried, and begged the gods to give him back, but her only answer was the sympathetic looks from the crowd around her. The ceremony continued as the world warped in and out of focus through the prism of her tears. 
 
    The honor guard stepped forward, but she couldn’t see them from her vantage point; her father-in-law had eased her gently to the ground. Only the clatter of dress shoes on the dais told her what was happening around her. Her whole world had condensed to the two boys cuddled in her lap; they were all she had left, and she was afraid to let them go. Absentmindedly stroking their hair, Josephine could see the ceremony in her head. She envisioned the detail’s grizzled leader snapping to a rigid attention and saluting. She knew Bobby would want her to return it, but she couldn’t acknowledge the gesture. She needed the fiction, to hold onto the slim hope he’d walk back through the doors with his confident swagger and infuriatingly handsome grin. 
 
    Her older son seemed upset and fought to free himself from her grip. He seemed to intrinsically understand she couldn’t return the salute. Josephine clung to her boys, and tried to latch onto them, living memorials to the man she’d loved. Little Robert, however, managed to wiggle free from her grip. He stood straighter than she’d ever seen him and returned the honor guard’s salute. Dropping his salute in reply, the sergeant turned and gave the order to the riflemen. Their ceremonial shots were meant to honor the dead, to tell the world they’d been prepared for their final internment, and they took that sacred duty with a solemn devotion the world seemed to have forgotten. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Clutching Connor to her breast, Josephine began sobbing for the man she’d loved. 
 
    Crack 
 
    She tried to regain control of her wailing but failed. The pain in her heart stung too deep, it was crushing the life out of her. The other half of her soul was gone from this world, and she felt so alone. 
 
    Crack! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Josephine stood in her well-worn living room and watched the years slide by through the pictures on her wall. Pictures of her and the twins filled every available space, a time capsule from the years the three of them had shared together. They’d bonded together, uniting against the harsh world. Despite the pain she never seemed to evade, Josephine saw that her boys had been happy. There were pictures of their baptism, of her father-in-law showing them how to shoot, and of the family camping trips and cookouts the Andersons were known for. Her heart swelled with pride; her babies had grown up and would soon be graduating at the top of their class. It hadn’t always been easy, but together with her in-laws she’d fought to provide for her boys. They’d hidden from the world in the backwoods, hunting for their meals and growing what they could. But despite it all, they’d done it as a family. 
 
    After a drunk driver forced her to bury her in-laws, life had been bleak. She’d been utterly alone, the love of her sons her only solace. Josephine clung to them, the knowledge the twins needed her giving her strength. She knew her high school seniors wouldn’t admit it, but she didn’t need them too; just knowing it in her heart was enough. Looking wistfully at the most recent photo, she saw they’d grown so big—men in their own right. Her heart broke a little every time she looked at them—they always reminded her of their father. They not only carried Bobby’s likeness, but also his mannerisms. Seeing Bobby through them made it hard for her to move on, but she’d managed to find a level of contentment that made life bearable.  
 
    Glancing at the view screen, her breath caught in her throat. Today was the day she had feared since Bobby’s death; the day her boys were required to take their VOWs. No amount of bribery or begging would excuse them from this. Her only hope was they evaded the siren’s call of the recruiters, promising riches and adventure to the unwitting youths. She knew she couldn’t live if the Mercenary Guild managed to steal her sons as well; there wasn’t enough room in her heart for that much pain. All she had was the hope her boys chose the collegiate track and a life away from the guns of war. 
 
    When the grandfather clock in the hallway chimed twice, she hardened her resolve and went to stand on the porch. There was nothing left for her but to stand her silent vigil against what she feared was inevitable. Her heart beat an erratic staccato as she waited for the bus, her sense of doom growing with every beat. She knew the boys were smart—they’d surely passed the dreaded aptitude test. What scared her more than anything was their devotion to the idea of their dad. The boys had talked of joining the Dragoons since they’d laid their dad to rest in the company cemetery.  
 
    Even knowing the odds were against her, Josephine prayed they’d take a job planet-side in their grandpa’s factory. They’d inherited it when he’d died, and she ran it like he’d taught her. They still weren’t rich, but the job could support them indefinitely and would weather the vagaries of interstellar commerce. In her heart she knew that wouldn’t happen, but she prayed fiercely her boys would see the light. No amount of money was worth dying on some alien planet for a mission that would cease to matter before the ink had dried on the contract.  
 
    A rumbling in the distance told her the bus was on its way; the county was too cheap to pay to fix the old yellow monster. When it finally stopped in front of her house, Josephine held her breath and waited as her boys strutted up the drive, laughing and jovially slapping each other on the back. They were normally happy lads, but what scared her was the swagger in their walk. She hadn’t seen that Anderson Strut since she’d lost Bobby. Even her father-in-law had only managed a pale shadow of Bobby’s confident gait.  
 
    Josephine knew instantly something was different. They’d taken their mercenary assessment tests today, and judging by their strut, her boys were pleased with the results. Their shoulders were back, and they walked with their chest out so far, she was almost afraid they’d fall on their faces. 
 
    “Please God, don’t let them march off to the lure of the drums,” she prayed.  
 
    Watching as they approached, she feared her prayer wouldn’t be answered. In her nightmares, her sons passed their VOWs and someone gave them a job. When they were within arm’s reach, the smiling Robert Anderson IV answered the unspoken question. Trying to hide her pain, Josephine waited for the news that would crush the joy from her soul. Had the Guild stolen her sons, her babies, just like it had stolen Bobby? 
 
    “We aced the test, Mom,” he said proudly, “perfect scores! Nobody else from our school has ever gotten one on the VOWs! We signed with Alpha Company, 5th Battalion of the Yorktown Dragoons. We have to meet our new recruit mentor at some bar in Huston tonight.” 
 
    The world spun, and only her grip on the porch railing kept her from falling. Gesturing to the boys, she ushered them to the dining room table and directed them to their seats. They ignored her, assuring her they’d come eat after they packed. Rushing to the kitchen, she threw leftovers onto plates and brought the steaming food to them as quickly as she could. Only muscle memory kept her on the well-trod path that linked the kitchen to the dining room. Her boys, however, seemed oblivious to her pain. The shoveled the food into their mouths like it was a race and had soon eaten their fill.  
 
    Standing, Connor gave her a smile that seemed older than his 18 years. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mom,” he said, before turning to head out the front door with Robert on his heels. With tears in her eyes, the enormity of her loss was brought into focus as the door to her heart slammed shut after them. 
 
    Crack! 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
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    Excerpt from “A Fiery Sunset:” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Avander Pharmaceuticals, Chattanooga, Tennessee, Earth 
 
    “Dr. Avander will see you now,” said the Veetch. The alien obviously thought he was stupid, Major Good decided, as it flipped one of its left hands to indicate the enormous mahogany door behind it that sported the nameplate, “Dr. Ezekiel Avander, CEO.” As it was the only door beside the one he came in, Good really didn’t need a lot of decision-making skill to figure that out. 
 
    Apparently, showing in visitors wasn’t part of the alien’s job description, as it went back to what it was doing without getting up. Nice. 
 
    Major Good walked to the door and turned the handle. The solid mahogany door was every bit the feature-piece it appeared to be and required a decent portion of his augmented strength to open. It probably was meant to overawe visitors. Good, however, found it slightly annoying. 
 
    “Dr. Avander?” he asked as he entered the room. The office was as ostentatious on the inside as he had guessed it would be from looking at the exterior. Luxuriously-appointed furnishings were tastefully positioned throughout the room, with bookcases artfully filled with a variety of works, from classical masterpieces to the latest treatises on the art and practice of war. It was a tribute to an extremely wealthy man who had equally eclectic tastes. 
 
    The other feature of the room was a massive desk that matched the entrance door, on which sat a forest of slates and monitors, to the extent that the man behind them was only glimpsed in portions and slices. From what Good could see, the man appeared in constant motion, working on a great portion of the devices in front of him, nearly simultaneously. 
 
    “Yes?” came a distant voice from behind the monitors. 
 
    “I’m Major Good,” the intel officer replied. “I’m here to talk with you about why you haven’t returned our calls.” 
 
    The motion behind the monitors ceased, and a hand slid a number of the monitors out of the way so Good could see the man behind them. Whatever Good had expected from the merc-turned-CEO, this wasn’t it. The man wore a faded leather jacket, and a giant stogie hung from the corner of his mouth. Lines from his implants trailed off to four of the slates. Although the man was closing in on 150 years old, he looked no older than 55, and appeared in top physical shape. The piercing blue eyes stared at Good for a moment as if looking into his soul, then the man smiled and waved him to one of the two chairs in front of the desk. 
 
    “Please sit,” the man said, “and call me Zeke.” 
 
    “Hi, Zeke,” Major Good replied; “we’ve called you a bunch, and you haven’t returned any of our calls.” 
 
    “There’s a damned good reason why, too.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” Zeke said, and he started to pull the monitors back into their earlier positions. 
 
    “One second,” Good said. “Can I ask why you’re not interested? Your planet has been assaulted by aliens, and all you want to do is to sit here and run your empire? Trying to milk a few more credits from old men and women in search of the Fountain of Youth?” 
 
    “Look,” Zeke said, “I enjoyed my time with The Golden Horde, and I think I did very well for you. Certainly, my service helped garner some extra credits for the company. Now, I may not have the intelligence facilities the Horde does, but my network runs pretty deep, and I’m kept passingly familiar with anything important going on, anywhere on this planet, that might affect business. I am well aware of the aliens on Earth and their intentions. I’m not, however, interested in coming back to work for the Horde; I have enough to do here.” 
 
    “What could be more important than joining the resistance?” 
 
    Zeke cocked his head and looked piercingly at the major again. “Do you know what we do here?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You help old people live another day through a variety of treatments and enhancements.” 
 
    “I help people live longer,” Zeke said. “I help them beat diseases that are untreatable anywhere else on this planet. I do this by working at the cellular level, fixing things that have previously been unfixable by mankind. I give people life!” 
 
    Zeke turned one of the monitors so Good could see the image of a virus on it. “I can also take life,” he continued, his voice quiet, “just as easily as I can give it. You are running around recruiting people for a war that is already underway, a war that I am already fighting. Only my company can tailor viruses to do the things we want. To attack the creatures I want. Why am I not interested in coming back to the Horde? Because I’m far more valuable here.” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech.  
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years.  
 
     Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.”  
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Salvage Title” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07H8Q3HBV.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Find out more about Kevin Steverson and “Salvage Title” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/kevin-steverson/.   
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The following is an  
 
    Excerpt from Book One of In Revolution Born:  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mutineer’s Daughter 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    Chris Kennedy & Thomas A. Mays 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Available from Theogony Books 
 
    eBook, Paperback, and Audio 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Excerpt from “The Mutineer’s Daughter:” 
 
      
 
    Kenny dozed at his console again. 
 
    There he sat—as brazen as ever—strapped down, suited up, jacked in…and completely checked out. One might make allowances for an overworked man falling asleep during a dull routine, watching gauges that didn’t move or indicators that rarely indicated anything of consequence, perhaps even during a quiet moment during their ship’s long, long deployment. 
 
    But Fire Control Tech Third Class Ken Burnside was doing it—yet again—while the ship stood at General Quarters, in an unfriendly star system, while other parts of the fleet engaged the forces of the Terran Union.  
 
    Chief Warrant Officer Grade 2 (Combat Systems) Benjamin “Benno” Sanchez shook his helmeted head and narrowed his eyes at the sailor strapped in to his right. He had spoken to the young weapons engineer a number of times before, through countless drills and mock skirmishes, but the youthful idiot never retained the lesson for long.  
 
    “Benno, Bosso,” Kenny would plead, “you shouldn’t yell at me. You should have me teach others my wisdom!” 
 
    Benno would invariably frown and give his unflattering opinion of Kenny’s wisdom. 
 
    “Get it, ya?” Kenny would reply. “I’m a math guy. Probability, right Warrant? The Puller’s just a little ship, on the edge of the formation. We scan, we snipe, we mop up, we patrol. We don’t go in the middle, tube’s blazing, ya? We no tussle with the big Terrans, ya? No damage! No battle! So, something goes wrong, back-ups kick in, buzzer goes off, we mark for fix later. And when’s the only time you or the officers don’t let a man walk ‘round and don’t ask for this, don’t ask for that? When’s the only time a man can catch up on the z’s, eh? One and the same time! So I doze. Buzzer goes off, I wake, make a note, doze again till I can work, ya? Such wisdom!” 
 
    Benno usually lectured him about complacency. He asked what would happen if they were hit, if the shot was hot enough, deep enough, destructive enough to burn through the backup of the backup of the backup. What if they did have to face the Great Test, to rise and work and save the Puller themselves? 
 
    Kenny would always smile, relieved. “Well, then I be dead, ya? No more maintenance either way. Good enough reason to doze right there!” 
 
    Benno could have reported him any number of times, but he never had. Putting it on paper and sending it above them was a two-edged sword. It would solve Kenny’s sleepy disdain for order, of that Benno had no doubt, but he also knew he would lose Kenny’s trust and the vigorous drive the young ALS plebeian applied to every other task. Plus, it would signal to the officers above that Benno couldn’t handle a minor discipline problem on his own. And it would indicate to the ranks below that Benno was no longer one of their own—when he had gone from Chief to Chief Warrant Officer, he had changed his ties, forever. 
 
    So Benno growled, but he let it slide, content only he would know about Kenny’s acts of passive rebellion. No one else would ever know why the young tech kept getting extra punishment duties. Besides, it wasn’t as if Kenny was actually wrong, in the fullness of things. 
 
    Then, before Benno could check his own side of the console to verify whether things were indeed alright, his internal debate was blown away by the unforgiving, indiscriminate lance of an x-ray laser blast.  
 
    The single beam struck the Puller a glancing blow, centered on a space just beneath the outer hull and aimed outboard. Armor plate, radiation shielding, piping, wireways, conduit, decking, internal honeycombed structure, atmosphere, and people all ionized and ablated into a dense, mixed plasma. This plasma exploded outward, crushing the spaces surrounding the hit and dealing further physical and thermal damage. Combat Systems Maintenance Central, or CSMC, lay deep within the Puller’s battle hull—three spaces inward from where the x-ray laser struck—but that meant little next to the awesome destructive power of a Dauphine capital-class xaser warhead. 
 
    The forward and port bulkheads in front of them flashed white hot with near-instantaneous thermal energy transfer and peeled away, blown out by the twin shocks of the outward-expanding plasma and the snapping counterforce of explosive decompression. The double blast battered Benno in his seat and threw him against his straps to the left. As the bulkheads vanished, their departure also carried away the CSMC monitoring console the two watch standers shared with them into the black, along with Kenny’s seat, and Ken Burnside, himself.  
 
    The young engineer disappeared in an instant, lost without ever waking. Benno stared, dumbfounded, at the blank spot where he had been, and of all the possible panicked thoughts that could have come to him, only one rose to the forefront:  
 
    Does this validate Kenny’s wisdom? 
 
    Benno shook his head, dazed and in shock, knowing he had to engage his brain. Looking beyond, he could see the glowing edges of bulkheads and decks gouged out by the fast, hot knife of the nuclear-pumped xaser. Only vaguely could he recall the sudden buffeting of explosive decompression that had nearly wrenched him through the straps of his acceleration couch.  
 
    He knew he had things to do. He had to check his suit’s integrity. Was he leaking? Was he injured? And what about Kenny? Was he gone, unrecoverable? Or was he waiting for his poor, shocked-stupid boss Benno to reach out and save him?  
 
    And there was something else, something important he needed to be doing. He wasn’t supposed to just sit here and think of himself or unlucky, lazy Kenny. Oh no, thought Benno, still trying to marshal his thoughts back together, Mio is going to be so angry with me, sitting here like a fool… 
 
    “CSMC, report!” 
 
    Benno shook his head against the ringing he hadn’t realized filled his ears. He reached out for the comms key on his console, swore at how futile that was, then keyed his suit mic. “Last station calling, this is CSMC. We’ve taken a hit. I lost my technician, console is…down, hard. Over.”  
 
    “CSMC, TAO,” the Puller’s Tactical Action Officer said through the suit channel, “pull it together! We just had a near miss by a capital class Dauphine warhead. The battle with the Terrans has spread out of the main body. I have missiles up but zero point-defense. I need guns and beams back, now!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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Excerpt from “Overture:” 
 
      
 
    Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof.  
 
    A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis.  
 
    “You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense.  
 
    “Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred.  
 
    “We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied.  
 
    “I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said.  
 
    “Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff.  
 
    “Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast. 
 
    “Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope.  
 
    Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times.  
 
    In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean.  
 
    The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated 10 times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond.  
 
    On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range.  
 
    The flash had incinerated everything on the other side.  
 
    The physical blast, travelling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away.  
 
    Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 
 
      
 
     
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Overture” now at: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B077YMLRHM/  
 
      
 
    Find out more about Mark Wandrey and the Earth Song Cycle at: http://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/mark-wandrey/. 
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